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Abstract

In recent years, the number of autistic people entering university has increased in Australia and worldwide. While
an encouraging trend, autistic students’ completion rates remain much lower than non-autistic students in Australia.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, numerous studies investigating autistic people’s experiences at universities have identified stigma
and discrimination as a significant barrier facing autistic people in higher education. In this study, our team of autistic
co-researchers and non-autistic researchers co-produced an in-depth qualitative study to understand the contexts and
circumstances in which autistic people felt stigmatised or experienced discrimination at universities in Australia. We
interviewed 21 autistic people who either had completed at least one university course, or were studying a university
course, or had enrolled in but discontinued at least one university course in Australia. Using reflexive thematic analysis,
we identified four themes: (1) ‘My disability is something that people just don’t have a clue about’, (2) ‘the system is really
stacked against you’, (3) the onus is on autistic students, and (4) ‘grit and stubbornness’. Based on these findings, we
suggested implementing Universal Design for Learning, neurodiversity-affirming and trauma-informed practices, together
with a participatory approach to better design university curricula, processes, and support services for autistic students.

Lay Abstract

Autistic students experience many challenges at university. One significant barrier identified in past research was autistic
students’ experiences of discrimination (i.e. being treat differently) and stigma (being judged differently). Our research
team included both autistic and non-autistic researchers who designed a project to help explore autistic students’
experiences of stigma and discrimination at Australian universities. We interviewed 21 autistic students who went to a
university — some had completed qualifications, and some had not. From our interviews, we identified four themes: (1)
‘My disability is something that people just don’t have a clue about’, (2) ‘the system is really stacked against you’, (3) the
onus is on autistic students, and (4) ‘grit and stubbornness’. As a result, we recommended changes in the way courses
are written and taught so that autistic people have opportunities that meet their ways of learning. It is also important for
university staff to understand the impact of trauma experienced by autistic people and that universities work together
with autistic people to design courses and supports that include autistic ways of learning, accessible university processes
and identify support needs.
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Higher education is not accessible to everyone. Inter-
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outcomes remain far from equitable (Chown et al., 2018;
Newman et al., 2011). Take autistic people as an exam-
ple: in Australia, the context of this study, the latest cen-
sus data show that autistic people, including those with
intellectual disabilities, are twice less likely than people
with other disabilities and four times less likely than
people without disabilities to hold a bachelor’s degree or
higher (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018). Going to
university — and being successful at university — is an
important aspiration to many autistic people (Camarena
& Sarigiani, 2009). Like many others (Bartram, 2016;
Skatova & Ferguson, 2014), autistic people think that
attending universities can bring about better career pros-
pects and personal development (Cheriyan et al., 2021).
It is therefore imperative to understand the reasons
underlying these poor outcomes experienced by autistic
students at universities.

Existing research on the experiences of autistic univer-
sity students has made some progress in understanding
these reasons. Several studies have shown that autistic stu-
dents often feel a sense of otherness at universities (Cage
& Howes, 2020; Vincent et al., 2017) and face others’ ste-
reotyped beliefs about, or stigmatised attitudes towards,
autism from their peers (Goddard & Cook, 2021; Gurbuz
et al., 2019; Sarrett, 2018) and university staff (Scott &
Sedgewick, 2021). Autistic students also generally report
non-autistic people’s lack of understanding and awareness
about autism and autistic people (Cage et al., 2020; Cage
& Howes, 2020; Goddard & Cook, 2021; Gurbuz et al.,
2019; Vincent et al., 2017), often leading to a lack of
appropriate support and accommodations that could truly
level the playing field for autistic students (Anderson et
al., 2020; Cage & Howes, 2020).

Furthermore, many autistic participants in these
studies have expressed their fear of discrimination as
the primary reason for not disclosing their autistic iden-
tity (Bolourian et al., 2018; Cai & Richdale, 2016; Van
Hees et al., 2015), which has sometimes led to delayed
or no access to support services (Anderson et al., 2020;
Van Hees et al., 2015). Autistic students’ fear of dis-
crimination was perhaps not unfounded based on evi-
dence presented in a recent systematic review, which
provided an overview of university experiences reported
by 587 autistic students across 24 studies. Almost one
third of these studies (n=7) involving 286 autistic stu-
dents (48.7% of total sample) reported experiencing
discrimination, marginalisation, and bullying (Davis et
al., 2021). Despite the apparent prominence of this
issue, to our knowledge, there have been no studies that
have specifically examined autistic university students’
experiences of stigma and discrimination. To this end,
we conducted an in-depth qualitative study to uncover
the contexts and circumstances under which autistic stu-
dents experienced discrimination at universities in
Australia.

Method

Participants

This study was advertised on social media (Twitter and
Facebook) between 15 and 29 November 2021 inviting
autistic people to share their experiences going through
university in Australia in a semi-structured interview. We
included autistic people who (1) were 18years and above,
(2) used English, (3) had a clinical diagnosis of autism or
self-identified as being autistic, and (4) had completed, had
enrolled in but discontinued, or were currently studying at
least one course at a university in Australia. We received
expressions of interest from 26 eligible autistic people, all
of whom were invited to complete the interview.

Of the 26, five either did not respond to our invitation
or were unavailable. The remaining 21 autistic people
were interviewed between 22 November and 24 December
2021. Participants were aged between 23 and 56 years old
(M=36.3 yrs; SD=9.1; Table 1), predominantly domestic
students (n=20; 95.2%) and were non-Indigenous
Australian or of European descent (n=16; 76.2%).
Participants identified as women or transfeminine (n=13;
61.9%), transgender men or genderfluid between agender
and male (n=3; 14.3%), or nonbinary or genderqueer
(n=5; 23.8%). Twenty participants received their autism
diagnosis either before (n=4; 19.0%), during (n=7;
33.3%), or after (n=9; 42.9%) commencing their univer-
sity courses. One participant self-identified as being autis-
tic during university. At the time of interview, 11
participants (52.4%) were current students, while the
remaining had either completed at least one degree (n=38;
38.1%) or had enrolled but discontinued at least one course
(n=2; 9.5%). Specific information on socioeconomic sta-
tus was not recorded. See Supplemental Table S1 for fur-
ther participant information.

Interview schedule

We asked participants six primary questions regarding
their: (1) autism diagnosis or self-identification, (2) transi-
tion from school to university, (3) interactions with peers,
(4) interactions with university lecturers and staff mem-
bers, (5) experiences navigating university systems, and
(6) any negative experiences that stood out to them during
university. For the final question, the phrase ‘negative
experiences’ was replaced with ‘experiences of discrimi-
nation’ if participants spontaneously mentioned discrimi-
nation or related terms during the interview. Prompt
questions were used to elicit further details, if required
(see Supplementary Material for interview schedule).

Procedure

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Human
Research Ethics Committee at Macquarie University. All



Tan et al.

“]JOM [B1D0S pue ‘ASojoyaAsd ‘Dupipaw ‘supdipaweded ‘Buisinu Sulpn|aul SIJIAISS [BI20S pue ‘UoiEINPd ‘Yajeay Sulpiroad 01 pajejad asoya se paulap a4am sJofew 3uidjoH,
*A3isJaAIUN URI[RAISNY U WO (5)92489(,

*AUSJ9AIUN JU3)JE 4O BUlIN ‘940§3q YoNS St PalIuSP!

A3y JayI9yM $103]J2.1 UOIBLIOMUI SIY3 D1ISIINE SUISq SB PIYIIUSPI-J|9S OYM 3SOY3 104 “AIISISAIUN USE IO SULIND ‘2.10J9q ssOuSeIp JI1ay3 PaAIRdAI A3 JBUISYM SID3]J9.] UONEBWLIOMI SIY3 ‘SISOUSEIp Wwsine ue pey oym syuedidiaed Jo,

'S2I0N
(4olew dJew pue Japuade
0 0 8uidjay-uou torenpe.dispun) ss A Jouy ueISy 1se3-YIoN U29M13q pINjjIopusn) 8T ytd
0 (%001) 1 oN Yy uelje.asny sNousSipul-uoN dleway o £2d
(%0) 1 (%0) | oN J9)y  ueadoung uJ9Iseg pue UISYINOS B ISOAA-YLION suluIwRysue | 43 12d
(%001) T (%001) 1 oN 8uung Ue|[e.asny SNOUSIPUI-UON a[eway [£3 0zd
0 (%0) 1 oN aJopg uelsy/ 35e3-YI0N dleway 9z 61d
(%001) | (%001) T (4ofew Buidjay to3enpe.disod) sa 3ulng uel|eJIsSny snouadipu|-uoN AJeuiquoN W 81d
0 (%0S) T (4olew Buidjay torenpe.dispun) sa Jeny ueljeaasny snouadipuj-uoN Seway o€ /1d
(%001) | (%001) | (4olew uidjay terenpeudisod) sox Suing ueljeasny snouadipu|-uoN Sleway 8¢ 91d
(4ofew
0 (%0S5) T Suidjay-uou torenpe.disod) so x Jouy ueljeasny snouadipu|-uoN Sleway 9% ¥id
(%001) T (%0) | (4olew 3uidjay te3enpeudisod) so x Juy ueado.ng 1S9AA-YION| Sleway 89 €1d
(%0) T (%0) T (4olew Buidjay ‘arenpeadiapun) sa g 2J04og ueado.un3 IS9AA-YIION dew Jopualsued | €€ 11d
(aolew
0 0 Buidjay-uou :a1enpeagiapun) so X 3uling ueljeJIsSNy snouadipu|-uoN| deWwa4 T old
(aolew
(%001) | (%05) T Suidjey-uou te3enpe.dispun) ss Jouy ueljeaasny snouadipu|-uoN AseuiquoN Sy 60d
(%09) T (%001) T oN sy UBl[EAISNY SNOUSSIPU|-UON 3eway 8¢ 80d
(%0) 1 (%0) € oN 3uung Ue||e.asny SNOUSSIPUI-UON a[eway 8y £0d
0 (%0) T oN aJojeg UeISY 3583-YION| S[ew Japuadsue. | 43 90d
(%0) € 0 oN Buung BI[eJISNY SPISINO UBIUBIIO AseuiquoN 1€ sod
(%001) 1 (%0) 1 oN Yy UBl[easny SNOUSSIPUI-UON 493nb.apuasy ST ¥0d
(%09) T 0 oN Buung ueljeaasny snouadipu|-uoN AseuiquoN €T €0d
(%S0 ¥ (%05) T (4ofew Buidjay ‘o3enpeudisod) sa )y 2J049g ueado.uny uJa1se] pue UJdYINOg Seway b 70d
0 (%0) 1 (4olew Buidjay torenpeudisod) sox Suling UBISY/ [B3U9D) PUB UIBYINOS Seway 8¢ 10d
(qiolew
8uidjay %) panunuodsip (qiofew Buidjay %) (dofew Buidjay-uouy/,3uidjay LBuiwn sisoudelp
£592.39p jo JoquuinN  pa33|dwod $99.35p Jo JaquinN| ‘ApN3s JO [2A3]) (3USPN3S JUBLIND /Aanuspl onsany Jopusny (s4eak) 28y uedidnuey

*s213s149308.4BYD JueddilIed *| d|qeL



Autism 00(0)

participants provided informed written consent before par-
ticipating in this study.

Participants first completed an online questionnaire
administered on LimeSurvey (LimeSurvey Gmbh, 2012)
and provided general demographic information, history of
higher education, and communication and language pref-
erences. Ahead of the scheduled interview, each partici-
pant was (1) sent the primary interview questions, (2)
given an option to complete the interview with an autistic
(MR) or a non-autistic researcher (DT), and (3) able to
choose their preferred way of completing the interview
either via web conference on Zoom (using video and/or
audio), live text-based chat, email, phone call, or another
method specified by the participants.

Six participants were interviewed by MR while the oth-
ers by DT. Most participants completed their interviews
via Zoom using video and/or audio (n=20; 95.2%) and
one participant via email exchange (4.8%). One partici-
pant did not wish to be recorded — in which case, with the
participant’s permission, their interview was conducted by
an interviewing researcher, while another researcher took
notes. The interviews ranged between 26 and 107 min
(M=67.4min, SD=22.0). Participants received an AUD25
voucher as an appreciation for their time. Where appropri-
ate, participants’ interviews were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim by a transcription service. Transcripts
were subsequently sent to all participants to edit or clarify
any details if they wish. Nine participants responded with
minor changes or additional information while the remain-
ing participants did not respond to our request.

Data analysis

We employed Braun and Clarke’s (2019) recommenda-
tions for reflexive thematic analysis within an essentialist
framework. We used an inductive approach without any
pre-specified codes to identify patterned meanings within
the dataset. The interviewers (DT and MR) kept a reflexive
diary and met up regularly to reflect on the interviews and
to discuss potential codes. Once the transcripts were avail-
able, the research team met to discuss any compelling
observations and potential codes based on two transcripts.
DT then familiarised herself with all transcripts, continued
to meet with MR once a week over several weeks to dis-
cuss potential codes and interpretations, and applied codes
to all transcripts using NVivo (Version 20; QSR
International Pty Ltd., 2020). Next, DT generated a draft
thematic map based on the codes and participants’ quotes
which was reviewed and first discussed with MR and then
with the research team. The results presented in the next
section were based on several rounds of revisions con-
ducted through an iterative and reflexive process with the
research team. Our analytical approach was influenced by
our training in psychology (DT, TH and EP), education
(EP), social work (MR), and disability studies (TH), our

professional experience as academics (DT and EP), our
prior experience as international (DT) and domestic (MR,
TH and EP) students in Australian universities, and posi-
tionalities as autistic people (MR and TH). Finally, a draft
of the results section and thematic map were sent to all
participants for member checking. Four participants
responded and agreed that our findings were consistent
with either their own experiences or those of other autistic
people. The remaining participants did not reply.

Community involvement

This study involved a team of autistic (MR and TH) co-
researchers' and non-autistic (DT and EP) researchers
working together — and sharing decision-making power —
throughout the research process. TH and DT had several
discussions which contributed towards a funding applica-
tion, which was awarded to DT (the scheme did not allow
for multiple investigators). This project also received addi-
tional support from EP’s existing funding. All team mem-
bers contributed to the ethics application, the design of the
online questionnaire, interview schedule, study procedure,
data analyses and interpretation, and manuscript prepara-
tion. MR and DT conducted the interviews and co-pre-
sented the study findings at conferences and group
meetings. A more detailed reflection on outcomes of the
participatory research process is reported in Appendix B
(Staniszewska et al., 2017).

Results

Many of our autistic interviewees spoke of how they
received their autism diagnosis or identified as being autis-
tic during adulthood. Some had gone through university
without knowing they were autistic. Consequently, with-
out any support in place, our participants had ‘tried a few
times to get different degrees’ [PO5] in various formats
such as face-to-face or distance learning and somehow
‘got through it’ [P21]. They ‘persisted even though it was
really hard. I almost gave up so many times’ [P21]. From
our analysis, we identified four themes (see Figure 1).

Theme |: ‘my disability is something that
people just don’t have a clue about’

Many participants spoke about ‘being profoundly misun-
derstood’ [P17] (subtheme 1.1) at universities. They felt
either that autism is ‘something that people just don’t have
a clue about’ [P17], or that non-autistic people often
‘expect to see somebody who is typically autistic in a cer-
tain way. Doesn’t make eye contact. Speaks in monotone.
Very certain things. They don’t expect to see me’ [PO1].
They were often told that ‘you can’t possibly be autistic
because you don’t act like Rain Man’ [P07] or that ‘you are
obviously fine. You’re obviously high functioning. You
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1. “My disability is
something that
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3.2 Advocacy
came at a cost

Figure |. Autistic people’s experiences of discrimination at university: Themes and subthemes.

obviously have no support needs’ [P10]. Some participants
described their experiences by drawing comparisons with
physical disabilities: ‘It’s very different to somebody hav-
ing a wheelchair or somebody having hearing issues. . .
there’s technology and equipment set up to support that’
[P14], whereas they felt being autistic is an ingrained part
of their disability: ‘It is not my legs. It is not an eyeball. It
is my brain and neurology. There is no way I can exist
outside of that’ [P17].

These misconceptions extended to the university teach-
ing curriculum and academic discussions, which were
recounted as being ‘extremely ableist’ [P23], ‘deficit
based’ [P23], and ‘dehumanising’ [P02], and which ‘exists
in a scientific bubble’ [P13] and ‘doesn’t fit a lot of people’
[P20]. The lack of autism knowledge also led to others —
particularly university support services — having ‘a very
poor understanding how [autism] affects capacity . . . how
we approach university tasks’ [P09] and ‘not understand-
ing why I would need particular things’ [PO5] such as
‘recordings of lectures’ [P05] and ‘closed captions’ [P09].

Autistic interviewees disclosed their ‘fear of not being
believed’ [P02] (subtheme 1.2) by their university peers or
lecturers: ‘[my] credibility or . . . productivity or what I’m
capable of gets dismissed’ [PO1]. Autistic people were also
made to feel that they were ‘stupid’ [P19], ‘lazy and a pro-
crastinator’ [P09], and ‘inadequate, like I didn’t belong in
the class’ [P04]. In some instances, autistic participants
who had applied for special considerations or sought sup-
port from their lecturers were even seen as ‘trying to cheat’
[P11] or ‘cheating the system with my extra time and my
rest breaks and my extensions’ [P10]. One striking

example of such mistrust was described by an autistic PhD
student who reflected on their experience applying for
ethical approval for an autism research project: ‘I felt like
I had to prove more because I was seen as a potential harm
because of the fact that I am autistic — as in how can I be
trusted to understand when somebody is distressed’ [P02].

Participants who were studying in areas of helping pro-
fessions such as education or nursing were often ques-
tioned about their career choices when they disclosed
being autistic. For example, a participant who was com-
pleting an education degree was told that they ‘wouldn’t
make a very good teacher and that I should probably not
continue with my course’ [P16]. Another participant who
was studying to become a paramedic was told that they
‘probably can’t get a job even if you finish your degree
because of your mental health’ [PO3]. One participant
explained this issue:

People don’t even realise that they are being ableists. If you
shove a wheelchair person out of the way, you know you are
being ableist. It is pretty clear. If you don’t build a lift. It is
pretty clear. It is more overt. Whereas, if you are just not sure
if that person is being a little bit weird and you make a joke
about them being retarded, it is so much more nuanced, the
microaggressions and ableism that autistic and neurodivergent
people experience. [P17]

Upon reflection on their experiences of discrimination
at universities, many of our participants spoke about the
intersections between their being autistic and a broad range
of other stigmatising identities (e.g. being a non-male or a
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person of colour) because ‘autistic people are never just
autistic’ [P02] (subtheme 1.2). Several autistic women
spoke about ‘a lack of comprehension about what autism
looks like and how it presents, especially in women’ [P07],
thus there being ‘support groups [that] are specifically tar-
geted for boys who like trains’ [P04]. Some encountered
sexism at universities where men would ‘not take you seri-
ously’ [P18], had ‘a sense of entitlement. . . and white male
privilege’ [P13], and were ‘entitled to just speak and pre-
tend we weren’t there. . . often men in a group or a class
would talk over women’ [P13]. They reportedly ‘struggled
being a woman in STEM and speaking directly [because]
everyone would characterise me as rude or bossy’ [P10].
Autistic women of culturally diverse backgrounds
described their experiences as ‘a triple whammy of me
being a woman of colour’ [PO1], which ‘come along with
racism as well. Being an Asian woman, especially with
white men’ [P24]. One participant expressed the complex-
ity of their experience:

My history is complicated as an autistic person, by also being
half Italian. When I went to uni, [ actually had people say how
exotic it was that I was there. So, some of the stuff is hard to
pull apart from getting an extra set of messages that I didn’t
deserve to be there anyway. [P13]

Theme 2: ‘the system is really stacked against

you’
There was agreement among our participants that such
mistreatment went much deeper than the individual peers
and lecturers with whom they interacted. They also spoke
about the deeply entrenched systemic discrimination in
their higher education experiences. Participants spoke in
great depth about the university being inaccessible (sub-
theme 2.1) to them, including the physical environment,
which had ‘too many people walking around’ [P23], with
‘lighting as abrasive as hell’ [P17], ‘so many smells, it was
so loud, and the acoustics were bad’ [P02], and ‘weren’t
well ventilated’ [P11]. They reported that such an environ-
ment ‘didn’t work’ [P05], ‘was enormously overwhelm-
ing’ [P13], and ‘was just completely inaccessible’ [P02].
Crucially, inaccessibility was further felt to be embed-
ded within university processes, especially around
requesting support from disability services. The processes
involved in accessing support services were described as
a ‘massive bureaucracy’ [PO1] and an ‘overwhelming
maze’ [P02] that ‘aren’t very flexible’ [P24]. There were
‘lots of hoops to jump through’ [P07] and ‘a million forms
that you need to fill out’ [P09]. Overall, our participants
thought that the disability service ‘works to a checklist
rather than works to the needs of people they claim to be
serving” [PO1] and is ‘superficial [and not] versatile
enough to be meaningful for an individual’ [P17]. One
participant described these processes as a ‘symbolic

violence’ [P02] — ‘a deliberate process to make people
like me give up’ [P02].

Because it almost feels like you have to play up or present a
certain way in order to get the special considerations. So, my
psychologist had to basically write a letter, saying my life was
falling apart, in order for me to get special consideration. . .
And I’m grateful that my psychologist knew how to play the
system. Because I wouldn’t be able to. So, it feels like the
system is really stacked against you. [PO1]

Some participants also found certain compulsory teach-
ing components and lecturers to be inaccessible.
Compulsory teaching requirements such as lecture attend-
ance were ‘absolutely unfair and so ableist . . . even though
[lectures] have to be recorded’ [P17]. Our participants told
us that some teaching staff ‘seemed so unfriendly’ [P05],
were ‘completely inaccessible to students, so you had to
try and catch the staff before or after class when they were
rushing about’ [P11] and ‘could even be brutal . . . and
pretty mean’ [P24]. One participant shared that ‘[lecturers]
sort of expect everyone to work like they do, or to work
like how they present it’ [P24]. Another wished that lectur-
ers could ‘just [explain] things in different ways, or just
[spend] a bit more time on people who take longer to pro-
cess’ [P02].

Beneath it all, many participants spoke about the deeply
seated unequal power dynamics (subtheme 2.2) within the
academic establishment — with autistic students being ‘at
the bottom of the pyramid’ [PO1]. Lecturers were described
as ‘authority figures’ [P24] and ‘somebody who’s in a
position of power’ [P06]. This ‘hierarchical’ [PO1] rela-
tionship was evident in several instances when our partici-
pants have gone through the arduous process with disability
services ‘asking for what you need. And then the lecturers
have the discretion of whether or not to do it” [P03]. One
participant told us that their disability advisor could ‘nego-
tiate with the lecturers on behalf of students but if the lec-
turer says no, they cannot force the lecturers’ [P19] to
provide the required support and accommodation. The fol-
lowing quote illustrated how such power difference played
out for one of our participants:

. [a lecturer] said, she doesn’t want any adjustments for
students with disabilities. And also, she said she got lots of
emails from Access and Inclusion that I was struggling with
her course, but she said, ‘when I got those emails, I didn’t
trust those emails because you didn’t look like you were
struggling with my course. You didn’t need so much support.
So you should be more confident with yourself’. Though the
truth was I needed support, but she refused to implement
adjustments for the entire semester. [P19]

There were also reports of instances in which lecturers
have not been held ‘accountable for some of the deeply
unfair and discriminatory practices that have caused very
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real harm to students like me and others’ [PO1]. To submit
a complaint, one participant was expected to ‘talk directly
to the lecturer, and then go to the school or college, and
then Students Association’ [P19].

Theme 3: the onus is on autistic students

It was clear from our interviewees’ responses that they felt
the onus is all-too-often on autistic students to advocate
for their own support needs (subtheme 3.1). Several par-
ticipants told us that it was ‘really hard to know what [sup-
port or accommodation] to ask for’ [P03] because they
have ‘never been to university before’ [P03] or ‘wasn’t
aware of access and inclusion [and] the idea that I could
get help like extensions etc’. [P21]. For others who under-
stood the kind of support they needed, they reported hav-
ing to ‘continuously ask for it’ [P02], ‘keep pushing until it
resolves’ [P10] and ‘advocate for what I need’ [P14].
During this adversarial process, some participants felt that
they had to ‘prove your worthiness as a disabled person’
[PO7] by providing ‘highly personal, highly deficit-based’
[PO2] documents such as diagnostic assessments but, in
the end, receiving ‘very little [support] in return’ [PO7].
Participants were adamant that the university staff and sys-
tem should recognise that ‘we’re just looking for some
stuff to make it a little easier for us to learn and engage’
[POS] and that ‘we’re there for a reason. Don’t question
that. It’s kind of demeaning and dehumanising’ [PO7]. One
participant described the additional work required to seek
appropriate support as the ‘classic being disabled at uni is
doing an extra unit just to keep you in there’ [P10]. Another
participant was frustrated that the time and effort spent on
applying for accommodations often outweighed the bene-
fits of these supports:

This is the sort of thing they’re saying, we help all people, we
like diversity, and all that, that’s complete bullshit. You expect
aperson who’s from the minority, you expect them to do all of
that work and what are you actually giving in return? [P02]

While some of our participants were proud of their abil-
ity to advocate for themselves, they nevertheless felt that
such advocacy came at a cost (subtheme 3.2). For many,
the very act of asking for help comes with an ‘emotional
burden’ [PO7]—the feeling that ‘somehow it’s a failure if I
ask for help’ [PO1], that ‘someone feels pity or thinks that
I’'m pathetic’ [P05], which ‘impacts on one’s dignity’
[PO7]. Ultimately, there is ‘the stigma that a lot of people
carry and have internalised around disability services
because they’ve internalised the shame of disability for
whatever reason’ [P09]. Some participants felt that ‘it was
really hard just seeing that I seemed to have trouble with
the stuff that wasn’t hard for other people’ [P05], and they
‘just wanted to do things without having to ask’ [POS]. As
one participant explained: ‘Even now, it’s not easy for me

to ask for help from people who are not my friends. Well,
actually, in general. I have pride in being independent and
not needing help and being capable’ [P24].

Some participants felt that their self-advocacy had led
to them being perceived as ‘a difficult student’ [P17], ‘get-
ting side-lined, getting dismissed, [and] getting their ideas
not validated’ [PO1]—which they further felt underpinned
their ‘lack of career progression’ [P09], ‘projects progress
ends up getting delayed’ [PO1], or a ‘loss of appetite’ [P07]
for subjects about which they were once passionate.
Furthermore, they spoke about their financial losses when
negotiations for accommodations failed, including need-
ing to drop out of university and having accumulated ‘a
huge HECS? debt now because of all the subjects I
attempted and failed’ [P09] or having ‘to pay out of my
own pocket’ [P14] to get the support they needed.

Theme 4. ‘grit and stubbornness’

Despite the toll that self-advocacy could take in the face of
such prejudice and discrimination, many participants told
us that ‘grit and stubbornness’ [P08] helped them get
through university. They demonstrated tremendous
strength and determination in ‘/making] my study work for
me’ [P11] (subtheme 4.1). They felt that through their uni-
versity experience, they had developed ‘a better under-
standing of how I work’ [P02], ‘learned a little bit more
about what I can and can’t do’ [P05] and were now able to
recognise ‘when things are getting too much and [drew]
boundaries’ [P24], albeit ‘a very expensive lesson to learn’
[PO5]. One participant explained:

Despite not being diagnosed when I was at [university] and
despite having not much support after when I did know, I’'m
quite proud of still making it through with a decent GPA. 1
was a single parent. . . | had no money, no resources, it was a
pandemic and I still finished with two thesis high D, HDs, and
a 6.0 GPA. I’'m really proud of that. [P07]

Many of our participants reported also caring and
advocating for other marginalised students [subtheme
4.2]. Even after graduating from the university, one par-
ticipant reported still feeling ‘worried about [a discrimina-
tory lecturer’s] current students because. . . she is still
refusing adjustments to students with disabilities’ [P19].
Another felt strongly about wanting ‘to help the medical
profession recognise all the incredibly valuable aspects
and beautiful parts of neurodivergence’ [P23]. Several of
our participants went a step further to fill ‘a massive sys-
temic gap’ [PO1] to provide the much-needed support for
other marginalised university students by voluntarily set-
ting up a ‘peer support’ [PO1] group or participating in a
‘peer mentoring’ [P18] programme for other neurodiver-
gent students. One participant founded a ‘Pride society’
[PO3] for queer students to create ‘a really good sense of
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community . . . not just for me but for other people in the
group’ [P03]. Several enacted positive changes at the uni-
versity administration level by developing ‘disability ally
training for uni [staff]’ [P10] and by sitting on ‘Academic
Board’ [P10] to influence university policies. One partici-
pant summed this up:

So now I’'m making one, not just a social group, no. So, I'm
talking to high-level staff. And the idea is this is for staff and
students. My focus will be on neurodiversity, but it can be
anyone with disability. And this will be peer-to-peer
mentoring, advocacy support. And hopefully, it’ll be able to
impact teaching and learning and administration. So that’s
what I’m doing. And I feel confident doing that now because
I am autistic. [P09]

Discussion

This study provided an in-depth investigation on autistic
students’ experiences of stigma and discrimination at uni-
versities in Australia. Our analyses revealed deeply unset-
tling accounts of discrimination which may explain the
low completion rates and poor outcomes among autistic
students. Here, we discuss the four themes identified in
this study.

Our first theme echoed findings from numerous exist-
ing studies (Cage et al., 2020; Cage & Howes, 2020;
Goddard & Cook, 2021; Gurbuz et al., 2019; Vincent et al.,
2017) whereby our autistic participants also found people
with whom they interacted at universities often lack under-
standing of autism and hold stereotypical beliefs about
autistic people. These misconceptions sometimes contrib-
uted to our autistic students’ capability and competence
being doubted at universities. Students who were studying
in helping professions such as nursing and education were
told to reconsider their career aspirations upon disclosing
their autistic identities. This is likely due to the deeply
damaging misconception that autistic people lack empathy
(Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; c.f. Fletcher-Watson
& Bird, 2020), as empathy is deemed a necessary attribute
in the helping professions (Moudatsou et al., 2020; Shaw
etal., 2022).

While training has been shown to be effective in
improving autism understanding (Gillespie-Lynch et al.,
2015; Someki et al., 2018), the translation of this knowl-
edge into more inclusive practices is limited (von Below et
al., 2021). In one study, von Below et al. (2021) found an
‘attitude-behaviour gap’ among university teaching staff
who reported autism awareness and inclusive attitudes
towards autistic students but did not practise inclusive
teaching. According to von Below et al., university staff
should make conscious efforts to challenge ‘the implied
student’ which refers to staff members’ expectations or
even preferences in the kinds of students who attend uni-
versities (Ulriksen, 2009). If staff expect students to be
non-autistic, they are likely to design their curriculum

without considering the needs of autistic students.
Furthermore, preliminary studies suggest that microaffir-
mations such as personalised supports, validations, and
compliments towards marginalised students are effective
in increasing students’ sense of belonging in the university
environment (D’Angelo et al.,, 2020; Eisenman et al.,
2020; Ellis et al., 2019). Similar approaches — termed as
‘neurodiversity-affirming’ — have been proposed in the
autism literature (Hamilton & Petty, 2023) and is an impor-
tant avenue for future research to determine its effective-
ness in improving the educational experiences for autistic
students.

The second theme was related to the issue of inacces-
sibility. Apart from inhospitable environments (Anderson
et al., 2020; Cage & Howes, 2020; Goddard & Cook,
2021; Gurbuz et al., 2019; Van Hees et al., 2015), our par-
ticipants further felt that support services were paradoxi-
cally difficult to access. One barrier was the requirement
of a formal autism diagnosis. While many autistic students
understood that this is to ensure that resources go to those
who need it most, it also meant that many who are unable
to access or afford diagnostic services would slip through
the cracks (Sarrett, 2018). In addition to their academic
pressures, autistic students who struggle with executive
function (Dijkhuis et al., 2020) were disproportionately
affected by the administrative burden of applying for sup-
port services which were time-consuming, complex, and
inflexible. University administrations should implement
processes to alleviate the burdens autistic students encoun-
ter while seeking such supports (Christensen et al., 2020).

One way in which administrative burdens of both autis-
tic students and staff members can be reduced is by adopt-
ing Universal Design for Learning principles (UDL;
CAST, 2018)—a framework that seeks to increase acces-
sibility in teaching and learning for diverse learners
(CAST, 2018). Based on our participants’ accounts, many
required only ‘low-level’ supports like access to learning
materials in advance (Accardo et al., 2019; Dexter et al.,
2022) and lecture recordings (Anderson et al., 2018;
Satterfield et al., 2015) with closed captioning (Burgstahler
& Russo-Gleicher, 2015; Harris, 2018), which may be
implemented as a default. This could serve as a cost-effec-
tive measure to allocate staff resource to students who
require more individualised support (Ferguson et al., 2019;
Hitchcock & Stahl, 2003). Moreover, university staff’s
training in UDL and being aware of diverse learning needs
have been found to be effective in reducing staff’s stigma
towards autistic students (Waisman et al., 2023).

Like several other studies (Anderson et al., 2020;
Dexter et al., 2022; Sarrett, 2018), our participants shared
striking accounts of lecturers with allegedly discrimina-
tory behaviours, including their refusal to implement indi-
vidual learning plans or accommodations without clear
reasons. According to our participants, these allegedly dis-
criminatory lecturers have not been held accountable
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despite their legal obligations under the Disability
Discrimination Act (1992), perceived largely to be due to
the absence of an appropriate and safe reporting mecha-
nisms for students to submit complaints against university
staff. Participants felt that the lack of consequences for
these staff allows such actions to persist for future
students.

The third theme described the onus of identifying and
getting the required support often falls on autistic students.
The additional work involved in accessing support ser-
vices has been described as the ‘hidden curriculum’ for
disabled students where they are expected to do much
more and work harder just to enable their learning at uni-
versities (Anderson et al., 2018; MacLeod et al., 2018;
Ward & Webster, 2018). A recent study conducted in the
United Kingdom found a strikingly similar theme where
autistic university students were expected to know and
continually advocate for what support they need (Dexter et
al., 2022). Autistic students in our study shared in-depth
the burden they experienced in advocating for themselves.
Our participants’ experiences of self-stigma often stemmed
from their lifelong experiences of being othered and stig-
matised in schools and the community and they felt this
was compounded by having to seek support at universities.
This experience is parallel to disabled people’s experi-
ences of the overly bureaucratic nature of benefit systems
which tend to be onerous, inaccessible, and dehumanising
(Saffer et al., 2018).

As many autistic people experience bullying and vic-
timisation throughout life (Gibbs et al., 2021; Gibbs &
Pellicano, 2023; Pearson et al., 2023), those who work
with autistic people should recognise that empowerment
and self-advocacy does not come easily for many autistic
people. There is preliminary evidence that the implemen-
tation of trauma-informed practice in higher education —
an approach that builds on safety, trustworthiness, choice,
collaboration, and empowerment (Davidson & Education
Northwest, 2017; Schroeder et al., 2023) — led to students
feeling safer and more included and empowered within the
university environment (Barros-Lane et al., 2021).
University staff who underwent training on trauma-
informed care also reported better recognition of students
impacted by trauma, awareness of potential triggers, and
an increased ability to support these students (Doughty,
2020). Further research is warranted to evaluate whether
such an approach benefits autistic and other marginalised
university students.

Despite the toll advocacy could take, our fourth and
final theme emphasised the ways in which our participants
deeply cared and passionately advocated for other margin-
alised students. University administration and support ser-
vices should harness the practical wisdom of autistic and
other disabled university students to identify and develop
the best ways to support them. Service user involvement is
increasingly common in healthcare services which have

been found to benefit both service users who reported feel-
ing more empowered in the decision-making process in
service developments and service providers who reported
improvements in services (Omeni et al., 2014). Related to
higher education, Gillespie-Lynch et al. (2017) found that
support services informed by the needs of neurodivergent
students were associated with decreasing anxiety and
increasing perceived social support at universities.
Likewise, another study showed that autism knowledge
training co-developed with autistic students was more
effective in reducing stigma and improving autism knowl-
edge than a training that was not co-produced (Gillespie-
Lynch et al., 2022). Therefore, universities should consider
adopting a participatory approach in developing support
services and resources with autistic students for autistic
students.

Limitations and strengths

Our study has three key limitations. First, there is a poten-
tial issue of self-selection bias whereby students with neg-
ative experiences at universities might have been more
likely to sign up for our study. Second, while qualitative
research does not seek to generalise, our participants were
made up of mostly White European descents, none were
cisgender males, and information on their socioeconomic
status was unknown; hence the perspectives described
herein may not be shared by the whole autistic population.
Third, although we prioritised the testimonies of autistic
students for this study, we did not, however, seek perspec-
tives from teaching staff and disability support staff. This
warrants further research to understand teaching and non-
teaching staff’s experiences of interacting and working
with autistic students, and the barriers in providing indi-
vidualised support or implementing UDL.

Notably, there were two key strengths that improved the
rigour of our study. First, all aspects of this research were
co-produced with autistic co-researchers. The involvement
of autistic co-researchers, particularly at the interview
stage, meant that participants were afforded a safe space to
share their often-challenging experiences as a university
student (see further reflection in Appendix B). Second, we
intentionally avoided initiating the topic of discrimination
to minimise biases in the interviewees’ responses (Cairns-
Lee et al., 2022). Despite this approach, almost all partici-
pants spontaneously spoke about their experiences of
discrimination at universities.

Conclusion

Our study highlighted a pressing need for university staff
and students to improve their autism knowledge and
develop safe and appropriate channels for students to
report discriminatory practices. We also recommend
implementing UDL to overcome some issues with
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inaccessibility. In light of recent developments in several
frameworks that aim to improve inclusivity including the
neurodiversity paradigm, trauma-informed practice, and
participatory approach, further work is needed to test the
effectiveness of these frameworks in designing better sup-
port services and resources for autistic and other disabled
students.
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Notes

1. According to Marks et al. (2018), co-researchers were
described as community members who are ‘equal part-
ners of the research team and carry out some or all of the
research activities alongside or independent of the academic
researchers’ (p. 2). Therefore, the term ‘co-researchers’ was
deemed appropriate and precise in describing MR and TH’s
roles, given the extent in which they were involved in this
research.

2. Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) is a gov-
ernment loan scheme that covers tuition fees for domestic
students at all public universities and certain private higher
education providers in Australia.
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