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This study explored the learning experiences of autistic university students in the UK during 

the Covid-19 pandemic, covering the period from the first lockdown in March 2020 to the 

removal of restrictions in July 2021 and the subsequent return to in-person learning. Data 

were generated from 17 participants using an online qualitative survey and were analysed 

with reflexive thematic analysis. We developed an overarching theme of ‘change impacts 

learning’, which encompassed the following three themes: 1) ‘online learning worked for me’ 

(including the sub-theme ‘the freedom and control of home learning’); 2) ‘online learning 

didn’t work for me’; and 3) ‘returning to campus brings so many challenges’. Changes to 

teaching delivery and subsequent impacts on learning highlights potential adjustments that 

can be made to increase the accessibility of higher education for autistic students.  

 

Introduction 

Increasing numbers of autistic students are enrolling on university courses (Davis et al., 

2021). It is unclear if this is because of higher rates of diagnosis in recent decades (Russell et 

al., 2022) or if more autistic people are choosing to go to university. The sensory, social, 

communication and processing differences that characterise autism vary between 

individuals; the needs and strengths of autistic students are also diverse (Anderson et al., 

2017; Toor et al., 2016). Because of this, individualised support for autistic university 

students is essential (Kuder & Accardo, 2017). To develop these types of support, for those 

who want and need it, listening to autistic students’ experiences of higher education (HE) is 

crucial. 

Research on autistic university students’ experiences has been sparse until very 

recently (Davis et al., 2021). Research in this area now needs to take account of the forced 

changes in the way universities deliver teaching as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Methods that were previously relatively unchartered for most academics rapidly became 

the norm with the onset of the first lockdown in March 2020, and, according to one report, 
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almost a third of UK universities are continuing to provide blended learning (Standley, 

2023). 

Prior to the pandemic, research that addressed autistic students’ experiences of 

online learning at university was scant (Adams et al., 2019), with studies often employing 

case-study methods to explore the challenges and opportunities of online learning within 

particular learning contexts (e.g., Downing, 2014; McDowell, 2015; Meyers & Bagnall, 2015). 

For example, Downing (2014) explored a mature-aged student’s experience of online 

teacher education and the barriers created by online delivery including the lack of 

opportunities to communicate with staff, ambiguous instructions, being distracted by 

spelling errors in teaching materials and other students’ behaviour, and the lack of linearity 

in the learning environment. McDowell (2015), by contrast, highlighted the benefits of 

online learning by exploring exploring how an online learning intervention enabled an 

undergraduate computing student to more fully participate in group activities. Meyers and 

Bagnall (2015) identified both benefits and challenges to online learning in their 

examination of the experiences of a mature-aged education student. The student valued the 

flexibility of online learning but felt uncomfortable with computer technology, and 

experienced a high level of disorientation - losing their sense of direction and not having the 

cognitive ability to orient himself - in the online learning environment. Though case study 

approaches such as these provide a detailed and rich account of an individual student’s 

experience in a particular online learning environment, or with particular technological 

interventions, they cannot capture the inherent diversity in autistic students’ experiences in 

university education more broadly. Research on online learning to date has shown that 

online delivery can reduce some of the challenges of in-person learning for autistic students 

(Simpson et al., 2019). However, online learning differs from in-person and requires a 

certain set of skills, such as self-regulation, self-discipline, and planning and organisation 

(Kauffman, 2015), that can be difficult to master for many autistic students, because of 

autism related differences in executive function (Gurbuz et al., 2019). Therefore, the use of 

online learning can negatively impact the learning experiences of autistic students (Adams 

et al., 2019). 

The current study 

Participants in the pre-pandemic literature chose to complete one or more modules online 

(Adams et al., 2019). However, the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns meant students had no 

choice in how their course was delivered. Since the pandemic has exposed more students to 

online learning, it has provided the opportunity to further explore autistic students’ 

experiences of online learning, particularly when that learning modality is not specifically 
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sought out. Thus, the current study explores autistic students’ experiences of online 

learning during the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns and the subsequent easing of restrictions. 

Methodology 

Researcher personal statement 

We are both neurotypical; the second author is physically disabled. The first author 

considers herself an “informed outsider” (see Scott & Sedgwick, 2021, p. 4) as the parent of 

an autistic child, which means she has some understanding of the stigma autistic people are 

subjected to in society, as she experiences this through her child, as well as having her own 

lived experience of stigma as a parent (see Liao et al., 2019). She has also experienced some 

of the challenges faced by autistic children in (primary and secondary) education. In 

addition, she shares with the participants the experience of attending university during the 

pandemic, the rapid transition to online learning and then the return to campus. However, 

both authors are acutely aware that we can never really know how it feels to be autistic. We 

also acknowledge the fraught history of autism research, with much research being 

produced by professionals without lived experience of autism, and debates about who has 

the authority and knowledge to conduct research on and therefore effectively speak on 

behalf of autistic people (Hens et al., 2019). We are also aware of research showing that 

autistic adults are more likely to describe autism as a neutral difference and oppose the 

deficit-based medical model than are non-autistic adults and of arguments that autistic 

adults should be considered autism experts and involved as partners in research (Gillespie-

Lynch et al., 2017). For this reason we sought feedback from autistic people during 

recruitment; but acknowledge that the pragmatic constraints of the project did not allow for 

the involvement of autistic people as full partners in the research. 

Design 

Qualitative research allows the exploration of the nuances and complexity of autistic 

students’ experiences (Barkas et al., 2020). Such research can inform how universities 

develop more inclusive and accessible learning experiences. This research was conducted 

when pandemic-related restrictions on in-person research remained in place at the authors’ 

university, as such online qualitative surveys were used to collect data via the Qualtrics 

survey platform. Qualitative surveys consist of a number of open-ended questions to which 

participants respond in their own words and in as much detail as they choose. Online 

surveys provide a strong sense of “felt anonymity” (Braun et al., 2021, p. 644), an important 

consideration given the stigma associated with autism. Qualitative surveys also allow people 

to participate without the time constraints associated with other methods such as 

interviews (Braun et al., 2021). Such flexibility could be useful to autistic people who may 
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need additional time to process questions (Frith & Happé, 1994), without the pressure of in-

person social interaction and the social norms associated with this. Qualitative surveys can 

also contribute to participants having a greater sense of control over the research, affording 

them the opportunity to challenge the researcher without the constraints of normative 

politeness, which might be expected in an interview (Braun et al., 2021). This was especially 

important given the first author’s position as an informed outsider researcher; feedback was 

both welcome and useful (see below). It is also important to acknowledge the limitations of 

qualitative surveys as a static form of data generation, which do not provide participants 

with the opportunity to clarify the meaning of a particular question. Participants can email 

the researcher to seek clarification, but this places the onus on the participant, and an 

immediate – in the moment – response may not be forthcoming. Participants were given 

the option of taking part in an interview instead of completing the survey, but none opted 

for an interview. The data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (TA) within a 

broadly critical realist framework (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

Participants and recruitment 

A variety of online recruitment strategies were used: sharing the study on social media, 

including in relevant closed groups with the moderator’s permission, the University of the 

West of England’s psychology participant pool, with university societies for 

neurodivergent/autistic students, and national and local autism charities and research 

groups. Initially inclusion criteria specified a formal diagnosis, but following feedback from 

recruitment contacts who were autistic, students who self-identified as autistic were 

subsequently included. This expanded recruitment criteria acknowledges the validity of self-

identification within the autistic community because of flaws and gatekeeping in the 

diagnostic criteria and process (Ferguson, 2022). Furthermore, participants had to have 

experience of the transition from in-person to online learning during the pandemic. The 

survey was closed after three months, with 17 responses. Fifteen participants reported 

having an autism diagnosis, two self-identified and were seeking a diagnosis. One 

participant did not provide demographic data (indicated by ND – no demographics - below). 

Of the 16 participants who did, six identified as male, six as female, and four as non-

binary/third gender, and they were aged 18-35 years. Participants were mostly white, 

except for four, who identified as mixed race. Degree courses included various social science 

and science subjects, and participants were mostly undergraduates, with two post-

graduates.  

Data generation 
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The British Psychological Society’s (2021) Code of Human Research Ethics was adhered to in 

all aspects of the research. The study received ethics approval from the University of the 

West of England Psychology Ethics Committee. The survey was designed so that the landing 

page included information about the study, what participation involved, and how the data 

would be used. This was followed by consent and demographic questions, then the 

substantive survey questions, which covered learning experiences during the lockdown and 

following the return to campus, and opinions on the extent to which staff and other 

students understand autism. During the recruitment process, two participants gave 

feedback on the survey, which led to changes in the design of the survey, to improve 

accessibility. The final survey design included fewer but broader substantive questions and 

the demographics were moved to after the substantive questions (for the final survey 

questions, see Box 1). As is common with qualitative survey data, the responses varied in 

length - some were relatively brief, others longer, but all provided highly relevant and 

focused data, and the responses were generally dense with meaning and there were some 

rich and evocative accounts of participants’ experiences with online learning (Braun et al., 

2021). 

Box 1: Substantive survey questions 

1) Please describe your experience of being a university student during lockdown. 

Give as much detail as you wish; things you may like to write about in your answer:  

• What it was like changing to online learning. 

• How you felt about learning online. 

• What aspects of online learning you found beneficial to your learning style and 

what aspects you found challenging. 

• How supported by your university you felt during lockdown. 

2) Please describe your experience of being a university student since lockdown 

restrictions have been lifted and universities have begun to re-open and deliver blended 

learning. 

Give as much detail as you wish; things you may like to write about in your answer:  

• If you have continued your studies exclusively from home and your reasons for 

making that choice. 

• If you are attending university in person and what the return has been like for you. 

3) To what extent do you think other students and university staff are aware of or 

understand autism?  

Give as much detail as you wish; things you may like to write about in your answer: 

• If you think learning materials are presented in an autism friendly way. 

• If you tell other people at university about your autism. 
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• What you think other people at university think about autism. 

Data analysis 

The first author led the analysis and began the process of data familiarisation during data 

collection. When the survey was closed, she read the whole dataset several times and made 

notes on things that were potentially analytically interesting. Familiarisation was followed 

by a systematic coding process. Codes were then clustered into potential themes. After 

several rounds of clustering and reclustering, we organised the themes into three levels – an 

overarching theme, three themes and a sub theme nested within one of the themes. The 

overarching theme ‘change impacts learning’ encompassed the following three themes: 1) 

‘online learning worked for me’ (including the sub-theme ‘the freedom and control of home 

learning’); 2) ‘online learning didn’t work for me’; and 3) ‘returning to campus brings so 

many challenges’. The well documented stigma of autism (Botha et al., 2022) is briefly 

discussed before the presentation of the themes because it provides an important context 

for the analysis and autistic students’ experiences of HE more broadly. Typographical and 

other errors in the data have been corrected to aid readability and pseudonyms allocated to 

participants to personalise the data whilst maintaining anonymity. 

Analysis 

Although there is reported to be increased knowledge about autism and reduced stigma at 

universities (Stronach et al., 2019), whether students chose to disclose or not and whether 

this decision was related to perceived stigma or not, it was clear that they felt autism was 

not spoken about at university: “It’s not something that normally comes up in conversation” 

(Noah, UG, Y3), “I've not heard anyone talking about it at uni yet” (Sandra, UG, Y1). Previous 

literature has discussed the lack of understanding from others that many autistic students 

experience (Accardo et al., 2019; Clouder et al., 2020). Both the current study and existing 

literature suggest that silence about autism among university communities seems to be the 

norm, whether that be in the form of a lack of open discussion, a lack of communication and 

education about autism, or autistic students’ feeling scared to disclose because of the 

reaction they anticipate from others. In line with previous research (Bakker et al., 2019; 

Bolourian et al., 2018), many participants chose not to disclose their autism diagnosis, and 

most of those who did, did so selectively citing fears based on perceived stigma and a lack of 

acceptance. For example, Harriet (UG, Y3) had not disclosed because “I don't want to be 

seen as different or incapable”, whereas others had disclosed selectively and strategically: 

“Yes to get DSA and adjustments to exams. Not to many people. I don’t want people to think 

I’m different or feel sorry for me” (Chris, UG, Y3); “only a few people. I’m worried it will 

affect my future career” (Avery, UG, Y2).  
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‘Online learning worked for me’ 

Around half of the participants reported that online learning was preferable to in-person 

learning. They adapted to online learning well and found it enjoyable, easy to engage with 

and beneficial to their academic outcomes. The transition to online learning was an abrupt 

one, students were given little notice of the move to online learning (Raaper et al., 2022). 

Research on the transition to university under pre-pandemic circumstances indicates that 

autistic students find this transition difficult (Clouder et al., 2020; Nuske et al., 2019), by 

contrast, the transition to online learning was welcomed. As well as being worried about 

catching Covid-19, the move to online learning reduced anxiety regarding travelling to and 

being on campus: “I didn’t struggle it was easier for me as my anxiety was high” (Caitriona, 

UG, Y3); “One of my major struggles is taking public transport. I was always late or 

overwhelmed” (Charlie, MSc, Y2). Arriving at campus in a state of high anxiety and feeling 

overwhelmed could be barriers to learning effectively, which online learning removed.  

Students who reported benefitting from online learning indicated that recorded 

lectures were especially useful given their comparable accessibility and flexibility, allowing 

students to structure their learning as they desired, pause for breaks, replay parts and 

rewatch for revision purposes. For example: “it is good to be able to watch parts back again 

and again to get an idea through your head that you may not have got if it was presented 

live to you” (Sandra, UG, Y1). This perceived improvement in accessibility and flexibility of 

taught materials impacted students’ learning and their engagement in their studies. Many 

of these participants reported an increase in their engagement with taught material: “I’ve 

seen more lecture material with them being online than in my whole uni experience” (James, 

UG, Y3). Previous research has shown improvements in engagement levels are likely to 

produce higher academic achievement (Collie et al., 2017). Thus, this study indicates that 

online delivery/recording lectures is an important reasonable adjustment that increases 

accessibility for some autistic students.  

Changes to assessments were also received well, especially exams being moved 

online, often with longer windows for completion or flexible start times. This flexibility 

reduced the stress associated with traditional format exams: “I love having my exams 

online. It's way easier to focus when I am home. It makes the whole process less stressful” 

(Dave, UG, Y3); “Online exams are good you can choose what time of day to start feels less 

pressured I can plan my day better” (Chris, UG, Y3). Additionally, online exams were often 

open-book and not timed, giving students an opportunity to demonstrate their academic 

skills without the pressure resulting from traditional exam formats. Stress can have a 

disadvantageous impact on exam performance (Kleine-Borgmann et al., 2021; Putwain et 
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al., 2015); the greater flexibility afforded by online exams reduced stress for these students 

and some reported their academic performance improved during home learning: “allowed 

me to achieve my best grades” (James, UG, Y3); “Now my grades have improved because 

there's less "noise" or less barriers to my learning” (Charlie, MSc, Y2). 

The freedom and control of home learning 

Participants who valued online learning reported that it gave them control over how to 

structure their days, allowing them to incorporate breaks when needed, rather than when 

their timetable dictated these were permissible, and practice better self-care: “Now I can 

eat properly and do other things I did not have time for before” (Sandra, UG, Y1); “being at 

home meant I could plan my day how I wanted and take breaks when I wanted” (Simon, UG, 

Y3). These participants valued being able to plan their days in a way that allowed them to 

learn when they felt best able to: “I liked I could do [listen to pre-recorded lectures] when I 

was able to, rather than only at the time” (Caitriona, UG, Y3). Being in control of their own 

time was also important: “I had full control of my time, from my desk” (Harriet, UG, Y3). The 

feeling of being in control over their lives is important to autistic students (Scott & 

Sedgewick, 2021); when students are in control of their own routines and time, they know 

what to expect, and the unpredictability that can be uncomfortable or distressing is 

reduced. Being at home provided an environment for the student “where everything is 

controlled and predictable” (Harriet, UG, Y3).  

The freedom to be themselves and behave in the way they naturally would without 

fear of stigma was also valued: “It gives me the freedom to do my own thing while also 

watching a lecture, whereas I do not think I would have that freedom in a lecture room. I am 

able to do my own thing without worrying about people watching me, and feeling judged” 

(Avery, UG, Y2). This removal of worry about being on campus was also clear in Charlie’s 

(MSc, Y2) response: “I can wear comfortable clothes, have my things around me, not have to 

worry about lighting or temperature or background noise that I can't control. I can eat and 

go to the bathroom when I want.” The removal of sensory distractions and worrying about 

other people’s perceptions is likely to have improved students’ focus on their studies.  

Overall, the combination of freedom to be themselves and control over their own 

time was something students found beneficial to their well-being and academic focus. 

Research indicates that mental health conditions detrimentally impact the academic 

performance of autistic students (Kuder et al., 2021), and they have higher rates of mental 

health conditions compared to their neurotypical peers (Davis et al., 2021). Therefore, 

reasonable adjustments that improve mental health for autistic students are important to 

increase engagement and prevent autistic students dropping out before the completion of 
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their degree, as currently dropout rates for autistic students are higher than for their 

neurotypical peers (Cage & Howes, 2020).  

‘Online learning didn’t work for me’ 

While some thrived from home learning, others did not have such a positive experience. 

These participants found online learning challenging; the transition to online learning was 

hard, which had repercussions for their engagement with their studies and academic 

performance. They struggled to maintain focus and keep up with what was expected of 

them. Bundy et al. (2021) reported increased levels of anxiety, depression and stress during 

and since the pandemic lockdowns for autistic students. Although none of the students 

mentioned struggling with lockdown, one participant did mention depression, coupled with 

a difficulty in asking for help, leading to a complete disengagement with their studies for a 

prolonged period that seemingly went unnoticed by their university: “there was a time 

where I didn’t do any work for 2 months, I was too scared to contact anyone, I was really 

depressed” (Chris, UG, Y3). This is concerning, both in terms of student mental health and 

the difficulty of maintaining regular contact with students when learning moves online.   

Participants reported not feeling supported in the transition to online learning and 

there was an underlying sentiment of both feeling alone and being in the same boat as 

everyone else. The latter evident in a feeling of camaraderie – that everyone, students and 

lecturers alike, were doing their best to adjust to this sudden and significant change in 

university life. When asked if they felt supported in the transition to online learning, the 

following types of responses were common: “No but everyone was the same everyone found 

it hard including lecturers I think” (Chris, UG, Y3); “No. We were pretty much left to fend for 

ourselves” (Emily, PhD). In addition to adjusting to being at home, students were also 

required to use unfamiliar learning platforms and navigating these was difficult at times. 

This added to the feeling of ‘going it alone’ because students felt these were not explained 

in advance. Another problem participants encountered was the lack of consistency in the 

formatting of online learning materials and not having enough time to familiarise 

themselves with these materials before teaching sessions: “learning materials are often not 

logically laid out and get released really short notice it would be better if I knew what was 

coming” (Noah, UG, Y3). Existing research highlights that having access to learning materials 

at least 24 hours in advance of a teaching session is an important reasonable adjustment for 

autistic and other neurodivergent students for both online and in-person learning (Clouder 

et al., 2020). Existing research has also identified several challenges with online learning 

materials including visual and text distractions such as spelling errors and typos, 

cluttered/busy pages, and visuals with unclear thematic relevance (Adams et al., 2019). 
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Participants also found that online learning made it difficult to focus, and absorbing and 

retaining taught material was more difficult online than in person: “Online learning takes 

out the absorbance of information for me personally” (Devan, ND); “I was never able to 

maintain focus during online lectures and seminars” (Kate, UG, Y2). This could be because 

online learning requires several skills that many autistic students have been shown to 

struggle with, such as time management, organisation and planning (e.g., Adams et al., 

2019).   

Participants found online seminars particularly difficult; attempting to navigate social 

rules online was tricky for participants like Charlie (MSc, Y2): “I wish there were more clear 

rules about when to talk etc. I think I butt in and talk over people but I don't notice at the 

time and feel bad after”. Trying to navigate this new online mode of learning led to 

disengagement with seminars altogether for several participants: “It's confusing and 

pressured, no one talks and it's too easy just to skip it” (Harriet, UG, Y3). So, for those who 

found online learning did not work for them, engagement decreased, which is not conducive 

to academic success (Ketonen et al., 2016). Support for these students could mediate this, 

but many participants reported not accessing, being offered or knowing what support was 

available to them, a problem echoed in previous research (Gelbar et al., 2014).  

Returning to campus brings so many challenges 

Experiences of autistic students attending university campuses has been well documented 

in previous research (Gurbuz et al., 2019; Madriaga, 2010). University campuses are spaces 

in which autistic students are particularly at risk of sensory overload (Mulder & Cashin, 

2014) because of many distractions such as noise and crowds (Gurbuz et al., 2019). 

Participants’ reports of the return to campus after lockdown showed this continues to be 

the case, especially after being away from campus and other busy spaces for so long. 

Returning to campus primarily meant two things: the potential for sensory overload and the 

need for masking. These are both challenging for autistic students and added to the 

stressors of university life. Participants reported being particularly affected by the sensory 

information processing differences associated with autism on campus: “worry about lighting 

or temperature or background noise that I can't control” (Charlie, MSc, Y3); “Anxiety literally 

takes over and focusing on the minute details of noise and feet shuffling and people talking 

on the phone can sometimes almost paralyse you” (Kate, UG, Y2). Sensory overload can be 

debilitating and distracting, making it difficult to concentrate on material being taught. As a 

result, participants were afraid to return to campus - “Scared. I like being at home” (Sandra, 

UG, Y1); “terrified :(“ (Alex, UG Y2) - and when they did return, there was often a lengthy 

process of adjustment: 
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The main issues I had was transitioning back and the high anxiety of going back into 

groups of people (….) This lasted for most of semester 1 2021/22, the first semester I 

had anything in campus. However, now I have adjusted and refamiliarised myself 

with it I am liking the blended learning approach (Harriet, UG, Y3). 

Masking is when an autistic person consciously or unconsciously uses strategies either to 

hide their autistic differences or find alternative ways to face something they struggle with 

(Sedgewick et al., 2022). Masking often happens when engaging in social interactions and 

when experiencing sensory overwhelm (Pearson & Rose, 2021), a feeling of being 

overwhelmed or overloaded by sensory input as a result of hypersensitivity to such input 

(MacLennan et al., 2022). After spending so much time at home and for so long, likely with 

little or no need to mask, masking was an essential part of participants’ return to campus, 

and they did not feel they could be themselves away from their home environment: “I try to 

act as neurotypical as possible” (Harriet, UG, Y3); “worry about my breathing, my facial 

expressions” (Sandra, UG, Y3). Furthermore, Avery (UG, Y2) compared learning at home and 

in lecture rooms, implying they would be masking if they were in the lecture room and that 

they would not be masking at home: “whereas I do not think I would have that freedom in a 

lecture room. I am able to do my own thing without worrying about people watching me, 

and feeling judged”. It is evident that the participants felt that there would be negative 

reactions from other members of the university community to their unmasked self, 

suggesting they are conscious of continued stigma around autism (see Botha et al., 2022). 

Campus, like other public and social domains, is a place where autistic students mask 

to fit in or not be noticed as different (Sedgewick et al., 2022). This masking led to problems 

for the participants because of the need to rest afterwards: “All of these things absolutely 

exhaust me. I then need to retreat, recharge” (Kate, UG, Y2); “but then I go home and I am 

completely exhausted, both physically and mentally, and I don't think people realise that” 

(Dave, UG, Y3). Prolonged masking can even lead to autistic burnout – a response to long-

term and unresolved stress, where individuals reach their limit emotionally and physically 

(Sedgewick et al., 2022) – and is associated with increased mental health problems (Miller et 

al., 2021; Scott & Sedgewick, 2021), including risk of suicide in autistic adults (Pelton et al., 

2020). Having to make time for, and suffer through, the consequences of masking because 

of attending university could not only have effects on learning and academic achievement, 

but also on mental health. For many autistic people, not just students, masking is life (Miller 

et al., 2021), but it is not without the aforementioned costs. This raises questions about 

what universities can do to reduce the need for masking on campus to make it a less 

stressful place for autistic students.  
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Conclusions 

Unsurprisingly perhaps, the present study showed that changes caused by the pandemic 

had impacts on autistic students’ perceived learning, engagement with their studies and 

academic performance. However, these impacts were varied, online learning was an 

improvement for some, but not for others. Themes developed in this study reiterate the 

diversity of autistic students’ experiences evident in existing research (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2018). However, in many existing studies, only a minority report a positive experience of 

university (e.g., Barkas et al., 2020), whereas, in the current study, the pandemic’s 

imposition of home learning seemed to have benefitted many. Online learning reduced the 

sensory challenges of attending campus, provided students with more freedom to behave as 

their authentic self and gave them more control over their time and studies. Thus, online 

learning is an important reasonable adjustment to increase accessibility for some autistic 

students, as part of an individualised and holistic support package (MacLeod & Green, 

2009). To mediate the challenges some autistic students faced with online learning, such as 

time management and navigating the online learning environment, the current study 

highlights the importance of teaching the skills needed to succeed and careful design of the 

learning environment and content (Adams et al., 2019). The current study also highlighted 

the reduced opportunities for communication with staff, and in-person interaction, 

associated with online learning, which meant that students could completely disengage with 

their studies for prolonged periods without anyone necessarily noticing or contacting them. 

This highlights the need to monitor students’ engagement with online learning and to 

actively reach out, using a variety of communication channels (Dwyer et al., 2022), if 

students are disengaged for prolonged periods. 

The study reiterated the sensory challenges associated with attending university 

campuses that has been a recurring theme in previous literature (Anderson et al., 2017; 

Gurbuz et al., 2019), indicating that universities still have much work to do in this area. 

Research and consultation with autistic students is necessary because some measures, 

despite their well-intended nature, can be experienced as isolating by some (Madriaga, 

2010). From listening to voices of autistic students in this study, we support existing 

recommendations for the creation of sensory rooms or quiet spaces on university campuses 

that they can use when feeling overwhelmed by sensory information or need to take a 

break from masking (Sarrett, 2018).  

It is striking that there is a continued need for more awareness and acceptance of 

autism in university communities; the silence around autism needs to be broken to reduce 

stigma and promote acceptance. Recommendations for ways this could be achieved are 
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training for university staff, both academic and support staff, and providing education to all 

students about autism (Madriaga, 2010). Such training will help staff to implement ways of 

teaching and supporting students that are more inclusive and accessible, and create more 

acceptance of things like stimming (self-stimulatory behaviours such as flapping hands, 

humming or rocking back and forth;  Sarrett, 2018), and hopefully reduce the pressure 

autistic people feel to mask their autism, thus reducing the harmful impact masking can 

have.  

Finally, turning to the limitations of this study, this study was led by a non-autistic 

researcher, albeit one who identified as an ‘informed outsider’ (Scott & Sedgwick, 2021), 

and although attempts were made to consult autistic people in the design of the survey via 

the feedback mentioned above, the research could have been improved by collaboration or 

consultation with autistic people as part of the design. Feedback from autistic recruitment 

contacts suggested there were too many questions in the initial version of the online survey, 

though actions were taken to change this by developing a shorter survey, the survey could 

have been shorter from the outset, which may have benefitted recruitment. Feedback also 

included the suggestion to use voice notes as a response mode because filling in lengthy 

surveys online could be challenging for some autistic students (on top of all the writing 

required for their degree course). Although this was investigated, it was not possible to 

identify a way for participants to submit voice notes that was GDPR compliant within the 

time constraints of the study. In future, it is important to design research with autistic 

students that offers multiple modalities of response, for instance, an online survey and 

video-call, telephone, email and instant messenger interviews could all be offered to allow 

the participant to choose the best way for them to participate in the research (Aidley & 

Fearon, 2021). Looking forward, as many universities continue to provide blended learning 

to students, there is abundant opportunity to extend understandings of autistic students’ 

experiences of online learning.  
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