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College Autism Network

Our plan for today

• Who we are (and who you are)

• Some background on ASD/Asperger’s

• Challenges on campus

• Strategies



Asperger Syndrome (High Functioning 
Autism)

What do you know about students on the Autism Spectrum?



College Autism Network

Students with Autism Coming to College

• Estimates range from 16,000 to 100,000 (depending on 
“diagnosis”)

• Around one-third of these students graduate

• College support ranges from none to comprehensive programs
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Three approaches

• “Fix” the student

• Respond to the characteristic or behavior

• Change the environment
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Why serve these students?  Three 
motivations:

• Economic 
(institutions and beyond)

• Political 
(activism and legislation are pushing us forward)

• Moral 
(we have always led our institutions in making our campuses more 
inclusive, and we must do it now as well)
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Understanding Autism

• A hard-wired, brain-based difference
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Autism is brain-based and hard-wired
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Understanding Autism

• A hard-wired, brain-based difference

• Not a disease or disorder to be “cured” but differences to be 
understood and supported

• “1 in 68” says the CDC

• Great potential for learning and growth

• No two students are the same

• Names and terms and labels (Autism v. Autism Spectrum 
Disorder v. Asperger Syndrome)



The Autism 

Spectrum
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High-Functioning 
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Diagnosis of ASD/Asperger Syndrome

• The DSM IV and V:

• Impairments in social interaction 

• Impairments in communication

• Repetitive behaviors and/or or overly-intense interest in topics

• A “spectrum” disorder



Common Traits of Asperger Syndrome
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1. Finger-flicking

2. Change in routine is hard

3. Very particular about food

4. Smells can cause anxiety, 
nervousness

5. Noises, too

6. Hyperfocus on a subject

7. Likes to wear the same 
thing

8. Doesn’t always get sarcasm

9. Doesn’t tolerate crowds well

10.Talks really fast

Don’s List



Drilling down into the characteristics

• Impairments in social interaction:
• Difficulty reading social cues, the unwritten “rules of engagement”
• Challenges with social context
• Less concerned about social perceptions 
• Rule-governed and routine-driven

• Impairments in communication:
• Odd prosody
• Obsessive interests and extensive talking
• Literal; challenged by sarcasm

• Sensory sensitivity (noise, bright lights, tastes, smells, physical 
contact)



Perspective and proportion

• Students with autism often have difficulty distinguishing between 
trivial, or less important, information and significant, “big picture” 
things.

• When faced with something that doesn’t “fit,” or causes some 
distress, a student with autism may react in a way that seems 
disproportionate to the circumstances.



Three causes of stress

• Transitions 
• To college
• Between classes
• Between topics

• Task-switching 
• Small group to large group discussion 
• Stopping, then returning, to a discussion after an interruption

• Unexpected activities 
• e.g., a guest speaker, a change in an assignment



What does this look like in the classroom?

In the classroom:
• Communication can seem odd or different:

• Talks too much, goes on and on about a topic
• Struggles with abstract concepts and different perspectives

• Can be challenged by assignments:
• Seeks very specific instructions, is challenged by vague or flexible tasks
• Work may not be turned in on time, or at all
• Generalizing skills and concepts is difficult

• The social aspect of class may be stressful or difficult to manage
• Working in small groups
• Presenting in front of class
• Critiquing others’ work, or being critiqued



What does this look like outside of class?

• Residential living challenges
• Sensory sensitivities
• Social cues and unspoken rules of social life
• Roommate challenges/floor and hall interactions can be difficult

• Student activities
• Seeks social interactions through organizations and activities, but 

communication and social differences cause conflicts

• Student conduct
• Often accused of stalking or other unwanted attention
• Follows rules…but not necessarily the ones we know



What does this look like on campus?
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A Big Challenge

• Co-morbidity rates of anxiety and depression are higher than in 
non-ASD population

• Rates of anxiety and depression do not decrease over time at 
same rates as non-ASD populations



Three sources of reassurance

• Rules
• Rather than respond to a fluid environment, people with autism often rely on 

“rules” to structure their activities

• Routine
• Predictability and stability are important; interruptions to routine can cause 

stress

• Prediction
• “We are going to have a guest speaker tomorrow who will show a short video 

and then discuss it, and you will have an opportunity to ask questions”



Some strategies that can make a difference in 
the classroom:

• Use direct communication
• Provide “rules of engagement” and be explicit with plans
• Be patient in conversation and with a student’s effort
• Be aware of environmental and sensory sensitivities
• Work with students to create individualized plans
• Use Universal Design for Learning strategies (multiple means of 

presenting material, assessing learning)
• Form intentional small groups, assist other students in working 

together



Some strategies beyond the classroom

• Direct communication
• A “translator” (compassionate peer)
• Respect for different perspective
• Space and patience with a disproportionate response
• Recognition that transitions take longer  



And in every setting:

•Training, education and support for faculty, staff 
and students 



It’s not just about “accommodations”

Accommodations 

+ Understanding

+ Compassion 

Success
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Why serve these students?  Three 
motivations:

• Economic 
(institutions and beyond)

• Political 
(activism and legislation are pushing us forward)

• Moral 
(we have always led our institutions in making our campuses more 
inclusive, and we must do it now as well)



Please contact us!

• Lee Burdette Williams, Director of Higher Education Training and 
Development, College Autism Network
• lee@collegeautismnetwork.org
• www.Collegeautismnetwork.org

• Kyle Reardon, Assistant Director, Mansfield Hall
• kyle@mansfieldhall.org
• www.mansfieldhall.org

mailto:lee@collegeautismnetwork.org
http://www.collegeautismnetwork.org/
mailto:kyle@mansfieldhall.org
http://www.mansfieldhall.org/

