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			This book is for

			autistic employees, employers, and mentors; 

			those who hold jobs they love;

			those who seek employment better suited to their needs;

			and those who have not yet entered the workforce.

			You are worthy of your place. 

			Like everything I write and do, this book is also for

			Cat David Robinson Marsh

			Siobhan Eleanor Wise Marsh

			Noel Maebh Whitcomb Marsh

			and the dear memory of

			David Scott Marsh.
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			– PART I –

			Ready to Work

			“You can’t get there by bus, only by hard work and risk and by not quite knowing what you are doing. What you’ll discover will be wonderful. What you’ll discover is yourself.”

			— Alan Alda, actor —
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			“I’m ready!”

			— SpongeBob SquarePants —

		

		

		
			– Chapter 1 –

		

		
			Employability

		

		
			“It is generally accepted that the happiest autistic adults work in their area of special interest ... Follow your passion always and maintain positive intent to serve humanity.”

			— Philip Wylie

		

		
			Employment can be a major challenge for many autistic adults. Statistics suggest that anywhere between 66 percent and 85 percent of autistic adults are unemployed. Many more are underemployed and accept positions far below their education and ability. And yet, many autistic adults are highly skilled, motivated, and eager to work. They seem eminently employable. Why, then, is it so difficult?

			Often, autistic adults mask hard (pretending to be “normal”) to make it through the interview. They make a good first impression in the quiet interview room, for a limited space of time, where the expectations of asking and answering questions are clear. Unfortunately, the ability to maintain that same level of engagement on a daily basis can be too much. Many workplaces are sensory and social nightmares, with changeable or unstructured schedules, unclear instructions, little to no feedback, and multiple interruptions. It’s too much. Autists may unintentionally become “serial employees”; they get hired easily, but with each new job, they are either fired or they quit to save their own health.

			Others don’t have the capacity to mask sufficiently to get past the interview stage and show what they’re really capable of. It’s unfortunate that employers miss out by hiring the applicant who does the best job of interviewing, rather than the one who might be best at the actual job.

			Are you aware of when you’re masking and when and how to unmask? Sarah Teresa Cook, autistic writer, mentor, and facilitator, writes, “Brave noticing is the work of learning to trust your inspirations and creative impulses, of no longer trying to stuff them into the premade shapes so many of us inherited (and without consent) somewhere along the way.” Are you bravely noticing your own masking? Doing so can allow you to choose it, or choose to unmask and honor your own needs. If you’re new to unmasking (or even if you’re not), I highly recommend Devon Price’s book, Unmasking Autism: Discovering the New Faces of Neurodiversity. Price writes, “Refusing to perform neurotypicality is a revolutionary act of disability justice. It’s also a radical act of self-love.” You deserve radical self-love in your life and in your work. 

			In this book, we’ll take a closer look at the hurdles involved in readiness to work and how to find and keep your ideal job. You’ll find strategies, with examples of how these might play out in fictional stories that feature Six Characters in Search of Employment. Each chapter closes with words of encouragement and hope shared by actually autistic people in “Messages from Autistic Mentors.”

			Are you ready? Let the adventure begin!

			Six Characters in Search of Employment

			DAISY

			We first met Daisy as an autistic high school senior in Independent Living While Autistic, the first book in the Adulting While Autistic series. Later, we followed her relationship with Crow in Relating While Autistic, and finally, their unexpected parenting journey in Parenting While Autistic. Daisy still carries on internal dialogues with her Narrator, in conversations steeped in the lore of Dungeons & Dragons. We’ll follow her employment journey from high school all the way through her path to retirement.

			ZACH

			Zach was a thirty-three-year-old autistic man who was anxious to finally get out of his parents’ home and into the world of adulting in Independent Living While Autistic. We’ll find out more about his employment journey here.

			

			TRISH

			We met Trish in Dating While Autistic when she and Bill had their first date. She was astonished to learn that Bill was autistic too. The romance continued, and she fell in love with Bill in Relating While Autistic. We followed their family’s journey in Parenting While Autistic, but we never heard much about her career. In this book, we’ll go back and find out how Trish got started in a career she loved.

			BILL

			Bill liked Trish as soon as they met in Dating While Autistic, and their friendship blossomed slowly into romance. They finally moved in together and married in Relating While Autistic and had a family together in Parenting While Autistic. Now we can go back in time and fill in Bill’s work history, career challenges, and triumphs as he finds his comfort zone in the world of work.

			MARIA

			When we met Maria in Independent Living While Autistic, she was a divorced mother of twin girls who were in college when she realized that she was autistic. We learned more about her parenting journey in Parenting While Autistic. Maria never thought she’d be able to hold down a real job of her own, as she had always relied on her parents or her ex-husband to support her. We’ll go more deeply into her employment path in this book.

			

			ROBERT

			When we met Robert in Independent Living While Autistic, he was a retired television repairman and a grandfather. He discovered he was autistic after his grandson was diagnosed. We learned more about his intergenerational grandparenting journey in Parenting While Autistic. In this book, we’ll look more closely at his entire career path.

			Messages from Autistic Mentors

			“I love being a drive-through greeter at the Starbucks window. If you like coffee and want to work at a Starbucks, the best place is the window because you get fresh air and you’re separated from the noise of the blenders and coffee grinders. The customers are not there long enough for a long, drawn-out conversation, and you can script it.”

			— Suzanne, Starbucks drive-through window greeter

			“It may not be for everyone, but I enjoy working with autistic children who have higher support needs. It helps me feel a lot less isolated in the world, like I can provide a bridge to them. It also gives me ways to learn about myself. I relate to the children I work with more than I relate to my colleagues. This job is a kindness I give to myself. It’s changed my experience and my relationship with work. It is fulfilling, as well as keeping me from starving. Before, I was trying to perform and keep my head above water. Now, having relevance to myself in my work, it is so much better. It brings me connection and trust, and I feel I’m doing something meaningful.”

			— Helena, autistic woman, works with autistic students

			“I didn’t know who I was when I first started working; I didn’t know I was autistic or had PTSD, but I was drawn to work in the creative arts, theater, and writing. I did not try to become tenured or an administrator, which turned out to be a good choice for me.”

			— Beth F. Watzke, late-diagnosed autistic
writer and animal care provider
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			Job Skills

			Everybody Wants Someone
with Skills

		

		
			“People with highly transferable skills may be specialists in certain areas, but they’re also incredible generalists—something businesses that want to grow need.”

			— Leah Busque, entrepreneur and founder of TaskRabbit

		

		
			If you want a career you love, you’ll need to develop the right skills for the job. Think SPACE: self skills, people skills, authority skills, communication skills, and employment skills. Master these to be on the right path.

			SPACE

			Self Skills

			The S in SPACE stands for self skills. 

			The self skills you’ll need to succeed include self-awareness, self-presentation, and self-control.

			

			Self-Awareness

			When you have self-awareness, you think about yourself and how others see you. At home, you might do your best thinking if you lean back and prop your feet up on the desk. If you sit the same way at work, people might think you’re lazy or disrespectful. One of Temple Grandin’s and Sean Barron’s ten unwritten rules of social relationships is “People Act Differently in Public than They Do in Private.” People with self-awareness skills know the difference and act accordingly.

			You can develop your self-awareness skills. Consciously ask yourself what other people might think about you based on what you do or say. What kind of a first impression do you make? Do you send signals to show you’re open to conversation, or is your body turned away? If you slouch with your head down and your arms crossed, you might ward people off. This can be useful with strangers on public transportation, but the same posture at work looks uncommunicative, like you’re not a team player. Become more aware of yourself and how others see you; it’s an important skill to develop.

			Self-Presentation

			Self-presentation is crucial. If you, your clothes, or your hair are unkempt, it won’t matter if you’re good at your job. Nobody wants to work next to someone who smells or has hair like a greasy rat’s nest. Even though it doesn’t make sense, when you have good hygiene, people are more open to what you have to say. You might think, “They should listen to me because I’m smart and have great ideas.” Ideally, yes, but in reality, people seldom respect someone who looks or smells dirty. It’s great to have a personal style, like always wearing a hair bow, or suspenders and a bow tie. Be aware, though, that if your style is too extreme, it might put people off. Examples would be wearing clothing that makes political statements, or that looks too much like a costume rather than work apparel.

			One way you can develop self-presentation skills is to notice how coworkers present themselves. Model your own presentation on those around you. If there’s a range of styles from blue jeans to suits, don’t go straight to the most casual look. Dress for the job you want and consider a presentation that is slightly above, but not too high above, your current job. If your coworkers in the mail room wear jeans and your supervisor wears slacks and a buttoned shirt, don’t wear a suit and tie. You might want to dress like the others at your level, or like the person just one step above you in the chain of command, but not like the CEO. That doesn’t mean you can’t be comfortable or have your own unique style, but if you want to develop your self-presentation skills, try to avoid extreme styles at work.

			Self-Control 

			Self-control may be the most important self skill of all in the workplace. If you raise your voice or argue when your supervisor corrects you, it shows a lack of self-control. If you melt down, cry, or leave work when something unexpected happens, you could be reprimanded. If you lose your temper easily and fail to control yourself, an angry outburst could get you fired. Someone who can’t function under stress will not be seen as a valuable worker. The risks are too great for most companies to keep an employee who is seen as out of control. 

			If lack of self-control has been a major problem in your life, seek help. Talk to your doctor. A counselor or anger management coach can help. If you don’t have a serious problem and you feel you can manage it yourself, check out Independent Living While Autistic: Your Roadmap to Success, in the chapter on self-management. It can help you create your own plan. 

			People Skills

			The P in SPACE stands for people skills. 

			In addition to self skills, good people skills are vital in any career. Getting along with colleagues and customers will help you get and keep a job. This includes common courtesy and tact. If you pride yourself on your brutal honesty, learn to be truthful without being brutal. For instance, if a coworker shows you an ugly picture of their baby, be kind. Remember, precious means “of great value,” and adorable means “able to be adored.” A baby doesn’t have to be cute to be called precious or adorable. Keep negative thoughts to yourself; it’s an excellent people skill. 

			Never comment on anyone’s body. Even a compliment about a woman’s pretty blouse calls attention to her chest area, which is inappropriate. It’s best to avoid giving compliments at the workplace. If you want to give an occasional compliment, stick to a person’s talents and abilities, not their physical attributes. Beware if someone asks, “Do these pants make my behind look fat?” Under no circumstances should you say, “Of course not. It’s your behind that makes the pants look fat.” Funny does not excuse rudeness. Try a noncommittal response, such as, “You always look fine,” then return the topic to work. Your coworkers should not be asking questions about their own appearance, but it’s not your place to correct them. Just move on.

			Put yourself in someone else’s shoes to see their perspective. You can practice while you watch TV: Try to imagine what each character is thinking. What’s their motivation? Do their words match their feelings? Are there any underlying nonverbal cues? Practice improves your people skills.

			Authority Skills

			The A in SPACE stands for authority skills. 

			Unless you’re self-employed and have no supervisors or customers, you need to respond respectfully to authority figures. Some people find it difficult to work with a supervisor who’s not as smart as they are. If you’re highly intelligent, it’ll be difficult to find a job where the boss is clearly your intellectual superior. Even so, it’s not a good idea to let people know that you’re smarter than they are. Don’t patronize or imply that they won’t understand you. Don’t use big, pretentious words, but don’t talk down to people either. You may have groups of friends who regularly speak in scientific terminology or very proper, formal English, and others who may speak and text in shorthand with no punctuation required. You may choose to modify your language to match those you are with, although in social settings you are not required to mask your communication style for the benefit of others. In the workplace, it can be different. You don’t want to give people at work the idea that you think you’re better than they are, even if you do feel that way. Be respectful, always. If a supervisor says something you know to be wrong, do not call them out in front of others. If it’s important, speak to them privately later. If it’s minor, like saying, “Around the beginning of the month ...” don’t correct them with, “Actually, it was on the twelfth of the month.” Nit-picking will make you look like a jerk, and you’re not a jerk. Knowing when to keep your opinions to yourself is an important skill, especially when dealing with those in authority.

			This is a vital skill in all of life, not just at work, but also if you must interact with law enforcement. Be mindful of how they may perceive your attitude. Some people seem to believe that nonverbal expressions of exasperation or contempt are not real communication and that they should be judged on their words alone, but this is not the case. If you sigh heavily, roll your eyes, and use a sarcastic tone of voice with someone in authority, you will be judged harshly. Learn to curb these signals. When you show respect, you’re more likely to be respected.

			Communication Skills

			The C in SPACE stands for communication skills. 

			In their book Autism and Employment, Lisa Tew and Diane Zajac wrote, “Strong social-communication skills help individuals to interact productively and positively with others for any job.” All communication has a social component; it doesn’t happen in a vacuum. Good verbal and nonverbal skills are necessary. If your boss gives you a project and you walk away with no reply and no approximation of eye contact, they may assume you’ve ignored them or that you refuse to accept the assignment. Sure, you had a thousand brilliant ideas pop into your head as you walked silently away, but that won’t matter if you get fired before you even start. Here are some tips for how to communicate when your boss gives you an assignment:

			
					First, make (or fake) eye contact. You don’t have to actually look at their eyeballs if you dislike that, but do orient yourself toward them and look toward their face.

					Second, reflect back on what you think they said, such as, “I see, you want me to (summarize assignment), and you need it by (due date). Is that right?” Understand their expectations. 

					Third, let them know that you’ll get right to work on it. This is also the time to share your excitement if you think it’s a great project, and/or to let them know if you might need support to get it done. 

					Fourth, when you get back to your desk, send an email with a recap of the conversation so you’ll have a written record to remind you of your new assignment, and to confirm that you understand. Let them know in the email that you’re excited to start on the new project. This is not the time to make general negative or pessimistic remarks; give the project a chance. If you encounter problems, present them along with possible solutions. Don’t badmouth the project without offering strategies to make it better.

			

			One of the most difficult types of communication at work is when the boss gives you constructive criticism. This can be hard to take, but it’s important to accept it well. Put yourself in your employer’s shoes. Would you rather have a worker who listens and tries to improve, or one who’s stubborn, argumentative, and can’t take correction? Be the one who accepts criticism graciously, and you’ll make your boss’s job easier. 

			Employment Skills

			The E in SPACE stands for employment skills. 

			The employment skills you need depend on the job you want. Whatever the field, it’s up to you to get those skills. Some careers require a high school diploma, or a college degree, or special training. Check out colleges, adult education courses, and online courses. Don’t invest in a school unless you’re sure it’s reputable. Be smart and check your options before you commit. 

			Another way to get employment skills is to volunteer or intern in your field. You’ll not only gain valuable experience for your resumé, but there’s also a chance you may be offered a job. There’s no guarantee, but it lets the employer see first-hand what kind of an employee you’d be. If you do an exemplary job and have a positive attitude and strong work ethic, you might get hired.

			Not all of your skills may be marketable. Some may be difficult to monetize. Everyone wants a job testing video games or writing comic books, but those jobs are rare. Your personal passion may be better used as a side hustle for extra pocket money while you keep your day job for a steady income and, hopefully, benefits. Even if your hobby does not bring you money, you should continue to pursue the things you love. The value of an interest or passion is unrelated to a potential paycheck.

			Whatever your dream career is, learn the skills and get the training you need.

			Now that we’ve explored SPACE, read how our six characters worked on their job skills.

			Six Characters in Search of Employment

			DAISY

			

			ZACH

			As he left the temple after the young adult group, Zach saw a new notice on the bulletin board. They were looking for someone part-time to do general caretaking: unlock buildings for various groups, lock up at night, and make rounds occasionally to check for litter and ensure everything was safe. Since Zach’s parents lived nearby, it sounded like something he could easily do. He was already familiar with the various buildings and courtyard, so he wouldn’t have to get used to a new place. But did he have the skills to do this job? He thought about it.

			Zach knew he was physically able to make rounds and do basic caretaking tasks. Could he handle the responsibility though? It would be terrible if he forgot to lock up at night. Time awareness had not always been one of his skills, and he didn’t want to blow it at his first job by being forgetful. Then he thought about the smartphone his parents had given him for Hanukkah. It wasn’t just for games and texting; he could set it to remind him to do what he needed to do. Zach decided that he did have what it took to apply for the job.

			Zach unpinned the notice from the bulletin board and took it to the rabbi’s office. He wanted to remember what it said. Then he thought that might look presumptuous, as if he thought he would definitely get the job, so they wouldn’t need it on the board anymore. He hesitated outside the rabbi’s open door and looked down at the notice in his hand, suddenly embarrassed.

			“Can I help you with something, Zachary?” The rabbi looked at him quizzically, and he wondered how long he’d been there.

			“I’m going to put this back,” he said quickly.

			“Oh?”

			“I mean, as soon as I talk to you, I’ll put it right back. I wasn’t trying to steal it. I just wanted to remember what it said.”

			“Perhaps you could come in and tell me what we’re talking about.” The rabbi had a kind smile, and Zach came in and sat on the edge of the chair in front of the desk.

			“I saw this job notice on the bulletin board, and I want to apply, but then I’ll put it back so other people can see it too,” he said. “I didn’t mean to keep it.”

			“Understandable.” Rabbi nodded. “So what does it say?”

			Zach read the notice to the rabbi. The rabbi said he should pick up an application from the secretary and turn it in, and that he would put in a good word for him with the trustees.

			

			“Thank you, Rabbi!” Zach jumped up. “I’ll do that right now.” He started to rush out, and then he turned back. “But first I’ll go put this back on the bulletin board.”

			TRISH 

			Trish had a job she loved, one that she felt comfortable with. She worked in the admissions office of her alma mater. She had started as an intern when she was a student and was offered a full-time job after graduation. She had learned the skills she needed as a student, and they already knew her work, so it was a painless transition. She was always happiest in the back office, behind the scenes, where she could hide behind a computer and avoid people. Trish steadfastly resisted all offers of career advancement, because that would have meant traveling to high schools, and giving campus tours to visiting families. She was happiest working on the application paperwork and process, without meeting the actual students. She felt she knew them through the paper trails of letters from their teachers, extra-curricular activities, and personal essays. She cherished each of them with no need to meet face-to-face.

			BILL

			Bill had loved computers his whole life, so he was thrilled to get a job in the field that meant so much to him. During all the time he had spent “playing” with his computers and gadgets, as his parents believed, he was actually developing skills that would ensure his future professional security and happiness.

			

			MARIA
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