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1
N E U R O D I V E R S I T Y  I N 
H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

College success is basically what you make of it. It’s a scary thing, being on your own and 
everything. As I am getting older, you kind of see things. For me, it takes me a long time 
to get used to everything, not because it’s changing, but I never thought that day would 

actually come. . . . In order to be successful as a college student, you have to be flexible and 
that’s one thing I sometimes have trouble with. I think that there could probably be a short 
memoir or book about being successful, but definitely being successful you gotta be flexible. 
You’re dealing with other people, it’s not like you’re with your family and they could try to 
fit to your plans; when you go to college it’s basically the start, it’s being in the real world.

—Lucas, a 20-year-old junior on the autism spectrum

Lucas’s perspective of college as the real world is not uncommon to 
 students transitioning from high school to higher education. Lucas’s 
surprise at his own achievement of success as a college student, how-

ever, speaks to the experiences of many autistic young adults and to the 
motivation behind this book—to help college faculty and student services 
personnel increase their understanding of the experiences of college students 
on the autism spectrum and to put supports in place to increase college suc-
cess for autistic students in postsecondary degree programs.

The New “Traditional” College Student

In order to make an impact on student success as faculty and professionals 
it is important to consider: How is the population of university students 
changing? The fact is there is no longer one traditional profile of a college 
student. Roughly 75% of college students fit into at least one category pre-
viously considered nontraditional (Riddell, 2017). These categories include 
adult learners, first-generation college students, students with learning dis-
abilities, and students who identify as neurodivergent—a category encom-
passing students on the autism spectrum.

With the increasing prevalence of young adults on the autism spectrum 
comes an anticipated increase in autistic college students. As university fac-
ulty and professional staff you may or may not have professional or personal 
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2  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

experience with autism, or identify as autistic yourself. If you have had lim-
ited experience with autism, you may be questioning: How is autism diag-
nosed? What is the prevalence of autism? No matter how much experience 
you have with autism you may be wondering: What are the legal mandates 
associated with receiving educational services and supports, such as on col-
lege campuses? And how can I make a meaningful impact for college students 
on the autism spectrum and for all nontraditional learners at my college or 
university? In this chapter we begin to answer these questions with a focus on 
understanding autism, neurodiversity, related terminology, and legal man-
dates. We aim to provide a foundation for understanding autism and for 
expanding supports for students in your college classrooms and communities.

Of note, throughout this book we use the terms on the autism spectrum 
and autistic interchangeably to show acceptance of both professional use of 
person-first language and the preference of autistic self-advocates for iden-
tity-first language (see Box 1.1). To further emphasize the importance of lan-
guage, we provide definitions of key terms in this chapter (see Box 1.2).

Understanding Autism

Autism is commonly defined as a developmental disability characterized by 
significant deficits in social interaction and/or social communication and by 
restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities (American 
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). The 2013 revision of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) was controversial in that it elim-
inated several previous types of autism as separate disorders, including Asperger 
syndrome, and combined them into one category with three levels of severity:

Level 1: Requiring support. Characterized by impairments in social com-
munication when supports are not in place.

Level 2: Requiring substantial support. Characterized by marked deficits in 
verbal and nonverbal social communication.

Level 3: Requiring very substantial support. Characterized by severe deficits 
in verbal and nonverbal social communication.

Difficulties with social interaction and communication are one of the defin-
ing characteristics of autism and often persist into adulthood. It can be 
assumed that difficulties with social interaction and communication may 
also impact college success, both socially and academically. But the answer 
for these students is not necessarily to try to “fix” these issues. After all, by 
the very fact that they have been admitted to a degree-granting program, 
these individuals have already shown that they can be successful students. 
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NEURODIVERSITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION  3

Instead, there should be an emphasis on helping faculty, staff, and students 
value the diversity of human minds while helping autistic students achieve 
college success through a support system and by providing accommodations 
and services as needed.

It is no longer news that the prevalence of children identified as autistic 
continues to increase. In the 1960s the incidence of autism was estimated 
to be 2–4 in 10,000 births. In the year 2000 the United States Centers for 
Disease Control estimated the prevalence of autism at 1 in 150 children. By 
2016 that ratio had risen to 1 in 54 (CDC, 2020). Recent estimates have 

Box 1.1 
Person-First Versus Identity-First Language

What should we call individuals who have been identified as autistic? For 
many years professionals who work with individuals with autism have 
preferred person-first language—for example, person with autism or child 
with autism or person (or individual) with autism spectrum disorder. There 
was a widespread belief that the use of the “person first” was important to 
not define any individual by their disability.

More recently, autistic self-advocates have voiced a preference for 
identity-first language (e.g., autistic person or autistic college student). Self-
advocates have expressed that being autistic is a large part of their identity.

So what should you call an individual with autism? Professional rec-
ommendation is to ask a person’s preference.

In a study by Kenney et al. (2016), over 3,000 individuals with 
autism in the United Kingdom were asked what term they preferred. 
Although there was a wide variety of responses, the most preferred 
terms were autism and on the autism spectrum. Some self-advocates have 
rejected the use of person-first language, such as person with autism, argu-
ing that it denied their identification as autistic. They preferred to use 
the term autistic person. An excellent resource to learn more about the 
issues involved in terminology from the perspective of an autistic person 
is an article entitled “Identity-First Language” that can be found on the 
Autistic Self-Advocacy website (https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/
identity-first-language/).

Throughout this book we use the terms on the autism spectrum and 
autistic interchangeably to show acceptance of both professional use of 
person-first language and the preference of autistic self-advocates for 
identity-first language.
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4  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

Box 1.2 
Key Terms Surrounding Autism

Autism: A developmental disability characterized by deficit in social 
interaction and social communication and by restricted, repetitive pat-
terns of behavior, interests, or activities (APA, 2013); often synonymous 
with the terms on the autism spectrum and autistic.

Identity-first language: Preferred language use by many autistic self-
advocates who consider being autistic as a large part of their identity; 
usage example: I’m an autistic self-advocate.

Neurodivergent: Refers to a person with a brain that functions dif-
ferently from the societal standard (individuals are neurodivergent); usage 
example: The neurodivergent student excels in creative thinking.

Neurodiverse: Refers to a group in which members have a variety 
of brain differences (groups are neurodiverse); usage example: We have a 
neurodiverse student population.

Neurodiversity: The diversity of human brains that is a natural 
human variation; usage example: We recognize the neurodiversity of our 
student population.

Neurotypical: Refers to a person with a brain that functions in alignment 
with the societal standard (the opposite of neurodivergent); usage example: 
The neurotypical students may also benefit from a choice of assignments.

Nonautistic: Refers to a person not characterized by deficit in social 
interaction and social communication, or by restricted, repetitive patterns 
of behavior, interests, or activities (the opposite of autistic); usage example: 
The nonautistic students may also benefit from a choice of assignments.

Person-first language: Preferred language of many nonautistic pro-
fessionals striving to not define any individual by their disability; usage 
example: the student on the autism spectrum.

Note. For more information on language usage, autistic scholar Nick Walker (2014) 
hosts an informative website (https://neurocosmopolitanism.com/neurodiversity-some- 
basic-terms-definitions/).

placed the number as low as 1 in 40 (Kogan et al., 2018). Although the 
causes of this increase are not entirely clear, factors such as greater awareness 
of autism, better diagnostic procedures, and the inclusion of Asperger syn-
drome on the autism spectrum may be contributing to this increase.

Changes in the prevalence of the identification of autism are reflected in 
data for special education as well. In the year 2000 the number of school-age 
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NEURODIVERSITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION  5

children on the autism spectrum was 93,000 (1.5% of the total special educa-
tion population). In the 2017–2018 school year that number had increased to 
710,000 (10.2% of the special education population). Of that number, more 
than 290,000 were ages 14–21 (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Most 
of these students complete high school. The National Center for Education 
Statistics (Hinz et al., 2017) reported that in 2013 more than 86% of autistic 
students completed high school within 4 years. Many of those secondary 
students have gone on to college.

Rethinking Autism

Many individuals on the autism spectrum have been stigmatized by the diag-
nosis and experience autism as a negative label that brings with it marginali-
zation and barriers through an emphasis on deficits. Autistic self-advocates 
within the neurodiversity movement are leading the charge to rethinking 
autism as neurodiversity (e.g., see Kapp et al., 2013) and to celebrating autism 
as central to identity. The shift to rethinking autism will ultimately result in 
autistic individuals feeling pride in all aspects of their identity, including the 
differences that result in a diagnostic autism spectrum disorder label.

Neurodiversity

As a basic definition, neurodiversity refers to the diversity of human brains and 
to recognizing brain differences as natural human variation. Neurodiversity 
is not a theory or a way of thinking; it is a fact, and neurological diversity 
should be valued and respected along with any other human variation such as 
race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. Neurodiversity is not exclusionary and 
includes individuals with a vast range of differences—in other words, any-
one with a natural brain variation. Neurodiversity commonly encompasses 
individuals who are labeled with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), autism, dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, and Tourette’s syndrome, 
as well as those individuals who have a hearing, vision, or psychiatric disabil-
ity such as anxiety or bipolar disorder.

The Neurodiversity Movement

The neurodiversity movement began with the autism rights movement (for 
more information on the autism rights movement, see Solomon, 2008), and 
the term neurodiversity was coined by autistic self-advocate Judy Singer in the 
late 1990s (Singer, 1999). The neurodiversity movement is “a social justice 
movement that seeks civil rights, equality, respect, and full societal inclusion 
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6  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

for the neurodivergent” (Walker, 2014). By recognizing neurodiversity as a 
valuable form of human diversity, autism is viewed as one of many variants of 
the genetic makeup of humans, and college students on the autism spectrum 
who may have invisible disabilities are recognized as equally entitled to full 
societal inclusion through, for example, the removal of barriers and the addi-
tion of accommodations and support services on college campuses. The neu-
rodiversity movement applies the same idea of removing barriers that disable 
people with physical impairments (e.g., removing steps and installing ramps 
and curb cuts) to people with brain differences. The neurodiversity movement 
also warrants (re)consideration of university policies and procedures that may 
inadvertently disable students. For example, a policy that all online courses 
have timed quizzes disables students who require more processing time; like-
wise, a procedure in which students must disclose a disability label and provide 
an accommodations letter to faculty in order to get a copy of class notes may 
be an unnecessary barrier, as shown by faculty who instead routinely offer 
a copy of class notes for all students in their courses as an accessible weekly 
option.

Neurodiversity Paradigm

Neurodiversity is not the same as the neurodiversity paradigm. Although 
neurodiversity is a fact, the neurodiversity paradigm provides a philosophical 
perspective for social justice activism in which we stress that there is not one 
“normal” type of brain (Walker, 2014). Through a neurodiversity paradigm, 
all neurological diversity is viewed as natural and planned for proactively. 
Disabilities are understood “through a lens that filters out social prejudice 
and language used in deficit models” (Rigler et al., 2015, p. 41). Although 
individuals may have co-occurring impairments that are the focus of educa-
tional supports and instruction, neurodiversity itself is highly valued.

Models of Disability

Consideration of two models of disability, the medical model and the social 
model, helps to situate self-reflection on how individuals who are neuro-
divergent are perceived in inclusive settings, including the community and 
on our college campuses (for an overview of models of disability, see Retief 
& Letšosa, 2018). The models also reinforce the importance of taking on a 
strengths-based perspective to disability and to considering (and reconsid-
ering) university policies, systems, and classroom procedures that can turn 
impairments into disabilities. For example, a college student labeled with 
ADHD or autism who learns best through hands-on activities may be highly 
successful in an active science lab environment, but may need significant 
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support in a lecture hall where the norm is to sit and take notes for 90 
minutes.

Medical Model of Disability

Under the medical model of disability autism is considered a medical disor-
der, needing to be remediated. This medical model of autism has as its goal 
reduction of the symptoms of autism so that individuals on the autism spec-
trum can act more like nonautistic individuals or, in other words, become 
normal. In order to reach this goal, researchers search for the cause or causes 
of autism so they can develop potential cures or treatments to fix the symp-
toms of the disorder. Professionals and the systems they work in that perpet-
uate the medical model of disability perceive disabled people from a deficit 
mindset. In terms of education, special education is historically rooted in 
the medical model of disability, with a disability label/diagnosis required to 
obtain educational services (see Triano, 2000).

Social Model of Disability

The neurodiversity movement is rooted in the social model of disability. The 
social model of disability shifts the focus from disability as a deficit to disability 
as socially constructed (for foundational reading on the social construction of 
disability, see Taylor, 2006). The social model separates impairment (i.e., a per-
son’s functional limitations) from disability (i.e., the impact of barriers imposed 
on a person) and recognizes that societal barriers at times turn impairments 
into disabilities. In other words, it is the policies, systems, and procedures put 
in place that often disable the individual. For example, a student who is a 
wheelchair user in a universally designed, accessible college classroom is set up 
for full participation, but the same student placed on a campus with steps, no 
curb cuts, and poorly placed furniture becomes disabled by the environment.

Through application of the social model of disability, we perceive indi-
viduals with disabilities from a strengths perspective and recognize that the 
impairments of individuals do not define them. Turning to education, the 
social model is an inclusive approach to educating students with disabilities 
in K–12 schools and on college and university campuses. According to autis-
tic researcher den Houting (2019),

Most advocates within the neurodiversity movement are proponents of 
the social model of disability, as this model describes well the experiences 
of many autistic people. Even for those autistic people with the highest 
support needs, disability can be minimized or avoided through environ-
ment change and the provision of appropriate assistive tools. Importantly 
to minimize disability for autistic people, both the physical AND social 
environments require change. (p. 271)
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8  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

It is our hope through this book to share research findings and to provide 
ideas from autistic students that can guide colleges and universities in enact-
ing practical change, embracing autistic students through a neurodiveristy 
perspective.

A Neurodiversity Perspective

Building on the social model of disability, a neurodiversity perspective 
applauds social accommodations and shifting policies but does not stop 
there. The neurodiversity perspective recognizes that society benefits from 
people with neurodivergent traits. At this point you may be questioning: 
Does the neurodiversity movement align with the provision of services and 
supports to autistic students at colleges and universities? When Kapp et al. 
(2013) surveyed a large number of autistic people and their parents, they 
found that, although most supported the neurodiversity movement, they 
also sought to enhance the individual’s strengths and respected the “culture” 
of autism. This means for colleges and universities truly seeking to support 
autistic students, it is important to respect the differences associated with 
autism while providing accommodations and services that emphasize autistic 
students fully developing and applying their strengths to the rigors of a uni-
versity education. At the same time, the university should provide services 
and make changes to support their autistic students in overcoming barri-
ers that may arise, such as from social environments that lack acceptance 
of divergent behavior. As faculty and professionals on college campuses, it 
is also important to consider that many autistic people have co-occurring 
conditions such as epilepsy, ADHD, anxiety, and/or depression that must be 
considered (Kuder et al., 2020). It is equally important for colleges and uni-
versities to provide support services for managing co-occurring conditions 
that may impede the success of neurodivergent students.

College and Neurodivergent Students

Neurodivergent students are entering higher education in increasing num-
bers. Although recent data on postsecondary enrollment is not available, 
the trend in the data as well as anecdotal reports clearly indicate that more 
and more individuals on the autism spectrum are entering college. A report 
by Newman et al. (2011), based on data from the National Longitudinal 
Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2), found that approximately 36% of autistic 
individuals had attended a postsecondary institution, including 2-year and 
4-year institutions. By 2013 that percentage had increased to 60% (Hinz et 
al., 2017). Some of this increase is due to the sheer number of students now 
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NEURODIVERSITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION  9

identified as autistic. But other trends, such as increased inclusion of students 
on the autism spectrum in the general education curriculum brought on 
by changes to the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act in 2014 and 
higher expectations by autistic self-advocates, educators, and parents forming 
a social justice movement, have undoubtedly contributed to the increasing 
numbers in higher education as well.

Students on the autism spectrum view attending college as a societal 
expectation (Accardo, Bean, et al., 2019) and have been found to have 
similar college aspirations as their nonautistic peers (Camarena & Sargiani, 
2009). Characteristics common among students include strong visual learn-
ing skills, logical thinking, the ability to recognize patterns, strong attention 
to detail, perseverance, and low tolerance for errors (Baron-Cohen et al., 
2007; Szczerba, 2016), and such strengths may situate autistic students for 
success in a large number of academic tasks and college majors.

College and University Response to Neurodiversity Trends

How have colleges and universities responded to the increase of neurodiver-
gent students? Many are just beginning to offer specialized support services. 
Barnhill (2016) surveyed 30 colleges and universities that reported offering 
services and supports for college students on the autism spectrum. The num-
ber of autistic students enrolled at these colleges varied widely, from six to 
more than 100. The most prevalent accommodations and services provided 
were ones that were also available for any student with a disability, including 
a designated adviser, extra time on exams, an alternate testing site, and tutor-
ing. In their review of the research literature on supports for autistic college 
students, Gelbar et al. (2014) found a similar list of accommodations and 
supports. The most frequent accommodations were extra time on exams, 
getting lecture notes from instructors, and use of a separate testing loca-
tion. They also reported that the most frequently offered services were peer 
mentors or assigned counselors (for more on accommodations and support 
services, see chapters 3–6).

Although these accommodations and supports may be helpful to some 
students on the autism spectrum, many autistic students might benefit from 
specialized programs aimed at their unique skills and challenges. Barnhill 
(2016) found that all of the colleges in her sample reported that they offered 
specific support services for students on the autism spectrum, although those 
services varied widely across the colleges. However, none of the colleges col-
lected data on the effectiveness of their programs. In addition, many of the 
colleges reported having difficulty serving all of the autistic students on their 
campus because of a lack of resources.
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10  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

Legal Requirements

So what are the legal requirements of colleges and universities to provide 
accommodations and support services? Postsecondary students with disabili-
ties (including those on the autism spectrum) are entitled to a number of 
protections under two major laws—Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973 (see Box 1.3) and the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990. 
Section 504 states that “no otherwise qualified person due to disability may 
be excluded from the participation in, the benefits of, or be subjected to 
discrimination under any program or activity receiving federal financial 
assistance” (Rehabilitation Act, 1973). The definition of receipt of “fed-
eral assistance” is very broad. If any entity of the institution receives federal 
funds, the entire institution is considered to be subject to the law. In practice 
this means that nearly all postsecondary institutions of higher education are 
included.

In 1980 the Office of Civil Rights of the United States Department of 
Education issued regulations to clarify the implementation of Section 504. 
Subpart E of those regulations specifically applied to postsecondary education 
(see Box 1.3). For example, the regulations clarify that the broad statement 
of protections under Section 504 applies to admissions, housing, research, 
financial aid, and academic instruction. In terms of academic instruction, 
the regulations describe the kinds of academic modifications and auxiliary 
aids (such as tape recorders) that may be used to ensure that students with 
disabilities have access to instruction.

The other major law that applies to higher education is the Americans 
With Disabilities Act (ADA). This act applies to any publicly funded 
institution of postsecondary education, whether or not it receives federal 
funds. However, although Section 504 applies to private institutions as 
well as public ones, the ADA applies only to publicly funded institutions. 
The ADA prohibits any publicly funded entity from excluding an indi-
vidual with a disability from participation in the services, programs, or 
activities of the public entity, and defines the exclusion of individuals with 
a disability as discrimination (Americans With Disabilities Act, 1990, Sec. 
12132).

In order to qualify for services and supports under these laws, a stu-
dent must establish that they have a disability that “substantially limits one 
or more major life activities” (Americans With Disabilities Act, 1990, Sec. 
12102). For postsecondary students that often means their ability to suc-
ceed academically. Schools can set the specific requirements for establishing 
eligibility, although these requirements must be “reasonable.” Schools may 
require the student to submit documentation that includes a diagnosis of 
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Box 1.3 
Implementation of Section 504 

Summary of 34 C.F.R. Part 104 
Subpart E—Postsecondary Education

104.41 Application of this subpart. Subpart E applies to postsec-
ondary education programs or activities, including postsecondary voca-
tional education programs or activities, that receive Federal financial 
assistance and to recipients that operate, or that receive Federal financial 
assistance for the operation of, such programs or activities.

104.42 Admissions and recruitment. (a) General. Qualified handi-
capped persons may not, on the basis of handicap, be denied admission or 
be subjected to discrimination in admission or recruitment by a recipient 
to which this subpart applies.

104.43 Treatment of students; general. (a) No qualified handicapped 
student shall, on the basis of handicap, be excluded from participation 
in, be denied the benefits of, or otherwise be subjected to discrimina-
tion under any academic, research, occupational training, housing, health 
insurance, counseling, financial aid, physical education, athletics, recrea-
tion, transportation, other extracurricular, or other postsecondary educa-
tion aid, benefits, or services to which this subpart applies.

(c) A recipient to which this subpart applies may not, on the basis of 
handicap, exclude any qualified handicapped student from any course, 
course of study, or other part of its education program or activity.

104.44 Academic adjustments. (a) Academic requirements. A recipi-
ent to which this subpart applies shall make such modifications to its 
academic requirements as are necessary to ensure that such require-
ments do not discriminate or have the effect of discriminating, on the 
basis of handicap, against a qualified handicapped applicant or student. 
Academic requirements that the recipient can demonstrate are essen-
tial to the instruction being pursued by such student or to any directly 
related licensing requirement will not be regarded as discriminatory 
within the meaning of this section. Modifications may include changes 
in the length of time permitted for the completion of degree require-
ments, substitution of specific courses required for the completion of 
degree requirements, and adaptation of the manner in which specific 
courses are conducted.

(b) Other rules. A recipient to which this subpart applies may not 
impose upon handicapped students other rules, such as the prohibition of 
tape recorders in classrooms or of dog guides in campus buildings, which 
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12  COLLEGE SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS ON THE AUTISM SPECTRUM

their current disability and information on how the disability affects a major 
life activity. If a student successfully establishes the existence of a disability 
that affects their academic functioning, they may be eligible for modifica-
tions and other services provided by a disability office.

Postsecondary students with disabilities have the option not to disclose 
their disability. Many students who were identified with a disability during 
their elementary and/or secondary school years take this option. They may 
feel that they are prepared to handle the rigors of higher education and/or 
simply do not want to be defined by their disability. Unlike in the K–12 
education system, this is their right and their choice.

Postsecondary Outcomes of Students on the Autism Spectrum

What are the outcomes for autistic young adults? Although there have not 
been any recent national studies of postsecondary completion rates, data 

have the effect of limiting the participation of handicapped students in 
the recipient’s education program or activity.

(c) Course examinations. In its course examinations or other procedures 
for evaluating students’ academic achievement, a recipient to which this 
subpart applies shall provide such methods for evaluating the achievement 
of students who have a handicap that impairs sensory, manual, or speaking 
skills as will best ensure that the results of the evaluation represents the 
student’s achievement in the course, rather than reflecting the student’s 
impaired sensory, manual, or speaking skills (except where such skills are 
the factors that the test purports to measure).

(d) Auxiliary aids. (1) A recipient to which this subpart applies shall 
take such steps as are necessary to ensure that no handicapped student 
is denied the benefits of, excluded from participation in, or otherwise 
subjected to discrimination because of the absence of educational  auxiliary 
aids for students with impaired sensory, manual, or speaking skills.

(2) Auxiliary aids may include taped texts, interpreters or other 
effective methods of making orally delivered materials available to students 
with hearing impairments, readers in libraries for students with visual 
impairments, classroom equipment adapted for use by students with 
manual impairments, and other similar services and actions. Recipients 
need not provide attendants, individually prescribed devices, readers for 
personal use or study, or other devices or services of a personal nature.

Source: U.S. Department of Education. (n.d.). Title 34 Education. Subtitle B, Chapter I, Part 104, 
Subpart E. https://www2.ed.gov/policy/rights/reg/ocr/edlite-34cfr104.html#E 
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from the 2009 NLTS-2 report indicated that approximately 38% of students 
on the autism spectrum successfully completed the postsecondary program 
in which they were enrolled. Not only was this one of the lowest completion 
rates for any disability category, it is substantially lower than the 60% average 
completion rate of their neurotypical peers (U.S. Department of Education 
and National Center for Education Statistics, 2017).

Unfortunately, numerous reports, including the NLTS-2, have reported 
low rates of employment for autistic adults. That report found that 63% of 
young adults on the autism spectrum had been employed since high school. 
This rate of employment was lower than that for individuals with emotional 
disorders (91%) or intellectual disability (76%).

The overall picture for young adults on the autism spectrum is both 
concerning and hopeful. The concerns are that, historically, autistic young 
adults pursued postsecondary education at relatively low rates. Those who 
did attend college often did not complete their education. Even those who 
did complete often did not find employment or were underemployed. The 
hopeful part is that it appears that at least some aspects of this picture are 
changing. A growing awareness that individuals on the autism spectrum are 
dedicated employees with unique talents arising from their neurodivergence 
has led international corporations such as SAP (software), Microsoft, 
Hewlett-Packard, and Container Applications International (transportation) 
to commit to the recruitment of autistic employees and to establish distinct 
training programs for employees who are neurodivergent (Cook, 2012).

All indications are that an increasing number of secondary-age autistic 
students intend to pursue postsecondary education and that they may be 
better prepared for success in college than their predecessors. Accordingly, 
the number of college students on the autism spectrum is on the rise. What 
we do not know is how successful these students are in completing their 
education and finding employment that is equivalent to their preparation. 
Even without this data it is incumbent on colleges and universities to do 
all that they can to support autistic students so that they can be successful 
both in college and in life. How best to do that? That is what we will explore 
throughout this book.

Chapter 1: Neurodiversity in Higher Education

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

1. Is the enrollment rate of autistic students increasing at our college/
university? Are we collecting and analyzing this data?
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2. What are the attrition and graduation rates of autistic students at our 
college/university? Are we collecting and analyzing this data?

3. Do we recognize neurodiversity as a difference and not a deficit? What 
are our actions in and out of the classroom that evidence this response?

4. Are our faculty and student services personnel familiar with the concept 
of neurodiversity? Has our college/university diversity initiative provided 
professional development opportunities around neurodiversity for fac-
ulty and student services personnel (e.g., book clubs, professional learn-
ing communities, faculty center workshops)?
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