Special Issue: Wellbeing and Work-Integrated Learning

Enhancing neurodivergent student wellbeing in co-operative
education: A theoretical model and research agenda

ANTOINE PENNAFORTE!

Conservatoire National des Arts et Métier, Paris, France
ANNE-MARIE FANNON

University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Canada

This paper explores ways to support the wellbeing of neurodivergent individuals participating in co-operative
education (co-op). The authors propose a theoretical model for supporting neurodivergent student wellbeing in
co-op, based on the current understanding of wellbeing in WIL and interventions for neurodivergent individuals
at work and in higher education. The paper also identifies methodological considerations in neurodiversity
research within the WIL context. It then presents a research agenda identifying critical topics for future WIL
research. The expected outcomes and implications for WIL practitioners, organizations, and the WIL community
are discussed, highlighting the potential for broad adoption.

Keywords: Neurodivergent learners; wellbeing; co-operative education; work-integrated learning; organizational
behaviors; helpers; mental health

Research on neurodiversity (Johnson & Josh, 2016; Kapp et al., 2013) is helping with understanding how
individuals with cognitive and learning differences can best thrive in social and organizational contexts.
Neurodiversity, a constantly evolving concept, can be defined as the acknowledgment of neurological
differences in brain functioning and related behavior in the population (Clouder et al., 2020; Singer,
1999). Neurodiversity does not describe mental pathologies but natural human variations that bring
unique challenges and strengths (Chamak, 2008, 2018; Clouder et al., 2020; Hamilton & Petty, 2023).
Within the general population, there are both neurotypical individuals, those with standard or average
cognitive abilities, and neurodivergent individuals, those who do not have typical cognitive abilities or
who have neurological differences (Doyle, 2024). A subset of neurodivergent people has been
diagnosed with conditions ranging from those acquired at birth, such as autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), attention deficit disorder (ADD), dyslexia and other learning challenges, and giftedness, as well
as mental illnesses and injuries acquired through life (Doyle, 2020). The neurodivergent population is
estimated to range from 10% (Haute autorité de Santé, 2024) to up to 20% (Doyle, 2020).

What is consistent across definitions is the notion that neurodivergent individuals have brains that
function differently (Walker, 2021) and that they consequently experience life (Johnson & Josh, 2016)
and work differently (Biétry & Richet, 2021; Kapp et al., 2013; Mouillot & Drillon, 2017). Often, however,
these differences can create difficulties for neurodivergent individuals. Notably, neurodivergent
individuals are more likely to experience challenges with both wellbeing and occupational exclusion,
face disproportionately high unemployment rates, and have career struggles throughout life (Anderson
et al., 2018; Doyle, 2020). While little has been studied on how higher education institutions can
effectively support the school-to-work transition for neurodivergent students, some studies suggest that
prioritizing career-related skill development and work-integrated learning opportunities for
neurodivergent learners is one crucial strategy (Cheriyan et al., 2021). This paper aims to explore ways
to support both the wellbeing and employment outcomes of neurodivergent individuals by proposing
a conceptual model for wellbeing in co-op and a research agenda to test the model.
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BACKGROUND

At work, wellbeing is defined as “a psychological state resulting from a positive relationship with
others, oneself, time, and the physical work environment” (Biétry & Creusier, 2013, p.34). A
multidimensional concept (Nande & Commeiras, 2020), wellbeing at work is related to psychological
wellbeing, including hedonist (the principle of maximizing pleasure and avoiding suffering) and
eudemonist (the feeling of fully living, being oneself, and being in harmony with one’s activity) facets
(Dagenais-Desmarais & Savoie, 2012; Ryff, 1995). At work, wellbeing is related to personal values and
development (Ryff, 1995). It concerns human experience (Deci et al., 2001). Wellbeing, as a
multidimensional concept, is based on four main dimensions: 1) positive rapport with colleagues; 2)
one’s manager; 3) work/life balance; and 4) a positive physical work environment (Biétry & Creusier,
2013). Wellbeing depends on individual characteristics and capabilities, including emotional
intelligence, psychological capital, and authenticity (Avey et al., 2009; Carmeli et al., 2007; Sheldon et
al., 2004), and organizational cultural practices such as solid relationships and psychological safety
through a positive work environment and human resource supports (Deci et al., 2001). Individuals with
strong wellbeing perform better (Christian et al., 2011; Cropanzano & Wright, 1999; Judge et al., 2001),
may develop organizational citizenship behaviors (Lee & Allen, 2002), and are more independent (Staw
et al., 1994).

Wellbeing in work-integrated learning (WIL) has received increased attention in recent years. In WIL,
wellbeing has been defined as “an individual’s capacity to manage the social, economic, personal and
physical factors that impact on the work-integrated learning experience and how the work-integrated
learning experience impacts on an individual’s social, economic, personal, and physical wellbeing
domains.” (Gillett-Swan & Grant-Smith, 2018, p.133). WIL wellbeing is “dynamic and fluid” (Gillett-
Swan & Grant-Smith, 2018, p.133) and strengthened by institutional and community supports (Gillett-
Swan & Grant-Smith, 2018). In WIL, work-related subjective wellbeing, (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2011)
can enhance student performance (Drewery et al., 2017). Wellbeing at work could improve work
performance, and wellbeing at school could enhance academic success. Before we can understand how
to support the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners in WIL, we need to understand their needs and
whether they differ from neurotypical understandings of wellbeing in WIL.

Neurodiversity is a constantly evolving concept but is becoming more commonly understood as
differences in individual brain functioning, which are normal and expected variations in the human
population (Chamak, 2008, 2018; Clouder et al., 2020). There are, however, many different lenses or
perspectives with which scholars have viewed neurodiversity and neurodivergent individuals. The
traditional medical model, for example, views neurodivergent individuals from a deficit perspective,
pathologizing their differences and seeking cures to normalize neurodivergence (Dwyer, 2022;
Hamilton & Petty, 2023). On the other hand, the social disability model suggests that disability is not
biological but rather a function of environmental or social limitations. Thus, even though
neurodivergent individuals may have cognitive limitations, these limitations are only disabling because
of societally imposed processes or standards. For example, the sensory stresses experienced by many
autistic individuals are not a disability, except that our environments often contain sensory stimuli that
are acceptable to neurotypical individuals but damaging and exhausting to neurodivergent individuals
(Raymaker et al., 2020). In this model, disability can be addressed by changing the environment or
societal expectations.

The interactionist neurodiverse approach proposed by Dwyer (2022) posits that “disability is the
product of an interaction between the characteristics of a disabled person and the environment around
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them” (p. 77). This model recognizes that while some neurodivergent individuals have impairments,
they also possess unique strengths (Carter et al., 2015; Dwyer, 2022; Russell et al., 2019). It suggests that,
to support neurodivergent populations, we must change our environments and societal expectations,
but we must also acknowledge where limitations exist and provide individual support. To this end,
interventions could happen at both the environmental level (e.g., reducing stimuli for an autistic person)
or at the individual level (e.g., medications to reduce anxiety for an autistic person) (Dwyer, 2022).
Notably, the chosen interventions are the ones that best support the individual’s wellbeing and quality
of life (Dwyer, 2022). This paper adopts Dwyer's interactionist approach and explores the
environmental and individualized supports that may be required to enhance the wellbeing of
neurodivergent learners in WIL.

Currently, research on supporting the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners in higher education is
generally limited (Hamilton & Petty, 2023), as is research on the wellbeing of neurodivergent workers
(Szulc et al., 2021). What is known is that many neurodivergent learners want to act and behave as
‘typical’” individuals (Gauvrit & Clobert, 2021; Mouillot & Musquer, 2023). They develop strategies to
compensate for their differences (Dwyer, 2022; Pennaforte, 2023b). This often involves masking or
hiding their desired behavior and instead adopting stereotypical or socially acceptable behaviors. These
masking modifications have been shown to harm their wellbeing, including burnout, stress, anxiety and
even suicidality (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Cassidy et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2017, 2019; Raymaker
et al., 2020).

In the context of WIL, research on neurodiversity is limited and focuses on organizational and
educational supports to increase socialization for neurodivergent WIL students (Pennaforte, 2023a).
WIL provides an important context for studying the wellbeing and employability of neurodivergent
individuals. Negative educational experiences can have a lasting impact on neurodivergent learners’
self-perception and wellbeing (Hong et al., 2016). Career success is thus often contingent on positive
early educational and employment experiences (Hamilton & Petty, 2023). WIL is at the intersection of
education and employment, providing an important context for studying wellbeing in neurodivergent
individuals. For example, research on WIL students may help us better understand how to foster
lifelong wellbeing in neurodivergent individuals. It can also identify how to support neurodivergent
individuals in the early phases of their careers, including strategies for successfully integrating into the
workplace and increasing long-term employment success.

Recent research indicates that WIL can help address labor market inequities for equity-deserving
groups. For example, studies from Canada and Australia demonstrate that work-based WIL
participation, such as co-op and internships, can close post-graduation salary gaps for equity-deserving
groups and improve job attainment rates for students with disabilities (Australian Collaborative
Education Network, 2023; Wyonch, 2020). However, there is a lack of specific information about the
outcomes of WIL programs for neurodivergent learners, even though up to 20% of the WIL student
population may be neurodivergent. This paper narrows in on the experience of neurodivergent co-op
students and explores structures and supports to enhance their wellbeing in WIL. Co-op, in particular,
is an interesting model of WIL to explore neurodivergent wellbeing because it closely mirrors the
process of securing and succeeding in employment post-graduation. Students apply for their co-op
positions and are paid members of an organization for their work term. Further, because co-op typically
includes multiple work terms or work experiences, exploring the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners
in co-op allows for examination of the role of various supports over time, including measures of
wellbeing, work term success, academic success and overall persistence.
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To address research gaps in supporting neurodivergent workers and learners, scholars are proposing
theoretical models and conceptual frameworks for supporting learners and workers, drawing from
existing neurodiversity research and current understandings of fostering student success (Hamilton &
Petty, 2023). This paper proposes a similar approach for exploratory research on wellbeing of
neurodivergent learners in WIL. Firstly, it proposes a theoretical model of neurodivergent wellbeing in
the context of co-op programs, then presents a research agenda to explore and test the theoretical model.
Finally, some methodological considerations in research with neurodivergent learners are discussed.
This paper focuses on the experiences of all neurodivergent co-op students, both those with diagnoses
and those without, as not all individuals are comfortable disclosing diagnoses and others may not seek
a diagnosis at all (Clouder et al., 2020). Systems and structures must be implemented to support all
learners, regardless of diagnosis or disclosure status.

THEORETICAL MODEL

As mentioned above, our understanding of how to support the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners is
limited. However, research on supporting the wellbeing of neurodivergent people in different contexts,
including in the workplace, provides a foundational understanding upon which to build.

Following the interactionist approach (Dwyer, 2022) we explore the environmental adjustments and
individualized supports that could enhance the co-op experience for neurodivergent learners and
support wellbeing. Our theoretical model is founded on the four dimensions of workplace wellbeing
as defined by Biétry and Creusier. They define workplace wellbeing as having a positive relationship
with one’s colleagues, a positive rapport with one’s manager, work-life balance and positive physical
work environment. As co-op education includes both academic and workplace environments, the
wellbeing model is expanded to include both contexts (Table 1). Our theoretical model explores
interventions that could enhance wellbeing in each domain. These include both environmental
adjustments and individualized support.

TABLE 1: Wellbeing dimensions through work-integrated learning.

Dimensions At work At school
Positive rapport with Good relationships with Good relationships with classmates
colleagues colleagues Class socialization

Positive rapport with
manager/faculty

Work-life balance

Positive physical work
environment

Team socialization
Team solidarity

Support for career development
Job tasks negotiation
Acknowledgment

Schedule well-defined
Work-life balanced

Able to adapt my workspace
Workspace adapted to my need
Pleasant work environment

Student solidarity

Support for academic development
Able to choose courses

Academic acknowledgement
Academic schedule well-defined
Academic schedule well-balanced
Able to be myself

Classroom adapted to my need
Pleasant school environment

Sense of belonging

“From Biétry and Creusier (2013)
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ENVIRONMENTAL ADJUSTMENTS

The literature on supporting neurodivergent individuals in school and work suggest three main areas
of focus for environmental adjustments to be considered in co-op programs: universal design for
learning, inclusive recruitment policies and practices, and training for co-op staff and workplace
supervisors.

Universal Design for Learning

Universal design for learning (UDL) is an educational approach that “seeks to improve and optimize
teaching and learning for all learners based on scientific insights into how humans learn” (CAST, 2024,
para 1). It emphasizes multiple means of presenting knowledge and assessing learning by providing
options for engagement, representation, action, and expression (CAST, 2024). UDL responds to the
needs of many neurodivergent learners by recognizing that the traditional one-size-fits-all approach to
higher education introduces many barriers to students who, fully capable of learning, are simply
experiencing environmental barriers to doing so (Meyer et al, 2014). UDL also reduces the
stigmatization of neurodivergent learners by introducing practices that benefit all learners, reducing the
need for them to disclose and request accommodations (Anderson et al., 2018). While UDL has been
adopted to varying degrees of success in various higher education contexts (Clouder et al., 2020), many
have noted its implementation is inconsistent (Sarrett, 2018). Within the co-op context, UDL is
recommended to support inclusive learning (Goldman et al., 2023). However, specific details on what
UDL looks like in the co-op curriculum remain mainly unexplored.

Inclusive Recruitment Policies and Practices

Co-op often includes a competitive recruitment process that mirrors post-graduation job-seeking. While
this learning experience provides a critical opportunity for students to practice articulating their skills
and competencies in an employment context (Pretti & Fannon, 2018), the authentic design of this
experience also introduces many stressors that affect students' wellbeing (Knapp & Drewery, 2025).
These stressors may be more acute for neurodivergent individuals who already face barriers in the
recruitment process (Baxter & Heys, 2019). These challenges include deciding when or whether to
disclose neurodiversity (Giannantonio et al., 2024) to job postings with unapproachable language that
deter neurodivergent candidates (Cheriyan et al, 2021) or not including information about
accommodation processes (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2018). Additionally,
traditional interview processes may favor neurotypical behaviors such as engaging in small talk,
maintaining eye contact, and demonstrating interest through body language (Giannantonio et al., 2024;
Spezio et al., 2007). While little research has focused specifically on the recruitment experiences of
neurodivergent learners, the co-op recruitment process has been identified as a significant barrier
toward inclusive experiences for equity-deserving students (Khan et al., 2024). Identifying and
implementing ways to enhance inclusive recruitment in co-op presents many opportunities to improve
the experience for all learners.

Training for Co-Op Staff and Workplace Supervisors

Neurodivergent individuals are often not included in definitions of equity-deserving groups (Dwyer,
2022). This means neurodiversity awareness is frequently excluded from equity, diversity, and
inclusion-focused training programs (Bruyere & Colella, 2023). However, training in neurodiversity
awareness and acceptance can be crucial in increasing supportive environments for neurodivergent
workers and, by extension, co-op students. On the curricular side of co-op programming, training on
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neurodiversity can help educators understand how to incorporate universal design principles for
learning and the importance of doing so (Couzens et al., 2015). Training in neurodiversity can help
recruiters write more inclusive job postings, practice inclusive interview processes, and reduce bias
toward neurodivergent behaviors (Giannantonio et al., 2024). Supervisors trained in neurodiversity can
provide better feedback and enhance communication with neurodivergent employees (Fung, 2024).
Managers and leaders who understand neurodiversity can support universal design improvements in
the workplace environment and policies, potentially benefitting all employees (Fung, 2024). An
exploration of the role of training in building inclusive environments for neurodivergent co-op students
could help identify and clarify the role of each partner in this work, improve outcomes for learners, and
create awareness of the value of inclusive recruitment and workplace practices in host organizations
(Rillotta et al., 2024).

INDIVIDUALIZED SUPPORTS

The emerging literature on neurodivergent employees and neurodivergent students also suggests the
critical role of two forms of individualized support: helpers and accommodations and adjustments.

Helpers

A relatively unexplored area in supporting neurodivergent students is the role of dedicated support or
helpers. Helpers are volunteers who assist individuals who may be in vulnerable situations. A
supervisor can be considered a helper if they go beyond their basic supervisory role at work to enhance
the comfort of a vulnerable person, such as neurodivergent learners. However, not every supervisor is
a helper. For instance, a helper will attempt to anticipate the needs related to the specific characteristics
of the neurodivergent individual, address identified shortcomings in the workplace (such as providing
reassurance, listening, and support), and interpret implicit cues (Jaeger, 2023). Therefore, a helper can
be described as someone who transcends their professional role to promote the specific wellbeing of
neurodivergent individuals.

Some research explores the importance of helpers in traditional higher education contexts. For example,
peer mentor programs are highly successful for neurodivergent students in a traditional academic
context (Ames et al., 2016, Thompson et al,, 2018). Another study showed that autistic students
preferred receiving support from a personalized coach in their educational and personal lives, but peer
mentors were also beneficial (Berry, 2018). Peer mentor programs are also recommended as one form
of adaptation for neurodivergent workers (Doyle, 2020) and have been successfully implemented in
large companies with neurodiversity support programs, such as System Applications and Products
(SAP), Freddie Mac, and Hewlett Packard (Bruyere & Colella, 2023).

Within the WIL context, supports such as helpers have been shown to be highly important for
neurotypical WIL students at work (Pennaforte, 2016) and helping students with mental health
challenges (McBeath et al., 2017). Despite the clear role that helpers and dedicated supports can play
for neurodivergent individuals at work and in classes, no studies have been done on the role of helpers
for neurodivergent co-op students.

Accommodations and Adjustments

The second area of individualized support proposed by the conceptual framework is the role of
accommodations and adjustments. Neurodivergent learners may experience barriers to success that
require accommodation or adjustment. Barriers may be physical or process/rules-based and can be
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encountered at any phase of the employment experience, from recruitment to onboarding to assessment
(Bruyere & Colella, 2023). While in many jurisdictions, employers have a legal duty to accommodate
employees with disabilities (see, for example, the Ontario Human Rights Code), students do not always
receive the accommodations they need, even after requesting them (Khan et al., 2024). The legal status
of co-op students and the educational nature of the co-op placement occasionally leads to confusion
about what accommodations are required and who is responsible for providing them (Turcotte et al.,
2016). Challenges around accommodations are exacerbated for neurodivergent learners who must often
obtain and disclose a disability diagnosis to receive accommodations even if they do not feel as if they
have a disability (Hamilton & Petty, 2023). Given the ambiguous status of co-op students and the
complexity of the partnership between the higher education institution, the student, and the employer,
it is imperative that we better understand the role of accommodations and adjustments in
neurodivergent wellbeing in co-op.

Theoretical Model of Neurodivergent Student Wellbeing in Co-Op

The four dimensions of wellbeing described by Biétry and Creusier (2013) can be used to understand
the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners and the effect of environmental adjustments and
individualized supports. Once a theoretical model of neurodivergent wellbeing in co-op (Figure 1) is
tested, practical suggestions for increasing wellbeing can be provided, addressing important research
gaps (Doyle, 2024). For example, wellbeing can be enhanced by implementing HR and managerial
inclusion strategies that focus on neurodiversity in the workplace and further supported by delivering
workshops at higher education institutions (e.g., Pennaforte et al., 2024). A validated theoretical model
will allow us to see how additional interventions might support enhanced wellbeing for neurodivergent
learners and if these interventions are associated with enhanced academic success and improved work
performance.

FIGURE 1: Theoretical model of neurodivergent student wellbeing in co-op.
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METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Research about neurodivergent learners require careful ethical and methodological design, as
recommended for all research (Hennequin et al., 2021). A few aspects of study design are particularly
important. Neurodivergent individuals, like other historically marginalized groups, have often
experienced marginalization because of previous research efforts that, while well-intentioned, caused
harm (Bernard et al, 2023; Dwyer, 2022). Further, many standard research practices may be
inappropriate for neurodivergent individuals (Dwyer, 2022). The breadth of neurodivergent
individuals also necessitates a range of approaches. These considerations require researchers of
neurodiversity to carefully consider research team composition, study design, interpretation of data,
and dissemination of findings (Bernard et al., 2023; Nicolaidis et al., 2019).

Researchers are encouraged to involve neurodivergent individuals in their research teams (Doyle, 2020;
Dwyer, 2022; Nicolaidis et al., 2019). While participatory research methods are common with other
marginalized groups, neurodivergent individuals, especially autistic adults, have often been excluded
from research partnerships on neurodivergence due to perceived limitations in their capacity as
partners (Nicolaidis et al., 2019). However, there is a growing interest in creating participatory research
structures for neurodivergent individuals, and best practice guides are emerging. These guides
recognize the role of power and privilege in research teams and the importance of clearly understanding
partnership goals when developing a research approach (Bernard et al., 2023; Nicolaidis et al., 2019).
This is particularly important when considering including neurodivergent students as part of a research
team, given the power dynamics already inherent in research assistant/faculty or intern/supervisor
teams (Dwyer, 2022; Nicolaidis et al., 2019). Table 2 presents examples of ethical considerations for
researchers conducting research concerning neurodivergent individuals.

TABLE 2: Ethical considerations for conducting research with neurodivergent individuals.

Research stage Ethical/Methodological considerations

Developing e Engage authentically with community advocates to understand previous
the research harms from research and critical research questions from their perspectives
plan (Dwyer, 2022)

e Consider how neurodivergent perspectives will be included in the research
(e.g., as advisors, partners, and researchers) (Dwyer, 2022)

e Use general ethical principles: confidentiality, anonymity, freedom

e Consider mixed method design to increase accessibility with the project for
learners with different types of neurodivergence.

e Be mindful of terminology, using neutral descriptive terminology
whenever possible and working with neurodivergent groups to ensure the
most appropriate language is used (Dwyer, 2022)

Recruitment e Mobilize trusted individuals, such as community advocates, helpers, etc.,
and informed in recruitment.
consent e Make the consent process as accessible as possible. Simplify language, add

pictures, and provide consent in multiple formats. (Nicolaidis et al., 2019)
e Explain and detail research objectives through written and verbal means.
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e Ensure participant confidentiality. While critical for all research studies,
this is particularly sensitive for neurodivergent individuals who may not
disclose their neurodivergence to supervisors, faculty, or friends. Thus,
recruitment protocols should prioritize anonymity in how participants
respond to recruitment efforts and where data collection occurs.

Data collection e Provide a detailed preface explaining the kind of information you are

seeking in qualitative research (Nicolaidis et al., 2019)

e Create accessible interview guides (Nicolaidis et al., 2019)

e Include multiple ways of engagement, including synchronous and
asynchronous interviews (Nicolaidis et al., 2019)

e Consider conducting interviews with neurodivergent individuals and
psychologists/helpers associated with helping contextualize the responses
(Biétry & Richet, 2021; Brannen, 1988)

RESEARCH AGENDA

The theoretical model presented above provides a rich agenda for future research. As much of the
research in the neurological space has been focused on studying and treating ‘deficits’ of neurodivergent
learners (Dwyer, 2022), there is much to be learned regarding how environmental adjustments and
individualized supports can positively affect wellbeing. Even the general literature on neurodiversity
at work offers little about what can practically be done to improve work outcomes for neurodivergent

individuals (Doyle, 2020). Research in this space can help answer important questions about what
neurodivergent learners understand about their needs, how to advocate for themselves, how to navigate
organizations and institutions (Dwyer, 2022), and how various interventions on the part of the higher
education institution and employer can support self-efficacy. Below, we present the beginnings of a
research agenda to address these critical questions.

D

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

What is wellbeing for neurodivergent co-op students? Is there a positive relationship between
positive rapport with colleagues, positive rapport with the manager, work-life balance, and
positive physical work environment at school and neurodivergent learner wellbeing? Does the
neurodivergent understanding of wellbeing differ from that proposed by Biétry and Creusier?
What are the primary barriers faced by neurodivergent co-op students? Are there gaps in the
theoretical model based on the barriers identified by these learners?

What does UDL look like in the co-op curriculum? Does a co-op curriculum built on the
principles of UDL support neurodivergent wellbeing in higher education? How might it be
adapted for different WIL types and cultural contexts?

What is the impact of inclusive recruitment processes on co-op placement attainment for
neurodivergent learners? How can enhancing recruitment processes support wellbeing for
neurodivergent learners? Do inclusive recruitment practices increase the likelihood of
disclosure? What are the impacts on retention in and graduation from co-op programs for
neurodivergent learners?

How does training of WIL staff and employers/organizations enhance wellbeing for
neurodivergent co-op students? What barriers are removed by providing additional training
on neurodiversity to WIL support staff, faculty, and employers? Do inclusive co-op experiences
have an impact on the agency and self-efficacy of neurodivergent learners?

What is the role of the helper in fostering the wellbeing of neurodivergent co-op students? At
university? At work during co-op?
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7) What is the role of accommodations in supporting the wellbeing of neurodivergent co-op
students? What do accommodations look like for neurodivergent learners in the co-op
curriculum? In the co-op placement?

8) What are the long-term impacts of participation in inclusive co-op experiences on the wellbeing
and employability of neurodivergent learners?

EXPECTED OUTCOMES

This research agenda aims to enhance our understanding of the challenges faced by neurodivergent
learners in co-op. It explores both environmental adjustments and individualized supports to
determine their impact on the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners.

For the WIL community, examining the relationship between neurodivergent learners and wellbeing
could lead to a better understanding of how they navigate co-op and how to enhance the quality of
programs. Exploring both the environmental adjustments and individual supports will help co-op
practitioners design high-quality and inclusive WIL programs. The research will also provide better
knowledge of the expectations of neurodivergent learners at co-op and in class. For WIL practitioners,
a better understanding of neurodivergent learners will assist in developing training about individual
characteristics for staff and faculty. Finally, this research will contribute to the general paucity of
literature on wellbeing and inclusion in the workplace (Gillett-Swan & Grant-Smith, 2018).

Notably, while this research agenda focuses on improving the wellbeing of neurodivergent learners in
co-op, we note that many of the questions could be applied to research in other forms of WIL. Further,
there is an equally rich research agenda in exploring the impacts of training, inclusive recruitment
practices, helpers, and effective accommodations on the organizations that host neurodivergent
learners. Just as participation in inclusive WIL experiences may help to increase the self-efficacy and
advocacy of neurodivergent learners, they may also help to build capacity in organizations, raising
awareness of the capabilities of neurodivergent learners and the value of inclusive practices (Jackson et
al., 2024)

For further research, developing a specific scale to measure WIL wellbeing would be interesting, as
recommended for WIL students (Gillett-Swan & Grant-Smith, 2018) but for neurodivergent students. It
would also be interesting to conduct the research described in an international team to better

understand universal similarities and cultural differences in the experiences of neurodivergent learners.
CONCLUSION

Research on neurodivergent learners is essential in understanding how wellbeing in co-op differs from
other forms of education. Conducting research with neurodivergent learners requires carefully
designed methods within a robust ethics framework, including the participation of neurodivergent
individuals as part of the research team. As our understanding of neurodiversity evolves, it is the
responsibility of the WIL community to learn and take action to support these learners. This entails
increasing our understanding of adapting environments to promote wellbeing and acknowledging the
role and importance of individualized supports such as accommodations and helpers. If
neurodivergent learners achieve wellbeing during co-op and other WIL experiences, they may be more
likely to seek support again after higher education and to support others in achieving wellbeing.
Improving the inclusivity of all WIL experiences for neurodivergent learners and so enhancing their
wellbeing may be an important step in enhancing lifelong wellbeing and employability for this
population.
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