
Postsecondary Students with Autism-Related Characteristics: 
STEM Fields and GPA

BACKGROUND

• Attendance: Increasing numbers of students with autism attending postsecondary education
• Graduation: Current graduation rates are below 50%
• STEM Majors: Public stereotypes and “systematizing” theories suggest autistic students are 

well-suited for the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math) fields

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• RQ1: To what extent do college students exhibit autism-related characteristics?
• RQ2: Do students with high levels of autism-related characteristics pursue degrees in STEM fields ? 
• RQ3: Do autism-related characteristics relate to students’ persistence in STEM majors?
• RQ4: Are student grades (GPA) related to students’ levels of autism-related characteristics?

METHODS

• Sample: 1,219 Undergraduates at a major research university in the United States
• Data:  Autism Quotient (10-Question version; AQ10), GPA, race, gender, ACT/SAT, major
• Analyses: Comparison of means (t-tests), correlations (Pearson’s r), and regression (OLS & Logit)

RESULTS

• RQ1: Autism-related characteristics have a nearly-normal distribution across all students.
• RQ2: Relative to their non-STEM peers Students in STEM fields have slightly higher scores on the AQ10.
• RQ3: Persistence within a STEM major is not related to students’ levels of autism-related characteristics.
• RQ4: Students’ autism-related characteristics have no relationship with students’ grades (GPA).

IMPLICATIONS

• Options: Aspiring students know that they do not need to be a STEM major to succeed at university.
• Reassurance: Students should feel confident they can succeed academically in postsecondary education.
• Future Focus: Research, policy, and practice should focus on non-academic support systems.

SUMMARY / ABSTRACT

AUTISM IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION

• Increases in Enrollment
• Claims of Potential
• Evidence of Struggle
• Limited Outcome Data

AUTISM AND STEM
• Depictions as Intellectual Savants
• Perceived Prowess in Math and Science
• Systemizing Theories Suggest Potential
• Evidence of STEM Interest & Enrollment
• Limited Evidence of Successful Outcomes

PERCEPTIONS OF AUTISM, STEM, AND POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION1

Person-First (Student with Autism) or Identity-First (Autistic Student)
We do both. There is considerable disagreement about the appropriate use of language associated with 
autism, with members of some organizations preferring “identity-first” language while others advocate 
“person-first” language. The students we interviewed for one of our recent studies used a wide variety 
of terms when describing themselves and others with autism.

Autism-Related Characteristics
We use the term “autism-related characteristics” to acknowledge that autism is a spectrum with widely 
varying manifestations. The term likewise reflects our understanding that these characteristics likely 
affect academic experiences and outcomes even for students without a formal autism diagnosis.

LANGUAGE
2

RESEARCH QUESTIONS, PARTICIPANTS, DATA, AND ANALYSES3

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• RQ1: To what extent do college students exhibit autism-related characteristics?
• RQ2: Do students with high levels of autism-related characteristics pursue degrees in STEM?
• RQ3: Do autism-related characteristics relate to students’ persistence in STEM majors?
• RQ4: Are student grades (GPA) related to students’ levels of autism-related characteristics?

PARTICIPANTS & DATA

• 1,213 Undergraduates at major research university in the Southeastern United States
• 501 Freshmen; 260 Sophomore; 207 Junior; 251 Senior; 839 (69%) Women; 796 (65%) White
• Autism Spectrum Quotient (10 questions; AQ10) & Official Transcripts

ANALYSES

• T-Tests, Bivariate Correlations, Logistic Regression, Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression

IMPLICATIONS4

FOR STUDENTS

• Confidence: Students can succeed academically in postsecondary education.
• Opportunities: Students do not need to be a STEM major to succeed at university.

FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE

• Interventions/Supports: Need to focus on non-academic support systems.
• Future Research: Explore other factors contributing to persistence and graduation

(Social Integration, Personal Life-Skills, Independent Living, Psychological Well-Being)
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Students’ autism-related characteristics were measured by the 10-
question version of the Autism Spectrum Quotient. The distribution of 
AQ-10 scores (on a 40-point scale) indicates that autism-related 
characteristics have a near-normal distribution across the entire 
population of college students. 

Few students scored at either extreme; none had scores of 0 or 40.

DISTRIBUTION OF AUTISM CHARACTERISTICS
RQ
1

Consistent with previous literature, majors in the STEM fields tend to 
have students with slightly elevated levels of autism-related 
characteristics. T-tests reveal statistically significant differences in AQ10 
scores for students in STEM vs. Non-STEM majors. These differences 
appear among students who start university in a STEM field (p = .023); 
they also appear among students currently in STEM fields (p = .013).

The magnitude of these differences, however, suggest the differences 
are of little practical significance.

ENROLLMENT IN STEM FIELDS
RQ
2

Despite a recent uptick in the frequency with which autistic students 
pursue postsecondary education, current literature suggests that fewer 
than half of these students will complete their studies and earn a 
degree. To date, there have been no large-scale studies exploring one 
of the key factors affecting student persistence and graduation: their 
grades. Not only do student grades serve as a more granular and timely 
indicator of students of secondary success, many employers use GPA as 
a screening tool when considering applications for employment.

Counter to the researchers’ expectations, the results reveal no 
statistically significant relationship between students’ autism-related 
characteristics and their GPAs. The lack of such a relationship was 
consistent across both genders, all racial/ethnic groups, and for 
students at every point in their undergraduate progress. The robustness 
of these results are evident in their consistency across all of the 
variations in our statistical analyses.

GRADES / GPA
RQ
4

Both public stereotypes and “systematizing” theories of autism suggest 
that students with autism are particularly well-suited for the STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Math) fields. It is presumed  that 
autistic students are both drawn to and successful in these fields 
because the characteristics of these fields - linear, logical, 
computations, and often with clear “right” answers - are consistent with 
the way in which an autistic brain processes information. Indeed, 
emerging evidence (particularly using  data from the NLTS2 dataset) 
suggests that postsecondary students with autism disproportionately 
pursue STEM-related degrees and successfully transition from 2-year to 
4-year institutions more readily than do their non-STEM peers.

However, to graduate with STEM degrees, students who start in STEM 
fields must remain those fields throughout their postsecondary program 
of study. With this question, I explore whether students with higher 
levels of autism-related characteristics are more likely to persist in 
STEM majors throughout their undergraduate experience.

Results indicate that students’ likelihood of persistence within the STEM 
fields has no discernable relationship with the severity of their autism-
related characteristics. 

Correlations between AQ10 scores and persistence in STEM fields are 
not statistically significant (p=.425).

Logistic regression results likewise yield no significant relationship.

PERSISTENCE IN STEM MAJORS
RQ
3

STEM Non-STEM

Initial Major 21.30 20.80

Current Major 21.36 20.80

MEAN AQ10 SCORES FOR STEM AND NON-STEM MAJORS

ASD ≠ GPA
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