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Adults with Autism Graduates from First Place Transition Academy  
More than 5.5 Times Likely to Live Independently 

 
PHOENIX (June 24, 2026) – Following last month’s convocation of the 2024-2026 First Place 

Transition Academy class, nearly 80 residential participants have graduated since the program 

began in 2015. Based on a recent 10-year longitudinal study conducted by ASU’s College of 

Health Solutions, graduates are more than 5.5 times more likely to live independently. 

Participants are also less likely to experience signs of depression than community-based 

individuals, according to the report.   

The Transition Academy is a two-year residential program that supports adults with autism in 
developing independent living and career readiness skills such as cooking, budgeting, etiquette, 
personal safety and navigating transportation. The Southwest Autism Research & Resource 
Center provides clinical services and teaches the Learn4Independence® (L4I) curriculum.  
 
Starting in 2023, SARRC and First Place AZ expanded access to the 32-course L4I life skills 
curriculum, which includes classes related to safety, work, health, relationships, finances, 
transportation and nutrition. Combined with the residential participants, nearly 100 learners 
are prepared to live more independently.     
 
“We are confident that all of our Transition Academy graduates will continue to thrive in the 
community as they lead full and self-determined lives,” said brad herron-valenzuela, Transition 
Academy Managing Director. “Over the course of the program, the graduates demonstrate 
tremendous growth as they manage friendships, develop goals, prepare for competitive 
employment and learn to live on their own.” 
 
Graduate Grant Klass shared that he learned about “keeping his finances in order with 
budgeting and how to get along with his roommates.” He’s looking forward to “staying 
independent with skills like grocery shopping” as he transitions to becoming an apartment 
resident at First Place.   
 
For more information on our next Transition Academy cohort, email info@firstplaceaz.org or 
visit firstplaceglobal.org. Open house events will happen soon with a formal application 
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opening in September. To learn about the class-only option offered by SARRC, email 
eware@autismcenter.org, call 602-606-9806 or visit autismcenter.org/learn4independence. 
 
About First Place® AZ 
First Place AZ, a charitable 501(c)(3), is advancing innovative residential and community options 
for adults with autism and/or intellectual/developmental disabilities through its vision for 
fueling a new wave of real estate and community development. First Place–Phoenix, the 
nonprofit’s flagship property, is an 81,000-square-foot apartment community set in the heart of 
the urban area and recognized by PBS NewsHour as “the most autism-friendly city in the world.” 
First Place Global leverages this award-winning property to serve as an R&D site, supporting the 
replication of residential and post-secondary education models and fostering collaboration 
among the public, private, philanthropic and nonprofit sectors. Read the third edition of First 
Place AZ’s groundbreaking report, A Place in the World: Fueling Housing and Community 
Options for Adults with Autism and Other Neurodiversities. Learn more at firstplaceglobal.org.  
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