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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to analyze the perceptions of 14 higher 

education disability professions (HEDPs) from 4-year public universities in Michigan 

regarding the transition process for students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) from 

secondary to postsecondary institutions. A phenomenological analysis approach was used to 

analyze data.  ASD is a lifelong disorder, and people with ASD who seek postsecondary 

education require individualized supports.  Additionally, a growing number of students with 

ASD are attending college after high school, so universities need to be prepared for them. 

ASD students have unique communication, social, and behavioral characteristics and need 

accommodations to help them achieve academic success. The transition to college can be 

arduous for these students, and a failure to plan appropriately will nearly always lead to the 

first-semester failure. 

Virtual interviews were conducted with participants in which they responded to a 21-

question survey instrument that was developed for this study. Five research questions 

examined retention, barriers, gaps, support services, and practices.  Open-ended interviews 

provided key data, which I analyzed using a theoretical framework informed by 

transformative worldview inquiry, disability theory,  organizational theory, and critical race 

theory. 

Nine themes and multiple subthemes emerged from this analysis. These themes 

identified key factors impacting the postsecondary transition process for students with ASD: 

parental involvement, accommodations, influencers of success, social and independent 

functioning, ASD issues, career employment, the transition from K-12 to postsecondary, 

faculty, and academic functioning. The appendices contain supportive materials to guide the 
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potential implementation of this study for stakeholders: Transition from High School to 

College Overview Tool, Transition Tool for Students with Autism for College, Transition 

Tool for Parents, and Informal Inventory for Schools. These tools assist with understanding 

the key elements that support a successful transition to college for students with autism. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the Study 

In 2018-2019, Michigan.gov (2019) reported that 10.3% of students in K-12 in 

Michigan schools were eligible for special education services due a diagnosis of autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). Data is collected on students the first Wednesday of every year in 

October and updated annually in the spring. ASD occurs across all ethnic, racial, and 

socioeconomic groups, according to the Centers for Disease Control (2014). There are more 

boys than girls with autism, and they are all unique. In the State of Michigan, programs and 

activities are monitored. This data protects students with disabilities and their families under 

federal law, the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA). IDEA covers students from birth 

through age 21, whereas in Michigan, coverage is provided from birth to age 26. Special 

education is provided by 56 Intermediate School Districts (ISDs; see Figure 1) and school 

districts, including public, charter, and academies, in Michigan. The ISDs with the most 

significant number of students with ASD are Livingston Educational Service Agency (ESA) 

(16.30%), Washtenaw ESA (16.20%), and Newaygo County RESA (14.60%) according to 

MI School Data (2019; see Table 1). Due to these numbers in Michigan, students with ASD 

will be transitioning from K-12 to adulthood.   
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Figure 1 

Map of Michigan’s 56 Intermediate School Districts 

 

 

Note. This figure was adapted from 2003 Intermediate School Districts in Michigan, 

Mackinac Center for Public Policy (https://www.mackinac.org/V2003-29). In the public 

domain. 
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Table 1 

2018-2019 Highest Percentage of Autism Spectrum Disorder by Michigan ISD/Agency 

ISD/Agency     Total Special          Percent 
                  Education Population                    ASD 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
Livingston ESA     3,065    16.30% 
Washtenaw ISD     6,586    16.20% 
Newaygo County RESA    1,182    14.60% 
Clinton County RESA    1,198    12.20% 
Ingham ISD      6,150    12.10% 
Genesee ISD      9,454    11.90% 
Charlevoix-Emmet ISD    1,198    11.90% 
Wayne RESA                36,457    11.80% 
Oakland Schools               23,271    11.80% 
Monroe ISD                 3,422    11.70% 
 

Table 1 illustrates the agencies within the (Intermediate School District) ISD and 

(Regional Educational Service Center) RESA synonymously percentages of ASD students. 

(MI School Data, 2019). 

Students with ASD are attending universities at higher rates (Wehman et al., 2014).  

According to the American Psychiatric Association (APA, 2013), ASD is a range of 

cognitive development conditions characterized by repetitive behaviors and challenges in 

social and communication skills. ASD, a neurodevelopmental condition, has increased by 

120% since 2002 (Shmulsky et al., 2017). Social relationships, education, employment, and 

quality of life affect ASD students into adulthood (Pinder-Amaker, 2014; Shmulsky et al., 

2017). ASD is a lifelong condition that impacts the way individuals with the disorder 

interface with the world around them (Lang & Persico, 2019). Gillespie-Lynch et al. (2017) 

stated: 

Although the symptoms of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) tend to improve from 

adolescence into adulthood (Shattuck et al., 2007), autistic individuals often struggle 
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with transitioning into college and the workforce (Van Bergeijk et al ., 2008; 

Hendricks, 2010; Kapp et al., 2011) (p. 1.) 

 Since the 2000s, there has been a 46% upsurge in enrollment in degree-granting 

postsecondary institutions, which recognizes that postsecondary education is the key to 

success in adult life (Shmulskiy et al., 2017; U.S. Department of Education, 2015a). Higher 

lifetime income, lower unemployment, and better health are associated with a postsecondary 

degree (Newman et al., 2011; Shmulsky et al., 2017). Multiple barriers continue to hinder 

students’ progress and successful completion of a college degree, despite an increase in rates 

of students with disabilities attending college (Francis et al., 2018). Students with ASD 

represent a growing population with needs and supports to assist with transitioning to 

college. 

  ASD students are participating in mainstream education, work, and the community.  

An estimated 50,000 students with autism enter adulthood each year, with one-third of these 

individuals entering college after high school (Buechler, 2017). Students with ASD have a 

goal of continuing their education, while most of their expectations may not be met after high 

school. According to Shmulsky et al. (2017), 57% of students with ASD focus on 

postsecondary education, 14% on employment, and 29% are disengaged with planning after 

high school. College retention rates for students with ASD remain low, despite resources to 

help them complete their college degree (Longtin, 2014). ASD students are different from 

other students with disabilities. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC, 2014), 1 in 59 children are diagnosed with ASD, and, in the United States, the costs 

were estimated to be between $11.5 billion and $60.9 billion. Direct and indirect damages, 

from medical care to special education to loss of parental productivity, are economic burdens 
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for students with ASD (CDC, 2014). Secondary school is helping students with ASD 

navigate the educational experience; however, postsecondary institutions struggle with the 

best way to respond to the needs of students with ASD (Wolf et al., 2009). The transition 

between high school and college can be challenging for individuals with disabilities (Geller 

& Greenberg, 2009). Due to mandated supports at the university level for students with ASD, 

universities question whether the accommodations and supports assist the student in meeting 

their academic needs (Accardo et al., 2018). These struggles fall on higher education 

disability professionals (HEDPs) in disability offices to determine the most appropriate 

support for students within the classroom and the campus environment. According to Kim 

and Lee (2016), predictors of academic success for students with disabilities are support 

services and accommodations. Therefore, postsecondary institutions are faced with the 

challenge of expanding their supports and services to accommodate the diverse needs of this 

population due to the continuous climb of ASD students (Dymond et al., 2017). 

Postsecondary institutions are beginning to illuminate the barriers to college success for 

students with ASD.  

HEDPs within disability offices work directly with students to provide indirect 

provisions of accommodations and support services for individuals with disabilities. These 

professionals within disability offices are a small part of the postsecondary institution; 

however, they are an entity of the organization (Collins & Mowbray, 2005). They are not 

responsible for meeting all the needs of individuals with a disability on their campus; it is an 

institutional responsibility, including the entire campus community. According to Hamlet 

(2014), barriers exist to accessing services due to multi-layered structures consisting of 

concerns surrounding disclosure, the process for requesting accommodations, and the 
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substantial changes between accessing disability services in college compared to high school. 

Although services are in place to support students, the role of the HEDPs professional is to 

assist the university with meeting federal and state requirements. The goal of this 

professional is to ensure accessibility among all students and staff at the university.  There is 

no cost associated with services that the colleges provide if the student is eligible for 

assistance.  Some colleges offer supports beyond what the college or university can provide 

(Wehman et al., 2009).  Some colleges charge fees to additional services that require extra 

support.  Colleges in Michigan that have special programs are Eastern Michigan University 

and Western Michigan University.  Grand Valley State University currently offers a free 

program with housing support.  Colleges within the state are investigating the options for 

added programs for their disability office.  According to Wehman et al. (2009), students must 

understand how to obtain accommodations and that ASD students do not fully utilize their 

accommodations once they disclose.  An issue for students with ASD is that they lack 

understanding of the supports received in high school, which affected their learning and are 

unable to articulate their needs (Wehman et al., 2009). Disability Offices are attempting to 

meet the needs of students. 

Access to higher education for a student with ASD has not always been an option. A 

post-school outcome for students with ASD and other students with disabilities is attending 

postsecondary education (Wehman et al., 2014). According to the CDC (2016), many 

students with ASD will be exiting high school and entering postsecondary education 

(Dymond et al., 2017). These students can complete higher education with supports and 

accommodations, which may be different from those needed by students with other 

disabilities. ASD students face lower success rates in postsecondary education, with fewer 
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than 40% completion (Accardo et al., 2018; Newman et al. 2011). Students with ASD 

struggle with building relationships. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistices (2015) reported 

that in 2014, 16.4 percent of people with a disability and 34.6% of people with no disability 

had completed at least a bachelor’s degree.  The Bureau cited that individuals with a 

bachelor's degree without a disability were employed at 75.9%, whereas students with a 

disability were employed at 26.1%.  Gillespie-Lynch et al. (2017) noted some of these issues 

stating: 

Many autistic adults have few or no close social relationships outside of the family, 

are unable to live independently and are either unemployed or employed in jobs that 

are not commensurate with their skills (Howlin et al., 2004; Shattuck et al., 2011a; 

Hillier & Galizzi, 2014). These poor outcomes stand in stark contrast to the viewpoint 

shared by many autistic self-advocates, parents, and professionals that autistic adults 

have the potential to contribute substantially to society (e.g., Prince, 2010; Autistic 

Self-Advocacy Network, 2011; Wehman et al., 2014). (p. 2)  

These issues affect a student's academic progress for success. Academic and personal failure 

during college is an increased risk for ASD students during their college years (Pinder-

Amaker, 2014). According to Wehman et al. (2014), individuals with ASD experience low 

rates of college completion, employment, independent living, and life-long friendships after 

graduation. Institutions of higher education have a keen state in statistics:  

“Low graduation rates are also costly to institutions and remains one of the constant 

measures of institutional performance” (McFarland, 2017, p. 3).  

Students struggle with interdependence and autonomy after high school; however, laws are 

available to assist them with transitioning from secondary education 
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Over the past several decades, policy development between secondary and 

postsecondary education have attributed to enhancing the abilities for students to access as 

well as prepare for college (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005). The Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA, 2004), the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA,1990) and Section 

504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) have allowed more inclusion for students with 

disabilities. With appropriate supports and accommodations, students with ASD can 

complete a traditional 2 or 4-year degree program (Dymond et al., 2017). Students now have 

opportunities to attend college; however, universities struggle with support and resources for 

helping them be successful. Most students are underprepared for postsecondary coursework. 

According to a Virginia Department of Education report (2012), all students and their 

families must prepare for the transition from high school to college to ensure that students 

have skills to achieve desired goals (Lotkowski et al., 2004). In particular, students with 

disabilities require extra support to prepare for college due to their weak organizational skills, 

distractibility, difficulties with understanding cues or body language, and self-regulation 

(McKeon et al., 2013). To educate a student with a disability is more costly than teaching a 

student without limitations (Yell, 1995). Funding to support students with disabilities is never 

enough to meet the requirements by law (Dillon, 2007). Students may need extra 

accommodations such as support, assistive technology, and personnel for success.   

ASD students are a part of the incoming population arriving on college campuses.  

An informal survey of 42 universities stated that 4.2 students with ASD are attending 4-year 

institutions, while 8.9 students are attending community and technical colleges (Wolf et al., 

2009). Without the support and assistance of support services, administration, and faculty, 

students with ASD may experience barriers due to multiple backgrounds of diverse identities 
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as well as education intentions and expectations. The numbers will continue to grow with a 

prevalence estimate of 1:150 (CDC, 2007; Wolf et al., 2009). ASD students are 

demonstrating that they have cognitive abilities capable of university-level education. 

Postsecondary success may be linked to understanding the origins of ASD. ASD was 

initially thought to be a childhood disorder; however, it manifests into adolescence and 

childhood with severe implications for functionality. According to the Merriam-Dictionary 

(n.d.), autism is defined as a developmental disorder with severities, which are characterized 

by difficulties in interaction and social communication with restricted or repetitive patterns of 

thought and behavior. Individuals with ASD exhibit different neurological effects, and public 

behaviors can include defiance, inattentiveness, boredom, and rudeness. Students with ASD 

may experience sensory overload and stress due to social and communication requirements 

(White et al., 2016). Some transitional challenges for these students consist of time 

management, attending classes, consistent studying, organizing course materials, and 

navigating educational services and resources. When students who receive accommodations 

transition into college, the issues as mentioned earlier can cause various problems and affect 

their progress towards graduation. Providing access alone may not be enough for ASD 

students to obtain the benefits of a college education (Dell et al., 2016). 

Individuals diagnosed with ASD experience difficulties with communication and 

social skill deficits. Some may have cognitive impairments that exclude them from attending 

college. However, some students with ASD perform well academically if they have a 

personal interest in the subject matter being taught (VanBergeijk et al., 2008). Some 

collective strengths of students with ASD include excellent visual and long-term memory, 

attention to detail, ability to learn the material quickly, tendency to be logical, perfectionism 
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with an eagerness to please, ability to learn routines, follow the rules and schedules, vast 

knowledge of specific subjects of interest, and exceptional talent in art, music, and 

technology. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 

persistent deficits of ASD include social communication and interaction, nonverbal 

communicative behaviors, and relationship building. Other impairments consist of 

communication skills, poor social skills, repetitive behaviors, and management of daily living 

activities (APA, 2013). Due to early diagnosis, many individuals with ASD are considering 

post-secondary education. 

Students with ASD are characterized by cognitive and social deficits, which may 

hinder their learning opportunities in higher education (Van Hees et al., 2015). A diagnosis 

of ASD provides students with strengths and challenges as they navigate postsecondary 

education. Universities offer minimal assistance for students entering college, which is 

different from the accommodations received in secondary school. IDEA outlines 

requirements for K-12 students with ASD (U.S. Department of Education, 1990). Students 

have achieved at the secondary level, and the pursuit of higher education is desirable. At the 

university level, students are accommodated with minimal supports making disability support 

offices important in understanding the systems necessary for encouraging success for this 

population. All students benefit when universities improve pedagogical strategies that hinder 

transition for freshmen students with ASD (Chandler-Olcott & Kluth, 2009).   

Students with ASD are an emerging population on college and university campuses. 

Administrators and practitioners need to understand how to support their experiences and 

endeavors (Segall & Campbell, 2012). At least 38.8% of students with disabilities attend 

postsecondary education, compared to 52.4% of the general population and 40.7% of those 
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with disabilities (Jackson et al., 2018). Statistics on college enrollment for students with ASD 

are not precise; however, ASD students have the required cognitive ability (VanBergeijk et 

al., 2008). Attending college can be a significant life event, with or without the proper 

supports. HEDPs must understand how to support the academic success of students who self-

disclose their ASD. Otherwise, such students may face social, learning sensory, and 

organizational challenges that may go unnoticed by professors and staff (Oslund, 2013). 

According to Nevill and White (2011), there are more opportunities for students to 

obtain higher education than ever before. However, success may be contingent on the support 

available at the postsecondary level. The support services experienced by an ASD student in 

K-12 are different at the postsecondary level. Some of the patterns of care used to matriculate 

students from primary and secondary education are uncommon in college. Students must 

advocate and manage their accommodations on their own. High schools have recently begun 

preparing students for the transition into college to get them to graduation (Murray, 2015).  

While in high school, and earlier, many parents function as advocates for students, the CEOs 

of their children’s education. Parents of college students are not allowed as much access or 

control. According to Reynolds (2010), “Parents have the power to shape and mold the self-

image of their children” (p. 159). Parents can be the influencer of success. 

Additionally, students in postsecondary education have access to neither 

Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) nor special education services. Once a student 

becomes 18 years of age, they are responsible for their grades, records, and accommodations 

under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA). These 

accommodations are governed under civil rights protections (Murray, 2015). Protection for 

students’ educational records’ privacy is governed by FERPA, which regulates access of 
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public information and documents to public entities, including all schools that receive funds 

under an applicable program of the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.). In primary and 

secondary schools, students are required to have access to a free and appropriate education in 

the least restrictive environment possible. Colleges are not required to adhere to this 

obligation but are responsible for providing resources and reasonable accommodations to 

help students succeed. Students must disclose and request accommodations, and colleges are 

not responsible for making sure students use their resources. The goal of these relaxed 

requirements is to help students gain independence at the postsecondary level; however, this 

independence may bring with it a path to failure due to a lack of support services.  

In higher education, students are responsible for requesting accommodations and 

providing evidence of a diagnosis that qualifies them for reasonable classroom 

accommodations. Additionally, students may require more than academic accommodations 

to help them accomplish their educational goals. In high school, students receive 

accommodations with oversight, but in postsecondary education, students must advocate for 

themselves while struggling with communication and challenges with independence (White 

et al., 2016). ASD students experience barriers to retention that include time management, 

coursework, social interaction, and daily activities (Hadley & Addison, 2016). A student's 

experience with the transition in their first year of postsecondary education may determine 

their success and retention. Although the number of students entering postsecondary 

education is increasing, the number of earning a degree is decreasing. According to Kuder 

and Accardo (2017), only 38.8% of students with ASD completed postsecondary education. 

This number contrasts sharply with 60% of neurotypical students who graduate (U.S. 
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Department of Education, 2017). Neurotypical students are attending college and are capable 

of graduating with supports. 

Studies have found that colleges have many challenges and difficulties in meeting the 

needs of ASD students. These challenges seem to vary by level, with community colleges 

appearing more accessible than 4-year institutions. The United States Government 

Accountability Office (2009) reported postsecondary problems to occur when students are 

unaware of their rights and responsibilities regarding accommodation needs. Community 

colleges seem to be more comfortable for ASD students to navigate due to their flexibility.  

However, some 4-year colleges and universities offer a familiar culture and closeness to 

home that can be essential to success for ASD students (Anderson, 2018). Without that 

proximity to home, some ASD students who live on-campus experience mental health crises 

due to the demands of academic and social issues (Anderson, 2018). In secondary education, 

some of the patterns of care used to matriculate students from primary and secondary 

education are uncommon in college or the workforce. Students must self-advocate for 

themselves and manage their disorder on their own. High schools are preparing students for 

transition differently; however, their goal is to get students to graduation (Murray, 2015).  

Parents are advocates for students, and they are the directors of their child’s education, 

whereas, in college, parents are not allowed to spearhead their student’s schooling. Once a 

student becomes 18, they are responsible for their grade, records, and accommodations under 

FERPA (Murray, 2015). FERPA protects the privacy of student education records, which 

governs access of public information and documents to public entities, including all schools 

that receive funds under an applicable program of the U.S. Department of Education (2018). 

Colleges are not required to adhere to this obligation. They are responsible for providing 
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resources and reasonable accommodations to help students thrive in their academics. 

Students must disclose and request accommodations. Colleges are not accountable for 

making sure students use their resources as required in secondary education. The goal is to 

help students gain independence and transition successfully.   

Most college campuses have an office called Disability Support Services. Due to the 

ADA, institutions in the U.S. must provide reasonable accommodations to students pursuing 

postsecondary education. These offices must provide students with disabilities with equal 

opportunities to participate in the institution's activities, programs, and services, including 

extra-curricular programs (Pillay & Bhat, 2012). This office provides accommodations and 

eligibility for students with a disability (Wehman et al., 2009). Students with a diagnosis of a 

disability are eligible for accommodations within this office. Services are at no cost to the 

student and help students have a fair chance. Services do not provide an unfair advantage for 

students that disclose their disability (Johnson & Hines, 2005). Students are afforded 

decision-making powers as adults to voluntarily disclose their disability with appropriate 

documentation (Freedman, 2010). Within this office, HEDPs help support students with 

accommodations. 

Higher education disability professionals assist students in meeting their academic 

needs. HEDPs are the first contact for students entering into college. They help with 

recommendations for accommodations and review all necessary documentation. HEDPs 

ensure that all reasonable accommodations are required legally and feasible for students 

(Oslund, 2014). University personnel are not knowledgeable of the students' specific 

disabilities; however, they have information on the accommodations that are entitled to the 

student (Oslund, 2014). HEDPs are unable to ask for disability status directly: “The right to 
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disclose a disability or the specifics of disability remain with the disabled individual, not the 

institution or the disability service provider” (Oslund, 2014, p. 45). HEDPs must ensure 

campus knowledge regarding resources with a statement in professors syllabi about the 

availability of services (Vogel et al., 2008). It is the goal of HEDPs to help students transition 

with minimal issues while setting the student up for success. Beadle-Brown et al. (2015) 

summarized the responsibilities of HEDPs as follows: 

In the US context, based on several studies, Hewitt et al. (2004, p. 133) 

concluded that “…for direct support professionals, it is the front-line 

manager who defines the job, provides the training, medicates the 

stresses, creates the culture, helps people find the personally satisfying 

rewards… and establishes a well-functioning work environment.” (p. 

1082) 

 Obtaining an understanding of transition supports improves occupation performance in 

education and employment for students with disabilities (Berg et al., 2017). Students with 

ASD do not access career-related activities on campus (Briel & Getzel, 2005; Briel & Getzel, 

2017; Getzel et al., 2001; Rumrill et al., 1999). Career services is a resource that most 

colleges offer to their students. According to Briel and Getzel (2014), students with different 

disabilities have varying needs and inclinations when it comes to career planning.  Students 

with disabilities, including autism, are less likely to register with their campus career centers 

than their peers without disabilities, and they are unlikely to participate in career-related 

student or professional organizations.  Consequently, they also missout on experiential 

learning opportunities, such as university co-op programs or internships (Getzel et al., 2001).  
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