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Understanding Social Challenges
Contrary to common stereotypes, autistic people do want and need friendships and
other supportive social relationships. Tertiary education can be a particularly challenging
time for autistic learners in terms of forming and maintaining supportive social
relationships; whereas at school you interact with the same people in class each day,
in a large tertiary course there may be little opportunity to interact with others regularly
unless you know how to seek out those interactions yourself. Furthermore, moving away
from home can mean you lose whatever existing support network you did have, with one
student in our survey noting: “To go to uni, I had to move away from home into a city for
the first time, so I had no support network.”

Survey Findings
Group work presented a major social challenge for the autistic tertiary learners who responded to our
survey. Learners also often struggled to create meaningful relationships on campus, despite recognising
the importance of strong social connections.
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Support for Social Interaction and Connection
Autistic people can find engaging socially with neurotypical people to be both challenging and exhausting,
as they often feel pressure to mask their autistic traits so that they fit in (Crompton et al., 2020). However,
many autistic people report that they feel much more at ease around other autistic people, and autistic-led
peer support programmes have been shown to be an effective way of supporting autistic people (Crane et
al., 2021). Thus, one way in which you can support your autistic learners to connect socially is to advocate
for a peer support group for neurodivergent learners to be available on campus. If a peer support group is
not available, another option would be to suggest that the student tries a club that caters to their interests,
as they are likely to meet like-minded people in such an environment.
Many of the learners in our survey appreciated being able to form close working relationships with
their teachers. For example, one student explained that “I was very lucky to have perceptive and kind
supervisors who were always supportive and somehow had an inkling of my difficulty in social situations.
They focused on my work, helped when they could, and were never intrusive.” Whilst there are obviously
ethical reasons why making friends with your learners is not appropriate, being open to connecting with
your learners as people, for example by actively inviting people to come and talk to you after class or
during office hours, can go a long way to helping ensure your autistic learners get the chance to have
meaningful social interactions in their day.

Group Work
Group work presented a major challenge for the learners in our survey, with the stress of being required to
work in a group often getting in the way of them actually learning anything, as these two examples show:
“I don’t have any problems with the content of the group work but having to work with others is very
challenging. When I’m not under stress (working alone) I can complete the work to a better standard and
in less time.”
“Many courses state that group work is an important part of learning which is why it is compulsory. For
most people this is true. However, for me the anxiety I get when working with others is so debilitating
that I usually can’t contribute to the group work at all. This basically means I’m only burdening the group
and putting myself in an awful situation. This doesn’t benefit anyone’s learning at all and goes against the
whole reason for group work in the first place. The ability to work independently should be a given option
and not something that I should have to directly ask for.”
Before group work is assigned, it is important to question the rationale behind it, as this student explained:
“Personally I would like group work to always be optional or not included at all, unless you’re on a careerspecific course that is preparing you for a specific career where group work is required. My view is that the
role of a university, especially if you are doing an arts or science degree, is to develop intellectual skills, not
to make you ‘job-ready’- and the way group work works at university doesn’t really match how working
with others works on the job anyway!” Unless group work is absolutely required to fulfil the objectives of
the course, learners should have the opportunity to opt-out if they would prefer to do the task on their
own. Where learners must work in a group to develop the skills that they need to graduate, keep in mind
that many of the group tasks assigned in educational settings don’t actually mirror the way that working
with others works in the real world (Green, 2016). When learners are assigned group work, they are
generally expected to reach decisions by consensus, whereas in the workplace there is normally a leader
who can make decisions where needed. Learners are also often expected to coordinate their schedules to
find time to meet to work on the project in their own time; something you would never be expected to do in
the workplace. Finally, in a job your income is not determined based on the output of the group, whereas in
a group project your grade often is.
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You Can Support Your Learners by:
• Pointing learners in the direction of neurodivergent peer support networks, or clubs on campus
that cater to their interests. Learners may not be aware of what clubs and support networks exist or
how to sign up for them as a tutor or lecturer, you could briefly summarise what is available during an
introductory lecture, and emphasise that joining a club is a good way of making social connections on
campus. You could also discuss this information individually with learners who seem to be struggling
socially.
• Actively building supportive working relationships with your learners. In a smaller course, you can
get to know each individual student and tailor your teaching to their needs. Whilst this is not possible on
a larger course, being open to learners stopping by after class or during office hours for a quick chat
means that learners who struggle to interact socially with their peers can still have meaningful social
interactions in their day.
• Giving learners the ability to opt-out of group work wherever possible. Unless group work is an
integral part of meeting the course objectives, learners should have the opportunity to complete group
assignments individually if they would prefer.
• Rethinking how you do group work. If group work is an absolutely non-negotiable part of your course,
you can make it less stressful and more reflective of the real world by:
• Ensuring learners get to work with people they know, just like they would do in the workplace. This
might mean waiting until later in the semester to do group work, so that everyone has had a chance
to meet each other.
• Giving learners enough time during class to complete the project- or at least enough time to
discuss the project and delegate tasks that need to be completed by the next class. This serves two
purposes: it means that learners don’t have to worry about coordinating their schedules to find a
time to meet, and it also means that you can monitor how the groups are working and intervene if
there is a problem.
• Assigning each person an individual grade, based on their contribution to the project. You could
grade people on how well they worked with their group, on the output, or on a combination of the two
(just ensure that the learners understand what they are being graded on). If you are grading how well
people worked with their group, you might ask each member of the group for anonymous feedback
on each other, but it is important to also take your own observations into consideration to avoid
unfairly punishing learners simply because other members of their group did not like them. If you are
grading the output, ask each group member to clearly state what they worked on; otherwise, the risk
is that one person will do all the work so that they don’t get a low grade.
• Incorporating group learning experiences into your teaching instead of using group projects as
assessments. This approach means learners get practice in working with others without the stress that
traditional group projects entail.

Final Words
People learn best when they feel safe and supported in their relationships with their teachers and peers. By
helping your autistic learners to form meaningful relationships, you are supporting them to get the most
out of their time in tertiary education.
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