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Abstract

The college experience can significantly increase feelings of anxiety in all students, as students find them-
selves in evaluative settings where academic, and often social abilities, are judged. Moreover, high levels of
anxiety can lead to significant difficulties with navigating the challenges of college. For students with autism
symptomatology, an elevated predisposition to feel anxious (i.e., trait anxiety) may cause more difficultly

in successfully adjusting to college and succeeding academically. Thus, we examined differences in trait
anxiety and college adjustment between cisgender women with and without autism symptomatology. We
also explored the extent to which autism symptomatology and trait anxiety uniquely accounted for variance
in college adjustment in women. Study findings showed that higher levels of autism symptomatology were
associated with elevated trait anxiety. Additionally, both autism symptomatology and trait anxiety were as-
sociated with lower adjustment to college across four indices (academic, social, personal-emotional and total
adjustment), although neither predicted GPA. We conclude with implications of our findings and recommen-
dations for professionals serving autistic students, including disability resource officers.
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Autism spectrum disorder is a neurodevelop-
mental disorder, characterized by difficulties asso-
ciated with social communication and the presence
of repetitive behaviors and a restrictive pattern of
interests (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Although the “disorder” aspect has been the focus of
many studies, the autism acceptance movement as-
serts that autism should be defined by both strengths
and challenges. Also keeping with this movement,
and the recommendations of the Association on
Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD; Kimball
& Wells, 2021), identity first language (i.e., autistic
students) is used in this paper. Additionally, all of
our participants identified as cisgender women, and
therefore will be referred to as women throughout
the paper. With this in mind, we examined trait anx-
iety and college adjustment between women college
students with and without autism symptomatology.
Also explored was the extent to which autism symp-
tomatology and trait anxiety uniquely predicted vari-
ance in college adjustment.
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In postsecondary settings, research has shown
that many autistic college students can successfully
handle the academic demands of college (see Ander-
son et al., 2017; Flegenheimer & Scherf, 2022). For
example, while some studies have found that autis-
tic students struggle with executive functioning tasks
(e.g., managing and planning a schedule; Anderson et
al., 2017; Davidson et al., 2023), other studies have
shown that autistic students work around these chal-
lenges by spending extra time studying and working
diligently to achieve academic success (e.g., Ander-
son & Butt, 2017; Gurbuz et al., 2019). Moreover, au-
tistic college students may experience intense interest
in their chosen field, which enables them to do well
in their studies (Flegenheimer & Scherf, 2022). Nev-
ertheless, the college completion rate is significantly
lower for autistic students than for other students in
college (Newman et al., 2011; Sanford et al., 2011;
Shattuck et al., 2012). Given that the lower retention
rate cannot be explained by academic performance
alone, it is imperative that other factors are examined



330 Davidson et al.; Trait Anxiety and College Adjustment

to better understand the struggles autistic students
have in the college setting. Such findings can inform
professionals at disability resource offices, counsel-
ing centers, and campus wellness centers and the ser-
vices they provide to autistic students.

One factor that can significantly impact students’
success in college is their adjustment to college. In a
large meta-analytic study of research conducted on
adjustment in the general college population, Credé
and Niehorster (2012) showed robust relationships
between adjustment to college, grades and retention.
Adjustment to college is typically measured along
academic (e.g., a student’s ability to manage the ac-
ademic demands of school), social (e.g., the degree
to which the student has integrated themselves into
the social milieu of college), and personal-emotional
(e.g., students’ psychological and physical wellbe-
ing) indices (Baker & Siryk, 1999). Students’ attach-
ment to their school can also be assessed, as well as
their overall adjustment. Although well studied in the
general college population, far fewer studies have
examined adjustment to college in autistic students.
As a result, there is limited information available to
those working in student support offices on campus,
including professionals in disability resource offices
that are tasked with providing appropriate supports
for autistic students.

Although understudied, a small but growing body
of literature suggests that autistic students struggle
with adjustment issues. Trevisan and Birmingham
(2016), found that autistic college students report-
ed poorer academic and social adjustment, as well
as marginally lower personal-emotional adjustment,
than those without autism symptomatology. Addi-
tionally, Davidson and colleagues (2023) showed that
autism symptomatology predicted socio-emotional
adjustment to college over and above executive func-
tioning challenges. However, they found no signifi-
cant differences between students with and without
autism symptomatology in terms of academic adjust-
ment or college grade point average (GPA).

Trait Anxiety and Adjustment to College

Given that college students often find themselves
in evaluative settings (e.g., academic, social) that can
lead to increased anxiety, it is not surprising that the
college experience can significantly increase feelings
of anxiety in all students (American College Health
Association, 2020; Center for Collegiate Mental
Health, 2021; Cooper et al., 2018). In fact, research
during the past decade, and particularly during the
pandemic years, has shown that anxiety has been on
the rise on college campuses (e.g., Alemany-Arrebo-
la et al., 2020; Center for Collegiate Mental Health,

2021; Lee et al., 2021). During the pandemic, elevat-
ed anxiety in students created a surge in demand for
mental health and other disability resource services.
Importantly, research has shown that this trend has
not abated post-pandemic (He et al., 2022). More-
over, many postsecondary institutions are struggling
to adequately staff disability resource offices (e.g.,
Cohen et al., 2022), which can be particularly trou-
bling for autistic students whose success in college
can be closely connected to the supports they receive
from professions at disability resource service offic-
es, counseling centers, and offices promoting student
wellness (Cox et al., 2021; Davidson et al., 2023; Na-
chman et al., 2022).

In the general college population, past research
has found that high levels of anxiety are related to a
whole host of college performance variables, includ-
ing adjustment to college (Arjanggi & Kusumaning-
sih, 2016; Nordstrom et al., 2014, Stockinger et al.,
2021). Anxiety can be particularly challenging for au-
tistic students. Studies have shown that trait anxiety,
or the general disposition to feel anxious, is often ele-
vated in autistic individuals (Jolliffe etal., 2022). Trait
anxiety is a relatively stable trait that affects mental
health issues (e.g., depression, insomnia), difficulty
with decision-making (e.g., choosing a field of study,
career path), and lower self-efficacy (e.g., confidence
about meeting academic challenges). Thus, elevated
levels of trait anxiety can significantly impact post-
secondary success (Alemany-Arrebola et al., 2020;
Kimes, 1974; Sadigh et al., 2014). A primary goal of
the present research was to examine how levels of
trait anxiety are associated with college adjustment
indices (i.e., academic, social, personal-emotional,
and overall adjustment) in students with and without
autism symptomatology. Additionally, the extent to
which autism symptomatology and trait anxiety each
contributed uniquely to college adjustment indices
and academic success (i.e., GPA) was explored.

Trait Anxiety and Adjustment to College in Women
with and without Autism Symptomatology

In the present study, we focused on cisgender
women with and without autism symptomatology
for several reasons. Although we acknowledge that
previous studies indicate an overlap between trans
and nonbinary identities and autism, and the import-
ant need for studies focusing on these populations
(Clyde et al., 2022; Murphy et. al., 2020; Warrier et
al., 2020), there still exists an underrepresentation
of studies addressing cisgender women with autism
symptomology. In a comprehensive review on au-
tism and college variables (e.g., daily living skills,
social skills, academic issues), women were found
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to be significantly underrepresented in most studies
(Flegenheimer & Scherf, 2022). Moreover, research
has shown that women are not diagnosed with autism
as often as men even when autism traits are present
(Duvekot et al., 2017; Dworzynski et al., 2012; Lock-
wood Estrin et al., 2021). We included women who
exhibited autism symptomatology regardless of their
formal diagnosis status in our participant pool. The de-
cision to include women with autism symptomatology
regardless of diagnostic status was deemed important
because recent research with college students has
shown that autism traits are associated with academic
difficulties and course failure independent of an au-
tism diagnosis (McLeod & Anderson, 2022). In fact,
in terms of social adjustment to college, McLeod and
Anderson (2022) found that more consistent, negative
outcomes were present in those with autism traits—
and no formal diagnosis—than those with an autism
diagnosis. Moreover, these findings were more pro-
nounced in women than men students. At the heart of
the issue may be gender discrepancies in diagnosing
autism even when autism traits are present (see Duve-
kot et al., 2017; Dworzynski et al., 2012; Lockwood
Estrin et al., 2021; Shattuck et al., 2022). Consequent-
ly, women with autism symptomatology, yet lacking a
formal diagnosis, may be inadvertently excluded from
college studies and the supports that may arise from
the knowledge gained from these studies.

Cisgender women were also the focus of the pres-
ent study because research has shown significantly
higher levels of trait anxiety and more vulnerability to
developing anxiety-related disorders in women than
in men (de Visser et al., 2010; Strand et al., 2021). Yet,
there is a dearth of information about trait anxiety in
autistic women. In a comprehensive review of studies
on trait anxiety in autistic individuals, the majority of
participants (87.7%) were male (Jolliffe et al., 2022).
As Jolliffe et al. (2022) assert, “The under representa-
tion of females, and the lack of reporting of non-binary
gender, in trait anxiety research limits our understand-
ing of any gender difference that may be present in in-
dividuals on the autism spectrum” (p. 17). We viewed
this as particularly problematic when a general dis-
position toward being anxious (i.e., trait anxiety) has
been shown to negatively affect the postsecondary ex-
perience and may lead to earlier withdrawal from col-
lege in the general population (Downing et al., 2020;
Lin et al., 2017; Stockinger et al., 2021). Women ex-
hibiting autism symptomatology may need additional
supports from student disability resource offices and
other student support offices on campus (e.g., coun-
selors and wellness centers) yet may not receive them.

Therefore, the following research aims were cen-
tral to this study. First, group differences in trait anx-

iety and college variables (adjustment indices, GPA)
were examined in women college students with and
without autism symptomatology. Higher levels of trait
anxiety and lower adjustment to college across so-
cial and personal-emotional indices were expected in
women with greater levels of autism symptomatology.
Predictions about group differences on the academic
adjustment index and GPA were not made given the
inconsistency in findings in past studies (e.g., David-
son et al., 2023; Trevisan & Birmingham, 2016).

Second, we examined the extent to which autism
symptomatology and trait anxiety uniquely account-
ed for variance in college adjustment and GPA in
women. It has been asserted that rather than autism
symptomatology, findings may be better explained
by elevated levels of anxiety or be explained entirely
by anxiety conditions that often co-occur with autism
(Kerns & Kendall, 2012; South et al., 2017).

Methods

Participants

Prior to participant recruitment, the methodolo-
gy, measures, and procedure were approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the researchers’
university. Following IRB approval, the sample in-
cluded 102 cisgender women college students (Mage =
18 years, 8 months; age range = 17 years, 11 months —
25 years, 2 months) who were attending a private uni-
versity in a large Midwestern city in the United States
during the pandemic (2020-2021). Students were
predominantly (86%) in their first or second year of
college and were recruited from six introductory psy-
chology classes. Students participated voluntarily as
an extra credit opportunity for their course. All par-
ticipants in this study identified as cisgender women.
None of the participants identified as cisgender men,
nonbinary, third gender, transgender, or gender fluid.
Additional demographic information, including ra-
cial breakdown of the sample, is provided in Table 1.
The characteristics of our sample are consistent with
the demographics of the school and the introductory
psychology classes in which students were recruited.
Our sample was part of a larger study that included
men whose data were not analyzed for this study.

To balance our sample sizes between those with
and without autism symptomatology (see below for
the method of determination), we analyzed the data
of 60% of our women sample without ASD symptom-
atology (n = 51), chosen at random from the larger
dataset of women without autism symptomatology.
Women scoring above the cutoff point for autism
symptomatology (n = 51) made up 38% of the en-
tire sample of female students in the larger study. The
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Table 1

Participant Characteristics

Women without Women with
Autism Autism
Symptomatology Symptomatology
(n=51) (n=151)
M (SD)/ n (%) M (SD)/ n (%) t/y? p d/phi
Age (year, months) 18,05 (0,08) 18,10 (1,08) 1.64 105 0.32
Racial/Ethnic Identity 6.85 232 0.26
White/European American 28 (55%) 28 (55%)
Black/African American 1 (2%) 3 (6%)
Asian/Asian American 6 (12%) 11 (21%)
Hispanic/Latinx 7 (14%) 2 (4%)
More than one race 9 (17%) 6 (12%)
Other 0 (0%) 1 (2%)
Year in School 5.57 134 0.23
Freshman 33 (64%) 35 (68%)
Sophomore 13 (26%) 7 (14%)
Junior 4 (8%) 3 (6%)
Senior 1 (2%) 6 (12%)
GPA Range 4.57 470 0.23
3.80-4.00 23 (46%) 18 (36%)
3.60-3.79 11 (22%) 11 (22%)
3.40-3.59 10 (19%) 6 (12%)
3.00-3.39 1 (2%) 6 (12%)
2.75-2.99 1 (2%) 2 (4%)
Not Reporting 5 (9%) 8 (14%)
Overall GPA 3.76 (.27) 3.58 (.34) 2.43 .018 0.61

Note. Effect sizes given by Cohen’s d or phi, as appropriate. GPA = overall grade point average on a 4.0
scale. Age is given in years and months (years, months).



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 2024, 37(4) 333

higher-than-expected percentage of women scoring
above threshold for autism symptomatology may
have been due to the fact that students did not need a
formal diagnosis to participate. That is, in the adver-
tising of the study and recruitment of participants, it
was noted that we were interested in the experiences
of autistic college students with or without a formal
diagnosis (e.g., could be self-diagnosed). Because
we drew a sample of participants from the larger
study, a post hoc power analysis, rather than an a pri-
ori power analysis, was conducted using G* Power
(Faul et al., 2007) to establish whether our final sam-
ple size had adequate power to determine at least a
medium effect at an alpha level of 0.05. The results
showed that the study had sufficient power for our
analyses (Power = 0.93).

Autism Symptomatology

The Social Responsiveness Scale (SRS-2; Con-
stantino & Gruber, 2012) is a widely used measure
shown to capture symptomatology that can be indica-
tive of autism (Chan et al., 2017). The SRS-2 consists
of 65-items in a questionnaire format that identifies
the presence and severity of social impairment asso-
ciated with autism, as well as repetitive and restricted
behaviors (Constantino & Gruber, 2012). Individuals
are asked to rate items about their behaviors during
the past six months using a Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (nottrue) to 4 (almost always true). Raw scores
on the SRS-2 can be converted into T-scores (1 = 50,
SD = 10) that take into account respondents’ gender
(Constantino & Gruber, 2012). In general-population
groups, a SRS-2 total raw score cut point value of 70
or greater (T-score of 60 and above) is indicative of
clinically significant difficulties associated with au-
tism. SRS-2 scores above this cut point value have
been found to corroborate gold-standard diagnostic
tools of autism (e.g., ADOS-2 and ADI-R) and the
constructs that are considered essential for an autism
diagnosis (Bdlte et al., 2008; Reszka et al., 2014).

The strategy of using the SRS-2 to examine au-
tism symptomatology regardless of formal ASD diag-
nostic history has been used by others when assessing
the connections between ASD symptomatology and
anxiety (e.g., Morie et al., 2019). Including students
without a formal diagnosis also aligns with the spec-
trum nature of autism, with autism traits falling along
a continuum in the general population (APA, 2013;
Constantino & Todd, 2005). In our sample, women
with autism symptomatology did not differ on study
variables from the small percentage (10%) of women
who had received a formal diagnosis of autism, had
self-diagnosed (10%) or were being treated for clini-
cally elevated anxiety (< 5%).

Measures

Trait Anxiety

The State-Trait Anxiety Scale (STAI; Spielberger
et al, 1983, 2015) is a 40-item questionnaire that in-
cludes 20 items assessing state anxiety and 20 items
assessing trait anxiety. State anxiety items assess
anxiety about current events or temporary feelings of
anxiety (e.g., “l am presently worrying about possible
misfortunates”), whereas trait anxiety evaluates rela-
tively stable aspects of proneness to anxiety (e.g., “I
take disappointments so keenly that | can’t put them
out of my mind”). All items are rated on a 4-point
scale as they relate to the individual (from almost
never to almost always). For this study, we examined
students’ trait anxiety scores because elevated trait
anxiety and the general disposition to feel anxious
can impact all aspects of college life. Higher scores
on the STAI-T subscale indicate greater trait anxiety.
Across the entire sample, internal consistency on the
STAI-T subscale was high (Cronbach’s a = .94).

Adjustment to College

The Student Adaption to College Questionnaire
(SACQ; Baker & Siryk, 1999) is a 67-item self-report
measure that assesses students’ adjustment to college.
The SACQ is one of the most widely used measures
of college adjustment and has been well-validated,
with the four SACQ indices associated with grade
point average, use of campus services, and attrition
(Beyers & Goossens, 2002; Credé & Niehorster,
2012). On this measure, students rate items from 1
(doesn’t apply to me at all) to 9 (applies very closely
to me) to determine adjustment across four subscales
(academic, social, personal-emotional, institutional
affiliation). Academic adjustment assesses how well
the student manages the academic demands of col-
lege including the adequacy of their studying and ac-
ademic efforts, along with their attitudes toward their
course of study. Social adjustment captures the de-
gree to which the student has integrated themself into
the social milieu of college, has made friends and is
involved in activities with others. Personal-emotion-
al adjustment reflects a student’s sense of psycholog-
ical and physical well-being, and the extent to which
the student is experiencing psychological distress and
concomitant somatic problems (e.g., insomnia). Fi-
nally, institutional attachment identifies how much a
student is emotionally attached to their university. Al-
though scores on institutional attachment were gath-
ered, they were not analyzed for the present study, but
were included in the calculation of total adjustment
scores, per the guidelines of the manual.

Across the entire sample, internal consistency
was good on the total adjustment score (Cronbach’s
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o =.95) and academic (a = .90), social (o = .87), and
personal-emotional (o = .90) subscales.

Procedure

Following IRB approval and informed con-
sent, students completed the measures on the survey
through a link to a secure online platform. The order
of the measures was randomized so that students did
not complete the measures in the same order. After
completion, participants were debriefed about the
purpose of the study.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

All data analyses were performed using IBM
SPSS (version 27.0). Preliminary analyses were con-
ducted on the dependent variables to ensure appro-
priateness of parametric procedures, which included
checks for the normality of distributions and for
outliers. Outliers were defined as values that were >
three standard deviations from the mean and were not
part of the normal distribution (Cohen et al., 2003).
Skewness was defined as variable values greater
than +/-2.0 standard deviations whereas kurtosis was
defined by values greater than +/-7.0 standard devi-
ations (West et al., 1995). These checks showed nor-
mally distributed data for all dependent variables in
the sample (skewness ranged from -.70 — .58; kurto-
sis ranged from -.65 — .68). All analyses of total and
subscale scores maintained the continuous nature of
the variables. Effect sizes and covariance inflation
factor (VIF) were also calculated and are included in
the tables. VIF estimates multicollinearity when vari-
ables may be closely associated and are included in a
regression analysis. An unacceptable level of multi-
collinearity is problematic because it undermines the
statistical significance of the independent variables in
the regression equation.

Research Aim 1: Group Comparisons:
Trait Anxiety and College Variables

Table 2 provides means, standard deviations, and
effect sizes for trait anxiety and college variables (ad-
justment indices, GPA) for women with and without
autism symptomatology. Independent-samples t-tests
were conducted between the groups with Bonferroni
correction. As depicted in Table 2 and in line with
our predictions, women with autism symptomatology
showed significantly higher trait anxiety than those
without autism symptomatology, t(96)=6.94, p< .001.

In terms of college variables, students with au-
tism symptomatology showed lower total adjustment
to college (SACQ), t(96) = 7.56, p <.001, and lower

adjustment on the academic, social, and person-
al-emotional adjustment subscales, t(96) = 4.49-7.71,
p < .001, than their peers without symptomatology
(see Table 2). Women with autism symptomatology
showed a slightly lower overall GPA than women
without symptomatology, t(63) = 2.43, p = .018, al-
though when examining GPA ranges, the groups were
similar (see Table 1).

Research Aim 2: Predictors of College Adjustment

After examining VIF factors to determine the ap-
propriateness of regression analyses (see Table 3),
linear regression analyses were conducted separate-
ly on adjustment indices (total, academic, social, and
personal-emotional). In each analysis, autism symp-
tomatology and trait anxiety were entered as separate
predictors for each of the college adjustment indices,
allowing us to determine the unique variance they
accounted for in college adjustment. The regression
results are presented in Table 3. In terms of total ad-
justment, the overall model with autism symptom-
atology and trait anxiety was significant, F(2, 97)
= 78.20, p < .001, adjusted R? = .614. As shown in
Table 3, both autism symptomatology and trait anxi-
ety were significant predictors of total adjustment to
college. The overall models were also significant for
academic adjustment F(2, 97) = 28.30, p < .001, ad-
justed R? = .360, social adjustment F(2, 95) = 30.83,
p <.001, adjusted R? = .381, and personal-emotional
adjustment F(2, 97) = 96.42, p < .001, adjusted R?
= .663 to college. As shown in Table 3, both autism
symptomatology and trait anxiety were significant
predictors on each adjustment index. However, and
as shown in Table 3, trait anxiety accounted for more
variance in the models than autism symptomatology.

Finally, regression findings showed that the over-
all model with autism symptomatology and trait anx-
iety as predictors was not significant for GPA, F(2,
59) = 1.31, p = .277, adjusted R? = .010.

Discussion

Success in college often focuses on academic
achievement and in particular, grade point average
(GPA) and coursework completion. Although dis-
ability resource officers have known for some time
that adjustment problems can lead to poorer aca-
demic achievement and retention problems in the
general college population (Tinto, 1993), we are just
beginning to explore how adjustment issues affect the
college experience for autistic students, particularly
women. As others have asserted, previous studies on
the college experience (e.g., Flegenheimer & Scherf,
2022) and on trait anxiety (e.g., Jolliffe et al., 2022)
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Table 2

Group Comparisons on Study Variables

Women

without Autism

Women with
Autism

Symptomatology Symptomatology

(n=51)

(n=51)

M (SD)/ n (%)

M (SD)/ n (%) t P d

ASD Symptomatology
(SRS-2)

SRS-2 Raw Score 39.51 (15.09)

SRS-2 T-score 49.49 (5.32)
Normal (59 or lower) 51 (100%)
Mild (60 - 65) 0 (0%)
Moderate (66 — 75) 0 (0%)
Severe (76 or higher T-score) 0 (0%)

Trait Anxiety (STAI-T) 43.88 (9.59)

Adjustment to College (SACQ)

Full Scale 51.32 (9.65)
Academic Adjustment 56.20 (9.91)
Social Adjustment 46.50 (8.44)
Personal-Emotional Adjustment 48.62 (9.93)

91.67 (20.62) 1458 <.001  2.89
68.08 (7.27) 1473  <.001 292

0 (0%)

22 (43%)

21 (41%)

8 (16%)
57.23 (9.45) 694 <.001 140
38.71 (6.63) 756 <.001 152
44.06 (7.38) 685 <.001  1.39
39.54 (6.84) 449 <.001  0.90
35.21 (7.11) 771 <001 155

Note. Effect sizes given by Cohen’s d or phi, as appropriate. SRS-2 = Social Responsiveness Scale, Sec-
ond Edition; STAI = State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Trait Subscale-TAl); SACQ = Student Adjustment to
College Questionnaire. Severity of autism symptoms can be delineated, with scores of 60T-65T in the mild
range, 66T to 75T in the moderate range and 76T or higher in the severe range in terms of autism symptom-
atology (Constantino & Gruber, 2012). T-scores in the range of 59 and below are generally not associated
with clinically significant autism symptomatology. On the SACQ, raw scores are converted to T-scores (U =
50, SD = 10) and take into account year in school and sex of student. All T-scores are continuous.

in autistic students often include significantly more
cisgender men relative to other gender identities, in-
cluding cisgender women. This gender imbalance
limits our knowledge and the ability of disability re-
source officers to use scholarly information to make
appropriate recommendations for all autistic students.

Thus, in the present study, we examined the con-
nections between autism symptomatology and trait
anxiety on academic, social, personal-emotional, and
total adjustment to college indices in women college
students. College adjustment indices were examined
not only because of their association with GPA and
college retention, but also because they capture a
range of adaptive behaviors in the college setting. For

example, social adjustment reflects students’ relation-
ships with others, coping with being away from home,
and satisfaction with their involvement in the social
aspects of college. For autistic women, research has
suggested that there may be more societal pressure
to fit in, establish relationships (platonic and roman-
tic), and engage in activities of a social nature than
for autistic men (Kanfiszer et al., 2017). In an inter-
view study, Bargiela and colleagues (2016) found that
late-diagnosed autistic women discussed how they
struggled to fit in with societal expectations regarding
relationships and gender roles that expected women to
be well-versed socially. Such struggles could impact
social adjustment and anxiety levels for women trying
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Table 3

Predictors of College Adjustment

SACQ Total F(2, 95) = 78.28\/;;;3 LaFBC%?gggusted R2= 614
B SEb B t p
ASD Symptomatology -.098 .029 -.296 -3.39 .001
Trait Anxiety -.498 .078 -.555 -6.34 <.001
Overall Model

Academic Adjustment

F(2, 95) = 28.30, p < .001, adjusted R” = .360

B SEDb S t p
ASD Symptomatology -.090 .038 -.268 -2.38 .019
Trait Anxiety -.362 103 -.394 -3.51 <.001
Overall Model

Social Adjustment

F(2, 95) = 30.83, p <.001, adjusted R?=.381

B SEb S t p
ASD Symptomatology -.066 .029 -.248 -2.24 .027
Trait Anxiety -.312 .080 -.430 -3.89 <.001
Overall Model

Personal-Emotional Adjustment

F(2, 95) = 96.42, p < .001, adjusted R = .663

B SEb S t p
ASD Symptomatology -.084 .028 -.243 -2.98 .004
Trait Anxiety -.595 077 -.631 -7.74 <.001

Note. SACQ = Student Adaptation to College Questionnaire. Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) = 1.92. VIF

cutoff values below 5 are deemed acceptable.

to find their place in campus society. In the general
college population, lower social and personal-emo-
tional adjustment scores are not only associated with
lower college retention rates, but also increased men-
tal health challenges, including greater sense of loneli-
ness, lower self-esteem, less perceived social support,
and more depression (Felton et al., 2022).

In the current study, women with autism symptom-
atology showed lower adjustment to college across
all adjustment indices (i.e., academic, social, per-
sonal-emotional, and total adjustment) than women
without autism symptomatology. These findings are
important because many of the students in the present
study had not been formally diagnosed with autism
yet are showing similar struggles with adaptation to
college as seen in students with a formal autism diag-
nosis (Flegenheimer & Scherf, 2022; McLeod & An-
derson, 2022). That is, previous college studies have
focused primarily on male students with a formal
autism diagnosis. Thus, our results are important to
disability resource officers because they provide evi-

dence that female college students with autism symp-
tomatology share similar adjustment struggles as their
autistic male peers and therefore may also need extra
support from disability resource offices.
Additionally, our findings suggest that future stud-
ies examining the connections between autism symp-
tomatology, anxiety and adjustment to college must
make a concerted effort to include individuals who
represent the range of gender identities. This point
echoes similar calls in Jolliffe and colleagues’ (2022)
review article on trait anxiety in autism. As Jolliffe
et al. point out, most of the studies they reviewed
were conducted with autistic men (i.e., 87.7%). In the
studies reviewed by Jolliffe et al. (2022), less than
one in eight participants identified as autistic women,
falling short of current proportion estimates (1 in 4
individuals with autism are women). Given the inter-
sectionality of autism and nonbinary or trans identi-
ties (Murphy et al., 2020), it will also be important
for future studies to expand our college adjustment
work to individuals who identify differently from the
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populations that have been studied. This increased
focus will better inform those working directly with
students, including disability resource officers, staff
at counseling and wellness centers, and others on
campus (e.g., faculty, residence hall staff).

Along these lines, postsecondary institutions
should consider implementing educational programs
for disability resource officers and staff at counseling,
wellness, and other student support centers (e.g., tu-
toring, writing) that enable professionals on campus
to learn about autism symptomatology and the unique
challenges associated with it, including college ad-
justment issues. In addition, disability resource pro-
fessionals who have direct experience working with
autistic students, faculty studying autism, as well as
autistic students and faculty on campus could share
their experiences to increase knowledge about, and
acceptance of, autistic individuals. One possible step
forward is training for faculty to better understand au-
tism and how the strengths and challenges associated
with autism can impact students in the classroom. See
Waisman et al. (2022) for a discussion of a sample
online training program and its results.

Importantly, many students disclose their autism
diagnosis to disability resource officers only when
they need to receive academic accommodations
(Petcu et al., 2021). Recent studies have shown that
autistic students may feel that their school’s student
disability resource office cannot provide other ser-
vices beyond purely academic ones (e.g., extra time
on exams) that would be beneficial to them (Cox et
al., 2017, 2021; Davidson et al, 2023). Thus, insti-
tutions should reconsider current supports for au-
tistic students. Traditional accommodations such as
extended time and providing quiet spaces for taking
tests should be expanded for autistic students to in-
clude efficacious transition programs that extend into
the college years, support groups based on stakehold-
er (i.e., autistic college students) feedback focusing
especially on anxiety and adjustment issues, and sen-
sory-friendly, anxiety-reducing spaces for studying
and relaxation (Accardo et al., 2018; Cox et al., 2017,
Roux et al., 2015).

Finally, while the present study findings showed
that both autism symptomatology and trait anxiety
predicted women’s adjustment to college, trait anxi-
ety accounted for more variance on all of the college
adjustment indices than autism symptomatology. A
valuable next step in future studies would be to iden-
tify aspects of trait anxiety that are unique to autis-
tic individuals and may lead to challenges in college
(Kerns et al., 2014). For example, South and Rodgers
(2017) suggest that unique mechanisms for anxiety in
autism may include intolerance of uncertainty, senso-

ry concerns, and alexithymia (difficulty in identifying
and describing emotions). Certainly, the college set-
ting evokes many instances of uncertainty within ac-
ademic and socioemotional contexts. Autistic college
students must also learn to navigate myriad sensory
concerns in the college setting (e.g., in the classroom
and dorm) that can increase anxiety (Lizotte, 2018).
As Nachman and Brown (2022) suggest, future
qualitative studies that directly capture autistic stu-
dents’ views about how their needs can be best sup-
ported can uncover categories of stressors and their
relations to elevated anxiety that autistic students are
experiencing. Such knowledge would prove beneficial
when disability resource officers are trying to make ac-
commodations for autistic students inside and outside
of the college classroom. Future studies should also
consider how various coping strategies are beneficial
to a broad range of autistic students. For example, in
general college population studies, hardiness, per-
sonal-growth initiative and coping self-efficacy were
found to mediate the negative effects of being highly
anxious (Weigold & Robitschek, 2011). Nevertheless,
Cox and colleagues (2017) suggest that disability re-
source officers, faculty, resident hall staff, and other
professionals may need to re-consider traditional rec-
ommendations for autistic students who are struggling
with elevated anxiety. For example, in the general col-
lege population, students may be encouraged to join
student organizations, participate in extra-curricular
activities, and live on campus, yet these activities may
promote anxiety in some autistic students.
Academically, women with and without autism
symptomatology in the present study showed simi-
lar GPASs and both groups reported fairly high GPAs.
Moreover, the number of students in high and low
GPA ranges was similar. These finding are consistent
with a handful of previous reports on the academic
performance of autistic college students. Research
has shown that autistic students often perform as well
as their peers academically (Jackson et al., 2018), yet
still struggle with adjusting to college (Davidson et
al., 2023; Trevisan & Birmingham, 2016). Rather
than focusing on academic indices such as GPA or
hours completed, academic adjustment reflects stu-
dents’ motivation and attitudes toward their academic
goals and their satisfaction with the academic envi-
ronment and what it offers. Thus, longitudinal studies
are warranted to determine whether autism symptom-
atology and trait anxiety initially impacts adjustment
to college and then later, academic success. Such in-
formation could inform disability resource officers
about how the trajectory of adjustment across indices
affects autistic students and the retention of these stu-
dents as they progress in their academic careers.
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Limitations

Although we believe our findings provide a valu-
able addition to the literature in elucidating the role of
autism symptomatology and trait anxiety on adjust-
ment to college, certain limitations must be acknowl-
edged. Firstly, self-reported measures were used to
examine our study variables, including determining
symptomatology that is indicative of autism. Howev-
er, previous literature has found that high functioning
adults with autism can reliably and accurately report
on their own symptomatology (e.g., Sandercock et
al., 2020). Secondly, our sample consisted of only
individuals who identified as cisgender women and
were primarily white. Future studies should move
beyond binary classifications of gender and sexual
identity, and seek out racially and ethnically hetero-
geneous student groups when exploring the role au-
tism symptomatology and trait anxiety play in college
adjustment. Our data were also collected during the
COVID-19 pandemic when anxiety levels in college
students were found to be significantly higher than
before the pandemic (Alemany-Arrebola et al., 2020;
\oss et al., 2022). Moreover, the majority of partici-
pants (86%) were in their first two years of college,
and many were performing well academically. Thus,
we must acknowledge that the results from our study
may not be generalizable to other college populations
and settings. Nevertheless, by focusing on women
with autism symptomatology, we were able to ascer-
tain that trait anxiety is elevated in these students and
that both trait anxiety and autism symptomatology
are contributing to adjustment issues in the college
setting for them.

Implications and Conclusions

In previous research on the college experience in
autistic students, women are often not the focus of the
research nor are significant numbers included in the
participant sample. Moreover, the focus is typically
on academic performance differences (e.g., GPA) be-
tween autistic and non-autistic students. The findings
of our study showed that significant differences be-
tween women with and without autism symptomatol-
ogy did not center on GPA but on trait anxiety and
adjustment to college. As shown in the present study,
both autism symptomology and elevated trait anxi-
ety were predictive of lower adjustment to college
across adjustment indices. Thus, disability resource
officers and other professionals on campus (e.qg., staff
at counseling and wellness centers) should consider
that academic indices alone may not be the only indi-
cator of challenges for autistic women in the first or
second year of college. Equally important, it may be
that adjustment issues and elevated anxiety precipi-

tate lower GPAs as autistic students proceed through
college. Ongoing research in our lab is exploring this
issue. Moreover, and as advocated throughout this
paper, expanding who we study is important given
that the intersectionality of autism and gender identi-
ty may lead to unique challenges for college students.

Finally, given that many of the students in our
study did not have a formal diagnosis of autism,
they may only be eligible for services and supports
for other mental health disorders (e.g., anxiety). This
finding runs counter to other research findings show-
ing that autistic students do better in college when
supports are tailored to their autism diagnosis and
concerns (e.g., sensory sensitivities; Cox et al., 2017;
Thye et al., 2018). One issue is that students often
need to provide concrete documentation of a formal
autism diagnosis to be approved for institutional
accommodations. As Nachman and Brown (2022)
write, “The tension between institutional and disabled
peoples’ authority has led the Association for Higher
Education and Disability (AHEAD) to issue accom-
modations guidance that lists ‘student’s self-report’
as ‘primary documentation’” (p. 11). Following the
suggestions made by AHEAD to consider self-report-
ing of autism would decrease the reliance on external
documentation and the burden placed upon autistic
students and increase the timeliness of when accom-
modations can be provided (Cox et al., 2017). When
interviewing our participants, the majority of women
with autism symptomatology were less likely to be
formally diagnosed but reported that they believed
they might be autistic. This phenomenon paired with
lower adjustment across indices in the present study
suggest that additional supports are needed for fe-
male college students with autism symptomatology
regardless of formal diagnostic status. Thus, our find-
ings may prove beneficial when considering the best
supports to provide autistic women in college with
or without a formal diagnosis, including appropriate
disability resource services that directly target adjust-
ment issues.
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