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Outcomes of Individuals with ASD

By almost any standard one could choose, the
outcomes of adult individuals with autism are
poor. While educational entitlement is a legal
right for children with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), many individuals fall off a service deliv-
ery cliff in adulthood. With a paucity of options
available for vocational training and few pro-
grams geared for people with ASD at the college
level, many individuals fall through the cracks
(Gerhardt & Lainer, 2011). When this lack of
engagement is coupled with aging parents, finite
economic resources, and social isolation, the
results are sobering. Many individuals with ASD
fail to continue to develop skills in adulthood,
often because they are unable to find the settings
and supports that match their needs.

The deficits associated with ASD are numer-
ous and have been well documented (e.g., restric-
tive and repetitive movements, social deficits,
and communication impairments; American
Psychiatric Association, 2013; Cai & Richdale,
2016; Ravizza et al., 2013). These deficits pose
many challenges in childhood but are mitigated
by widespread availability of services and by
intense and individualized intervention (Howard
et al., 2014). The extent to which individuals with
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ASD are prepared for the challenges of adult-
hood with that intervention is questionable.
Often, individuals with ASD remain dependent
on low ratios of student-teacher attention that are
not available in vocational settings. Work perfor-
mance may not be adequate for competitive
employment. For those who are capable of higher
education learning, the options are limited and
the supports are few.

In the National Longitudinal Transition
Study-2 (Newman et al., 2011), it was reported
that about 60% of youth with disabilities attempt
postsecondary education. However, only 32% of
those with ASD attended postsecondary educa-
tion schools. The vast majority of individuals
with ASD do not even attempt college. Given that
individuals with ASD can be motivated to learn,
these statistics are concerning.

Furthermore, 21% of individuals with ASD
had no employment or education experiences
after high school (Newman et al., 2011). Of these
individuals, 80% were living at home with their
parents. Additionally, 40% reported having no
friends, raising worries about severe social isola-
tion. From a mental health perspective, it seems
that many individuals with ASD enter adulthood
with few connections, little structure, and much
less autonomy than adults with other disabilities.

Unemployment and underemployment are
also grave concerns, as more than 50% of indi-
viduals with ASD do not have paid work after
high school (Eaves & Ho, 2008; Howlin et al.
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2014; Shattuck et al., 2012; Taylor & Seltzer,
2011). Of those who did work, most never
achieved anything close to full-time status (Eaves
& Ho, 2008; Taylor & Seltzer, 2011). Some may
even only be able to obtain work in segregated
settings such as sheltered workshops (Carter
et al., 2012; Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). In
addition to the quality of life and mental health
consequences that unemployment and underem-
ployment have on the individuals themselves,
there are additional negative financial conse-
quences for the families and for society (Jarbrink
etal., 2007; Krieger et al., 2012; Taylor & Seltzer,
2012). Whittenburg et al. (2019) analyzed
employment outcomes for over 4,000 individuals
with autism who were transition age and received
some  vocational  rehabilitation  services.
Predictably, the authors found that as levels of
education increased, so did employment rates
and weekly wages. Adults with postsecondary
education held the highest employment rate (i.e.,
68.9%) and earned the highest weekly wage (i.e.,
$207.80). In terms of underemployment, none of
the groups broken down by educational level
reached full-time employment; however, those
with postsecondary education worked more
hours than any other group (i.e., 19.1 h).
Comparatively, those who finished high school
worked an average of 14.3 h per week and earned
$129.08 per week. Hence, these data are concern-
ing from a societal perspective as well as from a
humanitarian perspective.

Much has been done to understand how indi-
viduals with ASD might be integrated more suc-
cessfully into employment contexts (Dreaver
et al., 2020). Some characteristics of workers
with ASD that have been commonly noted as
valuable include attention to detail, task focus,
passion, loyalty, and dependability (Dreaver
et al., 2020). The match between the individual
and the job seems to be of central importance. In
addition, external supports have been noted as
helping individuals to master socially relevant
work skills (e.g., personal care, boundaries with
others; Dreaver et al., 2020). In addition, adaptive
strategies can assist the worker in successfully
navigating the demands of the job. For example,
the worker may be given strategies to mitigate

sensory elements of the environment and to cre-
ate daily routines for assigned tasks. Other sup-
ports that have been suggested include regular
check-ins with supervisors, autism training for
supervisors, and access to an expert for circum-
stances requiring more support and problem-
solving (Dreaver et al., 2020). In a similar vein,
speculation has been made about how to prepare
individuals with ASD for college and how to sup-
port them once they are there.

In this chapter, we will review the enrollment
characteristics of individuals with ASD who pur-
sue higher education, their needs, the supports
that are commonly available, and strategies for
success. We will also review some program ele-
ments that are unique and some special chal-
lenges. We will also discuss best practices and
areas for future research and program
development.

Enrollment Characteristics
of People with ASD in Institutions
of Higher Education

Many individuals with autism will seek out
higher education following the completion of
their high school programs. Continued study in a
specialized degree may even be appealing for
some individuals with autism (compared with
high school), as college study allows for a more
singularly focused educational experience that
aligns with one of the core diagnostic features of
autism: restricted areas of interest (Bakker et al.,
2019; Viezel et al., 2020). There have been a
number of identified predictors for participation
in secondary education within the autism com-
munity. Chiang et al. (2012) identified family
characteristics  (e.g., parental expectations,
household income), student characteristics (e.g.,
attending a general education high school, per-
forming at grade level), and the ability to have
in-depth transition planning (e.g., including the
goal of higher education during transition plan-
ning with the student) as predictive of a success-
ful enrollment in secondary education. Seemingly,
parental involvement may play the largest role in
promoting or inhibiting college success. This
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could be in the form of support, help, motivation,
or even in the setting of expectations (Accardo,
2017).

In a large-scale study of individuals in the
United Kingdom, there were a number of interest-
ing disparities between the higher education
enrollment characteristics of individuals with
ASD and those without (Karola et al., 2016). The
rate of individuals with autism who enrolled in
higher education was 9-22%, compared to 45%
of those without autism. Students with autism
were generally younger than those without, and
there was a significantly higher proportion of
males to females with autism (i.e., a 4:1 ratio)
compared to those without autism (i.e., a 1:1 ratio;
Karola et al., 2016). There were also identified
patterns related to subject choice for those with
autism compared to those without. Students with
autism were most likely to study computer sci-
ence, creative arts and design, historical and phil-
osophical studies, and mass communications and
less likely to study medicine and dentistry and
allied medicine (Karola et al., 2016). In a much
smaller sample of 21 individuals and their fami-
lies from Michigan, all participants (i.e., parents
and individuals with autism) rated that they were
confident they would attend postsecondary educa-
tion (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009). There was a
discrepancy between what the mothers of indi-
viduals with autism aspired for and their child’s or
the father’s aspirations. Of the interviewed moth-
ers, 45% reported that a vocational or associate
degree was most likely; however, 55% said that a
4-year degree would be the goal. One mother
phrased her aspirations for her child as “in my
dreams ... I have no idea whether or not this is
realistic” (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009, p. 7).

Many individuals with autism seek out post-
secondary education for the same reasons as their
neurotypical peers. Most importantly, they seek
higher education in order to gain access to
increased job opportunities or in order to join a
specific profession that requires a college educa-
tion (Camarena & Sarigiani, 2009). However,
some individuals have also reported that they
hope to seek out new friendships and a more
independent lifestyle, either living with friends, a
roommate, or on their own (Anderson et al.,

2016). One high school student reported feeling
that college students were less judgmental and
that it would be easier to make friends on a cam-
pus setting than it had been in high school.
Anderson et al. (2016) also found a perceived
notion that friendships formed in a college setting
were lifelong in comparison to friendships
formed in high school. Additionally, many young
adults with autism identify a goal for their col-
lege experience to be joining social clubs or orga-
nizations (Accardo, 2017; Anderson et al., 2016).
Some even view that trying new things is part of
what makes a successful college experience
(Accardo, 2017).

Despite the increase in enrollment over time
by students with autism, these students are also at
the highest risk of dropping out and failing to
complete their college degree. A 2015 study
showed that the retention rate for students with a
disability is approximately 53% compared to
64% for students without a disability (Sayman,
2015). Barnard-Brak et al. (2010) found that one
reason for this disparity could be due to a lack of
understanding on the part of faculty and adminis-
tration of the diverse needs of students with a dis-
ability. Students with autism may also be less
likely to seek out services to support their needs
or may seek these services too late in their col-
lege tenure. This critical behavior is vastly differ-
ent from what is available and provided in
primary and secondary schools, where progress
is monitored and requests for assistance are solic-
ited. Unlike special education services in elemen-
tary and high school, higher education institutions
are not required to seek out, identify, and support
students with disabilities in the same way
(Barnard-Brak et al., 2010).

Many individuals with ASD now seek college
experiences, and many are capable of doing so
with appropriate accommodations and individu-
alized, embedded supports (Jansen et al., 2017).
Given the stark data on outcomes in terms of
independence and employment, increasing suc-
cess in college is an important strategy to build
additional career paths. In order to make the col-
lege environment more accessible, a variety of
needs must be assessed, and individualized sup-
ports must be provided.
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Needs of Individuals with ASD
in Institutions of Higher Education

The issues for individuals with ASD in higher
education settings are numerous and are varied.
As the rate of postsecondary enrollment for ASD
adults continues to rise (Newman et al., 2011), so
does the call to address the needs and challenges
these students face when joining the historically
unchanging climate of higher academia. In some
ways, the needs are different from those with
other disabilities. As is often the case in autism,
strengths of the learners can obscure deficits.
Furthermore, the tendency to avoid communicat-
ing can be more prominent among this group of
students. This makes it difficult to identify needs
early in the semester, and it can make it difficult
to create a success plan while the class/semester
is still salvageable.

The other issue that makes campus life chal-
lenging for individuals with ASD is that the major
challenges often lie outside of the classroom.
While some of these students present as well
qualified and capable of meeting the academic
demands, just over half of these students are
graduating (Sayman, 2015). Clearly, a variety of
factors contribute to this statistic.

Even strong high school students often floun-
der with the transition to college (Anderson et al.,
2018, 2020). While the academic demands may
not represent a large cognitive leap, there is also
often far less structure and support in the assign-
ment of tasks. In college, professors expect stu-
dents to read the syllabus, track due dates, and
proactively reach out when they need assistance.
Beyond academics, the expectations for indepen-
dent living are also daunting. It is not uncommon
for individuals with ASD to struggle the most
with campus navigation, time and task manage-
ment, emotional regulation, and social relation-
ship navigation (Grogan, 2015). There may be a
variety of social situations that the student was
not expecting or is unable to navigate indepen-
dently. Students may feel isolated if they do not
easily make friends and do not have the comfort
of living with people who support them (i.e., par-
ents and siblings).

Arguably, one of the most anticipated aspects
of the postsecondary experience for new college
students is the freedom and flexibility of their
schedule. Many college students relish the ability
to organize their extracurricular activities around
their course load and vice versa, often making
modifications with each new semester. However,
for a student with autism, this can mean the dif-
ference between maturation and attrition.

Case Example

Joshua is 18 years old and is a high school senior
and will be a freshman at a local state college
in the fall. He has done well with individual-
ized attention in high school and took honors
classes. He is more than capable of college
level work. Still, his parents are worried. He
has never lived away from home. They plan to
get him a private room, since his schedule and
behavior might irritate a roommate. His par-
ents are worried about his ability to wake up
independently on time, his tendency to pro-
crastinate, and his social isolation. They noti-
fied the college counselor of these worries and
were assured he will be on their radar, but they
are not sure it will be enough.

Coming from the structured and predictable
nature of the typical high school setting, the type
of time and task management skills required at
the collegiate level can be a challenging transi-
tion for students. The lack of structure in college
settings compared to K—12 settings can be prob-
lematic during the transition period and can be
noticeably lacking in family involvement.
Additionally, K—-12 settings have fewer academic
stressors and can be less socially isolating than
college settings (Cai & Richdale, 2016).

In contrast, this unstructured new reality, cou-
pled with the inflexible style of teaching and
learning that is common at many institutions,
leads to increased difficulty with task completion
and time management (Grogan, 2015). Anderson
et al. (2020) surveyed 102 college students with
autism in Australia and New Zealand and found
that one of the most common self-reported con-
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cerns at the postsecondary level was the
completion of academic tasks. To illustrate, stu-
dents report struggling with understanding the
syllabus and determining which details are most
important, navigating the ambiguity of course
assignments, and adjusting to the classical teach-
ing and evaluation methods being implemented
(Jansen et al., 2017). Even if the syllabus and
assignments are understood, students with autism
have indicated having a hard time planning out
their studies and being able to gauge how much
time should be spent on short- and long-term
assignments in each course throughout the
semester due to the lack of structure and routine
(Fabri et al., 2016).

In addition to the grave challenges associated
with time and task management, students with
autism may find it more difficult to navigate the
college campus itself (Longtin, 2014). Although
some postsecondary settings have a new student
orientation geared at helping incoming students
get their bearings as they enter a new setting, it
falls short of meeting the needs of ASD students.
For example, many new student orientations can
include sensory-heavy activities (e.g., band or
cheer performances, returning students cheering
on new students), which can be extremely aver-
sive and even intolerable for sensory-sensitive
individuals with autism. Additionally, these sen-
sory sensitivities can continue to be a stressor for
students throughout their duration of study, mak-
ing general campus navigation a daring feat
(Anderson et al., 2018). All considered, one of
the biggest reasons why campus navigation can
be an arduous task is because of the absent or
inadequate transition planning.

Bakker et al. (2019) evaluated the retention of
first-year students with ASD in higher education
settings by surveying 96 students with autism,
2252 students with other disabilities, and 25,000
students without autism enrolled at a major uni-
versity. Results showed that one of the areas of
need indicated for students with autism was more
robust transition planning. One suggestion made
was that ASD students visit the college campus
they have chosen to attend a few times prior to
the start of classes to gain better familiarity with
its layout and locations on campus that might be

more sensory friendly. Furthermore, it would be
helpful to obtain information for various on-
campus services (e.g., health center, disability
services) prior to the start of the semester, as well
as a decision tree to help determine if and when
contact with each service may be needed. Without
adequate transitioning, students seem to have a
more difficult time adjusting to changes in rou-
tine, classes, and location of services around
campus (Cai & Richdale, 2016).

Emotional regulation among individuals with
autism is also a serious concern, as they have
been reported to have higher rates of comorbidity
and emotional dysregulation than both neurotypi-
cal peers and peers with other disabilities (Bakker
et al., 2019; Dijkhuis et al., 2020). Difficulties
with emotional regulation are often coupled with
heightened stress, fewer social supports, and bar-
riers to the utilization of parental support com-
pared to high school settings (Cai & Richdale,
2016; Dijkhuis et al., 2020). Some common emo-
tional concerns include increased feelings of
loneliness and isolation, higher stress levels,
mood disorders, and suicidal ideation and
attempts (Van Hees et al., 2015).

Case Example

Matt is 20 and is a sophomore at a private, small
college. He is doing well academically but has
hit some rough spots socially. Last semester,
he received poor grades from a teacher and
was very angry. He had some heated email
exchanges with the professor and then decided
to meet her in the parking lot as she headed
home. In this interaction, he continued to
make his same points and was very repetitive
and insistent. The teacher later filed a com-
plaint that she felt threatened, and the student
is now being sent to a disciplinary hearing.
The family is concerned, as there was already
a complaint from a student who felt “stalked”
when she refused the romantic interest
expressed by Matt. He continued to sit near
her in the cafeteria, and she often saw him
near her, staring at her on campus. The cam-
pus police are concerned for the safety of
other students and faculty and have issued
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stern warnings to Matt. Matt is becoming
increasingly despondent about the issues,
especially the police involvement, and has
become more withdrawn.

Jackson et al. (2018) designed a cross-
sectional study to better understand their range of
postsecondary experiences; fifty-six college stu-
dents with ASD were surveyed to gather insight
regarding their academic, mental health, and
social needs and experiences. Mental health
experiences of interest included history of mental
health diagnoses, past or present suicidal behav-
ior, medication history, and symptoms related to
anxiety, depression, or stress. More than half of
all participants endorsed having a co-occurring
diagnosis and taking at least one prescribed med-
ication (Jackson et al., 2018). The mood diagno-
ses most commonly disclosed included various
types of anxiety disorders (i.e., 60.7%), depres-
sion (i.e., 35.7%), bipolar disorder (i.e., 5.4%),
and panic disorder (i.e., 1.8%). Jackson et al.
(2018) concluded that comfort with academic
coursework and feelings of loneliness were the
two most statistically significant predictors of
emotional distress and comorbidity with these
mood disorders (Jackson et al., 2018).

Alarmingly, nearly 75% of participants also
reported suicidal behavior (i.e., plan, ideation,
attempt) in their lifetime, with more than half of
the total sample endorsing suicidal ideation
within the past year (Jackson et al., 2018).
Statistically significant variables associated with
increased suicidal behavior were the number of
friends, level of academic comfort, reported lone-
liness, stress, and anxiety-related and depressive
symptoms (Jackson et al., 2018). Similar findings
were also reported in a 2020 study by Anderson
and colleagues assessing the needs and character-
istics of university students with autism in
Australia. In their survey of 102 students,
Anderson et al. (2020) found that students on the
autism spectrum presented with significantly
higher rates of suicidal ideation and self-harm
than their neurotypical peers. Furthermore,
Anderson and colleagues indicated that emotion-
ally distressed students were likely not aware of

available supports, did not feel available supports
met their needs, and demonstrated poor advocacy
skills that could potentially help them access
novel ones (Anderson et al., 2020).

Case Example

Deandra is a 21-year-old college student who is
exceptionally alone. She has tried to join a
variety of clubs and activities, but none have
resulted in meaningful connections. While she
has some “friends” who say hello to her and
greet her, she is never invited to meals or to
parties. Over time, she has tried less and
become more isolated. She now does lots of
ordering food in, joining classes synchro-
nously from her room, and letting assignments
slide. Her roommates rarely see her, and she is
failing a couple of classes.

Some mediators for emotional dysregulation
are social support and feelings of connectedness.
However, for individuals with autism, a diagnosis
characterized by deficits in social communication
and interaction, this can present a unique and
grueling challenge. While social support and a
sense of belonging have been identified as pro-
tective factors for college retention and emotional
regulation among ASD students (Karola et al.,
2016), they report having a difficult time forming
and maintaining the social connections necessary
for these relationships (Braxton & McClendon,
2001; Dijkhuis et al., 2020). For instance, stu-
dents must contend with the expectations of a
new social landscape and set of social rules, as
they are expected to be able to communicate
effectively with peers and superiors without sup-
port. They are essentially required to learn how to
navigate multiple social circles simultaneously;
they struggle with picking up on the social cues
of their classmates and teachers, connecting with
classmates, participating in course discussions,
and even knowing when and how to ask ques-
tions in class — a problem some refer to as limited
interpersonal competence (Dijkhuis et al., 2020;
Fabri et al., 2016; Van Hees et al., 2015). Van
Hees et al. (2015) corroborated these findings in
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a study of 23 adults with autism currently enrolled
in college. Based on information gathered from
participants, results showed that 75% of students
felt socially disconnected from their peers on
campus, resulting in feelings of loneliness and
isolation.

While each of these needs presents its own
challenges to students, it is important to keep in
mind that many individuals with autism in post-
secondary settings are struggling to maneuver
these needs simultaneously. Moreover, the needs
and outcomes of each often affect the others. For
instance, individuals with fewer social supports
and emotional regulation skills are more likely to
present with poorer time and task management
skills. Conversely, poorer academic performance
as a result of poor management skills can also
exacerbate socioemotional needs. If students are
not well equipped or informed enough to seek out
the campus support they need, then there is a
chance they will soon become a part of the ever-
growing attrition statistics.

Commonly Available Supports
and Services

The reality of college-based accommodations is
that they are starkly different than the educational
supports individuals with autism experience in
primary and secondary school. Students are no
longer protected under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), and as
such, institutions of higher education are not
required to ensure that students have the accom-
modations needed to be successful. This change
in support level can often leave students feeling
that they are not receiving all of the support they
need. However, there are a number of colleges
that have specific programs designed to support
students with autism (Viezel et al., 2020), and all
colleges that accept students with autism who
receive federal financial aid must provide reason-
able accommodations and support (Scheef et al.,
2019). Thus, more supports are available than
one might realize, and it is important to express
and advocate for the accommodations that the
student requires (Welkowitz & Baker, 2005).

Academic accommodations are commonly
available for individuals with disabilities and can
include extended deadlines, extra time on exams,
provision of lecture notes, separate testing loca-
tions, tutors, detailed syllabi with concrete lan-
guage, and curriculum/coursework modifications.
In some cases, a scribe may accompany the
learner to take notes. The goal of an academic
accommodation is to allow the student to com-
plete the assignment in a manner in which they
are most comfortable (Gelbar et al., 2014). A suc-
cessful accommodation should be paired to the
student’s skill deficit. For example, Jansen et al.
(2017) found that extended deadlines were most
frequently used to combat difficulty with flexibil-
ity and were used to address global information
processing deficits. For students who may take
longer with all elements of coursework, such
extensions can be very helpful. Jansen et al. also
found that the most common accommodation was
extended time for tests, and this was described by
the students interviewed to be their most highly
valued and needed accommodation. This pool of
students also indicated that taking exams in a sep-
arate location or in a smaller group helped to
reduce their stress levels and allowed for more
cohesive planning and organizing for exams
(Jansen et al., 2017). Academic supports are com-
monly given and are rated as useful by students
with ASD, although more work is needed to spe-
cifically identify the most effective strategies and
components (Anderson et al., 2019).

Social support services are also provided at
the collegiate level. The most frequently reported
social supports include supervised social activi-
ties, social skills groups, and housing accommo-
dations (Accardo et al., 2019). Supervised social
activities can help to bridge the gap and allow
students with autism to meet other students with
autism as well as forge connections with their
peers. One of the sensitive issues in this context is
disclosure. Accessing these services necessitates
disclosure. This is a highly sensitive and individ-
ualized issue. Some individuals may wish to dis-
close this, and others may feel uncomfortable
about it. It is important to note that the individual
with ASD must have agency around this
decision.
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At times, social experiences are also com-
bined with skills training, especially for complex
chains of behavior that are necessary on the cam-
pus. Supervised social activities could include
lunchtime socials, off-campus dinners, taking
public transportation into a city, or attending a
concert. Social skills groups are also commonly
available and can either be therapeutic or non-
therapeutic (Barnhill, 2016).

Case Example

Deandra could benefit immensely from a support
opportunity like this. She could meet other
students who have similar interests, and she
would be able to forge meaningful connec-
tions through repeated encounters with them
at the activities. There would also be a safe
place for her to connect with others without
leaving her in a vulnerable situation.

One of the biggest transitions for any student is
living away from home in a campus setting. Some
universities offer a college campus transition pro-
gram, which allows for students to move into their
dorms or university housing anywhere from
3 days to 6 weeks earlier than the rest of the stu-
dent body. In some programs, this may be done as
a summer program a year before entering college
as well. For students who arrive early for this spe-
cial pre-orientation, additional time on campus is
spent attending presentations and workshops in
order to get oriented to campus life (Accardo
et al., 2019; Barnhill, 2016). In a 2019 survey of
23 students with autism who attended a mid-size
university, the on-campus transition program was
the most preferred support service following aca-
demic coaching (Accardo et al., 2019).

In addition to the physical location change of
living on campus instead of at home, the expecta-
tions of independent living can be overwhelming
for students. In a survey of 30 colleges, 80%
offered instruction in life skills including laun-
dry, budgeting, and hygiene (Barnhill, 2016).
Some institutions of higher education make this a
focus during summer intensive orientation pro-
grams. In addition to getting to know the campus
and attending seminars, there are often lessons in

laundry and time management, as these are
aspects of independent living that may need more
focus (Barnhill, 2016). Even simple tasks such as
waking for class might be a new transition for a
student who has been woken each morning for
high school by their parents.

Counseling services are commonly available
to students whose struggles intensify and exceed
the social interventions available through resi-
dence life initiatives (Francis & Horn, 2017).
When individual counseling is needed, it is
important to facilitate engagement with the coun-
seling center staff. Both individual and group
counseling can help identify areas of need and
can assist in developing a plan to address the
most pressing concerns. Furthermore, individual
counseling allows for the ongoing assessment of
the most worrisome symptoms, such as suicidal
ideation, lack of initiative, and isolation from the
college community.

Case Example

Deandpra is in need of assessment and treatment
from the counseling center and will likely
require continued care to assess and address
the intensity of her depression. Weekly goals
regarding engagement might help her reverse
the course of her current path, and support
may help her access other resources.

Matt also could benefit from the counseling cen-
ter, as he learns to inhibit some of the behav-
iors that others are finding frightening.
Evidence-based strategies could be used to
identify  appropriate and  inappropriate
responses and interactions, and the therapist
could rehearse more appropriate responses to
stressful situations.

Supports Needed but Not
Commonly Available

Accardo et al. (2019) interviewed students with
autism about what supports they felt they needed
that were not provided or were not initially pro-
vided to them. One of the common themes was
the general idea of not knowing what was avail-
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able or what students would benefit from. One
student interviewed suggested that during the
start of the semester, students be provided with
an initial consultation with a service center coor-
dinator to explore what accommodations or sup-
ports would be beneficial. This ties into the idea
that students would benefit from a more personal-
ized approach to their postsecondary education
(Accardo et al., 2019). Some students may also
be unsure how to identify with their disability
without someone coaching them, which can lead
to the student being unaware of how to advocate
for themselves.

Neurotypical students may also dread the
details of registration and course planning. In
most colleges, this is associated with anxiety, and
there is often a perception of urgent competition
for available courses. One must be “ready,” hav-
ing organized options and being able to speedily
navigate course registration sites at the time of
registration. For individuals with ASD, a com-
mon complaint was the ability to plan better at
the time of course registration (Accardo et al.,
2019). Students indicated that having access to
the professors’ office hours would influence their
decisions about what courses to take based on
how it would fit into their academic schedule
(Accardo et al., 2019). Students with disabilities
are often encouraged to attend office hours to dis-
cuss any difficulties they are having with the
course or reach out for any extra help that may be
available to them. Better outcomes (e.g., better
grades, higher retention rates) have been demon-
strated to have a correlational relationship with
increased communication with faculty (Austin &
Pefia, 2017). Willey (2000) suggested that stu-
dents plan realistically when completing their
course registration and cautioned against plan-
ning back-to-back classes that were not in the
same building and not scheduling courses that
were outside of the student’s typical schedule
(e.g., early mornings, late nights). It may be help-
ful for students to mark drop dates of courses, so
as to avoid a negative impact on their grade point
average.

During classes, many different issues may
impact the student. Some of these are highly idio-
syncratic, and some are more universal. In any

case, the student must be aware of their own per-
sonal vulnerabilities and of the strategies that
work best for them. Some requests might be able
to be prophylactically made, to avoid negative
outcomes. After the semester begins, if sudden
changes in routine are upsetting, it may be help-
ful to ask the professor for advance warning for
any changes in the schedule or assignment
requirements (Willey, 2000). It may also be help-
ful to learn where and how the professor will post
changes to expectations so that the student can
know where to go to get the most up-to-date
information about the course.

It is not uncommon for those new to college to
seek a community. For an individual with special
needs, access to such a community is even more
essential. Supports that assist across learners with
special needs include physical spaces that pro-
vide solace and structure. In an interview of 12
postsecondary students enrolled in a university
program, one of the most common themes was a
safe location space to meet during the day (Scheef
et al., 2019). This is a support that may not be
readily available at all universities. Students
appreciated having a designated space to com-
plete assignments where the distractions and
environmental stimuli were minimal.
Alternatively, students also found it helpful to
have a designated space to meet with others and
play board games or just have a useful social out-
let (Scheef et al., 2019).

Strategies for Success

As the enrollment of college students with autism
continues to grow, college faculty must continue
to adapt and learn how to most effectively teach
all students. Feeling supported by faculty mem-
bers has been identified as a key component for
student success, and transversely, students suffer
when they feel they cannot seek out help or that a
faculty have a reluctance to work with them
(Herbert et al., 2014). Naturally, students will
also experience an array of responsiveness from
various faculty members who have their own his-
tory of working with students with disabilities
(Herbert et al., 2014).
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One framework for supportive faculty-student
interactions is a pedagogical approach to respon-
sive teaching, which includes structured scaffold-
ing, differentiated instruction, comprehensive
accommodations, and collaborative institutional
support (Austin & Pefia, 2017). Structured scaf-
folding has been demonstrated to be effective in
helping students with autism. This approach
involves taking larger assignments and breaking
them down into smaller components with clearly
outlined expectations (Austin & Pefia, 2017).
This method of instruction is credited for enhanc-
ing learner outcomes by increasing engagement
with course material.

Differentiated instruction involves approach-
ing content material through different methods
and approaches such as lectures, discussions,
small group projects, and interactive activities.
This pedagogical approach allows for a multidi-
mensional learning experience and enhances dif-
ferent learning styles. A responsive approach to
differentiated instruction is one in which the pro-
fessor acknowledges that it is their responsibility
to teach the content, but there are many different
ways in which this can be approached (Austin &
Pefia, 2017). This approach could also allow for
students to self-select a modality of instruction
that would benefit their studies. If the student was
aware of their own learning style, they could
request an accommodation through their profes-
sor for one modality over another.

The use of comprehensive accommodations
should focus on the strengths of each individual
student and the ways in which they are most
capable of succeeding. This approach to educa-
tion can be seen as “leveling the playing field” in
order to give everyone access to an equal educa-
tion (Austin & Pefia, 2017). This does not mean
compromising the rigor of the assignment, but
rather it allows the student the support to com-
plete the assignment in a way that is meaningful
for them. For example, some students might have
difficulty writing as a means to demonstrate their
mastery of material. They may be permitted to
present an uploaded audio file explaining the
material. Similarly, a student may have difficulty
in a class presentation, especially if comorbid
anxiety is an additional diagnosis. Such students

might be permitted to pre-record their class pre-
sentation and play it for the class.

The final pedagogical approach to responsive
teaching is collaborative institutional support. A
successful faculty member is often provided sup-
port themselves, either from the college’s dis-
abilities office or other available avenues that
support learners with disabilities (Austin & Pefia,
2017). In this way, the instructor can be assisted
to identify and implement supports and accom-
modations that improve the learner’s engagement
and performance in the class.

While these should be recognized as a good
foundational framework, faculty need to make
sure that their behavior reflects confidence,
understanding, and flexibility in working with
students who have a learning or developmental
disability. Cawthon & Cole (2010) surveyed 110
students and found only 32% of students indi-
cated that they had interacted with their profes-
sors about their learning disability. Most
concerningly, students reported a number of
obstacles that they encountered when attempting
to obtain accommodations or support services,
and at the top of the list were professors who
were unwilling to accommodate them or were
hard to schedule time with (Cawthon & Cole,
2010).

Hsiao et al. (2019) developed a yearlong, five-
module faculty development program that helps
to create proficiency with working with students
with disabilities. Module 1 focused on back-
ground information about legislation and support
as well as accommodations and how to make
environments physically welcoming. This mod-
ule also highlighted departmental and campus-
wide resources that are available for faculty
members to access. Module 2 encompassed
implications of laws and regulations, the roles
and responsibilities of faculty members, students
and disability support services, and the compo-
nents of a reasonable accommodation. This mod-
ule was led by the director of disability support
services, which made this an individualized
approach to each institution of higher education.
Module 3 was a student panel that focused on
characteristics of diverse learners and accommo-
dation strategies. One of the highlighted features
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Table 9.1 University support services and accommodations

Type of service

Universities offering the service or accommodation

Support
program/
comprehensive
care team

University of Alabama; Arkansas State University; University of Arkansas; California State
University, East Bay; University of Connecticut; Nova Southeastern University; University of
Florida; University of North Florida; University of West Florida; Emory University; University
of Idaho; Eastern Illinois University; Harper College; Ancilla College; University of
Indianapolis; Loras College; Western Kentucky University; Nicholls State University; Towson
University; Merrimack College; Eastern Michigan University; Michigan State University;
Mississippi State University; University of Missouri — St. Louis; University of Montana;
Fairleigh Dickinson University; Ramapo College; Rutgers University; Adelphi University;
Daemen College; Iona College; Manhattanville College; New York University; Purchase
College; Rochester Institute of Technology; Defiance College; Kent State University;
Muskingum University; Ohio University; The Ohio State University; Stark State College; Wright
State University; Xavier University; University of Science and Arts; University of Tulsa;
Willamette University; Carnegie Mellon University; Drexel University; Eastern University;
Edinboro University; Indiana University of Pennsylvania; Kutztown University; Mercyhurst
University; Slippery Rock University; St. Joseph’s University; West Chester University; York
College; Clemson University; Dakota State University; Austin Peay State University; University
of Tennessee at Chattanooga; Texas Tech University; University of Houston-Clear Lake; George
Mason University; Virginia Tech; Bellevue College; Seattle Central College; Marshall
University; Marquette University; St. Norbert College

Peer mentoring

Golden West College; University of Delaware; Nova Southeastern University; University of
Florida; Emory University; Harper College; Western Kentucky University; Nicholls State
University; Towson University; Merrimack College; Eastern Michigan University; Michigan
State University; Mississippi State University; University of Missouri — St. Louis; University of
Montana; Ramapo College; Rutgers University; Manhattanville College; Purchase College; Kent
State University; The Ohio State University; Drexel University; Edinboro University; Indiana
University of Pennsylvania; Kutztown University; Mercyhurst University; Marshall University;
St. Norbert College

Organized
activities/group
programs

Golden West College; Nova Southeastern University; University of Florida; Emory University;
Harper College; Ancilla College; University of Indianapolis; Western Kentucky University;
Nicholls State University; Towson University; Merrimack College; Eastern Michigan University;
Michigan State University; Mississippi State University; University of Missouri — St. Louis;
Ramapo College; Rutgers University; Manhattanville College; Purchase College; Rochester
Institute of Technology; The Ohio State University; Edinboro University; Mercyhurst University;
West Chester University; Marshall University; St. Norbert College

Social skills
groups/social
skills training

Golden West College; Nova Southeastern University; University of Florida; University of North
Florida; University of West Florida; Emory University; Ancilla College; University of
Indianapolis; Towson University; Merrimack College; Eastern Michigan University; Michigan
State University; Rutgers University; Purchase College; The Ohio State University; Drexel
University; Indiana University of Pennsylvania; Mercyhurst University; Marshall University

Career University of Delaware; University of Florida; University of North Florida; University of West

readiness Florida; Emory University; Harper College; Ancilla College; University of Indianapolis; Towson

programs/career | University; Merrimack College; Michigan State University; Mississippi State University;

planning University of Missouri — St. Louis; Ramapo College; Rutgers University; Purchase College;
Carnegie Mellon University; Drexel University; Mercyhurst University; West Chester
University; St. Norbert College

Life skills Nova Southeastern University; University of Florida; University of North Florida; University of

programs West Florida; Emory University; Ancilla College; Towson University; Eastern Michigan

University; Rutgers University; Indiana University of Pennsylvania; West Chester University;
Marshall University

Parent support
programs

Harper College; Eastern Michigan University; Ramapo College
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of this module is the suggestions provided by the
student panel for how faculty members can create
an inclusive classroom. Module 4 switched to an
accessible online learning focus with a month-
long online course delivered through the univer-
sity’s learning management system. This module
worked through how to create accessible online
content for students with disabilities and high-
lighted resources available to faculty through the
learning management system. Finally, Module 5
focused on celebrations, reflections, and moving
forward in a focus group-based discussion.

Peer Mentors

Peer mentors in postsecondary education help to
support individuals with developmental disabili-
ties across many different domains including
learning, working, and socializing. The peer
mentoring process is when a mentor guides a
mentee through a new role in a new setting by
providing modeling, support, and guidance. A
peer mentor should help support an individual to
complete a task as independently as possible,
meeting them at the level of assistance they
require (Fisher et al., 2020. Peer mentoring pro-
grams also help students to increase their social
skills and can make community participation
more successful (Gibbons et al., 2018; Harrison
et al., 2019). Additionally, these programs are a
good model for other community members and
may lead to decreased stigmatization and dis-
crimination against people with disabilities
(Athamanah et al., 2020; 1zzo & Shuman, 2013).

One pedagogical approach for peer mentor-
ship programs is to use a service-learning model.
A service-learning approach integrates commu-
nity service with academic instruction and
focuses on personal and professional growth,
development of a multicultural experience, and
awareness of a multitude of social issues
(Gibbons et al., 2018). Some peer mentorship
programs offer college students course credit for
completing a class on disabilities while mentor-
ing individuals with developmental disabilities.
Throughout the course of the semester, students
would provide weekly contact with their mentees

and could provide both academic and social sup-
port based on the need and level of support
desired (Izzo & Shuman, 2013). This model has
been demonstrated to be most effective when the
academic course matches the population with
whom the mentor works. Through the hands-on
experience of peer mentoring, mentors have been
able to engage in self-exploration, which in turn
leads to professional and personal growth
(Gibbons et al., 2018).

Specific Program Characteristics

There are currently 73 institutions of higher edu-
cation (i.e., 2-year, 4-year, and secondary support
programs) that offer individualized and group
support services for individuals on the autism
spectrum. Some of the programs are associated
with a per semester fee, while others are at no
cost to the individual (College Autism Spectrum,
n.d.). Table 9.1 shows a summary of the types of
services and supports that are provided at each of
the 73 institutions of higher education referenced
above.

Bridge Programs

A significant mediator for academic success
among students with autism in postsecondary
settings is proper transition planning (Shattuck
et al., 2012; Van Hees et al., 2015). In an effort to
close this gap, colleges and universities nation-
wide have begun to implement bridge programs
specifically for students with autism. To illus-
trate, LeTourneau University (2020) in Texas
provides students with a specialized new student
orientation, weekly individual and group coach-
ing, ongoing peer mentorship, liaison services to
increase access to campus support services, and
assistance with understanding campus culture.
While this program does prioritize the support
and matriculation of its students, it is important
to note that participation requires students to pay
an additional fee per semester and disclose their
autism diagnosis — two factors that could present
as barriers to entry for prospective students.
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The Bridge to Independence program at
Nicholls State University is the first of its kind to
be certified in Louisiana by the US Department
of Education. The focus of Nicholls’ program is
to provide support to currently enrolled students
with ASD and intellectual disabilities, including
having designated peer mentors and academic
coaches for students to assist with coursework
completion, campus navigation, and social sup-
port. Other services include modifications and
accommodations to course and diploma require-
ments, optional social skills seminars, ongoing
student check-ins, and liaison support between
students and other campus resources as needed
(Nicholls State University, 2019).

Pathways, another college bridge program
based at Illinois’ Aurora University, is unique in
its comprehensiveness, as it offers bridge pro-
grams to current high school students, newly
enrolled college students, and recent graduate
students with autism (AU Magazine, 2020).
These programs, each unique in their own right,
are merely a snapshot of the numerous transition
and support programs available to students
nationwide. While the services and emphasis of
each program differ from the next, they continue
to grow in number and breadth. To date, there are
72 college-based bridge and support programs
for students with autism across 32 states, in addi-
tion to countless college preparation programs
offered by non-academic organizations (Brown,
2021).

Transitioning into Higher Education

Individuals with ASD face many challenges as
they transition to adulthood. In almost all aspects
of life (e.g., independent living, employment,
higher education), outcomes are worrisome and
can be improved. In many ways, the supports for
adults with ASD are elusive. Some programs pro-
vide enhanced support, and these are associated
with better outcomes.

The solutions, of course, need to be incorpo-
rated much earlier into the education of individu-
als with ASD. Now that more individuals with
autism are attending college, the middle and high

school years need to be used to focus more on the
requisite skills (Gerhardt & Lainer, 2011).
Programming to enhance life skills, time man-
agement, financial planning, long-term manage-
ment skills, problem-solving skills, independent
travel, and managing a schedule of competing
demands independently should all be focused on
in middle and high school education. The devel-
opment of these skills in the high school years
can ease the transition to college and program for
success in college environments. Many of these
skills are not needed in high school, when parents
are proximal and independence is limited. Once
in college, however, many skills will need to be
available that were not necessary in younger
years. This extension of transitional planning to
include the possibility of higher education expe-
riences should be incorporated as early as possi-
ble, as these skills will require years of shaping
and development.

In a model of supports aligned for college-
bound individuals with ASD, Chickering and
Reisser (1969) created three vectors of support
that describe how to best create a successful
college-bound student. The first behavioral
domain is to achieve competency in intellectual
skills and expand interpersonal skills (e.g., work-
ing cooperatively to reach a goal). The second
level is to manage emotions, which emphasizes
how to express oneself appropriately no matter
the situation. This domain includes self-control
and should highlight the need to learn safe behav-
ior, advocacy skills, and an understanding of
sexual education. The final vector is moving
through autonomy toward independence and
should be focused on developing freedom and
trusting their own abilities (Chickering & Reisser,
1969).

As with many other challenges associated
with ASD, the solutions require coordinated
planning, collaboration between instructions and
families, and individualized goals (Chiang et al.,
2012; Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). Once in col-
lege, the need for supports must be assessed so
that individuals can be helped to succeed. A
broad assessment of skills, including those asso-
ciated with the navigation of the physical and
social environments, is crucial. Ongoing check-
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ins can identify problems early in development
so that proper support can be provided.

Disclosure (to Share or Not
to Share)

Research has shown that an individual is less
likely to request accommodations when they
encounter a faculty member who has a miscon-
ception about support needs (Austin & Peiia,
2017). In turn, these individuals are less likely to
disclose to the faculty member that they have a
disability and may need an accommodation
(Black et al., 2015; Herbert et al., 2014; Noble &
Childers, 2008; Park et al., 2012). This can be a
barrier to success for students as they are unable
to access the support they need. Additionally,
some students may feel that disclosing they have
a disability and accessing accommodations is an
advantage over their peers. This can fuel the
ongoing stigma of having a disability and being
treated differently. In order to be viewed as the
“same” as their peers, some students may be even
more unlikely to disclose their disability to their
professors (Squires et al., 2018). Many students
have disclosed that they are “anxious for a new
beginning” (Herbert et al., 2014, p. 24) and as a
result do not choose to use disability services that
are available to them.

Other students may feel the desire to challenge
themselves and view college as an opportunity to
grow and overcome their disability. Some students
have reported that turning down accommodations
that were provided to them (i.e., note taking and
extended time on tests) would force them to
advance their skills in these areas (Squires et al.,
2018; Van Hees et al., 2015). Without having these
services to support them, some learners indicate
that they create better, more consistent study hab-
its and are forced to learn better time management
skills. Some students indicate that they were proud
of themselves for working at the same pace or
completing the same assignments as everyone else
(Squires et al., 2018; Van Hees et al., 2015). This is
certainly a theme throughout the journey of post-
secondary education that students want to enhance
their independence (Squires et al., 2018).

Family Impact on Success

When families stay involved and support a stu-
dent through the transition and their continued
collegiate life, the outcomes are more successful,
and a student with ASD is more likely to be able
to complete their degree (Van Hees et al., 2015).
One of the key roles that a family member can
play in the transition to higher education is to
assess how the student adapts and handles differ-
ent stressful situations or changes to their day-to-
day routine (Dallas et al., 2015). While allowing
the student to try to handle an issue indepen-
dently, the family member can help create
problem-solving ideas or suggestions to ease the
burden of a difficult situation the next time one
arises. This model allows the student to have
independence while being a safety net of support
in case the need arises.

A general theme for research conducted with
families who have a student in higher education
is to be a level of support that allows the student
to be successful, while challenging them to be
their own self-advocate and live as independent
of a life as wanted (Dallas et al., 2015). Some of
the supports that parents felt they could provide
to their children could be viewed as more of a
“behind-the-scenes” role and could involve tasks
such as managing money, paying bills, and man-
aging appointments (Morrison et al., 2009).

Another important factor to consider is the
bidirectionality of the relationship between child
and parent and what this means to each member
of the relationship. For a neurotypical child that
is transitioning to college, the relationship
between parent and child changes. Some children
will report that there is an increase in more
“open” communication, feeling “equal” to their
parents, and acquiring more independence (Van
Hees et al., 2018). This can create complex emo-
tions on the part of parents and children who
want these aspirations but are unsure of how to
navigate the transition. One area of particular dif-
ficulty is the parent’s ability to communicate with
their child’s university, a practice that in primary
and secondary education is second nature. Once
their child enrolls in a university, there are pri-
vacy laws (i.e., transferring the education rights
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from parents to students) that can leave parents
feeling powerless at times (Van Hees et al., 2018).
It is important for families to know their rights
under the Family Education Rights and Privacy
Act (FERPA) and to be able to make an informed
decision regarding waivers for college faculty to
be able to connect with parents (Francis et al.,
2017).

One of the ways parents can conquer this feel-
ing of helplessness is to help students become
more self-determined. A shift in mindset from
making decisions “for” to making decisions
“with” is vital to helping students reach a greater
mode of independence. This can be a learning
experience for families as well, as they shift into
the role of an advisor and help to support
decision-making and allowing for their child to
face the natural consequences of their actions
(Francis et al., 2017).

Case Example

Joshua has trouble with getting up on time; in
high school, his parents always set his alarm
for him, and if he overslept, they would be
there to prompt him to get up and start his day
so he did not miss class. As his parents shifted
into their new role of supporting and doing
things “with” him, they talked to him about
how he could have a new backup system that
did not involve him. Joshua now has an alarm
clock in his room, but he also sets reminders
on his smartphone as well.

Availability of Sexual Education
Programs

Approximately 58% of adults report being sexu-
ally active by the age of 18 years — a figure that
jumps to 75% by the time most adults turn
20 years old (Uecker & Regnerus, 2010). While
we do not have isolated data on the sexual activ-
ity of college students with autism, we can reli-
ably assume that they are seeking to engage in
physical relationships at a rate that is similar to
their peers. Adults with autism report sexual
interests and desires consistent with their neuro-

typical peers, supporting the need for ASD-
informed sexual education programming. Even
so, they are often stereotyped as uninterested or
incapable of social connection or sexual desire
(Schéttle et al., 2017).

Parents of adults with autism also struggle
with the decision to sexually educate their chil-
dren, having to reconcile the fact that their child
may present with deficits in some aspects of
development yet still have the capacity for mature
sexual thoughts and desires (Ruble & Dalrymple,
1993). Moreover, many parents who do provide
or intend to provide some form of sexual knowl-
edge to their child question whether they are
capable of grasping concepts beyond the biologi-
cal functions of sex, namely, sexuality, sexual
violence, and socially appropriate sexual behav-
ior (Ballan, 2012). As a result, sexual education
programs for individuals with autism are likely
inadequate or nonexistent. This dearth of sexual
education programs, combined with the novel
postsecondary challenges previously discussed,
can be calamitous for these students. In the next
few sections, the implications of deficits in sexual
knowledge will be addressed.

The culmination of a lack of exposure to
proper sexual education, the social deficits char-
acteristic of autism, and developmentally appro-
priate level of sexual interest place these
individuals at higher risk for sexual victimization
and perpetration. Specifically, adults on the spec-
trum are 2.4 times as likely to experience rape
and three times more likely to receive other
unwanted sexual advances than their neurotypi-
cal counterparts (Brown-Lavoie et al., 2014).
Conversely, an increase in one’s sexual knowl-
edge has been found to be a mediating factor
relative to sexual victimization from others,
reducing its risk of occurrence (Brown-Lavoie
etal., 2014).

Sutton and colleagues (2013) conducted a
pilot study surveying 37 incarcerated males and
found that 60% met criteria for ASD, citing that
the core deficits of ASD coupled with a limited
sexual knowledge place these individuals at
greater risk of engagement in socially unaccept-
able behavior. While these findings are not indic-
ative of all males on the spectrum, it remains
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important to highlight the extent to which a lack
of adequate sexual education information can
severely impact an individual’s life.

Sexual education is typically taught retroac-
tively, following an instance of inappropriate
behavior, rather than as a preventative measure
(Ford, 1987). Similarly, Loftin and Hartlage
(2015) maintain that intensive sexual education
programs addressing the unique needs of indi-
viduals with ASD are likely not accessible until
an individual has been sexually victimized or has
committed a sexual crime, most likely in error.
Of the sexual education programs currently avail-
able, most emphasize the biological and anatomi-
cal perspective of sex but often neglect to stress
the sociocultural norms consistent with a consen-
sual, romantic relationship (McCarthy, 2020).

Intersectionality of ASD, Sexual
Orientation, and Gender Identity

Historically, members of the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity have been subjected to severe relentless dis-
crimination and ostracism. LGBTQ+
membership alone is significantly correlated
with higher rates of mental health diagnoses,
increased disparities in access to healthcare and
treatment, and chronically unmet or undertreat-
ment health-related issues. When compounded
with an autism diagnosis, the risk for mental
health issues and disparities in adequate access
to treatment is augmented (Duke, 2011; Hall
et al., 2020).

Despite the fact that the literature available on
the intersectionality of disability status and sex-
ual orientation or gender identity is relatively
nonexistent, recent studies have shown that indi-
viduals with ASD are more likely to identify with
nonheterosexual and gender-fluid groups than
their neurotypical counterparts (George &
Stokes, 2018; Glidden et al., 2016). In an effort to
better understand their unique experiences,
Hillier et al. (2019) conducted a small focus
group of adults with autism who identify as
members of the LGBTQ+ community. What
Hillier et al. gathered from this study was that the
intersectionality of LGBTQ+ membership and an
autism diagnosis means having to balance two

historically oppressed dual identities, navigating
multiple minority stressors, increased feelings of
isolation, and decreased lack of appropriate
services.

These findings highlight the urgent need to
create sexual education programs that bring
awareness to the distinctive experiences and
unmet needs of this dually marginalized group
both before and during their postsecondary expe-
rience. Gender diversity and healthy sexual func-
tioning should likely be core aspects of the sexual
education program, as both have repeatedly been
identified as important aspects of psychosocial
development. All considered, adequate program-
ming must be relationship oriented and account
for core ASD deficits in social interaction and
theory of mind, as these skills are foundational in
the individual’s ability to empathize, understand,
and appropriately respond to their partner
(Solomon et al., 2019). This should also include a
discussion of examples and non-examples regard-
ing when and where certain sexual behaviors are
socially acceptable to engage in.

Conclusion

Individuals with ASD are increasingly entering
higher education settings. This is encouraging, as
it may help to improve the vocational outcomes
for these individuals and may increase the
chances that they will attain independent living.
While many of these individuals have excelled in
high school, many will require academic accom-
modations and strategies designed to support
their engagement, productivity, and success.
Most will require assistance in adapting to the
higher level of independence associated with col-
lege. In addition, the social landscape will pres-
ent novel challenges requiring instruction and
support.

Colleges and universities can provide special-
ized services to these students before entering the
setting, during orientation, and while enrolled.
Some of the most important supports include
structured social experiences, peer mentors, indi-
vidual counseling, and skill building. Social
experiences and peer mentors can reduce isola-
tion and provide social contact that is supported
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and monitored. Individual counseling allows for
continuous assessment of student adaptation,
identification of intense needs, and access to pro-
fessionally mediated problem-solving and social
support. Skill building can be done in individual
sessions or in group contexts and can ensure that
comprehensive attention is given to college-
relevant (e.g., time management), social (e.g.,
communication), and safety (e.g., assertiveness,
limit setting, harm reduction) skills.

Special attention must be paid to issues regard-
ing complex social contexts such as dating and
sexuality. Emotional regulation skills are also
essential to success, as difficulties in this area can
lead to negative consequences and social avoid-
ance by others. It is essential that these complex,
hidden skills are also targeted for intervention
and that individuals are broadly assessed to
ensure that these issues are not missed.

It is exciting to see so many individuals with
ASD entering higher education settings and to
help so many of them realize their potential in
this environment. Preparing the faculty and staff
to meet the unique needs of these learners is
essential to success. Training will ensure that the
environment provides scaffolded supports to
reduce stress for the students and that faculty are
assisted to understand and provide the necessary
supports. With careful planning, individualized
assessment, and creative supports, these students
can thrive and succeed.
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