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Learning Objectives and Takeaways

• Broadly examine transition and support programming for students 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) through exploration of the 
project and its findings

• Consider how to include student voices in planning and refining ASD-
centric programs through discussing student-driven data

• Understand and extrapolate which academic and social supports 
different students find to be helpful through learning about project 
findings



The Issues

• More students with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) in 
higher education

• How do we support these 
students?

Image: Students working with a transition and support program staff member. Retrieved from https://journalgazette.net/news/local/schools/20180429/defiance-autism-program-wins-students-
kudos



Research Question

How do a student’s use of supports that a university provides to 
bachelor’s-degree-seeking students with ASD through targeted 
supplementary transition and support programs and the student’s 
perception of the helpfulness of support received relate to the 
student’s adaptation to college?



Theoretical Background

• Transition Theory
• Disability Theory

Image: Students gathered in a program common space. Retrieved from https://www.wcupa.edu/viceProvost/dcap/images/dcap7.jpg



Categories of Academic and Social Supports 
and Areas of Transition Need - 1



Categories of Academic and Social Supports 
and Areas of Transition Need - 2



Categories of Academic and Social Supports 
and Areas of Transition Need - 3



Conceptual Framework



Research Design

• Exploratory, quantitative, two-stage research design
• First stage: Collection of program information
• Second stage: Online survey of participants in programs

• Likert scale items
• Open-ended questions



Data Collection

• Examined program information 
on 37 programs at universities

• Contacted directors or 
coordinators at 27 programs

• Final respondent group of 20 
students in 8 transition and 
support programs

Image: College students posing before an autism walk. Retrieved from https://www.marshall.edu/collegeprogram/files/2013/06/AutismWalk-2012.jpg



Characteristics of Respondents

• 17 students completed demographic questions at the end of the 
survey, and of those students: 

• 11 were 22+ years of age, 6 were 18-19 years old

• The majority identified as male

• The majority identified as White

• The majority were second-generation or later



Program Structures: Categories Offered

Category Number of Institutions Offering 
Category (out of N = 37) Percentage

Educational coaching 35 94.6%

Group sessions on life skills 30 81.1%

Peer mentoring 29 78.4%

Program-supported events 23 62.2%

Organized study sessions 15 40.5%



Program Structures: Number of Categories 
Offered
Number of categories of supports 

offered
Number of Institutions (out 

of N = 37)
Percentage of 

Institutions

5 6 16.2%

4 16 43.2%

3 9 24.3%

2 4 10.8%

1 2 5.4%



Frequency of Use of Academic and Social 
Supports (N = 20)

Category of Support Mean response

Educational Coaching 4.05

Organized Study Sessions 2.35

Peer Mentoring 2.70

Group Sessions on Life Skills 2.35

Program-Supported Events 2.65

Likert scale: 5 = ”multiple times per week,” 4 = “three to five times per month,” 3 = “once or twice a month,” 2 = “once or twice a 
semester or term,” 1 = “have not used,” 0 = “not offered by my program”



Category of Support Mean response

Educational Coaching 4.33

Organized Study Sessions 3.90

Peer Mentoring 4.18 

Group Sessions on Life Skills 3.73

Program-Supported Events 3.64

Likert scale: 5 = ”very helpful,” 4 = “helpful,” 3 = “somewhat helpful,” 2 = “not very helpful,” 1 = “not helpful at all”

Perceptions of Helpfulness of Academic and 
Social Supports (N = 20)



Mean Perceptions of Helpfulness of Program to 
Development in Areas of Transition Need (N = 20)
Self-advocacy and self-determination

• Seek assistance from faculty and staff 4.35
• Have a sense of control over your own education, such as setting goals and 

priorities 4.15

Organizational skills and study skills and strategies

• Plan your academic schedule and program of study 4.40

• Use an organizational system for managing your coursework 4.00

Social skills and demands

• Develop friendships 3.70

• Develop working relationships with faculty and staff 4.05

Navigation and campus life

• Find your way around campus 3.75

• Participate in social events and activities 3.55

Likert scale: 5 = ”very helpful,” 4 = “helpful,” 3 = “somewhat helpful,” 2 = “not very helpful,” 1 = “not helpful at all”



Students’ Adaptation to College
Academic adjustment (N = 18) Mean response

• It has been easy to adjust to academic life at college. 3.72
• It has been easy to shift from the demands of high school courses to the demands of 

college courses. 3.28

• I know how to get academic help if I need it. 4.67

Social adjustment (N = 17) Mean response

• I am satisfied with the quality of social life I have found in college. 3.65

• I am often out of my dorm room (or residence) for things other than classes or meals. 2.65
• I am comfortable living with roommates and other students in my dormitory or 

residential building. 3.35

Life and career preparation (N = 18) Mean response

• I know how to get non-academic help, such as career advice or personal counseling. 3.88

• I think that college will help me develop my career goals.* 4.65

• I think that college will prepare me for dealing with life’s stresses and challenges.* 4.12
Likert scale: 5 = ”strongly agree,” 4 = “somewhat agree,” 3 = “does not apply to me,” 2 = “somewhat disagree,” 1 = “strongly disagree”
*One student did not respond to these items



Other findings

• There is no evidence that students’ use of supports or perceived 
helpfulness of supports influence students’ adaptation to college 
(overall and by component)

• Responses to open-ended questions generally support the overall 
quantitative findings that students are more likely to find supports to 
be helpful to some extent than not

• Students did express that there were ways they felt their programs 
could improve how to better promote socio-communicative 
development in certain aspects of program offerings



Discussion

• Some regularity of use of all categories of supports
• Students generally found all categories of supports to be at least 

“somewhat helpful” overall and to their development in areas of 
transition need

• Potential relationship between perceptions of helpfulness of supports 
to development in areas of transition need and adaptation to college

• Slightly lower mean Likert scale responses for social-centric areas of 
transition need and social adjustment



Implications

• Implications for theory
• College student sociality

• Implications for research practice
• Significance of frequency of 

use of supports
• Inclusion of student voice
• Anonymity and confidentiality

Image: Students playing video games in a program common space. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/20/health/autism-spectrum-college.html



Limitations

• Respondent group size

• Survey methods vs. interview methods

• Not confirming diagnoses of ASD

• Every individual with ASD is unique

Images: Students from a common program. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org/as-diagnoses-rise-more-colleges-
add-services-for-students-with-autism/ and https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2020/02/28/as-diagnoses-rise-colleges-
add-autism/27896/ 



Future Research Directions

• Vocational training and career preparation

• Role of demographics as factor

• Differences in programs across institutional 
types

• Program cost and affordability
Images: Students from a common program. Retrieved from https://hechingerreport.org/as-diagnoses-rise-more-colleges-
add-services-for-students-with-autism/ and https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2020/02/28/as-diagnoses-rise-colleges-
add-autism/27896/ 



Conclusions
• No evidence that degree-seeking students’ use of 

supports offered by their programs directly affect 
their overall adaptation to college

• Students do feel that the supports offered that 
they use are at least “somewhat helpful”

• Students are adapting overall to college

• Some students with ASD are capable of 
functioning and succeeding in higher education 
degree programsImage: Haley Moss, the first openly 

autistic woman to practice law in Florida. 
Retrieved from 
https://www.ctpost.com/news/article/Bre
aking-barriers-Woman-becomes-1st-
openly-13624752.php



College Autism Network National Report

Cox, B.E., Kepple, C.R., Francis, 
C.B., & Griffing, O.M. (2020). 
Autism-Specific College Support 
Programs: National Report. 
College Autism Network.

https://collegeautismnetwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/ASP-Survey-
National-Report-2020-09-16.pdf



Some highlights from the National Report
Examination of frequency of provision of 10 literature-supported 
accommodations in programs

Is the extent of emphasis on social and living skills accommodations 
completely aligned with what students need?

• At least half of the 
programs offered:

• Life Skills Support
• Social Skills Training
• Peer Mentoring

• Accommodations best supported by the 
literature:

• Specialized Orientation or Transition Services
• Curriculum Planning Accommodations
• Parent Involvement
• Testing Accommodations
• Tutoring Services



Some highlights from the National Report

• Cost of programs
• Around one-third of programs are free to students
• Around one-third cost up to $5000
• Around one-third cost at least $5000

• 63% of the programs in the representative sample were founded in 
2014 and later



Final thoughts regarding the CAN Report

Findings from this report also reinforce the need for transparency, and 
ease of access to information for potential student participants in 
autism transition and support programs.
• Public information on program sites
• Robustness and cohesion of information of programs within and 

across databases and between communities of research and practice

College Autism Summit (proposal deadline is 12 AM on August 1)
https://collegeautismnetwork.org/training/college-autism-summit-
2021/



Thank you so much!

Any questions?

• Please feel free to reach out to me:
Daniel J. Greenberg

greenberg@ku.edu or gree1961@umn.edu

• Dissertation available:
https://www.etdadmin.com/etdadmin/files/79/752053_pdf_81B2E764-

B10A-11EA-8211-4EC2837E6B25.pdf

mailto:greenberg@ku.edu
mailto:gree1961@umn.edu
https://www.etdadmin.com/etdadmin/files/79/752053_pdf_81B2E764-B10A-11EA-8211-4EC2837E6B25.pdf
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