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The Transition Crisis in Numbers:
What the Data Actually Shows

Roughly fifty thousand autistic young people turn 18 every year in the
United States. The research tracking what happens to them next
describes a systemic gap, not a scattering of individual hard-luck

stories.

BY JIM PALASTY - 10 MIN READ - A CRISIS WITH A DOCUMENTED

NUMBER ATTACHED

How it works

STEP 1

The scale is larger than most

people realize

An estimated fifty thousand autistic
young people age out of school-based
services annually in the United States, a

genuinely large number.

The core statistics worth knowing

~50,000 per year

~26 percent

66%+

Source

Use case

STEP 2

What happens next is well
documented

©

this population specifically, and the

pattern, not scattered bad luck.

Autistic young people turning 18 annually,
nationally

Received zero services in their early twenties

Neither employed nor in further education
within two years of high school

Drexel Autism Institute, National Autism
Indicators Report

Cite directly in IEP meetings, legislative
testimony, and advocacy materials

National research tracks outcomes for @

findings describe a consistent, systemic
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THOUSAND AUTISTIC YOUNG
PEOPLE TURNING 18 EACH YEAR,
ROUGHLY

An estimate drawn from national prevalence
and population data, representing the annual
scale of a transition system research
consistently describes as inadequate.
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THREE STEPS

STEP 3
The two-year mark is a
particularly telling data point

A majority of autistic young adults are
neither employed nor engaged in further
education within two years of leaving high
school.

THE NUMBER THAT CHANGED THE
MEETING

Priscilla had attended three IEP transition
meetings for her son that felt like polite
formalities, vague goals restated with slightly
different words each time. At the fourth
meeting, she opened with a single cited
statistic, the 66 percent figure from the
National Autism Indicators Report, and asked
the team directly how their plan positioned her
son to avoid becoming part of it. The tone of
the meeting changed within minutes.

A VAGUE CONCERN GOT RESTATED
POLITELY FOR THREE MEETINGS. ONE

CITED NUMBER FINALLY GOT A REAL
ANSWER.
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What matters, at a glance

The annual scale

An estimated 50,000 autistic young people
turn 18 each year in the United States,
exiting the entitlement-based school service
structure at a predictable, recurring rate.

The services cliff, quantified

Research from the Drexel Autism Institute's
National Autism Indicators Report finds
roughly 26 percent of autistic young adults
received zero services in their early twenties.

The two-year employment and
education gap

More than 66 percent of autistic young adults
are neither employed nor engaged in further
education within two years of leaving high
school, per the same research.

This is a documented, tracked
national pattern

The National Autism Indicators Report
specifically tracks this population's outcomes
over time, providing a consistent evidence
base rather than anecdote.

The pattern repeats across
cohorts

Successive years of tracking data show this
isn't a one-time anomaly but a persistent
structural pattern in how the transition
system functions.

Numbers translate directly into
advocacy leverage

A specific, sourced statistic changes the
nature of a conversation with a school
district, a legislator, or a program
administrator.

BRING THESE - CHECK AS YOU GO
(] Acopy of the current National Autism Indicators Report (7] The specific statistics most relevant to your family's transition
planning
(] Ahabit of citing sourced numbers directly in planning meetings (] Adirect, specific question tied to each cited statistic
[CJ Away to track your own outcomes against the national data over
time
e )
When you're building a case with data, here is where to start
@ Locate the current Drexel Autism Institute National Autism Indicators Report.
@ Identify the specific statistics most relevant to your own situation.
@ Bring cited numbers, not general concerns, into IEP and planning meetings.
@ Ask directly how a specific plan addresses a specific documented risk.
@ Use the same sourced data in any legislative or advocacy communication.
@ Track your own family's outcomes against these national benchmarks over time.
Fifty thousand a year isn't an abstraction. It's a number large enough that no single family's experience of the transition cliff is really an outlier.
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DATA AND RESEARCH RESOURCES

The A.J. Drexel Autism Institute (drexel.edu/autisminstitute) publishes the National Autism Indicators
Report, the primary national data source cited throughout this post.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Cite this report directly by name and source in IEP meetings, legislative testimony, and advocacy

correspondence for maximum credibility.

Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.
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Jim Palasty

Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and a
single father of an adult autistic daughter in Michigan.
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