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Abstract

The growing number of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in postsecondary education re-
quires accommaodations beyond typically provided supports in order to ensure success. However, most cam-
puses lack support services provided in addition to general accommodations. A supplemental support program
within a public university was developed to provide social skills, career development skills, and independent
living skills to matriculating students with ASD. Program participants are provided with a mentor to work
towards self-identified goals throughout the semester. In order to gain better understanding of individual
student needs, a baseline survey was developed to assess strengths and needs of incoming students from the
individual student perspective. The baseline was completed by 20 students in 2017-2018, providing program
staff assistance, guidance, and support based on feedback from individual students. Increased GPAs as well
as First Time In College (FTIC) retention rates were observed after one year. Observed outcomes included
increased student participation and campus engagement for participants. Implications and recommendations

for future use are discussed.
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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is one of the
fastest growing disability categories in the world.
Factors contributing to this rapid growth include the
number of children diagnosed with ASD, which has
increased from 1 in 88 in 2008 to 1 in 59 in 2018
(Center for Disease and Control, 2018), heightened
awareness, changes in the diagnostic criteria, and im-
proved ability to recognize and diagnose higher-func-
tioning individuals with ASD (Pinder-Amaker,
2014). The number of students with ASD enrolling
in postsecondary education continues to increase,
accounting for almost 1% of the total population of
universities (Anderson, Carter, & Stephenson, 2018).
Despite this increase, a lower percentage of students
with ASD graduate college compared to neurotypical
peers (Elias & White, 2018).

Common accommodations utilized by students
with ASD include testing in a separate environment
from the classroom, requesting additional time on
exams, recording lectures in class, reduced course
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loads, and meeting with disability support coordina-
tors (Anderson et al., 2018). Other accommodations
that are preferred include housing (such as living in
residence halls and roommate selection), academ-
ic coaching, priority registration, and tutoring (Van
Hees, Moyson, & Roeyers, 2015). Accommodations
provided in higher education do not follow the same
legal stipulations as the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), instead, rely on the scopes of
services described by the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act (with provisions post-high school) (Chan, 2016).
However, despite having access to accommodations,
students with ASD may experience difficulties and
challenges that go beyond the services provided by the
office of accessibility on campus. Recent years have
shown an increase in supplemental support programs
offered across the nation for students with ASD, how-
ever, most programs require a fee for participation
(collegeautismspectrum.com/collegeprograms/).



98 Rowe et al.; Supporting Students

A comprehensive and flexible approach that is
individualized and based on the student’s needs is in-
tegral to providing a successful program for students
with ASD (Elias & White, 2018). Van Hees and col-
leagues (2015) recommended using a personalized
approach, having a safe and transparent environ-
ment with sufficient planning and clear communica-
tion, providing academic accommodations, coaching
students in education, student life, and daily living
skills, and providing psychosocial support. How-
ever, in order to provide additional supports beyond
accommodations included with DSO services, ad-
ditional or supplemental supports may be required.
Even supplemental programs specific to ASD have
limitations such as limited program capacity, lack of
funding, and lack of professionals trained in provid-
ing services to students with ASD (Barnhill, 2016).

Depiction of the Problem

Limitations associated with ASD include difficul-
ties in reciprocal social interactions and relationship
development, challenges maintaining conversation
in social settings, perseverative or obsessive thought
patterns, restricted behaviors and interests, and diffi-
culty interpreting nonverbal cues or the perspective
of others (Van Hees et al., 2015). There exists little
research outside of adolescence and childhood for
support services available to individuals with ASD,
with even less on support services for students in post-
secondary education (Anderson et al., 2018). These
support systems may be more difficult to access or
may not focus on the individual perspectives of stu-
dent needs. Further, many studies focus on caregiv-
er and professional supports, neglecting the direct
input from the individuals (Turcotte, Mathew, Shea,
Brusilovskiy, & Nonnemacher, 2016). In college,
students with ASD may face difficulties with senso-
ry overload, lack of support systems, and have chal-
lenges with time management and a lack of routine,
which often leads to students feeling overwhelmed
and burnt out (Anderson et al., 2018). Additionally,
administrators on campus may face challenges sup-
porting students with ASD as this may require addi-
tional resources, including funding and training (Cai
& Richdale, 2016; Zeedyk, Tipton, & Blacher, 2016).

The transition from high school to college is dif-
ficult for students with ASD, with many feeling that
they are unprepared for the transition. Individuals
with ASD report higher levels of loneliness, anxiety,
and depression compared to neurotypical students
(Pinder-Amaker, 2014). Because of difficulties with
social communication, it can be difficult for students
with ASD to form necessary support systems in col-
lege (Pinder-Amaker, 2014).

Many students diagnosed with ASD choose not
to disclose their disability status due to a fear of stig-
ma or feeling that they do not need accommodations
(Van Hees et al., 2015). As a result, students may
choose to not take advantage of support services that
are available to them including tutoring, mentors,
exam accommodations, and assistance with daily
living (Anderson et al., 2018). Some students with
ASD have difficulty advocating for themselves and
do not seek support services until it is too late (Elias
& White, 2018).

It is clear that providing support to students with
ASD is important in order to succeed in college and
in the workplace. By supplementing services provid-
ed by campus DSO offices, students with ASD can
practice developing social skills, independent living
skills, and career development skills. However, in
order to provide effective services to degree-seek-
ing students with ASD, students must first identify
and communicate areas they may require assistance
in. Furthermore, before supports and resources can
be identified for students, DSO staff need to have in-
take or initial evidence of where student strengths and
areas of need may be evident. Below is a description
of a diagnostic tool used to assess and identify prob-
lem areas for students with ASD participating in the
Transition to Healthiness, Resourcefulness, Indepen-
dence, Vocation, and Education (THRIVE) program,
which is then used to help THRIVE staff create indi-
vidualized goals (with the student) to improve their
areas of need.

Participant Demographics and Institutional
Partners/Resources

Along with national trends reflecting larger num-
bers of students with ASD entering four-year insti-
tutions, the campus recognized an increased number
of students with ASD registering with the Disability
Services Office (DSO). The DSO provided significant
guidance on an individual student basis; however, a
more proactive, overarching training appeared nec-
essary for students with ASD. In the summer 2012
semester the DSO implemented a pilot supplemental
support peer-mentoring program for students with
ASD. After several years of continued program suc-
cess, three areas of need emerged: social skills, inde-
pendent living skills, and career development skills.

For the 2017-2018 academic year, seven mentors
were assigned to 20 students with ASD. Mentors
were made up of undergraduate and graduate students
in various programs of study including: psychology,
exercise science, sociology, business, and applied
behavioral analysis. Mentors met with individually
assigned students up to three hours per week. Three
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mentors were senior level program participants (stu-
dents who received mentoring in previous semesters
and applied to become mentors for fellow students
with ASD). Mentors were required to complete an-
ecdotal notes following each individual session with
mentees and were also required to participate in social
focus groups and social skills training activities. Each
mentor committed to roughly 10-15 hours per week
working with students, completing session notes,
and participating in group activities. The small sam-
ple size of both the students and mentors reflects the
exploratory nature of this practice brief and the need
to carefully explore the results. Of the 20 students,
12 were First Time In College (FTIC) students and
the majority of students and mentors were Caucasian.
The sample of students was comprised of 70% males
and among the mentors, 57% were female. The mean
age for the students was 21.

Description of Practice

With the three identified areas of focus, THRIVE
students have the opportunity to develop social skills,
independent living skills, and career skills while gain-
ing valuable experience in a higher education setting
with the support of a peer mentor (https://www.unf.
edu/drc/thrive). One of the overall strategies used
to promote student-led learning and experiences is
through the use of goal-setting. By identifying a per-
sonal goal, students are empowered to take action
on changes they want to make or experiences they
want to gain; held accountable by their peer mentor
and other participating students. Goals range from
obtaining a driver’s license to getting a job to get-
ting accepted in a graduate program. Specific areas
of weaknesses and strengths are explored in weekly
group meetings as well as during one-on-one meet-
ings with mentors.

Mentors are provided by program staff and are
assigned prior to the start of the semester. Mentors
are made up of volunteers, federal work study, in-
ternship, and practicum students currently enrolled
in classes. Each mentor is required to complete a
mentor application, interview with program director
and staff, and one-day training prior to the start of
the first semester as mentor. While there is no for-
mal partnership between campus departments and
mentors, opportunities for students to earn extra
credit, practicum and internship hours, and research
opportunities are made available.

In the fall of 2016 a baseline survey was devel-
oped by the director and a student assistant as a way
to measure incoming students’ knowledge and aware-
ness from the perspectives of the student. As a result,

the baseline survey served as a guide for the director
and staff to identify areas of strengths as well as areas
of need. In the fall of 2017, 20 students complet-
ed the baseline survey prior to the start of their first
semester and results were used to determine student
goals. New students were required to complete the
baseline survey that evaluated student knowledge of
the three program areas of focuses (social, indepen-
dence, career). The program director then analyzed
each survey to establish goals and strategies to begin
implementing with each student’s peer mentor. Sur-
vey results were also used to determine mentor as-
signments as the director paired mentors with similar
interests with students that reported needing help or
guidance in specific areas.

The baseline survey was created to identify the
strengths and weaknesses of each student and includ-
ed areas in which they may need assistance, and how
familiar they were with their diagnosis, skills, and re-
sources. The baseline is comprised of the following
sections: Disability Awareness, Campus Resources,
Self-Advocacy, Major and Career, Time Manage-
ment, Study Strategies, Goals, Stress Management,
and Living in the Dorms. Each section asks the stu-
dent to fill out a Likert-type scale ranging from “Not
Confident” to “Completely Confident” regarding a
statement pertaining to the section. For example, in
the Disability Awareness section, students are asked
to state their confidence by answering, “I know what
my disability is and how it affects me.” The student
is then asked to provide evidence that supports the
claim on the Likert-type scale by asking the student
to answer statements in their own words. Using the
same example, the student is asked what their diag-
nosis is and how it affects them as two separate fol-
low-up questions to the Likert-type scale. Based on
the answers the student provides to the open-ended
questions, it is possible to see if their actual respons-
es are representative of the confidence levels they
chose for the Likert-type gquestions at the beginning
of each section.

Responses to the baseline assessment help to pro-
vide understanding of an incoming student and what
possible supports may be needed. A student may not
realize they need assistance in a given area, espe-
cially if they are confident in their perceived mas-
tery of skills. The baseline allows mentors to match
open-ended responses to the Likert-type scale re-
sponses and identify areas of weakness that the stu-
dent may perceive as strengths. Each section within
the baseline was selected based on their importance
for developing successful strategies for completing
college and independent living skills. If the student
claimed to have a study strategy that worked and was
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able to describe the strategy and how it works for
them, the student may have some level of proficiency
or knowledge with study habits and may not be some-
thing they need to work on. Instead, the student may
not be confident in their ability to take care of them-
selves independently, which could be something to
focus on when meeting with their mentor. The base-
line serves as a tool to aid in tailoring the mentoring
experience for each individual student and what they
may need additional support developing, which may
or may not be perceived as areas of support initially
by the student.

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes

Students participating in the program enter at
different levels, meaning not every student has an
established GPA prior to enrollment in the program.
However, average GPA’s of students following the
fall 2017 semester was 3.00, which improved to 3.34
by the end of the spring 2018 semester. The reten-
tion rate for FTIC students was 100%, or twelve
out of twelve, higher than the overall university’s
first year retention rate of 79.1% for the same peri-
od (UNF Florida Equity Report, 2017). While the
baseline survey is meant to provide a starting point
for mentors and students to identify and target areas
to focus on, the results of the survey can also provide
long-term direction for students who may be unsure
of what types of careers can be associated with spe-
cific majors and programs of study. For example,
students select their confidence levels in the major
or potential major preparing them for a career. Fol-
lowing this, students are asked to list a specific career
that requires their degree or major as well as what
career evidence the student has that confirms their
choice in major. The results of the survey indicated
areas of need for students unsure of career choices or
what majors could be required for specific employ-
ment fields. Students participating in the 2017-2018
year were able to explore majors and careers with the
support of their mentors by attending career fairs,
information sessions on different majors, and meet-
ing with career advisors as a result of completing the
baseline survey.

The results of the baseline survey have provid-
ed program staff with much-needed student perspec-
tive in terms of evaluating student functioning levels.
Unlike previous research by Turcotte and colleagues
(2016) that intentionally omitted survey responses of
individuals with ASD, this survey allows the individ-
ual to tell staff what their personal wants and needs for
supports may be, directly from them. This allows for
the opportunity for the individual to advocate for their

own needs and give them an opportunity to speak for
themselves. One of the downsides to including only
individual perspectives is the increased likelihood of
miscues and incorrect information provided. Howev-
er, using the baseline survey is an opportunity for stu-
dents to learn where their strengths and weaknesses
may be and what potential resources might be neces-
sary to ensure success. Overall, staff reported seeing
an increase in confidence and self-advocacy when
meeting with students using the results of the baseline
to provide a foundation or starting point in develop-
ing goals and skills. One measure used to evaluate
increased confidence and self-advocacy with students
was through attendance and participation in campus
events. At the end of the semester, students were able
to compare their baseline results to end of term prog-
ress and reflect on the strategies utilized throughout
the semester with the mentor that led to the positive
outcomes, and how they can be implemented across
times and settings. Weekly mentor notes described
examples of students engaging in self-advocacy
(seeking help when needed, problem-solving issues
with roommates, initiating participation, and attend-
ing campus events) and overall confidence levels in-
creased when mentors asked students what they liked
doing over the course of the semester and why these
activities were helpful.

Implications and Portability

The use of the baseline has been valuable for
providing insight into the current thoughts and feel-
ings of the individual, making it easier to determine
what supports the individual may need. The baseline
is simply a tool, however, to be used alongside in-
formation given from the student. There is very little
research that has been done from the student’s per-
spective, such as asking them directly what supports
they feel they need, identifying their own goals, or
what skills they would like to learn or improve upon.
This baseline is unique because it helps to establish
how the student feels about their knowledge or skills
by asking them directly, as opposed to asking parents,
doctors, or other professionals. The baseline was cre-
ated after the program had already been created and
was not present from the beginning, so not every stu-
dent in the program has taken the baseline. In the
future, making the baseline a requirement for all stu-
dents seeking to enter the program would aid in the
process of beginning to ask the student what supports
they are interested in before fully engaging within the
program. Having the students complete the baseline
before leaving the program may also allow staff to
compare the student’s initial knowledge to their cur-
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rent knowledge, which can aid in improving how the
program functions.

While the baseline was created for the program,
the ideology of asking students with disabilities di-
rectly what supports they would need or be interested
in to be successful is something that can be gener-
alized across all settings and institutions. Allowing
the student to express their own wants and needs is
an expression of self-advocacy, which is a skill most
individuals, whether they have a disability or not,
Is important to learn. The baseline is composed of
questions that are not specific to the program or to
an ASD diagnosis, so the same baseline can be used
or slightly modified and can be generalized across
populations. It would be possible to use the baseline
for students with disabilities in other institutions and
programs, and could assist individuals working with
the students in connecting them with resources and
supports that would benefit their interests, wants, and
needs, leading to an overall more useful experience
for the student.

References

Anderson, A. H., Carter, M., & Stephenson, J. (2018).
Perspectives of university students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder. Journal of Autism and Devel-
opmental Disorders, 48, 651-665.

Barnhill, G. P. (2016). Supporting students with As-
perger syndrome on college campuses: Current
practices. Focus on Autism and Other Develop-
mental Disabilities, 31, 3-15.

Cai, R.Y., & Richdale, A. L. (2016). Educational ex-
periences and needs of higher education students
with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders, 46, 31-41.

Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2018).
Autism Spectrum Disorder data & statistics. Re-
trieved from https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism
/data.html.

Chan, V. (2016). Special needs: scholastic disability
accommodations from K-12 and transitions to
higher education. Current Psychiatry Reports,
18(2), 21.

Elias, R., & White, S. W. (2018). Autism goes to
college: Understanding the needs of a student
population on the rise. Journal of Autism and De-
velopmental Disorders, 48, 732-746.

Pinder-Amaker, S. (2014). Identifying the unmet
needs of college students on the autism spectrum.
Harvard Review of Psychiatry, 22, 125-137.

University of North Florida. (2017). UNF equi-
ty report data year: 2015-2016. Retrieved from
http://www.unf.edu/uploadedFiles/president/
eop/UNF%?20Florida%20Equity%20Report%20
2017 .pdf

Van Hees, V., Moyson, T., & Roeyers, H. (2015).
Higher education experiences of students with
autism spectrum disorder: Challenges, benefits
and support needs. Journal of Autism and Devel-
opmental Disorders, 45, 1673-1688.

Zeedyk, S. M., Tipton, L. A., & Blacher, J. (2016).
Educational supports for high functioning youth
with ASD: The postsecondary pathway to col-
lege. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental
Disabilities, 31, 37-48.

About the Authors

Dr. Tara Rowe received her B.A. degree in ex-
ceptional student education from the University of
North Florida and EdD from the University of North
Florida in Educational Leadership. Her experience
includes working as an adjunct instructor for the
College of Education and Human Services as well as
serving as the director for THRIVE, a transition pro-
gram for matriculating students with ASD. Her re-
search interests include self-determination, students
with disabilities, developing mentor programs, lead-
ership, and graduation and employment success for
individuals with disabilities. She can be reached by
email at: t.rowe@unf.edu.

Tyler Charles received his B.A. degree in psychol-
ogy from the University of North Florida and MEd
in Applied Behavior Analysis from the University
of North Florida. His experience includes working
as a program coordinator for THRIVE, a transition
program for matriculating students with ASD. His
research interests include the use of behavior analyt-
ic skills and procedures to support adults with ASD
throughout college. He can be reached by email at:
t.charles@unf.edu.

Henry DuBose received his B.A. degree in psy-
chology from the University of North Florida. His
experience includes working as a mentor and par-
ticipating as a student in THRIVE, a transition pro-
gram for matriculating students with ASD. He can be
reached by email at: n00965091@unf.edu.



