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• Strengths in some areas

• Difficulties in others

• Remarkably good at some things

• Unexpectedly challenged by other things

Our view of autism:
A “spikey” profile



Those who do get 
a job, can find it 
hard to keep it

Those who finish 
their degree can 
find it hard to get 
a (graduate) job

Those who do 
start a degree 
may drop out 

early

Selecting a course 
and applying to 

university can be 
daunting

What are the key transitions?



Widening Access to Higher Education for 
Students on the Autism Spectrum

(resources published 2016)

www.autism-uni.org



Challenges when 
starting university

From the Autism&Uni Best Practice Guides
www.autism-uni.org/bestpractice

Based on 280 survey responses 
and 14 interviews

http://www.autism-uni.org/bestpractice


Positive aspects of 
starting university

Quotes from Autism&Uni research

Based on 280 survey responses 
and 14 interviews

“I love my course and my tutors are extremely helpful 
when I have questions. “ (student, UK)

“I have always wanted to do research, especially with 
languages, and studying makes it possible.” (student, 
Finland)

“In high school I was ridiculed by my peers. This does not 
happen at university, where my fellow students treat me 
with respect.” (student, Spain)

“On the whole, studying was very beneficial in building 
my confidence to socialise with others. I was also studying 
something I loved.” (former student, UK)

“We were all assigned a personal tutor. Mine was very 
proactive in getting to know me as a person and 
organising regular meetings with me whether there was a 
problem or not.” (former student, UK)



Increasing Employability for 
Autistic Graduates in Europe
(resources published 2022)

www.imageautism.com

http://www.imageautism.com/
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Challenges when 
leaving university

Based on 53 interviews, 224 online survey 
responses, and participatory design 
workshops with 79 people

For autistic students and graduates
• High expectation of self-directness when looking for a job
• Matching degree skills with jobs out there
• Having the confidence to attend careers fairs or to self-promote
• Interacting with employers
• Accessing the “hidden” job market – through networks and friends

For careers advisors
• Lack of autism-specific training and understanding
• Careers advice and study support are provided by different teams
• Unable to provide much, if any, individualised support
• Not enough communication about what support is available

During job search and recruitment
• Asking for reasonable adjustments during job interview
• Interviews often not set up to assess job skills, but to check “chemistry”
• Employers are unsure how to support autistic graduates
• Employers worry about doing or saying the wrong thing, and therefore 

avoid the issue altogether 

In the workplace
• Sensory environment, e.g. noise level, open office layout, hot-desking 
• Transition into job: new people, new rules, unwritten rules
• Asking for reasonable adjustments, in line with preferences
• Lack of understanding by colleagues (adjustment = privilege?)
• Developing social relationships with colleagues



What constitutes good 
support practice?

I have a cook book…



Recipe 1 Develop a deep understanding of autism, then openly share it with 
colleagues
Get the training you need to move beyond autism “awareness”.
Speak to autistic students and graduates – those you could help, and those 
you couldn’t. Learn from their viewpoints. 
Then become an autism champion in your institution.



Recipe 2 Recognise autistic characteristics as strengths, not deficits

Too often the focus is on deficits and difficulties, e.g. when initial 
needs and adjustments are identified.

Look beyond this and characteristics and interests that can turn into 
real strengths – at uni and in the workplace.

Foster these.



Recipe 3 Help students succeed not only academically, 
but also socially

Most support services deal well with 
academic needs, and reasonable 
adjustments focus on that.

Also ensure that the autistic person is 
supported in their social needs and 
activities.

Ask about interests outside university.

Make clubs and societies inclusive and 
accessible.



Recipe 4 Design support around needs and preferences, not based on a diagnosis

The keyword here is inclusiveness, or Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

Design support and adjustments in a way that they can be accessed by all students, 
whether with a diagnosis or not.



Recipe 5 Communicate clearly, avoid 
ambiguity, check for 
misunderstandings

It is easy, and quite natural for 
most people, to speak in an 
ambiguous way and let others fill 
the gaps.

Avoid ambiguity when giving 
instructions.

Be clear about when 
independence is required, and 
when guidance is needed. 
Communicate this.



Recipe 6 Offer consistency: people, locations, communications, catch-ups

If possible at all, ensure that the same people deal with the 
same students. Ideally they get to know each other well and 
develop mutual empathy.

Meet in the same place, at the same time.

Give advance notice of any changes – make things predictable.



Recipe 7 Create a welcoming environment

This may include quiet spaces, sensory-friendly events, clear 
directions to campus locations.

Be kind.

Have an open mind.

Make time.

Be honest about your knowledge and your own limitations.



Recipe 8 Set small, achievable goals for adapting your own practice

For example, aim to change one thing every month.

Identify what you can change without asking anyone else 
(for help or for permission).

For those changes that need permission, 
have a holistic approach that includes other teams.



Recipe 9 Partner up with autism organisations

Use their resources.

Attend any training available.

Talk to them if you have questions.



Tips for lecturers/academics
• Offer students multiple ways to evidence their skills and knowledge

• Constructively align learning outcomes to teaching and assessment
• Make assessments accessible and equitable for *all* students

• Critically review the habits and conventions of your discipline
• “we have always used exams”
• “students have to attend all seminars”
• “this is how I learned it”

• Build employability into the curriculum, right from the start
• Promote work experience, internships and placements
• Work closely with the careers and disability services
• Connect with potential employers



Tips for disability support staff

• Encourage students to engage as early as possible, ideally before arrival

• Always focus on needs AND strengths – the latter is easily missed

• Involve the student in all discussions and decisions about them (co-design)

• Review someone’s needs, adjustments and support regularly

• Involve academics and other staff (e.g. admin, security, catering)



Tips for careers advisors

• Regularly speak to academics to understand the specifics of a course and 
potential jobs in that area

• Encourage students to engage as early as possible

• Understand the range of reasonable adjustments available in workplaces

• Get (and stay) in touch with employers and offer your autism expertise – with 
the student’s permission



Our resources



The Autism&Uni Toolkit      https://autism-uni.org/toolkits
• Learn about university, challenges and opportunities

• Designed to be adapted to a specific university’s needs

• Interviews with students and with support staff

• Practical tips and prompts for reflection

• Encourages positive action and self-advocacy

• Used by 20 universities in the UK, Ireland & Europe

• Several others are currently setting up their toolkit

https://autism-uni.org/toolkits


The Autism&Uni Best Practice Guides

GUIDE 1: For Higher Education managers and senior academics
GUIDE 2: For lecturers and tutors
GUIDE 3: For professionals supporting autistic students
•

- 15,000 copies distributed across Europe
- Available in Dutch, Finnish, Polish, Spanish, German, Portuguese, French

www.autism-uni.org/bestpractice





1.
Employability 
toolkit for 
students and 
graduates

- self-assessment and
career planning

- develop self-advocacy
- case studies and good

practice examples

toolkit.imageautism.com

https://toolkit.imageautism.com/


2.
Training Materials 
for careers advisors

- Group activities
- Training videos
- Case studies
- Guide to “Train the Trainer” 

imageautism.com/training

https://imageautism.com/training


3.
Good Practice 
Guides for careers 
advisors, academics, 
policymakers and 
employers

- Advice and examples
- Quick ‘takeaways’
- Checklists and case studies

guides.imageautism.com

https://guides.imageautism.com/


Thank you
Dr Marc Fabri
Leeds School of Arts

m.fabri@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
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