
Prof Tele Tan AM
Autism Academy for Software Quality 

Assurance (AASQA)
Curtin University

Australia

The Autism Academy
Advancing Innovation through 
Neurodiversity

JCIPP Curtin Corner, 21 April 2023



World 
Trailblazers –

Past and 
Present

What do they 
have in 

common?



What is Neurodiversity

•Neurodiversity is a concept that recognises and 
celebrates the natural variation in human 
neurological development and functioning

• It encompasses a range of conditions including 
autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia and 
Tourette’s syndrome

•Neurodiversity is a natural part of human 
diversity which recognises the individuals with 
diverse neurological conditions have unique 
strengths and talents to contribute to society 



Neurodiversity and 
Digital Technologies

Increasing demand for superior 
technologists, analysts and scientists to work 
in teams to solve difficult problems

Individuals who are neurodivergent and have 
exceptional abilities in memory, pattern 
recognition, and mathematics are most suited 
in software innovation and testing, data 
analytics and cyber security

Likewise, Artificial Intelligence and Machine 
Learning testings requires extreme level of 
attention and sustained concentration 
where neurodiverse individuals will 
outperform their neurotypical counterparts



Autism in Australia



Under-resourced 
services

Lack of autism-
specific services 

and programs

Lack of autism 
awareness and support 
in school and workplace 

environments





Employment Focus
Since 2004 social impact and for profit 
organisations have emerged, around ICT, 
improving the employment outcomes  



Mission of 
AASQA
We believe in the awesome 
potential of neurodiverse people 
and their ability to flourish when 
empowered with the right skills and 
opportunities to succeed

Advancing innovation through 
neurodiversity



Autism Academy for Software 
Quality Assurance (AASQA)

STEM club for autistic 
teens

Industry aligned skills 
development 

Work integrated 
learning and internships 

in the ICT sector

K7-K9 K10 – Early Tertiary Tertiary level



STEM Outreach

• Adopted the CoderDojo 
(www.coderdojo.com) network of free, 
fun and social coding club

• Special Interest Groups (SIGs) in coding, 
robotics, internet of things, mobile app 
development supported by a Maths 
enrichment class

• Assisted by volunteer mentors in 
computing, engineering, occupational 
therapy, psychology and education

• 400+ students supported since 2016 
across four sites in Western Australia

http://www.coderdojo.com/


A STRENGTH-BASED PROGRAM
for adolescents with autism

BANKWEST CURTIN ECONOMICS CENTRE

Matthew Jones,  Marita Falkmer, Ben Milbourn, 
Tele Tan, Louise Sheehy, Sven Bölte and Sonya Girdler

http://bcec.edu.au/publications/strength-
based-programs-for-adolescents-with-autism/

Facilitators
• Shared interests
• Expert facilitators

• Individual and collaborative approach

Activities
• Incorporating interests
• Skill development goals

• Career goals

Environment
• Everyone has autism

• Acceptance
• Overcrowding and noise





Training
• Work experience (K10 to K12)
• Software Testing Hackathons
• International Software Testing 

Qualifications Board Certifications
• Vocational Training Scholarships in IT, 

software development and 
cybersecurity



CyberSET (2023-25)
• Funded by Department of Industry, Science 

and Resources
• Provides industry-leading cybersecurity 

training, simulations, and work experience 
programs, incorporating industry 
requirements and best practices

• Improves the diversity and quality of the 
cybersecurity workforce by strengthening 
the participation of women and integrating 
a strengths-based neurodivergent 
cybersecurity talent development strategy

Partners





Internships

• Paid Work Integrated Learning 
scholarships with autism 
employment support

• Duration of between 3 and 12 
months

• 95 scholarships created since 2016
• AUD$1.5m of scholarships fund 

raised so far





30 October 2019



Industry

Philanthropy and Foundation Government Department Community Research

Partners



Thank You
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“Tapping the Talent:  
Improving Employment outcomes

for Autistic Australians”

Sonya Girdler
Professor of Occupational Therapy

Director Curtin Autism Research Group
‘Living with Autism’ Cooperative Research Centre 

Centre of Neurodevelopmental Disorders 
at Karolinska Institutet (KIND)



Everyone has the right to work, to free 
choice of employment, to just and 
favourable conditions of work and to 
protection against unemployment. 

- Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights

Employment

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The right to employment for all people is enshrined in Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; however, for many autistic people this right is yet to be realised. 





Unemployment of Autistic Australians

The ABS reported from its 2018 data that:
• The labour force participation rate was 40.8% among the 75,200 autistic 

individuals people of working age (15-64 years).  
Not much had changed …
• In 2009, the labour force participation rate for people with autism was 

34%. 
• 7% improvement in a decade!
• Autistic people have skills that may be beneficial to the workforce
• They have a desire to work (Aspect, 2013)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Employment is a key issue for autistic people. 
The series of reports from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) reports on Disability, Ageing and Carers (SDAC) show a massive and ongoing problem with employment outcomes for autistic Australians.





• International collaboration between 
Australia, Sweden and the US

• Examine issues related to the employment 
of autistic people by:

• Defining the current situation 
internationally

• Examining options for intervention and 
supports

• Considering the autism spectrum
• Providing recommendations and directions 

for future policy and research

International Policy Brief 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We are grateful that in the International Society for Autism Research recognised the need for an international policy brief 
To bring together our understanding of the issues relating to the employment of autistic people internationally. 
This project has been a truly international collaboration and the work I am presenting today was an international team effort.
I am particularly grateful to my other international CI’s Sven Bolte (Sweden), and Matt Lerner and Alycia Halliday from the US.  

Our brief from INSAR was to examine issues relating to the employment of autistic people internationally
Defining the current situation
Examining options for interventions and supports
Considering the autism spectrum
Collectively this work would inform a policy brief  -  providing recommendations and directions for future policy and research



International policy brief
Overview 

Phase One

•Literature review of employment of autistic 
people framed within the ICF 

Phase Two

•Environmental Scan of the issues impacting on 
the employment outcomes of autistic people

Phase Three
•Community forums and focus groups  

Phase Four
•Develop a clear policy statement based on 1-3 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So in meeting these aims were undertook a four phased project
Firstly, we  summarised the literature pertaining to the employment outcomes of autistic people, focusing on the barriers and facilitators to employment across different environments and functional levels.  
Secondly, we undertook an environmental scan of these issues through an international survey across our 3 countries, seeking input from stakeholders – autistic individuals and their families, clinicians, service providers and employers. 
Thirdly, we held community forums and focus groups with autistic adults, their families, clinicians and service providers in each country.
And finally we developed a clear policy statement inclusive of recommendations for future action based on phases 1-3, incorporating findings from all three countries. 




A holistic view of functioning
The World Health Organization

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Over the evolution of our understanding of autism and in developing interventions there has been a lot of focus on those factors associated with the impairments or the challenges of autism. 
There are few frameworks that present a balanced understanding of functioning– that capture both the challenges and strengths of autistic individuals – that can be inclusive of a neurodiverse approach.  The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health is the notable exception. 
The ICF looks at disability holistically – while it considers impairments –  and participation restrictions - It also considers factors within an individual’s Environment and Personal factors within the individual, that either facilitate or pose a barrier to functioning.

The ICF highlights that disability is not just a health problem -  It is a complex phenomenon, reflecting the interaction between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which they live. 
Useful in understanding participation in major life areas such as education, employment … across the life span



Melissa Scott, Ben Milbourn, Marita Falkmer, Melissa Black, Sven Bölte, 
Alycia Halladay, Matthew Lerner, Julie Lounds Taylor & Sonya Girdler

Phase One

Factors Impacting Employment of Autistic People: 
A Scoping Review

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, in phase one we undertook a literature review – as we wanted to know – according to the research to date – what are the key factors impacting on autistic people.



Purpose of scoping review

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is now published in Autism if you would like to read the review in full.



Results: Content analysis of ASD-related abilities

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Number of studies describing each strength
14 studies overall

Autistic related strengths 

de Schipper, et, al., (2016). Functioning and 
Disability in Autism Spectrum Disorder:  A 
Worldwide Survey of Experts.  Autism Research, 9, 
959-969 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
 In total, 14 studies described results which aligned either with the previously described strengths of autistic participants, or with additional skills and abilities in relation to punctuality, low absenteeism, the high quality of their work, prompt task commencement and a strong work ethic. 




10

ICF linking results for intervention studies

Activities and 
participation

46%

Body functions
25%

Environment 
29%

Distribution of unique codes by ICF chapter 
For intervention studies (k=36) 

All Linking 

Activities and participation Body functions Environment

Activities and 
participation

65%

Body 
functions

35%

Distribution of unique codes by ICF chapter
For targets of Interventions only

Activities and participation Body functions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We linked the intervention studies to the ICF
- On the left is the total unique codes by ICF chapter for all linking done for the 36 intervention studies 
On the right is the total unique codes by ICF chapter for all linking done for the targets (that is what the interventions was aiming to change) of intervention studies only.  
It is important to note that the environment was not a target in any employment program.



Discussion

• Only a quarter of employment studies were 
intervention based.

• Focus on autistic impairments
• Target characteristics that make finding and 

obtaining a job challenging (activity and 
participation components e.g., communication)

• Not strengths-based
• None targeted the environment
• Environmental factors were used only as a means of 

delivering the intervention.

Results summary

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This scoping review demonstrates the utility of the ICF for sets for autistic individuals as a framework in synthesising the literature relating to the employment of individuals with autism

Only a quarter of the employment studies were intervention-based, while the majority were descriptive and pointed to the need for future research. 
Many of the employment interventions focused on autistic impairments, targeting characteristics that made finding and obtaining a job challenging

The interventions were not strengths based – that is they did not leverage the strengths of individuals with autism in employment contexts.
Not one intervention examined the environment as the primary target of the intervention.

AND Environmental factors were used only as a means of delivering the intervention – for example, an intervention targeting social skills was delivered via an iPod with a video modelling software package demonstrating communication role-playing skills -  and were not the target in any study.  

This pointed to missed opportunities for intervention.







• Person-centered, individualized approaches
• Environmental supports in the workplace 
• Employers, service providers, families and autistic 

individuals working together
• Opportunities for on the job experience 
• Increasing understanding of autism in the workplace
• Employment programs leveraging the strengths of 

autistic people
• Employers focusing on harnessing the strengths of 

autistic people and the contribution they can make in 
the workplace

Employment outcomes can be improved now!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So in summary these 3 studies suggest many ways in which the employment outcomes of autistic people can be improved now!
There has to be a person-centered, individualized approach to identifying needs.
Environmental supports in the workplace are essential.
On the job experience is critical for success, and programs should be put in place or expanded to allow autistic individuals to obtain that experience.
Employers need better metrics of what strategies are working and not working, and should be able to access resources easily.
Employers have the unique opportunity to increase understanding of autism in the workplace by offering educational tools to managers and those with direct contact with the employee.
Programs to help people get jobs and stay employed should start to consider strengths of autistics
The process needs start early in adolescents to build ‘pathways’ to employment.
Employers can focus on  harnessing the strengths of autistic people and the positive contribution they can make to the work environment.






Making change ….

Improve 
Employment 
Outcomes

ICF core sets for Autism

Neurodiversity 
paradigm

Strengths-based 
approaches

Sven Bölte, Wenn B. Lawson, Peter B. Marschik, Sonya 
Girdler (2021).  Reconciling the seemingly irreconcilable: 
The WHO's ICF system integrates biological and 
psychosocial environmental determinants of autism and 
ADHD: The International Classification of Functioning (ICF) 
allows to model opposed biomedical and neurodiverse 
views of autism and ADHD within one framework.  
BioEssays

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I believe that making a change in autism we can use - ICF core sets for ASD, the Neurodiversity paradigm, and strengths-based approaches provide a unique framework which can be used in improving outcomes in major life areas such as employment.



But how do we make this happen?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But how do we make this happen ….



The Integrated 
Employment Success 
Tool (IEST)
An evidence-based guide for 
employers of autistic adults
Dr Melissa Scott, Dr Marita Falkmer, Prof Sonya Girdler, 
Prof Torbjörn Falkmer and Prof Sylvia Rodger

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Employment tools that target the environment - the Integrated employment Success Tool – of the IEST.
I would like to acknowledge my wonderful colleagues  - particularly Dr Melissa Scotts whose undertook the development of the IEST as part of her PhD, Prof Sylvia Rodger who originally conceived the ideas for an employment tool focussing on the environment, and the 100s of autistic individuals, their families and 100s of employers who contributed the knowledge and insights to the IEST. 



The Integrated Employment 
Success Tool (IEST)
• An evidence-based guide for employers of 

autistic adults
• More than 100 employers involved in its 

development
• Efficacy tested in an Australia-wide 

randomised controlled trial
• Increased understanding and knowledge of 

autism
• More confident in supporting their autistic 

employees

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Over 5 years we developed the IEST
An evidence-based guide for employers of autistic adults
More than 100 employers and many autistic individuals were involved in its development
The IEST underwent efficacy testing in an Australia-wide randomised controlled trial
Employers who used the IEST increased their understanding and knowledge of autism
And were more confident in supporting their autistic employees.




The purpose of the IEST
1. Increase awareness of autism and highlight 

the strengths of autistic employees
2. Identify potential environmental workplace 

challenges for autistic employees
3. Actions or modifications required to resolve 

environmental workplace challenges
4. Foster beneficial relationships between 

employers and autistic employees (strengths 
and requirements)

5. Improve employee productivity, job retention 
and overall workplace success

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The purpose of the IEST is to:
Increase awareness of autism and highlight the strengths of autistic employees
Identify potential environmental workplace challenges for autistic employees
Details actions or modifications required to resolve environmental workplace challenges
Foster beneficial relationships between employers and autistic employees (strengths and requirements)
Improve employee productivity, job retention and overall workplace success





IEST many potential 
benefits for all employees

Strategies 
work for 

many 
employees

Promote 
team building

Personal 
growth

Opportunities 
to learn 

about human 
diversity

Support to 
thrive in the 
workplace

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The IEST has many potential benefits for all employees
It details strategies that work for many autistic employees
It promotes team building
It provides opportunities for personal growth, To learn about human diversity and deliver supports which allow autistic employees to thrive in the workplace





How to use the IEST?
• Information on workplace 

requirements
• Tips and advice
• Questions to consider
• Checklists
• Experiences of employers
• Research findings

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The IEST has been designed to be user friendly – in developing the manual we were very aware that employers are very busy people. 
The manual details information on workplace requirements
It provides tips and advice – such as highlighting the Workplace inclusion is not specific to autism AND the work environments should encourage inclusion and diversity
Questions to consider – Such as have you thought about … the effect difficulties in social interaction and communication might have on the interview process.
It includes ready to use Summary Checklists for each of the employment phases
It draws from the experiences of over 100 employers in employing autistic workers
And presents relevant research findings which underpinned the development of the IEST.




“The IEST provided good overall information … 
we improved our recruitment and interview process 

for all employees”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Strategies and some checklists for each phase have been specifically designed to assist in developing, modifying
and/or maintaining the workplace. These strategies are generic and provide an overall and general approach for
assisting autistic employees to be successful, no matter which environment they work in. Because all workplaces
are not the same, in using the IEST employers need to decide what is appropriate for use in your workplace.

As one employer who used the IEST said “The IEST provided good overall information … [as a result of using it] we improved our recruitment and interview process for all employees”



Provides a decision 
tree to identify your 

stage in the 
employment process

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The IEST provides a decision making tree – to help employers identify the stage of the employment they are at – and to direct them to the most appropriate chapter for their stage in the employment process journey.



“It is important to talk about 
autism in a positive way, not to 

deny the difficulties, but to open 
a way forward so those 

difficulties can become less so.  
A positive outlook enthuses, 
creates, restores and breeds 

hope.”

Dr Wenn Lawson
Autistic author and researcher

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The IEST also provides information on understanding autism – focussing on developing strengths – through Identifying an employees skills and interests – reminding them to thinking about the Match between job tasks and their employees skills and interests – and how to Reward good work with recognition.

As the amazing Dr Wenn Lawson said “It is important to talk about autism in a positive way, not to deny the difficulties, but to open a way forward so those difficulties can become less so.  A positive outlook enthuses, creates, restores and breeds hope.”




Phase 1:  
Advertising the job
• Factors to consider when advertising a 

job
• Awareness of potential difficulties 

when advertising a job
• Strategies for advertising a job

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Phase one of IEST covers the initial phase of employment – While it is now widely recognised that autistic individuals have many skills to offer employers, and bring many benefits to the workplace – for many autistic individuals getting a job in the first place can be difficult.  BUT just a few simple adjustments to the job-advertising phase can make the process of applying for a job a little easier, clearer and more accessible. 




Phase 2:  
The Interview
• What do you expect to get out of the 

interview?
• Is a formal interview necessary or 

required to assess the applicant’s 
suitability?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Interviews are essentially a conversation between tow or more people where a series of questions are asked to find out if the applicant is the most suitable person for the job.  Fundamentally, interviews depend on communication skills, social interaction – and the applicants ability to promote themselves and their skills and abilities.  For many autistic individuals interviews can be stressful – because of their challenges in their communication and social skills

To help with this process the IEST details considerations that might be helpful during this process.  It reminds employers to consider what they expect to get out of the interview … and to consider if a formal interview is necessary to access the applicants suitability – maybe there are other ways such as work experience, a job trail or asking the applicant to present a portfolio of their work.




Phase 3:  
Job commencement
• Factors to think about during job 

commencement
• Awareness of potential job 

commencement difficulties
• Strategies for job commencement

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Phase 3 of the IEST covers job commencement.  It reminds employers that autistic employees tend to prefer in workplaces that are organised and well structured.  These type of work places allow employees to demonstrate their strengths, which can benefit the business.  In order to maximise an employees strengths it is important to make sure that employees have a thorough understanding of their job expectations and productivity requirements in their position.





Job commencement
“I think it’s important to be clear that this 
is a professional environment, there are 

certain expectations, and to explain 
these. Maybe think about what things 

the employee should know before 
coming into the workplace and provide 

this information early.”
IEST Trial–Employer feedback

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The summary checklist provides a reminder of the important aspects to consider in job commencement for autistic employees.

As one of the employers in our study highlighted, “I think it’s important to be clear that this is a professional environment, there are certain expectations, and to explain these. Maybe think about what things the employee should know before coming into the workplace and provide this information early.”






Phase 4:  
Workplace modification

“I think it is a good thing to provide 
details about how the workplace 

usually works, and then ask if there 
are any aspects that we can adapt”

IEST Trial – Employer feedback

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Phase 4 covers workplace modifications.  An autistic employee many experience many challenges in the workplace due to the nature of their disability, the type of work involved and/or the physical environment.  The IEST highlights the importance of being aware of these potential challenges, as well as knowing hot to establish a workplace that promotes effective participation and equal opportunity.

As one of our employers shared, “I think it is a good thing to provide details about how the workplace usually works, and then ask if there are any aspects that we can adapt”






Steps in the workplace 
modification process

Covers strategies in the areas of
• Sensory
• Social
• Communication
• Activity and task adjustment
• Physical environment

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The IEST details steps in the workplace modification process in the areas of 
Sensory, Social, Communication, Activity and task adjustment and  Physical environment
And details the steps to go through in the modification process.




Phase 5: 
Ongoing support
• There is no end date to supporting 

autistic employees
• Providing regular feedback and 

supervision
• Reviewing their support plan and the 

effectiveness of support
• Ongoing implementation of workplace 

modifications

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
There is not end date to supporting autistic employees in the workplace.  Providing ongoing support is key, especially when employers are aiming to retain employees in the long term.
Strategies such as - Providing regular feedback and supervision - Reviewing their support plan and the effectiveness of support - Ongoing implementation of workplace modifications – Reviewing Job tasks, supervision and teams – are all key in ensuring that autistic employees continue to thrive.



The costs and the benefits of 
hiring autistic individuals in 
open employment in Australia
• Employers do not incur additional costs 
• Results challenge employer prevailing 

employer attitudes 
• Many benefits to employing autistic adults
• Diversify the workplace and offer a 

competitive edge

Scott M, Jacob A, Hendrie D, Parsons R, Girdler S, Falkmer T,
et al. (2017) Employers’ perception of the costs and the
benefits of hiring individuals with autism spectrum disorder in
open employment in Australia. PLoS ONE 12(5): e0177607.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0177607

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So overall our work has found that that employers do not incur additional costs when employing an
Autistic adult over and above that associated with any new employee. Consequently, at the
organisational level our research challenges the attitude that hiring autistic adults may
result in a loss of productivity and increased costs associated with workplace modifications
and additional training and supervision. 

In fact our research how shown that there are many benefits associated with employing an autistic adults – including their attention to detail in work tasks and in their work ethic compared to non-autistic employees. Autistic employees can offer organisations a competitive edge.  




“Play to your strengths."

"I haven’t got any," said Harry, before he 
could stop himself.

"Excuse me," growled Moody, "you’ve got 
strengths if I say you’ve got them. Think now. 
What are you best at?”

J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In closing borrow from with the wisdom of JK Rowling in Harry Potter.
I have a daughter who has been obsessed with Harry Potter since she was 5 – and one of my favourite scenes has always been in the Goblet of Fire when Mad-eye Moody is coaching Harry through the first task involving dragons in the Triwizard Tournament – and the first thing he says to Harry is …
“Play to your strengths."�"I haven’t got any," said Harry, before he could stop himself.�"Excuse me," growled Moody, “You’ve got strengths if I say you’ve got them. Think now. What are you best at?”

Asking the simple question –’ what are you best at’ – can help us work with autistic people in a way that does not focus on their impairments- but what they too are good at.
Like us all autistic individuals have much to contribute – Understanding the talents, abilities and traits they bring to the workplace can work towards building a better society and lives for all. 



“Tapping the Talent:  
Improving Employment outcomes

for Autistic Australians”

Sonya Girdler
Professor of Occupational Therapy

Director Curtin Autism Research Group
‘Living with Autism’ Cooperative Research Centre 

Centre of Neurodevelopmental Disorders 
at Karolinska Institutet (KIND)
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