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Disability & society

‘Pioneers of professional frontiers’: the experiences 
of autistic students and professional work based 
learning

Jo Sullivan

lecturer in adult Nursing, school of Health and society, University of salford, salford, Great 
Manchester, UK

ABSTRACT
Universities have embraced a culture of inclusivity and diver-
sity when recruiting students for professional degrees 
(degree study that is likely to result in accreditation to a 
profession-specific body). Gender, ethnicity, background and 
disability should no longer be considered a barrier to the 
offer to undertake study within a HE institution. Students 
identified as autistic are part of this group; however, anec-
dotally, when undertaking work-based learning (WBL), attri-
tion rates are high. This phenomenological study examined 
the WBL experiences of undergraduate students identified 
as autistic who have chosen professional degree study. 
Despite the demonstration of immense personal attributes 
that any profession would value, this group faces discrimi-
nation and stereotyping of their persona. Research was 
conducted with participants all identified as autistic; drawn 
from a range of undergraduate professional degrees: polic-
ing, teaching, journalism, social work and psychology. A 
number of themes emerged that offer insight into the bar-
riers for success for these individuals, and the personal cost 
of being autistic in organisations heavily influenced by a 
deficit model of disability.

Points of interest

• This work examines the experiences of autistic university students 
on work-based learning placements as part of a professional degree.

• This research includes only the voices of autistic individuals, describ-
ing their experiences and the challenges they faced, rather than the 
thoughts and opinions of those who support students.

• This work offers insight into the prejudice faced by autistic individuals 
wanting to enter a graduate profession, the challenges they face, the 
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2 J. SULLIVAN

efforts they make to appear ‘normal’ and the constant need to explain 
themselves in order to ‘fit in’.

• This research suggests that students with autism can be of great 
benefit to their chosen profession.

• Autistic individuals display a strong work ethic, pushing against bound-
aries and displaying the courage to stand up and make a professional 
difference to other people’s lives,

Introduction 

Nationally, university attendance has increased (UCAS 2018a). This change 
has been created from a neo-liberalist political agenda of equity (Davies and 
Bansel 2007); individuals from any part of society should be able to access 
the transformational power of education, increasing social mobility and 
economic status (Dearing 1997). A newly emerging group influencing this 
diversity are individuals with a disability. Recent estimates suggest that within 
student populations the number of individuals with a disability is approxi-
mately 30,000 each year (UCAS 2018b). As part of this group, autistic indi-
viduals are the fastest growing section; there has been a 200% increase from 
2008 to 2015 (Chown et  al. 2018). Although eminently capable with many 
highly employable attributes, autistic individuals struggle to gain employ-
ment. A university degree statistically will increase employment opportunities 
(Ohl et  al. 2017) and therefore position individuals more favourably for 
meaningful career choices. Although a degree may be of benefit, employ-
ment outcomes for autistic graduates are significantly worse than for 
non-autistic graduates (Vincent 2020)

What is apparent is that students who are identified as autistic, struggle 
to succeed in placement and have large attrition rates (Douglas et  al. 2015). 
Much research exists regarding wider reasons for student attrition 
(Cherastidtham, Norton, and Mackey 2018; Dupéré et  al. 2019; Aina et  al. 
2018) and how HE institutions can provide successful learning environments 
for students from diverse backgrounds (Stone 2017; Thomas 2016; Crosling 
2017); however, little information is available which specifically examines the 
journey of an autistic student through the challenging landscape of a pro-
fessional degree.

This study examines how autistic students experience a diverse range 
of work-based placements, which are part of the undergraduate study they 
have chosen at university. Work-based learning (WBL) is an established 
element to professional degrees and offers students ‘real-life’ experience in 
a workplace they hope to join on successful completion of their studies. 
For professional degrees, successful WBL outcomes may be a prerequisite 
for qualification. Frequently WBL will contain assessments that students 
will need to complete to progress with their studies. All the occupations 
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included in this study were professions that deal with members of the 
public who may be undergoing extreme human experiences: (bereavement, 
violence, abuse, psychological trauma); areas of work that are not tradi-
tionally considered most ‘suitable’ as an autistic career choice (Richards 
2012; Hurley-Hanson, Giannantonio, and Griffiths 2020). This research was 
positioned within an emancipatory approach; it was interested in scruti-
nising the participants’ ‘voice’ and lived experience of work-based learning 
(WBL). It did not ask a direct question but sought to form an understanding 
of the thoughts, feelings and opinions of individuals as they journeyed 
through a demanding professional course. The research was not, therefore, 
concerned with the thoughts and opinions of wider organisational 
stakeholders.

Little research exists that examines the work-based element to professional 
degrees, particularly in the context of autism. Existing research also rarely 
represents the direct voice of an autistic individual (Chown et  al. 2017). This 
work examined organisational responses to their differences, and whether 
students found these environments either enabling or disabling (Pfeiffer 
et  al. 2017) and what they felt were the main barriers to their success. This 
study aimed to include students undertaking any professional degree, e.g. 
teachers, police officers, etc. as well as any other student who spent time 
in professional work-based settings.

Students may need to undertake formal assessments to successfully com-
plete work-based competencies, many of which are based around professional 
conduct and displaying professional values. Anecdotally, this element to 
assessment appears the most troublesome, with deeply held neurotypical 
interpretations of what professionalism means and how it presents in indi-
viduals (Hoeve, Jansen, and Roodbol 2014).

This was a small-scale phenomenological study with two methods of data 
collection which participants chose between: a questionnaire or semi struc-
tured interviews. The latter included options such as face to face, email and 
Skype. This was to offer participants a choice as to how their views were 
collected. Some candidates may have felt they could speak less frankly if 
they engage in an interview, whereas others may have taken the opportunity 
to share their thoughts and opinions with the researcher. Narrative data was 
then collected by audio tape and fully transcribed. Following collection and 
scrutiny, an interpretative phenomenological analysis was undertaken (Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin 2009). Commonality was sought and three major themes 
emerged from the findings.

The author uses both identity first language (IFL) and person first language 
(PFL) throughout this article and full acknowledgement is given to autistic 
individuals for their preference of IFL. This terminology was chosen in an 
attempt to enhance the fluency of this paper, and not to cause offence to 
individuals.
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Research process

The research aimed to stay as closely as possible to the participants’ view 
of the situations they found themselves in (Creswell and Poth 2017). This 
interpretivist lens was aiming to be emancipatory (Chown et  al. 2017); little 
evidence exists around our understanding of Autism that is directly narrated 
by autistic individuals themselves. A social constructive framework offers the 
opportunity to acknowledge the social complexities of interactions and 
deductively navigate the dynamic responses individuals have to experience. 
Social meaning is constructed through interactions with others, cultural 
constructs and historical norms, this is not a passive experience but one 
which informs and changes us (Denzin and Lincoln 2011). If we are to truly 
design inclusive and meaningful HE courses then we must fully understand 
the perceptions of the students undertaking those courses.

Approach to the enquiry
A qualitative phenomenological approach was used to gain insight into the 
shared experiences of work-based learning. This approach was considered 
most suitable as phenomenological study offers the opportunity to collab-
oratively develop a shared ‘essence’ of a phenomenon; only individuals who 
have experienced phenomena can communicate and share them with others. 
This was chosen in an attempt to identify a common meaning of what it is 
like to undertake working experiences as an individual with autism and, by 
collating information, gain the essence of what this means for those indi-
viduals (Van Manen 2001).

By placing individual experiences at the core of the research the aim is 
to elevate the emancipatory intention of this work; it is not to re package 
experiences but to represent them collectively in a manner that adequately 
portrays the truth of the experience (Denscombe 2014). Autistic individuals 
interpret the world differently (Milton and Bracher 2013); if this is acknowl-
edged with integrity, then a phenomenological approach can be seen as 
ideal. Multiple versions of complex events and the challenge of competing 
realities can provide much greater insight into why things work the way 
they do; there is often not an easy solution to problems and challenges 
identified by the research.

Participant recruitment
Due to the chosen research approach a purposeful sampling strategy 
(Denscombe 2014) was used to recruit participants. Advertisements clearly 
stated that the research was looking to engage individuals formally identified 
as autistic or who self-identified as autistic; all participants had received a 
formal diagnosis and disclosed their status to their organisations prior to 
commencing study.
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Sample size also needs consideration; this was a small-scale study that 
was strictly time limited; restrictions were placed on where participants could 
be recruited from. Polkinghorne (1989) recommends a minimum of 5 par-
ticipants to be interviewed who have experienced a phenomenon; this, 
coupled with organisational restrictions and advertisement timelines, informed 
the final number of participants recruited; in total five individuals were 
interviewed.

All participants were anonymized, and pseudonyms assigned to them: 
‘Dom’ was undertaking a Policing Degree, ‘Jay’ a Teaching Degree, ‘Cal’ under-
took a Journalism Degree, ‘Dannii’ a Social Work Degree and ‘Izzy’ a Clinical 
Psychology Degree.

Multiple locations were used to recruit potential participants; universities, 
where programme leads for professional programmes were emailed, univer-
sity alumni groups, local and regional autism adult support groups (where 
group leaders were contacted) and via posts on social media including 
student forums and support groups as well as posts on Facebook.

With all approaches for recruitment, a participant information sheet was 
provided, coupled with a short video clip of the researcher outlining the 
research project and inviting participants. This was an attempt to personalise 
the recruitment process; asking individuals who are unfamiliar with the 
researcher to give up their time and discuss experiences is problematic 
(Cridland et  al. 2015). Despite a minimal sample size, a range of undergrad-
uate subjects were recruited, this offered opportunity to explore commonality 
despite the diversity of subjects studied.

Although ‘self-identified’ individuals were invited to join the research, all 
participants were formally diagnosed with autism. Self-identified individuals 
were included in the profile in an attempt to be fully inclusive; issues and 
barriers to formal diagnosis for autism are well documented (Sansosti, Lavik, 
and Sansosti 2012; Hurt et  al. 2019; Jones et  al. 2014). Recruitment for this 
project was directly influenced by the literature review undertaken; it was 
aimed at students who had spent time in work-based learning. There is a 
paucity of research in this area, with very little literature existing that pro-
vides a direct personal testimony of the experience. This was an attempt to 
explore the lived experience of becoming a professional and scrutinise 
themes of professionalism and conformity in a diverse range of professional 
settings.

Research methods
None of the participants involved in this study opted for the questionnaire, 
all agreed to be interviewed. Interviews were taped in order to allow all 
conversational content to be gathered ready for data analysis. Taping the 
interviews offered a way of capturing all the verbal content; but of course, 
does not record non-verbal interaction or any visual signs from the 
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participant. To address this, field notes were also taken. Multi-part questions 
were avoided in an effort to encourage fluency of an individual’s own nar-
rative; however, the very presence of a recording device inevitably alters 
human dynamics (Petrova, Dewing, and Camilleri 2016). It was observed by 
the researcher that as time elapsed individuals became much less conscious 
of this and appeared to speak freely.

One to one interviews also offer the privacy and space for participants 
to openly explore their own thoughts without wider group dynamics needing 
to be considered (Creswell and Poth 2017); and the researcher can clearly 
identify the source of any thoughts and emerging themes from the questions. 
Van Manen (2001) also suggests that it can be much easier to talk than 
write about personal experience; speaking allows a flow and a closeness to 
the experience as it is immediately lived.

There are some inevitable drawbacks with interviews; people may respond 
differently depending on how they perceive the person asking the questions. 
Gender, age and ethnic background will have an impact on the amount of 
information a participant is likely to divulge (Dempsey et  al. 2016). The 
‘subject’ and ‘researcher’ dichotomy is heavily researched and does have 
epistemological implications; however, Taylor (2011) argues that a relationship 
with any participant is essential in the development of empathy and insight.

Data collection and analysis
Data was collected over a three-month period and following the taping of 
interviews, data was prepared for analysis using orthographic transcription; 
and an attempt was made to remain as accurate as possible to the original 
recording. Following this, transcripts were highlighted and significant state-
ments were identified across all transcripts in an attempt to accurately ‘see 
meaning’(Van Manen 2001). The identification of such statements was based 
on the repetition of words, phrases or descriptive nouns that were used by 
the majority of participants in response to a question (Moser and Korstjens 
2018). The researcher noted the definitive use of words that were often 
emotional and emotive in nature; to justify the categorising of ‘significant’ 
the tone, fluency, emphasis and emotion of the delivery was also noted 
from the taped interview along with the field notes made during Skype 
interviews regarding gesticulation and body language and semiotic presen-
tations of participants (Thiel, John, and Frahsa 2019).

This helps to develop clusters of meaning (Moustakas 1994). An interpre-
tivist phenomenological analysis (IPA) on the data was then undertaken 
(Smith 1996). The scrutiny of data will involve a dual analytical process; the 
researcher is trying to make sense of the participants making sense of their 
experience (Pietkiewicz and Smith 2014). This approach is not without its 
challenges, research cannot fully access a participant’s world directly; 
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therefore, meaning is interpreted by another but can offer some insight into 
the significant life experiences of becoming a professional.

Research limitations
This research was undertaken by a neurotypical researcher, who is likely to 
have a differing interpretation on body language and phraseology of words 
(National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) 2016). Although similarities may 
exist, this could have profound effects on the interpretation of data collected. 
The researcher also acknowledges the small sample size as limiting the impact 
of this study (although 5 participants were recruited, as suggested by 
Polkinghorne); due to time limitations and the size of the project, small num-
bers only could be facilitated A fundamental issue with recruitment is the 
nature and ‘cost ‘to individuals of disclosure, this is a highly relevant factor in 
limiting the scope of this research; individuals who may have been interested 
in participation could feel inhibited due to the perceived risks of disclosure. 
Although all participants were fully anonymised, all reflected on very personal 
and difficult emotional experiences they had during the course of their WBL. 
A theme that has been identified in the review of literature for this project is 
the reluctance of individuals in any professional setting to disclose their con-
dition. People remain deeply anxious and sceptical regarding the response of 
others to this disclosure. Although legislative protection exists this does not 
appear to ameliorate concerns, with many navigating this challenge based on 
experiential learning that has influenced their progress in multiple settings 
(McIntosh 2016; Johnson and Joshi 2016; Hayward, McVilly, and Stokes 2018).

Validity, reliability and ethics
Full ethical approval for this project was granted by the researcher’s HE 
organisation

The researcher also acknowledges that their own experiences, background 
and ontological beliefs around autism will directly affect the approach and 
impact of this project.

In order to maintain validity, all interviews were conducted either face to 
face or via Skype, allowing the researcher the opportunity to examine body 
language and general demeanour of participants (Denscombe 2014). Field 
notes were taken during interviews, and full transcripts were typed up. 
Following this, copies were sent to each participant before analysis took 
place to agree that the content was an accurate record of the interview.

Results

The context of this exploration was the researcher’s experiences of supporting 
students with autism in a HE setting; witnessing their challenges and the 
high attrition rate this group of individuals anecdotally demonstrated on 



8 J. SULLIVAN

professional undergraduate degrees. Despite the small number of partici-
pants, there was a range of professions represented and from this diversity 
three key themes emerged: Corporate ableism Versus peer ‘openness’, The 
cost of camouflaging and concealment in the work-place and personal tenac-
ity, commitment and courage.

Corporate ableism versus peer ‘openness’

All participants had disclosed their diagnosis before entering the workplace. 
Two were openly refused placements because they had autism:

Danii: ‘she (Practice Educator) hadn’t read my placement profile and then when she 
found out that I was autistic, asked me to leave the placement and said that she 
couldn’t accommodate an autistic person there’

Jay: ‘I was ready to go to a school near the university and that school refused to take 
me on because I identified as having autism’.

All participants reported that they felt there was a lack of understanding 
on the part of the wider organisations they worked in about autism. None 
of the participants described any collaborative working between university 
and placement providers prior to their WBL. This may suggest a lack of 
understanding on the part of universities in the specific needs of autistic 
students in such settings. Participants described being pre-judged with no 
regard for their own personal presentations of the condition. One participant 
said: ‘I feel that the fact that the first school I was due to work in refused to 
give me the opportunity despite not even meeting me was a barrier’. Phrases 
such as ‘it didn’t register with him’ and ‘wouldn’t be able to leave me unsuper-
vised’ reinforced their suspicion that their places of work had a stereotypical 
view of what it meant to be autistic; and this appears to have been more 
detrimental than an admission of no knowledge:

Dom: that is a common misconception in the Police due to the nature of it all what 
we’re dealing with, so we tend to assume quite a lot about people. So people in the 
workforce were confusing autism with ADHD.

Danii: ‘Like I would require super…extra supervision, I wouldn’t be able to show initiative, 
her auntie was autistic and she was violent, that sort of thing like’

This ableist approach by organisations is well documented (Hayward, 
McVilly, and Stokes 2019), literature reviews highlight a corporate-wide inter-
nalisation of the medical model of disability and a complete immersion in 
‘deficit’ (Hansen 2015; Scott et  al. 2018). One participant commented: ‘I 
suspect that a lot of places turned me down because I disclosed that I was 
autistic’. The work of Hill and Roger (2016) confirms the negative stereotyping 
of any disability in the workplace. Kattari’s (2015) work exposes the multiple 
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‘microaggressions’ that individuals face, further compounding misunderstand-
ing and negative identity. What is surprising is that a number of participants 
were openly refused placements before prospective workplaces had met 
them or possessed any insight into this individual’s strengths or weaknesses. 
Comments like ‘I’ve found current employers, sometimes they won’t understand 
where I’m coming from or, why I’m asking that question’, can raise individuals’ 
concerns about lack of understanding. All the participants exposed to this 
experience explained how organisations navigated this to avoid an allegation 
of discrimination:

Cal: I didn’t actually go in the end, unfortunately, the station pulled out, because they 
couldn’t fit me in the whole time-frame. But I don’t know if also it was because I did 
disclose that I was also on the autism spectrum

Despite the establishment of the Equality Act (2010) and the Autism Act 
(2009), legislative messages of statutory inclusion and the protection of 
human rights appears to have had little impact on actual day to day expe-
riences for neurodivergent individuals. This theme of a reluctance to evoke 
statutory support was highlighted in existing literature; Gelbar, Smith, and 
Reichow (2014) discuss the gap in corporate understanding of disability and 
inadequate support for individuals. Phrases like ‘I don’t think they completely 
understood ‘would certainly support the notion that partial understanding 
can increase challenges and: ‘I felt staff should’ve understood that I needed 
them to be consistent with what they told me to do’. Furthermore, the exam-
ination of Beardon and Martin’s work (Beardon, Martin, and Woolsey 2009), 
discussed the dilution of the power and effectiveness of reasonable adjust-
ments due to a generic (and inaccurate) corporate interpretation of ‘differ-
ence’. Contrastingly, the experiences of participant when directly working 
with co-workers was positive:

Jay: the staff were generally very supportive at that school

Dom: all in all I found that the Police officers and Police staff were quite welcoming 
and quite inclusive and they looked to understand where I needed the help and where 
I needed support. They were very open and honest and then they went about doing 
stuff for me, like even from a social aspect. There was one occasion I struggle in social 
settings …more so when we were having our refreshment break: And she said, ‘well 
Dom, we’ll invite you on like a few more work social occasions not in work, socialising 
like’ and that helped me massively

Izzy: And the relationship with her (Co Worker) was actually very positive, if I explained that 
I needed a little bit more time for things, she would always say ‘you know what, that’s fine’

An openness to the notion of ‘difference’ amongst co-workers appears 
highly significant, it provided participants with a sense of support and inclu-
sivity. Key phrases used by participants such as: ‘the relationship was positive’, 
‘they were open and honest’ ‘we’ll invite you on a few more social occasions’, 
all helped participants to feel included and valued in the workforce. This 



10 J. SULLIVAN

was independent of colleagues’ expertise of autism; one participant reported: 
‘my mentor asked me how having autism was helping me with my, career work 
with kids with special needs’. This would certainly influence an individual’s 
sense of status in an organisation and demonstrates a real desire on the 
part of peers to understand individuality. Some mentors took a distinctly 
nurturing approach: ‘anytime they give me feedback they would run it by my 
college tutor to make sure it wouldn’t damage any of my confidence, that it 
would be ok for me to hear’. Rashid, Hodgetts, and Nicholas (2017) argues 
that the most powerful and effective ways to build good employment envi-
ronments is by investing in skills and awareness of co-workers and colleagues. 
They argue that the main strategy for building employment capacity is the 
involvement of co-workers rather than the evoking of protective policy or 
a corporate philosophy of inclusion. McIntosh (2016) argues that early pos-
itive experiences in the workplace are pivotal for individuals’ long-term 
professional identity. (University WBL is a clear example of this exposure). 
McIntosh also states that positive peer relationships are fundamental in 
informing this identity. This can be inherently challenging for individuals 
with ASD but if co-workers are open to the possibility of different value sets 
and the validity of alternative professional approaches; employers can cap-
italise on the latent skills that individuals with autism may possess.

Although extensive research exists regarding managerial and organisational 
responses to autistic employees, little exists discussing the experiences of 
co-workers; Johnson and Joshi (2016) describe the importance of co-workers’ 
openness to disability as being key in the success of any employment. This 
assertion would certainly be supported by the experiences of the participants 
for this study; line-managers have ‘satellite’ involvement with employees 
whereas co-workers and peers work daily with individuals and may be far 
more influential in informing the experiences of the individual with autism.

The cost of camouflaging and concealment in the work-place

Participants in the study all discussed the ‘price’ of completing a working 
day in neuro typical environments. This theme directly corresponds to the 
work of Evans (2013) and Green (2015) Both authors discuss the reluctance 
of any student with additional needs to make a disclosure due to the highly 
negative connotations it carries; interpretations that students find almost 
impossible to confront. Many described their fear of being’ judged’ more 
harshly because of their condition:

Dom: you didn’t really talk about it because I felt like people were scared of offending 
or scared of upsetting people or getting into trouble possibly.

Danii: And I didn’t feel I could say anything because I didn’t want to draw attention 
to my autism because people seemed to think that being autistic was somehow being 
unprofessional



DISABILITy & SOCIETy 11

Izzy: So the direct line manager wasn’t very positive, I wasn’t really welcomed, it was 
maybe a bit like a pain in the butt?

Jay: other teachers in school said that the teacher I was working with was too harsh 
with me, and marked me too harshly and that I was doing ok and that I shouldn’t be 
putting so much work into it.

The collective anxiety experienced by participants suggests a deeply held 
concern that difference is not tolerated. Comments like these: ‘because in 
my head if I had spoken up more about it I probably wouldn’t have been allowed 
to pass a placement but I don’t know if that’s true’, would certainly support 
this assumption. The presence of a disability may directly challenge corporate 
views of what a capable, and accomplished professional looks like in a work 
place. ‘Jay’ went on to say: ‘my point that I was trying to make might be 
mis-interpreted’. Participants admitted to a real anxiety about being ‘discov-
ered’ or inadequate due to the presence of a diagnosis, students are not 
encouraged to be individuals, rather they learn to conform and comply in 
order to be successful. This appears to manifest as a reluctance to even 
discuss support; and the evidence would suggest that individuals rarely 
utilise their rights to reasonable adjustments in the workplace. Phrases like: 
‘I wasn’t expecting to need any accommodation’ and ‘autism quite a taboo topic, 
you didn’t really talk about it’ would certainly evidence this.

Sarrett (2017) suggests this should be unsurprising; individuals may have 
experienced a long and difficult history of disclosure in other environments. 
Many will have experienced negative repercussions in educational and social 
situations by declaring their autism; ranging from innocuous misconceptions 
to victimisation, intimidation and bullying (Wong et  al. 2018). Joining the 
workforce offers an individual reinvention, and the possibility of needing to 
re-experience past stigma is deeply uninviting.

One participant even explained that offering any challenge to organisa-
tional culture or practice could be misinterpreted:

Danii: So afterwards I was reflecting on the situation in my supervision, and I said 
not expecting a questionnaire to have you know, questions like that and my practice 
educator had said ‘oh is that because of your autism?’

Participants went on to discuss the physical and emotional impact of 
camouflaging their autism through the working day:

Dom: I hated it. (the physical environment) early shifts for instance was horrible 
because we used to have, our entire block of officers in and that was just overload. On 
an early shift I used to drink energy drinks just to keep me awake, keep me alert, it was 
horrific. Also yellow body armour. That was disorientating me cos I kept on looking up, 
wherever I saw the yellow body armour it was distracting me

Danii: But I think the hardest thing was hot-desking, that exacerbated everything. peo-
ple touching my stuff, and room not being exactly how I expected it and not knowing 
where I’m going to sit and there would be times I would get in and, somebody would 



12 J. SULLIVAN

be sitting at my desk and I’d just go in the toilets and cry because I wouldn’t know what 
to do about it and I’d think I’m gonna get kicked off my placement and somebody’s 
gonna find out this is what I’m upset about.

Cal: I’m very good at camouflaging my autism, I can adapt to situations for a short 
period of time before it tires me out, I learned to cope sometimes in quite difficult sit-
uations like on trains and stuff where you might get a bit of aftershave on somebody 
else and it’s very potent aftershave.

The responses to these questions were particularly powerful; providing a 
direct testimony to the everyday difficulties of sensory integration, the 
exhaustion of social interaction and the need to ‘conceal’ the impact that 
sensory integration has on working life. the Participants used phrases such 
as ‘camouflaging my autism’ and ‘being autistic is seen as unprofessional’ and 
‘getting different information from different sources was very difficult’, individuals 
took every step they could to conceal their additional needs. Much research 
exists which examines the process and application of social camouflaging 
(Bolton and Happe 2018; Schuck, Flores, and Fung 2019; Cage and 
Troxell-Whitman 2019; Allely 2019). Interestingly, most of the individuals in 
this study appeared not to reflect on this; instead it appears to be an 
unspoken circumstance they have learned to facilitate in order to conform. 
An examination of the work by Hamilton (2018) and Trede (2012) confirms 
that the development of professional identity is heavily influenced by a 
societal construct and utter conformity to existing status quos; a definitive 
theme identified also by this research.

Sensory integration issues are well documented (Iarocci and McDonald 
2006; Robertson and Baron-Cohen 2017) and a key characteristic of autism 
(National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) 2011). However, despite this 
awareness, autistic individuals appear to pay a high price for participation 
in neurotypical environments. Descriptions such as: ‘I’d go in the toilets and 
cover my eyes…take paracetamol’ and ‘What is hard is being overloaded, that’s 
the worst thing…’ Their descriptions are extreme and it is a matter for con-
cern and consideration how this will ultimately affect individuals’ health and 
wellbeing.

Krieger et  al. (2012) explore this issue further by referring to our partic-
ipation in a meaningful work life as one of the fundamental wider determi-
nants of health. They particularly examine what prevents individuals with 
Asperger’s syndrome enjoying meaningful employment; social interaction 
and environmental factors are highlighted as direct barriers to continued 
employment. Access to suitable working environments whereby individuals 
feel supported, safe and able to contribute is a matter of health equality 
(Marmot, Allen, and Goldblatt 2013), this has indeed been a government 
target embedded in public health policy for a number of years (Department 
of Health (DOH)) 2010). However, this appears to have had little impact on 
the working lives of those with autism as little regard or accommodation is 
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given to the challenges they may face working in sensory-laden, complex 
social environments.

Little research exists that examines the long-term implications of working 
under such stressful conditions. One participant did offer an example and 
some insight into what the consequences might be:

Danii it’s linked to sort of ongoing problems with my, with my neck I was battling the 
lights I would like tense.

The repression of ‘self’ appears to be a recurring theme for participants; 
in order to acquire professional identity, difference and disability needs to 
be masked at all costs (Brownlow, Werth, and Keefe 2018). The culturally 
enlightened narratives of inclusion, acceptance and openness appear to have 
done little to reassure individuals with autism that they will be accepted, 
respected and cared for in working environments.

Personal tenacity, commitment and courage

The remit of this research was not to examine individuals’ personalities or 
educational journeys. However, an emerging theme from participants was 
that of similar personal attributes. Most HE students are likely to experience 
anxiety and self-doubt before undertaking university study (He et  al. 2018), 
this may be more acute for an undergraduate beginning a professional 
degree (Bogowicz et  al. 2018). It is not difficult to imagine that it would be 
more of a challenge to an autistic individual. The work of Andrea MacLeod 
et  al. (2018) describes the challenges that autistic individuals have in under-
taking degree level study. She argues that successful students offer counter 
narratives to the usual deficit-based interpretation of autism and should be 
viewed as ‘pioneers of disability awareness’. Each of the participants in this 
research had the courage to be ultra-visible with their disability and took 
personal responsibility to navigate complex and unfathomable professional 
landscapes:

Danii:. So there was a couple of things at the beginning where some kind of comments 
were made but I think the difference was that I called those comments out straight 
away and people was sort of more, apologetic.

Izzy: Erm….I think one of the really good things is I will to understand people, sometimes 
it’s said that people with autism don’t have empathy,: And I don’t agree with that at 
all, I have a lot of empathy… the, Aspergers that I have too; actually gave me more 
credibility and a better understanding of problems.

Jay: ‘they gave me very different, quite ambiguous instructions and ambiguous feedback, 
which I found very difficult, and I failed that placement and I feel it was partly down 
to that ambiguous feedback by telling me to do one thing and then asking me to do 
another thing . I’ve always enjoyed working with kids on placements and I’ve always 
been told that’s my strongest area, staff have said to me that I’m good at working 
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with kids. The third school I was at said I was really good at working with adults with 
special needs.

Dom: I was quite open with my autism in generally I think they were very abrasive to 
an extent with me. Because what scared me was the misconceptions in people’s minds. 
it took a long time to try and make them to feel comfortable to talk about autism. Also 
to talk about how autism impacted on me and also I think just come to terms with the 
difference, getting away from their assumption, challenging them. That was one of the 
barriers, but I liked it, to battle through: It’s because I want it more.

All the participants in the study had resisted the limitations of their diag-
nosis, choosing to follow a career path that was challenging and deeply 
rooted in neurotypical paradigms. Participants made comments such as: ‘I’m 
a perfectionist, I want to make sure it’s perfect and right’ and ‘I liked it, to battle 
through’ demonstrating a real commitment to a high standard of work and 
a sense of tenacity that would be welcome in any work force. Recurring 
themes of being ‘discovered ‘or’ judged’ or the simple presence of a diagnosis 
participants found unnerving but chose to continue: ‘Do what feels right, 
what you’re passionate about’ and ‘I was told that I did have the potential to 
be a good teacher but the school felt that I wasn’t ready yet for that kind of 
responsibility and that’s why they failed me, but I want to keep going.’ They 
have not chosen an obvious path or ones that are considered typically 
aligned with the common perceptions of autism traits (Richards 2012); rather 
they resisted stereotyping and prepared to do battle in environments and 
cultures that are wholly underequipped to enhance and potentialise their 
talents.

Despite this they have all succeeded; (all participants went on to success-
fully complete their studies) and resisted the barriers and misconceptions 
surrounding their conditions to pursue the lives they wanted in careers that 
are meaningful: ‘I think empathy and attention to detail and enjoying the struc-
tured work worked in my favour’. Work based learning experiences occasionally 
helped with this, but were often a hindrance, with poor corporate under-
standing and a lack of creative and responsive support for individuals. The 
work of Madriaga and Goodley (2010), supported this theme of inadequate 
preparation of HEs for both progression through university and WBL expe-
riences. The identification of an inadequate pedagogy and gaps in support 
merely compound unpreparedness.

Success was down to individual tenacity, a willingness to work against 
latent barriers and utter resistance to stereotypical notions of who they were. 
Participants made comments such as: ‘I sort of reflect and work in the way 
that I now would have come up in my working life (.) it’s, it’s nice to be able to 
share that and to hopefully help other people’ and ‘I’ve always enjoyed working 
with kids on placements …and I’ve always been told that’s my strongest area. 
a lot of schools I’ve worked in have said that I need to work on my organisational 
skills erm…and my ability to plan lessons, so that’s what I’ll keep doing’.
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Discussion

The aim of this research was to gain insight rather than answers to the 
challenges faced by autistic individuals in work-based settings. It was a 
privilege to share those stories that were both inspiring and troubling in 
equal measure.

The finding of this project suggests that despite more ‘awareness’ of the 
condition of autism, stereotypical and detrimental beliefs still exist. Ableism 
is both blatant and latent, with highly misinformed notions of disability; 
neurodivergent individuals have no confidence that their needs and persona 
will be understood. Success for all of the participants was due in part to 
their utter conformity to neurotypical conceptions of professionalism, their 
immense effort to resist socially constructed discourses about disability and 
their determination to succeed in public-facing, highly complex careers. All 
of the participants had chosen career paths which challenged the interpre-
tation of autistic capability and ‘pioneered’ the frontiers of work-based learn-
ing. What is clear is that there is no lack of ability or challenge in skill 
acquisition for these students; they have arrived on a professional degree 
course after working through adversity and challenge beyond the experience 
of most other undergraduates (Ward and Webster 2018). They have had the 
courage to pursue a tough and demanding career against a continuing 
landscape of challenge and discrimination. Universities are doing little to 
ameliorate this; instead of celebrating the immense and latent employability 
of this group, organisations continue to remain ignorant of the subtle and 
nuanced presentations of autism.

All the participants were pursuing careers in well-established public organ-
isations and indeed successfully met the required standard for qualification 
in their chosen areas. These places of work deal with all aspects of society, 
often in the most extreme and challenging of circumstances. If workforces 
are to be truly responsive to the needs of the population they serve, the 
employees of such places need to reflect that diversity (Shaban 2016). yet 
those very institutions display an alarming inflexibility and inherent misun-
derstanding of the needs of people with difference. The aim of the research 
was that of an emancipatory approach, to listen carefully to what individuals 
who had the ‘lived experience’ of WBL had to say.

Although limited in size, this project did offer areas of recommendations:

Organisations possess a poor understanding of the support needs for 
students and do not adequately prepare either students or placement for 
their arrival

HEs appear to possess a poor understanding of the needs of students iden-
tified as autistic. Organisations will readily recruit without a clear under-
standing of the support required for individuals to succeed and thrive in 
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university. Furthermore, HEs do not adequately prepare placement partners 
to appropriately support autistic students. Universities recruit students on 
to professional degree courses but preparation of partner agencies is poorly 
considered. There appeared to be no systematic approach to how universities 
work with partner organisations in readiness to ensure that students learning 
and experience is supported. Interestingly skill acquisition was not an issue 
for any of the participants, or raised as a concern by any WBL organisation. 
However, none of the participants in this research were invited to collaborate 
in their own preparation for placement, identify their own strengths or dis-
cuss where additional support may be needed. There appears to be no 
regard for the unique presentation autism may have with each individual; 
and what was to particularly problematic was an organisational notion of 
‘ASD awareness’. Partial awareness of autism within organisations was detri-
mental for a number of students; they were clearly misunderstood whereas 
co-workers who may have had no ‘knowledge’ of ASD were open and willing 
to learn from the students themselves regarding the impact of the condition.

• At the ‘recruitment’ stage of a university career the demands of a 
professional degree should be absolutely explicit; with a transparent 
and realistic policy of support.

• If organisational support cannot commit to meet the needs of an indi-
vidual with autism on a professional course, no offer should be made.

• It is morally wrong for any institution to make unrealistic claims, 
financially compromise a student, then allow them to fail due to an 
underestimation of support requirements.

• Individuals identified as autistic need to lead on planning their own 
support in placement. Guarantees of an open conversation between 
the student and placement needs to take place before the com-
mencement of WBL.

• Universities are fundamental in the facilitation of this as they have 
responsibility for placement quality and the learning experience of 
the student.

• Formal training on autism by appropriate experts should be statu-
tory for any organisation claiming to hold an inclusive employment 
philosophy.

The suppression of ‘self’ and social camouflaging in professional 
environments

Students had resorted to extreme measures to ‘camouflage’ their true 
personae in WBL environments for fear of being judged. The descriptions 
of physical and emotional pressures experienced by participants was con-
cerning; with all participants describing the daily challenges they faced and 



DISABILITy & SOCIETy 17

the expectation of utter conformity in order to be successful in placement 
settings. The personal tenacity and commitment demonstrated by each 
participant was revealing; despite the environments they found themselves 
in, each one worked against the multiple micro barriers to successfully 
accomplish their goals.

• It is the job of universities to challenge and open the doors to oppor-
tunity for all aspects of society. They need to lead the way on setting 
the cultural agenda of capability, employability and championing those 
from a diverse background; HEs

• need to lead on changing the discourse of professional identity.
• The occupational health and wellbeing of students in this nuanced 

context needs to be rigorously safeguarded, measures need to be 
taken to ensure that working environments are conducive to learning, 
and not detrimental to wellbeing.

• There is little evidence that skill acquisition is an issue, it is the wider 
concepts of professionalism and working environments that derail 
students’ progress; universities need to directly challenge this notion 
and promote the abilities and strengths of neurodiversity.

Championing neurodiversity, combating ableism, and the facilitation of 
employment

Despite the existence of protective legislation (Fredman 2017), students have 
no confidence that organisations would respect their differences; furthermore, 
none of the participants in this research had any control over the disclosure 
of their own diagnosis. They were left in the vulnerable position of being 
pre-judged by staff and having no power over how this information was 
interpreted by organisations. Furthermore, there appeared to be no direct 
confrontation of those organisations which discriminated against individuals 
identified as autistic. There is no group of individuals better placed to change 
that paradigm, individuals who have always found themselves marginalised, 
always need to explain themselves and have worked exhaustively to ‘fit in’. 
What better asset could any university have than a group of students who 
will display an immense work ethic, will push against boundaries that have 
sought to define them, and have the courage to stand up and make a 
professional difference to other people’s lives.

• Choosing not to ‘disclose’ a diagnosis is not a sign of moral weak-
ness in an individual; the ‘ownership’ of an individual’s diagnosis is 
theirs and theirs alone. Therefore, an insistence on disclosure from 
any organisation is not appropriate and contributes greatly to the 
strengthening of the medical model of disability.
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• The management of the ‘disclosure’ process needs unequivocal clarity 
and respect for the confidential nature of this information. Ambiguous 
management of this process may lead to students not realising that 
they have consented to the ‘sharing’ of a diagnosis with partner 
organisations

• It is the moral obligation of a HE institution to tackle directly any 
discrimination, ableism or latent attempts to exclude students from 
partnership workers due to the existence of neurodivergence

• Any partner organisation which actively discriminates against a student 
with difference (either directly or indirectly) needs robustly challenging; 
ableism should never be ignored or side stepped.

Also, to the wonderful and inspiring participants. It was a pleasure to 
meet you, thank you for sharing your stories.
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