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Introduction: Despite a large percentage of autistic and other neurodivergent students receiving specialized services in primary and secondary education, as these students enter adulthood and college, a service cliff occurs, resulting in increased mental health challenges [1]. Autistic individuals experience a range of challenges that make college life particularly difficult, including social, sensory, and executive functioning differences [1]. Due to these specific challenges, graduation rates are much lower not only when compared to neurotypical students but also to students with other disabilities [2]. Additionally, neurodivergent adults are more likely to face homelessness, unemployment, and experience poor financial well-being [3-5]. To better meet the specific needs of neurodivergent students, some Universities have begun offering neurodivergent-specific support programs; however, these are limited and often for-profit [6, 7]. Thus, the majority of neurodivergent students attending college are met with an intersectionality of difficulties (e.g., poverty, limited access to services). As such, the present project focuses on the exploration phase, identifying the challenges and experiences of autistic college students.
Method: A qualitative study was conducted with a sample of 13 autistic college students (M=24, SD=6.6; male=7, female=6) and 8 key informants (e.g., University staff and faculty with direct interaction with autistic students). Participants took part in a series of semi-structured interviews exploring the experiences and challenges of neurodivergent college students (research question: What are some of the challenges while attending college as identified by neurodivergent adults and other key-informants?). Data analysis employed a reflexive thematic approach for code and theme generation, utilizing an iterative process to review data and an initial open-coding system to identify themes reported.
Results: Themes indicated that many students were diagnosed later in life or remained undiagnosed despite strong indications of ASD-related characteristics. Additionally, both students and key informants described a distinct set of challenges, including difficulty navigating college systems due to differing accommodations and expectations, socialization mismatches, heightened emotional reactivity associated with burnout, overwhelming responses to typical academic demands, and sensory overload.
Discussion: For autistic students, college experiences are marked by challenges such as reduced access to interventions and heightened risk for co-occurring mental health conditions, alongside the intersection with autism symptomatology that makes adapting to campus life particularly difficult and isolating [8]. Moreover, autistic adults experience a loss of adaptive social skills, which appears to be tied to this loss of service access [9]. Due to these specific challenges, autistic students, compared to individuals with other disabilities, are less likely to attend college or hold employment, with only 34.7% of autistic adults doing so [1, 10]. Thus, it has been recommended that college-preparedness support should begin as early as eighth or ninth grade, particularly for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds [11]. However, this rarely happens as few autistic support mechanisms for successful college completion exist [7]
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