
What Autistic Adults Need but Cannot Tell You 

Juliana Gutiérrez, OTD, OTR/L, SWC 

Jennifer St. Jude, BSW, DSAE Teaching Credential 

 

References 

Allison, J. Shotwell, M., Keeling, B. & Simon, R. (2019). Effects of the Alert Program® on Communication, 

Social Interaction, and Occupational Performance in Adults With Developmental Disabilities. 

American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73 (4 supplement 1) 

11520410.  https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO3027 

Bagatell, N. (2019). The Roles of Caregivers of Adults With Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). American 

Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73 (4_Supplement_1), DOI: 10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO8044 

Baranek, G. T., Little, L. M., Parham, L. D., Ausderau, K. K., & Sabatos-DeVito, M. G. (2014). Sensory 

Features in Autism Spectrum Disorders. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118911389.hautc16 

Benevides, T. W., Carretta, H., & Graves, K. (2017). Health Care Utilization and Costs Among Transition-

Age Young Adult Medicare Beneficiaries With Autism Spectrum Disorder. American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 71, 7111510178. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2017.71S1-PO1183 

Ben-Sasson, A., Hen, L., Fluss, R., Cermak, S. A., Engel-Yeger, B., & Gal, E. (2009). A metanalysis of 

sensory modulation symptoms in individuals with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of autism 

and developmental disorders, 39 (1), 1-11. 

Cassidy, S., Hannant, P., Tavassoli, T., Allison, C., Smith, P., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2016). Dyspraxia and 

autistic traits in adults with and without autism spectrum conditions. Molecular Autism, 7 (1), 

48. 

Chen, J., Cohn, E., &  Orsmond, G. (2019). Preparing for Adulthood: Parent and School Personnel 

Priorities and Approaches to Supporting Transition-Age Youth With Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD). American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73 (4_Supplement_1). DOI: 

10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO4056 

Chevallier, C., Kohls, G., Troiani, V., Brodkin, E.S., & Schultz, R.T. (2012). The social motivation theory of 

autism. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 16, 231–239. doi:10.1016/j.tics.2012.02.007 

Chouinard, B. & Gallagher, L. (2019). He said, she said: Autism spectrum diagnosis and gender 

differentially affect relationships between executive functions and social communication. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361318815639 

Clince, M., Connolly, L., & Nolan, C. (2016). Comparing and exploring the sensory processing patterns of 

higher education students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and autism spectrum 

disorder. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 70, 7002250010. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2016.016816 

Crane, L., Goddard, L., Pring, L. (2009). Sensory Processing in adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

Autism 13(3), 215-228. 



Crasta, J. Davies, P.,&  Gavin, W. (2019). Sensory Processing Predicts Social Responsiveness in Adults 

With Autism. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73 (4_Supplement_1). DOI: 

10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-RP103A 

Danielle I. Brady, D. I., Saklofske, D.H., Schwean, V.L (2015). Executive Functions in Young Adults With 

Autism Spectrum Disorder. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357615609306 

Davis, R. C. D., Groen, Y., Berg, I. J., Tucha, O. M. & van Balkom I. D. C. (2016). Executive Functions in 

Older Adults With Autism Spectrum Disorder: Objective Performance and Subjective 

Complaints. Journal of Autism Development Disorder, 46, 2859–2873. DOI 10.1007/s10803-016-

2831-4 

Duker, L. I. S., Kim, H. K. S, Pomponio, A. Mosqueda, L. Pfeiffer, B. (2019). Examining Primary Care Health 

Encounters for Adults With Autism Spectrum Disorder. American Journal of Occupational 

Therapy,  73(5):7305185030. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2019.037226 

Gokcen¸ E., Frederickson, F., & Petrides, K. V., (2016). Theory of Mind and Executive Control Deficits in 

Typically Developing Adults and Adolescents with High Levels of Autism Traits. Journal of Autism 

and Developmental Disorders, 46, 2072–2087 DOI 10.1007/s10803-016-2735-3 

Happe, F. (1995). The role of age and verbal ability in the theory of mind task performance of subjects 

with autism. Child Development, 66, 843–855. 

Hilton, C., Ratckiff, K, & Hong, L. (2019). Trajectory of Leisure Participation Among Children With Autism 

Spectrum Disorders From Childhood Through Adolescence. American Journal of Occupational 

Therapy, 73, (4_Supplement_1). DOI: 10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO3042 

Ingrid Bertilssona, I., Lundvik Gyllenstena, A.,  Opheimc, A.,  Garda, G. & Sjödahl Hammarlund, C. (2018). 

Understanding one’s body and movements from the perspective of young adults with autism: A 

mixed-methods study. Research in Developmental Disabilities 78, 44–54 

Jones, C. R. G., Simonoff, E., Baird, G., Pickles, A., Marsden, A. J. S., Tregay, J., Happe F., &  Charman, T. 

(2018). The Association Between Theory of Mind, Executive Function, and the Symptoms of 

Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism Research 11, 95–109. 

Kimhi, Y. (2014). Theory of Mind Abilities and Deficits in Autism Spectrum Disorders. Topics in Language 

Disorders 34, (4), pp. 329–343. DOI: 10.1097/TLD.0000000000000033 

Kinnealey, M., Ruili, V., Smith, S. (2015).  Case study of an adult with sensory modulation disorder.  

AOTA Sensory Integration Special Interest Section Quarterly (38)1. 

Leekam, S. R., Nieto, C., Libby, S. J., Wing, L., & Gould, J. (2007). Describing the sensory abnormalities of 

children and adults with autism. Journal of autism and developmental disorders, 37(5), 894-910. 

Mathersul, D., McDonald, S., & Rushby, J. A. (2013). Understanding advanced theory of mind and 

empathy in high-functioning adults with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Clinical and 

Experimental Neuropsychology, 35, 655–668 

May-Benson, T. A. (2011). Understanding the occupational therapy needs of adults with sensory 

processing disorder. OT Practice, 14 (10), 15-18. 



Ohl, A. (2017). Predictors of Employment Status Among Adults With ASD. American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 71, 7111505112. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2017.71S1-PO3090 

Piller, A., Hahn-H., Floyd, M., Hobbs, C., & Ethington, D. (2019). Parent and Teacher Perspectives on the 

Role of Executive Functioning (EF) in School Success for Adolescents With Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD). American Journal of Occupational Therapy. 73, (4_Supplement_1). 

doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO5017 

Precin, P. (2018). Use of Visual Imagery in Individuals With Autism Spectrum Disorder. American Journal 

of Occupational Therapy, 72, 7211520331. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2018.72S1-PO8001 

Reynolds, S., Lane, S. J., & Mullen, B. (2015). Effects of deep pressure stimulation on physiological 

arousal. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 

69, 6903350010. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2015.015560 

Reynolds, S., Lane, S., Muller, B., Boulware, C., Timberline, H., Norris, M., McDaniels, C., Baumann, K., & 

Guarriello, A. (2017). Effects of Deep Pressure on Arousal and Performance in Adults With 

Autism: Examining the Efficacy of the Vayu Vest. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 71, 

7111515225. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2017.71S1-PO2150     

Schwartz, J., Alam, J., Cotayo, E., Espinosa, S., Grossman, D., Herdocia, P., Hernandez, V. Lheriisson, B., 

Lopez, Karen., Mejia J., Rodriquez, M., & Torres, J. (2019). Understanding Health Management 

for Adults With Autism. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73, (4_Supplement_1). DOI: 

10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO7034 

Semino, S., Ring, M., Bowler, D. M., & Gaigg, S. B. (2018). The Influence of task Demands, Verbal Ability 

and Executive Functions on Item and Source Memory in Autism Spectrum Disorder. Journal of 

Autism and Developmental Disorder 48, 184–197. DOI 10.1007/s10803-017-3299-6 

Tavassoli, T., Miller L. J., Schoen, S. A., Nielsen, D. M. & Baron-Cohen, S. (2014). Sensory over-

responsivity in adults with autism spectrum conditions. Autism, 18(4) 428–432 DOI: 

10.1177/1362361313477246 

Taylor, J., & Seltzer, M. (2011). Employment and Post-Secondary Educational Activities for Young Adults 

with Autism Spectrum Disorders During the Transition to Adulthood. Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 41(5), 566-574. DOI 10.1007/s10803-010-1070-3 

Teti, M., Cheak-Zamora, N., Lolli, B., & Maurer-Bathel, A. (2016). Reframing Autism: Young Adults With 

Autism Share Their Strengths Through Photo-Stories. Journal of Pediatric Nursing, 31 (6), 619-

629. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2016.07.002 

Trembath, D., Iacono, T., Lyon, K., West, D., & Johnson, H. (2013). Augmentative and alternative 

communication supports for adults with autism spectrum disorders. Autism. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361313486204 

Walczak, M., Severson, M., Muesbeck, J., Kant, S., & Ausdreau, K. (2019). Interventions Improving 

Activities of Daily Living (ADLs) for Children and Adolescents With Autism Spectrum Disorder: A 

Systematic Review. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73, (4_Supplement_1). DOI: 

10.5014/ajot.2019.73S1-PO5009 



Wallace, G. L., Kenworthy, L., Pugliese, C. E., Popal, H. S., White, E. I., Brodsky, E., & Martin, A. (2016). 

Real-World Executive Functions in Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder: Profiles of Impairment 

and Associations with Adaptive Functioning and Co-morbid Anxiety and Depression. Journal of 

Autism Development Disorder, 46, 1071–1083. DOI 10.1007/s10803-015-2655-7 

Zetler, N. K., Sharon A. Cermak, S. A., Engel-Yeger, B. & Gal E. (2019) Somatosensory Discrimination in 

People With Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Scoping Review. American Journal of Occupational 

Therapy, 73, 7305205010. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2019.029728 

Zimmerman, D., Ownswortha, T., O’Donovana, A.,  Robertsb, J., & Gulloc, M. J. (2017). Associations 

between executive functions and mental health outcomes for adults with autism spectrum 

disorder. Psychiatry Research 253, 360–363. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2017.04.023 

 



What Every Autistic Adult Needs But Cannot Tell You              
Page 1 of 3 

WROTSS 2020                                         Juliana Gutiérrez, OTD, OTR/L, SWC  &  Jennifer St. Jude, BSW                                         

Strategies For Success (CTESS Model) 

 

Communication Strategies: 

1. Find any way to successfully communicate  

2. Build up slowly to a way of interacting 

3. Decrease the use of words (especially if overwhelmed) 

4. Use modeling – repeating how to do it 

5. Use alternative ways of communication  

6. Give enough time to process and respond 

7. Grade in a descending way as needed to match level of interaction 

or arousal level 

a) verbal (sentences),  verbal (short words),  use words + 

gestures/signs,  use signing  use gestures use 

visual/pictures 

 

Theory of Mind Strategies: 

1. Communicate your plan – visual presentation helps 

2. Be explicit (if tired or feel sick, stated) 

3. Provide clear and concrete feedback 

4. Be concrete presenting expectations 

5. Explain purpose of tasks 

6. Do not assume you are being understood 

 

Executive Functioning Strategies: 

1. Break Activities into steps – identify 1st step 

2. Start from simple/easy and layer up  

3. Use visual demonstrations along verbal instructions 

4. Make predictable routine, within which changes can be made 

5. Giving choices may be challenging 
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6. Include visual schedules 

7. Teach how to manage time.  (Use a visual Clock) 

8. Use tables with instructions to help plan and initiate 

9. Allow for completion (avoiding being dependent on someone)  

10.Increase independence by decreasing the level of support needed 

  (Bagatell, 2019) 

11.Reduce time pressure could help them overcome their difficulties   

      with complex tasks. (Davis, et al. 2016) 

 

 

Sensory Strategies: 

1. Teach ways to understand own sensory responses 

2. Teach ways to increase or decrease input 

3. Teach how meltdowns relate to level of arousal (under and over 

sensory responsiveness can cause meltdowns) 

4. Collaborate in creating a sensory diet to be implemented in daily 

routine (tangible) - personalized 

5. Know when ‘grounding’ is required – know how to respond 

 

 

Skill Acquisition Strategies: 

1. If melting down – do not teach a skill 

2. Consider learning processing could be slow 

3. Model social interactions to support social skills/communication 

4. Make sure basic skills are in place 

5. Use Backward chaining 

6. Identify specific skills that impact function 
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Some evidence on intervention methods 

1. Augmentative and alternative communication for both adults with 

ASD and their communication partners (Trembath, et al. 2013).  

2. The Photovoice method is well-suited to help young adults identify 

and express their strengths. (Teti, et al. 2016) 

3. Self-generated images and stories may offer a creative and effective  

a. form of communication for young adults with ASD (Teti, et al. 

2016) 

4. The Alert Program® is an effective program occupational 

therapists can use to address self-regulation to positively impact 

communication, interaction skills, and occupational. (Allison et 

al. 2019) 

5. Visual imagery  Four sessions of visual imagery practice 

improved cooking task performance in college students with ASD 

(Precin et al. 2018).  

6. Screening for and monitoring mental health concerns in people 

with ASD regardless of their level of EF is recommended 

(Zimmerman, et al. 2017) 

7. Therapeutic Listening Programs 

8.  Deep pressure: 

a. Use of the Vayu Vest (Therapeutic Systems, Amherst, MA) - 

work with typical adults indicated reduced sympathetic 

activity, increased parasympathetic activity, and reduced 

performance errors (Reynolds, Lane, & Mullen, 2015) 

b. A pilot study suggests that deep pressure stimulation is 

capable of eliciting changes in sympathetic arousal and may 

be useful for reducing errors during functional tasks 

(Raynolds. et al. 2017) 

9.  Increase independent living skills and community participation 

across the life span (Bagatell, 2019; Chen et al. 2019) 
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Comorbid Diagnoses

Autism

ASD

Epilepsy

BiPolar

Emotional 
Regulation

Anxiety

ADHD

Sensory Processing 
Disorder

Central Processing 
Disorder

Speech Dyspraxia

OCD

Gastrointestinal 

Hypotonia

Diagnosis Symptoms (Looks Like)

Sensory Processing 

Disorder

Sensitive to Light, Sound,

Touch and Tastes

Overwhelmed / Under-

whelmed (Lazy)

Emotional Regulation Difficulty With Emotions Upset easily / Cries

ADHD Doesn’t pay Attention Doesn’t “listen”

Anxiety Nervous Avoids tasks

OCD Ritual Behavior
Has to do things 

repeatedly

Central Processing 

Disorder
Difficulty Hearing

Ignores you / Doesn’t 

follow instructions

Speech Dyspraxia Speech difficulty Poor Communication

Gastrointestinal Stomach problems Poor appetite 

Hypotonia Weak muscles Inactive / Falls a lot

Bi-Polar Mood Swings Moody

Epilepsy Seizure Seizure

3
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Diagnosis Treatment by Funding

Sensory Processing 

Disorder
Occupational Therapist Health Insurance / Regional

Emotional Regulation Psychologist / OT Health Insurance / Regional

ADHD Psychiatrist Health Insurance / Regional / DMH

Anxiety Psychologist / Therapist Health Insurance / Regional

OCD Psychologist / Therapist Health Insurance / Regional

Central Processing 

Disorder
Speech Pathologist Health Insurance / Regional

Speech Dyspraxia Speech Pathologist Health Insurance / Regional

Gastrointestinal MD / Gastroenterologist Health Insurance

Hypotonia Physical Therapist Health Insurance / Regional

Bi-Polar Psychiatrist Health Insurance / Regional

Epilepsy Neurologist Health Insurance

5
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Behavior Communication of Sensory 

Processing Disorder

Pediatric Client

• Hides or wont go with OT

• Angrily refuses task

• Screams and flails on floor

• Cries & protests

• Ignores verbal directions

• Plays with something else

• Lays still on floor

• Wants to do what you ask

• Does task too fast

• Misbehaves

Adult Client

• Reschedules or Cancels appt

• Claims to not feel good

• Cries or Gets Angry at you

• Takes a long bathroom break

• Claims to not understand

• Looks at something else

• Turns away & distracted

• Asks questions / Cautious

• Does task looking bored

• Distracts Therapist from Task

Adults can dysfunctionally compensate for 
deficits and symptoms by:

a. Isolating from people

b. Withdrawing from Community

c. Don’t leave their home

d. Don’t answer their phone

e. Miss Holidays, Events and Birthdays

f. Blame employers for quitting

g. Be dependent on parents or others for needs

h. Claim to be loners to avoid relationships

i. Create diversions to avoid problem solving 

j. Avoid socializing to not face sensory input 

7
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The things that were a success:

• Having a consistent Therapist who understood Autism 

and was trained in SPD.

• A solid plan to deal with overwhelm and meltdown was 

in place

• Creating a consistent routine that repeated with  

variables that were controlled and introduced slowly and 

with intention and warning.

• Competence wasn’t assumed and avoidance was 

managed with grading tasks rather than eliminating 

them.

• Challenges were located by aiming low and working up 

verse aiming high and inducing meltdowns. 

IMPORTANT THINGS TO KNOW:

a. Minimize every challenge but the one you are wanting to 

treat.

b. Know what the Adult version, of your Pediatric experience, 

looks like.

c. Find Adult substitutes for you Pediatric solutions.

d. Don’t give up a your treatment approach, 

REEVALUATE IT

a. The intervention should match the problem

b. When you fail, ground, GROUND, GROUND

c. Adults will use words and avoidance verse tears and 

meltdowns.  LISTEN & LOOK

d. Create a way for them to communicate what you need to 

succeed.

e. Great OT’s are Determined Detectives NOT Defeated 

Deserters in the face of adversity and failed attempts.
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