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Contexts

As institutional support for special education is declining in
many U.S. contexts, what can be still done at the department,
faculty, and researcher level to implement the types of
supports identified in this study?



Background

» Prior research has shown that autistic students often encounter significant
challenges in higher education (Alverson et al., 2019; Anderson & Butt, 2017;
Hillier et al., 2018).

= Studies have identified multiple factors influencing both positive (e.g., self-
determination, advocacy skills, accommodations from disability support
offices) and negative experiences (e.g., disclosing diagnosis, social
difficulties) (Kim & LaPoint, 2021; Cai & Richdale, 2016; Van Hees et al.,
2015)

= However, little is known about how these unfold across specific stages of the
college journey.

= Therefore, we focus on transition, adjustment, and persistence, recognizing
that different types of support may be needed at each phase to help students

succeed Iin their college experience.



Background: Transition

» Conceptualized as the move into higher education, changing routine,
relationships, assumptions, and roles (Schlossberg, 1984).

= Stressful period: Autistic students experience similar transition stress as peers
(Alverson et al., 2019; Anderson & Butt, 2017; Gurbuz et al., 2019).

 Emerging adulthood: Brings increased expectations for independence and
responsibility (Arnett, 2004).

* Focus of research: College preparation and first-year experience, as most

dropouts occur in the first year (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2007; Heublein et al., 2017;
Tinto, 1982).



Background: Adjustment

» Conceptualized as students’ internal sense of managing the higher education
context (Hurtado et al., 2007).

 Baczewski et al. (2021): Autistic first-year students showed similar adjustment to
peers with ADHD and without diagnoses. Social confidence and ease of making
friends supported positive adjustment across all groups.

= Gap: Limited research specifically focused on adjustment in autistic students.



Background: Intention to Persist

= Conceptualized as: expressed commitment to continue enroliment
(Beadlescomb, 2019).

= Autistic students: Report social and academic barriers contributing to negative
experiences and dropout (Cage & Howes, 2020; Wei et al., 2014).

 Proxy measure: Intent to persist often used as a proxy for actual persistence
(Bean, 1980; Braxton et al., 1997).

» Evidence base: Strong associations between intent and persistence (Barnett,
2011; Cabrera et al., 1993); supported by the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen,

1985). Y

a person’s behavior is primarily predicted by
their intention to perform it

= Predictors: Academic satisfaction and social integration significantly predict
intent to persist among students with learning disabilities (DaDeppo, 2009).



Methods: Participants

» |nstitutions with varying levels of disability support

= 30 institutions from each tier of the K&W
Guide (Kravets & Wax, 2019)

. o : Scoton i The K&W Guide to Colleges for Students
S peCIfI Cal |y ta rgeted commun Ity COI | eges { ggEIEE‘E:'E% with Learning Differences, 16th Edition: 350+
. . . ) - mcss Schools with Programs or Services for
M u |t| ple recru Itm ent SOUrces. -.h..n*' Students with ADHD, ASD, or Learning
= DSOs & student affairs offices (~100 colleges Yy | Diferences (College Adrmisions Guides
CO n taCted ) ;:;s .:h.i zi:c?tm:, Revf;:jé.;r:;;r), Marybeth Kravets (Author), & 1 £7}

FIND THE RIGHT SCHOOL FOR YOUR SPECIFIC NEEDS. This indispensable
-esource will help students with ADHD, Autism Spectrum Disorder, or
learning differences find and apply to their personal best-fit college.

» Flyers posted on campuses
= Qutreach through autism-specific
organizations (e.g., AANE) and colleagues

» Final sample: 26 autistic undergraduates from 15
U.S. 4-year institutions

Hundreds of thousands of students with learning differences head to college
At vnar Thies - iven and thai
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Methods: Participants

Table 1
Participant Characteristics.
Demographic Variable Frequency (%)
Gender (Male: Female: Other) 11 (40.7) : 13 (48.1) : 3 (11.1)
Ethnicity”
European American 21 (77.8)
African American 2(7.4)
Asian 2(7.49)
Other (American Indian/Hispanic) 3(11.1)
Grade Level
Freshman 5(18.5)
Sophomore 4 (14.8)
Junior 7 (25.9)
Senior 9 (33.3)
Other (fifth year, leave of absence) 2(7.4)
On Individualized Education Program in
K-12
Yes: No 16 (59.3) : 11 (40.7)
History of other developmental disabilities 12 (44.4)
ADHD 7 (25.9)
Learning disabilities 1(3.7)
Mean (SD)
Age (years) 21.81 (4.22)

? Ethnicity categories are not mutually exclusive. ADHD = attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder.



Methods: Data Collection and Analysis

Data Collection

=  Semi-structured interviews conducted online (Facetime or Zoom)
= |nterview guide shared with participants in advance

= Participants could pause/resume at any time

= Average length: 46 minutes (range: 18—59 minutes)

Data Analysis
= Approach: Qualitative content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005)

Validation
Member check
with 2 participants

Initial Coding Subtheme Theme Iterative

Two coders Development Development Refinement
independently Grouped codes into Reorganized Applied scheme to
Audit: 2
researchers
reviewed design &
findings

open-coded 13 subthemes first subthemes into remaining data;
transcripts independently, 12 broader Added/revised the
(half) to refined through themes through scheme iteratively
develop codes discussion discussion as needed

In this presentation, we focus on three themes related to transition, adjustment, and persistence.



Results: Factors Influencing Transition

Geographic Proximity to
Home and Family Support

| would also say that the transition was easier
because | stayed in the region. Nashville was
always where my family came if we wanted to
go to one of the bigger malls or go to a nice
restaurant. Just already knowing the area,
and having visited the area with my family
made that transition easier for me than maybe
for some people (P13, Female, Junior but
graduating).

Structured Transition
Programs

Differences between High
School and College

Practical Issues

Social Relationships on
Campus




Results: Factors Influencing Transition

Geographic Proixmity to
Home and Family Support

There was a first semester class called
Succeed [Pseudonym], and it’s just one
credit for an hour a week. It basically goes
through the time management stuff. How to
really navigate the school, like how to be
able to succeed and do your best, with
whatever issues you may have. That was a
really good class for me. That was huge
(P3, Male, Senior).

Structured Transition
Programs

Differences between High
School and College

Practical Issues

Social Relationships on
Campus




Results: Factors Influencing Transition

Geographic Proixmity to
Home and Family Support

Structured Transition

Programs Nothing really prepares you for college. High

school was much easier because you have
people who support you. Probably the
hardest part is when you’re in college and
no one does that for you anymore (P20,
Female, Junior).

Differences between High
School and College

Practical Issues

Social Relationships on
Campus




Results: Factors Influencing Transition

Geographic Proixmity to
Home and Family Support

Structured Transition

Navigating Campus: | had to have
Programs

someone help me learn which roads to take
to get there and how to get to the buildings
once | got there (P24, Female, Junior)
Housing: | wounded up having this really
negative housing situation in my first few
months (P12, Genderqueer, Junior but
taking leave of absence)

Differences between High
School and College

Practical Issues

Social Relationships on
Campus




Results: Factors Influencing Transition

Geographic Proixmity to
Home and Family Support

Positive: It was a pretty good transition
because | had already met people through
the marching band before classes started. It
was easy to talk to them because we have
the same interests. | already had people
there. (P8, Male, Senior).

Negative: I'm just not that good at meeting
new people. And when you are a freshman,
everyone is basically friends and doing
everything together and stuff. | had a pretty
hard time (P27, Female, Junior).

Structured Transition
Programs

Differences between High
School and College

Practical Issues

Social Relationships on
Campus




Results: Factors Impacting Perception of Adjustment

Familiarity with Routines
on Campus

Academic Success

Engaging with Others and
Developing Friendships

When asked about their adjustment to college life,

all participants indicated they feel more adjusted

now than when they first started HEI.




Results: Factors Impacting Perception of Adjustment

Familiarity with Routines : Engaging with Others and
Academic Success . : )
on Campus Developing Friendships

Especially the fact that I've found a lot of
comfort in the schedule and what day in
day out looks like. Some people may get
bored, but | find it really comforting (P10,
Transgender Male, Freshman)

Developing daily schedules and rhythms
Building time management strategies
Comfort derived from routine and predictability
Campus becoming more familiar than home




Results: Factors Impacting Perception of Adjustment

Familiarity with Routines Positive Academic Engaging with Others and
on Campus Experiences Developing Friendships

It also depends on what class. If you're in
a class of 200, it's going to need much
more time just getting one on one help
from your professor. But if it's a class
with 20 people, it's more doable and
enjoyable (P20, Female, Junior).

Developing realistic academic goals
Positive professor relationships and accommodations
Class size influencing adjustment



Results: Factors Impacting Perception of Adjustment

Familiarity with Routines Positive Academic Engaging with Others and
on Campus Experiences Developing Friendships

I've adjusted to my specific college situation,
but | don'’t feel that I've had the college
experience other people have, like going to
parties, meeting people. I'm comfortable with
the system that I've had going for my college
experience (P14, Female, Senior).

| would say that’s about when |
started to feel well-adjusted
because | had found the
community here (P13, Female,
Junior but graduating).

= Developing friendships and sense of community
= Adjusting without traditional “college experience” (parties, large social groups)



Results: Persistence

Desire to Learn

I've always loved the idea of being able to
have some sort of specialized education

that’s really geared toward what you want to
do with your life. But like being able to really
learn about what you want to do (Iris,
woman, junior, White)

Practical Utility of the
College Degree

Feelings of
Accomplishment

Family Values About
College Degree




Results: Persistence

Desire to Learn Working in cyber security, certification
definitely plays a big role, but for the most
part, to move up at all or get any more
raises, a degree is pretty much required

(Lam, man, first-year student, White).

Practical Utility of the
College Degree

| grew up in poverty, and that pushes
me because | want to help my family
advance (Umar, transgender man, first-year
student, White)

Feelings of
Accomplishment

Family Values About
College Degree




Results: Persistence

Desire to Learn Three out of four nontraditional (i.e.,

students who entered the postsecondary
institutions late, for instance, in their 30s,
were employed off-campus) mentioned,

| never got to finish the first time around. |
thought it would be done in like two years.
I'm 38 now. So, I'm pretty persistent so I'd
like to get this done. I'll get that tassel
(Landon, man, junior, White).

Practical Utility of the
College Degree

Feelings of
Accomplishment

Family Values About
College Degree




Results: Persistence

Desire to Learn

| was raised knowing that education is the
most important thing and that opens up
doors for you. So as long as | know
whatever | want to do, | know that | can
achieve it through my education (Uri,
woman, first-year student, White).

Practical Utility of the
College Degree

Feelings of
Accomplishment

Family Values About
College Degree




Discussion

 When comparing to the literature on non-autistic college students, there are
similarities between autistic and non-autistic students in how they transition to,
adjust to, and persist in college.

= Social relationships were not a major theme for persistence, which may reflect fewer
interests in traditional social engagement or prior negative experiences during
transition or K-12 experiences.

= Autistic undergraduates navigate higher education with both unique challenges
(e.g., increased anxiety and stress, adaptive skills-related difficulties, social
interaction) and distinctive strengths (e.g., strong intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
and the formation of smaller yet tight-knit social communities)

« As challenges and influencing factors vary across phases, supports should be
tailored to each stage.



Implications for Practice

Transition

Provide structured supports:
Offer transition courses and
guidance on daily living skills
(e.g., housing, campus
navigation).

Bolster family and peer
networks: Encourage early peer
connections, and for students
without nearby family, strengthen
institutional supports to reduce
isolation.

Adjustment

Promote stability through
routines: Help students establish
daily schedules and develop time

and anxiety management strategies.

Create supportive academic
environments: Offer opportunities
for smaller classes when possible,
prioritize accessible faculty, and
provide clear academic guidance.
Validate diverse social
connections: Recognize multiple
ways of belonging, whether through
clubs and friendships or
nontraditional pathways.

Persistence

Foster multifaceted
motivation: Nurture intrinsic
motivation (love of learning),
highlight extrinsic utility
(career opportunities)
Celebrate milestones:
Recognize both major and
smaller achievements to
reinforce commitment and
reduce dropout risk.



Implications for Practice

= Bolster f

guidance
(e.g., hou
navigatio

networky
connectic
without n
institution
isolation.

Policies, programs, and proactive practices shape
whether autistic students can thrive in higher
education

Institutions need proactive outreach:
Institutions should create accessible entry points
for support.

faceted

Transition Adjustment Persistence
" omse Institution-level tis the key lever:
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Limitations

Limitations

Sample size and representation: Only 26 students from 4-year U.S. institutions, with limited
diversity, restricting generalizability

Self-selection bias: Participants were recruited through DSOs, networks, and advocacy groups;
students less connected to supports may have been underrepresented.

Reflections in Hindsight

 Limited methodological approach: The study relied on qualitative interviews without a
CBPR (Community-Based Participatory Research) framework, meaning autistic voices
shaped data only as participants, not as co-researchers.

= Emphasis on challenges: The study primarily documented barriers to transition,
adjustment, and persistence, with less attention to resilience and strengths.

» |dentity dimensions and intersectionality underexplored: Limited attention to how
autistic students’ identities were reshaped through college experiences and how these
processes intersect with other social identities.




Implications for Future Research

Since this study, more research has adopted CBPR approaches, highlighted resilience
and strengths (not only challenges), and expanded attention to identity and
intersectionality.

Implications for Future Research

Longitudinal studies: Track autistic students across multiple years to capture evolving
transition, adjustment, and persistence processes.

Larger, multi-institutional studies: Broader recruitment across institutional types
(e.g., community colleges, minority-serving institutions, international contexts)
Cross-cultural research: llluminate how institutional structures, and policy frameworks
shape autistic students’ persistence and highlight gaps between inclusive education
policies and practices across national contexts.

Intervention research: Develop professional development trainings that aim to
educate faculty and staff members on best practices for supporting autistic college
students during each phase of their college experience.
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