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Abstract 

The Centers for Disease Control (2014) estimates there are more than 3.5 million individuals 

living with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) in the United States, resulting in a dramatic 

increase in the number of young adults with ASD who hope to pursue a post-secondary 

education over the next ten years (Hart, Grigal, & Weir, 2010; Stodden & Mruzek, 2010; 

VanBergeijk). Researchers further estimate that as many as 50,000 Americans with ASD will 

turn 18 each year as a part of the surging increase in children diagnosed with the disability 

(Roux, Shattuck, Cooper, Anderson, Wagner, & Narendorf, 2013; VanBergeijk et al., 2008). 

This report marks one of the first large-scale, empirical evaluations of a comprehensive support 

program for young adults with ASD attending college. This is an important first step in 

expanding both the empirical literature on college supports and expanding knowledge of 

programs designed specifically for degree-seeking students with ASD. 
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Building a Strength-Based College Support Program for College Students with Autism and 

Other Developmental Disabilities 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is the fastest-growing disability category in the United 

States, with the prevalence of ASD estimated in 2016 as 1 in 68 (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, CDC, 2012; Christensen et al., 2016), and now estimated at 1 in 59 8-yr olds in 2018 

(Baio et al., 2018). Furthermore, the CDC (2014) estimated more than 3.5 million individuals are 

living with ASD in the US, resulting in a dramatic increase of young adults with ASD hoping to 

pursue a post-secondary education over the next ten years (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009; Hart et 

al., 2010; VanBergeijk et al., 2008). Transition researchers further estimate that as many as 

50,000 Americans with ASD will turn 18 each year as a result of the surging increase in children 

diagnosed with ASD (Roux et al., 2013; VanBergeijk et al., 2008).  

Students with ASD are often unemployed or underemployed once they complete high 

school, with only 58% of young adults with ASD working for pay in their early 20s, a rate much 

lower than all other disability groups and their non-disabled peers (Roux et al., 2015). 

Researchers have noted that the two biggest predictors of students with ASD obtaining 

competitive, higher earning, and full-time employment are (1) participation in post-secondary 

education and (2) vocational experience with access to vocational rehabilitation services 

(Migliore et al., 2012). Unfortunately, only 10% of students with ASD who are attending post-

secondary programs receive support from state vocational rehabilitation services to continue 

their educational training (Migliore et al., 2012). 

Post-secondary enrollment rates for individuals with ASD have increased from < 25% 

attending any kind of post-secondary program in 2005 (Wagner et al., 2005) to more than 40% in 

2012 (Chiang et al., 2012; Migliore et al., 2012; Office of Special Education Programs, 2009). 

As the number of individuals with ASD attending college increases, so too has attention from 

researchers and clinicians (Jackson et al., 2018). 

Although more students with ASD attend institutions of higher education than ever 

before, they often fall behind their neurotypical peers. While students with ASD may have 

academic skills to meet the college entrance requirements, they still face substantial challenges 

and delays in executive functioning, communications, and social skills (Ashbaugh et al., 2017; 

Elias & White, 2018; Jackson, Hart, Brown, et al., 2018). For example, fewer individuals with 

ASD attend college than their peers (40% vs. >60%), and significantly fewer complete a 

certificate or degree program within six years (<25% vs. 40%) (Wagner et al., 2005).  

Currently, several college programs support students with ASD who desire a 

postsecondary experience (Moore & Carey, 2005; Swartz et al., 2005), but most of these 

programs are targeted at providing a “college experience” rather than assisting students to 

complete a postsecondary certificate or degree (Alpern & Zager, 2007; Zager & Alpern, 2010). 

Students in these “college experience” programs may or may not live on campus, and they are 

often enrolled in non-credit courses or a separate curriculum that teaches functional employment 

and independent living skills.  

Other colleges and universities have expanded their services to include university 

orientation courses, instructional accommodations, and assistance from disability services 

offices, tutoring centers, counseling centers, and peer-mentoring programs (VanBergeijk et al., 

2008). Gelbar et al. (2014) completed a review of 20 articles describing services and supports for 

college students with ASD. Sixty percent of the articles (n=12) described academic supports 

including accommodations (n=9, 75%) such as extra time to complete exams (67%), extra 

lecture notes prepared by the instructor (56%), testing in a separate location (33%), extended 
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deadlines (22%), lecture notes from peers (22%), oral (vs. written) exams (11%), and increased 

professor guidance in group projects (11%). Twenty-five percent (n=3) described individualized 

course modifications such as individual, instead of group, projects. Forty-five percent of the 

reviewed studies (n=9) described non-academic supports, including peer mentorship (56%) and 

assigned counselors or aides (56%). More recent research has reported efforts at creating social 

support activities or providing individualized counseling or academic interventions (e.g., 

Ashbaugh et al., 2017; Jackson et al., 2018; Lucas & Kames, 2018; Sarrett, 2018; Weiss & 

Rohland, 2015). 

There is a need for programs designed within and across the university environment, 

rather than parallel to or independent of broader university services. This need applies to how 

staff within colleges and universities perceive students with ASD and how students with ASD 

perceive their institution. When students enter the world of higher education, their interactions 

with faculty, staff, other students, and their other collegiate experiences (i.e., dorms, clubs, and 

social events) shape their view of college life. If these interactions are not positive, students with 

ASD may view college negatively. Even with the increase in college enrollment for students 

with disabilities, including those with ASD, many of these students fail to successfully complete 

their higher education by earning a degree and instead choose to abandon their dreams of a 

college education and vocational preparation (Quick et al., 2003; Sanford et al., 2011).  

A few possible reasons have been identified why students with disabilities, in general, 

fail to successfully complete their degrees. One possibility is a lack of understanding from 

faculty, staff, and students regarding students with disabilities and the type of support they need 

to succeed (Greenbaum et al., 1995). Others involve a lack of connection with peers and negative 

social experiences with instructors, which can be very discouraging and anxiety-provoking for 

students with ASD. Wilson et al. (2000) noted that students with disabilities often reported their 

interactions with college faculty and administrators demonstrated an overall lack of knowledge 

and understanding concerning the issues and challenges they faced on campus. Many of these 

reports noted that both faculty and students held stereotypic and discriminatory views that made 

students with disabilities feel less than welcome on campus (Gmelch, 1998; Lehmann et al., 

2000). Rao (2004) also concluded that faculty and staff employed by institutions of higher 

education needed better information about disabilities and how to include students with 

disabilities in their classes and campus activities.  

While legislative mandates direct colleges to accommodate students with disabilities, 

many students with ASD are not maximizing or even accessing the services to which they are 

entitled. Many students do not seek out accommodations, and/or they apply for them too late in 

the semester, when their grades are already in jeopardy. Hartman (1993) found that several 

campus disability service providers reported that while as many as 9% of students had a 

disability, only 1-3% of students requested disability-related services or supports. Possible 

explanations include that college students who have a disability may be (a) apprehensive for fear 

of discrimination, (b) unable to identify their academic needs, or (c) simply desire to assert a new 

identity by playing down their disability and seeking more independence when entering higher 

education (Barnard et al., 2008; Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Lynch & 

Gussel, 1996). 

College students with disabilities must self-advocate and register with campus disability 

support services to receive accommodations (Lynch & Gussel, 1996). This process can be 

intimidating for students because, unlike public schools, universities and colleges do not have a 

mandatory planning process or meeting such as the Individual Educational Plan (IEP), so 
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university faculty rarely become familiar with the issues facing students with disabilities, 

especially those with ASD. Thus, academic coordinators and campus disability service providers 

often note their "dissatisfaction with how well high school staff informed students of the services 

available for students with disabilities at the college level" (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002, p. 466).  

A final but serious problem facing those wishing to help individuals with ASD succeed in 

college is that students rarely want to be identified as different. These students can be resistant to 

registering with the disability services office or to attending therapy or support groups where 

they might be identified as having ASD. Even having to enter a building or office that is labeled 

“disability services” or “autism center” may prevent students from seeking assistance. Therefore, 

any kind of support program must offer services in a way that will increase student willingness to 

access the program while minimizing the stigma usually associated with disability services. 

There remains a significant gap in the literature around examples of formal support 

programs designed explicitly to address the unique needs of college students with ASD. There is 

also a need to develop interventions that help students build more comprehensive, individualized 

support networks within their post-secondary environments. The purpose of the current paper is 

to provide a description and initial four-year evaluation of one program designed to support 

degree-seeking college students with ASD using such a model.  

Program Description 

CASE: Connections for Academic Success and Employment is located on the campus of 

a large state university in the Southwestern United States. The CASE program utilizes a strength-

based model of support based on a three-prong approach: 1) the Wraparound Planning Process, 

2) Birkman Assessment Method, and 3) Learning Specialists.  

Wraparound Planning Process  

Wraparound Planning Process is a strength-based, individualized team service delivery 

process for organizing and coordinating services and supports for students enrolled in the CASE 

program. Dr. Lenore Behar coined the term ‘Wraparound’ in the 1980s to describe the process of 

applying a comprehensive, multi-system, community-based model of care that could be 

individualized to meet the unique family needs of children and youth with emotional, behavioral 

disorders (EBD) in North Carolina (Burchard et al., 2002; Goldman, 1991; Walker et al., 2008). 

Wraparound, as traditionally implemented, is defined as an intensive, holistic method of 

engaging with individuals with complex needs so that they can live in their homes and 

communities (Quick et al., 2014; Suter & Burns, 2009). As a well-established process for 

providing comprehensive, community-based care for youth with EBD, it is estimated that close 

to 100,000 children were enrolled in over 800 Wraparound programs across the United States 

report (Walker & Matarese, 2011). CASE: Connections for Academic Success and Employment 

is located on the campus of a large state university in the Southwestern United States. The CASE 

program utilizes a strength-based model of support based on a three-prong approach: 1) the 

Wraparound Planning Process, 2) Birkman Assessment Method, and 3) Learning Specialists. 

The term ‘Wraparound’ has evolved to refer more broadly to a process that incorporates 

high-level coordination and comprehensiveness in the delivery of community-based services 

(VanDenBerg et al., 2003). The process has been implemented in more conventional mental 

health and child welfare settings, as well as novel settings that include the juvenile justice system 

(Kamradt 2000; Kerbs et al., 2004), substance abuse programs (Pringle et al., 2002; Oser et al., 

2009), and high-risk teen parenting programs (Fries et al., 2012). Extension of the Wraparound 

process has also been applied to educational settings focusing on outcomes such as improved K-

12 school attendance, retention, and less restrictive educational placements for students with 
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challenging behaviors (Eber & Nelson, 1997; Eber et al., 1996; Suter & Bruns, 2009). The 

effectiveness of Wraparound has been documented in the U. S. Surgeon General’s reports for 

both Children’s Mental Health (U.S. Public Health Services, 2001) and Youth Violence (Office 

of the Surgeon General (US), National Center for Injury Prevention and Control (U.S.),  National 

Institute of Mental Health (U.S.), & Center for Mental Health Services (U.S.), 2001) and it has 

been required for use in several federal grant programs and presented by leading researchers as a 

mechanism for improving the application of evidence-based interventions for individuals with 

challenging behaviors who need multi-system supports and services. Wraparound also provides a 

team approach process that develops the problem-solving skills, coping skills, and self-efficacy 

of young people to be successfully integrated into the community and building the individual’s 

social support network (National Wraparound Initiative Advisory Group, n.d.). 

A key feature of the Wraparound process is the Wraparound Team, customarily 

comprised of the student (youth), parents and family members, mental health personnel, other 

service providers, and informal members (e.g., volunteers, teachers, tutors, coaches, friends) who 

are selected by the youth. The appointed team facilitator oversees the team in conducting a 

strengths-based assessment and generating a life domain profile with prioritized areas for 

targeted, individualized supports and interventions. The resulting Wraparound Plan documents 

prioritized goals, systematic methods for achieving those goals, and which team member will 

take the lead in gathering resources and supporting the targeted individual reach his or her goal. 

Regular meetings address the implementation of services, progress towards goal completion, 

barriers to completion, and necessary revisions. Interventions focus on the natural setting and are 

not limited to existing systems or services and may lead to the restructuring of existing systems 

to meet the youth’s needs.  

CASE is an innovative, fully inclusive support program for college students with ASD 

based on the Wraparound model. Students served during the first four years of the program were 

ages 18-25 years and pursuing a post-secondary education 2-or 4-year academic degree or 

vocational certificate. CASE was originally a federally funded program awarded from a state 

developmental disabilities council and developed at a university in the southwestern region of 

the United States. The primary goals of the program were to keep college students with ASD 

enrolled, support them through graduation, and prepare them for integrated, competitive 

employment in a career field of their choice after graduation. 

The National Wraparound Initiative has identified ten key characteristics of Wraparound: 

family voice and choice, team-based, natural supports, collaborative, community-based, 

culturally competent, individualized, strengths-based, persistence, and outcomes-based (Bruns et 

al., 2004). Based on these core elements, the CASE PD hypothesized Wraparound to be a 

promising practice model for a college setting aiming to support students with ASD. Wraparound 

is a team-based process that includes a diverse group of individuals who know the family and 

represent formal agencies as well as informal supports from the family’s natural environment. 

Utilization of a cross-discipline and inter-organizational collaboration approach is highly 

encouraged. Wraparound plans are individualized and developed by the team and reflect family 

voice and choice when it comes to services and supports and the service provider who will 

arrange for these resources. Wraparound utilizes a strength-based approach that builds and 

focuses on the interests, skills, talents, and natural resources of the family and uses them to 

promote growth to address the challenges facing the family or the targeted individual. 

Interventions and supports are meant to be varied and pull from multiple sources from formal 

human service agencies and informal, natural community supports. Finally, a systematic review 
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of an individual’s progress, intervention integrity, and team accountability are addressed at each 

monthly Wraparound Team meeting (Haber et al., 2012).  

The CASE program was designed to comprehensively address the unique and 

multifaceted needs of students with ASD pursuing post-secondary education by providing an 

individualized, strengths-based team planning process known as Wraparound to coordinate 

services and support for each student. The Wraparound process was utilized by CASE for 

students who needed more than what typical campus disability services provided.  

In the Wraparound model, as it relates to CASE’s implementation, areas of need are 

identified and prioritized for each student across twelve life domains: Education, Residential, 

Social/Recreational, Family, Vocational, Self-Care, Health/Medical, Safety, Cultural, Legal, 

Spiritual, and Financial. These life domains gave a basic structure for the student’s Wraparound 

Team meetings and the resulting individual Wraparound Plans documenting the student’s 

prioritized goals, working interventions/strategies, and the individuals or entities and resources 

designated to support the student to meet goals their identified and prioritized goals. 

To accomplish the goals of CASE, the traditional Wraparound process model was 

slightly modified to better address the strengths and challenges of young adults learning to live 

independently in college. The CASE Wraparound model process was structure to address the ten 

principles and guidelines of traditional Wraparound. The modified version of the Wraparound 

process model for CASE differed in a few distinctive ways (see Table 1). 

(Table 1) 

As one compares the CASE wraparound process version to the Bruns model, the 

similarities include that each wraparound plan is still team-based, collaborative, community-

based, culturally competent, individualized, strengths-based, and outcome-based. The major 

differences are family-driven, and natural supports since CASE uses young adult student’s 

voices and choices for identifying the supports on the college campus and in the community vs. 

the natural supports connected to the family and their home community. Additionally, 

Wraparound is unconditional, and we are not totally unconditional because if the student 

graduates or is no longer enrolled in college, then their services cease from CASE because the 

program serves students enrolled in college at the undergraduate or graduate level. 

The Birkman Method Assessment  

The Birkman Method Assessment (Fink & Capparell, 2013) is an online assessment 

traditionally used in pre-employment decision-making, executive coaching, leadership 

development, career management, and interpersonal relationship building. It measures 

personality, social perception, and occupational interests and reports behavioral strengths, 

motivations, expectations, stress behaviors, and career profiles. It helps respondents discover: (1) 

how to manage themselves and others more effectively, (2) identify their strengths and interests, 

(3) potential careers where they can thrive, (4) college majors in which they can be successful, 

and (5) what causes stress and how it can be managed.  

The assessment contains 298 items and takes approximately 30 minutes to complete. The 

results of the assessment include: 

• Usual Behavior: effective behavioral styles for tasks and relationships. 

• Underlying Needs: internal perceptions and expectations for how tasks and relationships 

should be governed. 

• Stress Behavior: ineffective behavioral styles when needs go unmet. 

• Interests: vocational and avocational preferences. 

• Occupational Alignment: 22 job families, 200+ job titles 

6

Journal of Human Services: Training, Research, and Practice, Vol. 7, Iss. 1 [], Art. 6

https://scholarworks.sfasu.edu/jhstrp/vol7/iss1/6



Running Head:  STRENGTHS-BASED PROGRAM FOR COLLEGE STUDENTS  

 

• Management Styles: approach to managing tasks and people 

• Work Environment: the work environment that brings the best support and fit 

Upon completion of the assessment, the online system generates an individualized report 

highlighting approximately 33 personal strengths of the respondent (e.g. logical in thought 

process, self-assertive, decisive), as well as a description of optimal learning and working 

environments for that student. Potential stressors and behaviors the respondent might engage in, 

if working outside of those optional conditions are also reported in the results.  

In addition to strengths, the report provides a list of the best and least-matched vocational 

interests of the more than 200 job titles in the inventory. The ten vocational interests that best 

match the respondents’ interests and strengths are ranked, as they relate to the identified 

strengths of that student for each vocation.  

In sum, the Birkman helps our students learn more about their productive behaviors, 

stress behaviors, underlying needs, motivations, and organizational orientation. A debriefing 

with the student is required before CASE services begin. The results of the Birkman, especially 

the student’s strengths, are incorporated into each student’s individualized Wraparound Plan. 

CASE Learning Specialists 

CASE Learning Specialists are specifically trained to coach and support students with 

autism and other developmental disabilities through the use of the Wraparound Planning Process. 

Learning Specialists mentor and help each student identify, access, and coordinate needed 

campus and community services/supports. Their job in working with each student is to fill the 

gap between therapeutic services and job coaching to help students reach their academic goals 

and obtain integrated, competitive employment.  

To maintain the fidelity of the Wraparound model, ongoing training, coaching, and 

supervision of staff are required (Bruns, 2015). Learning Specialists facilitated monthly 

Wraparound Team meetings and were coached and supervised by the CASE PD, who had 

extensive training and experience in special education and collaborative models, specifically, 

Wraparound. The CASE PD had over thirty years of experience working with individuals with 

disabilities and had a terminal degree in special education. In addition to administrative program 

duties and management of CASE staff, the CASE PD reviewed student applications, led 

interviews with each student and their family, and debriefed the results of the Birkman 

Assessment given to each student to identify student interests, strengths, needs, and potential 

college majors and career paths leading to their preferred career outcomes. 

The Learning Specialists’ role was like that of the role of ‘facilitator’ in the traditional 

Wraparound Planning process. The Learning Specialists’ primary job functions were to provide 

coaching of students to navigate college by assisting each student in selecting a major area of 

study, exploring career options through internships, teaching organizational and time 

management strategies, and providing intensive coaching in social interactions and 

communication skills for each student assigned to the Learning Specialists’ caseload. Each 

Learning Specialist carried a caseload of 10 students each academic semester for whom they 

developed individualized Wraparound Plans in collaboration with each student’s Wraparound 

Team. These teams were comprised of 3-5 individuals who knew the student and/or could 

provide guidance, resources, and problem-solving solutions to the challenges/needs identified by 

the student at each team meeting. Each student’s team collaborated to develop individualized 

Wraparound Plans that identified options for students to enhance their personal and academic 

growth through a variety of campus- or community-based support services (e.g., wellness center, 

tutoring, career center, business mentors, Toastmasters). Wraparound meetings were usually held 
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at a convenient location on campus and scheduled around each student’s class and tutoring 

schedules; however, when necessary, meetings were even held at the local vocational 

rehabilitation offices to ensure that vocational rehabilitation counselors could actively participate 

as Wraparound Team members as often as possible.  

Learning Specialists also provided individualized coaching for students applying for 

internships and developed internships with local employers in the community and on campus for 

each CASE student. Wraparound Team meetings were held monthly, and the Learning 

Specialists followed up with the student weekly to ensure that tasks documented in the 

Wraparound Plans were being addressed. Learning Specialists also planned social events, skills 

workshops, and service projects for students to develop friendships, build their social networking 

skills, and participate in extracurricular activities outside of their academic classes.  

Method 

Measures 

CASE was designed to target five primary outcomes: first-year retention, GPA, 

graduation, completion of internships, and competitive employment. Social validity surveys were 

also distributed to students and their families during the program. Approval from the university 

Internal Review Board (IRB) was obtained for collection of the data from human subjects 

(students) from the CASE program for this research. 

First-year retention was calculated by dividing the number of students who either 

enrolled in classes during the fall semester following their first year in Project CASE or who 

graduated during their first year in the program by the total number of students who received 

services at all during their first year in the program.  

GPA was calculated for students during the entire period during which they were enrolled 

in Project CASE. GPA was based on student transcripts and was calculated only for the 

semesters during which students received services from the program. 

Graduation was recorded if a student either finished a certificate program or Associates 

Degree at the local community college or completed a bachelor’s degree from the four-year 

university. If a student completed a second degree while in the program, it is noted in the results 

table, but not included in the calculation for percentage of students who graduated. 

Internships were scored as completed once a student completed an internship in an 

employment experience related to their major or career interests. Internships had to be 

competitive (i.e., the student had to apply and interview) to count towards completion. 

Competitive employment was recorded if a student secured competitive, paid 

employment at any time during their experience with Project CASE or immediately upon 

graduating from the program.  

Social Validity 

A brief social validity survey was distributed on behalf of the funding agency. Students  

and their family members were asked to complete the survey independently of each other and 

return anonymous surveys to the project coordinator by mail. The surveys contained four true or 

false questions, four 4-point Likert scale questions, and one open-ended question.  
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Results 

Students Served 

Forty-two students received services from Project CASE during the first four years of the 

program’s existence. Students were categorized into cohorts based on the year they entered 

Project CASE. Cohort 1 (n=13), Cohort 2 (n=11), Cohort 3 (n=7), and Cohort 4 (n=11) entered 

the program in 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 respectively. Students had to present documentation 

of their disability at the time they applied for the program. Documentation of disability could 

include a high school IEP, a psychological report, an acceptance letter from the university 

Student Disabilities office, or a physician’s report. Diagnostic labels were collected from the 

provided documentation, but no additional assessment (e.g., testing at the time of application to 

CASE) was conducted with students. Table 2 summarizes the demographics of the students 

participating in Project CASE, as well as their individual outcomes on the five primary 

dependent variables. (Table 2) 

Of the 42 students who received services, 35 were male and 7 were female. Thirty four of 

the 42 students had a diagnosis on the autism spectrum, with 13 of the 34 students having a 

comorbid diagnosis such as ADHD, Learning Disability, or depression. Of the 8 students who 

did not have an ASD diagnosis, 3 were diagnosed with a specific learning disability, 3 with 

ADHD, and 2 with an intellectual disability.  

Primary Outcomes 

Table 3 shows the primary outcomes for Project CASE, including the percentage of 

students who graduated or continued on to a second year in the program, academic performance 

as measured through GPA, number of students graduating from the program, and number of 

students completing internships and securing competitive employment. (Table 3) 

Social Validity 

Respondents to the social validity survey were split almost equally between the students 

and family members (Table 4). Table 5 summarizes the social validity scores provided by 55 

respondents to the survey. Responses were positive for all questions, with those responding 

reporting that they were treated with respect, felt they had more choice and control, and that they 

can do more things in the community. All respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that they 

were satisfied with the activity and that their life (or their student’s life) were better as a result of 

participating. (Tables 4 and 5) 
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Discussion 

In summary, the current paper describes the outcomes of a program designed to support 

degree-seeking college students in a fully inclusive setting to help them remain in school, excel 

academically, earn degrees, and build job skills through internships and competitive employment 

experiences. Project CASE was successful in achieving those outcomes, with the majority of 

students served during the first four years of the program. CASE’s first-year retention rate was 

76%, and CASE students maintained a “B” average GPA that was equivalent to all students at 

the participating institutions.  

Both first year retention and GPA results demonstrate that the students were capable 

academically and supports the conclusion from prior literature that the struggles of students with 

ASD in college are often related to the non-academic pressures and social situations in college 

(Barnard-Brak, et al., 2010; Happe, et al., 2006; Hill, 2004; Jackson et al., 2018; Quick et al., 

2003; Sarrett, 2018). CASE students, when supported through the wraparound process, more 

quickly addressed their stressors and challenges, and were thus able to persevere and succeed. 

CASE students also completed internships, gained competitive employment, and 

graduated at a rate higher than national averages reported for individuals with ASD and other 

disabilities. In prior research, fewer than 25% of individuals with ASD were competitively 

employed or had completed a degree or certificate in post-secondary education within 6 years of 

graduating high school (Office of Special Education Programs, 2009; Sanford, et al., 2011; 

Wagner, et al., 2005). Forty-eight percent of students graduated, and 63% gained competitive 

employment within 5 years of receiving CASE services.  

Several things made CASE unique relative to other support programs in the literature. 

First, CASE targeted fully included, degree seeking students who met admission requirements 

and were fully accepted as matriculating students at their institutions. These students brought 

unique needs to their experience for which prior research offers few validated interventions. 

Students were higher functioning and often reluctant to self-identify their disability, which made 

the design and delivery of supports more difficult. 

Second, CASE philosophy was strengths-based rather than deficit-driven. Also, the 

student guided the process. As a result, the CASE team was able to help the students learn how 

to take responsibility for their behavior, their decisions, and their circumstances. The focus on 

developing self-advocacy and self-management skills reflected a growing recognition that as 

students begin to transition, they need to learn how to have more in their life. By focusing on 

strengths and self-identified priorities, this model explicitly turned away from a treatment 

approach characterized by assessment to identify a skill deficit, followed by an intervening to 

reduce challenging behavior or teach a skill to address the deficit. Students set their own support 

goals and priorities, and the CASE team felt the ethic of self-determination was paramount to the 

model empowering students -who often reported yearning to break free from micromanagement 

and being told what to do.  

Third, CASE extended the literature on the wraparound model to an adult, self-managed 

population of college students. Prior extensions have included support for families with children 

with mental illness (Burchard, et al., 2002; Goldman, 1991; Walker, et al., 2008), individuals 

with developmental and intellectual disabilities (Eber & Nelson, 1997; Eber, et al., 1996; Suter & 

Bruns, 2009; Lechtenberger et al., 2012), and the juvenile justice system (Kamradt 2000; Kerbs, 

et al., 2004), but this project represents the first known use of the wraparound model with an 

adult, college population of individuals with ASD and other disabilities.  
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Through the four years of running the project summarized here, the team learned several 

lessons. First, effective collaboration with other campus and community service providers and 

offices was vital to ensuring students had access to effective help on their wraparound teams and 

in their school environments. Learning Specialists had to become experts in identifying all 

available campus and community resources in order to help each student select the most 

appropriate wraparound team members. The more collaborative relationships developed (with 

advisors, faculty, housing staff, student health and wellness providers, campus police, etc.), the 

more effectively could students self-advocate and navigate the requirements for accessing 

supports and services. The longer CASE ran on each campus, the easier it became to refer a 

student to a service provider or invite one on to a wraparound team and have that referral or 

invitation accepted. Anyone seeking to replicate a model like CASE should prioritize learning 

their campus and wider community services and cultivate positive relationships with the 

professionals there. This ensures that as the students learn to self-advocate and navigate their 

college experience, the environment will be as positive and supportive as possible.  

Second, while desirable that students learn to function in positive and supportive 

environments, it is also important that students learn to persevere, and problem solve in 

situations where others are not supportive or understanding. Not every professor will be willing 

to implement accommodations. Not every advisor or staff member will be patient or 

understanding of communication difficulties. Not every potential friend or dating partner will 

gently rebuff an advance. Not every roommate cares to take out the trash or follow a consistent 

schedule. An important element of teaching college students to navigate their experience is to 

plan for all learned and practiced skills to generalize not only to supportive environments, but 

also surprising or negative ones. For example, many CASE students needed help learning how to 

approach and talk to professors. Learning Specialists found that it was not enough to practice 

how to talk to a happy, supportive professor, but also to role play how to approach a 

temperamental, uncooperative professor. Often, the situations the students needed help with 

involved interacting with people who had no training in disability characteristics or 

accommodations, and their skills had to be sufficiently polished to allow success in a less-than-

ideal climate. As the collaboration mentioned above grew across the campuses served by CASE, 

those examples occurred less, but they remained a common and often frustrating event.  

Third, as the project developed, CASE staff learned that it was important to gather as 

much information as possible about each student prior to their joining the programming. During 

the initial two years of the program, students were not required to provide information beyond 

diagnostic information and their disability accommodations through campus disability services. 

Beginning with Cohort 3, CASE staff asked for any recent psychological screening and copies of 

high school IEPs and school records in order to develop a more nuanced picture of the needs of 

each student. It helped to predict some areas of struggle. For example, if CASE staff knew that a 

student had already been treated for depression in high school, more focus was placed on 

educating the student about mental health services on campus and monitoring their behavior for 

early symptoms.  

Fourth, CASE staff found it increasingly important to also implement training and 

support for parents. A one-day CASE Orientation for families was offered concurrently with 

student orientation, during which expectations and policies were explained to parents. It was 

often as difficult for families to accept the changed landscape of the college services 

environment as it was for the students. Information was provided to families on roles and 

expectations for CASE Learning Specialists, students, and family members in order to minimize 
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concern and clarify roles within the program. This helped to alleviate many concerns families 

voiced during CASE Orientation. 

Finally, students prioritized wrap goals and supports that helped them establish both 

platonic and romantic peer relationships. While not surprising, it is an important dimension of 

the CASE model that students were allowed to identify and work towards social and personal 

goals as well as academic goals. It also supports prior literature in the area showing that students 

who do not feel connected are at increased risk of failure and drop-out (e.g., Barnard-Brak et al., 

2010; Jackson et al., 2018; Kuder & Accardo, 2018). 

 While the current evaluation of CASE demonstrates positive outcomes for the students 

served, there are a number of limitations that make drawing specific conclusions and making 

generalization of the findings more difficult. First, the current study did not conduct a component 

analysis of the various supports provided. An important next step in evaluating programs such as 

CASE will be to further explore which elements of the CASE model were responsible for the 

outcomes observed, and to further refine procedures validated with younger or different 

populations with college students.  

Second, there was no control group in the current study. Future research could more 

accurately gauge the impact of the CASE model by employing control groups of both 

neurotypical college students and also college students with ASD attending the same university, 

but not receiving the CASE model. If possible, researchers could also compare outcomes for 

students with ASD attending college who did and did not register for support from disability 

services as separate groups.  

Third, the participants self-selected to participate in CASE, and it may be that students 

who seek out and take advantage of available services are more likely to graduate and gain 

employment than other students with ASD attending college. While this may account for some 

of the effect, the academic and employment outcomes achieved by CASE students are so much 

higher than the averages seen in prior literature that it is unlikely to be solely responsible for the 

observed effects.  

Finally, we did not measure the impact of CASE services on the core or related 

symptoms of ASD in our students. We did not initially gather baseline measures of ASD 

symptomology, comorbid conditions (e.g., anxiety or depression index scores), or other 

standardized measures of mood or functioning. Such measures might indicate a longitudinal 

effect for models such as CASE in the future if it can be shown that continued supports lower the 

manifestation of ASD, depression, or anxiety symptomology in students. One potential way to 

see the impact of CASE services on ASD and comorbid symptomology would be to examine 

Wraparound Plans in detail to see which services students identified as a need in their monthly 

meetings.  

In conclusion, this manuscript marks one of the first large-scale, empirical evaluations of 

a comprehensive support program for young adults with ASD and other developmental 

disabilities attending college. It is an important first step in expanding both the empirical 

literature on college supports and on expanding knowledge of programs designed specifically for 

fully included degree-seeking students with ASD and other developmental disabilities.  
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Table 1 

 

Comparison of Traditional and CASE Wraparound Process Models 

Principle Traditional Model CASE Model 

1. Family voice and 

choice 

Family and youth/child perspectives are intentionally 

elicited and prioritized during all phases of the 

wraparound process.  

Student voice and choice drive the wraparound 

process. Planning is grounded in the students’ 

perspectives, and the wraparound team works with the 

student to provided options and choices so the plans 

will reflect the student’s prioritized their needs and 

values. 

2. Team based Consists of individuals agreed upon by the family and 

committed to the family through informal, formal, 

community support and service relationships. 

Consists of a minimum of 3-5 individuals who can 

provide resources and supports for the student are 

identified and agreed upon by the student with support 

from the team, including the CASE Learning 

Specialist. Family members may be included on a case 

by case basis in the event of crisis with the student’s 

permission. 

 

3. Natural supports Team actively seeks out and encourages the full 

participation of team members drawn from family 

members’ networks of interpersonal and community 

relationships. 

Team members are typically selected from the natural 

supports the student has or develops on campus and in 

the community where the campus is located. The team 

may also incorporate supports from the student’s home 

community, especially as the student prepares to 

graduate.  

4. Collaboration Team members work cooperatively and share 

responsibility for developing, implementing, monitoring, 

and evaluating a single wraparound plan.  

Team members collaborate to share in developing, 

implementing, monitoring, and evaluating each 

individualized plan with the student on a monthly 

basis. 

5. Community based Team implements service & support strategies that take 

place in the most inclusive and least restrictive settings 

Teams identify the most inclusive, responsive, and 

least restrictive services and strategies possible to 

support a student’s success in pursuing their higher 
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Principle Traditional Model CASE Model 

possible; safely promote child and family integration 

into home and community live. 

education goals to help them become fully included in 

the campus community. 

6. Culturally 

competent 

Process demonstrates respect for and builds on the 

values, preferences, beliefs, culture, and identify of the 

child/youth and family, and their community. 

Process respects and builds on the values, preferences, 

beliefs, culture, and identity of each student as well as 

their community. 

7. Individualized Team develops and implements a customized set of 

strategies, supports, and services. 

The student’s goals are identified in the wraparound 

plan as team members work together to develop and 

implement a set of individualized strategies, supports, 

and services to meet the student’s prioritized needs. 

8. Strengths based Plan will identify, build on, and enhance the capabilities, 

knowledge, skills, and assets of the child and family, 

their community, and other team members. 

Student strengths are identified using the Birkman 

Method and by the student. Builds on and enhances 

the capabilities, knowledge, skills, and strengths of the 

student, their family, and their community. 

9. Persistence The team persists in working towards the goals included 

in the wraparound plan until the team reaches agreement 

that a formal wraparound process is no longer required. 

The team continues working toward meeting the needs 

of the student to support them in achieving the goals 

they have set in their wraparound plan until a formal 

wraparound process is no longer required. 

10. Outcome based The team ties the goals and strategies of the wraparound 

plan to observable or measurable indicators of success, 

monitors progress in terms of these indicators, and 

revises the plan accordingly. 

The team ties the goals and strategies of the 

wraparound plan to observable or measurable 

indicators of success, monitors progress in terms of 

those indicators, and revises the plan as needed. 

Note. Traditional model is adapted from “Ten Principles of the Wraparound Process,” by Bruns, Walker, & the National Wraparound 

Initiative Advisory Group. (2004). National Wraparound Initiative, Research and Training Center for Family Support and Children’s 

Mental Health. 

19

Lechtenberger et al.: College Support for Students with Autism

Published by SFA ScholarWorks,



Running Head:  STRENGTHS-BASED PROGRAM FOR COLLEGE STUDENTS  

 

 

Table 2 

Student Diagnostic Information 

 

 Students in Project CASE (n=42) 

Students with ASD  

(n = 34) 

Another disability only  

(n=8) 

Without comorbidity  

(n=21) 

With comorbidity 

(n=13) 

Diagnosis 

of Other 

Disabilities 

 ADHD 3 ADHD 3 

ADHD & 

Depression 

1 Dyslexia 3 

Diabetes 1 Intellectual 

Developmental 

Disabilities 

2 

Dyslexia 1  

Bi-Polar 1 

Tourette’s 1 

Learning Disability 1 

Non Verbal 

Learning Disability 

1 

Anxiety 5 

Speech 2 

 

 

 

Table 3 

CASE Student Outcomes (n=42) 

First Year Retention 76.19% 

• 32 of 42 students graduated or continued into 

second year of their program 

Average GPA  

in Project CASE (n=37) 

2.997 

 

Graduation 20 graduated 

• 3 went to graduate school  

(2 have already earned graduate degrees) 

• 3 transferred from Community College (2-year) to 

University (4-year) 

Internship 27 have completed internships 

Employment 25 have been competitively employed 
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Table 4 

Category of Respondents (n=55) 

 

Individual with a 

Disability 

Family Member Other 

22 

(40.00%) 

29 

(52.73%) 

4 

(7.27%) 

 

 

 

Table 5 

Social Validity Survey Scores (n=55) 

 

 

Item 

Yes No No 

Response 

Q1 I was treated with respect during this activity. 55 

(100%) 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 

Q2 I (or my family member) have more choice 

and control as a result of this activity. 

53 

(96.36%) 

1 

(1.82%) 

1 

(1.82%) 

Q3 I (or my family member) can do more things 

in my community as a result of this activity. 

52 

(94.55%) 

2 

(3.64%) 

1 

(1.82%) 

 

 

 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree 

4 

Agree 

 

3 

Disagree 

 

2 

Strongly 

Disagree 

1 

Q4 I am satisfied with this activity. 41 

(74.55%) 

14 

(25.45%) 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 

Q5 My (or my family member’s) life is 

better because of this activity. 

41 

(74.55%) 

14 

(25.45%) 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 
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