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ACCESS Newsletter

Advancing College Capacity for Equitable Student Success

WELCOME﻿! 
This newsletter aims to provide a convenient and current
resource for information related to postsecondary education
for students with developmental disabilities, such as autism
and intellectual disability. While our primary focus will be on
content relevant to the California Community College system,
much of the newsletter will have broader applicability. 
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Amber Perez 
Memorial 
Scholarship
The California
Association for
Postsecondary Education
& Disability (CAPED) is
accepting applications for 

a new scholarship for college students with intellectual
disability and/or autism. The scholarship, announced in October
2023, honors the memory of Amber Perez, the establishing
College to Career (C2C) coordinator at Shasta College and
former Director of Disabled Student Programs and Services. 

Her husband, Richard Moore, is also
part of the Shasta College community.
He says, “Amber had a lifelong love of
learning, and a passion for seeing 

 people reach their potential... She could make ideas happen.” 

Invite your students to apply through August 31st. 
Donate to this scholarship fund by credit card through Paypal and
note “Amber Perez Memorial Scholarship”. 
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Research Insights: 
The intersection of autistic and LGBTQ+
identities

Researchers have been paying more and
more attention to the intersectional
identities of autistic people. Although
estimates vary across students, recent data
suggest autistic people are more likely to
identify with non-heterosexual orientations,
such as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or asexual.
Additionally, there are significantly higher
rates of gender diversity in autistic people,
including transgender and non-binary
identities. It is critical for colleges to
consider this intersectionality, especially as
autistic and LGBTQ student enrollment in
college are both independently growing.

R e s e a r c h  d a t a
c o n s i s t e n t l y

s h o w  t h a t
a u t i s t i c  p e o p l e
a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y

t o  i d e n t i f y  a s
L G B T Q +  

This year, a research group led by E.F. Soto
looked at autism as well as sexual and
gender minority (SGM) identities in over
80,000 college students. Both autism and
SGM increased risk for academic
challenges and mental health problems;
however, holding multiple marginalized
identities amplified this effect. Autistic
college students who also identified with
sexual and/or gender minority identities
experienced the greatest levels of stress,
loneliness, self-harm, and suicidality.
 

So, what can your college do?

S t r e n g t h e n  m e n t a l  h e a l t h
t h r o u g h  r i s k  a s s e s s m e n t  t r a i n i n g
a n d  t h e r a p e u t i c  s u p p o r t s .

C r e a t e  a n d  
s u p p o r t  c a m p u s
L G B T Q +  o r  P r i d e
C e n t e r s .  

R e f e r  s t u d e n t s  t o  r e s o u r c e s  f r o m
C C C  a n d  i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .

I n  a l l  o f  t h e  a b o v e ,  i n v o l v e  D S P S
o f f i c e s  g i v e n  i n t e r s e c t i o n a l
i d e n t i t i e s .

Soto, E. F., Orantes, D., Russo, N., & Antshel, K. M. (2024). Autism and sexual
and gender minority identity in college students: Examination of self-reported
rates, functional outcomes, and treatment engagement. Autism,
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https://foundationccc.org/our-work/equity/lifting-up-communities-historically-underserved-by-education/lgbtq-initiatives-student-support/#_Resources_
https://foundationccc.org/our-work/equity/lifting-up-communities-historically-underserved-by-education/lgbtq-initiatives-student-support/#_Resources_
https://www.cccstudentmentalhealth.org/docs/CCC-LGBTQ-Resource-Guide.pdf


Document Accessibility for Neurodivergent Students

In our most recent ACCESS webinar, Angela Tran, an alternate media specialist at
Santa Ana College, discussed ways to make college course materials more
accessible for all students. If you missed it, watch the webinar here. To learn more,
the California Community College Accessibility Center has compiled resources and
created a self-paced document accessibility course for CCC staff. Another excellent
resource for college faculty and staff is WebAIM, which offers a color contrast
checker as well as instructional guides for 

Powerpoint, Word, and PDF. The
Association for University Centers on
Disabilities has a helpful guide on plain
language. Below, we’ve highlighted what
may be particularly important for students
with intellectual disability and/or autism.

Plain Language
Prioritizes clear, concise, easy-

to-understand language. 
Reduces time and mental effort

for all students.
Improves comprehension and

learning.

Instructors can use online writing
editors, such as Hemingway, to
check reading level and identify

complex sentences
to correct.

Presentation and
Organization

Autistic students may have slower
processing speed and may struggle to

see the “big picture” as readily. 

Instructors can:
Provide class materials in advance.

Record lectures to allow review.
Avoid overcrowding slides

Use formatting (e.g., bold, sub-
bullets) to clarify importance and

connections 
Include unique slide titles and

takeaway slides.

Screen Reader
Access

Some students with
intellectual disability have

stronger listening skills and
benefit from screen readers. 

Instructors can check
headings, reading order,
and alternative text for

images.
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https://cccaccessibility.org/
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Evolving Inclusive Language: Policy and Practice

Last issue, we shared an inclusive language guide specific to autism. However, it is essential
to acknowledge that different disability communities have distinct preferences and that
language evolves over time. It is our professional responsibility to remain informed, adjust our
practice, and advocate for respectful language for all.

In October 2023, the California state legislature passed
Assembly Bill 248, which made non-substantive changes to
eliminate obsolete terminology, such as “mental retardation”,
from existing law. Terminology is now replaced with “individuals
with intellectual and developmental disabilities.” California was
over a decade behind the federal government, which passed
similar legislation, Rosa’s Law, in 2010 - driven by advocacy
from the family of a young girl with intellectual disability. This
speaks to the need for ongoing advocacy and conversation in
our state. As Rosa’s brother said: “Some say we shouldn’t worry
about the words, just the way we treat people. But if you think
about it, what you call people is how you treat people. If we
change the words, maybe it’l l be the start of a new attitude
towards people with intellectual disabilities. And they deserve it.”

In the theme of updating language, the Department of
Rehabilitation (DOR) is proposing a name change to Disability
Works California to better reflect the employment-focused
services they provide to diverse disability communities. “People
with disabilities and employers do not associate the word
‘rehabilitation’ with jobs, good wages, and equity, nor does
rehabilitation accurately describe the services we provide,” said
DOR Director Joe Xavier. “These initiatives will accelerate our
work supporting pathways and removing barriers to employment
for individuals with disabilities, modernizing the narrative on how
disability is discussed.”

Read more about DOR’s proposed name change

Read more about social, diagnostic, legislative, and
advocacy history of developmental disabilities 

Read more about respectful disability language from:
Special Olympics
ADA National Network
National Youth Leadership Network

1 9 7 4 :
A d v o c a t e s  w i t h
d e v e l o p m e n t a l

d i s a b i l i t i e s  f o r m  a  n e w
o r g a n i z a t i o n  “ P e o p l e
F i r s t ” ,  p u s h i n g  b a c k

a g a i n s t  h a r m f u l  l a b e l s  

1 9 9 3 :
F e d e r a l  l a w  r e c o g n i z e s
d i s a b i l i t y  a s  a  n a t u r a l

p a r t  o f  h u m a n
e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h a t  d o e s
n o t  d i m i n i s h  r i g h t s  o f
t h o s e  w i t h  d i s a b i l i t i e s

2 0 1 0 :
“ I n t e l l e c t u a l  d i s a b i l i t y ”

r e p l a c e s  “ m e n t a l
r e t a r d a t i o n ”  i n  a l l
f e d e r a l  d o c u m e n t s

2 0 1 3 :
T h e  D i a g n o s t i c  a n d
S t a t i s t i c a l  M a n u a l

( D S M - 5 )  a d o p t s  t h e
t e r m  “ i n t e l l e c t u a l

d i s a b i l i t y ”
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https://mn.gov/mnddc/parallels/index.html
https://publicaccessstorage.blob.core.usgovcloudapi.net/publicsitefiles/DOR%20Documents/Latest%20News/Press%20Release%20DOR%2005092024%20FINAL.docx


Resource Spotlight: 
College Autism Network

T h e  C o l l e g e  A u t i s m  N e t w o r k  ( C A N ) ,
f o u n d e d  i n  2 0 1 4 ,  i s  a  n o n - p r o f i t
o r g a n i z a t i o n  f o c u s e d  o n  s u p p o r t i n g
p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  t h e i r  w o r k  t o
i m p r o v e  a c c e s s ,  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  a n d
o u t c o m e s  f o r  a u t i s t i c  c o l l e g e
s t u d e n t s .  C A N  o f f e r s  a  n u m b e r  o f
r e s o u r c e s  f o r  p o s t s e c o n d a r y
e d u c a t o r s  t o  d e e p e n  t h e i r  k n o w l e d g e
o f  b e s t  p r a c t i c e s .

Watch to learn about CAN

CANVAS
A  c o m m u n i t y  f o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  t h a t  h o s t s  a  l i s t s e r v  a n d  w e b i n a r s  -
t o p i c s  s p a n  f r o m  a c c o m m o d a t i o n s / s u p p o r t s ,  m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  c a r e e r
p a t h w a y s ,  c a m p u s  n e u r o d i v e r s i t y  c u l t u r e ,  a n d  a c a d e m i c s .  

Learn more and join the community here.

College Autism Summit

Register for 2024

A  y e a r l y  i n - p e r s o n  c o n f e r e n c e  h o s t e d  b y  C A N .  T h e  S u m m i t  h o s t
s c h o l a r s ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l s ,  a n d  s e l f - a d v o c a t e s  t o  d i s c u s s  r e s e a r c h  a n d
s u p p o r t  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  f o r  a u t i s t i c  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  a u t i s m  a n d
o t h e r  r e l a t e d  d i s a b i l i t i e s .

CAN Newsletter
R e a d  m o n t h l y  u p d a t e s  a b o u t  t h e  i n i t i a t i v e s  C A N  p r o v i d e s  a n d
s u p p o r t s .

Read Now

Autism-Specific College Support Program Database
A  f r e e  t o o l  t o  h e l p  p r o s p e c t i v e  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  a n d  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s
i d e n t i f y  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  m a t c h  t h e i r  p o s t s e c o n d a r y  e d u c a t i o n  n e e d s .

View the Database
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Belonging for College Students with Intellectual Disability

T h i s  s t o r y  w a s  c o n t r i b u t e d  b y  E m i l y  F r a k e ,  M A ,  a  d o c t o r a l
s t u d e n t  i n  S p e c i a l  E d u c a t i o n  a t  U C L A .  E m i l y ’ s  r e s e a r c h
i n t e r e s t s  s t r a d d l e  s p e c i a l  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  d i s a b i l i t y  s t u d i e s ,
w i t h  a  f o c u s  o n  i n c l u s i v e  e d u c a t i o n  a t  t h e  c o l l e g e  l e v e l .
E m i l y  s h a r e s  b e l o w  a b o u t  h e r  d i s s e r t a t i o n  s t u d y .   

B e l o n g i n g  i s  a  u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n  n e e d ,  r e g a r d l e s s  o f
d i s a b i l i t y .  W e  A L L  w a n t  t o  b e l o n g .  C o n c e i v e d  o f  b y  D r s .
E r i k  C a r t e r  a n d  E l i z a b e t h  B i g g s ,  t h e  1 0  D i m e n s i o n s  o f
B e l o n g i n g  c a n  b e  u s e d  t o  r e f l e c t  u p o n  i n c l u s i o n  f o r  

s t u d e n t s  w i t h  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d / o r  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  d i s a b i l i t i e s  ( I D D ) .  I n  t h i s  m o d e l ,
s t u d e n t s  b e l o n g  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  “ p r e s e n t ,  i n v i t e d ,  w e l c o m e d ,  k n o w n ,  a c c e p t e d ,
i n v o l v e d ,  s u p p o r t e d ,  h e a r d ,  b e f r i e n d e d ,  a n d  n e e d e d ” .  L e a r n  m o r e  a b o u t  t h e s e
d i m e n s i o n s  o f  b e l o n g i n g  h e r e .  I n  m y  o w n  r e s e a r c h ,  I ’ v e  e x p l o r e d  t h e  e x t e n t  t o
w h i c h  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D  i n  s p e c i a l i z e d  i n c l u s i v e  p o s t s e c o n d a r y  e d u c a t i o n  ( I P S E )
p r o g r a m s  a t  4 - y e a r  u n i v e r s i t i e s  f e l t  t h e y  b e l o n g e d .  A f t e r  i n t e r v i e w i n g  a n d  v i s i t i n g
c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D  a c r o s s  t h e  U . S . ,  a  f e w  t h i n g s  h a v e  s t u c k  o u t .

O v e r a l l ,  s t u d e n t s  a r e  p r o u d  a n d
h a p p y  t o  b e  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  a t  t h e i r
r e s p e c t i v e  u n i v e r s i t i e s .  S t u d e n t s
r e p o r t e d  e x p e r i e n c e s  r e l a t e d  t o  e a c h
o f  t h e  t e n  d i m e n s i o n s  o f  b e l o n g i n g ,
i n c l u d i n g  “ n e e d e d , ”  t h e  1 0 t h  ( a n d
o f t e n  m o s t  e l u s i v e )  d i m e n s i o n  -
s h a r i n g  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  m i s s e d  b y
t h e i r  c l a s s m a t e s ,  t e a m m a t e s ,
c o a c h e s ,  a n d  p r o f e s s o r s  w h e n  t h e y
w e r e  a b s e n t  f r o m  a  c l a s s  o r  s p o r t s
p r a c t i c e .

H o w e v e r ,  w h e n  p r o b e d  a b o u t
n e g a t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  a  c o l l e g e
s t u d e n t ,  n e a r l y  e v e r y  s t u d e n t
m e n t i o n e d  “ t h e  d r a m a ”  a m o n g  t h e i r
c o h o r t  o f  I P S E  p e e r s .  

C o n t i n u e d  o n
t h e  n e x t  p a g e

C a r t e r ,  E .  W . ,  &  B i g g s ,  E .  E .  ( 2 0 2 1 ) .  C r e a t i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s  o f  b e l o n g i n g  f o r
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o g n i t i v e  d i s a b i l i t i e s  ( B e l o n g i n g  S e r i e s ) .
M i n n e a p o l i s ,  M N :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i n n e s o t a ,  T I E S  C e n t e r .
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Belonging for College Students with Intellectual Disability

W h e t h e r  i t  w a s  a n  a r g u m e n t  o v e r  w h o  w a s  h o s t i n g  a  p a r t y  o r  r u m o r s  a b o u t  w h o
w a s  d a t i n g  w h o ,  s t u d e n t s  o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  m e n t i o n e d  t h a t  “ d r a m a ”  m a d e  t h e m  f e e l
e x c l u d e d .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a  l a c k  o f  r e c i p r o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s
w i t h  a n d  w i t h o u t  I D D  w a s  n o t e d  t h r o u g h  o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d  c o r r o b o r a t e d  t h r o u g h
s t u d e n t  i n t e r v i e w s .  O n e  s t u d e n t  a p t l y  s t a t e d ,  “ A n d  y o u  k n o w ,  i t ’ s  f u n n y  b e c a u s e  I
c a l l  t h e m  f r i e n d s ,  b u t  a  r e a l  f r i e n d  i s  s o m e o n e  w h o  c h e c k s  u p  o n  y o u ,  t o o .  N o t
j u s t  w h e n  t h e y  s e e  y o u  i n - p e r s o n  a n d  s a y ,  ‘ h e y . ’ ”  W h i l e  s o m e  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D
y e a r n e d  f o r  m o r e  c o n n e c t i o n  a n d  a u t h e n t i c  f r i e n d s h i p s  w i t h  t h e i r  n o n - d i s a b l e d
p e e r s ,  o t h e r s  w e r e  c o n t e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  f r i e n d s h i p s .

T o  c l o s e  o u t ,  I  w a n t  t o  s h a r e  p r a c t i c e s  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h i s  r e s e a r c h  t h a t  c o l l e g e
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D  e x p e r i e n c e d  a s  h e l p f u l  i n  b u i l d i n g  b e l o n g i n g  o n  c a m p u s .

D e d i c a t e d  d i s a b i l i t y  s p a c e s  o n  c a m p u s  f o r  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D  t o  f i n d
c o m m u n i t y .  T h i s  c o u l d  b e  c l a s s e s ,  c l u b s ,  o r  d i s a b i l i t y  c u l t u r a l  c e n t e r s .

P e e r  m e n t o r  p r o g r a m s  i n  w h i c h  n o n d i s a b l e d  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  a r e
p a i r e d  w i t h  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  I D D  t o  s u p p o r t  s o c i a l  i n c l u s i o n  a n d  s k i l l s ,
i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  a c a d e m i c  s u c c e s s ,  a n d  m o r e .

S o l i c i t i n g  s t u d e n t  v o i c e  -  “ N o t h i n g  a b o u t  u s ,  w i t h o u t  u s ! ”

ACCESS Contributing Team

Christine
Moody, PhD
ACCESS Project

Director 

Yasamin
Bolourian, PhD

 Director of Outreach &
Dissemination 

Rachel
Rothschild

Student Assistant 

Fiona Smith
Student Assistant

For past issues
of the ACCESS
Newsletter, click

here

J U N E  2 0 2 4 P A G E  7

https://www.semel.ucla.edu/tarjan
https://www.semel.ucla.edu/tarjan/access-newsletters



