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Autism in Higher Education: dissonance between educators’
perceived knowledge and reported teaching behaviour
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ABSTRACT
This study explores the autism knowledge and awareness of
educators in Higher Education (HE) as well as their attitudes
towards accommodating autistic students within their teaching.
Semi-structured interviews were used to allow for in-depth
investigation of this topic. Thematic analysis uncovered a striking
dissonance between educators’ positive attitudes towards
accommodating autistic students and their actions in the
classroom. A range of additional themes and subthemes
interacted with the concept of dissonance. Even though
participants self-described as having expert knowledge of autism,
an attitude-behaviour gap was evident. Impact on inclusivity for
autistic students is discussed, alongside recommended directions
for future study and practice.
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Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder, as described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, is a neurodevelopmental diagnosis characterised by social com-
munication deficits, sensory sensitivities, as well as restricted, repetitive or stereo-
typed patterns of activities and interests (American Psychiatric Association 2013).
Autism prevalence varies from 1% to 2.6% of the general population, (Elsabbagh
et al. 2012; Randall et al. 2016; Sun et al. 2019), with the latest NHS survey
stating that approximately 1–2% of the UK’s population have an autism diagnosis
(Brugha et al. 2014; NHS Digital 2020). However, due to significant NHS waiting
times large numbers of adults and families seeking diagnosis privately so these
rates may still be an underestimate. When speaking or writing about autistic indi-
viduals it is important to utilise the language preferred within the autism commu-
nity. Throughout this research article the term ‘autistic student’ will be adopted
to reflect autistic self-advocates’ and the neurodiversity movement’s preference for
identity first language (Kapp et al. 2013; Kenny et al. 2016). Autism Spectrum Con-
dition (ASC) will be used as the neurodiversity movement, as well as some

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Chiara Horlin chiara.horlin@glasgow.ac.uk @aussieweegie

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2021.1988159

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13603116.2021.1988159&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-10-19
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5446-0908
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4233-2030
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:chiara.horlin@glasgow.ac.uk
http://twitter.com/share?text=@aussieweegie&url=https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2021.1988159
http://www.tandfonline.com


researchers, reject language that suggests deficit, impairment, or disorder (Baron-
Cohen 2000; Rosqvist, Stenning, and Chown 2020). Non-autistic students will be
referred to as ‘neurotypical students’ (Harris 2017), although it is acknowledged
that students may be neurodivergent without being autistic.

Autism in Higher Education (HE)

While current research has not precisely identified the rates of autism within Higher
Education (HE), there has been a sharp increase in the prevalence of neurodivergent
conditions in UK schools between 2010 and 2019 (McConkey 2020), and thus an
increasing number of neurodivergent students are progressing to HE (Pino and
Mortari 2014). A 2021 Parliamentary report states that 14.3% of full-time HE home stu-
dents and 19% of part-time students declared at least one disability in the 2019/2020
academic year in England (Office for Students 2021) providing an overall estimate of
17.3%. In Scotland the estimates are only based on data from first degree entrants,
however these estimates are similar to England at around 13% (HESA 2019). It is
important to note however, that these percentages are likely a lower bound estimate
given that, for a variety of reasons many students choose not to share their diagnosis
with their University (Getzel 2008). In Scotland statistics related to autism diagnosis
in HE students specifically is typically clustered with mental health diagnoses.
However, due to the trebling in reporting of this specific diagnosis, further exploration
has identified that 3% of first-degree entrants disclose an autism diagnosis (Commis-
sioner for Fair Access 2019). In England, reporting rates are similar at around 4%
(Hubble and Bolton 2021). Again, these rates are likely to be an under-estimation of
the true numbers of autistic students.

Considering that about 46% of the autistic population shows average to above average
intellectual abilities (CDC 2014), this suggests a significant proportion of people enrol-
ling at university are likely to be autistic (Pugliese and White 2014). Autistic people
may have skills particularly suited to HE, such as proficient memory skills, a focus on
detail, and creative thoughts, as well as passionate interests. and a strong desire to
acquire accurate knowledge (Drake 2014; Gobbo and Shmulsky 2014; Van Hees,
Moyson, and Roeyers 2015). Because autism presents heterogeneously there are also
vast differences in coping mechanisms and skills in autistic students (Gobbo and
Shmulsky 2014).

However, even when exhibiting some of these skills, autistic students have been
reported to have a heightened risk for academic and personal challenges, and thus
might not reach their full potential at university (Pinder-Amaker 2014; VanBergeijk,
Klin, and Volkmar 2008). Research suggests that autistic students are likely to be disad-
vantaged at university, with only 27% reporting that their social needs were met and 40%
reporting that their academic needs were met (Cai and Richdale 2016). More than 50% of
autistic students considered themselves to not be academically successful, and were
unhappy with their workload (Jackson et al. 2018). Autistic students were found to
have only a 40% likelihood of successfully completing their studies, about 12% less
likely than the general student population (Newman et al. 2011). The reasons for these
poorer outcomes, and the barriers and challenges that might cause them, are manifold,
complex and often intersecting.
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Staff-centred challenges
Often, the first hurdle for autistic students in receiving support within universities
involves informing the university of their condition. Autistic people often experience sig-
nificant barriers to formal diagnosis in childhood, adolescence, or young adulthood, par-
ticularly for girls and women (Bargiela, Steward, andMandy 2016; Rutherford et al. 2016)
or those without additional intellectual impairments (Mayes et al. 2014). Indeed, due to
misdiagnosis, co-occurrent diagnoses, and stereotyped perception of autism there is
increasing recognition of a ‘lost generation’ (Lai and Baron-Cohen 2015; Stagg and
Belcher 2019) of undiagnosed adults with autism that may represent up to 50–60% of
the true autistic population (Baron-Cohen et al. 2009). Some of these people may
never receive a diagnosis, or only receive it as adults. Even for those able to receive a diag-
nosis before arriving at university, many students are hesitant to share their autism diag-
nosis to the relevant service, fearing discrimination, bullying, stigmatisation, and a lack of
understanding (Cai and Richdale 2016; Cox et al. 2017; Sarrett 2018; Vincent et al. 2017).

If a diagnosis is shared Disability Services within a HE institution can work with stu-
dents to agree accommodations (adjustments to teaching methods or assessments aimed
at supporting autistic students in HE). However, accommodations are often denied, and
even when granted they can be overly generic and fail to address sensory, social, aca-
demic, or psychiatric needs (Jansen et al. 2018; Kuder and Accardo 2018; Sarrett
2018). In addition, many students experience lecturers refusing to implement granted
accommodations, despite their legal responsibility to comply (Sarrett 2018) under the
UK’s Equality Act (2010). In this way, university staff have a huge amount of power to
impact the experience of autistic students.

For lecturers, this power goes beyond the granting and implementation of accommo-
dations, and into the way learning and teaching activities are designed, developed, and
facilitated. This necessitates moving away from a medical model of disability, where
impairment is thought to lie within the individual, to a social model, where impairment
is conceptualised as often caused by unsuitable environments. Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) is an approach that advocates for proactively making learning and teach-
ing more inclusive for all students rather than only making allowances for students who
have managed to obtain sufficient accommodations (Burgstahler 2010). This is particu-
larly important for ‘invisible’ conditions, like autism, where they might not be apparent
to an observer (Zeedyk, Bolourian, and Blacher 2019).

Focus groups have highlighted that autistic students often feel that peers or lecturers
do not accept them or have insight into the difficulties they might face (Jansen et al.
2018). Similarly, Moriña Díez, López, and Molina (2015) found that disabled students
perceived lecturing staff as creating ‘more barriers than bridges’ (155) in relation to inclu-
sivity. A lack of training for these staff was identified as a persistent issue. Autism aware-
ness and knowledge within HE teachers is essential for providing students with an autism
friendly university environment, where they can use their strengths to thrive.

Complicating the issue further is the possibility that those with little knowledge about
autism may be unaware of their own deficit in this area. McMahon, Stoll, and Linthicum
(2020) showed that within the general population there was no relationship between
scores on perceived autism knowledge and those on actual autism knowledge, and that
those who were less knowledgeable overestimated their knowledge significantly. This
misjudgement could lead to teachers making assumptions about autism without
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consulting further information, resulting in lack of implementation of inclusive teaching
practices.

There is a need for research exploring how teachers in HE perceive autistic students
and accommodate them into their curriculum. The aim of this study is to qualitatively
investigate what attitudes teachers have towards autistic students, their opinions about
students sharing their diagnosis, and their willingness to accommodate by conducting
in-depth semi-structured interviews.

Materials and methods

Ethics

This study gained ethical approval from the College of Science and Engineering ethical
review committee at the University of Glasgow. Written and informed consent was
obtained from all participants, who received no compensation for participation.

Participants

Participants (N = 5) were recruited from a pool who had registered interest. Four out of
five participants were female, and all taught in different colleges within the university,
with an average teaching experience of 9.2 years. All considered themselves somewhat
experts on autism, either due to a close family member receiving a diagnosis or a voca-
tional focus on autism.

Procedure

Participants were interviewed individually for 30–45 minutes. The interview protocol
included three main areas, which together address all aims of the research project. The
first area probed for general knowledge and experience with autism, the second
focused on personal experience with autism in HE, and the third included questions
about the curriculum, such as delivery of course content, accommodations, assessment
and students informing about their diagnosis.

Analysis

Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were analysed based
on the six phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). Thematic analysis was
chosen for its inductive analytical approach which does not rely on any rigid theoretical
framework, allowing the researcher to incorporate alternative perspectives. The primary
rater first analysed the transcripts to identify shared perspectives, repeated patterns of
meaning, and areas of disagreement. Subsequently, these statements and discussions
were given preliminary codes to summarise their meaning. These codes were
grouped into themes and re-analysed and refined. These themes were then compared
to the outcome of the second-rater analysis and re-analysed until consensus was
reached.
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Results

The overarching theme that emerged was ‘dissonance’, describing the cognitive disso-
nance that participants seemed to be experiencing between their knowledge of autism
and their application of this knowledge within their learning and teaching practice. Six
themes and 11 subthemes were found to interact with the concept of dissonance,
grouped under three important factors connected to the dissonance, detailed in Figure
1. The first factor, Facets of Autism Awareness, comprises three subthemes describing
different aspects of autism that teachers are aware of in HE. Secondly, Factors Contribut-
ing to the Dissonance, encompasses factors that increase dissonance, on both a structural
and personal level. The third cluster,Ways to Reduce the Dissonance, revolves around the
educators’ actions, ideas and hopes on how to improve their teaching.

Dissonance

The interviews brought to light that while all participants considered themselves to have
high or at least adequate knowledge of autism within HE this did not necessarily translate
into their own behaviour as educators. This was expressed in a dissonance between their
knowledge and their ability to apply this knowledge to their own interactions with autis-
tic adults. Furthermore, they were unaware of this dissonance and its potential impact on
the inclusivity of their practice.

Figure 1. Thematic map of themes and subthemes. The supraordinate theme dissonance illustrates
the interaction of the different themes under the three aspects of autism in HE. Themes are rep-
resented by circles, subthemes by squares/rectangles.
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Because we are all therapists, we consider inclusive communication and inclusive teaching
to be good practice for absolutely everybody anyway, so it’s never a challenge for us. (Karen,
187–189)

Even though Karen reflects on inclusivity as being so ingrained in her teaching that
she does not struggle with it, she later reveals that she does experience these struggles.
This does not happen consciously, and she is not able to recognise the dissonance
within her statements.

You know it really is going over and above. And we do it, but it is really challenging trying to
do that kind of teaching. (Karen, 231–232)

Their [autistic students’] contributions are welcome, but they do present a challenge for
teaching in managing to keep to topic. (Karen, 131–133)

Most teachers were aware that they will have taught autistic students without knowing
so, especially those that teach large classes. However, the dissonance between this knowl-
edge and their teaching practices is stark. Elsbeth clearly states that she knows she will
most likely have autistic students in her classroom without being aware of it, but later
suggests she would adapt her teaching to make it more inclusive only once she knows
she is teaching an autistic student.

I will be teaching students that I either don’t know have autism, or have not disclosed.
(Elsbeth, 62–63)

I think probably I have like a generic student in mind [when designing assessments].
(Elsbeth, 249–250)

I’m trying to think of other things that I take into account when I’m teaching. That might
vary if I knew that I had an autistic adult in my classroom. (Elsbeth, 71–72)

Facets of autism awareness

Awareness of autistic traits in students
Being autistic in HE was linked with both opportunities and challenges. The teachers
reported that the way that autistic students saw and processed the material in their
courses sometimes led to an advantage over their peers, especially when it concerned
structurally difficult topics or required attention to detail, providing opportunities for
the students. However, some also presented outdated notions about autism, such as
the belief about strong systematising abilities in all autistic individuals, which adds to
the overarching theme of dissonance.

I suppose it would just be (…) that kind of systematising ability, being able to bring an
additional perspective to a situation. (Karen, 125–127)

The teachers also experienced that autistic traits could lead to challenges for the students.
They found that students struggled with communication within class, both in tasks such as
group work, as well as in academic writing. Educators highlighted that specifically tasks and
assessment that involved social interactions could present challenges.

Presentations, I’d say that’s the one that comes up most often, that people just don’t feel
comfortable presenting and answering questions from their peers. (Elsbeth, 209–210)
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Sharing diagnoses from a teacher’s point of view
Students sharing their diagnosis was recognised as the most important step towards
receiving accommodations, but there were different elements of it that the educators
recognised. It was emphasised that the right environment needed to be established for stu-
dents to feel confident enough to share. Furthermore, the educators strongly believed in
the individual person’s right to choose the appropriate moment when to inform, but also
emphasised that universities need to improve in providing environments that allow stu-
dents to feel comfortable sharing this information.

I just actually feel, it’s a great shame if they feel they can’t disclose. And in an ideal world,
they wouldn’t need to. But we are not there yet, so it really does help if they do. (Karen,
350–352)

The opportunities to share diagnosis were emphasised by all educators, who believed
that by sharing their diagnosis students were supported in a way that made them
better and happier students, and also supported them as teachers in knowing how to
best provide that support and ultimately achieve a nurturing environment.

I could see such a big difference in the way I was interacting with that person and how he
was behaving and how he was learning that it made me realise that it is much easier as a
teacher if you know what is going on (…). So, I will encourage them to disclose it,
because then you can adapt things. (Mark, 271–276)

While all respondents expressed support for the informing of an autism diagnosis,
they also expressed worries about the potential consequences of informing. While they
viewed themselves as aware and open, they were wary that some of their colleagues
might not be informed enough to handle the experience appropriately. Educators
could understand how negative attitudes towards autism could prevent students from
wanting to inform teachers of their diagnosis.

Quite often people have a kind of unconscious stereotype of autism and that being a very
specific type of interest, and a young male white person, so if you don’t know that actually
you can be a fifty year old female (…), you might get some lecturers who’ll go, we’ll they are
not autistic, that’s rubbish. Because they don’t necessarily understand the differences there.
(Elsbeth, 327–332)

Providing accommodations to students
Accommodations were seen as a levelling platform for autistic students and as great
opportunities to support the students in the way they needed it, evidenced the educators’
willingness to accommodate.

For me it would be fair to change the way of assessing. Because I think, at the end of the day,
what you want to assess is that the knowledge is there, and it doesn’t matter. It is just a
shame that you do it in a way that the person can’t show it. (Mark, 246–249)

Perceived benefits of accommodationwere mentioned by all the educators, who felt that
making changes to support their autistic students could make the learning environment
better for all students.

I tend to feel that accommodations tend to (…) improve teaching for everyone. (Jennifer,
296–297)
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Educators were also aware of the perceived barriers to accommodation, based on
restrictions through course requirements, as well as structural problems through the uni-
versity, but also the nature of the course that the students enrolled in.

We mostly try to come up with an alternative um. But there are restrictions to that in terms
of course credit, so for instance, all students have to sit the exam. (Elsbeth, 115–117)

Factors contributing to the dissonance

Lack of information and training
The provision of information and training depended strongly on the institution itself,
but the majority of participants indicated the wish for more support in educating
themselves through training and seminars and the availability of information both
from the university and the disability services. Teachers expressed surprise and
disdain at finding out that the training they receive does not cover autism in more
depth.

I realised there is a lot of autism in higher education um but, that this had never been
addressed explicitly in any of my pedagogical training, it had never been talked about any-
where that I had been aware off. (Jennifer, 43–46)

Participants found it was not an easy task to find the information provided by their
university. They noted that if this was difficult for those actively seeking this information,
then it would be highly unlikely that anyone would come across it by chance.

Because if there is like one day a year and you can’t make it (…) then you’ve missed your
turn. (…) I’ve tried extremely hard to inform myself and I’ve not been able to, despite really
looking and so if you’re not really looking then you, yea. (Hannah, 219–223)

Resistance. While the teachers that were interviewed were open to inclusive teaching,
all were able to present other views in academia. Some spoke about colleagues who did
not change their teaching in ways that would support students rather than hinder them,
while others commented on how academia can be ableist in its entirety. Overall, they
showed disdain for those who openly resisted inclusive teaching or educating themselves
on how to make their teaching more autism friendly.

I’ve had situations in the past where students have come to me and said I just don’t feel com-
fortable speaking in front of other students, and the traditional approach to that and so
many of my colleagues do it (…), will go ‘Well you have to do it, you signed up for a
language course, what do you think was going to happen?’ (…) that doesn’t make any
sense to me, if I got a student I know is very capable and having that exam format is
going to be detrimental to their performance, I just think what a terrible thing to do as
an educator. (Hannah, 241–248)

Ways to reduce the dissonance

Becoming a more inclusive teacher
The teachers emphasised different methods they use to make their teaching more inclus-
ive, especially changing your teaching to include everyone. This can include big changes
such as rewriting lectures and changing assessments to implementing small changes like
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creating a welcoming environment through openly introducing the classroom as a space
where differences are welcome and encouraged.

So there are ways in which you can, without accommodating, you could kind of say this is all
normal and expected and you might do this and that’s ok, in the same way I have started
giving my pronouns when introducing myself, it’s just a way of saying this is in the
realm of the normal and expected. (Jennifer, 233–239)

In order to design teaching for a neurodiverse audience, teachers focused on incorpor-
ating a variety of teaching methods to ensure no one’s academic strength is overlooked
due to methods that do not foster said talent.

But I’m hoping by having variety and giving people kind of control over what they do might
reduce stress. I don’t know, but at least it will get, people will be able to showcase different
kinds of talents and skillsets. (Jennifer, 404–405)

Emphasised by all educators was the need for providing framework and structure in
their courses to enable students to follow the course however suits them best. Many of
the teachers spoke about providing the space for students to prepare for lectures and
seminars in order to be able to get the most out of them.

I’ve come to realise, it’s a lot about passing on those frameworks I have in my head to help
people make sense of a lot of information rather than teaching them information. (Jennifer,
164–166)

Taken together, the themes and subthemes draw a picture of relatively high autism
awareness and knowledge. This, however, also plays into the overarching theme of dis-
sonance between these high levels of knowledge and positive attitudes, and their teaching
behaviour.

Discussion

As Pellicano, Dinsmore, and Charman (2014) emphasised, it is crucial to involve
and consider perspectives from within the autism community in autism research.
The first rater identifies as a typically developing student under the age of 25,
and therefore takes an outsider position in the analysis process. The second rater
is an expert in the research area of both autism and education, as well as being
a member of the autism community as a parent, therefore providing a different pos-
ition and view to the first rater. Other authors of the paper are members of the
autistic and wider neurodivergent community, leading to a well-balanced analysis
and interpretation.

This study investigated autism awareness and knowledge of HE teachers within the
UK, as well as their attitudes towards, and willingness to accommodate, autistic students.
Participants deemed themselves to be knowledgeable and inclusive in their teaching.
They talked about ways to make their teaching inclusive and how sharing their diagnosis
and accommodations can help both the students and them as a teacher, as well as discuss-
ing potential downsides. However, it does not necessarily follow that these teachers, in
practice, promote an inclusive atmosphere which makes autistic students feel accepted.
The current study showed even though knowledge and awareness levels in teachers
seemed to be high, a dissonance existed between the teacher’s positive attitudes when
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it came to inclusive teaching and accommodating autistic students, and their actual
teaching behaviour.

The attitude-behaviour gap

In environmental studies a widely used concept is the attitude-behaviour gap, which
describes how people’s attitudes are often only loosely translated into actions and
behaviours (Farjam, Nikolaychuk, and Bravo 2019; Vigors 2018; Higham, Reis, and
Cohen 2015). The concept of an attitude-behaviour gap can be readily applied to
autism knowledge and awareness of HE teachers in the UK. While the teachers
demonstrated mostly positive attitudes towards autistic students, accommodations,
and inclusive teaching, a gap between their attitudes and their actual behaviour was
found. The potential reasons behind this gap are manifold. Griffioen, Doppenberg,
and Oostdam (2018) found that departmental attitude influenced how lecturers
implemented change. While some departments changing and updating lectures was
the norm, in others traditional teaching approaches were more valued, as new devel-
opments were thought to lower the standard of teaching. As such, lecturers who are
knowledgeable about and have positive attitudes towards autism could struggle to
adapt their teaching because of departmental culture and values. Cost is another
factor, with Farjam, Nikolaychuk, and Bravo (2019) finding that behaviours are
more likely to be implemented when connected with low costs. Within academia,
where lecturers have to balance teaching, research and administrational tasks (Hay
2017) time is a scarce resource, and one which is key to restructuring one’s teaching
to be more inclusive.

The implied student

Another factor contributing towards the attitude-behaviour gap is the concept of the
‘implied student’, as coined by Ulriksen (2009), which refers to lecturers basing their
teaching methods and programme structure on the student they expect to meet. Due
to the marginalised status of neurodiversity, the ‘implied student’ is often assumed to
be neurotypical, meaning that learning and teaching experiences may not be inclusive
towards neurodivergent students. Starr-Glass (2020) further investigated the construct
of the implied student, describing it as a convenient and compliant representation that
allows lecturers to prepare their course. They argued that the distinction between the
implied student and the real student needs to be recognised in order to make teaching
fully inclusive and suggested practical steps to reconcile both. First, teachers must recog-
nise the power and prevalence of the implied student, which informs thinking and
decision making, but does not represent all students. Implied students tend to be rep-
resentations of teacher’s expectations, aspirations and values, summarising what they
expect and to some extent prefer. Teachers should engage with real students to challenge
the current implied student they are working with. Hearing stories or meeting autistic
students could help lecturers to adjust their implied student. One participant in the
current study emphasised that hearing personalised information and relating that to
the students they are teaching made them realise how important it was for them to be
inclusive. This supports Starr-Glass (2020)’s theory and emphasises the importance of
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making teachers aware of the challenges that autistic and otherwise neurodivergent stu-
dents can face in their lectures.

Implementing inclusive teaching

Considering the findings from the current study in relation to literature on the attitude-
behaviour gap and the implied student allows us to identify potential changes to practice
to create a more inclusive environment for autistic (and otherwise neurodivergent) stu-
dents. Supporting teachers in HE to close the gap between attitude and behaviour is of
paramount importance. Some perpetuating factors of this gap, such as departmental
culture and lack of time, are systemic, and therefore harder to resolve. Thus, this
section will focus on issues that can be addressed by working directly with teaching staff.

Increasing awareness and knowledge about autism is an important first step. Although
participants in this study demonstrated knowledge about autism, this is often not the case
for teachers in HE. Participants in this study may have had higher existing levels of
autism knowledge and openness to inclusive teaching than the general population
because they came from a pool who had already registered interest in this topic.

Autism awareness training targets those who do not have enough knowledge of autism
yet, or who need a refresher, and can result in increased knowledge about autism (Gian-
nopoulou et al. 2019) and decreased stigma (Gillespie-Lynch et al. 2015). Crucially,
McMahon, Stoll, and Linthicum (2020) found that those with little knowledge overesti-
mated their awareness of autism, which is most problematic in people with key support
or teaching roles. This was reflected in the current study in that those that had been
teaching about autism did not attend inclusive teaching and autism classes, claiming
that they didn’t need to, but still displayed non-inclusive teaching practices. Therefore,
it might be necessary to make autism awareness training mandatory, which is often
not the case (Chown et al. 2018; Silva-Fletcher and May 2018). Additionally, Chown
and Beavan (2012) highlight the important of autistic students being directly involved
in any awareness training for HE staff to ensure their grounded knowledge of autism
in HE students is directly informed by the personal accounts and thus the individualised
person-centred approach recommended by Breakey (2006).

Although participants in this study demonstrated both knowledge about and positive
attitudes towards autism, these are not always linked. White et al. (2019) found no con-
nection between college students’ autism knowledge and attitudes towards autistic chil-
dren. In their study, ‘knowledge’ involved being able to identify characteristics of autism
spectrum conditions, and ‘attitude’ related to the participants’ assumptions about the
autistic child. As such, it is important that any autism training focuses not only on knowl-
edge of components of autism but also on debunking stereotypes that are built on a
deficit approach to autism, and an introduction to the social model of disability.

Critical examination of the concept of the ‘implied student’ is a useful method for
reconceptualising students who may differ from lecturers’ existing expectations. Inter-
preting learning through a lens of an implied student, and with a fixed idea of how learn-
ing can be demonstrated, can lead to students who differ being viewed as deficient or
unable to engage. It is important for teachers to realise they have an ‘implied student’
and the consequences this can have, as well as personal contact to students in order to
change this (Starr-Glass 2020). Development opportunities relating to the implied
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student could be co-facilitated with one or more students, to emphasise the impact of the
implied student on actual students. Just as there is increasing recognition of participatory
research and the necessity for the autistic community to be centred within the process of
knowledge production (Milton 2014; Milton and Moon 2012), so too should autistic
expertise be centred within the production of awareness training and inclusive curricu-
lums. The recent suggestion by Shmulsky, Gobbo, and Vitt (2021) of extending the cul-
turally relevant pedagogy (CRP) approach that incorporates co-collaboration with
students of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds to students from the neurodivergent
community may be a unique and productive possibility.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a useful approach for designing learning
activities and environments in a way that moves beyond the implied student, and as
such should be a focus of relevant staff development initiatives. The three pillars of
UDL are multiple means of engagement, representation, and action and expression,
and a variety of practical strategies to implement these pillars are recommended by
the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST 2020). Burgstahler and Russo-Glei-
cher (2015) outlined a range of actions in line with UDL that could make post-second-
ary education more inclusive for autistic students, including: Proactively
communicating how students can discuss learning concerns, and being approachable;
outlining expectations regularly and clearly, including the importance of treating
other learners with respect and how to engage in learning activities; assigning roles
for each student within a group and scaffolding group work activity; allowing alterna-
tive means of participation, e.g. using post-it notes rather than speaking; recording lec-
tures or otherwise making them available outside of live sessions; giving regular breaks;
and dividing large tasks into smaller chunks. Other recent studies and systematic
reviews have highlighted the success of responsive, individualised teaching for autistic
students (Austin and Peña 2017) and the effectiveness of UDL for students with
additional support needs across a number of different outcomes (AlRawi and AlKahtani
2021; James et al. 2021). Ultimately, it is vital to help staff understand that there are
many ways for students to develop and demonstrate learning outcomes, and that
doing so in an unexpected way does not mean a reduction in the quality of student
learning.

It is important to also acknowledge the inherent complexity in balancing universality
and diversity, and the possibility that an inclusive and flexible approach to learning and
curriculum design may create new and different challenges for both learners and educa-
tors if too expansive in its scope. Despite codes and conventions like the Equality Act
(2010) and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007), and their
requirements for reasonable adjustments, support and accessibility, it is safe to say we
are yet to reach that point of tension and unfortunately lean far more towards ‘not
enough’ than ‘too much’. Nor should the burden of this universally inclusive teaching
landscape fall simply on the educator (as is the focus of this study) but on all layers of
the government systems and institutions involved. Although there is great potential
for governmental support initiatives like DSA-funded user-informed peer-mentoring
for autistic HE students (Sims et al. 2016), we are far from these services being sufficiently
available or effectively integrated (Adams 2020) and particularly for those students
unable to receive formal diagnosis (upon which access to this support is contingent).
Additionally, with the increasing commercialisation of higher education and expanding
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cohort sizes in many institutions, there may be only further institutional barriers to inte-
grating the tailored person-centred approach that more effectively supports diverse needs
(Breakey 2006; Madriaga and Goodley 2010; Waisman and Simmons 2018; Lee and Kim
2021) and known cognitive heterogeneity within the neurodivergent community
(Márquez-Caraveo et al. 2021). While these systemic and institutional challenges
remain, it is clearly vital that educators, as the ‘frontline’ of inclusive teaching are
sufficiently aware and empowered enough that the attitude-behaviour gap as described
in this study is no longer evident.

A meta-analytical integration of over 40 years of research on diversity training con-
cluded that there are three key factors for successful diversity and inclusion trainings
(Bezrukova et al. 2016). Firstly, it is important that the training is integrated into
wider efforts of inclusion and diversity within the institution. Secondly, the length of
the training was a significant factor, with trainings that are split over longer periods of
time showing higher effectiveness. Lastly, when providing both the tools to practice
inclusivity and the theory behind it, participants showed a better learning curve
overall. Therefore, in higher education, these seminars need to teach lecturers the
theory behind the implied student and the attitude-behaviour gap, as well as practical
tools to improve their teaching.

It is crucial to understand that fundamentally integrating inclusive teaching is not
something that can be achieved through one seminar. Lecturers need to be constantly
aware of how they can adapt their teaching, and personal interactions and the implied
student that they are utilising. This can be compared to a muscle that needs to be reg-
ularly exercised. Reflective cycles (Harvey 2019) or implemented check boxes could
support this process, as well as regular training and an array of further professional
development options. Crow and Smith (2005) found that co-teaching and the follow-
ing reflective conversations are powerful mechanisms to reflect on one’s own practices.
Therefore, co-teaching following a diversity training session might support self-reflec-
tion and encourage teachers to start routinely implementing inclusive teaching
practices.

Conclusion

The current study explored the awareness and knowledge of autism in HE teachers in the
UK, as well as their attitudes towards accommodating autistic students in their class-
room. Even with a modest sample size and the necessarily self-selective nature of partici-
pant recruitment, semi-structured interviews showed a dissonance between HE teachers’
awareness, knowledge and attitude, and their actual behaviour as teacher. This was con-
ceptualised as an attitude-behaviour gap, which can lead to teachers not implementing
the knowledge about autism and diversity into their teaching. The results of the study
suggest that more autism awareness training should be implemented so that all teachers
increase autism knowledge. Furthermore, the ‘implied student’ that teachers work with
needs to be changed to one representing a more diverse range of students. This could
potentially be achieved through practical diversity seminars addressing biases. Overall,
the study showed that even those teachers that deem themselves highly knowledgeable
show evidence of an attitude-behaviour gap, indicating that practices need to be
changed on a university-wide level.
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