
Although research regarding neurodiversity has grown over the past few decades, 

especially related to children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), relatively little research 

exists regarding the experiences of adults on the autism spectrum. Of particular concern is the 

lack of data on the postsecondary experiences and outcomes for individuals on the spectrum, 

especially considering that each year, roughly 49,000 individuals diagnosed with autism 

spectrum disorders (ASD) complete high school (Wei, Wagner, Hudson, Yu, & Javitz, 

2015). Approximately 16,000 of those students will pursue higher education (Wei, Wagner et al., 

2015); however, national statistics confirm that only 38.8% of those will graduate (Newman et 

al., 2011). As high-functioning individuals may have the capacity to 

meet postsecondary academic expectations, the primary areas of concern are likely related to the 

social aspects of the college transition.   
 

To this end, the current study attempts to identify one such mechanism to 

facilitate social integration on campus–musical social groups–for its merits as a medium of 

assimilation into college society for ASD individuals. Musical ensembles generally support 

the development of… Through these ensembles, inclusive of 

both neurotypical and neurodiverse peers, these individuals may gain a valuable 

space for developing social skills and relationships relationships.   

 

To my knowledge, there have been no students conducted on this subject at a 

postsecondary level. Likewise, neurotypical individuals may better understand how music may 

be used in creating accepting spaces for individuals on the autism spectrum by listening to their 

experiences.   
 

In the last couple decades, individuals on the autism spectrum have created online 

communities for discussing struggles, successes, and concerns. Three of these resources 

(Wrongplanet.net, r/autism, r/aspergers), one hundred unique individuals who had participated 

in, or were currently involved in, a musical ensemble in college were recruited to complete a 

survey. In this survey, participants were asked about their experiences in the ensemble as it 

related to their experiences as an individual on the autism spectrum, their music background and 

perspectives, and their perspective of their autism. Multiple choice (e.g. What kind of music 

group(s) did you participate in?), fill-in-the-blank (What instrument/part did you play in your 

group(s)?, and Five-Point Likert-scale style questions (e.g. I have made friends through musical 

groups in college) were used throughout.   

 

The results of this study suggest that playing in a music ensemble in college is a positive 

social experience for individuals on the autism spectrum. 90% indicated that they had made new 

friends and 86% noted that they played in groups without anyone else on the autism 

spectrum. Additionally, participants’ responses to questions regarding disclosure of their 

condition and the importance of their condition to their personality appear to support the idea 

that the stigma surrounding disclosure persists as a concerning issue, even on college campuses 

and in ensembles.  80% of participants identified autism as a big part of their 

personality, but 70% said it is difficult to disclose.   

 

Future endeavors should be made to better understand how music ensembles differ from 

other social extracurricular activities, and what benefits may be reaped from each for those on 

the spectrum.    

 


