
 

Study seeks to make it easier for adults on
the autism spectrum to use public
transportation
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Cecilia Feeley's son, Alex, buckles up for a ride so the CAIT team can assess his
transit-riding skills. Credit: Rutgers Center for Advanced Infrastructure and
Transportation
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Public transportation for autistic adults is available throughout New
Jersey, but do the residents who need it know about it and can they easily
use it?

Those are a few of the questions the Rutgers' Center for Advanced
Infrastructure and Transportation (CAIT) wants to answer with an
ongoing study assessing autistic adults' transit-riding skills.

"Our aim is to help adults whose families don't think they can use these
services to know that they can," said Cecilia Feeley, CAIT's
transportation autism project manager. "We want to find out if people
who can use it know about it and are using it, and if there are places
where it's not available and would be used."

Katie Monroe, 20, and her mom, Mary Ann, took part because they
wanted to learn more about transportation options for Katie, who often
travels into New York from her home in Denville. They find NJ
Transit's website difficult to navigate and would love to have easy-to-
read maps to make transferring to other transit easier. "Plugging
information into the site usually never brings up what we're looking for,"
said Mary Ann Monroe.

A survey at the start of the study found that many adults on the autism
spectrum and their families know about transportation options but most
don't use them. Like Katie, a majority of autistic adults (68 percent) get
rides from parents and family members to get where they need to go,
while 28 percent walk, according to the survey, a collaboration with
the Rutgers Bloustein School's Alan M. Voorhees Transportation Center.

"We're focusing on young adults who are aging out of educational
services and whose families are preparing for the next chapter," Feeley
said. New Jersey is home to an estimated 70,000 adults with autism and
40,000 children, according to Autism New Jersey.
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Cecilia Feeley, CAIT's transportation autism project manager, conducts a skills
assessment with her son Alex, who has autism.  Credit: Rutgers Center for
Advanced Infrastructure and Transportation

Asked if they were aware of NJ Transit's reduced fare program (which is
available for people with disabilities following an approved application),
its Access Link service (which follows local NJ Transit bus routes for
residents unable to ride buses) and community paratransit services,
between 40 percent and 66 percent were aware of one or more. Of those
who were aware of the reduced fare and Access Link services, less than
half took advantage. Even less – 24 percent – of respondents aware of
county paratransit services had ever used them.

Rutgers' CAIT is applying a $398,300 grant to develop a comprehensive
skills test to help ensure that adults on the autism spectrum are able to
safely access and use transportation services.  Part of a $2.5 million
research program funded by the Governor's Council for Medical
Research and Treatment of Autism, the study will give caregivers and
transportation service providers a better understanding of the skills and
abilities autistic adults need to use paratransit services, Feeley said.
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"If we do find there are individuals who have trouble with accessibility
and transportation schedules, then we know there are barriers," Feeley
said.

On a bright spring day, Feeley's teenage son, Alex, who is on the autism
spectrum, helped the CAIT team demonstrate how they evaluate riders
with autism. When Alex entered the bus, he was expected to respond to
the bus driver's greeting and present his ID and payment for the ride
before taking a seat. Scattered throughout the bus and using a detailed
checklist, four study team members assessed how he completed the tasks
and gauged his behavior on the bus during the trip. Riders need to be
able to follow the rules of the vehicle – keep hands to themselves, keep
belongings out of others' way and remember to bring them when they get
off at the correct stops.

GoPro cameras record each session to complement the researchers'
assessments. But before a test ride is set up, members of Feeley's team
interview the adults and their families about transportation needs, how
they currently get around when needed and whether their abilities make
it possible to participate in the test rides.
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Rutgers' CAIT is applying a $398,300 grant to develop a comprehensive skills
test to help ensure that adults on the autism spectrum are able to safely access
and use transportation services. Credit: Rutgers Center for Advanced
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Infrastructure and Transportation

From the early findings: Every individual has different skills and needs.
And every community paratransit service has different rules and
procedures, noted Aaron Zisook, a Bloustein School graduate student.
Other student team members bring public policy, social work and
research skills to the study.

A reoccurring barrier also has surfaced. NJ Transit's Access Link
provides a 40-minute pick-up window, which can be a long amount of
time for some on the autism spectrum to comprehend. "For people who
have difficulties with concepts of time, that's a huge problem," Feeley
said. Narrowing that to a call or text five minutes before the ride arrives
would be a big improvement.

"What Cecilia is doing is identifying the problems for us, and also
identifying the context in which we as technologists and engineers can
come up with ways to improve transportation with people on the autism
spectrum," said Ali Maher, director of CAIT, one of five U.S.
Department of Transportation-designated national university
transportation research centers.

So far, the team has assessed 30 residents from mostly suburban and
rural areas from throughout New Jersey. Finding residents in cities to
participate has proven more difficult, Feeley said, though one Paterson
resident has participated.

  More information: The team aims to interview nearly 100 adults and
conduct test rides for 75 by February 2016. Participants who complete
the assessment portion of the study will receive $25 for their time, and
those who take vehicle test ride will receive an additional $75. Interested
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adults and families can contact Feeley at cfeeley@rutgers.edu. 
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