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Learning Objectives

1. Describe the key components of the DDS–UCLA 
partnership model for supporting autistic adults in 
advocacy and employment.

2. Identify strategies used to develop career readiness and 
employment pathways for autistic individuals.

3. Understand how advocacy training and social skills 
development contribute to successful workplace 
outcomes for autistic adults.



Overview of Lecture

• DDS-UCLA Partnership
• Importance of advocacy skills for 

emerging disability rights leaders
• Overview of UCLA Advocacy 

Academy 
• Employment landscape and 

outcomes among autistic adults
• Overview of PEERS® for Careers 

employment related social skills
• Resources
• Community discussant: Monika 

Jezebelle
• Q&A



DDS-UCLA Partnership:
Workforce Preparation and Placement

• Purpose: To improve employment 
outcomes for autistic adults served by the 
California Regional Center system

– The California Regional Center system is a 
statewide network that coordinates and funds 
lifelong services and supports for individuals 
with developmental disabilities

– Regional Centers are funded by the California 
Department of Developmental Services 
(DDS)

– Clients of the Regional Centers are served by 
the UCLA Tarjan Center, which is a 
University Center of Excellence in 
Developmental Disabilities (UCEDD)



DDS-UCLA Partnership:
Workforce Preparation and Placement

• Five program components:
– Neuroinclusive Employer Training

• Training for DDS supervisors, 
managers, and employees

– UCLA Advocacy Academy
• Develop advocacy skills for 

autistic emerging disability rights 
leaders

– PEERS® for Careers
• Employment social skills program 

for autistic job seekers
– Individualized coaching for autistic 

participants
– Paid internship opportunities at 

DDS and UCLA



DDS-UCLA Partnership:
Workforce Preparation and Placement

• The focus of this 
lecture will be:
– UCLA Advocacy 

Academy

• Develop advocacy 
skills for emerging 
disability rights 
leaders

– PEERS® for Careers

• Employment social 
skills program



Defining Advocacy Language

Advocacy
• The process of influencing public policy to create meaningful systems change 

and improve the lives of people with disabilities
• Example: Meeting with lawmakers

Public Policy
• Laws, regulations, or organizational rules that guide decisions and affect 

how systems operate
• Example: Inclusive legislation

Systems Change
• Improving the way organizations, services, or governments work so they 

create better outcomes for people
• Example: Accessible services



Importance of Advocacy Skills for 
Emerging Disability Rights Leaders

• Builds the next generation of 
disability rights leaders

• Develops self-advocacy, leadership, 
and public speaking skills

• Increases knowledge of disability 
policy, law, and systems change

• Prepares advocates to shape local, 
state, and national policy

• Amplifies the voices of people with 
lived experience



Importance of Advocacy Skills for 
Emerging Disability Rights Leaders

• Fosters community leadership

• Creates pathways to advisory boards, 
commissions, and public service

• Strengthens self-determination and 
advocacy across systems 

• Expands representation of leaders with 
lived experience in decision-making

• Promotes sustainable leadership 
through mentorship and peer support



UCLA Advocacy Academy 
• Sessions focus on disability 

history, law, self-advocacy, 
and leadership

• Participants attend virtual 
sessions for 2 hours per week 
for 12 weeks

– Lectures and discussions 
with disability rights leaders

– Advocacy didactic lessons

– Participants practice new 
skills with the support of 
advocacy coaches 

• Skills practice for 1–2 hours 
per week outside of sessions 
with advocacy coaches



UCLA Advocacy Academy 

• Co-developed with individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities 
(IDD)

• Interactive learning through expert-led 
sessions, practice activities, small and large 
group discussions, and weekly skills 
practice

• Individualized mentorship from trained 
advocacy coaches and disability rights 
leaders with IDD

• Advocacy Showcase where participants 
present advocacy topics to peers and 
disability rights leaders



UCLA Advocacy Academy:
TEL Your Story

(TEL = Trustworthiness, Emotion, Logic) 



UCLA Advocacy Academy:
TEL Your Story

(TEL = Trustworthiness, Emotion, Logic) 



Pilot Study of UCLA Advocacy Academy
(Warner et al., 2026) 
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Pilot Study of UCLA Advocacy Academy
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Key Findings of UCLA Advocacy Academy
(Warner et al., 2026) 



Key Findings of UCLA Advocacy Academy
(Warner et al., 2026) 

• 90% completed the program with 77% 
attending at least 8 of 10 sessions.

• 100% of participants reported increased 
advocacy knowledge, advocacy skills, and 
satisfaction with the program.

• Participants reported significant 
improvements in:
• Confidence

• Leadership identity

• Readiness to become advocates and 
mentors



Key Findings of UCLA Advocacy Academy
(Warner et al., 2026) 

• Senior Fellows (disability rights leaders) 
identified three major areas of 
improvement:

• Leadership growth

• Mentorship and belonging

• Professional development

• Findings support the benefit of a 
disability-led leadership model that 
prepares individuals with lived 
experience for leadership and 
policymaking roles



Why Employment Matters

• Employment is a primary pathway to:
– Financial independence
– Social inclusion
– Improved mental health and quality of life

• Lack of employment is associated with:
– Increased isolation
– Reduced well-being
– Long-term dependency

• Takeaway: Employment is not just an 
outcome
– It impacts adult functioning and quality of 

life



Role of Supported Employment

• Supported employment is individualized job 
support in real-world settings

• Research shows that supported employment:
– Increased likelihood of obtaining employment
– Greater job retention
– Improved quality of life
– Less expensive compared to traditional 

services
– Associated with better employment outcomes 

at similar or lower cost

• Takeaway: People with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities can benefit from 
supported employment 



Evidence-Based 
Employment Supports

• Research-supported components 
include:
– Job coaching
– Structured training programs
– Workplace accommodations
– Employer education

• Takeaway: Multi-component 
programs outperform isolated 
supports



DDS-UCLA Partnership:
Workforce Preparation and Placement

• Five program components:
– Neuroinclusive Employer 

Training

– UCLA Advocacy Academy

– PEERS® for Careers

– Individualized coaching for 
participants

– Paid internship opportunities at 
DDS and UCLA



Background 
about PEERS®

• International program
– Developed at UCLA in 2004 by 

Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson     
(UCLA PEERS Clinic Director)

– Programs have been translated 
into dozens of languages

– Used in over 150 countries across 
the globe

• Evidence-Based Social Skills 
Programs:

– PEERS® for Careers
– PEERS® for Dating 
– PEERS® for Young Adults
– PEERS® for Adolescents
– PEERS® for Preschoolers



Unique Aspects 
of PEERS®

• One of the only evidence-based 
social skills programs

– ONLY evidence-based social skills 
program for autistic teens and 
adults and those with other social 
challenges

• Social coaching
– Social coaches are trained to 

support participants outside of the 
group

• Only teaches ecologically valid 
social skills

– Presents socially helpful behaviors 
and socially risky behaviors

• Cross-culturally adapted across 
the globe

– Numerous scientific papers and 
manuals published outside of the 
U.S.



The Role of Neurodiversity

• Neurodiversity means people have 
different ways of thinking

• We should respect the role of 
neurodiversity when learning new 
social strategies

• Differences do not make us less than

• There are strengths in neurodiversity

• PEERS® is a strengths-based 
approach



The Importance of Choice

• Each week we review strategies related to 
employment that have been shown to be:
• Socially helpful
• Socially risky

• Learning and/or using the strategies taught in 
PEERS® should NOT be about changing a 
person

• Learning and using these skills should be 
about enhancing social interactions so others 
can appreciate who we already are

• Ultimately, learning and/or using the strategies 
taught in PEERS® will be a PERSONAL 
CHOICE



• We value neurodiversity, acceptance, and 
authenticity

• We honor the diverse ways people 
experience the world

• We respect each person’s unique 
perspectives and communication styles

• We recognize there is no one right way to 
connect with others

• If using the strategies taught in PEERS® 
feels like camouflaging or masking, and/or 
they don’t align with your goals, then you do 
not have to use them

• Learning and using the skills taught in 
PEERS® is a PERSONAL CHOICE

PEERS® Neuroaffirming Pledge



PEERS® for Careers Curriculum 
• Choosing a career
• Creating a resume
• Finding and applying for employment
• Interviewing skills 
• Networking skills
• Conversational skills 
• Electronic communication 
• Disclosing diagnoses
• Requesting accommodations
• Starting, entering and exiting 

conversations
• Organization skills 
• Stress management
• Navigating the workplace culture
• Conflict resolution



QUESTIONS

How do you disclose a 
diagnosis or condition to an 
employer?

If your goal is to get and keep a 
job, what are some socially 
risky behaviors to avoid when 
disclosing a diagnosis or 
condition to an employer?

Disclosing Diagnoses or Conditions 



Disclosing Diagnoses or Conditions
Socially Risky Behavior 



2.  Choose the right person

3.  Choose the right context

4.  Acknowledge the difference

5.  Give an explanation

6.  Acknowledge what the difference means for you

7.  Turn a challenge into a strength

8. Make your strength an asset to the company

9. Be prepared to answer any questions

10.  Remember employment is a choice

1.  Choose the right time

Disclosing Diagnoses or Conditions
Socially Helpful Behavior 



Disclosing Diagnoses or Conditions
Socially Helpful Behavior 



Autism Speaks Adult Transition 
Research Grant (Gulsrud, PI)

• Investigate the efficacy of PEERS® for 
Careers

– 20-week didactic course
– 10-week internship
– 10-week follow-up assessment

• Target the development of employment 
social skills in the work setting

• Provide internship or employment 
opportunities

• Randomize career coaching 

UCLA PEERS® for Careers
College to Career Transition Program



PEERS® for Careers Study Design:
Multi-Stage Randomized Trial



Participant Demographics 



PEERS® for Careers 

• PEERS® for Careers Course 
– 20-week course
– 2.5 hour weekly classes provided 

over Zoom

• Separate homework review for young 
adults and career coaches

• Combined lessons
• In-session practice exercises 
• Homework assignments completed 

outside of sessions with career 
coaches

• Pre, post, and two follow-up 
assessments (T1, T2, T3, T4)



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Paid Employment

• Paid employment increased 
from T1 to T4 (24% to 46%), 
with the largest gains early 
(T1 to T2) and similar 
trajectories across coaching 
groups. 

• No differences in trajectories 
were observed across 
coaching groups



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Employment Related Activities 

• Engagement in employment related 
activities (unpaid internships and 
volunteer positions) significantly 
increased over time, doubling from 
33% at T1 to 66% at T4. 

• Statistically significant gains from T1 
to T2 (largest) and T2 to T3 
(continued).

• Maintained (plateaued) from T3 to 
T4.

• No differences across coaching 
groups. All groups improved in 
similar patterns over time.



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Social Responsiveness

• Self-reported social 
responsiveness (SRS-2) improved 
significantly. 

• Gains occurred from T1 to T2 
and were maintained through T4. 

• Scores shifted from the mildly 
elevated to the typical range on 
SRS-2. 

• Modest effect size but still 
clinically meaningful shift.

• Groups improved at similar rates.



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Employment Social Skills Knowledge

• Employment-related social 
skills knowledge (TESS) 
increased significantly over 
time.

• Largest gains occurring from 
T1 to T2 and maintained 
through T4. 

• No differences across 
coaching groups. 



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Perceived Preparedness for Employment

• A significant group x time 
interaction emerged for 
perceived preparedness for 
employment. 

• Constant Coach group 
showered greatest gains in 
preparedness for employment 
compared to no coach or added 
coach groups.

• Group differences emerged by 
T3 and were maintained at T4.



PEERS® for Careers Results:
Impact of Career Coaching among 

Unemployed at Baseline 
• Among those individuals not 

engaged in employment related 
activities at baseline, coaching 
had a significant impact on 
employment related activities. 

• 73% of participants who were 
assigned to the Constant Coach 
condition were engaged in 
employment related activities 
at T3 compared to:

– 36% in the Added Coach 
– 30% in the Never Coached





PEERS®

for Careers
and Advocacy 

Academy

COMING
FALL 2026!



NeuroPIPES 
PEERS®

for Careers
Research 

Study

WEDNESDAYS
TIME TBD



PEERS®

Clinical Services 
& Educational 

Groups
Offered year round 

with educational groups open to 
international participants



PEERS®

Certified 
Teleconferences 

for Providers
Telehealth certification 

for UCLA trainings



Published 
Evidence-Based 

Manuals

• PEERS® for Preschoolers

• PEERS® for Adolescents

• PEERS® for School-Based 
Professionals

• PEERS® for Young Adults




