
 

Autistic lab worker flourishes at biomedical company 
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Project Search offers training programs to help young 

adults with developmental disabilities overcome the odds 

to obtain employment. By Joe Rodriguez 

SAN JOSE Ͷ Alex Go lifted the sealed medical boxes from 

Italy and Spain, then placed them softly onto a small 

counter. They contained dozens of vials of blood from 

expectant mothers seeking information about the health 

of their babies. Go is the first one at Ariosa Diagnostics, a 

global prenatal testing company, to handle the vials. 

͞WĞ ŚĂǀĞ ůŽƚƐ ŽĨ ƐƉĞĐŝŵĞŶƐ ďƵƚ ǀĞƌǇ ůŝƚƚůĞ ƐƉĂĐĞ͕͟ ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐŵŝůĞ͘ Iƚ ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ Ă ŐƌŝƉĞ ĂƐ ŵƵĐŚ ĂƐ Ă ŶŝĐĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ 
to have for both the growing San Jose company and the 22-year-old autistic laboratory worker. 

Not too long ago, adults with autism rarely held sensitive jobs like this, if they ever got them at all. They are now 

beginning to break through thanks to efforts like Project Search, a 9-month-old, hands-on training program run by 

Hope Services, a nonprofit agency. Project Search trains young adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities, including autism and cerebral palsy, for competitive, entry-ůĞǀĞů ũŽďƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĚŝĐĂů ĨŝĞůĚ͘ ͞Iƚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ Ă 
typical job individuals with a disability would qualify ĨŽƌ͕͟ ƐĂŝĚ RŽďŝŶ DŽƌĂŶ͕ Ă HŽƉĞ ƐƉŽŬĞƐǁŽŵĂŶ͘ 

Hope Services hopes that Wish Book readers can help raise $30,000  

to cover on-the-job training for a class of 12 at Kaiser San Jose medical center 

 

GŽ ǁĂƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐůĂƐƐ ŝŶ ϮϬϭϯ Ăƚ LƵĐŝůĞ PĂĐŬĂƌĚ CŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ HŽƐƉŝƚĂů͘ The idea for Project Search goes 

ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ ϭϵϵϲ͕ ǁŚĞŶ ĞŵĞƌŐĞŶĐǇ ƌŽŽŵ ŶƵƌƐĞ EƌŝŶ RŝĞŚůĞ ƚŽŽŬ Ă ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ůŽŽŬ Ăƚ CŝŶĐŝŶŶĂƚŝ CŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ HŽƐƉŝƚĂů 
Medical Center. Many of the entry-level jobs suffered high turnover rates. And since the hospital served a lot of 

ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͕ ƐŚĞ ĂƐŬĞĚ͕ ǁŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŝƚ ŵĂŬĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŽ ŚŝƌĞ ĚŝƐĂďůĞĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ͍ 

From that light-bulb moment, the idea has spread to 200 sites in the United States, Canada, England, Scotland and 

AƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂ͘ HŽƉĞ “ĞƌǀŝĐĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ PƌŽũĞĐƚ Search ranked highest in job placement among the 17 sites in 

California. 

Back in 1996, Go was a preschooler who rarely spoke. And autism was much less understood than now. Although 

his parents were medical doctors, they accepted a diagnosis that he was meƌĞůǇ ͞ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŝŵƉĂŝƌĞĚ͟ ĂŶĚ ƚƌŝĞĚ ƚŽ 
ĨŝŶĚ Śŝŵ ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ ŚĞůƉ ĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞ͘ TŚĂƚ ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ ĞĂƐǇ͘ 

When therapists and school counselors tried to interview him, the boy just sat there and said nothing. His mother, 

Dr. Joyce Kobori, said her young son bounced from one public school and special education program to the next. 

HĞ ĐŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ĐĂƌƌǇ ŽŶ Ă ƐŝŵƉůĞ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ NŽƚŚŝŶŐ ƐĞĞŵĞĚ ƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ ǁĞůů͘ 

͞WŚĞŶ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ǀĞƌǇ ǇŽƵŶŐ͕ ǁĞ ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ Ăƚ Ăůů ĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ĞǀĞƌ ĨŝŶĚ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĂĚƵůƚ͕͟ ƐŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ͘ ͞HĞ 
never seemĞĚ ƚŽ Ĩŝƚ ŝŶ͘͟ 

Then she and her husband, Dr. Mateo Go, enrolled him at Stanbridge Academy, a private school in San Mateo for 

children with mild to moderate learning disabilities. Alex did better there and made some lasting friendships. But 



he still needed continuing education, and he lacked such basic living skills as cooking for himself and washing 

clothes. 

͞WĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŽ ƚŚƌŽǁ ŽƵƌ ŚĂŶĚƐ ƵƉ͕͟ KŽďŽƌŝ ƐĂŝĚ ǁŚĞŶ Ă ƚŚĞƌĂƉŝƐƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚĞƐƚŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ƐŽŶ͕ ǁŚŽ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞŶ 
18, for autism. Go tested positive for a mild form of the disorder. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control, 1 in every 150 children in the United States is autistic. Although the 

ĚŝƐŽƌĚĞƌ ŚŝƚƐ ŵŽƌĞ ďŽǇƐ ƚŚĂŶ ŐŝƌůƐ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĂŶ ĞƋƵĂů ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ĚŝƐĂďŝůŝƚǇ͕ ĂĨĨĞĐƚŝŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŽĨ Ăůů ƌĂĐŝĂů͕ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ and 

socioeconomic groups. Symptoms include lack or loss of language, sensory impairment, obsessive behavior and 

difficulty with social interaction. 

HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĂĚƵůƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŝƐŵ ƐƉĞĐƚƌƵŵ ĂůƐŽ ďƌŝŶŐ ƐƵĐŚ ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƚĂůĞŶƚƐ ĂƐ ŝŶƚĞŶƐĞ ĨŽĐƵƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ good at 

repetitive work Ͷ two skills valued by labs and hospitals. On the flip side, labs and hospitals are very social 

environments that can channel socially challenged autistic employees into personal discussions, group meetings 

and social events. 

After high school, Go enrolled at West Valley College in Saratoga, where he heard about Project Search. His 

parents encouraged him to go for it. 

The program gave him hands-ŽŶ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ Ăƚ LƵĐŝůĞ PĂĐŬĂƌĚ CŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ HŽƐƉŝƚĂů͕ ǁŚĞƌĞ ŚĞ ĨŝůĞĚ ƉĂƉĞƌƐ͕ ƐĐĂŶŶĞĚ 
documents and stocked supplies. As a summer intern at Ariosa and in his first job there, he sanitized eye wear and 

other equipment. Impressed supervisors promoted him to a much more sensitive job: receiving blood specimens 

for analysis. 

About six lab technicians push the specimens through the first stages of analysis, which take about a week. In fact, 

they say Go sets the pace for their unit. 

͞WŚĞŶ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ŐŽŶĞ͕ ǁĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ ƐƵĨĨĞƌ͕͟ ƐĂŝĚ ĐŽ-ǁŽƌŬĞƌ CĂŝƚůǇŶ JŽŶĞƐ͕ ĂĚĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ GŽ͛Ɛ ĞǆƚƌĂŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ 
detail extendƐ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵĂŶĚĂƚŽƌǇ ďƌĞĂŬƐ ĨŽƌ ƐƚƌĞƚĐŚŝŶŐ͘ ͞HĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ ŽŶĞ ǁŚŽ ƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽŶ ƚŝŵĞ͘͟ 

His supervisor, Dianna Bond-Hatch, said Go is gradually making friends and fitting in. He is scheduled to move into 

his own apartment nearby, a milestone that should build his confidence even more. Advanced training and even a 

college degree are not out of the question. Go has reached a point where he can think about his future. 

͞TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŚĂƌĚ ƉĂƌƚ͕͟ ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ͘ ͞I͛ůů ĨŝŶĚ ŵǇ ǁĂǇ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ͕ ďƵƚ ƌŝŐŚƚ ŶŽǁ I͛ŵ ǀĞƌǇ ŚĂƉƉǇ ĂŶĚ I͛ŵ 
ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ ƚŽ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ŵǇ ŽǁŶ ƉůĂĐĞ͘͟ 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 

To learn more about Hope Services and Project Search, visitwww.hopeservices.org. 

HŽƉĞ “ĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ͛ PƌŽũĞĐƚ “ĞĂƌĐŚ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵ ƉƌŽǀŝĚes on-the-job medical training for young adults with development 

disabilities. Each donation will help Hope Services raise $30,000 to cover on-the-job training for a class of 12 at 

Kaiser San Jose Medical center. 

 

http://www.hopeservices.org/

