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Abstract 

PEER MENTORING AND TRANSITIONAL SUPPORTS: IMPROVED OUTCOMES FOR 
STUDENTS WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS IN POSTSECONDARY SETTINGS 

Brenda M. Sunderdance 

Under the Supervision of Kimberly Tuescher, PhD 

This literature review identifies the transitional needs of young adults with autism spectrum 

disorders (ASD) as they move from secondary to higher education. The increase in prevalence of 

autism has corresponded to an increase in the numbers of students with ASD who are entering 

postsecondary. This qualitative study identifies barriers these students face in higher education 

and evaluates transition and peer mentoring programs that show promise in addressing the 

unique and challenging needs of these students. Through discussions of previous research and 

literature on the topic of autism, transition, and peer mentoring, strategies and approaches are 

identified that could be researched further to determine the efficacy of such programs. Peer 

mentoring and transition programming is demonstrated in multiple postsecondary environments 

to improve social networks, connectedness to campus, and understanding of services available. 

Development of specialized programs based on best practices show promise in improving 

outcomes for students with ASD. The benefit to the campus community, institution, and society 

as whole is described in the hope that models will be developed, implemented, and assessed to 

promote efficacious support programs and greater inclusion of students with ASD in 

postsecondary.   
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Chapter I Introduction 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a lifelong condition (Seltzer et al., 2003), and yet, 

there has been a relative dearth of research in the area of intervention and transition (Taylor & 

Seltzer, 2010; Bellini, Peters, Benner, & Hopf, 2007). The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 

recently issued an updated statement on prevalence of ASD increasing the rate of incidence from 

one in eighty-eight to one in fifty children who are currently diagnosed with ASD in the United 

States (2013). With an increase in incidence of ASD, there are an ever-increasing number of high 

functioning ASD students who are considering postsecondary education. The corresponding 

increase in the numbers of students with ASD who are currently entering postsecondary demand 

changes in support structure as this population will need ongoing supports from their families 

and others to ensure success (Hewitt, 2011).    

Statement of the Problem 

The problem to be addressed is what are the transitional needs of students with Autism 

Spectrum Disorders and to what extent do current transition programs, peer mentoring, or other 

supports address these transitional needs? What are the benefits to students with and without 

disabilities as well as the institution as a whole by providing these supports? 

Definition of Terms 

Autism Spectrum Disorder: Until recently, autism spectrum disorders (ASD) has been classified 

into three primary types: autistic disorder (also called “classic” autism), Asperger syndrome, 

and pervasive developmental disorder – not otherwise specified (PDD – NOS; also called 

atypical autism) (Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 2012). All three types have symptomology 

or criteria that fall into three areas of functioning which include impairment in social 

interactions, qualitative communication, and exhibit restricted repetitive or stereotyped patterns 

of behavior (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000). As a result of these disorders, the 
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effect of functional limitations on ASD adolescents is observed to impact all areas of their life 

due to difficulties in social relationships and restrictive repetitive patterns of behavior. The focus 

of this paper is primarily on individuals with ASD who are high functioning (i.e., Full scale 

intelligence quotient (I.Q.) greater than 70) because these are the individuals who are most likely 

to be admitted and transition to postsecondary educational institutions. 

Peer Mentoring: Mentoring has historically been interpreted in different ways, and sometimes 

researchers have not explicitly provided an operational definition of mentoring, and at other 

times have narrowly defined or disagreed with previous operational definitions of mentoring 

(Crisp & Cruz, 2009). In Crisp and Cruz’s (2009) literature review examining mentoring of 

college students, these researchers recognize Jacobi’s (1991) identification of three common 

characteristics that are evident in all mentoring relationships. First, mentoring relationships 

involve several forms of assistance and focus on the growth and accomplishments of the mentee. 

Secondly, broad forms of assistance should include planned activities although the specific 

activities to best provide these broad forms of support are not clearly identified.  Thirdly, the 

final aspect of mentoring is that the relationship involves a personal and reciprocal relationship 

(Jacobi, 1991 as reported in Crisp & Cruz, 2009). Peer mentoring is defined as a personal, 

reciprocal relationship between a more experienced student and a transitioning student intended 

to provide assistance and focus on the development and accomplishment of the mentee through a 

series of planned activities. The intent of peer mentoring is to provide supportive connections 

between students with and without disabilities (Hafner, 2008). 

Postsecondary Education:  Throughout the literature the terms postsecondary education and 
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higher education are used interchangeably. Postsecondary education refers to education that 

occurs after high school (Hafner, 2008). 

Higher Education: Although higher education is typically obtained after completion of high 

school, the literature suggests that it is more commonly used to refer to degree-granting 

institutions that may be either two or four year colleges. In this paper, the terms postsecondary 

and higher education are used interchangeably. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to review literature and previous research to identify the 

specific needs of students with autism spectrum who are transitioning to adulthood and 

postsecondary. This study evaluates different kinds of transitional supports and programs that 

have been used in a variety of populations to determine the potential efficacy for use with 

students with ASD. Supports are assessed to determine whether they have potential to improve 

target behaviors, and therefore, these supports are expected to improve outcomes for students 

with ASD.     

Significance of the Study 

Identification of potential transition support programs, mentoring, or social and 

communication supports through this research study will assist in the development of strategies 

to better serve the specific needs of students with ASD in postsecondary. Information gained 

provides valuable information to assist in developing a comprehensive transition program for use 

with students with ASD. 
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Methodology 

The proposed study was conducted primarily through a review of literature and research 

in the area of autism spectrum disorders and transition. The focus of the review was to identify 

areas of need for individuals with ASD when transitioning to adulthood. In addition, 

observations and insights gained through the author’s Practicum I participation were used to 

demonstrate and reinforce the potential effectiveness of peer mentoring and other support 

strategies that may be effective. Review of the literature and supporting observations were used 

to draw conclusions and analyze the key components of an effective support program that could 

be implemented in a postsecondary environment. 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

Few disorders have such a widespread heterogeneity of behavioral functioning and 

limited understanding of developmental prognosis than autism spectrum disorders (ASD). ASD 

is a lifelong condition (Seltzer et al. 2003) although there has been a relative dearth of research in 

the area of intervention and transition (Taylor & Seltzer, 2010; Bellini, Peters, Benner, & Hopf, 

2007). The educational and occupational outcomes for individuals with ASD are often as varied 

as the diagnostic population itself. Studies have been primarily limited to examining the 

outcomes and quality of life for adult individuals with ASD (Howlin, Goode, Hutton, & Rutter, 

2004; Renty & Roeyers, 2006; and Eaves & Ho, 2008). There has been limited focus on the 

characteristics of individuals with ASD and how these factors might predict their post-high 

school activities or their transitional needs (Taylor & Seltzer, 2011).   

The transition from high school to postsecondary is marked by a period of tremendous 

growth and development for neurotypical youth. Developmental theories describe the tasks that 

are accomplished during the period of adolescence and young adulthood ranging from age 13 to 

22. Erickson’s stages define this period as a time when youth are formulating their occupational 

goals, values, and beliefs. In addition, this stage of development is marked by separation from 

parents and establishment of independence. Identity formation is one of the primary goals during 

this period. It is not surprising that development and transition might be particularly difficult for 

young adults with ASD due to social and communication impairments and restricted interests 

that are characteristic of pervasive developmental disorders (APA, 1994). There is also some 

research which suggests that deterioration of cognitive and behavioral functioning during 

adolescence frequently occurs although it is often temporary for many individuals (Gillberg & 

Steffenberg, 1987). 
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Transition support and proactive advising have been linked to positive outcomes and 

increased retention for first year students in postsecondary. In addition, students who are retained 

from freshman to sophomore year are more likely to successfully achieve graduation within four 

years (Lau, 2003). Student retention has become a significant concern for the academic 

community necessitating the implementation of effective programs designed to improve student 

retention of qualified students (Lau, 2003). Students with ASD, who are able to meet admission 

criteria, are often highly capable and intellectually talented; however, they often require 

specialized services to address the challenges of developing independence and support for social 

deficits in order to succeed in college (Hewitt, 2011). Development of specialized transition 

programs and supports aimed at meeting the needs of students with ASD will improve overall 

retention, and will also allow students with ASD to achieve their full potential. 

Target Population and Characteristics 

Autism spectrum disorders encompass a broad range of developmental disorders that 

include individuals with varying degrees of intellectual and adaptive functioning. ASDs were 

previously classified into three primary types: autistic disorder (also called “classic” autism), 

Asperger syndrome, and pervasive developmental disorder – not otherwise specified (PDD – 

NOS; also called atypical autism) (Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 2012). All three types 

have symptomology or criteria that fall into three areas of functioning: impairment in social 

interactions, qualitative communication, and exhibited restricted repetitive or stereotyped 

patterns of behavior (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000). Currently, the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual (DSM ) is undergoing revision and will soon classify all types under a 

single umbrella, “autism spectrum disorder.” As a result of these disorders, the effect of 

functional limitations on ASD adolescents is observed to impact all areas of their lives due to 
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difficulties in social relationships and restrictive repetitive patterns of behavior.   

ASDs have increased in incidence since first recognized in 1943 by Dr. Leo Kanner 

whose observations were based on a study of 11 socially withdrawn children (Johnson, 2008). 

Early estimates of the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders varied widely. In the early 1990s, 

there began a rapid rise in the number of children who were being diagnosed (Gurney et al., 

2003) with the prevalence estimated at 1 in 150 children in the United States (CDC, 2012). The 

CDC updated the incidence of ASD in the United States in a March, 2012 news release 

estimating the incidence to be 1 in 88 (CDC, 2012). More recently, the CDC released new 

estimates based on the National Health Statistics Report that indicated the prevalence of ASD in 

school age children to be two percent or 1 in 50 children (2013). The CDC recognizes that a 

portion of this increase may be due to an increase in early diagnosis and treatment, as well as a 

broadening of diagnostic criteria in the DSM-IV-TR. However, the CDC states this is not likely 

the sole reason for the increase (2012). The potential causes of ASD are an area where additional 

research is necessary.   

With an increase in incidence of ASD, there are an ever-increasing number of high 

functioning ASD students who are considering postsecondary education. The corresponding 

increase in the numbers of students with ASD who are currently entering postsecondary demand 

changes in support structure as this population will need ongoing supports from their families 

and others to ensure success (Hewitt, 2011). Although statistical data about the prevalence of 

high functioning autism spectrum disorder (HFASD) in university settings is limited, one study 

found upwards of 1 in 100 students may meet criteria for HFASD (White, Oleendick, & Bray, 

2011). The recent Taylor and Seltzer (2011) study on post-secondary employment and education 

outcomes for youth with ASDs found that nearly 50% of youth with ASD without intellectual 
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disability (ID) were pursuing a postsecondary educational degree after high school (2011). This 

is a positive indicator, but it is unclear whether these students actually obtain that degree; in 

addition, it is not clear whether this degree actually translates into successful employment in a 

related career or field of study (Taylor & Seltzer, 2011). 

Barriers to Transition 

There are a number of barriers to transition that impact students with ASD to a greater 

extent than the average student population. Disorder-specific challenges related to executive 

function such as organization and planning skills may contribute to poor transition for students 

with ASD (White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011). Additional barriers related to secondary problems 

with comorbid psychiatric difficulties also may contribute to a difficult transition into college 

(White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011). Communication and language skills that impact social 

reciprocity and development of relationships pose another hurdle to successful transition. This 

lack of social skills and the anxiety that is common in this population are yet another hurdle that 

most if not all students with ASD deal with on some level and this may be the greatest challenge 

to successful transition for this population. 

Executive functioning skills are necessary to motivate, plan, and carry out day-to-day 

tasks. Impairments in information processing, “theory of mind,” and executive functioning are 

frequently found in children and adults with ASD (Leyfer et al., 2006). Deficiency in this area of 

functioning creates a number of transitional challenges for the student with ASD. Organizational 

difficulties will often create additional stress and anxiety. The difficulties with planning and 

carrying out tasks within a realistic time frame may put a student at risk for academic problems. 

Once a student begins to have missing assignments or fails to remember an important due date or 

test, he or she may become overwhelmed. These feelings of anxiety may further impede the 
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students’ difficulty in communicating with faculty and staff that may be in a position to assist 

with these problems. In addition, problem solving skills may be insufficient due to executive 

function deficits to allow mastery of the complex aspects of college life (Hewitt, 2011). 

Comorbid psychiatric disorders are another area of concern for students with ASD. The 

co-occurrence of psychiatric disorders was found to be high among individuals with ASD. One 

study found that seventy-two percent of children with autism had at least one co-occurring DSM 

IV Axis I psychiatric disorder (Leyfer et al., 2006). This same study found that specific phobias 

and obsessive compulsive disorder had the highest rate of frequency (44% and 37%, 

respectively) in this population. In addition, nearly a third of this sample qualified for a diagnosis 

of ADHD in addition to autism (Leyfer et al., 2006). Ten percent of participants had experienced 

at least one major depressive episode (Leyfer et al., 2006). The difficulties that psychiatric 

disorders may produce create additional barriers for youth transitioning to higher education. In 

addition, difficulties distinguishing psychiatric symptoms from problematic behaviors commonly 

associated with autism may delay recognition and treatment for this population. 

Social and communication challenges for postsecondary students with autism are yet 

another barrier to successful transition. Difficulties navigating the social world and forming 

stable friendships are hallmark characteristics of ASD (Hewitt, 2011; APA, 2000). The social 

signals and subtleties of nonverbal communication may not be accurately processed resulting in 

social conflict and isolation (Hewitt, 2011). Students with ASD often have difficulties with 

social perspective-taking, and have a difficult time understanding others’ emotions, reactions, or 

differences. Miscommunication as a result of inability to understand idioms, double meanings, 

and body language are frequently reported by adults with ASD (Zager & Alpern, 2010). Without 

social and communication supports, transitioning college students with ASD may end up feeling 
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overwhelmed, isolated, and lonely which may result in dropping out or academic failure.   

Accommodations and Supports 

Disability services in higher education provide a range of classroom accommodations 

designed to meet the academic needs of students with substantial impairment in a major life 

activity. Classroom accommodations are intended to provide access and “level the playing field” 

so that students with and without disabilities have an equal opportunity to learn and demonstrate 

what they have learned. Accommodations such as access to notes, extended time for tests, and 

testing in a reduced distraction environment are often inappropriate or insufficient to meet the 

needs of students with ASD. The increase in accessibility of college programs is promising, but 

these programs often do not provide the precise services needed for successful transition (Zager 

& Alpern, 2010).   

Some campuses have responded to the need for support services by developing programs 

to specifically address some of the social challenges and executive functioning deficits common 

for ASD students, but these programs are relatively limited and may charge extra tuition in order 

to access them (Hewitt, 2011; Zager & Alpern, 2010). In addition, these programs have not been 

studied to determine the efficacy for individuals with ASD or positive outcomes (i.e., graduation 

or employment rates) for this population. Campuses have tried a variety of approaches to meet 

the needs of individuals with ASD from mentoring programs to academic-based learning coaches 

as well as residential hall programs to increase inclusion. These programs are attempting to fill a 

known need even though administrators do not yet know precisely what supports or combination 

of supports are needed to address the wide range of deficits that may impact transition. 

In spite of these challenges, effective services for students with ASD are being developed 

on college campuses. Such programs provide more comprehensive supports in “areas of 
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scheduling, time management, academic coursework, and social interaction” (Zager & Alpern, 

2010, p. 151). Assistance with developing social and communication skills to facilitate the 

expected levels of effective and comfortable communication within the college environment is 

necessary. Zager and Alpern (2010) stress that vocational communication supports are additional 

components needed in successful postsecondary transition programs for students with ASD. 

Support programs should include strategies to address specific communication areas such as 

conversational skills, voice and prosody, as well as improving awareness of the listener’s needs 

(Zager & Alpern, 2010). 

Transition programs that are mindful of this population can ease the transition to 

increased independence in the college environment. Incoming freshman with ASD traits may 

benefit from personal coaching beginning in their first semester. The academic coach can help 

them organize their time, academic schedules, and assist in the development of social 

connections that may help prevent isolation and withdrawal (White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011). In 

addition, summer “bridge programs” may allow the student with ASD to become familiar with 

the new environment and social expectations of higher education within the supervised and 

supportive atmosphere of a group of similar peers. Becoming familiar with campus and 

understanding the support services that are available and where to find them may be critical for 

students with limited social communication skills. Additionally, having opportunities to develop 

friendships with other new freshman prior to the start of the regular academic semester may 

allow socially awkward students to connect more easily and develop relationships that help ease 

transition.    

Peer Mentoring 

Peer mentoring has been defined historically in a number of different ways. Sometimes 
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these definitions have been qualitative and not clearly described through an operational 

definition (Crisp & Cruz, 2009). Other researchers have provided more specific operational 

definitions of peer mentoring; however, these definitions tend to be narrow and limited to a 

specific population with narrow goals for the relationship (Crisp & Cruz, 2009). 

Although there has been some disagreement about what peer mentoring is and what 

characteristics make up a mentoring relationship, Jacobi (1991) identified three ways in which 

researchers seem to agree about what comprises mentoring. Mentoring relationships involve 

several forms of assistance and focus on the growth and accomplishment of the mentee (Crisp & 

Cruz, 2009). According to Crisp’s (2009) review of Jacobi (1991), broad forms of assistance 

should include planned activities although the specific activities to best provide these broad 

forms of support are not clearly identified. The third aspect of mentoring is that it involves a 

personal and reciprocal relationship (Crisp & Cruz, 2009).   

Peer mentoring then can be defined as a personal, reciprocal relationship between a more 

experienced student and a transitioning student intended to provide assistance and focus on the 

development and accomplishment of the mentee through a series of planned activities. The intent 

of peer mentoring is to provide supportive connections between students with and without 

disabilities (Hafner, 2008). The mentoring relationship helps ease the transition of the less 

experienced student and provides integration, academic, and social support thereby enhancing 

the educational experience and development of the student mentee. 

After reviewing literature on the topic of implementing peer mentoring on a liberal arts 

college campus, it appears that there are some common elements that are necessary for a 

successful mentoring program. First, recruitment of mentors should come from upper classman 

who have broader experience and understanding of the university system from which to draw 
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upon (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). Second, mentors should participate in training to assist them in 

understanding the nature of the mentoring relationship, goals, and their commitment to the 

mentee (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011; Hafner, 2008). Recruitment of both mentors and mentees should 

be voluntary to strengthen the commitment of the relationship (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). Finally, 

support for the mentors is an important aspect of the program that allows mentors an opportunity 

to exchange ideas, raise issues, and share solutions through discussion (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). 

  The program investigated by Hall & Jaugietis (2011), was designed to support first year 

undergraduate students at the University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia. 

Participation in the Arts and Social Sciences Peer Mentoring Program was completely voluntary 

(Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). The aim of this program was to assist first-year students in making a 

smooth transition to the university through the support of a senior mentor (Hall & Jaugietis, 

2011). Each mentor was assigned a group of mentees with whom they met for the first seven 

weeks of the semester (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). The mentors organized group activities and 

discussion sessions with the mentees to assist with transition difficulties and concerns they might 

have and help them to connect with other first-year students (Hall & Jaugietis, 2011). 

A second peer mentoring program researched through this study was developed by Dedra 

Hafner as part of the Cutting-Edge Program at Edgewood College in Madison, Wisconsin. 

Hafner developed a peer mentoring program as a means for supporting students with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities on the Edgewood College campus. Peer mentor programs served 

a somewhat different purpose on this campus in that it provided a unique component of inclusion 

in postsecondary for the students in the Cutting-Edge Program (Hafner, 2008). The role of 

mentors was to develop relationships with the Cutting-Edge students and act as the primary 

mode for inclusion or acceptance into the mainstream of the campus community (Hafner, 2008). 
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Practicum observations of the Cutting-Edge Program during spring semester, 2013 

provided a snapshot view of the varied components of this mentoring program. Peer mentors 

were recruited in a number of ways for participation in the program. Some mentors were 

required to participate through an imbedded practicum experience as part of an education class. 

These students had specific goals and activities that they participated in throughout the semester 

to earn credit. Other mentors volunteered to participate after becoming acquainted with the 

Cutting Edge Program, Cutting-Edge students, or after participating as a peer mentor in a prior 

semester. Peer mentors served the Cutting-Edge students in numerous ways and provided a 

variety of supports to enhance inclusion and transition. Some student mentors provided academic 

assistance and served as role models. Other mentors primarily served as conduits for inclusion 

and assisted with development of social networks and improving social skills and knowledge of 

individual students in the Cutting-Edge Program. These relationships were fostered through 

informal arrangements such as eating lunch or doing laundry together as well as more structured 

activities and participation in campus activities and events. Some peer mentors were recruited 

from within classes to provide direct support for the classroom activities and assignments.   

Benefits to Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders 

Social communication and the ability to develop social connectedness are impaired for 

individuals with ASD. According to recent research in the Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders (Orsmond, Shattuck, Cooper, Sterzing & Anderson, 2013) as reported by Heasly 

(2013) in Disability Scoop Online, almost forty percent of adults with ASD never saw friends, 

nor were they called or invited by peers to participate socially. The Orsmond study on social 

participation concluded that creating opportunities for social engagement in adulthood may not 

only improve quality of life, but may also lessen the impact of comorbid conditions such as 
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anxiety and depression (Orsmond et al., 2013). Specialized transition programs, and more 

specifically, peer mentoring programs have the potential of significantly improving the 

opportunities for socializing with similar aged peers. Increased opportunities to interact socially, 

undoubtedly will improve overall social functioning as students with ASD have the ability to 

continue their social and developmental growth. 

Improving social outcomes and long term functioning is only one of the benefits of 

providing services in higher education aimed at students with ASD. A major concern in 

postsecondary educational environments is the challenge created by limited social 

communication skills of students with ASD; they are expected to successfully communicate and 

interact with faculty and peers without supervision (Zager & Alpern, 2010). Interaction with peer 

mentors and opportunities to engage socially will provide a method for developing greater 

proficiency in social communication. Feedback from peer mentors and modeling of appropriate 

social interaction can improve age appropriate social skills and provide the opportunity to imitate 

socially acceptable behaviors of students without disabilities (Hafner, 2008). 

A third benefit afforded by developing transition programs to meet the specific needs of 

students with ASD is the improvement in social inclusion. As a group, the social isolation of 

individuals with ASD and the associated lack of independence negatively impact every aspect of 

these young adults’ lives. Participation in college promotes independence and social growth. As 

stated by Dedra Hafner (2008): 

The college experience is a unique opportunity for young adults to develop a sense of 

community, belonging, and identity. Social inclusion in college provides an opportunity 

for young adults to learn from each other in a place where diverse opinions can be 

discussed and challenged (p. 23). 
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The benefits for students with ASD to be socially included in the wide array of activities and 

engagement in higher education simply cannot be duplicated in other environments. 

A fourth benefit that cannot be underestimated is the potential increase in retention of 

these students. It is well known in student affairs that students who live on campus and become 

more connected and involved in the multi-faceted aspects of college life are more likely to be 

retained. Freshman who are required to enroll in programs that are designed to assist students 

with adjusting to college life have been found to increase academic success and student 

satisfaction which lead to increased student retention (Lau, 2003). Support programs that help to 

prepare students with ASD as they transition and programs that provide peer training to help 

support freshman have been shown to be effective on college campuses in improving success 

(VanBergeijk, Klin, & Volkmar, 2008). 

Finally, probably one of the greatest benefits to adults with ASD relates to employment 

outcomes. The U.S. Bureau of Labor (2012) reported that in 2011 only 17.8 percent of people 

with a disability were employed and of those who worked, almost one third (33%) were 

employed part-time. Eaves and Ho (2008) found that although almost thirty percent of adults 

with ASD in their study had attended postsecondary, none had completed either a certificate or 

degree. Only one individual in this study of adult outcomes was employed at a level to support 

himself (Eaves & Ho, 2008). 

It is well known that education improves employment outcomes for all youth; however, 

for individuals with disabilities, education often improves the employment opportunities 

significantly. In spite of the increase in employment with higher levels of education, individuals 

with disabilities are still disadvantaged when it comes to employment. The United States Labor 

Bureau reported in 2012: 
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Persons with a disability who had completed higher levels of education were more likely 

to be employed in 2011 than those with less education. However, at all levels of 

education, persons with a disability were much less likely to be employed than were their 

counterparts with no disability. 

However discouraging this may seem, individuals with ASD often excel academically and the 

additional education beyond high school does improve their odds of becoming employed in 

adulthood.  

Benefits for Students without Disabilities 

The benefit to students without disabilities in postsecondary to be educated alongside 

their peers with ASD is tremendous. Diversity in higher education is valued because it provides a 

backdrop for learning and analyzing content from a variety of perspectives. Classrooms that 

reflect a more diverse student body, allow students to hear and learn about classroom content 

through a variety of perceptual lenses. Students with ASD often perceive the world in atypical 

ways and experience learning from a different viewpoint. The contributions that students on the 

autism spectrum may share within the classroom can help other students to make connections 

that otherwise would not have been recognized. The acute observational skills and attention to 

detail that is often associated with individuals with autism is likely to improve the observational 

skills of other students through classroom discussion and sharing. 

A second benefit to students without disability is to have opportunities to interact in 

meaningful ways with students with ASD. Peer mentoring programs can serve as a conduit to 

develop a higher level of interaction between students with ASD and those without disability. 

This interaction will help foster a higher level of comfort and openness in working and 

socializing with adults with developmental disabilities. In fact, Nevill and White (2011) found 
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that students who had greater exposure to individuals with ASD either because of a close family 

member with ASD or because they were affiliated with a major associated with greater 

proportions of individuals exhibiting autistic traits (e.g., engineering, mathematics, and science) 

were more open to interacting with peers with ASD. Students who had previous interactions with 

an individual with ASD were found to be more willing to spend their free time with and had the 

greatest expectations that a peer with ASD would be both likeable and of equal intelligence to 

themselves (Nevill & White, 2011). Greater exposure to individuals with ASD while in 

postsecondary is likely to increase the comfort and effectiveness of graduates to work with 

employees from diverse backgrounds including those with ASD. 

Institutional Benefits 

The institutional benefits of providing programs to improve transition and retention of 

students with ASD are tremendous. Recruitment of new students to higher education is costly 

(Lau, 2003). Retaining students from one year to the next not only results in financial savings, it 

also increases graduation rates, and impacts the way stakeholders such as parents, legislators, and 

students view the institution (Lau, 2003). It is difficult to measure the impact that even small 

changes in retention can bring to an institution. 

Specialized support programs designed to meet the social, communication, and transition 

needs of students with ASD will draw parents and students who need these supports to seek 

admission at institutions that offer them. Individuals with ASD possess strengths that are actively 

sought by employers looking for specific skills in their workforce. One such Denmark-based 

software company, Specilisterne, hires only individuals with autism (Cook, 2012). Teachers 

Insurance and Annuity Association and College Retirement Equities Fund (TIAA-CREF) and 

Walgreens are a couple of United States based companies that have discovered the benefits of 
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hiring individuals with autism because of the unique strengths they exhibit (Ladika, 2012). 

These companies know that characteristics unique to autism are strengths in particular 

employment sectors. An institution that becomes known for providing autism services are likely 

to draw employers who are looking for these skill sets in their workforce and thereby improve 

the employment prospects of all their graduates. 

Summary 

The prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is increasing and greater numbers of 

students with ASD are entering higher education than ever before. The transition needs of 

students with ASD are often more complex and tend to require increased supports outside of the 

classroom. Effective supports to improve transition for this population need to address executive 

function, social and communication skills, independence, and self-advocacy. Programs that are 

designed to support and improve student functioning in these areas are likely to improve 

retention for students with ASD in postsecondary. Increased retention is likely to improve overall 

graduation rates and possibly employment outcomes for students with disabilities. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

Based on the review of existing literature related to autism spectrum disorder and 

transition to postsecondary, the following conclusions can be drawn. Transition programs 

designed to meet the needs of students with ASD must have a well-developed social component. 

Specialized programs should be comprehensive and allow opportunities to develop higher level 

social and communication skills in individuals with autism across the many environments and 

activities housed on a college campus. Current transition programs are limited in addressing the 

specific needs of this population, but summer transition programs and peer mentoring show 

promise in being useful in addressing the needs identified through this study. 

Transition for students with ASD is often difficult due to the lack of college supports to 

meet the specific needs of this population. Academic and classroom accommodations are 

insufficient to alleviate the complex social, communication, and executive function deficits that 

students with ASD experience. Additional challenges due to co-morbid psychiatric disorders 

such as anxiety and depression further complicate the successful transition of this student 

population. Summer transition programs have been successful in improving outcomes for at-risk 

first year college students, and carefully designed programs with attention to the specific needs 

of students with ASD are likely to improve retention and transition outcomes for this population. 

Previous research studies have identified barriers to successful transition based on 

functional difficulties students with ASD experience. Difficulties with executive function are 

common and need to be addressed more effectively if students with ASD are to be successful in 

higher education. Assistance with organization and time management could be incorporated into 

summer transition programs and ongoing academic support provided by the college. Focus on 

assisting students to develop higher level skills in these areas will provide them with tools to be 
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successful in college as well as providing the tools they will need to be successful in 

employment. Supports for executive dysfunction will benefit not only students with ASD, but 

also benefits students with ADHD as well as students without disabilities who are in the process 

of developing greater independence as they transition to college. 

Social communication and interaction is another area that requires support for many 

students with ASD to allow successful transition. Addressing these concerns will improve 

self-advocacy, independence and connectedness to the campus. Peer mentoring programs have 

been demonstrated to effectively meet some of these social needs for students and have become 

an integral component of many first year experience programs in higher education. Peer 

mentoring shows promise for enhancing inclusion and assisting in development of higher level 

social skills in students with disabilities. Mentoring programs are flexible enough to meet 

individual needs and allow for adjustment and refinement to meet the diverse differences in 

students with autism. 

The benefits to the individual with ASD, students without disabilities, and the institution 

are significant. Although additional research is needed, providing supports for students with 

ASD is likely to improve retention and graduation rates for this population. The development of 

these transition programs for students with ASD is likely to benefit a wider range of students 

both with and without disabilities as institutions explore best practices and incorporate them into 

programs. Establishment of a transition and mentoring program that targets students with ASD 

and focuses on improving outcomes will allow researchers to learn more about the components 

necessary for successful transition and inclusion. Assessment is necessary to refine and improve 

services to better support this population of students in higher education. 
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