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Abstract: The number of autistic people entering higher education (HE) is increasing steadily across
the globe, yet research on understanding their experiences and support needs still focuses almost
exclusively on the perspectives of autistic students attending HE in the U.S., U.K. and Australia. The
present study sought to explore and understand (i) the experiences, opportunities, and challenges
of autistic students in HE in Singapore; and (ii) non-autistic HE students’ experiences of studying
alongside and socially engaging with their autistic peers. Twenty autistic and twenty-two non-autistic
HE students in Singapore completed an online survey with open-ended questions. Framework
analysis identified themes similar to those in the extant literature (e.g., autistic students enjoyed
greater autonomy in HE compared to school, but often found difficulty juggling their numerous
academic responsibilities) and novel themes pertaining to Singapore’s unique sociocultural context
(e.g., Singaporean autistic people face high pressure to “blend in” due to societal values of conforming
to social norms). Participants also noted considerable social isolation of autistic students, likely linked
to a double empathy problem between autistic and non-autistic students. Improving inclusiveness
both within HE and in the wider society is a necessarily joint effort among many stakeholders.
Recommendations include HE stakeholders working together to develop and improve supports (e.g.,
implementing formal transition programmes) for autistic students and incorporating neurodiversity
education into school curricula for all students.

Keywords: community participation; higher education; qualitative research; Singapore

1. Introduction

Many researchers—both autistic and non-autistic ones—have written extensively about
the implications of language used to describe autism, especially in recent years [1–3]. Scholars
generally agree that there is no universal consensus regarding terminology, and some
recent suggestions include avoiding ableist terms through using identity-first language
(e.g., “autistic person”) or more neutral terminology (e.g., “on the autism spectrum” [2]). In
light of this discourse, we use identity-first language in the present article unless person-
first language (e.g., “person with autism”) is used by the particular source being referenced,
in which case we quote the source verbatim [2].

Across Western countries, autistic students are entering higher education (HE) in
increasing numbers (e.g., [4,5]), although still at lower rates than their non-autistic peers [6].
Although transition programmes aid overall adjustment to HE life and can facilitate the
allocation of appropriate supports [7,8], many autistic students either have no formal
transition plans or have plans that are not adequately followed up by HE staff [9].

When entering HE, one of the first hurdles autistic students encounter is accessing
supports. To do so, as adults, they need to self-advocate. While some autistic students
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adapt to self-advocacy well [10], others find it overwhelming, especially if they have
little prior experience [11]. Additionally, accessing support services and resources often
requires disclosing their diagnosis [7]. However, fear of stigma discourages students
from disclosing their diagnosis to peers and staff [12], although, in turn, not disclosing
can hinder social connections [13]. Reasons for non-disclosure are also often affected
by sociocultural experiences and differences, including societal perceptions of autistic
people that can be stigmatising [14,15], but these issues are understudied in non-Western
countries [16]. Even if autistic students overcome these barriers and access support, HE
resources and accommodations are often inadequate [17]. For example, while autistic
students often receive academic accommodations [18], many also report gaps in such
support (e.g., insufficient communication from academic staff [19]) or lack support overall
(e.g., reasonable adjustments being refused [20]).

Other factors that influence autistic students’ experiences of HE may relate to fac-
tors often associated with being autistic. While autistic students report several personal
strengths which aid their academic achievement, such as writing and analytical skills [21],
many also report significant challenges, such as keeping up with lectures and working on
group projects [13]. Autistic students have also highlighted difficulties with independent
living, specifically with scheduling and balancing responsibilities [22]. Stronger planning
and organisational skills have positively related to autistic students’ academic progress [23].

Finally, while some autistic students connect easily with peers [24], others struggle
with social communication and engagement, and thus experience loneliness, isolation,
and alienation [25]. Social supports such as having mentors [26] and dedicated support
groups for autistic students [27] are helpful [24], as they facilitate autistic students’ social
integration [12] (see also [28] for a review). However, providing social support for autistic
students alone may not address poor social inclusion in HE: as Milton [29,30] argues, the
lack of social inclusion primarily stems from a double empathy problem. The double
empathy problem is defined as “a disjuncture in reciprocity between two differently dis-
posed social actors” [29] (p. 884) and attributes difficulties in perspective-taking to both
parties—in this context, it refers to non-autistic students having limited insight into autistic
students’ experiences, and vice versa [29,30]. This can result in difficulties in autistic and
non-autistic students understanding each other, hindering social connections between
them. Supports that focus only on supporting autistic students without considering their
social environment and the perspectives of non-autistic peers may not necessarily lead to
successful inclusion.

The various challenges faced by autistic students often result in heightened stress
and anxiety during HE [9]. Many autistic students report concerns regarding co-occurring
conditions, especially mental health conditions; in fact, 21 of the 23 studies in Anderson
et al.’s [24] review cited mental health concerns such as anxiety, depression, and loneliness
as a challenge. These are common concerns reported by autistic adults generally (e.g., [31,32])
and thus may be heightened in, but not unique to, autistic young adults in HE.

1.1. The Present Study: Rationale and Aims

The present study addresses two limitations of the existing literature. First, most
research hails from North America (e.g., [33,34]), Northern Europe (e.g., [21,22]), and
Australia (e.g., [13]). To the best of our knowledge, there are only two studies exploring
the experiences of autistic HE students in non-Western countries to date—Israel [35] and
Japan [36]. Both studies were small—autistic students comprised only 4% of the sample
(n = 30) in Davidovitch et al.’s [35] quantitative study, while Yamamoto and Nihei [36] com-
pared the experiences of 4 autistic students to themes previously identified by 21 students
with a diagnosis of schizophrenia [37]. Investigating experiences of autistic students in
different educational and sociocultural environments enables a more global and comprehen-
sive understanding and appreciation of similarities and differences. It also facilitates better
understanding of experiences or correlates of success that may be universal versus those
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that may be more context-specific, but the limited research from non-Western countries
presently hinders this understanding [16].

Second, many autism-related HE studies to date surveyed or interviewed autistic
students but not their non-autistic counterparts—for example, all 19 studies in Gelbar
et al.’s [33] review included autistic students only. Studies that have included both autistic
and non-autistic students (e.g., [21,38]) tend to separately present or compare autistic versus
non-autistic students’ experiences rather than examine them in an integrated way. Autistic
students are appropriately the primary focus of such studies, but their experiences exist
in relation to and in conjunction with their interactions with other students, and those
experiences and interactions may be affected by communication and social differences
between autistic and non-autistic students, further emphasising the role of the double
empathy problem. Investigating both autistic and non-autistic students’ perspectives in
tandem therefore provides a more contextualised and comprehensive picture of autistic
students’ experiences and what/who can contribute to further improving these within the
context of HE.

1.2. The Present Study’s Educational/Sociocultural Context: HE in Singapore

Non-autistic people in East Asian countries (e.g., HE students in Japan [39]; adults in
the Republic of Korea [15,40]) hold more stigma toward autistic people than their counter-
parts in Western countries like the United States. In other Asian societies such as Singapore,
education and social assimilation are highly valued, such as the Chinese perception of an
“ideal” child revolving around academics, family relations, and fitting into society [41].
Known for its exceptionally high academic standards and test results [42,43], Singapore
has one of the most highly competitive educational systems in the world [42], which has
raised concerns about Singaporean youths’ high stress and anxiety levels over academic
performance [44]. Attitudes about disability and difference are also socioculturally defined,
with families of autistic people in Singapore often reporting shame and embarrassment,
with some believing that a child with disabilities may bring disgrace to the family [14].
Further, in cultures such as Singapore which tend to value homogeneity in social norms
(i.e., cultural tightness) over independence, and which tend to show less tolerance for dif-
ference [45,46], autistic individuals may face increased rejection [47] (see also Kim et al. [15]
discussing this in the Republic of Korea). Such factors likely affect autistic students’ HE
journeys, and understanding these experiences within the context of HE may provide a
more nuanced perspective of autistic students’ experiences and perspectives in diverse
socio-educational contexts.

The present study therefore investigated the following research questions:

1. What are the experiences, opportunities, and challenges faced by autistic students in
HE in Singapore?

2. What are non-autistic students’ experiences of studying alongside and socially engag-
ing with autistic students in HE in Singapore?

2. Methods
2.1. Participants
Inclusion Criteria

All participants had to be over 21 years old (or over 18 years old if they were from the
National University of Singapore, as per their research guidelines), able to self-report and
complete an online survey, and fluent in English (Singapore is a multilingual country with
four official languages: Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and English [48]. English is the working
language of education, business and administration in Singapore [49] and is taught as a
compulsory first language in schools [50]. Based on the 2020 population census, at least
79.8% of Singapore residents are literate in English [51]).

Autistic students who reported a diagnosis of Autism/Autism Spectrum Disorder/
Asperger’s Syndrome/Pervasive Developmental Disorder–Not Otherwise Specified by
a qualified professional, and who were enrolled full time in, or had graduated between
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2015–2019 from, an institute of HE in Singapore, were eligible. Autistic current students
and recent graduates were recruited (compared to only non-autistic current students)
to maximise the number of eligible autistic participants. The 2015–2019 timeframe was
chosen as data collection occurred in early 2020, and students who graduated prior to
2015 would likely have had substantially different experiences from those who graduated
more recently, especially since disability support offices were only started in 2014 in
Singapore [52]. Institutes of HE in Singapore refer to universities/colleges and polytechnics
(polytechnics provide practice-oriented skills and training that enable students to graduate
as work-ready professionals [53]).

Non-autistic students had to be enrolled full-time in an institute of HE in Singapore,
to not have an autism diagnosis, and to have had direct experience interacting with autistic
students in an HE setting (for this reason, we invited non-autistic students who were at
least in their second year of study).

2.2. Participant Characteristics

Twenty-six autistic students attempted the online survey, with 22 completing it. Data
from two of the participants were not included in the analyses, as they had both graduated
before 2015, leaving a final sample size of 20 autistic participants (see Table 1 for demo-
graphic characteristics). All but one of the autistic participants had previously attended
mainstream schools. None reported previously having an Individualised Education Plan,
and only one had received accommodations (extra time) in school prior to HE.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of autistic and non-autistic participants.

Participants’ Characteristics
Mean (SD) or N (%)

Autistic Students
(N = 20)

Non-Autistic Students
(N = 22)

Age in years
24.25 (2.38) 22.64 (2.32)

[21–29] [20–30]
Gender
Female 5 (25.0) 14 (63.6)
Male 15 (75.0) 8 (36.4)
Other - -

Nationality
Singaporean 19 (95.0) 20 (90.1)

Other 1 2
Ethnicity a

Chinese 20 (100.0) 21 (95.5)
Indian - 1 (4.5)

Faculty/School of study
Arts and social sciences 3 7

Business 2 2
Computing 2 1

Design and environment - 1
Engineering 4 5

Medicine - 2
Science 9 4
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Table 1. Cont.

Participants’ Characteristics
Mean (SD) or N (%)

Autistic Students
(N = 20)

Non-Autistic Students
(N = 22)

Current year of study
Polytechnic—Year 3 1 (5.0) -

University—Undergraduate Year 1 2 (10.0) -
University—Undergraduate Year 2 2 (10.0) 4 (18.2)
University—Undergraduate Year 3 1 (5.0) 9 (40.9)
University—Undergraduate Year 4 4 (20.0) 8 (36.4)
University—Undergraduate Year 5 1 (5.0) -

University—Masters Final Year - 1 (4.5)
NA: Graduated b 9 (45.0) -

Cumulative Average Point c (out of 5) 3.70 (0.59) 4.03 (0.47)
Co-occurring conditions reported

None 16 (80.0)
ADHD 2 (10.0)

Social anxiety and depression 1 (5.0)
Somatisation disorder with obsessive

compulsive and anxiety traits 1 (5.0)

Personally know someone who is autistic
Close relative 2 (9.1)

Extended family 1 (4.5)
Friend 4 (18.2)

Acquaintance 14 (63.6)
Other 1 (4.5)

Interaction context with autistic
student(s) in HE

Co-curricular activities 2 (9.1)
Group projects 8 (36.4)

Internship 4 (18.2)
Lectures 1 (4.5)

Seminars/Tutorial classes 7 (31.8)
a Singapore is a multi-ethnic Asian-majority society comprising four main ethnic groups: Chinese (75.7%), Malay
(15.2%), Indian (7.5%), and Others (1.6%) [54]. b Mean number of years since graduation was 2.22. c Cumulative
Average Point (CAP; maximum 5.00, where 4.50 and above indicates first class, 4.00–4.49 indicates second upper
class, 3.50–3.99 indicates second lower class, and so on) is the equivalent of Grade Point Average (GPA; maximum
4.00); usage varies by institution. For this study, most participants attended institutions using CAP scores; thus,
GPA scores were converted to CAP scores for analysis.

Thirty-seven non-autistic students attempted the survey, with 26 completing it. Four
non-autistic participants did not meet inclusion criteria (one was in their first year of study,
while three interacted with autistic peers only outside of HE), leaving a final sample size of
22 non-autistic participants (see Table 1).

2.3. Survey

Data were collected through open-ended questions in two separate anonymous online
surveys—one each for autistic and non-autistic students—hosted on Qualtrics (https://
www.qualtrics.com; accessed on January–April 2020).

The main survey questions pertained to autistic students’ experiences, needs, oppor-
tunities, and challenges in HE, and non-autistic students’ experiences of working and
interacting with their autistic peers. Questions revolved around the most relevant and
common aspects of HE investigated in the existing literature (e.g., focus group themes of
“Transition to higher education” and “Social life” from Cai and Richdale [13]) or which

https://www.qualtrics.com
https://www.qualtrics.com
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were otherwise highly relevant to the scope of this study (e.g., the Singapore context). The
first author (EL) developed and/or reworded the questions following a review of existing
research (e.g., question prompts from Van Hees et al. [5]) in consultation with the senior
author (IM) and second author (SW), who is an autistic university Honours Psychology
graduate (see Table 2 for survey outline; the full survey can be obtained from the first
author).

Table 2. Outline of the seven domains of life in HE explored in the survey by participant group, with
example questions.

Participant Group Autistic Students Non-Autistic Students

Domain a

Excerpt of question

Transition into HE
“What was the transition from secondary school/junior

college/national service to higher education like for
you?”

Academics: Learning/studying in HE
“How has learning/studying in higher education been

for you thus far?”

Academics: Learning/studying alongside autistic
students in HE

“What are your experiences learning/studying alongside
autistic students in higher education so far?”

Social life: Interactions and relationships with
others in HE

“What are your experiences of social interactions and/or
social relationships with others in higher education so

far?”

Social life: Interactions and relationships with
autistic students in HE

“What are your experiences interacting and developing
social relationships with autistic students in higher

education so far?”
Self-advocacy

“Higher education students often have to speak up for
themselves rather than rely on their family or teachers
for help. Please describe and share your experiences of

speaking up for yourself/advocating.”
Preparing for transition out of HE and into

employment
“Have you already taken any steps to prepare for

employment after graduation? If yes, could you please
tell us about these experiences?”

The Singapore context and its effects on autistic
students’ experiences of HE

“Please tell us if, and how, you think the Singaporean
educational system and social context may affect

different aspects of the higher education experience for
you or other autistic students.”

The Singapore context and its effects on autistic
students’ experiences of HE

“Please tell us if, and how, you think the Singaporean
educational system and social context may affect

different aspects of the higher education experience for
autistic students.”

Suggestions for HE to better meet the needs of autistic students
“Overall, based on your experiences in higher education so far, how do you think higher education needs to change to

better meet the needs of autistic students, whether academically, socially, or emotionally?”
a Refers to the broad aspect of/related to HE addressed in each survey question.

2.4. Procedure

The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki [55]. Ethics
approval was provided by the Institutional Review Board of the National University of
Singapore (reference code S-19-376).

Autistic students were recruited through HE disability support offices, disability or-
ganisations, and university research portals. Non-autistic students were recruited through
university student organisations and research portals. All recruitment was conducted
through online postings, emails, and physical poster displays. Data were collected between
January–April 2020. All participants gave informed consent before attempting the online
survey, which comprised a demographic questionnaire followed by open-ended questions
(Table 2). At the end of the survey, participants were given debriefing information and
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directed to a separate form to provide information for reimbursement purposes (SGD 5 for
non-autistic students; SGD 7 for autistic students, due to differences in survey length).

2.5. Data Coding and Analysis

Framework analysis [56], a type of codebook thematic analysis [57], was primarily
conducted by the first author (EL), with guidance from and frequent discussions with the
senior author (IM). Framework analysis was chosen for both its structured organisation of
codes, which was important due to the different domains of HE investigated in the survey
questions, and its flexibility in allowing iteration and reflexivity in the analytical process [58].
An inductive approach was deemed most suitable as autistic students’ experiences of HE
outside of Western countries are under-researched and such an approach would allow for
themes that reflect Singaporean/Asian perspectives to be identified, rather than an a priori
top-down approach of developing a coding scheme based on the predominantly Western
literature to date [59].

The adapted framework analysis for this study largely followed the process described
by Gale and colleagues [58] with the exclusion of Stage 1 (Transcription), as this was
an online survey and responses were already digitised textually. In Stage 2, EL first
read and re-read participants’ responses in full to ensure data familiarisation. Stage 3
involved developing codes: EL employed “open coding”, where all portions of participants’
responses that seemed relevant to any survey question or to the research topic were given a
code describing the portion (see [58]), regardless of whether the portion actually answered
its respective survey question. Subsequently, in Stage 4, a working analytical framework
was developed whereby codes were revised, integrated, and grouped into categories. In this
stage, EL extensively discussed and reviewed the working analytical framework with the
senior author (IM) and with the autistic co-researcher (SW). Responses were then re-read
and codes/categories were further reviewed and refined as necessary to ensure relevance
and coherence. The coding process was thus iterative and also reflexive to account for the
researchers’ positionalities and engagement with the analytic process [58]. In Stage 5, the
analytical framework was applied—EL re-coded the responses based on the final analytical
framework. In Stage 6, EL charted the data into the framework matrix (see also [56]),
which IM and SW reviewed. Finally, in Stage 7, EL interpreted the data and identified
common ideas/connections between ideas, which IM and SW reviewed and helped to
refine. At all stages, any disagreements were discussed to consensus between the three
researchers. The themes and subthemes identified were therefore developed inductively
from participants’ responses and were then grouped deductively according to each of the
seven main survey domains; these domains were determined a priori as described in the
Survey section above. The overall process thus utilised inductive analytical techniques
within a deductive organisational structure.

As participants’ responses may include personal details and information that are
potentially identifiable, the raw survey data will not be made openly available. However,
analysed data can be obtained from the corresponding author.

3. Results

Eighteen themes were identified (see Figure 1) across the seven broad domains ex-
plored in this study (see Table 2). Within each domain, themes from autistic students are
reported first and denoted [AUT], followed by common themes identified from both sets
of participants denoted [AUT/N-AUT], then those from non-autistic students denoted
[N-AUT]. Quotes marked with [AUT] refer to autistic students and [N-AUT] to non-autistic
students, followed by their participant number.
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participant group (autistic and non-autistic students).

3.1. Domain 1: Transition into HE
3.1.1. Theme 1.1: Balancing the Amount of Preparation [AUT]

Autistic students indicated that knowing what to expect during the transition to
HE “provides a sense of assurance and security” [AUT; P13], while not knowing led to
uncertainty, anxiety and stress. However, responses indicated there needs to be a balance so
that students are not overwhelmed by the abundance of information they need to process:
“I spent many late nights reading up . . . about what is expected (the email included a link to
the Freshmen guide, and in there were so many links to other pages within the [institution]
website, and in those pages there were more links. Because I didn’t know which ones
were important and which were not, I ended up trying to read all of it. It was a stressful
experience.” [AUT; P5].

3.1.2. Theme 1.2: Getting Help and Support from Others During the Transition [AUT]

Many respondents were supported by others during their transition into HE. Some
had more direct help, such as a parent “driving me to the [institution] campus to bring
some of the essential items to the Hall” [AUT; P5], while others were supported less
directly: “I had sufficient encouragement from my colleagues and superiors to be more
confident in presenting myself to others that the transition was actually smooth” [AUT;
P2]. Students also made use of their respective institution’s orientation programmes for
incoming freshmen: “knowing course mates from orientation made the transition easier as
I was not alone in my course” [AUT; P12].

3.2. Domain 2: Academic Experiences
3.2.1. Theme 2.1: Working with and Being Supported by Others [AUT]

Many autistic students mentioned group work, and some enjoyed it while others
experienced it negatively, with one student describing it as his “least favourite [HE] ac-
tivity” [AUT; P13]. Students also said that academic life was eased with the assistance of
“supportive lecturers” [AUT; P3] and being able to “[consult] my seniors whenever I was in
doubt” [AUT; P4].

3.2.2. Theme 2.2: Autonomy and Freedom Are Welcome but Also Challenging [AUT]

Autistic students described autonomy and freedom in HE as welcome, but sometimes
challenging: “I like the freedom, but I also frequently end up not managing my time well,
or forgetting important things” [AUT; P15]. Another positive aspect of HE was the ability to
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plan their own timetable: “I could have more breaks between lessons, giving myself more
time to study or do my own things” [AUT; P4]. However, this posed a struggle to some: “I
found the increased need to plan my own study with the module-based curriculum new
and hard to get used to” [AUT; P18].

3.2.3. Theme 2.3: Autistic Students Often “‘Home-Schooled’ during Uni” [AUT/N-AUT]

Autistic students often reported choosing to self-study rather than attend classes: “I
didn’t attend lectures. I also didn’t attend tutorials. In some way you can think of it as
I ‘home-schooled’ during Uni” [AUT; P6]. Non-autistic students echoed this, noting that
some autistic peers “did not attend many of the lectures” [N-AUT; P2].

3.3. Domain 3: Social Experiences
3.3.1. Theme 3.1: True Friends versus “Friends for a Cause” [AUT]

Several autistic students reported making friends easily in HE. For example, one said
of his friends: “Their personalities were a decent fit with mine, and . . . we share similar
interests, so we got along well” [AUT; P15]. However, some noted that meaningful social
connections partially depended on the structure of academic life, as social contacts were
easily made through group projects, but groupmates tended to be “friends for a cause” and
“the ‘friendship’ ended the day the project ended” [AUT; P5].

3.3.2. Theme 3.2: To Disclose or Not to Disclose? [AUT/N-AUT]

Autistic students had varied experiences surrounding diagnostic disclosure in HE.
One autistic student “felt the need to disclose [his] autism . . . to minimise potential commu-
nication problems and misunderstanding since people don’t know about autism” and said
that a group he disclosed his condition to “listen[ed] to me share [and] showed interest by
asking more about it and asking how they can communicate with me” [AUT; P5]. Relatedly,
one non-autistic student described making adjustments in response to a peer disclosing
their autism: “As he was very open about his ASD, he told us about his condition and
told us how our [executive committee] can help him to work better. For instance, saying
things in a more straightforward manner, rather than using subtle social hints that peo-
ple usually does [sic]. Towards him, we were a lot more understanding and even made
accommodations that would help him with his work.” [N-AUT; P3].

Other non-autistic students stated a preference for greater disclosure from autistic
students: “It may help us help them if the autistic students could be encouraged to be more
open about their condition, so as to allow us to be more patient and understanding with
them” [N-AUT; P2].

Another autistic student was “open about [her] condition” as “it’s a good filter for gen-
uine friends”, but also reported a negative experience: “Someone reject[ed] my condition—
‘I’ve worked with autistic children before and you definitely don’t have autism.’ . . . I felt
like something that formed a very core part of me (life experience and way of thinking) had
been rejected.” [AUT; P6].

Other autistic students mentioned past negative social experiences and stigma as
reasons to avoid disclosing their condition in HE: “Why give them another label to judge
me with?” [AUT; P10].

3.3.3. Theme 3.3: Divide between Autistics and Non-Autistics [AUT/N-AUT]

Both autistic and non-autistic students noted that autistic students sometimes behaved
in ways that were “out of the norm” [AUT; P4], with non-autistic students describing such
interactions as “slightly socially awkward” [N-AUT; P18]. The differences between autistic
and non-autistic students often led to autistic students spending much of HE alone, though
some were content with this: “I was alone for most of my first year. I was fine with that
though” [AUT; P15]. However, others reported feeling ostracised by their non-autistic
peers: “No one wanted to be my [dance] partner” [AUT; P19]. Non-autistic students also
observed this ostracism of their autistic peers: “Most people in school tend to shun him as
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most can tell he is ‘not like the rest of us’ . . . If he started to talk to the people seated near
him [in class], sometimes they move their seats away from him.” [N-AUT; P14].

3.3.4. Theme 3.4: It Is Difficult to Connect and Communicate with Autistic Peers [N-AUT]

Non-autistic students noted that it was harder to “resonate” with their autistic peers
[N-AUT; P13] and perceived a “barrier that separated the autistic peers from non-autistic
students” [N-AUT; P5]. One student noted that “It was difficult to get [autistic peer]
to understand my perspective and also difficult for me to understand her perspective”
[N-AUT; P8].

3.4. Domain 4: Self-Advocacy
3.4.1. Theme 4.1: Advocacy Is Not a Problem for Me [AUT]

Some autistic students had no trouble advocating for themselves. One student spoke
to multiple pastoral care staff at his institution about his “academic concerns and emotional
concerns” [AUT; P5], while another “cleared misconceptions about autism multiple times”
[AUT; P2]. Another student described receiving help from their parents yet noted needing
to be independent from them: “I always speak up for myself—my parents aren’t going
to be around to help me forever, and sometimes I have to speak up for myself to them!”
[AUT; P10].

3.4.2. Theme 4.2: I Do Not Need to Advocate [AUT]

A few autistic students felt that they did not need to advocate for themselves, citing
reasons such as “I didn’t feel disabled” [AUT; P11] and “I did not see the need [for] . . .
special arrangements or supports, as I see myself as capable of going through the norms”
[AUT; P9].

3.4.3. Theme 4.3: Advocacy Is Pointless [AUT]

Some autistic students argued advocacy could be pointless as they felt that “no one
would understand [their] difficulties” [AUT; P3]. Another elaborated: “If a person has the
misconception that autistic individuals drool from the mouth and are unable to string a
sentence together, there’s no point trying to persuade him otherwise. If someone thinks
autism is an inability to speak, why risk being labelled a liar by talking? When autism
speaks, nobody listens.” [AUT; P6].

3.5. Domain 5: Transition from HE to Employment
3.5.1. Theme 5.1: “As a Normal Person Would Prepare” [AUT]

Many autistic students described preparing to enter the workforce “as a normal person
would prepare” [AUT; P12] and cited methods such as “[applying] for jobs using main-
stream job portals” [AUT; P4] and utilising their institution’s career services. Additionally,
students described utilising connections with both personal and professional contacts: “A
friend referred me to learn from [company]. . . . After that first meeting, the founder asked
me to join them as an intern. I accepted and I guess I did well, because in January I just got
offered a job!” [AUT; P10].

3.5.2. Theme 5.2: Seeking Support from Disability/Autism Support Agencies [AUT]

Some students sought help from disability/autism-specific organisations, such as
receiving “assessment and employability training” [AUT; P5] from the Employability and
Employment Centre and “seeking support from SG Enable in job finding” [AUT; P7] (SG
Enable is “the focal agency for disability and inclusion in Singapore” [60]; their services
include supporting people with disabilities in the job-seeking process and supporting
companies to be more disability-inclusive).
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3.6. Domain 6: The Singapore Context
3.6.1. Theme 6.1: “The Nail That Sticks Out Here Will Get Knocked Down” [AUT/N-AUT]

Respondents described a sociocultural emphasis on conforming to ideal norms: “The
expectation to behave [in] more ‘normally’ and ‘socially acceptable’ ways makes it more
exhausting for autistics” [AUT; P5]. Some also noted that autistic people would face
rejection if they were unable to “blend in” as “Singapore especially encourages following
the norm and rejecting deviants” [AUT; P10]. Non-autistic students expressed similar
views, noting that “[autistic] students are always encouraged to be ‘normal’” [N-AUT;
P2] and that “the nail that sticks out here will get knocked down” [N-AUT; P1]. One
non-autistic student who has an autistic relative further described the stigma and possibly
shame surrounding autism: “There’s still an inherent stigma of being autistic, so even my
parents made me swear not to tell anyone about my family having someone with autism.
My parents worried about this family member not being able to . . . be perceived normally.”
[N-AUT; P10].

3.6.2. Theme 6.2: Keep Up and Contribute or Get Left Behind [AUT/N-AUT]

Several respondents described the emphasis on and competitiveness of academic
achievement in Singapore: “The Singaporean educational system emphasises too much
on grades” [AUT; P4] which could be “deleterious [or] beneficial” depending on one’s
capabilities, as “people with autism [who] aren’t as adept . . . may be left behind by the
system” [N-AUT; P1]. Non-autistic students also noted that “competition is high, so autistic
students tend to be left out” [N-AUT; P17] because “many people would be mindful of a
potential burden if they were to include the autistic student and choose not to work with
[them] at all instead.” [N-AUT; P20].

3.7. Domain 7: Improving HE
3.7.1. Theme 7.1: “Everyone Would Have to Work Together” [AUT/N-AUT]

Most autistic students noted that existing HE supports were unsatisfactory: “The
current measures of special arrangements (extended quiz or exam periods) yet expecting
[autistic students] to do adequately well is not helpful” [AUT; P9]. Autistic students also
thought that “the support systems for autistic students were weak” [AUT; P16], while
non-autistic students observed: “[The education system] doesn’t seem to be flexible enough
. . . and it’s really a hit or miss for [autistic students] whether they do find a warm and
understanding environment” [N-AUT; P16]. Both groups of students thus called for more
autism-informed accommodations throughout the HE journey. Additionally, the needs
for “[increased] availability of mental health services” [N-AUT; P1], “designated quiet
areas” [AUT; P5], and “orientation . . . guidebook[s] for students with autism” [AUT; P10]
also surfaced.

Crucially, improving HE supports would require involvement from various stake-
holders, as each could contribute a unique angle of support: “Implementation-wise I think
everyone would have to work together. Policy makers and teaching staff would be respon-
sible for administrative/academic systems, while peers would be responsible for social
systems” [AUT; P10].

3.7.2. Theme 7.2: Non-Autistics Need to Understand Autism Better [AUT/N-AUT]

Many respondents thought that non-autistics need to be better educated about autism
so that they can engage with their autistic peers as equals: “Not everyone is versed with
[neurodevelopmental] conditions, and knowing what the condition is about may allow
others to be more understanding of them” [N-AUT; P2]. Such change needs to take place
at a level much wider than just the education system: “It requires the change of a societal
mindset . . . we should teach people about inclusivity from a young age to avoid unnecessary
discrimination” [N-AUT; P14]. Misconceptions about autism also need to be addressed:
“[Non-autistic people] need to be educated that [autistic people] are just different. They
are not ‘bad’ or ‘harmful’ towards our society. It is important that we become more open-
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minded” [N-AUT; P13]. This would be a large-scale effort, and “de-stigmatizing [autism] is
a key step using media outlets” [AUT; P11].

4. Discussion

The present study sought to investigate and understand (i) the experiences, opportu-
nities, and challenges of autistic students in HE in Singapore; and (ii) the perspectives and
experiences of non-autistic HE students studying alongside and socially engaging with
their autistic peers. Framework analysis of participants’ responses revealed a wide variety
of experiences and perspectives of autistic and non-autistic HE students in Singapore,
some of which were similar to those discussed in extant literature. For example, similar to
experiences of autistic students in Western countries, our participants talked about how not
sufficiently preparing for HE contributed to heightened and at times unnecessary anxiety
and stress [9,13], although too much information about the transition could also be over-
whelming. There was great diversity in responses about academic life, social experiences,
disclosure, and self-advocacy, where autistic students reported a mix of successes, opportu-
nities but also challenges, mirroring findings from existing studies in Western countries
(e.g., [24]). Our finding that autistic students often made use of disability/autism-specific
services alongside “mainstream” methods to prepare for employment is somewhat aligned
with literature, where “mainstream” employment support from institutions has been found
helpful [61], though other disability/autism-specific employment-support services were
insufficient [62].

However, we also identified novel themes pertaining to Singapore’s unique socio-
cultural context that influenced the experiences and perspectives of our autistic and non-
autistic participants. Regarding independence in organisation and planning, our autistic
participants only reported challenges with academic responsibilities, whereas autistic stu-
dents in other studies reported difficulties balancing responsibilities in general (e.g., [22]).
This difference could be due to the emphasis on and competitiveness of education in
Singapore, which may contribute to students feeling greater stress to juggle academic
responsibilities specifically, compared to other responsibilities. Also, students in Singapore
tend to live at home while in HE [63], which likely enables them to focus on academic
activities while retaining existing supports from their families, compared to students in
other countries who may leave home to study in other cities and therefore have to navigate
additional responsibilities relating to independent living.

Additionally, while many autistic students in studies from other countries reported
challenges relating to co-occurring mental health conditions (e.g., [33]), our autistic partici-
pants only briefly discussed stress and anxiety, and 80% reported no co-occurring mental
conditions (see Table 1). Stigma towards mental health problems in Asian societies may
affect reporting [64], however this low reporting could also be because we did not explicitly
ask our participants to talk about their mental health during HE.

Participants also noted considerable social isolation of autistic students, as seen from
themes in both academic and social aspects of HE. This appears to have, at least in part,
roots in the wider societal context: Singapore’s emphasis on conformity to the norm may
exacerbate non-autistic students’ difficulties with individuals who do not appear to fit
within societal norms. Further, deep-seated societal [mis]perceptions and/or a lack of
understanding of autism may contribute to some of the non-autistic students’ reluctance
to befriend or work with autistic peers. These themes cement the stigma surrounding
autism, likely perpetuating not disclosing one’s autism diagnosis in HE to avoid stigma-
tised attitudes, not advocating for accommodations and/or supports, and hiding one’s
autism, which in turn may lead to more difficulties and subsequent pressures to hide these
difficulties, and so on, in a negative vicious cycle. Autistic masking has only been recently
studied in Singapore [65] with similar findings emerging, but this negative cycle was also
alluded to by autistic students and graduates in the Netherlands, who worried about being
rejected by peers and academics in university climates that were not accepting of autism,
which led to them hiding their autism, and distress at doing so [66]. Additionally, Singa-
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pore’s highly competitive academic environment also has social implications, as group
work can be a source of both acquaintanceship/friendship as well as tension and competi-
tiveness, thus compounding autistic students’ isolation; similar experiences were noted
by autistic university students in France [67]. Such persistent isolation of autistic students
suggests that autistic students do not experience a sense of belonging in HE environments,
which is of pressing concern because lower belongingness has been linked to poorer HE
engagement and mental health [68] as well as poorer academic performance in HE students
generally (see [69] for a review of interventions targeting student outcomes). Fostering
more flexible and inclusive academic and social environments is therefore imperative to
ensure that autistic students are able to thrive in, rather than be continually isolated within
and disadvantaged by, HE contexts. Supportive relationships from academics, mentors,
and peers inside and outside HE may help with this, as they did in the Netherlands [66];
having autistic-led spaces (e.g., social spaces [70]) may also help to foster acceptance and
belonging for autistic students in HE.

Our findings also support the relevance of the double empathy problem within the
context of HE [29], evidenced in both autistic and non-autistic students’ responses across
multiple themes. For example, non-autistic students described a perceived “barrier” be-
tween autistic and non-autistic students, which obstructs both sides’ ability to understand
and be understood by one another and leads to a potential “breakdown in reciprocity and
mutual understanding” [71] (Theory of double empathy section, para. 3). The explicit
duality of the double empathy problem highlights how both autistic and non-autistic in-
dividuals have agency over, and are affected by, the interactions between them. Yet, as
highlighted in our Introduction, much of the research about autistic students’ experiences
of HE focuses primarily or exclusively on autistic students’ perspectives—the relevance of
the double empathy problem in HE clearly reinforces the importance of research exploring
perspectives and experiences of both autistic and non-autistic stakeholders. The double
empathy problem also highlights that non-autistic people need to acknowledge their role
and contributions in shaping the interactions with, and the social environments of, autistic
people, and further emphasises the need for institutions to consider how HE environments
(physical spaces, institutional culture, and so on) can be adapted to become more inclusive
for autistic students. More generally, society needs to address the stigma/misconceptions
towards autistic people that are currently present within non-autistic communities.

5. Limitations

Our sample was less diverse than intended. Most participants (71.4%) were from
a single university, and we only recruited three polytechnic students/graduates. All
participants were ethnically Chinese except for one non-autistic student, hence it is possible
that some of our findings may be less generalisable to individuals from other Asian ethnic
groups or other institutions. However, nearly 80% of Singapore’s population are ethnically
Chinese [54], and the university which most participants attended has the largest student
population of all Singaporean universities [72]. As this was the first study to explore
autistic students’ experiences in HE in Singapore, future work should explore experiences
of autistic students across different HE settings.

Only formally diagnosed autistic students participated in this study, and autistic
students were also mainly recruited through HE disability support offices and disability
organisations. As such, students who did not have a formal diagnosis and/or who did
not disclose their diagnosis to the aforementioned offices/organisations may have been
underrepresented in the present study. Future research should consider inviting both
formally diagnosed and self-identified autistic students through a wider range of formal
and informal channels. This could increase the potential sample size of future studies and
also ensure a more diverse representation of the experiences of autistic individuals.

Additionally, although some students spontaneously mentioned their living situations
while in HE (e.g., in university campus halls), we did not explicitly ask for this information.
If the autistic students live at home, as many HE students in Singapore do [63], this may
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reduce their sense of inclusion and belonging in HE, as it did for autistic HE students in
the Netherlands [66].

Our final limitation may pertain to the a priori selection of domains/aspects of HE in-
vestigated in the study and our use of online surveys. Broader questions not restricted to any
particular aspect of HE (e.g., “What do you think about being in university/polytechnic?”)
may have enabled other topics to be spontaneously mentioned by participants (e.g., dis-
cussions about mental health/wellbeing, as mentioned earlier). Additionally, collecting
data through interviews or focus groups, where researcher–participant interactions are
more dynamic, could have allowed for follow-up questions and elaborations and more
in-depth responses. Online surveys were selected as they ensured anonymity and the
opportunity to share experiences more openly (compared to interviews/focus groups) and
were the most feasible choice for data collection during the early phases of the pandemic.
Future qualitative studies could employ these or alternative methods of data collection
(e.g., journalling or art creation).

Possible Implications and Recommendations for Research and Practice

Future research should include the perspectives of academic staff/faculty, as well as
caregivers/family members of autistic HE students who are often involved in the students’
day-to-day lives, especially in countries where autistic students tend to remain within the
family home while attending HE. Students who have experienced both living at home and
independently could additionally be asked to consider if, and how, each living arrangement
has influenced their HE experiences. Researchers should also examine factors that predict
autistic students’ successful navigation and completion of HE (e.g., [73]), which will allow
stakeholders to target these factors when improving supports for autistic students.

Promising transition programmes and supports, such as devising Individualised
Education Plans for HE [74] and developing formal transition plans for autistic students [75],
can be adapted to the Singaporean and other Asian contexts. Within HE, more autism-
friendly supports such as quiet rooms could be set up. Faculty should allow more flexibility
in lesson and assessment formats; peer networks could also be set up to strengthen social
connections and reduce autistic students’ social isolation [12]. These supports have been
specifically identified as helpful by our autistic participants in Singapore and by those in
other countries (e.g., [18]).

Crucially, non-autistics need to understand autistic people better. Institutes of HE
should invest in training their staff and their non-autistic students in understanding autism
and neurodiversity more broadly and in valuing and supporting neurodivergent students.
Neurodiversity appreciation could begin at the lower rungs of education. As a multiracial
and multireligious society, Singapore’s schools intentionally focus on building racial and
religious harmony through the curriculum and school events, starting at the primary school
level [76]. Including neurodiversity in these efforts would encourage future generations to
better understand autistic and other neurodivergent people from a younger age, perhaps
mitigating the double empathy problem.

6. Conclusions

Key findings from autistic and non-autistic HE students in Singapore revealed a divide
between autistics and non-autistics and that inclusivity for autistic people, both within
HE and in the wider society, needs to be achieved. Institutes of HE should implement
more autism-informed supports. In order to create more inclusive environments both
in the broader society and in HE specifically, primary and secondary schools as well as
institutes of HE should incorporate neurodiversity education into existing curricula, to
promote the acceptance and integration of autistic individuals in and beyond the education
system. Moreover, the relevance of the double empathy problem to HE indicates that
inclusivity needs to be a joint venture between autistic and non-autistic individuals. Finally,
a stronger commitment and increasing reasonable adjustments, flexibility and inclusion is
needed from HE institutions and non-autistic stakeholders in HE, including peers, staff and
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management, to improve inclusion, participation and educational outcomes for autistic
students in HE.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, E.L. and I.M.; methodology, E.L., S.W. and I.M.; formal
analysis, E.L., S.W. and I.M.; investigation, E.L.; writing—original draft, E.L.; writing—review and
editing, S.W., E.G., S.K.K., B.L. and I.M.; supervision, I.M. All authors have read and agreed to the
published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was financially supported by an Honours thesis support fund awarded to
the first author from the Department of Psychology, National University of Singapore.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board of the National University of Singapore
(reference code S-19-376, approved 26 December 2019).

Community Involvement: The research rationale and questions were initially developed by EL
and IM. We then collaborated with SW, an autistic university Honours Psychology graduate, who
provided input and reviewed the study’s aims, structure, and survey questions. The autistic co-
researcher also provided feedback on the development and interpretation of themes and was involved
in the dissemination of the study findings, including the writing of this paper and providing input
on a conference presentation and a presentation of the study to a Singaporean university. SKK
is an autistic autism researcher and advocate and therefore contributed both his experiential and
scientific expertise.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all participants involved in
the study.

Data Availability Statement: Raw survey data are confidential and therefore not openly available.
Analysed data can be obtained from the corresponding author.

Acknowledgments: We thank our participants for their generous time and effort in taking part in
this study, and also all who assisted us in the recruitment process.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interest to disclose. The
funding sponsors had no role in the design of the study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation
of data; in the writing of the manuscript; or in the decision to publish the results.

References
1. Botha, M.; Hanlon, J.; Williams, G.L. Does language matter? Identity-first versus person-first language use in autism research: A

response to Vivanti. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2023, 53, 870–878. [CrossRef]
2. Bottema-Beutel, K.; Kapp, S.K.; Lester, J.N.; Sasson, N.J.; Hand, B.N. Avoiding ableist language: Suggestions for autism researchers.

Autism Adulthood 2021, 3, 18–29. [CrossRef]
3. Monk, R.; Whitehouse, A.J.; Waddington, H. The use of language in autism research. Trends Neurosci. 2022, 45, 791–793. [CrossRef]

[PubMed]
4. Bakker, T.; Krabbendam, L.; Bhulai, S.; Begeer, S. Background and enrollment characteristics of students with autism in higher

education. Res. Autism Spectr. Disord. 2019, 67, 101424. [CrossRef]
5. Van Hees, V.; Moyson, T.; Roeyers, H. Higher education experiences of students with autism spectrum disorder: Challenges,

benefits and support needs. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2015, 45, 1673–1688. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
6. Roux, A.M.; Shattuck, P.T.; Rast, J.E.; Rava, J.A.; Anderson, K.A. National Autism Indicators Report: Transition into Young Adulthood;

Life Course Outcomes Research Program, A.J. Drexel Autism Institute, Drexel University: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 2015.
7. Anderson, A.H.; Carter, M.; Stephenson, J. Perspectives of university students with autism spectrum disorder. J. Autism Dev.

Disord. 2018, 48, 651–665. [CrossRef]
8. Nachman, B.R. Enhancing transition programming for college students with autism: A systematic literature review. JPED 2020,

33, 81–95.
9. Nuske, A.; Rillotta, F.; Bellon, M.; Richdale, A. Transition to higher education for students with autism: A systematic literature

review. J. Divers. High. Educ. 2019, 12, 280–295. [CrossRef]
10. Anderson, C.; Butt, C. Young adults on the autism spectrum at college: Successes and stumbling blocks. J. Autism Dev. Disord.

2017, 47, 3029–3039. [CrossRef]
11. Pinder-Amaker, S. Identifying the unmet needs of college students on the autism spectrum. Harv. Rev. Psychiatry 2014, 22,

125–137. [CrossRef]
12. Toor, N.; Hanley, T.; Hebron, J. The facilitators, obstacles and needs of individuals with autism spectrum conditions accessing

further and higher education: A systematic review. J. Psychol. Couns. Sch. 2016, 26, 166–190. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04858-w
https://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2020.0014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tins.2022.08.009
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36184384
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2019.101424
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-014-2324-2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25448918
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3257-3
https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000108
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3218-x
https://doi.org/10.1097/HRP.0000000000000032
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2016.21


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 818 16 of 18

13. Cai, R.Y.; Richdale, A.L. Educational experiences and needs of higher education students with autism spectrum disorder. J.
Autism Dev. Disord. 2016, 46, 31–41. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Ajalan, A.V. Siblings’ Reflections on Having a Brother or Sister with Autism in Singapore. Ph.D. Thesis, The Chicago School of
Professional Psychology, Chicago, IL, USA, 2017.

15. Kim, S.Y.; Cheon, J.E.; Gillespie-Lynch, K.; Kim, Y.H. Is autism stigma higher in South Korea than the United States? Examining
cultural tightness, intergroup bias, and concerns about heredity as contributors to heightened autism stigma. Autism 2022, 26,
460–472. [CrossRef]

16. Freeth, M.; Milne, E.; Sheppard, E.; Ramachandran, R. Autism across cultures: Perspectives from non-Western cultures and
implications for research. In Handbook of Autism and Pervasive Developmental Disorders, 4th ed.; Volkemar, F.R., Rogers, S.J., Pelphrey,
K.A., Eds.; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2014; Volume 2, pp. 997–1013. [CrossRef]

17. Anderson, A.H.; Stephenson, J.; Carter, M. Perspectives of former students with ASD from Australia and New Zealand on their
university experience. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2020, 50, 2886–2901. [CrossRef]

18. Kuder, S.J.; Accardo, A. What works for college students with autism spectrum disorder. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2018, 48, 722–731.
[CrossRef]

19. Fabri, M.; Fenton, G.; Andrews, P.; Beaton, M. Experiences of higher education students on the autism spectrum: Stories of low
mood and high resilience. Intl. J. Disabil. Dev. Educ. 2022, 69, 1411–1429. [CrossRef]

20. Fossey, E.; Chaffrey, L.; Venville, A.; Ennals, P.; Douglas, J.; Bigby, C. Navigating the complexity of disability support in tertiary
education: Perspectives of students and disability service staff. Intl. J. Incl. Educ. 2017, 21, 822–832. [CrossRef]

21. Gurbuz, E.; Hanley, M.; Riby, D.M. University students with autism: The social and academic experiences of university in the UK.
J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2019, 49, 617–631. [CrossRef]

22. Jansen, D.; Petry, K.; Ceulemans, E.; Noens, I.; Baeyens, D. Functioning and participation problems of students with ASD in
higher education: Which reasonable accommodations are effective. Eur. J. Spec. Needs 2017, 32, 71–88. [CrossRef]

23. Dijkhuis, R.; de Sonneville, L.; Ziermans, T.; Staal, W.; Swaab, H. Autism symptoms, executive functioning and academic progress
in higher education students. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2020, 50, 1353–1363. [CrossRef]

24. Anderson, A.H.; Stephenson, J.; Carter, M. A systematic literature review of the experiences and supports of students with autism
spectrum disorder in post-secondary education. Res. Autism Spectr. Disord. 2017, 39, 33–53. [CrossRef]

25. Flesicher, A.S. Support to students with Asperger syndrome in higher education—The perspectives of three relatives and three
coordinators. Int. J. Rehabil. Res. 2012, 35, 54–61. [CrossRef]

26. Siew, C.T.; Mazzucchelli, T.G.; Rooney, R.; Girdler, S. A specialist peer mentoring program for university students on the autism
spectrum: A pilot study. PLoS ONE 2017, 12, e0180854. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

27. Davis, M.T.; Watts, G.W.; López, E.J. A systematic review of firsthand experiences and supports for students with autism spectrum
disorder in higher education. Res. Autism Spectr. Disord. 2021, 84, 101769. [CrossRef]

28. Furuhashi, Y. Support for higher education students with autism spectrum disorder. Psychology 2021, 12, 567–579. [CrossRef]
29. Milton, D. On the ontological status of autism: The ‘double empathy problem’. Disabil. Soc. 2012, 27, 883–887. [CrossRef]
30. Milton, D.; Heasman, B.; Sheppard, E. Double empathy. In Encyclopedia of Autism Spectrum Disorders; Volmar, F.R., Ed.; Springer:

New York, NY, USA, 2018; pp. 1–9. [CrossRef]
31. Hollocks, M.; Lerh, J.; Magiati, I.; Meiser-Stedman, R.; Brugha, T. Anxiety and depression in adults with autism spectrum disorder:

A systematic review and meta-analysis. Psychol. Med. 2019, 49, 559–572. [CrossRef]
32. Umagami, K.; Remington, A.; Lloyd-Evans, B.; Davies, J.; Crane, L. Loneliness in autistic adults: A systematic review. Autism

2022, 26, 2117–2135. [CrossRef]
33. Gelbar, N.W.; Smith, I.; Reichow, B. Systematic review of articles describing experience and supports of individuals with autism

enrolled in college and university programs. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2014, 44, 2593–2601. [CrossRef]
34. Ames, M.E.; McMorris, C.A.; Alli, L.N.; Bebko, J.M. Overview and evaluation of a mentorship program for university students

with ASD. Focus Autism Other Dev. Disabil. 2016, 31, 27–36. [CrossRef]
35. Davidovitch, N.; Ponomaryova, A.; Guterman, H.G.; Shapira, Y. The test of accessibility of higher education in Israel: Instructors’

attitudes toward high-functioning autistic spectrum students. Int. J. High. Educ. 2019, 8, 49–67. [CrossRef]
36. Yamamoto, Y.; Nihei, Y. Difficulties in adjusting to college life experienced by students with pervasive developmental disorders:

Comparison with schizophrenic students. Tohoku Psychol. Folia 2008, 67, 1–5. Available online: http://hdl.handle.net/10097/54676
(accessed on 4 August 2023).

37. Sung, K.M.; Puskar, K.R. Schizophrenia in college students in Korea: A qualitative perspective. Perspect. Psychiatr. Care 2006, 42,
21–32. [CrossRef]

38. McLeod, J.D.; Meanwell, E.; Hawbaker, A. The experiences of college students on the autism spectrum: A comparison to their
neurotypical peers. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 2019, 49, 2320–2336. [CrossRef]

39. Someki, F.; Torii, M.; Brooks, P.J.; Koeda, T.; Gillespie-Lynch, K. Stigma associated with autism among college students in Japan
and the United States: An online training study. Res. Dev. Disabil. 2018, 76, 88–98. [CrossRef]

40. Kim, S.Y.; Gillespie-Lynch, K. Do autistic people’s support needs and non-autistic people’s support for the neurodiversity
movement contribute to heightened autism stigma in South Korea vs. the US? J. Autism. Dev. Disord. 2022. [CrossRef]

41. Shek, D.T.L.; Chan, L.K. Hong Kong Chinese parents’ perceptions of the ideal child. J. Psychol. 1999, 133, 291–304. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-015-2535-1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26216381
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613211029520
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118911389.hautc43
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04386-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3434-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2020.1767764
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2017.1278798
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-018-3741-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2016.1254962
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-04267-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2017.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1097/MRR.0b013e32834f4d3b
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0180854
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28704446
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2021.101769
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2021.124035
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.710008
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6435-8_102273-2
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291718002283
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221077721
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-014-2135-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357615583465
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v8n2p49
http://hdl.handle.net/10097/54676
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6163.2006.00046.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03910-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2018.02.016
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-022-05739-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223989909599742


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 818 17 of 18

42. Avvisati, F.; Echazarra, A.; Givord, P.; Schwabe, M. Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) Results from PISA 2018;
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development: Paris, France, 2018; Available online: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/
publications/PISA2018_CN_SGP.pdf (accessed on 7 July 2023).

43. Ng, P.T. SkillsFuture: The future of lifelong learning in Singapore. In Future Directions of Educational Change: Social Justice,
Professional Capital, and Systems Change; Malone, H.J., Rincon-Gallardo, S., Kew, K., Eds.; Routledge: Oxfordshire, UK, 2017;
pp. 205–222.

44. Ng, P.T. The paradoxes of student well-being in Singapore. ECNU Rev. Educ. 2020, 3, 437–451. [CrossRef]
45. Gelfand, M.J.; Nishii, L.H.; Raver, J.L. On the nature and importance of cultural tightness-looseness. J. Appl. Psychol. 2006, 91,

1225–1244. [CrossRef]
46. Triandis, H.C. The self and social behavior in differing cultural contexts. Psychol. Rev. 1989, 96, 506–520. [CrossRef]
47. Tierney, S.; Burns, J.; Kilbey, E. Looking behind the mask: Social coping strategies of girls on the autistic spectrum. Res. Autism

Spectr. Disord. 2016, 23, 73–83. [CrossRef]
48. Official languages and national language. Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, 1965, Article 153A. Available online:

https://sso.agc.gov.sg/Act/CONS1963?ProvIds=pr153A-&ViewType=Within&Phrase=Malay&WiAl=1 (accessed on 26 June
2022).

49. Sim, C. Bilingual Policy. Singapore Infopedia. 31 August 2016. Available online: https://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/
articles/SIP_2016-09-01_093402.html (accessed on 7 July 2023).

50. Tan, C.; Ng, P.T. Functional differentiation: A critique of the bilingual policy in Singapore. J. Asian Public Policy 2011, 4, 331–341.
[CrossRef]

51. Census of Population 2020 Statistical Release 1: Demographic Characteristics, Education, Language and Religion; Singapore
Department of Statistics: Singapore, 2021. Available online: https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/publications/cop2020/
sr1/cop2020sr1.pdf (accessed on 7 July 2023).

52. Poon, K.K.; Wong, M.E. Historical development of disability services in Singapore: Enabling persons with disabilities. In The
Routledge History of Disability; Hanes, R., Brown, I., Hanesen, N.E., Eds.; Routledge: Oxfordshire, UK, 2017; pp. 204–215.

53. Overview of Post-Secondary Education Institutions (PSEIs). Ministry of Education Singapore. 2 March 2023. Available online:
https://www.moe.gov.sg/post-secondary/overview (accessed on 7 July 2023).

54. Singapore Department of Statistics. Singapore Citizens by Age Group, Ethnic Group and Sex, End JUNE. SingStat Table Builder.
27 September 2022. Available online: https://tablebuilder.singstat.gov.sg/table/TS/M810671 (accessed on 7 July 2023).

55. World Medical Association. World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki ethical principles for medical research involving
human subjects. JAMA 2013, 310, 2191–2194. [CrossRef]

56. Ritchie, J.; Spencer, L. Qualitative data analysis for applied policy research. In Analyzing Qualitative Data; Bryman, A., Burgess, A.,
Eds.; Routledge: Oxfordshire, UK, 1994; pp. 173–194. [CrossRef]

57. Braun, V.; Clark, V. Can I use TA? Should I use TA? Should I not use TA? Comparing reflexive thematic analysis and other
pattern-based qualitative analytic approaches. Couns. Psychother. Res. 2021, 21, 37–47. [CrossRef]

58. Gale, N.K.; Heath, G.; Cameron, E.; Rashid, S.; Redwood, S. Using the framework method for the analysis of qualitative data in
multi-disciplinary health research. BMC Med. Res. Methodol. 2013, 13, 117. [CrossRef]

59. Thomas, D.R. A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative evaluation data. AM J. Eval. 2006, 27, 237–246. [CrossRef]
60. Our Story. SG Enable. Available online: https://www.sgenable.sg/about-us/our-story (accessed on 7 July 2023).
61. Vincent, J.; Fabri, M. The ecosystem of competitive employment for university graduates with autism. Intl. J. Disabil. Dev. Educ.

2022, 69, 1823–1839. [CrossRef]
62. Nicholas, D.B.; Zwaigenbaum, L.; Zwicker, J.; Clarke, M.E.; Lamsal, R.; Stoddart, K.P.; Carroll, C.; Muscat, B.; Spoelstra, M.; Lowe,

K. Evaluation of employment-support services for adults with autism spectrum disorder. Autism 2018, 22, 693–702. [CrossRef]
63. Kent, D.C. A new educational perspective: The case of Singapore. Penn GSE Perspect. Urban Educ. 2017, 14, n1.
64. Chan, R. The Influence of Culture on the Attitude of Parent’s Treatment Choice for Their Child with Autism in Singapore. Ph.D.

Thesis, Alliant International University, Alhambra, CA, USA, 2018.
65. Loo, B.R.Y.; Teo, T.J.Y.; Liang, M.J.; Leong, D.-J.; Tan, D.W.; Zhuang, S.; Hull, L.; Livingston, L.A.; Mandy, W.; Happé, F.; et al.

Exploring autistic adults’ psychosocial experiences affecting beginnings, continuity, and change in camouflaging over time: A
qualitative study in Singapore. Autism 2023. [CrossRef]

66. Pesonen, H.V.; Nieminen, J.H.; Vincent, J.; Waltz, M.; Lahdelma, M.; Syurina, E.V.; Fabri, M. A socio-political approach on autistic
students’ sense of belonging in higher education. Teach. High. Educ. 2020, 28, 739–757. [CrossRef]

67. McPeake, E.; Lamore, K.; Boujut, E.; Khoury, J.E.; Pellenq, C.; Plumet, M.-H.; Cappe, E. “I just need a little more support”: A
thematic analysis of autistic students’ experience of university in France. Res. Autism Spectr. Disord. 2023, 105, 102172. [CrossRef]

68. Gopalan, M.; Brady, S.T. College students’ sense of belonging: A national perspective. Educ. Res. 2020, 49, 134–137. [CrossRef]
69. Harackiewicz, J.M.; Priniski, S.J. Improving student outcomes in higher education: The science of targeted intervention. Annu.

Rev. Psychol. 2018, 69, 409–435. [CrossRef]
70. Milton, D.; Sims, T. How is a sense of well-being and belonging constructed in the accounts of autistic adults? Disabil. Soc. 2016,

31, 520–534. [CrossRef]
71. Milton, D. The Double Empathy Problem. National Autistic Society. 2 March 2018. Available online: https://www.autism.org.

uk/advice-and-guidance/professional-practice/double-empathy (accessed on 26 June 2022).

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_CN_SGP.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/publications/PISA2018_CN_SGP.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/2096531120935127
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.6.1225
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.96.3.506
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2015.11.013
https://sso.agc.gov.sg/Act/CONS1963?ProvIds=pr153A-&ViewType=Within&Phrase=Malay&WiAl=1
https://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_2016-09-01_093402.html
https://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/infopedia/articles/SIP_2016-09-01_093402.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/17516234.2011.630227
https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/publications/cop2020/sr1/cop2020sr1.pdf
https://www.singstat.gov.sg/-/media/files/publications/cop2020/sr1/cop2020sr1.pdf
https://www.moe.gov.sg/post-secondary/overview
https://tablebuilder.singstat.gov.sg/table/TS/M810671
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2013.281053
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203413081
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-13-117
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098214005283748
https://www.sgenable.sg/about-us/our-story
https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2020.1821874
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317702507
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613231180075
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2020.1852205
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2023.102172
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X19897622
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-122216-011725
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2016.1186529
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/professional-practice/double-empathy
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/professional-practice/double-empathy


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 818 18 of 18

72. National University of Singapore (NUS). Ministry of Education Singapore. 16 February 2022. Available online: https://www.
moe.gov.sg/post-secondary/overview/autonomous-universities/nus (accessed on 26 June 2022).

73. Cage, E.; De Andres, M.; Mahoney, P. Understanding the factors that affect university completion for autistic people. Res. Autism
Spectr. Disord. 2020, 72, 101519. [CrossRef]

74. VanBergeijk, E.; Klin, A.; Volkmar, F. Supporting more able students on the autism spectrum: College and beyond. J. Autism Dev.
Disord. 2008, 38, 1359–1370. [CrossRef]

75. White, S.W.; Elias, R.; Capriola-Hall, N.N.; Smith, I.C.; Conner, C.M.; Asselin, S.B.; Howlin, P.; Getzel, E.E.; Mazefsky, C.A.
Development of a college transition and support program for students with autism spectrum disorder. J. Autism Dev. Disord.
2017, 47, 3072–3078. [CrossRef]

76. Tan, C. Deep culture matters: Multiracialism in Singapore schools. Int. J. Educ. Reform 2012, 21, 24–38. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://www.moe.gov.sg/post-secondary/overview/autonomous-universities/nus
https://www.moe.gov.sg/post-secondary/overview/autonomous-universities/nus
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2020.101519
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-007-0524-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3236-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/105678791202100102

	Introduction 
	The Present Study: Rationale and Aims 
	The Present Study’s Educational/Sociocultural Context: HE in Singapore 

	Methods 
	Participants 
	Participant Characteristics 
	Survey 
	Procedure 
	Data Coding and Analysis 

	Results 
	Domain 1: Transition into HE 
	Theme 1.1: Balancing the Amount of Preparation [AUT] 
	Theme 1.2: Getting Help and Support from Others During the Transition [AUT] 

	Domain 2: Academic Experiences 
	Theme 2.1: Working with and Being Supported by Others [AUT] 
	Theme 2.2: Autonomy and Freedom Are Welcome but Also Challenging [AUT] 
	Theme 2.3: Autistic Students Often “‘Home-Schooled’ during Uni” [AUT/N-AUT] 

	Domain 3: Social Experiences 
	Theme 3.1: True Friends versus “Friends for a Cause” [AUT] 
	Theme 3.2: To Disclose or Not to Disclose? [AUT/N-AUT] 
	Theme 3.3: Divide between Autistics and Non-Autistics [AUT/N-AUT] 
	Theme 3.4: It Is Difficult to Connect and Communicate with Autistic Peers [N-AUT] 

	Domain 4: Self-Advocacy 
	Theme 4.1: Advocacy Is Not a Problem for Me [AUT] 
	Theme 4.2: I Do Not Need to Advocate [AUT] 
	Theme 4.3: Advocacy Is Pointless [AUT] 

	Domain 5: Transition from HE to Employment 
	Theme 5.1: “As a Normal Person Would Prepare” [AUT] 
	Theme 5.2: Seeking Support from Disability/Autism Support Agencies [AUT] 

	Domain 6: The Singapore Context 
	Theme 6.1: “The Nail That Sticks Out Here Will Get Knocked Down” [AUT/N-AUT] 
	Theme 6.2: Keep Up and Contribute or Get Left Behind [AUT/N-AUT] 

	Domain 7: Improving HE 
	Theme 7.1: “Everyone Would Have to Work Together” [AUT/N-AUT] 
	Theme 7.2: Non-Autistics Need to Understand Autism Better [AUT/N-AUT] 


	Discussion 
	Limitations 
	Conclusions 
	References

