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Adjustment Across the First College Year:
A Matched Comparison of Autistic,

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder,
and Neurotypical Students

Lauren M. Baczewski, MA,1,2 Maria Pizzano, PhD,2 Connie Kasari, PhD,1,2 and Alexandra Sturm, PhD3

Abstract

Background: Although the number of autistic students attending higher education has grown substantially in
recent decades, little is known about factors that support their retention and persistence in college. First-year
experiences and adaptability to the college environment greatly impact students’ decisions to remain enrolled.
Despite the importance of first-year adjustment to persistence and retention, few studies have examined the
adjustment experiences of first-year autistic students compared to those of matched nonautistic students.
Methods: This study used national survey data to compare the first-year college adjustment experiences of 222
freshmen, including 74 self-identified autistic students, 74 students with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD), and 74 students without diagnoses (referred to as neurotypical; NT), matched on mental health and
demographic characteristics. Students were compared on measures of academic, social, emotional, and insti-
tutional adjustment at the end of freshman year. Separate general linear models were used to investigate
predictors of positive self-reported first-year adjustment.
Results: Autistic students reported significantly lower levels of social self-confidence than their NT and ADHD
peers at the end of freshman year. On all other adjustment domains, students in the autism, ADHD, and NT
groups did not significantly differ. Autistic students were not significantly different from their ADHD and NT
peers in terms of satisfaction with their college experience or sense of belonging to their institution. Social
factors, including social self-confidence and ease of making friends, emerged as important contributors to
positive first-year adjustment outcomes across all groups.
Conclusions: When controlling for demographic factors and mental health characteristics entering college,
autistic students do not significantly differ from their NT and ADHD peers on several domains of college
adjustment. Future studies should further investigate the impact of mental health and student characteristics on
college trajectories and outcomes for autistic students.

Keywords: autism spectrum disorder, adjustment, higher education, matched comparison groups, mental health

Community Brief

Why is this an important issue?

Although more autistic young people are enrolling in college, many do not finish their degrees. Adjusting more
easily to college life in the first year can encourage students to stay enrolled. Not much is known about
adjustment for autistic college students, in particular compared with their nonautistic peers.
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What was the purpose of this study?

Our goal was to understand whether there were differences in how the three groups of first-year students adjust
to college. Those three groups included the following: (1) autistic students, (2) students with attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (‘‘ADHD’’), and (3) neurotypical (‘‘NT’’) students (those who do not identify as having a
disability). We wanted to see if the groups were similar or different in their first-year experiences. We also
wanted to know what factors help autistic students adjust and feel comfortable during their first year.

What did the researchers do?

We compared survey responses about first-year adjustment across three groups of students. We know that
students’ background can affect their experience in college, so we matched each autistic student to one student
with ADHD and one NT student so that they had similar background characteristics (e.g., gender and high
school test scores). We compared the groups on campus, academic, emotional, and social experiences during
the first year of college. Lastly, we determined which factors were most important for the successful first-year
adjustment of autistic college students.

What were the results of the study?

Autistic students were less confident socially than their ADHD and NT peers but were not significantly different
from their peers on many other domains, including satisfaction with their college experience. Having more
social self-confidence and making friends more easily were important to the first-year adjustment of all students.

What do these findings add to what was already known?

While previous studies looked at academic adjustment, this study adds information about the social, emotional,
and institutional adjustment of autistic college students.

What are the potential weaknesses of the study?

We used surveys that were not specifically designed for autistic and other neurodivergent people. Students who
dropped out during their first year were not included in this study, and so, our findings only apply to students
who completed their first year. There were a relatively small number of students in each group, which may have
made it harder for us to see the differences in how these groups adjust to college. Lastly, our sample does not
include students enrolled in 2-year colleges and is not representative of the racial/ethnic and gender diversity of
the autistic community across the United States.

How will these findings help autistic adults now or in the future?

These findings can guide colleges in choosing which resources to focus on for first-year students. Our results
show that autistic students may benefit from more supports around social self-confidence during their first year
of college. Mental health is another area that is important for autistic students and their success in college, and
future studies should explore this topic more.

Introduction

Postsecondary education functions as the gateway to
a host of positive adulthood outcomes, including inde-

pendent living, financial independence, and better self-rated
well-being.1,2 There are a growing number of autistic students
engaging in postsecondary education.3,4 However, little is
known about the persistence of autistic students in higher ed-
ucation, or factors that may affect their success and retention.
Adjustment to the college context during freshman year sig-
nificantly impacts first-year students’ decisions to remain en-
rolled in college.5 Adjustment spans multiple domains,
including social adjustment, academic adjustment, personal/
emotional adjustment (e.g., psychological well-being), and
attachment to their institution (e.g., students’ identification and
satisfaction with their college or university).6

Neurotypical (NT) college students’ adjustment is integral
to their retention and college readiness.7,8 Higher levels of

self-confidence,8 social support, and interpersonal resilience
in the face of competing demands are important contributors
to adjustment among NT students.7 For autistic students, far
less is known about factors that impact college adjustment.
Autistic students report that their mental health status (i.e.,
depressive symptoms) and ability to find a supportive social
network profoundly impact their college experience,9,10

suggesting that these factors are likely important contributors
to adjustment. Self-confidence is another factor that may
impact adjustment, as autistic students report lower levels of
social self-esteem compared with nonautistic peers.11,12 The
few studies that compare disabled and nondisabled students
report poorer academic adjustment (i.e., self-reported grade
point average, engaging less in class, failing a course) for
autistic students,13,14 however, these studies have not con-
trolled for key confounding sociodemographic factors (e.g.,
mental health, race/ethnicity). Controlling for student char-
acteristics, autistic students are no more likely than NT peers
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to drop out during their first year,15 suggesting that nonautism-
related characteristics (e.g., language ability, educational
background) may drive retention or dropout in this popula-
tion of students.

Studies have yet to examine emotional, social, or institu-
tional adjustment among autistic college students in com-
parison with samples of other disabled or NT students
matched on mental health and sociodemographic character-
istics. Furthermore, the predictors and factors associated with
positive adjustment among autistic college students have not
yet been investigated. To support the retention, success,
and well-being of autistic students in college, we must un-
derstand predictors of first-year adjustment and whether the
needs of autistic students are distinct from those of their
peers. Using a sample of 74 self-identified autistic first-year
students and demographically matched NT and attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) peers, the present
study investigates the following research questions and cor-
responding hypotheses:

(1) How do autistic students differ from demographically
matched NT and ADHD peers on college adjustment
outcomes (i.e., social, personal/emotional, academic,
and institutional adjustment)?

(2) What factors are predictive of first-year adjustment
outcomes for autistic students?

Hypotheses: We hypothesized that autistic students would
report poorer social and emotional adjustment compared with
NT-matched peers but would not significantly differ from their
ADHD counterparts on these domains. Previous research
shows that both autistic students and those with ADHD often
face substantial mental health and social challenges in col-
lege,12,16 and autistic students in particular report low social
self-confidence during their first year.11 Autistic and non-
autistic students have similar grades at the end of the first
college year when matched on sociodemographic factors,15

while ADHD students often struggle academically.17 Thus, we
predicted that autistic students in our sample would have more
positive academic adjustment outcomes compared with peers
with ADHD but would not significantly differ from their NT
counterparts. Self-confidence and social support are predictors
of first-year adjustment in the college student population at
large,7,8 and therefore, we anticipated that social factors would
predict adjustment outcomes for autistic students.

Methods

Participants

Our study included students from U.S. colleges and uni-
versities who completed national self-report surveys at the
start and end of their freshman year. Postsecondary institu-
tions independently distribute both The Freshman Year
Survey (TFS) and the Your First College Year Survey
(YFCY) to assess students’ self-beliefs and feelings or ex-
pectations about college. The Higher Education Research
Institute (HERI) at the University of California, Los Angeles,
manages the surveys and data. The surveys are often ad-
ministered in a proctored setting (e.g., during orientation),
and both surveys, TFS and YFCY, are available in paper and
electronic format. Both surveys were approved by the UCLA
Institutional Review Board with a waiver of signed informed
consent (IRB#10-001293 and IRB#10-000710, respectively).

Participants in the current study completed TFS at the start of
their freshmen year (during years 2012, 2014, and 2016) and
the YFCY 1 year later. This study includes only those stu-
dents who completed both surveys (TFS at the start of their
first year and YFCY at year end).

The sample consists of n = 222 college freshmen, including
74 autistic students matched to (1) NT students who did
not endorse a diagnosis of autism, ADHD, or learning dis-
ability and (2) students who endorse a diagnosis of ADHD. We
matched students on survey year, gender, income, race/eth-
nicity, frequency of depressive symptoms at start of freshman
year, and college selectivity (i.e., average scholastic assess-
ment test score) using the case comparison fuzzy procedure in
SPSS version 25. Students with ADHD were matched to au-
tistic students based on all aforementioned demographic and
mental health variables as well as all endorsed co-occurring
diagnoses (e.g., learning disability, psychological diagnosis).

Measures

We drew survey items that assess adjustment across social,
academic, personal/emotional, and institutional attachment
domains from TFS and YFCY (Tables 1 and 2). Table 1 in-
cludes the number of items in each of the constructs described
below and the source survey for each construct. Table 2 de-
picts construct means by group.

Demographics. Demographic characteristics include the
following: (1) annual family income (i.e., <30k, 30k–50k,
50–100k, and >100k), (2) college selectivity, (3) gender (male/
female), and (4) race/ethnicity (students of color, multiracial,
or white).

Predictors of college adjustment. We included variables
from the TFS as predictors. We assessed two constructs at
college entry as predictors of later college adjustment out-
comes: social self-confidence (a = 0.68, range = 2–10) and
intellectual self-confidence (a = 0.55, range = 7–20). Higher
scores on each reflect greater self-reported self-confidence.

Associated factors. Associated factors refer to constructs
with items collected concurrently with the outcomes (YFCY).
We evaluated two items as factors associated with college ad-
justment outcomes: (1) ease of making friends (range = 1–4) and
(2) ability to balance academic and social demands (range = 1–
4). Higher scores indicate greater ease of making friends and
greater ability to balance academic and social demands.

College adjustment outcomes

Social. We used social self-confidence (a = 0.60, range = 2–
10) as the measure of social adjustment. Higher scores indi-
cate higher self-rated social self-confidence.

Academic. Academic adjustment outcomes included the
following: (1) intellectual self-confidence (a = 0.61, range =
4–20) and (2) academic success (range = 2–9). Higher scores
indicate greater self-reported intellectual self-confidence and
higher self-reported grade point average (GPA).

Personal/emotional. We measured personal/emotional ad-
justment using psychological stress (a = 0.67, range = 3–9).
Higher scores indicate greater perceived stress.
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Attachment to institution. We measured attachment to one’s
institution using (1) campus satisfaction (a = 0.81, range = 5–
18) and (2) sense of belonging (a = 0.84, range = 2–8), where
higher scores on each construct indicate greater satisfaction
and belonging. All adjustment outcome constructs were
comprised of YFCY items.

Analyses

To confirm success of the matching procedure, we com-
pared the autism, NT, and ADHD groups on each socio-
demographic variable of interest using chi-squared tests for
categorical variables (i.e., gender, race/ethnicity, income,
depressive symptoms) and analysis of variance (ANOVA) for
continuous variables (i.e., college selectivity).

Missingness by model ranged from 3.15% to 22.5%, with
an average of 7.88%. All models except the intellectual self-
confidence models had missing data below 10%. We handled
missing data using listwise deletion. We applied a Bonferroni
correction to account for multiple comparisons based on the
number of adjustment outcomes tested (n = 6), and alpha was
set to 0.008 (0.05/6) as the cutoff for statistical significance.
We used partial eta-squared (gp

2) to evaluate effect size for
all general linear models. A gp

2 of 0.01 or greater indicates a
small effect, 0.06 or greater indicates a medium effect, and
0.14 or greater indicates a large effect.18 Effect sizes for
Kruskal–Wallis tests are reported using eta-squared (g2),
where 0.01 to <0.06 indicates a small effect, 0.06 to <0.14
indicates a medium effect, and q0.14 indicates a large effect.

We explored the first research question investigating group
differences on adjustment outcomes using separate general
linear models or, where appropriate, Kruskal–Wallis tests.
We included survey year, diagnostic group, and gender as
predictors in each set of analyses. In addition, when scores on
outcome constructs at the beginning of freshman year were
available, we included them as covariates.

To investigate predictors of college adjustment outcomes,
we conducted separate general linear models for each out-
come of interest. Predictors included social self-confidence,
intellectual self-confidence (TFS constructs), ease of making
new friends, balancing academic and social demands (YFCY
constructs), and the interaction between each predictor and
diagnostic group. Covariates included survey year, college

selectivity, gender, and frequency of depression at college
entry. Assumptions were met for all models and were
checked using normality plots and associated tests.

Results

Demographic characteristics

Diagnostic group demographic information is reported in
Table 3. Groups were not significantly different on any de-
mographic variables of interest (race/ethnicity, gender,
family income, college selectivity; p > 0.008). Among autis-
tic students, 31.1% identified as female, 6.8% identified as
students of color, and 14.9% identified as multiracial.

How do autistic students differ from NT and ADHD
peers on college adjustment outcomes?

Social adjustment

Social self-confidence. Full model results for all group
comparisons are reported in Table 4. Over and above the
effects of covariates (i.e., gender, social self-confidence at
college entry, and year of survey form), there was a signifi-
cant main effect of diagnostic group on social self-confidence
at year end, F(2, 201) = 37.46, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.27. Post hoc
comparisons revealed that autistic students reported signifi-
cantly lower social self-confidence than NT peers ( p < 0.001)
and peers with ADHD ( p < 0.008) at the end of the year.

Ease of making friends. A Kruskal–Wallis test revealed no
significant differences between diagnostic groups in self-
reported ease of making friends at the end of the first year
(v2 = 3.14, p = 0.21, g2 = 0.01). The majority of autistic stu-
dents (57.5%) reported that making friends with other stu-
dents was somewhat easy or very easy for them, compared
with 66% of NT students and 70% of students with ADHD.
Over 50% of autistic students reported interacting with close
friends at their institution on a daily basis, compared with
80% of NT students and 70% of students with ADHD.

Academic adjustment

Academic success. Over and above the effects of covariates
(i.e., college selectivity, gender, year of survey form), there
was a significant main effect of diagnostic group on academic

Table 2. Construct Means by Group

Construct Overall, mean (SD) ASD, mean (SD) ADHD, mean (SD) NT, mean (SD)

Predictors
Social self-confidence (TFS) 6.67 (1.92) 5.58 (1.78) 7.14 (1.62) 7.03 (1.73)
Intellectual self-confidence (TFS) 14.91 (2.50) 15.25 (2.74) 14.50 (2.50) 14.78 (2.20)

Associated factors
Ease of making friends 2.81 (0.99) 2.64 (1.01) 2.90 (1.01) 2.90 (0.93)
Balancing academic and social demands 2.84 (0.72) 2.84 (1.85) 2.69 (0.79) 2.99 (0.63)

Adjustment outcomes
Social self-confidence (YFCY) 6.62 (1.85) 5.58 (1.78) 7.14 (1.62) 7.11 (1.72)
Academic success 6.79 (1.79) 7.13 (1.85) 6.18 (1.85) 7.03 (1.54)
Intellectual self-confidence (YFCY) 14.53 (2.62) 14.68 (2.74) 14.21 (2.77) 14.70 (2.36)
Psychological stress 5.55 (1.70) 5.91 (1.61) 5.34 (1.82) 5.26 (1.61)
Campus satisfaction 13.91 (2.67) 14.08 (2.91) 13.37 (2.65) 14.25 (2.37)
Sense of belonging 5.97 (1.42) 6.10 (1.62) 5.67 (1.41) 5.97 (1.20)

ADHD, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder; ASD, autism; NT, neurotypical; SD, standard deviation.
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success, F(2,204) = 6.03, p = 0.003, gp
2 = 0.06. Post hoc

comparisons showed that autistic students reported signifi-
cantly higher academic success (GPA) than their peers with
ADHD ( p = 0.002). Autistic students and NT students were
not significantly different in terms of reported academic
success at year end ( p = 0.70).

Intellectual self-confidence. Over and above the effects of
covariates (i.e., intellectual self-confidence at college entry,
gender, and year of survey form), no significant main effect
of diagnostic group on intellectual self-confidence was
found, F(2,166) = 1.13, p = 0.32, gp

2 = 0.01.

Personal/emotional adjustment

Psychological stress. Over and above the effects of covari-
ates (i.e., frequency of depression at college entry, gender,
and year of survey form), no significant main effect of di-
agnostic group on psychological stress (i.e., frequency of
depression, loneliness/homesickness, feeling isolated from
campus life) at the end of freshman year was found,
F(2,208) = 3.88, p = 0.02, gp

2 = 0.04.

Balancing academic and social demands. A Kruskal–Wallis
test revealed no significant differences between diagnostic
groups in self-rated ability to balance academic and social
demands (v2 = 4.70, p = 0.10, g2 = 0.01). The majority of
students in each diagnostic group (autism = 75.3%, NT =
82.2%, ADHD = 69.1%) agreed or strongly agreed that they
were able to adequately balance academic and social de-
mands across the first year. Over half of the students who
strongly disagreed with that statement were those with
ADHD (58.3%; n = 7).

Attachment to institution

Sense of belonging. Over and above the effects of covariates
(i.e., gender, year of survey form), there was no significant
main effect of diagnostic group F(2,205) = 1.54, p = 0.22,
gp

2 = 0.01 on sense of belonging at year end.

Campus satisfaction. Over and above the effects of covari-
ates (i.e., gender, year of survey form), there was no signif-
icant main effect of diagnostic group F(2,206) = 2.35,
p = 0.10, gp

2 = 0.02 on campus satisfaction.

What factors are predictive of first-year adjustment
outcomes for autistic students?

Social adjustment

Social self-confidence. Full model details, including confi-
dence intervals and effect sizes, can be found in Supple-
mentary Table S1. Beginning of year social self-confidence,
F(1,186) = 184.87, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.50, and ease of making
friends, F(1,186) = 11.91, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.06, emerged as
significant predictors of end-of-year social self-confidence.
Higher social self-confidence at college entry and greater ease
of making friends both predicted higher social self-confidence
at the end of the first year. No significant interactions were
found between diagnostic group and any predictors.

Academic adjustment

Intellectual self-confidence. Full model details, including
confidence intervals and effect sizes, are included in Sup-
plementary Table S2. Intellectual self-confidence at the start

Table 3. Demographic Characteristics of Sample by Diagnostic Group

Variable ASD NT ADHD Total sample p Test

Sample, n 74 74 74 222
Male, n (%) 52 (70.3) 52 (70.3) 52 (70.3) 156 (70.3) 1.000 Chi-square
Caucasian, n (%) 58 (78.4) 58 (78.4) 58 (78.4) 174 (78.4) 1.000 Chi-square
Family income 0.994 Chi-square

<30k, n (%) 18 (8.1) 18 (8.1) 16 (7.2) 52 (23.4)
30k–50k, n (%) 31 (14.0) 31 (14.0) 33 (14.9) 95 (42.8)
50k–100k, n (%) 9 (4.1) 9 (4.1) 7 (3.2) 25 (11.3)
>100k, n (%) 16 (7.2) 16 (7.2) 18 (8.1) 50 (22.5)
Selectivity, mean (SD) 1174.14 (111.6) 1182.99 (109.8) 1171.66 (103.9) 1176.26 (108.1) 0.800 ANOVA

Institution type
University, n (%) 22 (29.7) 27 (36.5) 27 (36.5) 76 (34.2)
4-year college, n (%) 52 (70.3) 47 (63.5) 47 (63.5) 146 (65.8)
Public, n (%) 9 (12.2) 5 (6.8) 11 (14.9) 25 (11.3)
Private, n (%) 65 (87.8) 69 (93.2) 63 (85.1) 197 (88.7)

Residential status n = 196
Campus housing, n (%) 56 (83.6) 49 (73.1) 55 (88.7) 160 (81.5)
Fraternity/sorority, n (%) 1 (1.5) 2 (3.0) 2 (3.2) 5 (2.6)
At home with family, n (%) 9 (13.4) 12 (17.9) 5 (8.1) 26 (13.3)
Rented apartment/home, n (%) 1 (1.5) 4 (6.0) 0 (0.0) 5 (2.6)

Frequency of depression (TFS) n = 222 0.969 Chi-square
Not at all, n (%) 26 (35.1) 26 (35.1) 28 (37.8) 80 (36.0)
Occasionally, n (%) 33 (44.6) 33 (44.6) 34 (45.9) 100 (45.0)
Frequently, n (%) 15 (20.3) 15 (20.3) 12 (16.2) 42 (18.9)

‘‘Selectivity’’ refers to the average scholastic assessment test score of students enrolled in their respective institutions.
ANOVA, analysis of variance.
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of the year, F(1,151) = 93.64, p < 0.001, gp
2 = 0.38, and ease

of making new friends, F(1,151) = 10.79, p = 0.001,
gp

2 = 0.07, significantly predicted intellectual self-confidence
at year end. Higher intellectual self-confidence predicted
higher intellectual self-confidence at the end of the first year.
Those who had an easier time making friends, however, had
lower intellectual self-confidence at the end of the year. No
significant interactions between diagnostic group and any
predictors were found.

Academic success. Full model details, including confidence
intervals and effect sizes, are included in Supplementary
Table S3. Beginning of year intellectual self-confidence
(TFS), F(1,186) = 14.14, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.07, and balancing
academic and social demands, F(1,186) = 10.77, p < 0.001,
gp

2 = 0.06, were significant contributors to first-year GPA.
Higher intellectual self-confidence and greater ease of bal-
ancing academic and social demands were related to higher
GPA at the end of the first year. No significant interactions
were found between diagnostic group and any predictors.

Personal/emotional adjustment

Psychological stress. Full model details, including confi-
dence intervals and effect sizes, are included in Supple-
mentary Table S4. Social self-confidence, F(1,186) = 36.40,
p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.16, balancing academic and social de-
mands, F(1,186) = 40.08, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.18, and ease of
making new friends, F(1,186) = 77.71, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.29,
all significantly predicted psychological stress. Higher social
self-confidence, greater ease of making friends, and increased

ability to balance demands predicted lower psychological
stress at the end of the first year. There were no significant
interactions between the diagnostic group and the predictors.

Attachment to institution

Campus sense of belonging and satisfaction. Full model de-
tails, including confidence intervals and effect sizes, are in-
cluded in Supplementary Tables S5 and S6. The same
predictor and associated factors were significant for campus
satisfaction and campus sense of belonging. These predic-
tors included social self-confidence (sense of belonging,
F(1,186) = 12.18, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.06; satisfaction F(1,186) =
11.46, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.06), balancing demands (sense of
belonging, F(1,186) = 47.68, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.20; satisfaction,
F(1,186) = 24.51, p < 0.001, gp

2 = 0.12), and ease of making
friends (sense of belonging, F(1,186) = 61.45, p < 0.001,
gp

2 = 0.25; satisfaction, F(1,186) = 52.91, p = 0.001, gp
2 =

0.22). For both outcomes, higher social self-confidence,
greater ease of making friends, and increased ability to balance
demands predicted increased attachment to the institution at
the end of the first year. No significant interactions were found
between the diagnostic group and predictors in either model.

Discussion

The present study examined college adjustment outcomes
and predictors of these outcomes among matriculated first-
year autistic college students. Findings from the present study
indicate that controlling for mental health and demographic
factors entering college, neurodivergent and NT students
in our sample were not significantly different on many

Table 4. Model Results for Group Comparisons on Each Outcome of Interest

End-of-year outcome Model term Estimate t F p gp
2

Social self-confidence Diagnostic group — — 37.46 0.000a 0.27c

Gender — — 12.70 0.000a 0.06b

Year — — 0.374 0.688 0.00
TFS social self-confidence — — 124.31 0.000a 0.38c

Academic success Diagnostic group — — 6.03 0.003a 0.06b

Gender — — 0.02 0.881 0.00
Year — — 1.12 0.329 0.01
TFS selectivity — — 1.25 0.265 0.00

Intellectual self-confidence Diagnostic group — — 1.13 0.324 0.01
Gender — — 12.78 0.000a 0.07b

Year — — 1.35 0.248 0.00
TFS intellectual self-confidence — — 78.81 0.000a 0.32c

Psychological stress Diagnostic group — — 3.88 0.022 0.04
Gender — — 14.48 0.000a 0.07b

Year — — 1.50 0.227 0.01
TFS frequency of depression — — 51.88 0.000a 0.21c

Sense of belonging Diagnostic group — — 1.54 0.218 0.01
Gender — — 0.03 0.867 0.00
Year — — 1.44 0.239 0.01

Campus satisfaction Diagnostic group — — 2.35 0.098 0.02
Gender — — 1.74 0.189 0.00
Year — — 10.01 0.000a 0.09b

Ease of making friends 3.14 — — 0.21 0.01
Balancing academic and social demands 4.70 — — 0.10 0.01

ap-value <0.008.
bMedium effect size.
cLarge effect size.
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traditional indicators of successful adjustment to postsec-
ondary education, including academic, social, personal/
emotional, and institutional attachment.

More similar than different: college
adjustment outcomes

Consistent with our hypotheses, autistic students in this
sample who completed their freshman year are significantly
more academically successful than students with ADHD and
are not significantly different from their NT peers. This
finding supports prior work demonstrating high academic
achievement among autistic college students.3,4 In addition,
autistic students who persisted through freshman year did not
significantly differ from their NT and ADHD peers in terms
of their attachment to their institution. However, we still
know little about autistic students who drop out during their
freshman year and the academic and administrative supports
that may increase rates of retention. Few studies have inves-
tigated retention rates among autistic students,15 and many
existing resources report on unrepresentative samples.19

In contrast to prior work that indicated greater psycho-
logical distress (e.g., depressive symptoms, loneliness)
among autistic students,9 the present study found no signifi-
cant differences in psychological stress between neurodi-
vergent and NT students. The evident differences in results
are likely due to the use of unmatched groups in prior work.9

In the context of these combined findings, the current study
underscores the potential driving force of co-occurring
mental health concerns on reported adverse adjustment out-
comes, although future studies should examine this further.

Despite not feeling socially confident relative to their
peers, the majority of autistic students report making mean-
ingful connections with their fellow students. These results
build upon previous findings that autistic postsecondary
students report lower social self-confidence upon entering
college,11 and underscore the importance of exploring factors
outside of autistic traits that may drive feelings of social
competence, such as social anxiety and societal messaging
about autistic social competencies.

Factors that predict first-year adjustment outcomes

Consistent with our hypotheses, we found that social fac-
tors (i.e., ease of making friends during the first year, social
self-confidence at start of the year) are critically important to
social, personal/emotional, and institutional adjustment out-
comes for all neurodivergent and NT students. Establishing a
social network in college plays a role in optimizing psycho-
logical health, retention, and satisfaction.20–22 Indeed, self-
esteem has been linked to social integration and adjustment
among NT and neurodivergent students (i.e., autistic,
ADHD).16,23–25 It is important to note that autistic students
reported significantly lower social self-confidence at the be-
ginning and end of freshman year, pointing to the broad
importance of social self-esteem for these students.11,26

While social factors impact students’ social adjustment to
college, the same social factors were not predictive of aca-
demic adjustment outcomes.

An ability to balance competing demands during the first
year emerged as an equally important indicator of lower
psychological stress, increased institutional attachment,
and increased academic performance for both NT and neu-

rodivergent groups. Difficulty with balancing multiple de-
mands of academics, independent living, and social life is a
theme that has emerged from qualitative studies conducted
with autistic students.10 Time management in particular is
critical to balancing demands, and is related to greater aca-
demic success.27,28 Autistic students in this sample who
complete their first college year are not significantly different
from their NT and ADHD peers with regard to the ability to
balance demands, indicating that many college students will
benefit from accessible supports in this area.

Depression as a possible risk factor
for poor higher education adjustment

The present study is unique in that NT and neurodivergent
students were matched on levels of depression. Previous
studies using unmatched groups have found differences fa-
voring nonautistic students in GPA, sense of belonging,
personal/emotional adjustment, and institutional attach-
ment.13,29 In controlling for depression, our results suggest
that neurodivergent and NT students do not significantly
differ on many adjustment outcomes.

The incidence of depression is higher among autistic stu-
dents versus nonautistic peers.9,30 While 9.5% of students
overall indicate feeling frequently depressed, autistic stu-
dents note feeling frequently depressed at over twice that rate
(22.4%).31 Mental health, previously noted as a mediator of
social, academic, and personal challenges among autistic
students,32 is likely a driving contributor to difficulties that
autistic students face in first-year adjustment and warrants
further investigation.

Limitations

Given that there are very few studies that report on lon-
gitudinal survey data from self-identified college students,
these results provide us with a meaningful foundation for
future work, although conclusions must be drawn with cau-
tion for several reasons. The surveys, TFS and YFCY, were not
specifically developed for use with autistic or neurodivergent
populations. In addition, reliability of several constructs fell
marginally below generally accepted standards (a = 0.7),
likely due to the small number of items in several of the
scales,33 and some of the survey data were collected several
years ago (2012). The surveys were linked to student iden-
tification number, which may have resulted in some respon-
dent bias. In addition to limitations with the data collection
instruments, the lack of significant differences between the
autism, ADHD, and NT groups on adjustment outcomes may
have been affected by statistical power. Importantly, only
students with survey data at the start and end of freshman year
were included in this study, and thus, these findings are not
representative of students who dropped out during the year.
We did not exclude students enrolled in 2-year colleges from
the present study, but these students were not represented in
the final matched sample. Given that many autistic students
attend community college programs, future studies should
investigate the adjustment experiences of these students in
particular. Finally, generalization of these findings should be
considered in the context of the sample included in this study,
which is not representative of the racial/ethnic and gender
diversity in the autistic community across the United States.
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As a result of these limitations, these findings should be
considered preliminary and explored further using other
methods and designs, as detailed in the section that follows.

Future directions

Overall, this study presents the findings of a targeted sec-
ondary data analysis of existing data, and thus, there are many
ways that future work can increase our depth of under-
standing of the adjustment experiences of first-year neuro-
divergent students. First, these findings should be replicated
in samples that are more effectively powered to detect clin-
ically meaningful differences between the autism, ADHD,
and NT groups. In addition, qualitative and mixed-methods
studies in this area will supplement our findings with im-
portant context that may elucidate other factors that are
predictive of first-year outcomes. Community-based partici-
patory designs are a particularly appropriate next step for this
work, as the inclusion of autistic voices is essential to char-
acterizing the first-year college experience and factors that
impact success and well-being. Future work should examine
the experiences of students who drop out during the first year
and should also consider including more long-term follow-
ups to look at adjustment across all 4+ years of college. To
continue to elucidate the impact of mental health on the ex-
periences of autistic college students, future studies should
consider matching participants on depression in addition to
other mental health characteristics, such as frequency of
anxiety.

Implications for supportive programming

Results from the present study indicate the importance of
support services targeting areas of need that predict first-year
outcomes for autistic students, rather than more generalized
approaches (e.g., social skills interventions). Many self-
advocates report that general social skills programs do not
consider or support autistic ways of learning or engaging
socially.34 Thus, instead of these approaches, postsecondary
institutions could provide more ecologically meaningful
support options, such as disability support groups, peer
mentoring programs, self-advocacy training, and leadership
development.35 Socially supportive programming that is
developed in partnership with autistic students can provide a
model for future work in this area.36 In addition to support
around social self-confidence, our results suggest that mental
health status at the start of college may drive differences in
adjustment and success outcomes for autistic students. Thus,
future work should explore the mental health programming
preferences of autistic students, and how to deliver these
supports early on in college.
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