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First Place Transition Academy Graduates 5.5 Times More Likely to Live Independently than 
Other Adults with Autism, According to New Study 

 
More than 70 Individuals Graduate with Independent Living Skills Over Decade from  

First Place Transition Academy  
 
PHOENIX (September 25, 2025) — The graduates of the First Place Transition Academy, which 
offers independent living and career-readiness skills to adults with autism through a structured 
program in Phoenix, are 5.5 times more likely to live independently than other adults with 
autism, according to a new follow-up study.  
 
Transition Academy participants also are less likely to experience signs of depression and have 
feelings of depression than the community-based individuals although both groups reported 
feeling socially isolated, according to the report. On the 10th anniversary of the Transition 
Academy, First Place and Southwest Autism Research & Resource Center (SARRC) worked 
alongside Arizona State University College of Health Solutions to gather new data points about 
the program’s impact.  
 
“We are thrilled about the positive impact that the First Place Transition Academy is having on 
the overall independent living and employment skills of participants, reducing their need for 
ongoing services,” says Denise D. Resnik, First Place AZ founder and president/CEO. “The impact 
of the program is also being experienced across North America through licensees of the 
Learn4Independence® curriculum focused on essential areas such as getting a job and 
navigating the workplace, money basics and personal finance, friendships and family 
relationships, health and personal management, among other areas essential for adulting.”  
 
The study was conducted by a team of researchers at ASU, SARRC and First Place AZ to evaluate 
outcomes among adults with autism who graduated from the Transition Academy compared to 
a group of community-based individuals. The study examined 20 Transition Academy graduates 
and 19 autism adults from the community. Results showed that First Place Transition Academy 
graduates have more executive functioning and social skills and were more satisfied with their 
work than other individuals with autism, according to the report.  
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The Transition Academy is a two-year residential program that supports adults with autism in 
developing essential life skills for independent living. Initial cohorts lived at 29 Palms, a multi-
generational property in partnership with the Foundation for Senior Living, now known as 
AllThrive 365. Current participants live in private bedrooms within four-bedroom suites at First 
Place-Phoenix, engage in 32 semester-length Learn4Independence® courses at GateWay 
Community College and from their homes at First Place-Phoenix and receive clinical services 
from SARRC.  
 
“We’re proud of all that our Transition Academy graduates have accomplished, which includes 
maintaining many of the pivotal independent living skills they learned in the program, such as 
cooking, budgeting, managing their time, commitments and goals, competitive employment 
and even completing their college degree. We’re confident they’ll continue to thrive in our 
community leading full and self-determined lives,” said brad herron-valenzuela, Transition 
Academy Managing Director.   
 
The study comes at a critical time as adults with autism in the U.S. face significant barriers to 
employment and independence. In the U.S., employment statistics highlight ongoing 
challenges: around 85% of autistic adults were unemployed in 2023, according to the National 
Library of Medicine. In addition, individuals with intellectual or developmental disabilities 
experience poverty at twice the rate of the general population (Goodman et al., 2019). Only 
17% of adults with disabilities receive Medicaid funding for long-term support services and, of 
those, 75% reside with family members who lack sufficient resources to support independent 
living (Musumeci et al., 2021). 
 
Social outcomes for the majority of autistic adults are poor; approximately 50% fail to achieve 
independence in their living status, employment and close relationships (Mason et al., 2021). 
 
“I was able to make close friends, learn recipes and how to cook them and how to manage my 
own budget, because I used to have bad habits with spending, but I got that under control,” said 
Ian McCoy, a Transition Academy graduate. 
 
“They helped motivate us and encouraged us to get out of our own comfort zones to try 
something new and exciting,” said Joanna Bernosky, a Transition Academy graduate. 
 
More than 70 adults with autism have graduated from the First Place Transition Academy during 
the last decade, learning how to navigate public transportation, prepare for job interviews, 
manage their personal finances, ensure personal safety and more. 
 

• 93% have set life goals with a focus on jobs/careers, health, relationships and home 

• 89% navigate transportation 

• 83% are able to make decisions about preferences for daily living 

• 83% take care of their health and safety needs with little or no assistance  

• 71% manage the care of their home space such as cleaning, laundry and maintenance 

https://www.nationaldisabilityinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/disability-race-poverty-in-america.pdf
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/issue-brief/voices-of-paid-and-family-caregivers-for-medicaid-enrollees-receiving-hcbs/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33200352/


• 71% are employed upon graduation 

• 71% manage their own expenses 
 
“The best way to learn to live independently is to start living independently,” said 
Danny Openden, Ph.D., BCBA-D, SARRC President & CEO. 
 
First Place AZ has established a base in Phoenix, which PBS NewsHour named “the most autism-
friendly city in the world” in 2016. 
 
For more information or to get involved, email info@firstplaceaz.org or visit firstplaceaz.org. 
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About First Place® AZ 
The First Place Global Leadership Institute is a part of First Place AZ, a charitable 501(c)(3), that 
is advancing innovative residential and community options for adults with autism and/or 
intellectual/developmental disabilities (I/DD) 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.” The First Place Global Leadership 
Institute 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. Learn more at 
firstplaceglobal.org.  

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/phoenix-became-autism-friendly-city-world
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/phoenix-became-autism-friendly-city-world
http://www.firstplaceaz.org/
http://www.firstplaceaz.org/
https://www.firstplaceaz.org/about/news/
https://www.firstplaceaz.org/

