
****************************************************************************** 

INFORMATIONAL ITEM 

SOUTH DAKOTA BOARD OF REGENTS 

 

Academic and Student Affairs 

           
AGENDA ITEM:  6 – N 

 

DATE:  October 4-6, 2016 

 

**************************************************************************** 

 

SUBJECT: Autism Overview 

 

During the Informal Budget Hearing in June, Dakota State University proposed a student 

success initiative for autistic students attending the university. At that time, they indicated that 

the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reports that 1 in 50 children age 6 to 17 are on the autism 

spectrum and prevalence is increasing rapidly. Because of improved understanding and early 

intervention, increasing numbers of these students are college eligible.  

 

After the June presentation, members of the Board requested that more information be 

provided about the subject at a future meeting. To accommodate this request, DSU President 

José-Marie Griffiths will present additional information about autism and how institutions of 

higher education can support these students achieve educational and life success. 
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Dakota State University 
Autism Overview 

I.	What	is	Autism	Spectrum	Disorder?	

Autism	Spectrum	Disorder	(ASD)	is	a	collec-
tion	of	neurobiological	developmental	con-
ditions	 of	 varying	 intensity	 and	 involve-
ment.			

ASD	is	neurobiological	in	that	there	are	differ-
ences	in	the	anatomy,	physiology	and	biochem-
istry	of	the	brain	and	nervous	system	of	people	
with	ASD.	

ASD	 is	also	a	developmental	condition	 in	 that	
certain	 stages	of	 human	development	 are	de-
layed	or	develop	atypically	 (e.g.,	 speech),	 and	
individuals	 usually	 show	 symptoms	 during	
childhood.	

According	 to	 the	 Diagnostic	 and	 Statistical	
Manual	 of	 Mental	 Disorders	 (DSM-5),	 the	
standard	 classification	 of	 mental	 disorders	
used	 by	 mental	 health	 professionals	 in	 the	
United	 States,	 all	 individuals	 on	 the	 Autism	
Spectrum	have	significant	differences	in	social	
interaction,	communication	(especially	the	use	
of	 communication,	 verbal	 and	 non-verbal,	 in	
social	 interactions),	 and	patterns	of	behavior,	
interests	or	activities	which	are	narrow,	repet-
itive,	and/or	rigid.		ASD	can	also	be	associated	
with	intellectual	disability,	difficulties	in	motor	
coordination	 and	 attention,	 and	 physical	
health	issues	such	as	sleep	and	gastrointestinal	
disturbances.	Many	people	with	ASD	 excel	 in	
visual	skills,	music,	math,	science,	technology,	
and	the	arts.	

		

Autism Spectrum Disorder is a collection of neurobiological developmen-
tal conditions of varying intensity and involvement. All individuals on the 
Autism Spectrum have differences in social interaction, communication, 
and patterns of behavior.  

The	incidence	of	Au-
tism	Spectrum	Dis-
order	is	growing	ex-
ponentially,	along	
with	people	work-
ing	to	understand	
and	address	its	im-
pacts.	
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In	the	past	(DSM-4)	there	were	4	different	classifications	of	individuals	within	the	Autism	Spectrum,	depend-
ing	on	the	types	and	degrees	of	differences	individuals	had	on	each	of	the	“color	bars”	symptoms.		However,	
the	classifications	were	very	fluid,	and	there	was	not	universal	agreement	on	exact	diagnostic	lines	between	
them.		Therefore,	in	the	most	recent	DSM,	these	sub-classifications	have	been	dropped	in	favor	of	one	“Autism	
Spectrum	Disorder”	diagnosis.	 	However,	especially	 the	 term	Asperger’s	Syndrome	continues	 in	common	
usage,	 and	 there	 are	 individuals	 with	 ASD	 who	 still	
prefer	to	identify	themselves	with	one	of	these	sub-cat-
egories.	

Many	individuals	with	Autism	Spectrum	Disorder	who	
have	high	IQs	and	quite	articulate	spoken	language	of-
ten	 are	 not	 diagnosed	 until	 their	 differences	 impede	
their	ability	to	progress.	For	example,	many	very	ver-
bal,	 high-IQ	 ASD	 individuals	 are	 able	 to	 manage	
through	high	school	with	strong	family	and	school	sup-
ports	 in	a	 familiar	and	very	accommodating	environ-
ment.	 	 In	 fact,	 understandably	 many	 families	 and	
school	districts	resist	putting	a	“label”	on	a	student	un-
less	 it	 is	absolutely	necessary	 for	the	child	to	receive	
needed	supports.	 	Many	smaller	schools	and	commu-
nities	 are	 able	 to	 assemble	 adaptations	 that	make	 it	
possible	for	an	ASD	student	to	manage	without	ever	of-
ficially	receiving	special	education	services.		

However,	 when	 the	 ASD	 individual	 moves	 to	 a	 new	
physical	or	social	situation,	for	example,	for	college	or	
a	job,	they	often	experience	serious	difficulties.		When	
they	have	 to	 function	with	people	who	don’t	 under-
stand	ASD	differences	and	do	not	know	and/or	are	not	
willing	 to	 accommodate	 the	 ASD	 person’s	 unique	
needs,	the	ASD	individual	often	become	dysfunctional.	
Colleges	and	universities	across	the	country	are	strug-
gling	with	how	to	support	ASD	students.	

There	are	many	people	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	who	
have	graduated	from	college	and	gone	on	to	success-
ful,	even	remarkable,	professional	careers.	 	 	To	date,	
the	majority	of	these	individuals	are	ones	who	would	
likely	 fall	under	 the	previous	 terms	of	Pervasive	De-
velopmental	Disorder-Not	Otherwise	Specified	(PDD-
NOS)	or	Asperger’s	Syndrome.	These	two	sub-classifi-
cations	 apply	 to	 people	who	 have	 fairly	 normal	 (or	
even	 especially	 articulate)	 spoken	 language.	 	 How-
ever,	 speaking	 skills	 are	 not	 always	 matched	 with	
comparable	comprehension	skills	when	the	ASD	per-
son	is	listening	to	someone	else	talking.	This	is	under-
standably	very	confusing	to	others	when	the	ASD	per-
son	does	not	seem	to	grasp	or	respond	appropriately	

To	date,	most	students	with	ASD	who	pursue	higher	educa-
tion	have	the	combination	of	“colors”	–	generally	high	ver-
bal	communication	skills,	though	possibly	lesser	skills	in	so-
cial	interaction	and	behaviors	–	that	land	them	in	the	part	
of	the	Autism	Spectrum	identified	as	Asperger’s	Syndrome.				

Dr.	 Temple	Grandin	 is	 a	 professor	of	 animal	 science	 at	Colo-
rado	State	University	and	a	world	renowned	autism	spokesper-
son	as	well	as	a	consultant	to	the	livestock	industry	on	animal	
behavior.	She	is	widely	celebrated	as	one	of	the	first	people	to	
publically	 identify	herself	 as	on	 the	Autism	Spectrum,	and	to	
share	her	personal	experiences	of	living	and	succeeding	in	the	
world	as	a	person	with	ASD.	She	was	the	subject	of	a	narrative	
by	the	famous	neurologist	Oliver	Sacks,	which	he	titled	“An	An-
thropologist	on	Mars”	which	is	how	Grandin	described	how	she	
feels	around	neurotypical	people.		
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to	things	that	others	have	said.		In	addition,	all	people	on	the	Autism	Spectrum,	verbal	or	non-verbal,	find	it	
difficult	to	interact	socially,	engage	in	a	two-way	conversation,	and	generally	have	an	intense	–	and	narrow	-	
interest	in	a	particular	subject,	about	which	they	may	have	encyclopedic	knowledge.		

Interestingly,	 as	 a	 group,	 students	 with	 Asperger’s	
Syndrome	have	an	IQ	distribution	that	is	significantly	
higher	than	the	general	population.		While	68%	of	the	
general	population	have	an	IQ	score	between	85	and	
115,	68%	of	the	cohort	of	individuals	with	Asperger’s	
Syndrome	have	 an	 IQ	 score	 between	 100	 and	 130.		
These	students	are	not	lacking	the	cognitive	skills	to	
successfully	complete	university-level	programs.	 	 It	
is	the	other	aspects	of	their	different	neurobiological	
and	behavioral	makeup	that	impedes	their	progress.		

In	addition,	with	the	advent	of	technology-based	Al-
ternative	 Adaptive	 Communication	 (AAC)	 devices,	
many	individuals	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	who	have	
significant	 impairments	 in	 spoken	 language	 (and	
would	therefore	more	likely	be	classified	as	the	pre-
vious	 labels	 of	 “classic	 autism”	 or	 “regressive	 au-
tism”)	are	also	now	able	to	communicate	eloquently,	
revealing	a	level	of	cognitive	ability	that	was	unrec-
ognized	 without	 meaningful	 communication.	 New	
AAC	computer	applications	allow	a	person	to	type	in	
words	which	are	then	spoken	aloud	for	them	by	the	
device	–	generally	a	computer	or	a	tablet	or	even	a	
smart	phone.	AAC	 is	now	being	used	extensively	 in	
elementary	 special	 education	 programs	 across	 the	
country,	with	the	result	that	many	more	students	on	
the	Autism	Spectrum	are	able	to	participate	and	pro-
gress	in	the	regular	school	curriculum.		This	will	in-
crease	the	number	of	students	on	the	Autism	Spec-
trum	able	 to	 achieve	a	high	 school	diploma	and	be	
academically	 ready	 to	 pursue	 additional	 post-high	
school	education.		It	is	imperative	that	higher	educa-
tion	be	prepared	to	support	this	growing	population	
of	often	gifted	but	unique	students	who	will	be	arriv-
ing	at	college	doorsteps. 	

This	is	Naoki	Higashida	with	his	mother.	Higashida	is	a	Japa-
nese	young	man	who	has	ASD	and	is	non-verbal.		He	is	shown	
here	using	an	AAC	device	that	speaks	for	him.	At	13-years-old	
he	wrote	the	best-selling	book	called	The	Reason	I	Jump,	which	
describes	how	his	ASD-related	sensory	differences	make	it	im-
possible	for	him	to	stop	moving.	He	is	now	an	award-winning	
poet,	novelist,	and	essayist,	and	has	published	more	than	20	
books	of	fiction	and	non-fiction.				
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Forty-three	states	now	have	mandatory	health	insurance	coverage	
for	early	intervention	services	for	children	with	a	diagnosis	of	ASD.		
Early	intervention	has	proven	to	be	very	powerful	in	improving	the	
long-term	prognosis	and	success	for	individuals	on	the	Autism	Spec-
trum,	 and	 it	 is	 anticipated	 that	many	more	 of	 these	 children	will	
graduate	with	high	school	diplomas	and	be	eager	to	pursue	post-high	

school	education.	It	is	
imperative	 that	 high-
er	 education	 leader-
ship	 prepare	 now	 for	
this	 influx	 of	 future	
ASD	students	and	citi-
zens.	

II.	The	Number	of	People	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	is	Growing	
1.	Nationally	and	Internationally	

The	U.S.	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention	(CDC)	report	that	
from	about	1	in	45	to	about	1	in	68	American	children	are	on	the	Au-
tism	 Spectrum	 (the	 differences	 in	 statistics	 are	 based	 on	 different	
types	of	reporting	–	e.g.,	between	public	school	reporting	versus	phy-
sician	reporting).			This	is	a	ten-fold	increase	in	prevalence	in	the	last	
40	years.	As	a	comparison,	as	of	2015,	1	in	500	children	have	Juvenile	
Diabetes,	Pediatric	Aids	affects	1	in	300,	Muscular	Dystrophy	affects	1	
in	100,000	and	Leukemia	affects	1	in	2,000.	

Studies	 also	 show	 that	 Autism	 is	 four	 to	 five	 times	 more	 common	
among	boys	than	girls.	ASD	affects	over	3.5	million	individuals	in	the	
U.S.	 and	 tens	 of	millions	worldwide.	 Moreover,	 government	 autism	
statistics	suggest	that	prevalence	rates	have	increased	10	to	17	per-
cent	annually	in	recent	years	and	show	no	signs	of	slowing.	There	is	
no	established	explanation	for	this	continuing	increase,	although	im-
proved	early	diagnosis	and	environmental	 influences	are	 likely	con-
tributing	 factors	 though	not	definitive	reasons.	There	 is	presently	no	
simple	detection	and	no	known	cure	for	Autism	Spectrum	Disorder.		

	

The	more	than	3	million	Americans	
with	ASD	are	part	of	tens	of	millions	
of	individuals	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	
around	the	world.	

Most	ASD	children	in	the	U.S.	now	qualify	for	early	in-
tervention	services	covered	by	their	health	insurance.	
South	Dakota	Gov.	Dennis	Daugaard	signed	into	law	
SB.190	earlier	this	year	(2016),	a	bill	that	requires	
coverage	for	autism	related	medical	care	including	
Applied	Behavioral	Analysis	(ABA)	for	South	Dakota	
children	up	to	18	years	of	age.	
				

Community Report from the Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) Network A Snapshot of Autism Spectrum Disor-
der among 8-year-old Children in Multiple Communities across the United States in 2012 Funded by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), United States Department of Health and Human Services 
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2.	School	Population	

Autism	 is	 the	 fastest-growing	 serious	developmental	disa-
bility	in	the	U.S.	and	correspondingly	in	K-12	schools.	 	Ap-
proximately	100	individuals	are	diagnosed	every	day	as	be-
ing	 on	 the	 Autism	 Spectrum.	 	 Some	 have	 suggested	 that	
Autism	is	just	being	better	diagnosed	today	versus	years	ago	
and	that	many	cases	of	intellectual	disability	are	now	being	
coded	as	ASD.	However,	 a	University	of	Colorado	compre-
hensive	epidemiological	study	has	refuted	this	theory.		Au-
tism	is	the	only	disorder	dramatically	on	the	rise	while	men-
tal	 retardation	 or	 intellectual	 disability,	 Down	 Syndrome	
and	Cystic	Fibrosis	remain	relatively	the	same.			

The	good	news	 in	 the	national	 statistics	about	ASD	 is	 that	
with	 early	 diagnosis	 and	 intervention,	 along	 with	 more	
trained	ASD	experts	in	schools,	more	students	with	ASD	are	
spending	 the	majority	of	 their	 time	 in	 regular	 classrooms.		
This	 means	 they	 have	 greater	 potential	 to	 graduate	 high	
school	 and	 be	 qualified	 for	 post-high	 school	 education,	
along	 with	 greater	 potential	 for	 becoming	 independent	
adults,	 contributing	 to	 their	 communities	 in	 professional	
careers.	For	example,	in	spring	2016	approximately	50,000	
new	U.S.	high	school	graduates	are	on	the	Autism	Spectrum.	

	

	

Homero	Palaguachi	is	an	18-year-old	recent	high	school	graduate	who	hopes	to	
break	through	barriers	and	explore	deep	space	as	NASA’s	first	autistic	astronaut. 
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III.	Autism	Spectrum	Disorder	in	South	Dakota	and	the	Plains	Region	

The	number	of	 individuals,	 especially	 school-age	chil-
dren,	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	is	increasing	in	South	Da-
kota	and	 the	Plains	 region	as	 it	 is	 across	 the	 country.		
From	2004-2009	South	Dakota	saw	a	58%	increase	in	
students	in	its	schools	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	(though	
this	number	does	not	include	students	in	South	Dakota	
who	are	home	schooled	or	are	in	a	private	school	that	
declines	to	use	federal	special	education	funds).			

While	no	definitive	cause	has	been	established	for	Au-
tism	Spectrum	Disorder,	researchers	have	now	identi-
fied	a	number	of	correlating	factors.		These	include	ge-
netic	background	(for	example,	a	smaller	gene	pool	in	a	
population),	 environmental	 pollution,	 viral	 infections,	
metabolic	imbalances,	and	exposure	to	chemicals,	espe-
cially	during	pregnancy.		A	2014	highly	acclaimed	study	
by	researchers	at	 the	University	of	Chicago	compared	
environmental,	 phenotypic,	 socioeconomic	 and	 state-
policy	factors	in	a	unified	geospatial	framework	related	
to	 these	 factors.	 	 They	 analyzed	 the	 spatial	 incidence	
patterns	of	ASD	using	an	insurance	claims	dataset	cov-
ering	nearly	one	third	of	the	US	population.		The	result-
ing	map	shows	that	South	Dakota	and	the	Plains	region	
generally	has	an	anticipated	higher	incident	rate	of	Au-
tism	Spectrum	Disorder	for	males	of	any	age.				

The	map	of	U.S.	 Indian	Reservations	 compared	 to	 the	
map	of	anticipated	higher	ASD	 incident	rates	shows	a	
correlation	that	raises	special	concerns	for	those	areas	
(though	it	does	not	explain	the	entire	anticipated	higher	
rate	 across	 the	 Dakotas).	 The	 ASD	 incidence	 rate	 in	
American	Indian	populations	is	not	officially	known,	but	
those	 working	 with	 these	 communities	 are	 reporting	
that	they	are	seeing	an	increasing	number	of	people	on	
the	 Autism	 Spectrum.	 	 The	 New	 Mexico	 Indian	 Chil-
dren’s	Program	has	 set	up	ASD	 training	and	consulta-
tion	 to	 agencies	 serving	 American	 Indian	 Children	 in	
New	Mexico	and	the	Four	Corners	region	(Utah,	Arizona,	
New	Mexico	and	Colorado	borders)	to	respond	to	refer-
rals	 from	parents,	doctors,	 educators,	 and	a	variety	of	

other	agencies.	Their	observations	are	that	generally	children	in	Native	American	communities	are	referred	
for	concerns	about	Autism	much	later	than	non-Native	children,	and	very	rarely	by	family	members.	 	The	
general	agreement	is	that	Native	children	appear	to	be	more	affected	overall	when	compared	to	other	races,	
possibly	due	to	older	age	at	time	of	diagnosis,	generally	without	benefit	of	quality	early	intervention	services.	
This	is	an	added	burden	to	a	population	that	is	already	under-resourced	and	stressed	on	many	fronts.			
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The	South	Dakota	Sanford	School	of	Medicine/USD	Autism	
Spectrum	Disorders	Program	in	2013	very	conservatively	
put	 the	 number	 of	ASD	 individuals	 in	 the	 State	 at	 about	
7,400.		To	put	this	in	context,	this	means	that	the	South	Da-
kota	ASD	population	is	about	1,000	more	than	the	entire	
population	 –	 men,	 women,	 and	 children	 -	 of	 the	 city	 of	
Madison.	 	 All	 projections	 are	 that	 the	population	of	ASD	
children	and	adults	in	South	Dakota,	as	around	the	world,	
will	increase	significantly	over	the	next	10	to	20	years.	

IV.	The	Costs	of	NOT	Developing	Supports	in	Higher	Education	for	ASD	Individuals	
Research	recently	conducted	by	the	advocacy	organization	Autism	Speaks	
has	provided	a	comprehensive	and	current	estimate	of	Autism’s	costs	to	
individuals,	families	and	society.		The	research	team	evaluated	accommo-
dation,	medical	and	non-medical	services,	special	education,	employment	
support	and	productivity	loss	costs,	both	in	the	U.S.	and	in	the	United	
Kingdom.	The	bulk	of	childhood	costs	are	in	special	education	and	lost	pa-
rental	income.	During	adulthood,	the	highest	costs	relate	to	residential	
care	and	lack	of	employment.	

Presently,	autism	services	cost	U.S.	citizens	$236	to	$262	billion	annually.		
Seventy-five	percent	of	these	costs	are	in	services	for	ASD	adults.		The	U.S.	

cost	of	Autism	over	the	lifespan	is	about	$2.4	million	for	a	per-
son	with	an	intellectual	disability,	or	$1.4	million	for	a	person	
without	intellectual	disability.	An	estimated	30%	of	individuals	
with	ASD	have	also	been	diagnosed	with	an	intellectual	disabil-
ity.	However,	there	is	great	debate	as	to	the	accuracy	of	that	es-
timate,	given	that	intellectual	disability	is	generally	evaluated	
with	language-based	assessments,	which	cannot	be	completed	
with	non-verbal	ASD	people.	Many	non-verbal	ASD	individuals	
who	were	for	years	considered	cognitively	impaired,	once	they	
have	begun	using	AAC	devices	 and	 are	 able	 to	 communicate,	

Rosebud,	South	Dakota	elementary	students	were	ac-
companied	by	family	members	and	school	staff	as	they	
walked	through	downtown	to	bring	awareness	to	indi-
viduals	affected	by	Autism	on	the	Rosebud	Reservation.		
-	Lakota	Country	Times,	Photo	by	Vi	Waln	

Until	the	1980’s,	most	children	with	ASD	were	placed	in	mental	institutions	and	lived	their	lives	excluded	from	the	rest	of	the	world.		
Tracy	Thresher	and	Larry	Bissonette	were	two	such	people.	Their	lives	changed	when	Tracy,	at	23,	and	Larry,	at	34,	learned	to	
communicate	by	typing	on	a	computer	that	‘spoke’	for	them.		Years	later,	they	are	now	international	advocates	for	the	rights	of	
non-verbal	ASD	people.		Their	story	is	told	in	the	film,	“Wretches	and	Jabberers.”	
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have	suddenly	been	able	to	show	that	they	have	normal	or	above-average	intelligence.		The	film	Wretches	
and	Jabberers	documents	two	such	individuals,	both	of	whom	had	been	institutionalized	for	years	before,	as	
adults	in	their	20’s	and	30’s,	who	were	able	to	learn	how	to	use	a	computer	to	speak.		These	two	individuals,	
Tracy	Thresher	and	Larry	Bissonette,	now	travel	internationally,	advocating	for	the	rights	of	other	non-ver-
bal	individuals	with	ASD.		

Studies	have	now	shown,	especially	in	Scan-
dinavia,	that	the	cost	of	lifelong	care	for	in-
dividuals	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	can	be	re-
duced	 by	 two-thirds	 with	 early	 diagnosis	
and	intervention.		

Additional	 studies	 by	 Dr.	 Marsha	 Mailick,	
the	 director	 of	 the	Waisman	Center	 at	 the	
University	of	Wisconsin-Madison	and	one	of	
the	world’s	leading	investigators	on	Autism	
across	 the	 lifespan,	 have	 shown	 that,	 after	
early	intervention,	the	next	significant	time	
in	 the	 life	 of	 an	 individual	 on	 the	 Autism	
Spectrum	 is	 immediately	 after	 exit	 from	
high	 school.	 	 In	 1998,	 Dr.	 Mailick	 and	 her	
team	began	following	406	individuals	with	
Autism	and	their	families.	These	individuals	
ranged	 in	 age	 from	 10	 to	 52	 at	 the	 time	 of	
their	enrollment.	Almost	two-thirds	are	male,	
and	almost	two-thirds	were	verbal	at	the	be-
ginning	of	the	study.		Her	studies	revealed	a	
pivotal	change	in	life	trajectory	at	the	point	when	individuals	
with	ASD	 left	high	 school.	 From	 this	point	 in	 life,	 the	entire	
ASD	study	group	–	both	 those	with	 intellectual	disability	or	
without	 –	 showed	 either	 overall	 improvement	 in	 autism	
symptoms,	 behavior,	 financial	 independence	 and	 quality	 of	
life,	 or	 spiraling	 regression,	depending	on	 the	opportunities	
and	support	they	received	at	this	critical	point	in	their	lives.	
Whatever	trend	was	established	in	their	young	adult	years	–	
either	 progression	 or	 regression	 –	 continued	 through	 their	
adult	 life.	 Those	ASD	 individuals	who	 received	 support	 and	
post-high	school	education	and	 training	continued	 to,	on	an	
ongoing	basis,	gain	skills,	financial	independence	and	a	higher	
quality	of	life	over	those	who	did	not	receive	such	support.			

	

“As	more	individuals	with	autism	age	into	adulthood,	it	becomes	
imperative	for	community	leaders	and	decision-makers	to	learn	
more	about	this	complex	disorder.	It	is	important	to	understand	
that	autism	is	a	lifelong	condition	that	an	individual	is	born	with.	
Autism	is	not	acquired,	and	individuals	do	not	“outgrow”	autism.	It	
is	found	in	every	ethnic	group	and	every	socio-economic	group.”  
- Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare, 2014 	
	

Until	the	1980s,	most	children	and	young	adults	with	autism	in	
the	US	were	excluded	from	normal	schooling.	Most	were	placed	
in	mental	institutions.	Like	many	children	with	autism,	Tracy	
Thresher	and	Larry	Bissonette	were	two	such	people.	When	
Tracy	was	23	and	Larry	34,	their	lives	changed	when	they	
learned	to	communicate	by	typing.	Their	story	is	told	in	the	
documentary	film,	“Wretches	and	Jabberers.”	
	

Dr.	Marsha	Mailick’s	research	has	revealed	a	pivotal	change	in	life	trajec-
tory	at	the	point	when	individuals	with	autism	left	high	school.	Those	in-
dividuals	who	received	support	and	post-high	school	education	and	
training	continued	to	gain	skills	and	independence	and	progress.		Those	
who	did	not,	regressed	throughout	their	life.	

When	Chantal	Sicile-Kara’s	son	Jeremy	was	diagnosed	
with	ASD,	 she	was	told	to	find	an	 institution	for	him.		
She	refused.		Jeremy	graduated	from	high	school	with	
a	 full	academic	 diploma,	 and	Sicile-Kara	created	Au-
tismCollege.com	to	help	other	students	like	her	son.		
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V.	Technology	–	the	Key	to	Success	for	Many	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	
While	 individuals	 on	 the	Autism	 Spectrum	have	many	
challenges	managing	in	a	world	run	by	people	with	dif-
ferent	neurobiology	than	they	possess,	ASD	people	also	
often	have	many	strengths.		And	many	of	these	strengths	
match	well	with	the	demands	of	working	in	technology-
intensive	careers.	

The	 very	 black-and-white,	 literal	 orientation	 that	 can	
make	social	interactions	difficult,	or	be	confusing	when	
a	speaker	is	using	slang	or	idioms,	are	very	helpful	when	
working	 with	 technology.	 ASD	 individuals	 often	 show	
remarkable,	and	in	some	cases,	savant,	abilities	 in	rote	
memory	 tasks,	 understanding	 and	 retaining	 concrete	
concepts	and	rules.		Those	with	ASD	often	show	particu-
lar	 abilities	 in	 recognizing	 patterns.	 	 They	 also	 have	
strong	 visual	 skills.	 	 Most	 of	 all,	 those	 on	 the	 Autism	
Spectrum	often	have	an	amazing	ability	to	hyper	focus	on	the	task	at	hand,	especially	if	it	is	a	preferred	ac-
tivity.		These	individuals	can	be	very	successful	in	many	technology-intensive	careers,	where	precision	and	
total	focus,	often	doing	the	same	thing	repeatedly	over	extended	periods	of	time,	are	required.		Because	so	
much	of	 the	way	the	world	and	the	people	 in	 it	works	does	not	naturally	make	sense	 to	 those	with	ASD,	
technology,	with	its	predictability	and	rules,	is	a	welcome	haven	where	ASD	people	can	be	highly	successful.	

In	the	last	5	years,	technology	companies,	and	technology	
divisions	of	companies,	have	recognized	that	the	growing	
ASD	population,	with	large	numbers	of	people	with	signifi-
cantly	 above-average	 technology	 skills,	 can	 meet	 their	
company’s	need	for	skilled	technology	professionals.		Over	
50	companies	have	started	special	programs	to	recruit,	in-
terview,	hire,	and	mentor	ASD	people	for	technology	jobs.			
Programs	are	up	and	running	at	Microsoft,	Hewlett	Pack-
ard,	 SAP,	 Ford	 Motor	 Company,	 Pepsi	 Cola,	 Walgreens,	
Freddie	Mac,	Office	Max,	and	Home	Depot,	among	others.		

	
VI.	ASD	at	Dakota	State	University	
Many	students	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	have	for	a	long	time	
gravitated	to	DSU	because	of	the	University’s	emphasis	on	
technology-intensive	and	technology-infused	programs.		This	
trend	is	clearly	growing,	and	is	expected	to	grow	even	more	
in	the	next	few	years.	Many	of	these	ASD	students	have	either	
kept	their	diagnosis	private,	or	have	come	to	campus	with	no	
official	diagnosis.		They	have	previously	been	able	to	manage	
without	formal	special	services,	as	mentioned	before.		Many	
of	these	students	have	grown	up	in	a	small	community	and	
gone	to	a	small	school	system	where	their	differences	were	
accepted	and	accommodated	without	being	labeled	as	on	the	
Autism	Spectrum.			

More	and	more	schools	are	using	AAC	devices	for	ASD	
students.	The	child	types	in	the	words	and	the	device	
‘speaks’	what	he	wrote.	
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It	is	likely	no	accident	that	the	classic	stereotype	of	a	“computer	geek”	or	“technology	nerd”	has	strong	cor-
relations	with	many	of	the	perspectives	and	behaviors	of	ASD	individuals.		There	is	no	question	that	even	in	
the	earliest	days	of	the	expansion	of	computing	in	the	early	1980’s,	people	on	the	Autism	Spectrum	found	
their	differences,	which	were	challenges	in	other	environments,	to	be	strengths	when	it	came	to	working	on	
computers.		

Prior	to	the	growth	of	accessible	computing,	many	successful	ASD	individuals	radiated	to	math	and	science.		
In	2005	Dr.	Simon	Baron-Cohen,	at	Cambridge	University,	surveyed	378	math	major	undergraduate	students	
for	ASD	diagnoses	in	themselves	or	their	families.		He	discovered	that	these	students	had	9	times	the	inci-
dence	of	ASD	as	non-math-major	students	of	the	same	age	and	gender.		Many	ASD	professionals	agree	that	if	
the	same	study	were	done	now	with	students	in	IT	degree	programs,	the	incident	rate	would	be	even	higher. 	

It	 is	definitely	 the	case	 that	DSU	has	seen,	over	
the	last	few	years,	an	exponential	growth	in	stu-
dents	coming	to	campus	with	more	obvious	and	
potentially	debilitating	ASD	perspectives	and	be-
haviors.	 Many	 of	 these	 students	 are	 cognizant	
that	they	need	support,	but	struggle	with	where	
on	campus	to	find	it.		DSU,	like	all	other	universi-
ties,	 has	 an	 Office	 of	 Disabilities	 Services	 that	
tracks	those	students	who	identify	themselves	as	
having	disabilities.	DSU’s	Disability	Services	staff	
coordinate	programs	and	ensure	that	accommo-
dations	are	in	place	to	meet	the	needs	of	all	stu-
dents	with	disabilities.		However,	many	ASD	stu-
dents	do	not	see	themselves	as	falling	under	the	
Americans	with	Disabilities	Act	(ADA)	umbrella,	
and	feel	no	similarity	with	the	more	visible	dif-
ferences	 of	 students	 with	 disabilities	 who	 are	
wheelchair	users	or	require	textbooks	in	Braille	
or	on	audio	tapes	because	of	visual	impairments.	
The	ASD	students	thus	do	not	self-identify	to	the	
university	and	do	not	seek	out	Student	Services	
for	ongoing	support,	which	at	present	would	 in	
any	case	primarily	be	counseling	or	advising	sup-
port,	far	short	of	what	these	students	need.		

DSU	is	finding	that	more	parents	are	coming	for-
ward	and	identifying	their	ASD	children	as	such	
to	the	University,	and	those	students	are	included	in	DSU’s	ADA	numbers.	However,	even	as	much	of	an	in-
crease	as	the	University	has	seen	in	identified	ASD	students,	conservative	estimates	by	Student	Services	staff	
and	DSU	faculty	are	that	the	actual	numbers	are	easily	6	or	7	times	what	is	being	recorded.	Because	DSU	does	
not	have	anyone	certified	in	ASD	diagnosis,	it	is	difficult,	if	not	inappropriate,	for	staff	to	suggest	evaluation	
to	a	student	even	though	they	may	suspect	that	the	student	is	on	the	Autism	Spectrum.	Even	if	a	student	was	
able	to	get	an	evaluation	and	official	diagnosis	(which	would	require	some	type	of	off-campus	service	and	
likely	expense)	there	is	presently	no	appropriate	support	program	at	DSU	or	in	the	community	to	serve	them.	
This	is	a	significant	challenge.		In	2011,	DSU	staff	would	work	with	possibly	7	ASD	students	out	of	100	stu-
dents	with	disabilities;	today	they	are	confronted	with	trying	to	support	21	students	out	of	every	100.		
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It	is	interesting	that	employers	of	DSU’s	best	graduates	(ASD	or	
not)	are	indicating	to	DSU	that	while	the	University’s	students’	
technology	skills	are	outstanding	and	their	work	ethic	is	excel-
lent,	 they	need	more	coaching	in	social	skills;	communication	
skills,	 especially	 in	 effectively	 understanding	 and	 responding	
appropriately	in	conversations;	and	the	ability	to	work	in	teams	
more	effectively.	This	highlights	the	need	for	these	types	of	sup-
ports	for	all	of	DSU’s	students.	DSU	has	begun	a	pilot	program	
this	Fall,	2016,	semester	to	address	ways	to	assist	students	in	
developing	 these	 “soft”	 skills	 along	 with	 the	 “hard”	 skills	 of	
their	 academic	discipline.	 	 It	 is	 named	PACE,	 an	 acronym	 for	
Professionalism,	 Accountability,	 Communication	 and	 Engage-
ment,	 and	was	 launched	with	 the	present	 class	of	 Jump	Start	
students.	Jump	Start	is	a	federally	funded,	First	in	the	World	pro-
gram	at	a	number	of	colleges	and	universities	in	South	Dakota,	
designed	 to	 help	 students	 from	 less-resourced	 backgrounds	
succeed	in	college	by	providing	them	a	financial	and	academic	
“jump	start.”	

For	non-identified	ASD	DSU	students,	often	the	first	time	Stu-
dent	Services	staff	become	aware	of	them	is	when	they	are	in	
significant	difficulty	that	often	involves	others	on	campus.	 	 In	
these	situations,	things	have	often	become	so	bad	that	the	ASD	
student	 is	 emotionally	 and	 psychologically	 unable	 to	 partici-
pate	constructively	in	problem	solving	discussions	or	interac-
tions,	and	may	often	also	not	have	the	skills	to	do	so.	The	needs	
of	ASD	students	are	so	very	different	from	those	of	other	stu-
dents	with	disabilities	that	it	is	extremely	challenging	for	those	not	specifically	trained	in	ASD	assessment	
and	intervention	to	effectively	help	these	students	resolve	what	may	have	become	very	difficult	situations.	
In	any	case,	developing	skills	is	far	preferable	to	dealing	with	crises	arising	from	a	lack	of	skills.		

DSU’s	Students	Services	staff	are	eager	to	put	a	permanent	program	in	place	that	will	support	and	serve	these	
students	proactively	so	that	they	can	graduate	from	the	University	not	only	technically	skilled	in	their	chosen	
field,	but	also	having	the	skills	they	require	to	be	successful	throughout	their	careers	and	lives.	

VII.	Spectrum	STRONG	
DSU	is	hoping	to	obtain	funds	to	launch	a	new	program,	Spec-
trum	STRONG,	that	will	address	the	range	of	differences	that	
can	make	it	difficult	for	ASD	students	to	meet	the	multi-fac-
eted	demands	of	college	and	 independent	adult	 life.	 	This	
program	would	 provide	 a	 comprehensive	 set	 of	 targeted	
supports	 and	 accommodations	 to	 assist	 ASD	 students	 to	
complete	 their	 degrees	 and	 graduate	 with	 the	 skills	 to	
thrive	in	their	careers	as	well	as	live	a	contributing,	full	life.		

Students	with	Autism	add	to	the	diversity	of	DSU’s	student	
body,	 giving	 neurotypical	 students	 opportunities	 to	 learn	
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how	to	work	and	interact	with	others	of	different	perspectives	and	perceptions,	required	skills	in	the	new	
global	world	of	work.	Also,	many	supports	and	accommodations	needed	by	students	with	Autism	can	be	
leveraged	and	expanded	to	serve	others	who	have	similar	needs,	most	especially	students	from	underprivi-
leged	backgrounds.	DSU,	along	with	all	of	the	Regental	schools,	have	both	a	new	responsibility	and	a	new	
opportunity	to	create	such	programs	to	enable	all	South	Dakota	students	to	achieve	educational	and	life	suc-
cess.	

Dakota	State	is	seeking	funds	to	hire	an	advisor	dedicated	to	working	with	students	with	ASD.	The	advisor	
would	 provide	 services	 such	 as	 counseling,	 academic	 advising,	 life	 coaching,	 structured	mentorship,	 and	
seminar	courses	centered	around	social	and	career	skills.	This	position	would	be	a	central	liaison	for	students	
with	ASD,	faculty,	and	staff,	participating	with	the	rest	of	the	Student	Services	team	to	assess	and	make	rec-
ommendations	for	University-wide	adaptations	or	accommodations	to	support	student	and	career	success	
for	all	DSU	students.	DSU	would	also	leverage	the	funds	provided	to	seek	additional	funding	from	the	increas-
ing	number	of	corporations	with	special	hiring	programs	for	individuals	with	ASD,	as	well	as	many	of	the	
non-profit	Autism	advocacy	organizations	focused	on	ASD	students’	transitions	to	adulthood.		DSU	is	eager	
to	launch	Spectrum	STRONG,	first	on	DSU’s	campus,	and	then	potentially	as	a	model	program	that	could	be	
adapted	and	implemented	for	all	of	the	South	Dakota	Regental	universities.		

 VIII.	Famous	People	Identified	or	E valuated	As	Being	on	the	Autism	Spectrum		-	Past	and	Present
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