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INTRODUCTION
Boneyard Robotics put this book together for the
purposes of helping other FIRST teams recruit members
with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Our hope is that FIRST
teams at all levels will embrace more inclusive practices.
We will outline our process and what we have learned
on this journey. We encourage you to take an
introspective look at your team. Assess what your
diversity goals are and how you will achieve them. We
are here to help. FIRST is for everyone.
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WHY
AUTISM?
Boneyard chose to expand our membership with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) after we noticed growth in social
skills and confidence in one of our members, who had mild
ASD. In his first 2 years on the team, he was able to grow his
social skills. He went from rarely speaking up to taking on a
leadership position and making an effort to meet new
people at competition. We decided to take a closer look at
what participation in the FIRST program could do for other
students with Autism. Our next step was figuring out how to
make our recruitment a more equitable process.
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PARTNERSHIP
We partnered with a local Autism specialist to expand our
knowledge about this disorder and found out that people
with Autism may have skills in STEM that are desired by
employers but overlooked due to communication and
social challenges. Our goal was to find a way to use FIRST
to make a difference for students, not just during a
competition season, but for a lifetime. We hoped to
determine whether our previous experience was a
coincidence and was FIRST and STEM a good fit for
students with Autism.
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WHAT IS
AUTISM?
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex
developmental disability; signs typically appear during
early childhood and affect a person’s ability to
communicate and interact with others. Some of the
behaviors associated with ASD include delayed learning of
language; difficulty making eye contact or holding a
conversation; difficulty with executive functioning, which
relates to reasoning and planning; narrow, intense
interests; poor motor skills and sensory sensitivities. Again,
a person on the spectrum might display many of these
behaviors or just a few, or many others besides. The
diagnosis of ASD is applied based on analysis of all
behaviors and their severity, including their interference
with daily life.
http://www.autism-society.org/what-is/

About 1% of the world population has Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD).
In 2018, the Centers For Disease Control
reported that nearly 1 in 59 children have
ASD (and 1 in 37 boys).
There is no cure for ASD, but interventions
and therapies can help build coping
strategies.
The current trend is to provide therapy and
interventions to children with ASD, and there
is less focus on helping adults on the
spectrum. Yet, children with ASD become
adults with ASD. In fact, each year an
estimated 50,000 teens enter adulthood and
no longer receive services at school to
address ASD.
It is estimated that less than 20% of young
adults with ASD are employed, and those
who are have an average wage of $8.10/hr.
Several large companies, especially STEMbased ones, are finding ways to recruit, hire,
train, and retain employees with ASD,
because they are recognizing the attributes
and strengths they can offer with
accommodations for the social and
communication difficulties.
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WHAT WE LEARNED:

http://www.autism-society.org/what-is/

Many people with autism have strong interests that employers can
utilize and capitalize upon. In fact, they typically have extensive
knowledge in their areas of interest, and those areas are often
STEM-related.
Strong long-term memory skills
Direct, straightforward communication
Math, computer, musical, artistic skills
Visual learners and thinkers with great attention to detail
Hyperlexia (decoding written language at an early age). This may
carry over to music, programming, and other types of "code."
Systematic information processing
Not interested in "office politics" or "water cooler gossip"
Follow-through until completion
Average to above average intelligence
Independent thinking, including being less concerned about what
others think of them
Non-judgmental listening
Understanding and strictly following rules and sequences
Logical thinking that is helpful in decision-making process
Intensive focus when working on a favorite activity
Consistency and loyalty
Honesty
Punctuality
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Potential Strengths for Employers
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE
Armed with our knowledge about Autism Spectrum
Disorder, we made the commitment to support awareness,
inclusiveness and understanding. We created a Run/Walk
for Autism team. We walked with our robot and had the
opportunity to talk to a lot of kids with Autism in our
community. We also created posters for competitions to
increase understanding of Autism. We made sensory kits
to distribute during competitions, During our 2018 build
season, we raised money for a class of students with
Autism at South Central High School, so they could go to
Disney. We then looked at how to encourage individuals
with ASD to join the team.

http://www.autism-society.org/what-is/
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EQUITY VS
EQUALITY
In years past, our team recruitment included a try out
period. Each potential member had to meet the exact
same requirements. We were focusing on equality. We
realized that by broadening our recruitment efforts to
students that had varying skill levels and needs, we were
required to look less at equality and focus more on equity.
Equality is giving everyone the same thing, or in our case,
requiring the exact same effort and tasks. Equity is
providing what is needed. We worked to make the
recruitment requirements a better fit for each student
based upon their ability and skill set. This included,
among other things, observing the students working on
projects, an initiative much like those companies
mentioned before use for hiring, rather than a traditional
interview or verbal communication based evaluation.

http://www.autism-society.org/what-is/

After recruiting students with ASD to join our team, we still
had work to do to continue to provide equity and to focus on
inclusiveness and understanding! Therefore, we take the
following steps (and you can, too!):
We refrain from making judgments based on body language or
lack of eye contact.
We understand that straightforward comments may be brutally
honest, but they probably are not meant to be rude.
We try to find shared interests to invite the student into
teamwork, instead of assuming they are not team players if they
are reluctant to interact with others right away.
We recognize the importance of structure, including a set
schedule, for many people with ASD. Therefore, we strive to do
what we say we are going to do, when we say we are going to do
it. For example, if we promise a lunch break at a certain time,
we try very hard to meet that time frame. We communicate
schedules with everyone, so everyone will know what to expect.
We communicate expectations clearly and concisely with
everyone.
We allow sensory breaks for students who become
overwhelmed by noise, lights, and other input. We provide a
place to pace, if needed, and we allow the use of noise
cancelling ear covers or ear plugs, all without judgment (or even
any extra attention).
We understand that "unspoken rules" are difficult for people with
ASD, so we patiently explain things like the subtle difference
between a funny joke and an inappropriate comment.
We provide reassurance and support, recognizing that everyone
needs to feel included and appreciated.
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Our next steps:

our email:
Boneyardrobotics@gmail.com
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We welcome you to
contact us for additional
information!

our website:
boneyardrobotics.com
our coaches:
Kevin Daniels
Paula Main
Resources:
"Autism Facts and Figures." Autism Speaks. Online at https://www.autismspeaks.org/autism-facts-andfigures
"Managing an Autistic Employee." National Autistic Society. Online
at https://www.autism.org.uk/managing
"More Companies Hiring Employees with Autism." Diverseability Magazine. Online
at https://www.diverseabilitymagazine.com/2017/07/companies-hiring-employees-autism/
"What is Autism?" Autism Society. Online at http://www.autism-society.org/what-is/

