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One of every 68 children in the United States has autism (Autism Spectrum 

Disorder, or ASD for short) (Christenson, Baio, Braun, et al., 2016) a rate of diagnosis 

that has more than doubled during the last 10 years (Baio, 2014; Christenson, Baio, 

Braun, et al., 2016). With recent increases in public awareness, early interventions, and 

K-12 educational support, an increasing number of these students ready and able to 

pursue higher education (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009; Chiang, Cheung, Hickson, Xiang, 

& Tsai, 2012). But statistics about college access and outcomes for this population are 

disheartening, especially considering that many individuals with ASD achieve 

academically at the same or higher levels than their typical peers, and would likely 

succeed at the college level with appropriate support (VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 

2008). Data from a national sample of teenagers with autism indicate that only 34.7% 

of these students attend a 2- or 4-year college (Shattuck et al., 2012), and fewer than 

39% of those who enter earn any form of credential within 6 years (Newman et al., 

2011).  

As more and more students with autism show up on college campuses, it has 

become increasingly important for college educators to understand these students’ 

experiences and actively address the underlying challenges that have heretofore 

contributed to the relatively poor college outcomes for this population. Although a 

small, but growing, number of studies have begun to explore the experiences and 

outcomes of college students with autism, the current body of literature is limited in 

three significant ways. First, a disproportionate number of these studies draw from a 

narrowly constructed, single dataset (the National Longitudinal Transition Study - 2; 

NLTS-2) that has not been updated since 2009. Second, the vast majority of studies not 

using NLTS-2 are based on data collected from people other than the students with 

autism themselves (e.g., parents, instructors, college disability service office 

administrators). Third, although these studies have generated myriad statistical 

comparisons, they have yet to yield a comprehensive conceptual model that could be 

used to help students or their institutions anticipate, address, and overcome challenges 

that heretofore might undermine the chances of college success for autistic students.   

The current study addresses all three of these limitations by building a conceptual 

model based on evidence generated through direct interviews with a diverse group of 

individuals with autism who had experiences with a wide range of postsecondary 

educational institutions.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Recognizing that autism has not long been on the radar for most postsecondary 

educators, we use this literature review not only to situate our study in context but also 

to address fundamental questions likely to be on the minds of postsecondary educators. 

First, we describe the characteristics of autism. Second, we discuss its prevalence 

among college students. Third, we summarize the available literature addressing the 

experiences of college students with autism and various institutional efforts to support 

this population. 

 

What is Autism?  

As defined by the latest version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM5; 

American Psychiatric Association, 2013) -- the manual that governs clinicians, guides 

health insurance coverage, and informs policies at the institutional, state, and federal 

levels -- Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder 

characterized by “persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction 

across multiple contexts” and “restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or 

activities” (APA 2013; reprinted by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention). The 

population of individuals with ASD who have completed high school is rapidly 

increasing, with 34.7% of students with ASD attending college during the first six years 

after graduating high school (Shattuck et. al., 2012). Although each student may bring 

distinct distinct strengths and experiences, students with ASD typically face social, 

emotional, independent-living, self-advocacy, and communication challenges while in 

college (Aderon and Durocher, 2007).  

 

How Many College Students are Affected by Autism? 

Using the most conservative available estimate, at least 16,000 students with 

autism enter college each year (Wei, Wagner, Hudson, Yu, & Javitz, 2015). These 

statistics, however, are drawn from the National Longitudinal Transition Study – 2 

(NLTS2), a database that generally does not include sub-clinical populations, those who 

don’t receive a diagnosis until after they graduate high school, or those who choose not 

to use their disability status at their schools. Moreover, the NLTS2 tracks students who 

would have entered college more than a decade ago. In that decade since, the rate of 

ASD diagnosis has more than doubled, with rates of diagnosis rising fastest among 

individuals who have average or better cognitive abilities (Baio, 2014), meaning 
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increasing numbers of students with autism are now graduating high school with 

expectations to attend a postsecondary institution. 

Thus, a more reasonable estimate of the size of this population can be drawn from 

White, Ollendick, and Bray’s 2011 study of 667 college students at a single institution. 

White, Ollendick, and Bray (2011) estimated that between 0.7% and 1.9% of the 

college students in their study could meet diagnostic criteria for ASD. Extrapolating such 

a rate to the entire population of college students in the United States (Hussar & Bailey, 

2016) suggests that between 143,500 and 389,500 students with autism are currently 

in college.  

The incredible range reported here is a result, at least in part, to the relative 

difficulty of identifying which students are on the autism spectrum. National data sets 

have largely overlooked this population or identified affected students by reviewing 

records of K-12 accommodations provided under the Individuals with Disabilities in 

Education Act (IDEA). However, this law does not apply to postsecondary institutions. 

Moreover, many students with autism choose not to disclose the condition to their 

colleges or universities (Cox et al., In Press).  Complicating matters even further is the 

the fact, because individuals with autism often have “comorbidities” (e.g., anxiety, 

depression, ADHD) (Cai & Richdale, 2015; Sterling, Dawson, Estes, & Greenson, 2008; 

Pisula, Danielwics, Kawa, & Pisula, 2015; White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011), many 

students on the autism spectrum who seek disability services might do so under the 

auspices of another diagnosis. Finally, there is a considerable proportion of the 

population who demonstrate autism-related characteristics indicative of the broad 

autism phenotype (Wainer, Block, Donnellan, & Ingersoll, 2013) or sub-clinical autism 

(Ingersoll, 2010) who might not meet the threshold for formal diagnosis or recognition.  

In sum, we do not know precisely how many college students have autism, but 

their numbers are nontrivial and are expanding at an exponential rate. Moreover, 

because many other students have some characteristics of autism (e.g., maladaptive 

repetitive behaviors, rigidity in routine or habits of thought) even if they don’t meet a 

formal clinical diagnostic standard, autism really affects the entire student body - 

especially when we consider that neurotypical students (those without autism or related 

developmental conditions) are likely to encounter at least one autistic student in their 

residence hall, dining facility, or classroom. 
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What do we know about college experiences and institutional interventions 

for college students with autism? 

The literature on college students with autism, and the institutional initiatives 

designed to support them, is remarkably thin. A review by Pena (2014) revealed that 

the field's top 4 journals (The Review of Higher Education, The Journal of Higher 

Education, Research in Higher Education, The Journal of College Student Development) 

had published, collectively from 1990-2010, barely one article per year focused on 

students with any disability; to date, there has not been a single published article in 

these four journals to use the word autism. Literature from other fields (e.g., medicine, 

psychology, autism-specific journals) have occasionally addressed issues related to 

college students with autism (e.g., Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders). For 

example, Gelbar, Smith, & Reichow (2014) reviewed 20 articles, representative of only 

69 college college students with autism, to better understand the experiences on 

students with ASD. Still, the majority of research to date has focused on early childhood 

identification and intervention. Within higher education, there have been a handful of 

publications related to autism in places like the Community College Journal of Research 

and Practice (Brown & Coomes, 2015), About Campus (Williams, 2016), and other 

practitioner-oriented or narrowly focused publication outlets (e.g., AHEAD). There are 

also a handful of books by educational professionals (e.g., Jane Theirfield Brown), 

guides by advocacy groups (e.g., Autistic Self Advocacy Network and Autism Speaks), 

and reports from meetings or collaborative initiatives (e.g., Pennsylvania Autism 

Services, Education, Resource, Training Collaborative, 2012).  

On the whole, this body of literature indicates that students with autism may 

struggle with social interactions or engage in classroom behaviors that can undermine 

their chances of success (Cai & Richdale, 2015; Gobbo & Shmulsky, 2014; Lainhart, 

1999) —especially when stress is magnified (Cox et al., In Press) as occurs during 

major transitions (e.g., beginning the first year) or in difficult gateway courses (e.g. 

organic chemistry). For example, students with autism-related characteristics may be 

unable read instructor nonverbal cues and likely struggle with group work (Cai & 

Richdale, 2015; Freedman, 2010). They may also have difficulties with executive 

functions such as writing or presenting to an imagined audience or linking concepts 

abstractly (Gobbo & Shmulsky, 2014; Shmulsky & Gobbo, 2013).  

A growing number of institutions have developed or implemented initiatives 

designed to support these students. The most comprehensive examinations of these 



 

A Spectrum of Student Success: Identifying Factors Affecting Access,  

Experiences, and Outcomes for Students on the Autism Spectrum 
 

Page 6 of 34 

 

initiatives come from Brown and Coomes (2015). The most common reported 

accommodations were provision of a note taker, use of an audio recorder, additional 

time on exams, and alternative testing locations.  Most studies of this type, however, 

assume that initiatives for college students with autism are undertaken by student 

disability service centers and do not consider initiatives created by counseling centers, 

housing units, admissions offices, orientation teams, or other administrative units. To 

date, we have independently identified roughly 40 such initiatives. When asked about 

assessment data regarding the efficacy of such initiatives, however, we have repeatedly 

been told that such initiatives are either too new (the vast majority having started 

within the last 5 to 10 years) or too small (most serving only a handful students each 

year) to have reliable data. Collectively, this body of literature suggests that White et al. 

(2011) were correct when they warned that the forthcoming influx of college students 

with autism would create “a considerable challenge for which [colleges and universities] 

may be ill-prepared” ( p. 697).  

 

METHODS 

The current study takes a grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Charmaz, 

2006) approach to gain a better understanding of this population, student experiences 

in college, and the mechanisms through which institutions of postsecondary education 

could facilitate these students’ success. Drawing data from a series of in-depth 

interviews with students on the autism spectrum, we employed an a priori initial coding 

structure based on Astin’s (1991) Inputs - Environments - Outputs (IEO) model, 

developed a set of tentative propositions, and went through multiple iterations of 

subsequent data analysis. We continually generated, supported, challenged, and refined 

a series of propositions grounded in and checked against the raw data from the 

interview transcripts and videos. Efforts to integrate the resulting propositions 

ultimately led to a comprehensive conceptual model that can be used to guide 

postsecondary educational policy, practice, and research. In the remainder of this 

section we outline this study’s initial framework, describe the data collection methods, 

introduce the participants, and provide a detailed account of how we employed multiple 

iterations of qualitative analyses to derive our conceptual model. 
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Framework 

Because this study sought to understand the manner in which institutional 

conditions interacted with students’ individual characteristics to shape student 

experiences and outcomes, we adopted Astin’s (1991) IEO model as an initial guiding 

framework. The “inputs” reflect student aspiration for or perceptions of postsecondary 

opportunities, and pre-college experiences that could shape those opportunities; the 

“environment” includes college-specific experiences that could affect a student after 

enrollment, such as social interactions with peers or use of student support services; 

“outputs” represent four categories of student success (i.e., postsecondary credentials, 

academic success/learning, psychosocial/practical development, post-college 

endeavors) which researchers could potentially target for future interventions. This 

framework has been widely used for assessment in higher education and has been 

previously applied to college students with disabilities (O’Neill, Markward, & French, 

2012), and autistic college students in particular (Cox, et al., in press). 

 

Author Positionality 

The results presented in this study were also framed, even if not explicitly, by the 

perspectives of each of the four authors. The paper's lead author is a tenured faculty 

member teaching in a higher education and student affairs program. The second and 

fourth authors are undergraduate research assistants have been working on related 

projects for nearly two years, and the third author is a master’s degree student with 

several years of experience as a paraprofessional within the field of student affairs. Two 

of the authors have immediate family members on the autism spectrum, and all of us 

share and interest in supporting students who have been historically overlooked or 

underserved. Although we recognize the biological components of autism, we tend to 

focus on the psychological and environmental factors that manifest in adulthood and 

shape students’ college experiences. The model we present in this paper at least 

partially reflects this inclination to consider college students with autism through an 

ecological perspective in which the individual student in the institutional environment 

repeatedly intersect. 

 

Population and Sample 

The sampling frame for the study included 118 individuals who had been formally 

diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorders and were registered with the local Center 
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for Autism and Related Disabilities (CARD). CARD, located in a midsize city in the 

southeastern United States, is a state-funded program that provides free support and 

resources to individuals with autism. CARD distributed flyers and sent emails to eligible 

individuals and mentioned the study when meeting with clients. Within the larger 

population of individuals with formal diagnoses of ASD who are attending, have 

attended, or will be attending a postsecondary institution, we sought to interview four 

categories of students:  “Non-starters” (individuals who did not attempt college after 

their high school graduation), “Current Students” (individuals who are currently enrolled 

in college), “Departures” (individuals who attended college but didn’t complete their 

studies), and “Completers” (individuals who earned their degree at a postsecondary 

institution). Since recent studies suggest students with ASD tend to start at two year 

colleges (Wei, Christiano, Yu, Blackorby, Shattuck, & Newman, 2013) we defined 

postsecondary involvement as courses of study that lead to recognition of completion of 

either an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. 

However, recruiting willing participants proved extremely difficult. In line with 

ethical and legal considerations, the researchers could not directly access the name or 

contact information for local students diagnosed with ASD. Thus, the ability to follow-up 

with recruitment emails, calls, or letter was severely restricted. As a result, the final 

group of participants for the study consisted of nine participants, one of which joined 

the study after revealing his diagnosis to one of this paper’s authors who happened to 

be part of the same Ph.D. program. Another participant was a rising high school senior 

who would be applying to college in the months following her interview. A majority of 

the participants were male, as would be expected when dealing with individuals with 

ASD (Werling and Geschwind, 2013). 
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Table 1 

Key characteristics of interview participants. 

Participant Age Sex Gender Age of ASD 

Diagnosis 

Highest Degree 

Completed 

Active/Pending 

Enrollment 

Adam 30+ Male Male 3 Master’s Degree Doctoral 

Program 

Brian 50+ Male Male 40s High School Technical 

School 

Christopher 24 Male Male 8 or 9 Bachelor’s 

Degree 

 

Danielle1 20+ Male Female 9 High School Community 

College 

Edmund 21 Male Male 15 or 16 GED Community 

College 

Franklin 23 Male Male  High School Community 

College 

Gregory 33 Male Male 26 Bachelor’s 

Degree 

 

Harper 19 Male Male  GED  

Isabel 18 Female Female 4 or 5  High School 

Senior 

1 Danielle, (born male), spoke of experiencing gender dysphoria and was seeking 

hormone treatments. 

 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews, as provided by the guidelines provided by Fetterman 

(1998), were conducted in a familiar location for each of the participants. Before being 

prompted with questions, the participants reviewed an outline of the interview 
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questions that served as a guide to which the researcher conducting the interview could 

reference if the discussion strayed from the topic. The interview questions centered 

around student inputs, experiences, and outcome of postsecondary education (Astin, 

1991). For example the participants were asked to explain their initial fears, whether or 

not they disclosed their ASD diagnosis, and their development of academic, social, and 

independent-living skills. Participants were regularly prompted to describe and provide 

examples of critical events that shaped their college expectations, experiences, and 

outcomes. 

 The interviews ranged from 50 to 90 minutes, with occasional breaks allowed at 

the request of the participants. Eight interviews were conducted one-on-one and video 

recorded. For the ninth interview, at the participant’s request, we used audio recording 

only and the participant’s classmate sat in on the interview. All of the interviews were 

professionally transcribed with the audio/video recordings time-synched with the 

transcripts. The video recordings supplemented by the transcripts allowed for a more 

nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the participants’ responses since 

individuals with autism typically experience troubles with social communication (APA, 

2013). The videos were not directly coded during analyses but were used to 

complement the transcript analyses whenever coders recognized 1) moments of 

obvious disconnect between students’ verbal responses and nonverbal signals, and 2) 

outward manifestations of behaviors typically associated with autism, such as repetitive 

body motions.  

 

Analytic Approach 

The analyses of these data occurred in three distinct phases. During Phase 1, 

throughout the data collection process, we took a constant comparative approach 

(Straus & Corbin, 1998) whereby data collection and analyses were conducted 

iteratively, with concepts from previous interviews explicitly explored in interviews with 

other students. For example, because each of the first two interviewees made specific 

mention of online or computer-based postsecondary programs, each of the remaining 

participants were asked specifically about similar experiences. 

After all the interviews were completed, Phase 2 of the analyses involved coding 

the interview transcripts using the I-E-O framework as an a-priori descriptive coding 

structure. These coders had previously used the same coding structure to analyze 

transcripts from online discussion forums for individuals with autism during which the 
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coders underwent several rounds of coding the same data and subsequently meeting to 

reconcile any disagreements in coding (Cox et al., In Press). The coders also wrote 

reflective memos and created new codes as they recognized patterns of interview 

segments that did not fit into the a-priori coding structure.  

Phase 3 of analyses involved a multi-step process (Steps 3a-3i) that combined 

elements of grounded theory, multiple case-study, and constant comparative 

approaches to analyses. In Step 3a, two members of the research team who had not 

previously been exposed to the interviews independently watched the video recordings, 

read the transcripts, and wrote memos regarding their observations. For Step 3b, each 

of these researchers developed 2-4 “propositions,” roughly analogous to the causal 

chains typical of grounded theory, each of which would ideally have four characteristics: 

1) testable, 2) relational, 3) insightful, and 4) actionable. For Step 3c, the two 

proposition generators then met with the two other authors (one who had conducted 

the interviews, one who had participated in the Phase 2 coding) to clarify the 

propositions and confirm their face validity. In Step 3d, following refinement of the 

propositions during the team meeting, each of the original proposition generators 

reviewed the code-specific reports from Phase 1 in search of quotations that supported 

their propositions, essentially seeking direct empirical support for their propositions. In 

Step 3e, each of the proposition generators again revised their propositions in light of 

their search for affirming quotations. 

Once the revised propositions were created, we held another team meeting to 

clarify and ensure the face validity of the revised propositions (Step 3f), after which (in 

Step 3g) the two proposition generators exchanged propositions and again reviewed 

the code-specific reports from Phase 2 (as was done in Step 3d), but this time in search 

of disconfirming or contradictory evidence. In Step 3h, all four authors met to compare 

the confirming and disconfirming evidence to determine whether the weight of the 

evidence supported the proposition as written, suggested the need for further 

refinement of the proposition, or invalidated the proposition altogether. Finally, in Phase 

3i, the first three authors met again to discuss the revised propositions in an attempt to 

reach consensus regarding the final language for the propositions.   

This extensive, iterative, and interactive analytical process helps protect against 

potential threats to credibility. First, data triangulation occurred as the authors not only 

coded the transcripts from the interviews, but also reviewed notes taken during the 

interviews, and examined the corresponding videos to ensure interpretation of the 
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quotations was consistent with the students’ nonverbal cues. Second, the video 

recordings also served as a mechanism to check the descriptive accuracy of the 

transcripts, as researchers were able to view synchronized videos and transcripts 

simultaneously. Third, investigator triangulation, the use of multiple researchers coding 

data independently but meeting periodically to ensure convergence, further contributed 

to descriptive and interpretative validity. In particular, the two researchers leading the 

Phase 3 analyses had “fresh eyes” (having not previously seen the interview data) and 

were, therefore, able to develop their initial free from biases that might otherwise have 

been present for the researchers who did Phase 1 and Phase 2 coding. Moreover, the 

oppositional Step 3g effectively counters any unconscious tendency for the original 

proposition generator to privilege supporting data and overlook disconfirming evidence. 

Finally, the inclusion of the Phase 1 and Phase 2 analysts in the Phase 3 reconciliation 

meetings (Phase 3c, 3f, & 3h) helps ensure the conclusions from Phase 3 were broadly 

consistent with observations made during the first two phases of analyses.  

 

FINDINGS 

The iterative process of assessing and revising a series of propositions yielded 

increasingly refined propositions grounded in the interview data. The penultimate 

versions of the propositions are: 

1. Students diagnosed with autism benefit from a wise, supportive, and 

understanding mentor, who by helping the student effectively navigate 

challenges encountered in college, helps the student build the confidence 

to address future challenges independently.  

2. Identity salience of students’ ASD diagnoses impacts self-advocacy and 

meaning-making when faced with challenges within a university setting. 

3. Students diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders are more willing to 

focus on the bureaucratic procedures and academics of higher education, 

rather than social aspects, due to fear. 

4. The strength of institutional support systems (advising, housing, tutoring, 

etc) impacts the ability of students with autism to navigate the higher 

education landscape, find a sense of belonging, and successfully graduate 

from the institution. 

However, during what we thought was going to be our final reconciliation 

meeting, where we would ensure consensus regarding the final wording of these 
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propositions, we struggled to finalize the language in such way that would ensure each 

proposition was distinctive from the others while simultaneously remaining true to the 

data from which they were derived. After about 2 hours of intense discussion, during 

which we repeatedly challenged each other’s ideas and returned to our raw data to 

ensure fidelity with the student interviews, we decided to revisit our assumption that 

the propositions needed to be exclusive and nonoverlapping. Recognizing that our 

students’ experiences were complex and occasionally messy, we realized that each of 

the ideas expressed in our propositions occurred in relation to other components of our 

propositions. Subsequently, we sought to reconcile the propositions visually, 

deconstructing them as distinct propositions and reconstructing them as a series of 

connected concepts. The resulting model is best presented visually (see Figure 1) as a 

series of intersecting points between the individual with autism and the institution the 

student attends. For simplicity, and consistent with the visual representation of our 

model, we discussed the model in terms of three “steps,” with each step comprised of 

constructs related to the individual student, the institutional environment, and the point 

of convergence between them. Although we suspect the steps are roughly ordinal (step 

one reasonably occurs before step 2 which presumably occurs before step 3 in most 

cases), we do not intend this to be a strictly hierarchical model. Indeed, many of the 

personal connections described in step 3 were initially developed either before a 

student reached college or, at least in part, because of the students’ status on the 

autism spectrum. 
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Figure 1: Model of convergence between postsecondary institutions and students with 

autism 

 

Student Step 1: Autism Related Characteristics 

 Presentation of the model begins in the bottom left-hand corner of Figure 1, 

which highlights the manifestations of autism that the students bring with them to 

college. One of the most common autism-related characteristics are difficulties with 

social communication and peer interaction. Without a natural inclination to recognize or 

use “proper social skills,” Gregory, for example, was reluctant to approach peers for 

fear of saying something “silly” or “stupid.” Edmund lamented that “everybody else had 

been learning [social skills] naturally and with ease. But it had been very difficult [for 

me], I have never been able to grasp. And the thing is they don’t teach you that kind of 

stuff in school.” 

Instead, interviewees who took more active approaches to engaging in 

interpersonal interactions had to make conscious efforts to engage in more socially 

appropriate behavior: making eye contact with their peers during conversation, letting 

the other person participate in the conversation, and minimizing fidgeting. Adam, in 

particular, learned early in life that success in the educational system, the workforce, 

and society as a whole would require him to adhere to several implicit social 
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conventions. With practice, Adam was able to govern his own behavior to adhere to 

these social rules, thereby allowing him to “fake out” his peers and instructors. Only 

when he was sleep deprived or under severe stress would Adam allow his autism 

related characteristics to surface publicly. When these autism related characteristics did 

appear, however, differences in social behavior between Adam and his peers became 

more obvious as well.  

 

Institution Step 1: Standard Operating Procedures 

Students in our study identified several Institutional norms, policies, and 

practices - what we collectively label standard operating procedures - that neither 

appeared to consider nor proactively accommodated the distinctive characteristics of 

students with autism. Thus, what many institutions considered straightforward day-to-

day activities could be particularly difficult for students with autism.  

Several students spoke specifically of challenges associated with large lecture 

classes they encountered at the 4-year institutions they attended. Gregory suggested 

that professors in large classes would “come in [and] just like go straight to the board 

and as soon as they were done with the class they would drop the chalk and leave.” 

Students believed that large classes, or having instructors who were, as Brian put it, 

“teaching three different courses” simultaneously, did not allow professors the time 

needed to create individualized learning experiences for the students. Brian needed 

“someone to work with me more. She [the professor] doesn’t have time, she doesn’t 

have the time to help me, not with all these other students.”  

Students who attended community college, however, implied that the standard 

practices in their 2-year colleges were more conducive to these students’ success. For 

example, Christopher noted that “the largest class I ever took there was er, maybe 20-

25 students.” Gabrielle likewise noted that “there weren’t 300 of us crammed into a 

lecture hall” at her community college. Both students implied that the smaller class sizes 

created an environment that fostered academic success.  

 

Convergence Step 1: Problem Realization -  

Students in our study recognized several points of incongruence between the 

personal characteristics they associated with autism and their institutions’ standard 

operating procedures. In some respects, the participants in our study encountered 

challenges similar to those many other students experience when entering higher 
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education. Like many new college students, Edmund “had difficulty keeping, you know, 

interest at some points,” while Adam acknowledged “I procrastinated. I wasted time. I 

goofed off.” Similarly, Franklin struggled in a science class that was “going very fast and 

I can’t handle it.” Other students, including Edmund, struggled to cope with a full load 

of college courses. Edmund eventually realized that enrolling in four courses was “too 

much to handle.” He continued, “I had a lot of restless nights. I had a lot of tired days. 

I had a lot of days I was so tired I didn’t eat anything all day and I just went to sleep… 

I was zombified.”  

In other ways, however, the struggles described by the students we interviewed 

were distinctively reflective of the manner in which their autism-related characteristics 

intersected with the institution’s standard operating procedures. In contrast to Edmund, 

Brian suggested his struggles with coursework were due not to the difficulty of the 

content, but to the abstract manner in which material was typically presented. Alluding 

to the tendency for individuals with autism to adhere to a rigid and narrowly 

constructed system of logical reasoning, Brian noted that he’s “a linear learner. I mean, 

I’m autistic. And if it’s not linear I can’t learn it.”  

When students did raise concerns or seek individualized support, the standard 

responses from their professors did little to improve the situation. Brian’s instructors 

employed a common technique: referring the students back to their academic advisors. 

Brian recounted that professors often said “talk to, talk to your, you know, talk to your 

student advisor.’” Likewise, when Christopher approached an instructor for help in a 

particularly difficult first-year class, he was told his advisor “should’ve known better” 

than to put him in that class. Effective academic advising may be an important 

component of a long-term approach to defining an appropriate sequence of courses. 

But in the short-term it is typically up to the instructor of record to address any issues 

that arise once a particular class is underway.  

Although the interviewed students lauded the individual efforts of some faculty 

members, they also noted that the responses of even well-meaning instructors 

sometimes caused more harm than good. In one class where Brian had struggled, for 

example, he recounted having the “teacher just pass me because he said ‘you learned 

enough of it.’ That didn’t help.” More frequently, challenges with social communication, 

typical of students with autism, contributed to students’ difficulties with group 

assignments. Gregory noted that it was “hard to say anything relative or relevant” in 

groups because he “always thought people were interested in the same things I was. 
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That made it very hard to relate to other people” he would need to work with. As a 

result, Gregory “was kind of the guy who did what he was told... I was kind of just the 

guy in the background that kind of did the small stuff. I was kind of like a follower.” 

Social communication skills were also problematic for the interviewed students who 

tried to take a more active role in group projects. Adam, for example, would sometimes 

upset classmates because “I’m not always conscious of the way that I, when I hurt 

someone’s feelings or I’ll just say something kind of off handedly without thinking about 

it. I don’t mean to hurt anybody.” 

 

Student Step 2: Identity 

The manner in which the students responded to problems encountered in college 

was intricately related to the students’ sense of identity - particularly as it relates to 

their status as being on the autism spectrum. Students varied widely in terms of their 

knowledge of autism, their level of acceptance with their status, as well as the salience 

of autism to their overall identity. 

All of the students had at least a basic understanding of autism, and most 

demonstrated self-awareness in their assessment of how the condition manifests for 

them. Adam acknowledged that “I don’t have whatever that inborn ability that really 

organized people have to create structure” and explained that “Asperger’s people need” 

structure and routine. Brian concurred, noting that “for an autistic person it was pretty 

cool” to attend a rigidly structured and highly routinized military academy. Brian also 

apologized because “I can’t look at you in the face all the time. That’s the Asperger 

thing.” Likewise, Edmund said it was “probably just some of the symptoms of my 

autism” that caused him difficulty at his community college.  

In fact, all the participants in the study explicitly acknowledged that they were on 

the autism spectrum. However, students varied widely in terms of extent to which they 

accepted autism as a part of their personal identity. Brian, for example, labeled himself 

“a living, breathing Forest Gump.” In contrast, Gregory and Adam tended to resist 

stereotypical labels, instead employing more general personality terms when describing 

what other interviewees described as some facet of autism. Gregory said he “was 

actually really an introvert.” Adam explained “I don’t like being labeled. I’m fine to say, 

to call myself autistic or you know Asperger’s or bipolar but I don’t like it when other 

people label me and make assumptions about me.”  
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To integrate autism into a more comprehensive personal identity, a few students 

had begun to reframe their own views about autism. As Christopher insightfully 

explained:  

“Uh, the first thing you need to know, well with any disability the first thing 

you gotta do is you gotta get yourself in the right mindset. Um another one 

of those phrases I’ve coined is that I am not disabled, I am different abled. 

The second thing is know your limits. Figure out what you’re good at, what 

you’re not, go as far as you can with what you’re not good at then spend 

the rest of your time focusing on what you are good at.” 

Edmund, likewise, seemed to have accepted autism as one part of, but not all of, 

his personal identity. He noted “I’m comfortable in my own skin and… I don’t think it’s 

bad to have autism or anything.” At the same time, he recognized opportunities to 

improve on certain issues related to autism, saying “I still have problems keeping my 

focus, it’s still there but I try to control it. I’m trying to get over the shyness. I’m trying 

to think on my feet and improve my social skills especially with people my own age.”  

Thus, although autism was an omnipresent part of Edmund’s life, it was not a very 

salient part of his identity – with one exception. As was the case with nearly all the 

interviewed students, Edmund’s autism came to the fore primarily when the student 

actively began pursuing formal assistance from instructors or a campus disability service 

center. 

 

Institution Step 2: Formal Accommodations 

When interviewees were asked how their institutions might have facilitated or 

inhibited their postsecondary success, most referred to specific disability 

accommodations provided by a campus disability services office under the auspices of 

the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Several specific accommodations were 

mentioned by multiple students. Accommodations related to test taking (i.e., extended 

time or distraction free environment) were mentioned by Adam, Charlie, Edmund, and 

Franklin. The students also referenced accommodations related to in class note taking, 

most often in the form of a classmate who would be asked to share the notes 

afterwards. Danielle, however, specifically sought permission to use a laptop to take 

notes in classes where an instructor might have otherwise banned technology during 

class time. Danielle was also the only one to mention any accommodation unrelated to 
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academics per se, when she referenced “autistic students [would] be able to have 

single dorms without having to pay extra for it.”  

Although Danielle believed it was “offered as a somewhat standard disability 

accommodation for autistic people,” it was not mentioned by any of the 8 other 

students interviewed for the study. Moreover, she had not received that specific 

accommodation herself, as she went to community college in her hometown and did 

not live on campus. When she makes a transition to a major university in another city 

she “will want a private dorm, which is a disability accommodation.” To do so, she’s 

“going to get a long file so it doesn’t seem like I’m just coming up with suddenly to get 

a cheap dorm.” 

Danielle’s plan to develop a “long file” in advance of her request for a single 

residence in campus housing came in direct response to her experiences while trying to 

seek accommodations at her local community college. When she spoke with the 

institution’s disability service center, she was asked to provide formal documentation of 

her disability. And though she claims to have done so, she also claims that the 

institution lost her materials and she wasn’t easily able to get the required forms 

completed again. Legal and ethical factors prevented the researchers from inquiring 

with the institution regarding the accuracy of Danielle’s claims. However, they highlight 

one of the difficulties related to acquiring disability accommodations.  

To receive a formal accommodation, students said they needed a formal 

diagnosis (which didn’t occur until after college for Brian and Gregory), documentation 

supporting the diagnosis (which had been completed 10 or more years ago for Adam, 

Christopher, Danielle, and Isabel), and to actively disclose their disability to the 

designated office. These requirements created practical barriers for students who might 

want or need postsecondary support services, and confronting those barriers would (at 

least temporarily) heighten the salience of students’ autistic identity. It is no surprise, 

then, that students’ efforts to pursue formal disability accommodations was directly 

affected by their evolving sense of identity. 

 

Convergence Step 2: (Re)Defining the Problem 

The evolution of Adam’s perspective on autism highlights how students’ identities 

can influence their willingness to seek or use formal disability accommodations required 

under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Adam was diagnosed with autism at 

the age of 3. He spoke of constantly receiving messages throughout childhood about 
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behaving in socially appropriate ways that were inconsistent with the natural tendencies 

he attributed to autism. As result, he viewed autism as a limitation, a threat to his 

potential success. Therefore, he tried to operate (with considerable success) as though 

autism was not an important part of his identity – certainly not something he would 

openly discuss with others for fear of them reaffirming the negative stereotypes about 

autism from which he was trying to distance himself. Relying on his raw intellect, Adam 

was able to complete his bachelor’s degree, two master’s degree, and about half the 

coursework for his doctorate without disclosing his diagnosis. Along the way, Adam was 

“very stubborn” and “very prideful” having “gotten through three degrees without ever 

once going to a disability center.” It wasn’t until “real life had to kind of hit me in the 

face and be like ‘if you don’t get this accommodation anything can happen’” when the 

doctoral program became “too much” for his “raw intellect” to handle without 

acknowledging his disability and seeking the accompanying accommodations. Adam 

now has additional time to complete certain assignments and tests, though he doesn’t 

always use it.  

As Adams’ understanding of his need for accommodations shifted, so did his 

identity. Whereas he had long been unwilling to discuss the diagnosis with others, he 

engaged in an extensive interview for this study where he openly spoke about his 

developmental journey with autism. The evolution of Adam’s identity, however, was 

somewhat halting; Adam was the only one of the 9 interviewees who asked not to be 

video recorded, in part for fear of having the film capture some of his repetitive body 

motions (a self-soothing strategy common in autism called “stimming”) about which he 

appears to have internalized a sense of shame. 

 Students’ redefinition process appeared to follow a pattern by which an initial 

effort to address an academic concern would cause the student to recognize some 

broader unresolved issue personal or social issue. Christopher, for example, struggled 

academically in his high school calculus class. Therefore, in advance of a campus tour 

at his first-choice college, he took the proactive step of arranging a meeting with the 

disability resource office and “some of the professors regarding the levels of calculus I’d 

have to take. I even got to look at some of their textbooks. I kind of had a bit of a 

panic attack.” But that “heart-to-heart discussion” prompted Christopher to realize his 

difficulties weren’t just with math. He explained, “We talked it over and I just told my 

parents ‘I honestly don’t think I can do this. As much as I would love to be able to go 

here and study this, realistically I don’t. I’m going to get lost.’…Given that I would be 
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miles away from my parents, living on my own and taking these really difficult classes I 

know that I have limits.” Not only would the classes be difficult, but the geographical 

distance between him and his parents would mean that he couldn’t rely on them for 

day-to-day guidance or hands-on support as he tried to navigate the school’s academic 

and social environment. Thus, what started as a search for academic accommodations 

in response to poor performance in a specific class was subsequently redefined in terms 

of academic preparation, independent living needs, social skills, and emotional maturity. 

As Christopher put it, “People with Asperger's syndrome [considered a form of mild or 

‘high-functioning’ autism] mentally and emotionally, they tend to mature at a slower 

rate. Even though I’m 24 I guess you could say to some extent I have the emotional 

maturity of a 17 or 18-year-old.”  

What Christopher described as a lack of maturity might be a manifestation his 

incomplete understanding of the social engagement necessary to establish, or the 

interpersonal reciprocity necessary to maintain, meaningful relationships with peers in 

college. Several interviewees acknowledged that some combination of autism-related 

characteristics (i.e., limited social communication skills, restricted range of interest, 

desire for structure, and struggles with emotional regulation) made it difficult for them 

to effectively engage with their peers socially. Isabel was particularly conscious of this 

challenge, noting before she even arrived on campus that “I worry that I will get so 

caught up in studying that I won’t be social at all or anything like that.” Adam, 

however, seemed to recognize the problem only after he had lost some friends, stating 

“Sometimes I get caught up in things and like overwhelmed. Sometimes I won’t see 

them for weeks or months on end and that’s not good. You have to keep them 

consistent. I have to see them like every other day.”  

The social challenges accompanying college students with autism are typically 

manifest in ways that are not easily recognized by institutional personnel nor addressed 

through traditional disability accommodations. As a result, it is often a specific incident 

or class that raises concerns and initially defines the parameters of a problem to which 

an institution typically responds first by applying a standard disability accommodation. 

However, such an incident may be symptomatic of less-obvious issues that cannot be 

adequately addressed with extra time on a test or a personal note taker. Thus, although 

a traditional disability accommodation may bring the initial incident to resolution, the 

solution may be only temporary. After further incidents occur, or the initial difficulty 



 

A Spectrum of Student Success: Identifying Factors Affecting Access,  

Experiences, and Outcomes for Students on the Autism Spectrum 
 

Page 15 of 34 

 

persists despite accommodations, the underlying issues may resurface in other ways, 

forcing the student and/or the institution to redefine the problem in broader terms. 

Edmund’s response to a semester in which he earned poor grades in multiple 

courses exemplifies this process. First, he demonstrated a clear-eyed understanding of 

the specific problems he had with the classes when he said “I kind of failed some of the 

exams and things….” Second, he acknowledged his own culpability by stating “I 

understand that was on me and that was my problem and now I just need to try and 

improve next semester.”  Third, and finally, he was able to recognize that the poor 

grades were symptomatic of deeper issues that needed to be addressed. When 

discussing how he would make those improvements in the future, he explained:  

“I feel like I’m getting into the responsibility. I know it will be a refresher 

course, wow, this is what life’s all about, huh, keeping on track and not 

neglecting your friends or your work ethic or your study habits. And like 

respecting yourself to some extent.” 

Redefining a problem as symptomatic of more substantial underlying issue(s) 

appears to require both self-acceptance and metacognitive abilities possessed even by 

Christopher, who elsewhere depicted himself as mentally and emotionally immature. 

When describing how he was able to reframe his academic difficulties in ways that 

would promote his future success, Christopher explained, “I think a lot of that just 

comes from just, I think the right word is introspection. Just spending time thinking 

about what your disability is, what’s holding you back and just - it’s really hard to 

explain because …. It’s almost like a - it’s like being a philosopher.” 

 

Student Step 3: Personal Connections 

After redefining a problem, some students were able to identify, develop, or 

reconnect with a personal support network or individual institutional agent whose 

personalized interactions supported the student’s pursuit of holistic well-being. As 

Christopher noted,  

“You’ve gotta be around the right people. If your family and friends aren’t 

supportive of you and your goals aren’t willing to acknowledge that you’ve 

got this thing and aren’t willing to help you overcome it, the chances are 

already stacked against you. Maybe you can overcome it with just you by 

yourself but, like I said, the odds are slim. You really need to have a support 
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structure of some kind to help you. Beyond that you gotta realize you’ve 

gotta be willing to help yourself.” 

For Adam, Christopher, Edmund, and Isabel, family formed the foundation of the 

support structure. Christopher’s mother, for example,  

“did everything she could to make sure I had enough of a support system 

that I could actually become something. I wasn’t going to become just 

another leech on society. Um, she even went so far as to help build the uh, 

ESE [Exceptional Student Education] program used in [a local] pre-K 

system.” 

“Your parents have to be on board. They have to be willing to help fight for 

you, because I know there are some families out there who are of the mind, 

as long as we don’t acknowledge that there’s anything wrong with you 

nothing’s wrong with you. They just ignore the problem. And as a result 

you don’t get the help you need. And you suffer for it.” 

Although parents seem to be the main source of support for the participants, Isabel 

found support in her older sister as well, noting “I think having my mom has been the 

biggest help and then also watching my sister start and go through getting to college 

and her year there has been a big help too.”  

Families were not the only source of support available to the interviewed 

students. Edmund, for example, mentioned “friends,” “counselors,” and other 

“connections.” Franklin’s connections came through “support providers” like his 

behavioral therapist and “VR [Vocational Rehabilitation] counselor.” In addition to 

occasional meetings in clinical settings, one such professional sometimes even “goes in 

my class basically…” and “observes” the class and subsequently “just talk[s] about what 

happened in class” with Franklin.  

College and university offices and personnel were also mentioned as sources of 

support. One institution had a highly publicized area called the Learning Commons 

located in a central academic building which had numerous on-demand tutors. 

Christopher, Edmund, and Franklin praised the service and used it often. Gregory and 

David also spoke highly of some “passionate” and “supportive” teachers at their 

community college.  
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Institution Step 3: Personalized Adaptation 

Students who were able to make strong connections with institutional 

representatives were often recipients of what we have termed personalized adaptation, 

defined as instances in which institutional resources, norms, accommodations, or 

policies were seen as malleable and adaptable to the needs of the individual student 

with autism. These instances were not typical of the institution nor indicative of a larger 

program or initiative to support students with autism; rather, they came when the 

student with autism happened upon an individual (instructor, staff member, or 

administrator) who took a special interest in the student.  

Academic advisors and course instructors who were willing to listen and adapt to 

the needs of their students seemed particularly important. Adam reflected positively on 

experiences with advisors who were “trained to listen” instead of just handing out 

generic course requirements. He went to the same advisor “for the rest of my time [at 

that college]” after the advisor showed compassion towards him after returning to class 

from a hospital stay. Edmund highlighted the efforts of an English professor who 

“walked me through… tutored me” and another “very accommodating” teacher who “let 

me come to his office to finish my homework when I was running low on time to 

finish.”  

Conversely, the lack of such personalized adaptation left students with autism 

vulnerable to significant difficulties. David, for example, experienced a significant illness 

and began missing class and failing exams. His professors neither noticed nor reached 

out; if they had, David said he “would have realized I needed to… medically withdraw… 

but that didn’t happen,” and the resulting poor performance in the class caused 

complications as he pursued his subsequent coursework.  

On only two occasions did an interviewed student describe personalized 

adaptation that was enacted through coordinated institutional efforts. In the first case, 

through a series of discussions with administrators and instructors, Brian was allowed to 

re-enroll in a local technical college – with specific conditions attached – the semester 

after being dismissed because his in-class behavior toward a classmate led to a sexual 

harassment complaint. In the second, Christopher was allowed retake a course he had 

just failed “for a forgiveness grade. This time we got - we actually talked to both the 

staff at the learning commons and the staff at the disability service center. And the two 

worked together to get me set up with a, uh, a specialized tutor.” 
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Convergence Step 3: (Re)Solving the Problem 

By leveraging their connections to a personal support system, and by embracing 

the personalized adaptations some students received from their postsecondary 

institutions, some students were able to solve problems that – though initially 

recognized when the students’ autism-related characteristics intersected with colleges’ 

standard operating procedures – had been subsequently redefined as individuals’ sense 

of identity shaped their responses to institutions’ formal accommodation efforts. 

Piecemeal solutions to unique problems, however, do not appear to be permanent or 

easily transferable to other contexts. Students spoke of navigating similar problems in 

multiple settings over extended periods of time. And institutions may not easily 

translate personalized adaptations into institution-wide policy, practice, or culture.  

Of course, individual students would benefit from having a better understanding 

of their legal rights, institutional policies, personal strengths/weaknesses, support 

systems, and sense of identity. Personal development was an ongoing process for the 

interviewed students. In particular, students emphasized the importance of, as Gregory 

put it, “step[ping] out of my comfort zone where I had to talk to other people.” To do 

so, he suggested students “take extracurricular activities but meet new people, take up 

a sport but at the same time you need to just start reading self-help books.” Whether 

through self-help books, professional support personnel, further education, or trial, 

error, and reflection, most students recognized that continued success will require 

continued personal improvement. After graduating college, Gregory joined a public 

speaking club and took up ballroom dancing to improve his interpersonal skills. Edmund 

continues to work on “get[ting] over the shyness. I’m trying to think on my feet and 

improve my social skills especially with people my own age.” 

To sustain conditions that would improve college success for students with 

autism, students articulated the need for widespread and sustained change within the 

academy writ-large. Adam suggested the need for better faculty training, incorporation 

of disability policy discussions into classroom lectures, increased presentations by 

advisors or disability service center personnel, and even a revamping of the traditional 

orientation session so students “don’t get this massive information all at once and then 

forget it all and then they don’t go to use the resources when they need them.” With 

these changes, institutions could implement “some way of structuring the college 

experience so that people like, especially, you know, Autistic people or Asperger’s 
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people who need more support or could use more support to somehow remind them in 

a formal way that these services exist without you know making a big fuss about it.” 

    

DISCUSSION and IMPLICATIONS 

Students with autism have, by and large, flown under the radar at colleges and 

universities across the United States. The population has thus far gone unmentioned 

our field’s top research journals, is overlooked on many campuses because autism is 

generally an invisible disability, and may be ignored by faculty members or 

administrators who believe these students’ needs are being met by the 

accommodations provided through an institution’s disability service center. Although 

notable exceptions exist, current policies, practices, structures, and cultures in US 

institutions of higher education do not appear well suited to facilitate college success for 

students on the autism spectrum. The model presented in this paper provides a 

descriptive portrait of how the interviewed students experienced interactions with their 

postsecondary institutions. The model can also be used to guide proactive efforts on 

the part of both students and institutions who are committed to college success for 

students on the autism spectrum. 

 

Getting Ahead of Predictable Problems 

Our model suggests that college students with autism initially encounter problems 

when the students’ autism related characteristics intersect with institutions’ standard 

operating procedures. Findings from our study, and other research examining the 

postsecondary experience of students on the autism spectrum, provide initial evidence 

with which educators could anticipate likely points of intersection between institutions 

standard operating procedures and the characteristics of individuals with autism. Simply 

put, we can anticipate where students with autism are likely to run into problems with 

the way institutions normally operate. If we can anticipate where these points of 

tension may occur, institutions may be able to proactively take steps to “get ahead of 

the problem.” In this section, we identify a few of those predictable points of tension 

and offer tentative suggestions for how institutions might be able to address these 

issues before they become problems. 

Orientation. In a sort of tragic irony, students with autism may find their 

institution's’ standard operating procedures incompatible with their autism-related 

characteristics during their very first activity is a new college student. Although college 
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orientation sessions are meant to provide students with a supportive environment in 

which to transition into the new institution, the activities typical of today’s college 

orientations may have just the opposite effect for students with autism.  

Consider a typical college orientation program. Hundreds of strangers, nervous 

with anticipation and excited by the opportunities of a new environment, are crowded 

into an auditorium. Common “icebreaker” activities ask students to speak publicly about 

themselves to a room full of relative strangers. A subsequent parade of speakers hand 

out flyers and show PowerPoint slides filled with details about people, places, activities, 

and services available to the student in college. To break up the monotony with the 

boredom, orientation sessions are often filled with high energy skits, role-playing, 

videos, or student engagement activities.  

Yet each of these widespread practices can cause considerable difficulty for 

students with autism. Many students with autism have sensory processing issues, 

meaning the bright lights and loud noises that typically accompany “high-energy” 

student affairs activities may be physically painful to these students. Also common 

among students with autism are deficits in “executive functioning” that make it difficult 

to switch attention between topics, integrate information rapidly distributed through 

multiple modes of communication, or organize information for easy retrieval later. 

Difficulties maintaining eye-contact or engaging in small talk can make it distressing for 

students with autism to participate in minimally-structured introductions to other new 

students.  

A few simple adjustments to standard orientation practices could qualitatively 

improve the experience of entering autistic students without interfering with any other 

aspect of orientation. For example, orientation leaders could compile all of the 

presenters’ slides ahead of time and place them online but a shared location in the 

order in which they will be presented. Such a setup will allow students who want it the 

opportunity process information linearly, access information in the manner that works 

best for them, and have a preset organization in place should they wish to refer to the 

slides afterwards. Another simple adjustment could be to stagger the schedule to 

incorporate periodic “self-care” or “personal rejuvenation” breaks, something as simple 

as a five-minute break at the end of every hour. To most students, these breaks may 

be simply a convenient time to go get a drink or use the restroom. But the breaks 

would also provide students with autism the opportunity to find a quiet spot where they 
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could enjoy a few moments respite from the intense sensory input and social pressure 

present throughout most of orientation. 

Conduct. While simple, proactive modifications to current practices in 

orientation may provide unobtrusive mechanisms to improve college student success, 

addressing autism in the realm of student conduct are likely to be considerably more 

challenging, reactive, and legally/ethically complex.  

Individuals with autism tend to recognize and implement logically consistent, 

rule-based frames upon the world. As such, college students with autism are likely to be 

inclined to adhere to clearly articulated policies built upon by logical arguments. But 

many areas of student life are not so clearly delineated. Even when included as a 

required part of every syllabus, some college policies remain open to widely varying 

interpretations. For example, presumably academic honor codes prohibit cheating, but 

many such codes allow individual faculty members to determine which behaviors 

constitute cheating in a given class or on a given assignment. Although looking over a 

neighbor's shoulder to copy the answer to a test question is uniformly understood to be 

cheating, different faculty members may hold different views about students comparing 

answers to a weekly homework assignment. 

Academic policies, however, are typically far more explicit than are institutional 

policies guiding student conduct outside of class; even more unclear are the often-

fluctuating and largely-hidden rules of college social life. The widely-known, but not 

universal, social rules that that govern many mainstays of the traditional college 

experience (e.g., living with a roommate, eating at a cafeteria, attending a sporting 

event, and going to a party) may be difficult for a student with autism to recognize, 

define, or follow. Moreover, although institutions often have rules governing some 

behaviors (e.g. alcohol in the residence halls or at sporting events), these formal 

institutional rules are not always followed by students, enforced by staff, or consistent 

with informal campus culture. Of course, inconsistencies between formal policy and 

informal institutional culture have implications that extend far beyond just students with 

autism.  

 

Getting Beyond the Disability Service Center 

Nearly all the students interviewed for the study made specific mention of a 

disability service center on campus. For these students, the disability service center was 

the natural starting place when considering how the institution responds to their needs. 
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Anecdotally, in conversations we have had with faculty members and student affairs 

staff from multiple institutions, it seems postsecondary professionals hold much the 

same view. In fact, findings from our current study suggests that the vast majority of 

postsecondary personnel perceive the disability service center as the (not a) 

institutional mechanism through which these students’ distinctive issues should be 

addressed. But in doing so, these postsecondary professionals effectively abdicate 

themselves from responsibility for serving all of their students, reinforce the notion that 

autistic college students must solicit an official “disabled” label through formal self-

disclosure, and reinforce the “othering” of students who are at increased risk of being 

excluded from many of the social involvements that typify a traditional college 

experience. Therefore, although we recognize the critical importance of formal 

accommodations offered through student disability service centers, our model suggests 

that such accommodations may be necessary but insufficient to facilitate success for 

college students with autism. 

Though many centers such as this offer generic services for students (extended 

time on tests, note taking services) and have expert for a variety of learning disabilities 

or impairments, having a specific advisor (or “case worker” of sorts) for students with 

autism would be an enormous benefit in helping them navigate institutional 

frameworks. This case worker could serve as a consistent point of contact for 

neurodiverse students at the institution. As many large university departments work in 

a siloed fashion, trying to accommodate students across functional areas can lead to 

concerns of FERPA violations, especially if the administrator is not familiar with the 

needs of ASD students.  

A dedicated professional with expert knowledge of the needs of ASD students 

could instead liaise with a variety of departments to understand the processes and 

procedures that most typically vex students with autism -- for example navigating a 

roommate agreement or room reassignment in housing, or finding the right tutor after 

struggling in a class. This case manager could then be in a unique position to advise 

these students on how to move through an institutional bureaucracy, without taking the 

necessary steps for them or disclosing information to other professionals that may 

violate FERPA. This case worker could also perform a variety of functions not directly 

related to student affairs, but that could also facilitate the success of college students 

with autism. Such a population specific liaison would not be unheard of. Most 

prominently, many athletic departments hire professionals dedicated to facilitating the 
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student athletes success while navigating various elements of the college experience. 

The athletic department, or some subsidiary unit affiliated with the athletic department, 

may be tasked with coordinating a student’s schedule, finding appropriate tutors, 

planning a student’s daily activities, and coordinating with other campus professionals 

(e.g., faculty members, student affairs units, financial aid office) when a student issue 

crosses over traditional institutional boundaries. Deans of Students at some institutions, 

likewise, provide coordinating services when students become the victim of a crime or a 

serious illness that impedes their ability to proceed unimpeded through college. 

Academic offices and tutoring centers could also take initiatives to provide 

continued training to their employees about how to be more inclusive and best serve 

students with autism, similar to LGBT Safe Zone trainings across the country. With 

many students in this study explaining that they learn in a “linear” fashion, specialized 

tutors familiar with core classes could help students with autism navigate the college 

curriculum. Social justice programs could emphasize ability identities more frequently in 

their discussions and specifically invite autistic populations into such spaces. In the 

same vein, student leaders across campus such as resident assistants or orientation 

leaders are typically given trainings on how to support different student populations -- 

incorporating information on how to serve and assist students with autism could make a 

significant impact if such support came from peers.  

Even without the resources to implement specialized positions, institutions can 

still make subtle changes to support students with autism. Updating websites to make 

procedural information more easily accessible can provide students with autism with a 

starting point for resolving problems. Liberal advertising of co-curricular resources (e.g. 

tutoring center, counseling center) can be implemented or directly sent to students who 

have indicated that they may need some additional assistance. Student affairs 

professionals could join academic instructors to provide workshops regarding campus 

involvement and/or socialization into the academic community, which a number of 

students in this study said would be necessary to succeed in college. Topics could 

include joining clubs or organizations, speaking with professors after class, or taking on 

leadership roles in group work assignments. And as both the number of college 

students with autism and the body of literature addressing this population continues to 

grow, graduate preparation programs would do well to incorporate discussions of 

college students with autism into their courses so as to provide a solid starting ground 

for soon-to-be new professionals in the field. 
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CONCLUSION 

Ten years ago, 1 in 150 8-year-old children was diagnosed with an autism 

spectrum disorder. Today, the number is 1 in 68. Ten years from now, when this year’s 

8-year-olds turn 18 and look to make the transition to college, their ranks will include 

more students with autism than ever before. As the number of students with autism 

going college has risen, it has become increasingly necessary for institutions of 

postsecondary education to recognize and respond to the growing number of students 

with autism on their campuses. But campuses can do more than just respond to specific 

incident when a specific student asks for specific accommodations under a specific legal 

authority. Using the model presented in this paper, colleges and universities can take 

proactive steps to facilitate the success of college students with autism.  
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