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The current study sought to better understand the experiences of Autistic students in work-integrated learning
(WIL), identify barriers and facilitators to their successful engagement in these programs, and provide actionable
recommendations for improving support. A participatory interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)
approach was adopted, led by a team of Autistic and non-Autistic researchers. Five current and former Autistic
co-op students from a Canadian university participated in a semi-structured interview, sharing their experiences
in WIL. The findings highlight both the benefits of WIL and significant barriers to inclusion, including limited
availability of postsecondary supports, a tendency to attribute difficulties to personal shortcomings, ambiguous
workplace expectations, and communication breakdowns. Participants offered actionable recommendations for
improving the accessibility and inclusivity of WIL for Autistic postsecondary students.
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It is well-established that Canadian Autistic adults face substantially higher rates of unemployment
compared to the general population (Statistics Canada, 2017; Zwicker et al., 2017). Autistic individuals
are increasingly pursuing postsecondary education (Canadian Academy of Health Sciences, 2022) with
the intention of improving their employment outcomes (Cheriyan et al.,, 2021). Yet, they report that
existing postsecondary services and supports are insufficient and ill-fitting (Lucas et al., 2022; Pesonen
et al., 2021b; Wolpe, 2024; Zeedyk et al., 2019). For instance, while work-integrated learning (WIL)
programs have the potential to improve employment outcomes for Autistic students (Grandin, 2020;
Janice et al., 2021; May, 2018; Pesonen et al., 2021b), the current lack of autism-specific WIL research
and resources may limit the accessibility and effectiveness of these programs.

Autism can be conceptualized as a neurodevelopmental profile characterized by constellations of
differences in how one experiences and interprets their world, including in the areas of social
interaction, communication, sensory processing, and attention (Botha et al., 2021; Brown, 2011; Green
& Shaughnessy, 2023; Hare, 2024; Pellicano & den Houting, 2022). This definition of autism aims to
reflect the preferences of the Autistic community and aligns with the social model perspective and
neurodiversity paradigm, where Autistic traits are viewed as variations in human neurodiversity,
while disability arises from inaccessible social environments (Hare, 2024; Pellicano & den Houting,
2022; Shakespeare, 2006). Autism is also often defined from a medical or clinical perspective as autism
spectrum disorder (ASD), a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by differences in social
communication and interactions, along with restricted and repetitive behaviors or interests (American
Psychiatric Association , 2022). In line with interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)’s emphasis
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on participants’ lived experience and meaning-making (Shaughnessy et al., 2024) and guided by an
Autistic-inclusive approach that prioritizes Autistic voices and recognizes epistemic injustice in autism
research (Thom-Jones & Lowe, 2024), participants of the current study were invited to share their own
definitions of autism. Their responses highlighted “how broad the spectrum can be,” with some noting
challenges in interpreting social cues, others emphasizing how its impact varies based on one’s traits
and environment, and some expressing the felt pressures to conform to a neurotypical society, with one
participant stating that autism “manifests as a disability due to the fact that interactions expected for
participation in society are often exhausting and anxiety inducing for me.” Definitions and conceptions
of autism have shifted significantly over the years and remain in flux, with increasing contributions
from the lived experiences of the Autistic community (Green & Shaughnessy, 2023; Milton & Green,
2024; Pellicano & den Houting, 2022; Shaughnessy et al., 2024). Throughout the current paper, identity-
first language will be used, as this is the terminology currently preferred by many of those in the
Autistic community (Botha et al.,, 2021; Bottema-Beutel et al.,, 2021; Bury et al., 2020; Price, 2022).
‘Autistic’ is capitalized in recognition of and respect for Autistic identity, culture, and community,
similar to how ‘Deaf’ is capitalized when speaking about Deaf identity (Benham, 2015; Pineo, 2022;
Price, 2022).

WIL programs provide experiential learning opportunities to postsecondary students, leading to
numerous beneficial employment outcomes and offering an important opportunity for students to gain
skills and work experience within a supported environment (Itano-Boase et al., 2021; Jackson et al.,
2023; Stabenow & Anderson, 2024). These programs play a critical role in helping graduates avoid the
“no-experience-no-job cycle” and therefore ease the transition from school to work (Statistics Canada,
2014, p.23). Because of the extensive benefits associated with WIL, there has been a move in Canada to
expand on these programs to better support students entering the workforce (Government of Canada,
2019; May, 2018). However, students with disabilities are less likely to participate in WIL programs,
and when they do, they are more likely to face discrimination and accessibility barriers (Alphonso,
2021; Jackson et al., 2023, 2024; Stabenow & Anderson, 2024). Autistic postsecondary students are less
likely to access WIL programs than students without disabilities and students from other disability
groups (McLeod et al., 2019). There is a recognized need for more deliberate and equitable access to
WIL for Autistic postsecondary students in Canada (Canadian Academy of Health Sciences, 2022; Luey,
2014). Canadian Autistic students themselves have reported that they would access supports created
for neurodivergent postsecondary students if available, including programs aimed at preparing them
for experiential learning programs and the transition into the workforce (Fane, 2024).

The limited research that exists examining Autistic students’ experiences in WIL suggests that this
group faces several barriers. Canadian university staff report that these students face significant
challenges and often lack adequate support, partly due to uncertainty about how to best support them
and what accommodations may be most appropriate (Janice et al., 2021). Similarly, Autistic students
have highlighted a lack of awareness about supports available within their WIL programs (Pesonen et
al., 2021b). Autistic students experience difficulty securing WIL placements (Vincent, 2020), with some
reporting being rejected from work placements after disclosing their Autistic identity (Sullivan, 2023).
At their placement sites, Autistic students encounter many barriers, including supervisors’ lack of
autism understanding (Sullivan, 2023). They also describe feeling pressure to conform and conceal
their Autistic identity (Dollinger et al., 2023a; Sullivan, 2023). Other barriers reported by Autistic
students are related to social demands, sensory environments, and expectations for flexibility at their
work placements (Anderson et al., 2024).
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WIL programs are characterized by an active partnership between the student, their postsecondary
institution, and their placement site, yet students are often overlooked when it comes to designing
quality WIL experiences (Drewery et al., 2026). While existing research on WIL highlights the
importance of considering the perspectives of students (Drewery et al., 2016, 2026), there is a notable
gap in research focusing specifically on Autistic students’ experiences. As co-creators of WIL, students’
voices are essential in developing programs that are accessible and inclusive (Drewery et al., 2026; Eady
et al., 2025). Therefore, more research is needed to examine Autistic students’ experiences and gather
their input on how to best support them in WIL. More broadly, there is a recognized need to center
Autistic voices in autism research (Fletcher-Watson, 2024; Green & Shaughnessy, 2023; Shaughnessy et
al., 2024; Stetson, 2024).

The current study, led by a team of Autistic and non-Autistic researchers, adopted a participatory IPA
approach to examine Autistic students’ experiences in WIL. Building on prior research, this study
focuses on WIL in a Canadian context and employs a participatory approach with a neurodiverse
research team. Because IPA prioritizes small, homogeneous samples, this study explored students’
experiences in a single Canadian university’s flagship WIL program, co-operative education (co-op).
This study presents initial findings from a larger project exploring how to best support Autistic students
in work-based WIL programs. IPA was employed as a methodological approach and theoretical
framework to inform both our research design and data analysis. A participatory IPA approach was
taken to center the voices of Autistic students, recognizing them as the experts of their own experiences
and enabling a rich and detailed account of their stories (Howard et al.,, 2019; MacLeod, 2019;
Shaughnessy et al., 2024). WIL is associated with a variety of improved employment outcomes (Itano-
Boase et al., 2021; Jackson et al., 2024), and thus offers an important opportunity for Autistic Canadians,
who face persistent barriers in the workforce (Stabenow & Anderson, 2024; Zwicker et al., 2017).
However, the existing literature suggests that Autistic students are not adequately supported in these
programs (Anderson et al., 2024; Janice et al., 2021; Sullivan, 2023). To address this gap, the current
study sought to better understand the experiences of Autistic students in WIL. Barriers and facilitators
to their successful engagement in these programs are identified and actionable recommendations for
improving access and retention for Autistic students in WIL are provided.

METHODS
Sampling and Recruitment

Participants were either current or former Autistic co-op students from a single Canadian university.
Consistent with the idiographic focus of IPA, a small and relatively homogenous sample was recruited
(Shinebourne, 2011; Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 2009; Spiers & Smith, 2020). Sample sizes of three to six
participants are common with IPA studies (Smith et al., 2009). A small sample allows for detailed
analysis of both individual experiences as well as patterns and divergences seen across the group
(Spiers & Smith, 2020). IPA sampling methods tend to be purposive (Shaughnessy et al., 2024).
Therefore, participants were recruited through the university’s disability office, WIL office, and student
groups, as well as through snowball sampling and social media posts. Participants were compensated
for their time. A total of five adult participants ages 21 to 30 years old (M = 26.80, SD = 4.09) with a
reported formal diagnosis of autism were included in this study. Of the participants, 3 were current
students (2 undergraduate, 1 graduate), and 2 were graduates with full-time employment. Participants
were each assigned a pseudonym, which they were invited to choose. Sample characteristics are
summarized in Table 1 and descriptive statistics are presented in Appendix A, including information
about participants’ autism traits, depression and anxiety symptoms, and work readiness.
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TABLE 1: Sample characteristics (N = 5).

Frequency

Gender

Male 2

Female 1

Non-binary 1

Questioning 1
Program Department

Computing Science 4

Communications 1

Mathematics 1
Cultural/Ethnic Background

Canadian 3

White 2

Indian 1

Vietnamese 1

Note. Participants with joint majors were listed under each relevant department for their program of study;
Participants provided their ethnic or cultural background in an open-response format, which resulted in some
responses falling into multiple groups listed above.

Work-Integrated Learning Survey Questions

Participants completed a brief online survey detailing their education history, WIL placements, and
whether they disclosed to the WIL office and their WIL placement supervisor. Participants also rated
their satisfaction with their overall WIL experiences, the support they received from their placement
supervisor, and the support they received from their postsecondary institution’s WIL office using a
five-point rating scale (very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, somewhat
dissatisfied, very dissatisfied). These questions were informed in part by the questionnaire used by
Dollinger et al. (2023b).

Semi-Structured Interview

A series of interview questions were developed collaboratively by our team’s Autistic and non-Autistic
researchers as well as an Autistic community consultant. These questions explored participants’
experiences in WIL, covering topics such as their motivations for engaging in WIL, their experiences
seeking and participating in placements, and their recommendations for making WIL programs
inclusive and supportive for Autistic students. The interview protocol, created prior to the interviews,
was used as a flexible guide rather than definitive and final, allowing the interview to be responsive to
participants’ responses (Howard et al., 2019; Spiers & Smith, 2020).
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Procedure

The current study was approved by Simon Fraser University’s Office of Research Ethics (#3000268).
The research design was collaboratively created by a team of Autistic and non-Autistic researchers and
community members. Reflexivity practices, including keeping a research journal and engaging in
ongoing team discussions, were used to bring explicit awareness to researcher positionality and to
ensure interpretations remained grounded in participants’ lived experiences (Biggerstaff & Thompson,
2008; Heselton et al., 2021; Jootun et al., 2009; Milton, 2010; Stetson, 2024; Ugiagbe et al., 2025). Prior to
participating in the study, participants received a document outlining the research procedures and
completed an online consent form. Before their interview, participants also completed an abbreviated
and adapted Research Passport (Ashworth et al., 2021), which included questions regarding their
pronouns, autism terminology and communication preferences, break accommodations, comfort and
accessibility needs for the interview (e.g., call format, use of closed-captions, attendance of an Autistic
researcher or support person), and information about the researcher they would be meeting. To
support the accessibility of the interviews, participants were also sent the questions ahead of time
(Heselton et al., 2021; Nicolaidis et al., 2019). The semi-structured interview was conducted over a
recorded Microsoft Teams call. Participants had the option to complete the interview over an audio-
only call, videocall, or in text using the chat function. All participants chose to meet over an audio-only
or videocall. Following the interviews, recordings were transcribed verbatim (Braun & Clarke, 2013)
and were sent back to the participants, who were invited to modify or expand on their responses either
over email or through a second call. Sharing transcripts allows participants more time to reflect on the
questions and their responses, offers an alternative format to engage with the interview, and serves as
a tool to ensure the accuracy of the interview data (Birt et al., 2016; Howard et al., 2019; Thom-Jones &
Lowe, 2024).

Qualitative Data Analysis

The current study adopted a participatory interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach.
IPA is a qualitative methodological approach that explores lived experience in detail by centering
participants’” voices in examining how they make meaning of their personal experiences (Smith et al.,
2009; Spiers & Smith, 2020). This approach is participant-centered and led, recognizing and respecting
participants as the experts of their own lived experience (Alase, 2017; Emery & Anderman, 2020;
Shaughnessy et al., 2024). Participants and researchers engage collaboratively in meaning-making, as
researchers strive to interpret how participants understand their personal experiences (Howard et al.,
2019; Smith et al., 2009). This flexible and collaborative approach lends itself well to participatory-
research designs (Bush et al., 2019; Emery & Anderman, 2020; Heselton et al., 2021; Shaughnessy et al.,
2024). As such, IPA is becoming an increasingly common approach in autism research (Howard et al.,
2019) and is recognized as a well-suited methodology for capturing the lived experience of Autistic
individuals (Cooper et al., 2022; Heselton et al., 2021; Huws & Jones, 2015; Jacobs et al., 2021; O’Neill &
Kenny, 2023; MacLeod, 2019; Moore et al., 2024; Treweek et al., 2019; Underhill et al., 2024). Previous
research has demonstrated the suitability of IPA for exploring Autistic students’ experiences in WIL,
with Sullivan (2023) collecting rich and powerful accounts of five current and former Autistic WIL
students.

Qualitative data analysis followed the six-step process described by Smith et al. (2009), which has been
applied as a phenomenological approach in autism research (Howard et al., 2019; Shaughnessy et al.,
2024). First, participant interviews were transcribed verbatim and reviewed in detail through repeated
readings. Second, for each case, exploratory notes were written. Third, experiential statements were
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developed from these notes. Fourth, initial themes (personal experiential themes; PETs) were
generated from these experiential statements. Fifth, this process was repeated for each case. And sixth,
initial case-level themes were examined across the sample to identify patterns and divergences, leading
to the development of group-level themes (group experiential themes; GETs). PETs generated
independently by the first two authors, MW and EW, were compared and discussed for each case and
GETs were generated collaboratively. Multiple team members collaboratively analyzed data to ensure
comprehensive interpretation. Data analysis jointly led by Autistic and non-Autistic researchers, in
combination with a participatory-research approach, also helps ensure a nuanced and accurate
understanding and sharing of Autistic participants’ experiences (Emery & Anderman, 2020; Heselton
et al., 2021; Holmes, 2020; Thom-Jones & Lowe, 2024).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Participants of the current study were at different stages in their co-op experience, with two participants
having completed their co-op programs, two participants part-way through their programs, and one
participant who was never placed, despite interviewing. All participants had experience in an optional
undergraduate co-op program at the same postsecondary institution. Charlie, a current undergraduate
student, completed their co-op program over three different placements which totaled approximately
fourteen months of full-time work. Kris, a graduate diagnosed with autism after completing his
undergraduate degree, completed twelve months of full-time work across two co-op placements.
Reese, a current graduate student, partially completed one eight-month placement during his
undergraduate degree, resigning after five weeks of full-time work. He will be starting another co-op
placement later this year, this time required for his graduate program. Magikan is currently enrolled
in their co-op program, has completed several interviews, and is set to begin their first placement. Wren
is a graduate, and although she was accepted into the co-op program and engaged in a couple of
different placement interviews, she was never hired. Four of the five participants were registered in
the university’s disability office, or Centre for Accessible Learning (CAL), during their co-op program.
Regarding disclosure, of the five participants, two reported that their co-op advisor and placement
supervisors knew they were Autistic, two participants did not disclose, and one was unsure.
Participants” co-op placements took place in both community settings (business, not-for-profit, and
governmental organizations) as well as within the university. Table 2 summarizes participants’ student
status, disclosure, and satisfaction with their co-op experiences.
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TABLE 2. Participants’ Current Student Status, Disclosure, and Co-op Satisfaction (N = 5)

Participant ~ Student Status ~ Disclosure ~ Overall Co-op Satisfaction with Satisfaction with
Satisfaction Co-op Office Placement

Employers

Charlie Undergraduate  Yes Somewhat satisfied =~ Somewhat satisfied Very satisfied

(they/them)  student

Kris Graduated No Somewhat satisfied =~ Somewhat satisfied Somewhat satisfied

(he/him)

Reese Graduate No Very dissatisfied Somewhat Somewhat

(he/they) student dissatisfied dissatisfied

Magikan Undergraduate  Yes Somewhat satisfied =~ Somewhat satisfied Very satisfied

(they/them)  student

Wren Graduated Unsure Neither satisfied Neither satisfied nor =~ Somewhat satisfied

(she/her) nor unsatisfied unsatisfied

Note. Disclosure = Whether participants disclosed their Autistic identity to their co-op office and placement supervisors;
Satisfaction = Participants were asked to rate their overall satisfaction with their WIL experiences, as well as with the support
offered by the WIL office and placement employers, using a five-point rating scale (very satisfied, somewhat satisfied, neither

satisfied nor dissatisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, very dissatisfied).

From participants’ interview responses, five superordinate themes were generated: (1) benefits of WIL,
(2) understanding autism, (3) barriers to accessing postsecondary supports, (4) barriers in placements,
and (5) improving support and accessibility. These themes and their subthemes are described in the
following section.

Theme 1. Benefits of WIL: “I would recommend it to literally everyone who wants to get a job”

Participants spoke to a wide range of benefits gained from their co-op experiences, spanning work
experience, career insights, personal understanding, and meaningful connections. These findings
highlight the value of WIL programs and the importance of ensuring their accessibility for Autistic
students. For example, Charlie described, “it’s really valuable in getting like a leg up compared to your
peers and stuff because when you all graduate, a lot of you are going to be competing for the same
work,”? while Kris noted, “I would recommend it to literally everyone who wants to get a job,” and
Reese shared, “I learned a lot about myself and about my relationship with work.”
positive takeaways align with benefits identified by Autistic WIL students in previous research,
including clarifying career goals (Pesonen et al., 2021b), recognizing strengths and capacities (Vincent,
2020), and forming positive relationships (Sullivan, 2023).

Participants’

Theme 2. Understanding Autism: Embracing Heterogeneity and Challenging Stereotypes

Autism is often misunderstood and inaccurately stereotyped in ways that do not capture the variability
of Autistic experience. Accepting the true heterogeneity of autism is crucial to understanding and
improving Autistic students” experiences in WIL.

The heterogeneity of autism: “We’re not a monolith”
Participants emphasized the heterogeneity of autism, describing that Autistic people encompass a wide
range of experiences, identities, strengths, and support needs. Challenging the painting of Autistic

2Following participant feedback, repeated single words and fillers (e.g., “uh” and “um”) were removed from participant quotes
to support readability
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people with the same brush, Charlie powerfully expresses: “we’re not a monolith.” Reese echoed this
sentiment, describing the personal nature of autism and how “most people don't know what autism
means to me and you kind of can't because it's personal to me.” Magikan, too, emphasized how “each
person is different.”

Reese highlighted how stereotyped expectations of autism can paint a narrow picture, describing how
“people have this expectation of what Autistic people are like,” relating to stereotypes of awkwardness
in social situations when this is not always the case. Charlie stresses the importance of recognizing
variation by listening to individual experiences:

...some of us have like contradictory or like incompatible needs like there are sensory seekers
and then there are people who get sensory overstimulated, like there’s no one-size-fits-all, so I
think that just listening to us and learning about like the general overarching needs and
complications of autism can go a long way.

This aligns with Bowman’s (2020) argument that recognizing the diversity of Autistic experiences and
providing personalized accommodations is essential. Notably, Charlie described how even accepting
statements can play into stereotypical and narrow understandings: “I'm not even talking in a
stereotypical like, 'Oh, they’re detail-oriented and good with numbers, so let's put them in
computers,’... no, autism can manifest strengths in so many different ways for every different person
with it.”

The benefits of disclosure and accommodations hinge on understanding

Autism knowledge and attitudes play a pivotal role in shaping workplace opportunities and barriers
for Autistic people (Annabi & Locke, 2019; Bowman, 2020; Remington et al., 2022), with employers and
supervisors having a substantial impact (Dreaver et al., 2020; Pfeiffer et al, 2017). A lack of
understanding and knowledge can hinder the effectiveness of accommodation and disclosure.
Magikan described how they received accommodations in the interview process to reduce penalization
for Autistic traits, yet a lack of understanding persisted: “a lot of these interviewers, they don’t really
know, like even with the accommodations in place, I feel like I'm getting rejected because of my lack of
eye contact and monotone voice.”

Reese highlighted how disclosure experiences are shaped by the person being disclosed to: “a lot of the
time the reaction to someone being Autistic is very clumsy and overly broad... it’s hard because most
people don’t really know how to react.” They additionally connect this to the workplace environment
generally, stating that: “you don’t have to avoid talking to me, but I don’t want to be in the same room
as you for eight hours a day... so it's complicated.”

These nuanced complexities align with Black et al’s (2020) emphasis on workplaces increasing
acceptance and understanding while simultaneously diminishing stigma to foster open
communication. Charlie suggests moving beyond simple awareness: “not just awareness but
acceptance... going past the idea of accommodating also like acknowledging that we can be pretty
damned skilled, we can be smart.” Autistic advocates oppose simple awareness, arguing awareness is
rooted in medical model understandings that frame autism as something to be concerned about, while
acceptance aligns with social models of disability that appreciate diversity (Anderson, 2024; Dever,
2021).
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Negative perceptions and stereotypes

Pervasive stereotypes frame disabled individuals as less productive, competent, and able, often leading
to assumptions that they are ill-suited for the workforce (Jackson et al., 2024; Stabenow & Anderson,
2024). Multiple participants described how negative perceptions of autism presented in their WIL
experiences. Reese stated that “the biggest barrier for a lot of Autistic people I've met in terms of a job
interview would be that they come off a little Autistic.” Kris described how Autistic traits are associated
with “weird”-ness. In this context, autism itself becomes a barrier not because of inherent deficits but
because of how it is perceived in employment contexts. Magikan described how “I got unsolicited
feedback saying that I sound monotone, I sound bored, like they don’t think I want this role... the
interviewer gets confused or thinks that I'm not professional.”

With negative perceptions of autism so readily available, it makes sense that Autistic individuals
internalize them. Reese described how responses to disclosure made him feel, stating that “most people
are a little surprised, which I take as a compliment.” Similarly, Charlie related this to perceptions of
intelligence: “I like to think that I'm pretty smart, and not just for an Autistic person.” These statements
reflect how autism is a stigmatized social identity because it diverges from the ‘ideal’ neurotype of
neurotypicality (Walker, 2021). One response to internalized stigma is masking and camouflaging
behaviors, which refers to attempts “to hide or obscure Autistic traits in order to ‘blend in” with
neurotypicals” (Price, 2022, p.96) and conforming to neurotypical social norms (Radulski, 2022).
Masking is taxing and is associated with a host of adverse mental health outcomes (Bradley et al., 2021;
Chapman et al., 2022; Lai & Szatmari, 2020; Pearson & Rose, 2021). In the context of WIL, Sullivan
(2023) found that negative stereotypes, especially the perception of autism as inherently unprofessional,
can motivate masking and reduce support seeking. Kris described how “we do have this tendency to
mask... hide that we're Autistic or try to act normal.” Similarly, Reese shared how “I don’t have any

7

trouble masking... it wasn’t a problem being Autistic in the interview.” This reflects what Cage and
Troxell-Whitman (2019) call conventional masking motivations, whereby these behaviors are used to
‘get by’ in formal settings such as work. However, masking is not sustainable over time. As Reese

described:

...I can function very well socially for a set amount of time... I can do this for a job interview, I
can do this for a couple hours, but when it’s like ‘it’s been four hours, you need to do it for another
four’ that was a big problem.

Theme 3. Barriers to Accessing Postsecondary Supports

Participants identified several barriers to accessing adequate postsecondary support during WIL,
ranging from internal challenges, such as self-blame and difficulty recognizing support needs, to
structural obstacles, including restrictive eligibility criteria and limited resources.

Challenges seen as internal: “I just need to try harder”
Participants often attributed difficulties encountered in WIL to personal shortcomings rather than
external barriers. Reese articulated this tendency:

...actually, that's something as an Autistic person is kind of a problem for me sometimes. I'll be
in a situation that's not working out and I'll think, ‘Ok, what am I doing wrong?” And I won't
think, you know, “Well, maybe the situation's wrong or maybe someone else is doing something
wrong.” I'll think, ‘I must be - the problem’s got to be me because I'm Autistic, right? So what can
I do to fit, to make it work?’
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Looking back, he recognizes that he needed support: “I should have known by the end of the first week,
“This is not working out as it currently is. I need help.”” Similarly, Kris described how he often feels as
though he needs to work harder, rather than ask for help:

...I'end up banging my head against the wall more than I should. I tell my friends the metaphor
of it's like, oh, it's like I'm trying to cut down a tree with a kitchen knife and it's not working, and
I'm like, “Oh I just need to try harder.’

This tendency to see difficulties as internal extends to interpersonal challenges as well. Autistic
individuals are often expected to minimize differences in social style and behaviors, placing a one-sided
burden on them to conform to the dominant neurotypical norm (Wright & Murphy, 2022). This can be
internalized by the Autistic student themselves, leading them to frame solutions around changing
themselves rather than seeking support. For example, Wren enrolled in social skill courses as a strategy
to address challenges she encountered in the workplace. This felt responsibility to mend
communication breakdowns may persist even in cases where Autistic students are mistreated. For
instance, despite being teased by their coworkers, Charlie stated that advice on “how to support and
maintain relation[ships]” would have been helpful, placing the onus on themselves rather than on those
that mistreated them.

Awareness of resources and their fit: “I don’t know what I don’t know”

To access support, students need to know they require help, what resources are available, and how to
access them. This was described by Reese, “I think in order to get support I needed to have known to
ask for it and to feel like it was something that was going to be available to me.” However, most
Canadian postsecondary institutions do not include any information about disability accommodations
in WIL on their websites (Gatto et al., 2021a). Participants spoke to a lack of clarity about what resources
were available to them. For example, Magikan noted that the school’s website is difficult to navigate,
and Wren described not reaching out to the disability office due to uncertainty about whether they
support co-op students. Students may also struggle to articulate their needs. Charlie expressed, “I
think a lot of Autistic people struggle to like name their needs and like recognize them.” Similarly,
Wren described, “I feel like part of the problem is I don't know what I don't know... If there's something
I'm missing, I don’t even know if I'm missing it.”

“Red tape” to accessing accommodations and supports

Students may also face bureaucratic obstacles to accessing accommodations. To register with the
university’s disability office, students must have a formal autism diagnosis. Magikan described the
multi-step process by which they received accommodations, “you had to go get registered in CAL first,
the Center of Accessible Learning, and then after that you have to talk to your co-op advisor and your
disability advisor.” Even for registered students, navigating the system can be frustrating. Speaking
about the disability office, Reese expressed, “I'm always shocked at [university name], the amount of
red tape” adding, “I never felt like there was somebody at the - at CAL who knew me and was gonna
help advocate for me.”

Awailability and approachability of supports
Another identified barrier to students accessing services was the availability and approachability of
supports. While some participants had very positive experiences with the co-op office, others found
their co-op advisors absent or unhelpful. For example, Magikan shared, “my current advisor, I feel like
she's just there, like I don't think she's like as accessible or like as willing to like help.” When Reese
reached out to the co-op office for support, he did not receive the help he needed:
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...I emailed my co-op advisor and said, ‘I really don't think this is working, I'm hating it.” And
they said, ‘Ok, well, we will go over for a visit in a couple weeks and we'll talk about it then.'
And then I quit... when it comes to actually getting help, just sending an email to someone who
says, ‘Oh, I'll come visit in a couple weeks,” like, that's - it's nothing.

Participants also described a disconnect between the disability office, co-op office, and placement sites.
Kris noted, “I have no idea about the communication between the co-op office and my placement
providers,” while Reese described the disability office as “crazily overworked” and disconnected from
the co-op office, stating, “I just assume the CAL and the co-op office are on different planets.” This is
significant, as the active engagement and collaboration of stakeholders is crucial for creating quality,
inclusive WIL programs (Eady et al., 2025; Garant-Jones et al., 2024; Lawlis et al., 2024; Mackaway, 2022;
Pennaforte, 2023).

Theme 4. Barriers in Placements

Participants faced several barriers in seeking and completing placements, including challenges with job
interviews, navigating communication breakdowns and social dynamics, structural and logistical
barriers, and adjusting to unexpected aspects of their placements. Similarly, Autistic adults have
reported encountering challenges with traditional hiring practices, structural barriers in the workplace,
and navigating the unique social expectations of the workplace (Holc et al., 2024; Scott et al., 2017;
Vincent, 2020).

Job interview challenges
Traditional job interviews disadvantage Autistic applicants, as they tend to place considerable
emphasis on social norms and interpersonal dynamics (Huffcutt, 2011; Vincent & Fabri, 2022). Magikan
highlighted how job interviews may not provide an accurate assessment of Autistic applicants’
capabilities and instead contribute to their underrepresentation in the workforce: “eighty percent of
Autistic people are either underemployed or unemployed, and I think like it's probably not because
like they're like incapable, it's more like the interview process is just difficult for them.”

Participants described job interviews as highly stressful. Charlie noted, “interviews make me nervous,”
Kris echoed this sentiment, sharing, “I do get quite stressed out at interviews,” and Wren described
that her anxiety about the hiring process led to avoidance of applying to placement sites.

Communication breakdowns and unsaid expectations
Communication breakdowns, challenges interpreting unspoken workplace norms, and feelings of
social ostracization were major barriers in students’ co-op experiences. Wren shared, “my biggest
issues with work are mostly like communication related.”

Participants described feeling misunderstood by their placement supervisors. Magikan voiced
concerns about being perceived as unprofessional during interviews, while Charlie was told, “I'm very
hard to communicate with, people don’t understand what I ask when I ask for it.”

Unclear workplace expectations were a source of stress. Wren emphasized the importance of making
“common sense” social expectations more explicit. Reese described the mental toll of trying to decode
unclear interactions, “I can learn a social situation usually when I think I need to, but there was so much
like parade, like facade of, ‘How can we help you? And then they didn't help me. And also it was
impossible.”
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Participants also reported feeling socially excluded and othered within their placements. Reese spoke
to how lunch breaks became a barrier to inclusion, “Lunch was sort of where everyone bonded and I
actually really don't like being around people eating, so I basically ostracized myself from the entire
company.” Charlie felt “condescended to” and belittled by both their supervisor and coworkers,
describing: “I was placed with about like six other WIL co-op students and they just weren’t very nice
to me honestly, like they liked to joke that I was the intern for the interns.”

These experiences reflect broader systemic barriers in the workplace, where neurotypical
communication styles and social norms are often prized (Cheriyan et al., 2021). When Autistic
individuals do not conform to these expectations, they may be perceived as unprofessional,
incompetent, or difficult (Patton, 2019; Price, 2022). Students with disabilities are more likely to report
experiences of harassment and bullying at their WIL placements (Cocks & Thoresen, 2013) and Autistic
adults have reported facing stigma and workplace discrimination (Botha et al., 2022; Lindsay et al.,
2021; Patton, 2019).

Structural and logistical challenges
Various structural and logistical barriers in co-op placements were also identified. Reese shared, “I feel
like jobs themselves are kind of poorly structured for some Autistic people, at least for myself, and
that's harder to fix.” Participants highlighted how physical workspaces can be a barrier in placements,
with Magikan expressing concerns about noise and shared desks. Similarly, Reese stated that it was
the inaccessible placement environment that made their autism disabling within their co-op program:

...I see that lunchroom and I think, ‘This is — this is why autism is a disability for me.” Because
this whole space, this whole office, the person who had designed it had no idea what it's like to
be Autistic... there was nowhere to hide so I spent a lot of time in the bathroom.

Adjusting to unmet expectations and workplace routines
Participants spoke to how uncertainty, unmet expectations, and adjusting to new routines were all
challenging aspects of their placements. Reese, for example, reflected on how his placement did not
align with his expectations, stating: “I had a very detailed idea of what my job at the company was
gonna be, and it was nothing like it... nothing matched. It was really bad.”

The transition into the workplace can be particularly challenging for many Autistic adults, partly due
to changes in routine (Vincent & Fabri, 2022). Kris reinforced this, noting, “difficulty adapting to new
things can be a thing for people with autism.” Participants described how adjusting to new workplace
routines, such as early start times, long days, and consistent workloads, was challenging.

Theme 5. Improving Support and Accessibility in Co-op: Steps Forward

Participants highlighted key facilitators and provided actionable recommendations for creating an
accessible and inclusive WIL experience for Autistic students. These recommendations emphasized
the importance of stakeholder autism knowledge and acceptance, flexible and individualized
accommodations, clear and concrete communication, holistic supports, and resources informed by
lived experience.

Autism knowledge: Call for a double empathy approach
To better support Autistic students in co-op, advisors and supervisors must develop a deeper, more
nuanced understanding of autism. As Kris powerfully described: “if you increase your understanding
of the people, then I feel like things will kind of fall into place, as long as you don't assume you know
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everything.” This aligns with the concept of cultural humility, which goes beyond education about
cultural differences and emphasizes the importance of ongoing curiosity, self-reflection, and critical
thought in improving cross-cultural understanding and addressing power imbalances (Tervalon &
Murray-Garcia, 1998; Wright & Murphy, 2022). This importance of autism knowledge among WIL
stakeholders was also emphasized by Charlie, “knowledge can go a long way when it comes to working
with Autistic folks” and by Wren, “know how Autistic people are different, so that when they are
different, they aren't like surprised by it.” Beyond the current study, students with disabilities have
called for more training for WIL practitioners and placement supervisors to reduce stigma and
stereotypes about disability in the workplace (Dollinger et al., 2023a).

Participants’ responses demonstrate the need to take an approach that aligns with double empathy,
emphasizing mutual understanding and acceptance rather than medical or deficit understandings
(Milton, 2012). In workplaces, this could look like adapting inaccessible environments rather than
putting the onus on Autistic individuals to conform. Kris explains: “I think things would be easier for
everyone if everyone tried better to understand what people are like... if you just help Autistic people
with interviewing then that may not help other people deal with them.” Speaking to Autistic students
in WIL, Reese highlights this: “you might not be the problem if something’s not working out... just try
to be aware of yourself and try to get to the root of why you feel something or why something is a
certain way.” Focusing on mutual and reciprocal understanding aligns with research critiquing narrow
workplace interventions solely ‘improving’ Autistic traits and communication (Black et al.,, 2019;
Bowman, 2020; Drader-Mazza et al,, 2025). For instance, Bury et al. (2021) found that supervisors
attributed social challenges to Autistic employees, with interventions focusing on them. However,
workplace challenges for Autistic individuals tend to occur because of differences in communication
styles between neurotypes rather than solely because of Autistic traits, reinforcing the need for
interventions that address both neurotypical and neurodivergent individuals (Ezerins et al., 2024). This
also aligns with an ecosystems approach, acknowledging the roles of all stakeholders in creating
inclusive WIL experiences (Eady et al., 2025; Itano-Boase et al., 2021).

No “one-size-fits-all” approach

Given the heterogeneity in Autistic students’ experiences, participants emphasized that there is no
single approach that can best support all Autistic students in WIL, and instead highlighted the
importance of flexibility, individualized accommodations, and open dialogue between stakeholders.
As Charlie described, “Listen to us when we approach you because there is no one-size-fits-all for
Autistic folks.” Reese similarly posits, “I think just being adaptable is the number one thing.”
Participants offered several ways this flexibility could be incorporated into co-op programs, such as by
offering remote or part-time placements, creating sensory-friendly spaces in workplaces, and
implementing more accessible hiring processes, including task-based interviews.

Concrete guidance: “Don’t mince words”
Participants highlighted the need for more detailed and explicit information and guidance throughout
the WIL process. Autistic individuals tend to prefer clear, unambiguous communication, rather than
leaving things to be read between the lines (Pesonen et al., 2021a; Price, 2022). Charlie noted that using
“more directions and plainer language” could make WIL more accessible, and Kris appreciated
learning a “formulaic” approach to placement applications. Participants emphasized the need for
direct, proactive discussions to better prepare them for their placements. Wren described, “just try to
have a lot of information about things that might be helpful to know... maybe situations that might
come up and how to deal with them.” Similarly, Reese expressed, “I feel like something that would
have helped would have been frank discussions of what might happen... don't mince words and just
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say like, “This is something that might happen. Here's what you should do.”” Participants found clear,
concrete advice particularly helpful, such as guidance on how to seek help from placement supervisors,
clarification about requirements versus "nice-to-haves’ on job postings, and direct feedback on how to
improve interview responses. Participants also suggested several resources to support clearer and
explicit guidance in WIL, including a list of available accommodations and resources, mock job
interviews, and reminders of how to access services and what supports they offer.

Strengthening mental health supports
Participants spoke to how the difficulties they encountered in co-op extended across multiple areas of
functioning, including their mental health and overall wellbeing. Thinking back to his placement,
Reese reflected, “honestly, in a lot of ways it almost was traumatic,” further describing, “it's the most
stress I've ever been in my entire life... it was awful.” Participants emphasized the importance of
addressing social-emotional well-being, executive functioning, and adaptive functioning in WIL. Wren
wished the co-op office had connected her to mental health resources, stating, “I think someone

1224

should’ve just told me like, “You probably have anxiety.””” Kris similarly described, “things that would
be good to have is mental health support that's accessible to [university name] students and those who

are in co-op placements.”

Experiential knowledge and Autistic voice

Finally, steps taken towards better supporting Autistic students in WIL should be informed by student
voices. Kris stressed the importance of gathering insights about Autistic WIL students’ experiences on
“a case-by-case basis, because the variation between people.” Charlie emphasized that resources which
center the voices of those with “lived experience” would be “incredibly valuable,” such as online
student blogs “demystifying the co-op experience.” Taken together, the results of this study highlight
that supporting Autistic students in WIL requires centering their voices and recognizing the diversity
of their experiences.

IMPLICATIONS

The current study contributes to our understanding of Autistic students” experiences in WIL through
expanding on the existing literature, including Sullivan (2023), by highlighting participant-identified
barriers, facilitators, and recommendations, with a specific focus on co-op in a Canadian context.
Participants’ responses emphasized the value of WIL while also revealing significant challenges.
Overall, the barriers participants encountered in their co-op placements align with the challenges
Autistic adults face in employment, including structural barriers and felt pressures to conform to
neurotypical norms (Cheriyan et al., 2021; Holc et al., 2024; Patton, 2019; Scott et al., 2017; Vincent, 2020).
This finding aligns with the notion that barriers to inclusive employment in the broader labour market
are mirrored in WIL programs (Khan et al., 2024). This is significant, as WIL acts as a “gateway to
employment” (Itano-Boase et al., 2021, p.255), easing students’ transition to the workforce. However,
if WIL programs replicate existing barriers in the workforce, they may reinforce employment inequities
rather than reduce them. Autistic students may thus be “doubly disadvantaged” when entering the
workforce, as difficulties in engaging in WIL during postsecondary education can leave them without
relevant work experience, making it even harder to compete in an already competitive job market
(Vincent, 2020, p.18). Although some participants highlighted benefits of the WIL office, many felt it
was disconnected from their placement experiences, with one participant noting, “I just assumed that
I was on my own.” This highlights the potential for the WIL office to take a more active role in
supporting students and ensuring accessible and inclusive work experiences. To address these
challenges, participants in this study offered actionable recommendations for improving WIL
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programs, including increasing autism knowledge and acceptance among stakeholders, enhancing
program flexibility, and strengthening mental health supports.

Additionally, the findings of the current study highlight the importance of centering Autistic student
voices in steps towards improving the accessibility of these programs. Creating inclusive and accessible
WIL experiences involves the active engagement of all stakeholders, including students (Drewery et
al., 2026; Eady et al., 2025). Yet, Autistic student voices are underrepresented in WIL. Participants
described a lack of understanding and acceptance about autism and a felt pressure to work harder
when faced with inaccessible environments. These experiences emphasize the need for changes
informed by Autistic voices. Participants also highlighted the importance of developing WIL resources
that are grounded in lived experience and reflect the heterogeneity of Autistic students. Actively
partnering with Autistic students in developing and evaluating WIL programs can help bridge the
double empathy gap, foster mutual understanding, and ensure supports are relevant and effective.
Such collaboration may also shift the onus away from students conforming to inaccessible
environments and instead towards developing WIL programs that better support the diversity of
student experiences, recognizing that inaccessible environments and systems are disabling, not
individual differences.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Consistent with IPA, the current study’s small and relatively homogenous sample was not sought to
generalize, but rather allow for a nuanced exploration of individual experiences (Heselton et al., 2021;
Howard et al., 2019). Additional research is needed to capture the experiences of a broader and more
diverse range of Autistic students across different institutions and types of WIL.

An important avenue for future research is examining the barriers that deter Autistic students from
enrolling in WIL. As one participant noted, “there is this survivorship bias that's present in the nature
of the study,” as only participants with WIL experience were sought. Given that Autistic students are
underrepresented in WIL programs (McLeod et al., 2019), future research should identify obstacles that
prevent their participation. Both Alphonso (2021) and Gatto et al. (2021b) found that approximately
half of their Canadian student participants with disabilities who had not participated in WIL reported
that their disability influenced this decision. A member of our research team, EW, signed up for co-op
due to its benefits. However, due to immense anxiety about the process and anticipated barriers due
to her Autistic identity, she never made it past applying and being approved.

While there is a need for more student voice research in WIL, it is also important to consider the broader
WIL ecosystem (Drewery et al., 2026; Eady et al.,, 2025). WIL involves collaborative partnerships
between three key stakeholder groups: students, WIL staff, and placement employers (Alphonso, 2021;
Godden & Hoessler, 2024; Jackson et al., 2024; Thakur, 2021; Zegwaard & Pretti, 2023). Therefore, future
research would also benefit from seeking the perspectives of WIL staff and placement employers to
better understand how to support Autistic students in WIL.

CONCLUSION

The current study explored the experiences of Autistic students in WIL. The findings highlight both
the value of WIL programs, including supporting the transition to employment, enhancing self-
understanding, and connecting students to caring relationships, as well as the significant barriers to
inclusion encountered by Autistic students. These barriers included challenges in accessing
postsecondary supports, such as attributing difficulties to personal shortcomings and limited
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availability of services, and challenges encountered during co-op placements, such as ambiguous
workplace expectations and communication breakdowns. Participants offered practical
recommendations for improving the accessibility of WIL, including building autism acceptance,
increasing program adaptability, providing holistic supports, offering clear and direct guidance, and
centering the voices of Autistic students in actions to support them.
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APPENDIX A: Description of study measures and sample descriptive statistics.
Measures

Autism-Spectrum Quotient

Participants completed the Autism-Spectrum Quotient (AQ; Baron-Cohen et al., 2001), a measure of
Autistic traits. The AQ is a self-report questionnaire with subscales for social skills, attention switching,
attention to detail, communication, and imagination. Respondents complete 50 items using a four-
point rating scale (definitely agree, slightly agree, slightly disagree, definitely disagree). The AQ total
score provides an overall measure of Autistic traits, with higher scores indicating the presence of more
Autistic traits. The AQ has demonstrated acceptable internal consistency across subscales (a=.63 - .77;
Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). In a sample of 205 Autistic and non-Autistic participants, Scheerer et al.
(2024) found that the AQ total score has strong internal consistency (a = .92). Participants’ AQ total
scores were included in the current study to help characterize the sample.

Patient Health Questionnaire-4
The Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4; Kroenke et al., 2009) is a well-established brief self-report
measure of anxiety and depression symptoms. The PHQ-4 consists of two items assessing anxiety
symptoms (GAD-2; Spitzer et al., 2006) and two items assessing depressive symptoms (PHQ-2; Léwe
et al.,, 2005). Respondents rate the frequency of experiencing these symptoms over the past two weeks
using a four-point rating scale (not at all, several days, more than half the days, nearly every day). Total
scores can range from 0 to 12 and are characterized descriptively as falling within the normal (0-2), mild
(3-5), moderate (6-8), and severe (9-12) ranges. The PHQ-4 has been found to offer a sound
measurement of anxiety and depressive symptoms in both clinical and community samples (Caro-
Fuentes & Sanabria-Mazo, 2024). Scheerer et al. (2024) found that the PHQ-4 domain scores
demonstrate good internal consistency (a=.79 - .87) as does the total score (2 =.85) in a group of Autistic

International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2026, 27(1), 77-98 97


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-022-05867-7
https://doi.org/10.16993/sjdr.656
https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2020.1821874
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2021.1902578
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-024-00448-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-98507-3_12
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361318774148
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2017.04.003

WAITE, WHITE, IAROCCI, BIRMINGHAM: Autistic co-op student experiences of WIL

and non-Autistic adults. Participants in the current study completed the PHQ-4 as a brief measure of
current mental well-being.

Work Readiness Inventory

Participants completed the Work Readiness Inventory (WRI; Brady, 2010) as a measure of work
readiness. The WRI is a self-report questionnaire consisting of 36 items that address respondents’ work
readiness concerns, answered using a five-point rating scale (not concerned, a little concerned,
somewhat concerned, concerned, very concerned). The WRI measures perceived work readiness across
six domains: responsibility, flexibility, skills, communication, self-view, and health and safety. Domain
scores can range between 6 and 30 and are characterized descriptively as falling within the not
concerned (6), a little concerned (7-12), somewhat concerned (13-18), concerned (19-24), or very
concerned (25-30) range. Brady (2010) found that the WRI demonstrates internal consistency across
domains in samples of working adults and undergraduate students (Spearman-Brown r = .73 - .96;
Brown, 2018). Wittevrongel et al. (2022) and Nicholas et al. (2019) found that Canadian Autistic
participants had significantly higher WRI domain scores following an employment readiness
intervention, supporting the validity of this measure. Additionally, Wittevrongel et al. (2022) found
that employment readiness experts who had extensive professional experience in the areas of autism
and employment deemed it an acceptable measure to use with this population.

Results

Descriptive Statistics
Participants” PHQ-4 total scores fell within the mild to moderate ranges for current anxiety and
depressive symptoms. Largely, participants’ scores on the WRI domains of work readiness fell within
the somewhat concerned to concerned ranges, other than for the health and safety domain, where
participants scored within the not concerned to somewhat concerned ranges. The descriptive statistics
summarized in Table 3 are presented to characterize the sample and provide a description of the
participants represented in this research.

TABLE 3: Descriptive statistics for age, Autistic traits, depression and anxiety symptoms, and
work readiness (N =5).

Variable Mean SD Median Min Max
Age 26.80 4.09 29.00 21.00 30.00
AQ Total 28.50 7.19 30.00 19.00 35.00
Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-4)
Total Score 5.00 2.00 4.00 3.00 8.00
Anxiety 2.20 1.10 2.00 1.00 4.00
Depression 2.80 1.92 2.00 1.00 6.00
Work Readiness Inventory (WRI)
Responsibility 15.40 1.95 16.00 13.00 18.00
Flexibility 19.00 2.92 18.00 16.00 23.00
Skills 18.20 3.90 18.00 13.00 22.00
Communication 19.20 4.44 20.00 12.00 24.00
Self-View 21.40 2.70 21.00 18.00 25.00
Health & Safety 8.20 497 9.00 1.00 14.00

Note. Age = Participants’ age in years; AQ Total = Participants’ total score on the Autism-Spectrum Quotient; Total
scores on the PHQ-4 are characterized descriptively as falling within the normal (0-2), mild (3-5), moderate (6-8), and
severe (9-12) ranges; Domain scores on the WRI are characterized descriptively as falling within the not concerned (6),
a little concerned (7-12), somewhat concerned (13-18), concerned (19-24), or very concerned (25-30) ranges.
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