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Background: The number of autistic students graduating is increasing; however, little is known regarding their transition out of university. Understanding this transition is particularly pertinent with regard to the employment of autistic graduates. It is vital that we understand autistic people’s experiences of the transition and identify what support would be beneficial during this time.

Method: Thirty-four autistic graduates from the United Kingdom took part in a mixed-methods study exploring their transition experience. Both quantitative and qualitative questions were used to obtain in-depth information concerning participants’ experiences. Participants completed questions regarding their experiences and emotions in relation to the transition, the support they received for the transition, and their career and post-graduation plans.

Results: Participants reported high levels of fear and low preparedness for the transition. They did not feel well supported in preparing for the transition or for their future career. In the 6 months pre-graduation, 59% of participants had accessed emotion-related transition support and 70% accessed career-related support. Post-graduation, one-third accessed emotion-related or career-related support. Perspectives on this accessed support were mixed, as were transition experiences. Additional support desired included preparation for life changes, career planning, employment accessibility, and autism-specific support. Advice for future students centered on forward planning.

Conclusion: These results highlight the importance of supporting autistic students with the transition out of university. Service provision should be tailored to autistic students’ needs and support early planning for the transition.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing numbers of autistic individuals are attending university: in the 2019/20 academic year, 5,785 first-year UK-domiciled undergraduate students declared a diagnosis of autism (Higher Education Statistics Agency [HESA], 2021), a fourfold increase on the 1,065 students who did so in 2009/2010 (Higher Education Statistics Agency [HESA], 2011). Although autistic students1 may be at higher risk of not continuing their studies (Cage and Howes, 2020), many do successfully graduate (Anderson et al., 2017; Richardson, 2017). However, securing and maintaining subsequent employment can be a challenge. Six months post-graduation, 12.2% of 2018 autistic graduates were unemployed compared to 5.1% of non-disabled graduates (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021). Further, while 60.4% of United Kingdom 2018 graduates without a disability were in full-time work 6 months post-graduation, this was only the case for 36.4% of autistic graduates (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021).

Autistic people bring numerous skills and strengths to workplaces (Bury et al., 2020); however, the previously mentioned statistics indicate that autistic students may benefit from additional support for the transition out of university and into employment. Currently, many autistic students make this transition either without any support or only with support from services that are available to the whole student population (van Schalkwyk and Volkmar, 2017). It has been recognized that professional services within the university environment could better support all students with this transition (National Educational Association of Disabled Students, 2012). To target support effectively, a greater understanding of the challenges that autistic students specifically face is needed, as this study set out to explore.


University to Post-graduation Transition

The transition from university is a pivotal time in any student’s life, marked by great change. This period may be especially challenging for autistic students. Autistic individuals can have preferences for structure, routine, and familiarity (American Psychological Association [APA], 2013), which can link to intolerance of uncertainty and mean change can be challenging (Maisel et al., 2016). The transition out of university involves leaving university and entering employment, further study, or a period of unemployment. Thus, the end of undergraduate studies is characterized by departure from routine and loss of support networks. Adaption to new environments will be necessary if the graduate moves location and/or enters a new place of study or work. Encountering new physical environments and meeting unfamiliar people can be anxiety provoking for many autistic people (Van Hees et al., 2015). Difficulties may be exacerbated if the individual needs to acclimatize to the sensory environment (Robertson and Simmons, 2015).

Mental health difficulties may further impact this transition. Around 70% of autistic individuals have co-occurring mental health conditions, most frequently anxiety and depression (Mazefsky et al., 2008; Simonoff et al., 2008; Skokauskas and Gallagher, 2010; van Steensel et al., 2013). It is unknown whether the transition out of university exacerbates mental health conditions for autistic graduates, or whether it contributes to the development of new mental health difficulties. However, even for non-autistic students, mental health conditions are associated with poorer experiences of transition and higher rates of unemployment and under-employment (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021).

Evidently, there are multiple reasons why the transition from university may be challenging, but studies examining the experiences of autistic graduates are necessary to better understand the transition and support needed. To date, there is a concerning paucity of research on this topic (Cashin, 2018). Vincent (2019) interviewed 21 autistic students and graduates about their perception of the transition out of university. Vincent (2019) found that the transition could be a source of anxiety, especially for those who did not have a clear plan for their next steps, and one coping mechanism was avoiding engaging with the transition process. Some participants reported feelings of loss, for example in terms of independence, friendships, and momentum. However, others, often those with a clear plan, viewed the transition as a positive departure, with optimism about their future. For these participants, the transition was considered a shift into adulthood and associated with positive identity development.

Thus, Vincent (2019) provides qualitative insight into both the practical and psychological phenomena associated with the transition from university and highlights the importance of transition planning. Another qualitative study by Vincent and Fabri (2020) noted the role of the ecosystem around autistic students entering employment, such as their family, university support services, and their intended industry and employer. Their study highlighted the importance of a supportive network across this ecosystem, as well as the need for societal level appreciation of autistic people. While these studies help to inform the focus of and need for support, it is also important to consider in more detail the format of potential support systems. Insight may be provided by examining the effectiveness of current support for the transition into and during university.



University Support

Support designed for the transition into university is underpinned by evidence that this is a period of increased vulnerability for autistic people (Adreon and Durocher, 2007; Chown and Beavan, 2010; Beresford et al., 2013; Mitchell and Beresford, 2014; Van Hees et al., 2015; Elias and White, 2018). Such support often takes the form of pre-university summer programs, which provide direct experience of university life. Participant feedback on such programs is positive, with attendees reporting a reduction in concerns and an increase in optimism (Lei et al., 2019).

Once at university, support can be substantial and wide ranging, including group (e.g., social clubs and peer support groups), as well as one-to-one support (e.g., mentoring; Anderson et al., 2017). Both peer and specialist mentoring (involving a one-to-one relationship between a professional mentor and student mentee) can effectively support autistic students with their academic and mental health needs during university (Knott and Taylor, 2014; Ames et al., 2015; Hillier et al., 2019; Duerksen et al., 2021), especially when there is a personalized approach underpinned by a strong mentor-mentee partnership (Roberts and Birmingham, 2017; Siew et al., 2017; Lucas and James, 2018; Thompson et al., 2018; Thompson et al., 2020).

Thus, there is preliminary evidence that pre-university transition planning, support groups and mentoring can effectively support autistic students’ into and during their time at university. However, these forms of support do not specifically focus on preparing students for the transition out of university, and typically do not report on outcomes related to preparing students for independence (Flegenheimer and Scherf, 2021). With the transition into university the destination is known, and certain experiences predicted, thus it can be planned for. With the transition out of university there are more unknown variables, meaning the need for support may be even greater. Additionally, the degree of support an autistic person may experience during their transition into university and across their studies could mean that an absence of support for the transition out would be keenly felt.

Entering employment can present autistic people with both challenges and opportunities, but the right support can make all the difference (Hedley et al., 2018). To date, few studies have explicitly examined autistic perspectives on factors facilitating the university to work transition and the support universities provide to help prepare students for employment. Pesonen et al. (2020) interviewed 17 current autistic students, two autistic students who had not completed their studies, and 13 autistic graduates, from Finland, France, Netherlands, and United Kingdom. Careers support and internships were considered valuable, but barriers to access were identified such as the need to be self-directive. Support was considered most beneficial when individualized and provided in a caring manner. This study provides useful preliminary insight into autistic individuals’ perspectives; however, it can be challenging to generalize the results due to the diverse students’ statuses, e.g., students versus graduates and their range of country of study. Another study by Pesonen et al. (2021) with professionals (such as career advisors, academic tutors, employers) qualitatively analyzed suggested support strategies for autistic students seeking employment. The professionals suggested taking a person-centered, strengths-based approach, with a need for autism acceptance. Since the pre-existing studies have been qualitative, further quantitative data would be beneficial to further understand graduate’s experiences, and further understand what supports autistic students’ desire and need for the transition out of university, and whether any existing provision is well-suited to meet their needs.



Study Rationale and Aims

Given the poorer graduate employment outcomes of disabled students, the latest Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group (2021) report calls for further research on the barriers and facilitators to disabled graduates achieving their career ambitions. Furthermore, transitional and vocational issues have been identified as a priority for autistic adults specifically (Nicholas et al., 2017), although there is a lack of research on this topic (Cashin, 2018). It is important to understand what aspects of the transition autistic graduates find difficult, and why. Further, increased understanding of the types of support accessed or desired is needed, as well as what the impact of such support could be. The current explorative study therefore aimed to investigate the experiences of the transition out of university for autistic students. Both barriers and facilitators were examined, with consideration of both emotional support and career-focused support.

We used an in-depth mixed-methods survey with both qualitative and quantitative questions, to ensure that the study not only gathered numerical data but also heard the perspectives of our participants. Taking a mixed-methods approach can avoid a mismatch between the desired focus of support and support provision, which can frequently occur for disabled students (Anderson et al., 2017). An online survey was selected to best reach a range of participants; the study sample comprised autistic adults who had recently graduated from United Kingdom institutions, to capture the experiences and perceptions of people who had recently experienced the transition (rather than students approaching the transition). Content analysis was used to analyze the open data; this was chosen as the most appropriate analytic technique both as the study was conducted from a broadly realist research lens, believing that useful insights can directly be gained from what autistic graduates have to say about their experiences, and as it is suitable for the quantity of qualitative data generated within open survey items. The knowledge acquired from this research could serve to increase understanding of the transition out of university for autistic students and inform support provision.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

Thirty-four autistic graduates (26 female, seven male, one preferred not to say) with a mean age of 27.78 (SD = 5.52, range 21–44) participated. The majority (n = 29) had studied full-time, three part-time, and two both full and part-time. Seven had graduated in 2018, eight in 2017, three in 2016, five in 2015, four in 2014, and seven in 2013. In line with national statistics (Higher Education Statistics Agency [HESA], 2021), most graduated with an upper second-class honors (n = 18), 12 with a first, three with lower second-class honors, and one a degree without honors. Participants had graduated from 26 different universities with 18 studying Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics subjects and 16 Arts and Humanities.

Between November 2018 and February 2019, participants were recruited using convenience and voluntary sampling. Those who had graduated within the last 5 years from the authors’ universities and had declared an autism diagnosis were invited to participate via an email from their University Disability Service which included the information sheet and study link. In addition, the study was advertised on Twitter, and interested participants were invited to contact the research team for further information. The study was conducted in accordance with the British Psychological Society guidelines for ethical practice, and ethical approval was granted by all authors’ institutions. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and debriefing information was provided at the end.

All participants reported a diagnosis of an Autism Spectrum Condition. Most had been diagnosed between the ages of 18–25 (n = 13), followed by those who had been diagnosed between the ages of 12 and 17 (n = 9) and over the age of 26 (n = 8). Some participants had been diagnosed under the age of 11 (n = 4). Qualitative responses indicated that some participants received their diagnosis after completing university; these participants were retained in the sample to include the experiences of autistic individuals who receive a late diagnosis. All participants scored above 14 on the Ritvo Autism and Asperger Diagnostic Scale-14 (RAADS-14; Eriksson et al., 2013; mean = 31.38; SD = 6.55; range = 19–41). Many participants reported a co-occurring mental health condition: specifically, 18 reported anxiety, 15 reported depression, 10 participants reported another mental health condition, most frequently PTSD (n = 4), and 10 reported other neurodevelopmental conditions, most commonly a specific learning difference of dyslexia, dyspraxia, and/or AD(H)D (n = 5).



Materials and Procedure

Participants completed an online survey, constructed using Qualtrics (Qualtrics, Provo, UT, United States) survey software. The measures included are outlined below in the order presented. The survey took around 25 min and participants received a £5 gift voucher.


Participant Characteristics

Participants were asked about their terminology preferences and this language was used throughout; most preferred “autistic students” (n = 28) and six preferred “students with autism.” Demographic items included sex, age, diagnoses, and age of diagnoses, followed by information on undergraduate degree topic, year started, graduation year, and degree classification. Participants then completed a measure of wellbeing–the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (WEMWBS; Tennant et al., 2007), which includes 14 items covering feeling and functioning aspects of mental wellbeing over the last 2 weeks, with items answered a five-point Likert scale. Responses are summed to create a total score, ranging from 14 to 70, with higher scores indicating greater well-being. Next, they completed questions about autistic characteristics, from the RAADS-14 (Eriksson et al., 2013). This measure contains 14 statements covering aspects such as mentalizing, social anxiety, and sensory reactivity answered on a four-point Likert scale.



The Transition Out of University

Participants rated the extent to which they had felt seven different emotions, including sadness, acceptance and calm, selected from Plutchiks’ (1991) theory of emotion, in relation to the transition. They also answered how prepared they had felt for the transition. All items were rated using a five-point Likert scale [“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5)]. Strongly agree and agree responses were combined to determine the percentage who reported feeling each emotion overall.

Transition support questions covered support received in preparation for the transition out of university. Participants were asked “While studying for your undergraduate degree, how supported did you feel by the university in terms of preparing for the transition out of university?” and answered using a five-point scale [“not very well supported” (1) to “very well supported” (5)]. They were also asked “During the last 6 months of your undergraduate degree did you access any emotional support related to the transition out of university?” and responded “yes” or “no” to options from a list (e.g., specialist mentor, personal tutor). Each form of support accessed was rated on a five-point scale [“not very helpful” (1) to “very helpful” (5)]. We also asked participants two open questions: “In what ways could the support you received for the transition out of university be improved?” and “What other support would you like your university to have offered for the transition out of university?” Then, participants selected which transition-related support they had accessed since graduating from a list and rated their helpfulness, as above.



Post-graduation Plans

We asked participants about their plans post-graduation, including what they were currently doing and what career-related support they had received. We asked participants who had graduated in 2018 to indicate what their main plan was for the next 6 months, and whether they planned to do anything else in the next 6 months, alongside their main plan. Options included “Paid employment,” “Voluntary work or an internship,” “Post-graduate study,” “Gap year or traveling,” “Don’t know yet,” and “Other, (please specify).” For the first three options, we asked whether a position had yet been secured (“yes,” “no,” or “awaiting outcome of application(s)”). Participants who graduated 1–5 years ago indicated what they had done in the first 6 months after graduation, as well as what they were currently doing in terms of work or further study.

All participants who had secured paid employment were asked how their job related to their undergraduate degree with response options of “It requires a university degree, and is related to the subject of my degree,” “It requires a university degree, and is not related to the subject of my degree,” “It does not require a university degree, and is related to the subject of my degree,” or “It does not require a university degree, and is not related to the subject of my degree.”

Regarding career support, participants rated the question “While studying for your undergraduate degree, how supported did you feel by the university in terms of preparing for your future career?” using the five-point scale detailed above. We also asked whether, during the last 6 months of their undergraduate degree, participants had accessed any career-focused support from a list and rated their helpfulness as above. We then asked two further open questions: “In what ways could the support you received for careers be improved?” and “What other support would you like your university to have offered for careers?” Additionally, participants were asked which forms of career support they had accessed since from a list and rated their helpfulness as before.

The survey concluded with a “final thoughts” section with two open questions: “Is there anything else you would like to say about your experience of the transition out of university?” and “What advice would you give to autistic students who are in their final year at university, to help them plan for when they finish university?”




Design and Analysis

A mixed-methods exploratory design was used within a broadly realist research lens; we believed that our participants would self-report useful insights on the topic within both closed and open items in an online survey. Descriptive statistics are reported for the quantitative questionnaire items. Open-ended questions were analyzed using conventional data-driven content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) to identify categories of answers.

Content analysis involves categorizing open data, enabling descriptive quantitative information to be reported about the extent to which different aspects are reported by participants. Data-driven content analysis involves developing a coding scheme based upon what is said within the data, rather than interpreting answers through a pre-existing framework derived from existing literature; this approach was chosen to best capture what autistic graduates reported about their support experiences. Developing the coding scheme necessarily involves some degree of researcher interpretation of the data. However, compared to some qualitative analysis techniques, content analysis involves less researcher interpretation as the focus is upon identifying and categorizing what is said by participants.

One author (AJ) initially read all the participants’ responses and generated an initial coding scheme with categories and subcategories which most fully captured the different aspects reported by participants. The coding scheme included brief descriptions of all categories and subcategories for each open question, with examples of the type of open responses which would fit within each category/sub-category. This coding scheme was then checked and refined with the other two authors to promote analytic rigor, which involved them reading over the qualitative data and considering whether any aspects of their answers would have been omitted or obscured by the proposed coding scheme. Following the agreement of the coding scheme, all responses were coded into the categories and sub-categories by AJ. This involved reading each open answer and selecting each category and sub-category which represented it; answers could be coded in multiple categories and sub-categories to most fully capture what participants said.

Coding was then further checked by the other two authors which involved them reviewing which categories and sub-categories each open answer had been coded into; a small number of cases where queries were raised over the most appropriate coding were fully considered and resolved in line with the coding framework. Due to high overlap in the categories identified for the two open questions about improvements to current support and desired support (for both careers and the transition more generally), we combined coding across these two questions. Two participants did not provide answers to any of the open questions; all other participants answered two or more open questions. Percentages reported for categories and sub-categories are out of the total sample of 34 participants, including those who did not give an answer for that question. Brief descriptions of each main category and a representative quotation are included within the tables reporting the content analysis findings.




RESULTS


The Transition Out of University: Emotions

Nearly 80% of participants reported having felt fear toward the transition out of university, with 53% having felt sadness (Table 1). Less than a third had felt calm about or prepared for the transition. Over half had felt acceptance and anticipation, with few expressions of anger. Additionally, the mean wellbeing (WEMWBS) score for our participants was 41.91 (SD = 9.97; range = 20–66). Population surveys (e.g., Braunholtz et al., 2007) indicate that the mean score of the general public is 51, and scores one standard deviation below this (<42.5) indicates low well-being.


TABLE 1. Participants’ emotions regarding the transition out of university (rated from 1 to 7).

[image: Table 1]


The Transition Out of University: Emotional Support

Overall, participants were somewhat negative regarding how well supported they felt for the transition out of university, with a mean score of 2.12 (SD = 0.98), equating to “disagree.” In the 6 months prior to graduation, 58.82% had accessed emotional support for the transition. Over one-third had sought emotion-related support from a specialist autism mentor, with around a fifth having spoken to either a disability advisor or their personal tutor. Less than 10% had spoken to a wellbeing officer or counselor. Support from all sources was generally rated as helpful (Table 2).


TABLE 2. Participants’ use and perception of emotion-related transition support and career-related transition support, pre- and post-graduation.

[image: Table 2]
Post-graduation, 44.12% of participants had accessed emotion-related transition support. Similar sources of support were utilized post-graduation as pre-graduation and were generally considered to be helpful. In addition, participants had consulted their post-graduate tutor, workplace mentor, and University’s Careers Service. However, these were rated as neutral or not helpful (Table 2). Overall, 67.65% of participants accessed emotion-related transition support either pre- or post-graduation.

Content analysis of qualitative answers to questions about potential improvements and desired transition support indicated that just under one-third of participants would have valued support preparing for the life changes, both in terms of the emotional aspect and adjusting to non-university life (Table 3). Many answers referenced careers and employment support. Nearly a third of participants desired support with employment access, just over a quarter discussed career support, specifically reporting a need for more career guidance, help finding employment and making contacts. Some wanted support with post-graduate study, such as help with understanding options and applications, and with accessibility. Other answers concerned the nature and timing of support, desiring support that was earlier, for not just when in crisis, and more positive support. Two participants felt that no extra support was needed, and nearly a quarter said they had received little or no transition support, either out of choice or lack of access.


TABLE 3. Content analysis of participants’ suggestions for transition support additions or improvements, showing categories (in bold) and sub-categories (bullet pointed).
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Post-graduation: Future Plans

Seven participants had graduated within the last 6 months. One indicated that they did not have a post-graduation plan, while six reported plans and activities. Two of these six were pursuing paid employment (one while also caring for a family member) and two had secured a place on a post-graduate course (one was also considering part-time employment). Another was on a health-orientated gap year (while also hoping to pursue post-graduate study), and one was self-studying learning a language. Three of these six participants had additionally secured voluntary work or an internship, while the other three intended to do so.

Of the 27 participants who graduated 1–5 years ago, 88.89% had been in post-graduate study and/or paid employment in the first 6 months following graduation (Table 4). However, only four of the 11 employed participants had secured a role that required a university degree, with three being related to their degree subject. The remaining seven had a role that did not require a university degree, six of whose job was not related to their degree subject.


TABLE 4. Pursuits of participants who graduated 1–5 years ago.
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For those who had graduated 1–5 years prior, trends were similar; 81.48% were undertaking post-graduate employment and/or studying. However, only four of the 12 employed participants had secured a role that required a university degree, with three being related to their degree subject. The remaining eight had a role that did not require a university degree, six of whose job was not related to their degree subject.



The Transition Out of University: Career Support

Participants were neutral regarding how well supported they felt in terms of preparing for their future career with a mean score of 2.39 (SD = 1.20). In the 6 months prior to graduation, 76.47% had accessed career-related support (Table 2). Around 50% had spoken with their undergraduate tutor or utilized their undergraduate degree institution’s Careers Service. Around 25% had sought career-related support from a disability advisor or specialist mentor. Support was considered helpful, with the exception of the Careers Service which received a neutral mean helpfulness rating of 2.69 (SD = 1.14).

Post-graduation, 38.24% of participants had accessed career-related support, only one of whom had not accessed careers support prior to the transition. Thus, 20.59% of participants had not accessed career support either before or after the transition. Furthermore, 17.65% did not access either career or emotional support, pre- or post-graduation.

Of those who did access career-related support post-graduation, around 15% had sought support from their university’s Careers Service, post-graduate tutor, specialist mentor, or workplace mentor (Table 2). Less than 10% of participants sought support from their undergraduate tutor or the National Careers Service. All forms of support were rated between 2.8 and 4 for helpfulness (i.e., neutral to helpful).

Content analysis of answers to questions about potential improvements or desired career-related support (Table 5) identified that over a quarter felt that autism-focused support would be beneficial, specifically in terms of greater understanding of autistic students’ needs and more accessible support. Nearly a quarter indicated a need for more career planning support, and a fifth desired employment access support, including identifying disability positive employers, applications or interviewing support, and accessibility/adjustments. Others suggested careers connections support and two mentioned post-graduate study support. Four felt no extra support or improvements were needed, and around one-fifth had received little or no support either out of choice or lack of access.


TABLE 5. Content analysis of participants’ suggestions for career-related support additions or improvements, showing categories (in bold) and sub-categories (bullet pointed).
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Final Thoughts on the Transition

When asked whether there was anything else they would like to say about their transition out of university (Table 6), a third of participants commented upon their university experience with most making negative evaluations. A fifth referenced post-graduate study, with most reporting having had a positive transition experience and some having concerns about leaving their post-graduate degree. Around a sixth made evaluative comments about the transition, reporting both positive and negative experiences, and some referenced worries about their future.


TABLE 6. Content analysis of participants’ additional open comments about their transition out of university, showing categories (in bold) and sub-categories (bullet pointed).

[image: Table 6]
When asked what advice they would give to autistic students in their final year (Table 7), just over two-fifths of participants gave advice centered on forward planning with nearly a third advising students to plan early, and others suggesting they should do their research but aim to balance studying and career planning. A fifth advised students to prepare for the upcoming life changes both in terms of what their emotional and practical needs would be, and around one-sixth gave advice regarding managing expectations for the future. Answers concerning careers and employment included preparation for the workplace, particularly around possible adjustments, several avenues of careers preparation, and building experience while at university. Other advice concerned making use of university support, either before or after graduation.


TABLE 7. Content analysis of participants’ advice for final year autistic students, showing categories (in bold) and sub-categories (bullet pointed).
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DISCUSSION

Although numbers of autistic students in higher education have increased, there is little research concerning what happens when these students transition out of university. The current study makes an important contribution by examining the experience of autistic graduates. Emotionally, our participants reported high levels of fear and low levels of preparedness for the transition, but half also reported feeling acceptance and anticipation. Generally, participants did not feel particularly supported by their university. In the last 6 months of university, just over half had accessed emotional support for the transition, mainly from their specialist mentor, and 70% had accessed career-related support, with 50% utilizing their university’s Careers Service. Although participants rated the support they had received positively, participants expressed that they would have liked more support preparing for life after university, both emotionally and practically, greater careers advice and employment access guidance, and some desired post-graduate study support. Furthermore, participants highlighted the benefits of autism-specific support and for support to be earlier, not just at crisis points, and more positive. Of concern, open comments revealed many negative evaluations of the university experience and transition support, with some participants remaining worried about their future, however more positive experiences of post-graduate study were also reported.

Our participants expressed both negative and positive emotions related to the transition out of university. Qualitative answers also indicated a mix of positive and negative evaluations of the transition and support and ongoing worries. This finding aligns with Vincent’s (2019) interview study, where participants also reported that the transition evoked mixed emotions; a sense of anxiety and loss, that could also be accompanied by optimism and positive identity development. Thus, support for the transition out of university could not only address the students’ concerns but also encourage focus on the positives. Interestingly, our findings here are broadly comparable to the emotions reported by students with mental health conditions (Cage et al., 2021a). Our autistic participants reported many co-occurring mental health conditions, therefore the emotions experienced may be related to aspects of anxiety and depression (for example). This is in line with Accardo et al.’s (2021) study with autistic students in the United States where mental health needs were identified as a theme affecting university performance.

Around a third of participants indicated that they would have liked more support preparing for the life changes related to the transition out of university, both emotionally and practically. Graduates’ desire for support in these areas aligns with evidence on the difficulties of encountering change (Maisel et al., 2016), new physical environments and people (Van Hees et al., 2015) and on sensory challenges experienced by many autistic people (Robertson and Simmons, 2015). Support with the emotional aspects of the transition out of university is especially vital given the high co-occurrence of mental health conditions, and these findings again echo those noted for non-autistic students with mental health conditions (Cage et al., 2021a). Our findings show that it is important for universities to support autistic students with the emotional and practical aspects of transition, not just with careers and employability.

Despite over three-quarters of participants having concerns regarding the transition, only over half had accessed emotional support related to this in the 6 months prior to graduation. The most common sources of support were specialist mentors, disability advisors, and personal tutors, and the support provided was considered helpful. This is consistent with the limited extant research (Pesonen et al., 2020). However, while specialist disability professional service staff may be well equipped to support autistic students, this may not be the case for personal tutors, who tend to be members of academic staff. To ensure that students are receiving optimal guidance, additional training for personal tutors may be beneficial (Dona and Edmister, 2013) and such training is currently being developed and tested (Waisman et al., 2021). Qualitative responses did not indicate any preference for particular formats or sources of support. Preliminary investigations could focus on summer transition programs, support groups, and peer or specialist mentoring as these can effectively support autistic students with the transition into university and their time at university (Knott and Taylor, 2014; Ames et al., 2015; Roberts and Birmingham, 2017; Siew et al., 2017; Lucas and James, 2018; Thompson et al., 2018; Hillier et al., 2019; Lei et al., 2019; Thompson et al., 2020; Duerksen et al., 2021). This approach would enable support to be more autism-specific, which our participants expressed a desire for.

Fewer of our participants accessed transition-related emotional support once they had graduated, although participants who continued studying consulted their post-graduate personal tutor and institutions’ Careers Service. Qualitative comments indicated that some participants had positive experiences of the transition from undergraduate to post-graduate study, with some answers making it clear that this was a safe space which avoided the transition out of university. This finding aligns with data showing that the rate of autistic students entering post-graduate study after their first degree is higher than for non-disabled students, and for students with other types of disabilities (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021). Unfortunately, graduates may then experience the same difficulties with the transition out of this level of study, with some participants reporting worries about leaving their post-graduate course. Furthermore, employment outcomes for autistic post-graduates are concerning. Autistic post-graduate graduates on taught programs are three times more likely to be unemployed than non-disabled graduates (9.9% compared to 3.3%), while autistic post-graduate research graduates are seven times more likely to be unemployed than non-disabled graduates (16.1% compared to 2.3%; Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021). Given the financial costs involved in post-graduate study, it is imperative that future research investigates how those who do enter post-graduate degrees can be better supported.

This study also examined career-related support, with our participants rating their careers service neutrally. University Careers Services are specifically designed to offer support, guidance, and opportunities pre- and post-graduation; thus, they should be the optimal form of careers support for students and recent graduates. It is therefore important to consider why it was not rated more favorably. Content analysis indicated that participants felt that it could be more tailored to autistic students’ needs, with greater understanding of autism, autism-specific support (such as workshops specifically for autistic students), and for support to be more accessible (such as in smaller groups). Some also recommended more positive support (due to negative experiences) and for support to be more detailed. The extant literature indicates that given the low numbers of disabled students (relative to the student population as a whole), Careers Service staff may have infrequent experience of supporting such students, which can result in a loss of confidence and expertise over time (Equality Change Unit, 2008). This finding indicates that regular training may be helpful for Careers Service staff. In addition Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group (2021) recommends that university careers services receive appropriate resourcing in order to put effective intervention in place.

It is reassuring that most of our participants had accessed emotional or career-related support. Qualitative comments showed that some participants who received little or no support had chosen not to access it, but others perceived none to have been available or experienced challenges accessing it. This finding aligns with the perspectives of autistic students and graduates from other European universities (Pesonen et al., 2020). It is important that barriers to accessing support and potential facilitators are considered, for universities to best meet the support needs of the autistic student population. One recurring theme from our participants centered around the need for increased support in terms of accessibility and reasonable adjustments, both within the transition and in terms of future careers or post-graduate study. Our study highlights accessibility in employment and further study as a key area with which autistic students require support. Support could potentially aim to increase both students’ knowledge of accessibility and their ability to self-advocate for their rights in future work and studies. Self-advocacy has been identified as important for accessing appropriate reasonable adjustments and support during university, both for students with disabilities in general (Fossey et al., 2017) and autistic students specifically (Accardo et al., 2019). Self-advocacy may be especially important for long-term positive outcomes given the reduction in support graduates are likely to experience once they leave university.

Participants also suggested more career planning support is needed, specifically increasing students’ awareness of possible career paths related to their degrees or of career options generally. This finding aligns with data that shows a lower proportion of autistic graduates chose their current job role due to alignment with their career plan, compared with non-disabled graduates (Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group, 2021). Additional support with making career connections was also desired, in line with evidence that meeting unfamiliar people can be anxiety-provoking for autistic students (Van Hees et al., 2015). Interestingly, some participants suggested that help gaining work experience on campus would especially benefit autistic students and when asked what advice they would give to final-year autistic students, one participant suggested “use your preference for socializing with older adults to network.” The time point for transition planning is critical; students recommended that this should begin early and not just take place at crisis points. Helping students to plan their transition out of university earlier could reduce uncertainty. Past research has indicated that programs specifically for autistic people which provide real-world work experience and vocational skills training can be beneficial for the transition to work (Flower et al., 2019).


Limitations

This study makes an important contribution by examining autistic graduates’ experiences of the transition out of university. However, the participants in this study were self-selecting, and thus may not be representative. Recruiting a representative sample of autistic graduates can be challenging (cf. Vincent, 2019) but rather than restricting the sample to the authors’ universities, participants were recruited from throughout the United Kingdom. This resulted in participants from 26 different universities, increasing variability of experience. However, given the small number from each institution, it was not possible to examine the extent to which findings were influenced by specific university contexts. It is also important to consider the relatively small total sample size; future research could extend this exploratory research.

It is interesting to note that three-quarters of the participants were female. Although this is contrary to the traditional male:female gender distribution of 3:1 in the autistic community (Loomes et al., 2017), some studies suggest that female autistic students’ university enrollments could be as high as 47% (Dillenburger et al., 2016). Thus, our sample may be more representative of autistic people in the university community. The data was also retrospective; future research could longitudinally examine both expectations pre-transition and experiences post-transition.

We used a mixed-methods design, within a broadly realist lens, combining closed and open survey items and content analysis to most fully capture what autistic graduates had to say about careers and transition support. We note that there would be much value in further qualitative research from other philosophical positions to provide in-depth explorations of both what autistic graduates have to report and how they communicate about this topic.



Implications

The results of this study indicate that while autistic students are accessing support, and it can be beneficial, there is potential for improvement. Specifically, universities should ensure that autistic students are supported with preparing for the life changes involved in leaving university, particularly in terms of the emotional aspects of this transition, and with the accessibility of employment and further study. Earlier planning for the transition would be beneficial, and universities should consider how to help autistic students access support earlier to facilitate this.

In addition to considering the nature of support, it is also important to consider the delivery of such support. Careers Services could become more effective by providing their staff with additional training in understanding autistic students’ needs and guidance on providing more tailored careers support. This conclusion echoes the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS] Disability Task Group (2021) report, which also recommends Careers Services provide more tailored careers support for disabled students and receive appropriate resourcing to implement interventions. Our findings also align with reported experiences of non-autistic students with mental health conditions (e.g., Cage et al., 2021a,b), suggesting that improvements are needed to support students with a range of needs more widely. Principles of Universal Design may therefore be useful when it comes to tailoring support: that support is designed with accessibility at its heart, and this serves to benefit all students (Gradel and Edson, 2009). Nonetheless, autism-specific understanding was clearly desired by our participants, and staff still need to better understand the unique strengths and challenges faced by autistic students.

Additionally, relationships developed through peer and specialist mentoring could be capitalized upon. Such support can effectively support autistic students with their academic and mental health needs during university (Knott and Taylor, 2014; Ames et al., 2015; Roberts and Birmingham, 2017; Siew et al., 2017; Lucas and James, 2018; Thompson et al., 2018; Hillier et al., 2019) and careers mentoring from tutors and life coaches is rated highly (Pesonen et al., 2020). Thus, peer and specialist mentoring could be extended to also help prepare students for the transition out of university. Furthermore, universities could also work with employers to reduce recruitment barriers. Supportive internships may be one viable route to providing autistic students and graduates with exposure to the work environment and the work experience that many employees require. Such internships have been rated positively by autistic graduates (Remington and Pellicano, 2019; Romualdez et al., 2020; Schall et al., 2020; Remington et al., 2021), but future initiatives should take into consideration the identified areas for improvement.




CONCLUSION

The transition out of university can be a challenging time for autistic students: many autistic graduates consider transition support beneficial and recommend that it should focus on planning for life post-graduation, considering both everyday life and careers guidance. Universities should support students to access pre-existing services and support earlier transition planning. It is recommended that transition support is tailored for autistic students, while using principles of Universal Design, including ensuring that careers staff understand their needs and that support is provided on the accessibility of employment and preparing for life changes. With such support in place, a successful transition from university to post-graduation life is increasingly likely.
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Preparation for life changes—transition support could be improved through greater support around preparing for the life changes involved in leaving
university

“A bridging course would have been helpful and discussion about what would happen. For me it all seemed to end very suddenly as | didn’t really think
about it too much and | wasn'’t prepared”

eEmotional support
eSupport adjusting to non-university life

Employment access-transition support could be improved through greater support around access to employment
“It would have been nice if there had been some advice for people with disabilities. For example, tips for accessing the workplace, tips for overcoming the
additional challenges people face during interviews, and so on”

eAccessibility and reasonable adjustments
eUnderstanding working life

eApplications and interviewing support
eDisability positive employers

Careers support-transition support could be improved through greater careers support
“Help with careers so [l] could find next steps”

eCareers guidance
eSupport finding employment
eCareers contacts

Post-graduate study support-transition support could be improved through greater support around post-graduate study
“Offer more encouragement or accessibility if possible to places or returning to the university”

eOptions and applications
eAccessibility and reasonable adjustments
ePreparation for the transition

Nature of Support-the nature of the transition support available could be improved
“I could have known if there were any services around, it could have been made more clear. There was mentoring but it would have been helpful if I could
have had specific help on Post-University life”

Not just when in crisis
More positive support
Make it easier to access wider support

Timing of Support-the timing of transition support could be improved
“Slowly building up to leaving over the last year- maybe a timeline, things to think about, when to do what etc.”

eEarlier support
eRecognition of symptoms
No Changes Needed-“None. | was quite happy.”
Little or No Support Received—*/ received no specific support regarding my transition out of university so anything would be an improvement”
eNo Support Available
eChallenges Accessing Support
eChose not to Access Support
Unclear Answer
No Answer
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Sub-category n can total more than the category n as responses could be coded under multiple sub-categories.






OPS/images/fpsyg-12-768429-t004.jpg
First 6 months Now

post-graduation n (%) p (%)
Post-graduate study only 11 (40.7) 8 (29.6)
Post-graduate study + paid employment 2 (7.41) 3(11.1)
Post-graduate study + volunteering/internship 2 (7.41) 2 (7.41)
Paid employment only 8 (29.6) 9 (33.3)
Paid employment + volunteering/internship 1 (3.70) 0
Unemployed 2(7.41) 3(11.1)
Volunteering/internship only/ 4+ gap year 1(3.70) 2 (7.41)
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Categories and sub-categories, with illustrative quotations

Autism Focused Support-careers support tailored to autistic students would be helpful
“Autistic-specific career workshops or workshops in smaller groups”

eMore understanding of autistic students’ needs
eAutism specific careers support
eMore accessible careers support

Career Planning Support-more careers planning support would be helpful
“More clarity about my career paths with the course | was doing”

eAwareness of possible career paths
eAwareness of wider career options
eMaking plans for the future

Employment Access—careers support could be improved through greater support around access to employment
“It would have been good to have gained some advice on career fields that are Autism/disability-friendly”

eDisability positive employers/fields
eInterviewing support
eAccessibility and reasonable adjustments

Career Connections—careers support could be improved through greater support in making contacts and finding opportunities
“Careers [support] would be good if I could get a list of contacts for possible employers. Inviting more companies to the campus that operate in different fields”

eFinding employment
eCareers contacts
eCampus work opportunities
Nature of Support-the nature of the careers support available could be improved

“Understanding of autism by career services. | found there was an expectation to fail and just being told to take a year to adjust and then try for jobs whereas |

just wanted to get on with work and found this bad advice”
eMore positive support
eMore advanced support

Post-graduate Study Support-careers support could be improved through greater support around post-graduate study
“...a list of supportive universities and contact with services at those universities about the support they could put in place if | was to come and that to actually

be carried through”
eGeneral information
eAccessibility and reasonable adjustments
No Extra Support or Improvements Needed-*/ was happy with the support | received”

Little or No Support Received—/ chose not to seek out most support for post-university life so I can’t really offer any improvements”

eChose not to access support

oNoO support available

eUnclear why little support received
No Answer
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Sub-category n can total more than the category n as responses could be coded under multiple sub-categories.
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Categories and sub-categories, with illustrative quotations

University Experience—participants’ experiences of university or of support for the transition out of university
“[it] kinda sucks getting dropped at the end”

o Positive evaluation of university experience

o Negative evaluation of university experience

o Negative evaluation of university transition support
o Difficulties due to diagnosis after graduation

Post-graduate Study-answers related to the transition into post-graduate study or the eventual transition out of post-graduate study
“I returned, so I feel like | haven't exactly transitioned out of university. | am currently in my final year of Ph.D. and am somewhat uncertain as to what will
happen afterward as even now | feel | am going to have difficulty finding employment at the end”

ePositive feelings about transition into post-graduate study
eConcerns and difficulties about transition into post-graduate study
e\Worries about leaving post-graduate study

Transition Out of University—participants’ experiences of the transition out of university
“Still 3 years after graduation I feel like | am not properly equipped for this adult life. | don’t feel like anybody expected me to be and feeling like there was
little belief in me having any future prospects still makes me feel sad and uncertain. I'm faced with years of life that | do not know how to fill”

ePositive evaluation of the transition
eNegative evaluation of the transition
e\Valued social support

Worries About the Future—participants’ current worries about the future
“Despite feeling ready to graduate, | still find the idea of not going back to the university, being in lectures, or seeing lecturers again distressing as | became
S0 used to that routine”

eGoing into/finding employment
eHousing post-university
oL 0ss of university routine
eFriendships post-university
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Sub-category n can total more than the category n as responses could be coded under multiple sub-categories.
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Categories and sub-categories, with illustrative quotations

Planning-advice which related to planning for the future
“Start thinking about your plan well in advance”

oPlan early

eDo your research

eBalance studies and career planning
Prepare for Life Changes-preparing for the life changes involved in the transition out of university, in terms of either your practical or emotional needs
“Try to plan ahead for the changes to your environment and your support network as that will help relieve some anxiety over the unknown”

ePractical needs

eEmotional needs

Expectations for the Future—advice about the expectations students should have for the transition
“The world doesn’t end but it’s not easy”

eExpect transition to be difficult
eDon’t worry about the future

Prepare for Adjustment to Workplace—consider in advance the need to adjust to the workplace after university
“Find out as much information as possible about further support in the workplace”

eWorkplace adjustments
eHave an existing job
Careers Preparation—take steps to prepare for developing a career
“Try to network with people within the career you are pursuing”
eMake contacts
eMake lots of applications
eAccess careers support

Use University Support-make use of support available at university either during your undergraduate degree or when you enter a post-graduate degree
“Reach out and use all services available before graduating and learn whether or not you can use those resources post-graduating so there is no
uncertainty”

ePre-graduation
ePost-graduation

Build Experience-build up experience during the degree to help with the transition and careers
“Do lots of other things at university that might improve your prospects, like volunteering”

e\olunteer

eGeneral

oGet experience in societies
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Sub-category n can total more than the category n as responses could be coded under multiple sub-categories.
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