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Abstract

Emerging evidence supports the use of strengths-based approaches for autistic students, yet limited research has explored
these approaches from the perspectives of autistic adolescents in mainstream high schools. This study used a descriptive
phenomenological methodology to examine the perspectives of |6 autistic adolescents who were either in high school or
had recently completed high school in Australia. Semi-structured interviews were conducted and analysed using a modified
seven-step Colaizzi method. Eight themes were identified, grouped under two overarching categories: (1) benefits of
leveraging strengths and interests, and (2) support needed for strengths application and development. Adolescents described
increased engagement and motivation when learning aligned with their interests, the value of connecting with like-minded
peers, and the role of strengths in shaping future aspirations. They also highlighted supports they found helpful, including
trusting teacher-student relationships, opportunities for autonomy through accommodations, interest-driven and hands-on
learning, structured social experiences, and future-focused planning. These findings provide new insights into how strengths-
based approaches can be implemented in high schools. Including autistic adolescents’ voices is essential to bridging the gap
between inclusive education theory and classroom practice. This study offers actionable guidance for developing strengths-
based approaches that foster motivation, confidence, and long-term success for autistic students.

Lay abstract

This study explored autistic adolescents experiences and perspectives of strengths-based approaches in mainstream high schools.
While there is growing support for recognising and building on students’ strengths, little is known about how these approaches
are understood and experienced by autistic students themselves. We interviewed |6 autistic adolescents in Australia who were
either still in high school or had recently finished. They shared their experiences in one-on-one conversations, and their insights
were carefully analysed using a method designed to highlight key themes in how people describe their lived experiences. Autistic
students described how learning became more engaging and meaningful when it connected with their interests and strengths.
They valued being with like-minded peers and felt more motivated when they could see a link between their strengths and future
goals. They also identified helpful supports, such as having teachers who understood them, being given choices in how they
learn, doing practical or interest-based tasks, opportunities to build social skills, and support with future planning. By listening
directly to autistic students, this study shows how schools can better support them to thrive. The findings offer practical ideas
for making high schools more inclusive, motivating, and future-focused for autistic students in Australia and around the world.
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Introduction

High school represents a pivotal period of development
where students undergo significant cognitive, emotional,
and social changes. This stage of life is marked by
increased academic demands, greater social complexities,
and the development of a stronger sense of identity and
autonomy (Inchley et al., 2020). Collectively, experiences
during high school are essential in preparing youth for the
transition to adulthood.

While high school can prove to be a difficult develop-
mental period for all youth, the complex social and aca-
demic demands of high school can pose particular
challenges for autistic students (Hedges et al., 2014; Odom
et al., 2013). Autistic students express a strong motivation
to learn, deep interests in particular subjects, and a desire
for meaningful inclusion (Brownlow et al., 2021;
Tomlinson et al., 2020), yet experience many challenges to
participating in mainstream education. Differences in
communication, sensory sensitivities, and difficulties with
executive functioning can contribute to challenges in par-
ticipating and learning in the classroom (Bottema-Beutel
et al., 2020; Howe & Stagg, 2016; Jacobs et al., 2021).
Classroom environments are often experienced by autistic
students as incompatible with their needs (Goodall, 2018;
Hedges et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2019), while learning
processes, transitions, and expectations can feel inconsist-
ent and difficult to navigate (Hedges et al., 2014). Autistic
students frequently report negative attitudes from others,
feeling misunderstood by teachers, and being socially
excluded and bullied by peers (Bailey & Baker, 2020;
Goodall, 2018; Hummerstone & Parsons, 2021; Humphrey
& Lewis, 2008). During this time many students develop a
negative self-perception as ‘different” which can erode
self-esteem and contribute to camouflaging behaviours in
efforts to be accepted, further increasing stress (Goodall,
2018). Combined challenges result in autistic students
reporting school as anxiety-provoking, lonely, draining
and unsuited to their needs, with some students in Goodall
(2018) reporting that they approached school with dread.

High school experiences can also significantly impact
autistic students’ long-term outcomes into adulthood, par-
ticularly in areas such as social relationships, education,
employment, and independent living (Carter et al., 2013;
Clarke et al., 2021; Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). Autistic
individuals often face substantial hurdles in adulthood,
including underemployment, unemployment, and poor
mental health outcomes (Howlin & Magiati, 2017), high-
lighting the urgent need for early and effective interven-
tions and support during the high school years. This
window of time has been described as a critical time when
support systems and learning experiences can profoundly
influence future success and well-being (J. L. Taylor &
Seltzer, 2011). Skills developed during high school experi-
ences, such as problem-solving, communication, and self-
regulation, are foundational for essential life skills, coping

mechanisms, and social connections that influence future
opportunities and overall quality of life (Hume et al.,
2018). High school experiences, thus, play a crucial role in
influencing academic, social, and emotional outcomes for
autistic youth during this critical developmental period.

It is within this context that strengths-based approaches
have been explored as a means of improving school expe-
riences and school-related outcomes for autistic adoles-
cents. Strengths-based approaches focus on identifying
and leveraging the strengths and interests of autistic stu-
dents rather than solely addressing their deficits
(McCashen, 2017; Wehmeyer, 2023), and emphasise the
importance of self-determination, focusing on autonomy,
dignity, and self-advocacy (Ward & Meyer, 1999;
Wehmeyer, 2019). Strengths-based approaches may align
with the neurodiversity movement, an alternative to the
traditional medical model, which views autism as a natural
variation of human neurological development rather than a
disorder (Dwyer, 2022; Fletcher-Watson, 2023). This per-
spective promotes the recognition and celebration of neu-
rological differences, rather than pathologizing them, and
emphasises the importance of understanding and leverag-
ing the strengths, abilities, and interests of autistic indi-
viduals (Donaldson et al., 2017).

This paradigm shift is supported by emerging evidence
suggesting that when educational strategies align with stu-
dents’ abilities and passions, they experience greater
engagement, motivation, and success (Happe & Frith,
2020). For instance, autistic students often exhibit strong
skills in areas such as pattern recognition, attention to
detail, and specific subject matter interests, which can be
harnessed to enhance their learning experiences and aca-
demic outcomes (Wood, 2019). By focusing on what stu-
dents can do, and providing support, strengths-based
approaches can foster a more inclusive and supportive
educational environment. Examples of strengths-based
approaches in the school environment may include spe-
cialised instruction drawing on a students’ area of strength,
and providing opportunities for interest-based learning
(White et al., 2023).

Despite the potential benefits of strengths-based
approaches, there remains a notable gap in current research
regarding its implementation in school environments,
especially from the perspectives and experiences of autis-
tic adolescents themselves. Indeed, the negative school
experiences of autistic students suggests that despite grow-
ing inclusive education policies, a gap often remains
between policy intent and the everyday realities of autistic
students (Pellicano et al., 2014). To date, most research on
inclusion for autistic students has primarily focused on the
perspectives of educators, parents, and specialists, with
insufficient attention given to the voices of the students
who are directly experiencing and affected by these prac-
tices (Roberts & Simpson, 2016). With an increasing num-
ber of autistic students attending mainstream high schools,
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understanding autistic students’ firsthand experiences is
crucial for developing and implementing effective prac-
tices that truly meet their needs (Aubineau & Blicharska,
2020; Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017). Therefore, this study
aimed to explore how autistic adolescents experience and
make meaning of strengths-based approaches in secondary
school settings. To better understand how strengths-based
approaches influence the experiences of autistic adoles-
cents, this study draws on two key theoretical frameworks:
self-determination theory (SDT) and the Bioecological
Model of Development. SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000) pro-
vides insight into how students’ intrinsic motivation, well-
being, and engagement are shaped by the satisfaction of
three basic psychological needs, autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, which are highly relevant to strengths-
based education. Meanwhile, the Bioecological Model
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006)
highlights the importance of contextual factors, such as
relationships with teachers and peers, school culture, and
broader societal attitudes, on student development. These
frameworks help illuminate not only the individual impacts
of strengths-based approaches but also the environmental
conditions that enable or constrain their implementation.

Methods

Research design

This study is underpinned by a constructivist epistemol-
ogy, which emphasises that knowledge is co-constructed
through individuals’ interactions with their environments
and experiences (Crotty, 1998). Drawing on this epistemo-
logical stance, we adopted a descriptive phenomenological
design to explore the experiences of strengths-based
approaches from autistic adolescents’ viewpoints.
Grounded in the importance of perception in shaping
human experience, descriptive phenomenology differs
from interpretive phenomenology in that it prioritises pure
description. Rather than incorporating the researcher’s
interpretation, it seeks to set aside preconceptions and
allow participants’ voices and lived experiences to take
precedence (Matua & Van der Wal, 2015). This approach
enables researchers to delve deeply into the subjective
experiences of those who are involved, offering a richer
and more comprehensive understanding of the phenome-
non (Sohn et al., 2017).

Ethics considerations

Ethical approval for this project was obtained from the
Human Research Ethics Committee at Curtin University
(Approval number: HRE2018-0750). All participants gave
written informed consent. Consent was also provided by
parents or guardians for participants under 18 years of age.

Autism 29(11)

Table . Participant demographics.
Pseudonym Chronological Gender School

age (years) year level
Jack 14 M 9
Joel 16 M 10
Jay 17 M 12
Taylor 14 F 9
Ethan 13 M 8
Dawson 13 M 8
Aaron 18 M 12 (2019)
Ben 14 M 9
Isabell 12 F 8
Freddy 12 M 8
Rex 14 M 9
Chris I5 M 9
Jaxton 16 M Il
Teo 20 M 12 (2018)
Andy 17 M 12
Gemma 13 F 7

Community involvement

The first author is an autistic researcher. Autistic adoles-
cents and parents of autistic adolescents were consulted
and provided feedback on the initial interview guide.

Participants

Purposive sampling was used to recruit autistic adolescents
who were either attending high school or had completed high
school within the last five years at the time of the interview
were eligible to participate in the study. High school was
defined based on the Australian education system, thus youth
enrolled in grade levels 7 to 12 were eligible. Attendance or
experience attending mainstream education in any of the
Western ~ Australian ~ school — sectors  (Government,
Independent, Catholic) was required. Recruitment was
undertaken via a network of community reference groups,
researchers, autism open day events, and university outreach
programmes for autistic youth. Data collection continued
until thematic saturation was achieved, defined as the point
at which no new themes or significant variations emerged in
the data. Saturation was assessed through ongoing team dis-
cussions, with the final interviews reflecting previously
established codes and categories. This approach aligns with
guidance from Guest et al. (2006), who note that saturation
can often be achieved with relatively small samples when the
participant group is relatively homogeneous and the research
aims are focused. In total, 16 autistic adolescents (male=13;
female=3) who self-reported a formal diagnosis of autism
were included in this study (Table 1). Fourteen of these ado-
lescents were still in high school at the time of the study,
while two had graduated within the past 5 years.



White et al.

2807

Data collection materials

Basic participant information, including sociodemo-
graphic details such as age, gender, school type, and year
level, were collected using a sociodemographic question-
naire. A semi-structured interview guide was designed for
this study to enable participants to share their perspectives
and experiences, allowing the interviewer to follow a set
of predetermined questions while retaining flexibility for
follow-up questions (Patton, 2015). The guide included
open-ended questions with prompts, covering four main
areas: students’ general school experiences, their interests
and strengths, strategies teachers used to support them, and
perceptions of support and inclusion within the school
environment. An initial interview guide was drafted and
reviewed by two autistic adolescents to ensure the wording
and the depth of the topics were appropriate (Fayette &
Bond, 2018). The interviews explored autistic adolescents’
overall experiences with strength-based approaches,
including perceived benefits and available support (refer
to supplement for interview guide).

Procedure

Semi-structured interviews were conducted either in per-
son (n=12), in familiar environments for the adolescents
(such as their club venue), or in a quiet room on a univer-
sity campus, based on participant preference. In addition,
one interview was conducted over the telephone, and two
were completed online, offering flexibility to meet the
interviewees’ choices. Interview durations ranged from
approximately 15 to 120minutes, with an average of
30minutes. During the interviews probing techniques and
cross-checking was used to maintain flexibility and allow
the participants’ experiences to shape the conversation. All
interviews were audio-recorded.

Data analysis and data availability

All audio-recorded data were transcribed verbatim, de-
identified, and imported into NVivo 12 (QSR International,
2018) for analysis. Data were analysed following a modi-
fied version of Colaizz’s seven-steps for phenomenologi-
cal analysis (Colaizzi, 1978), as adapted in previous
phenomenological research (e.g. Finlayson et al., 2018).
Initially, the authors familiarised themselves with the data
by thoroughly reading all participants’ descriptions to gain
a comprehensive understanding of their experiences.
Significant statements directly related to the phenomenon
were identified and highlighted. These statements were
then interpreted to uncover underlying meanings, moving
from the explicit statements to their implicit meanings.
The formulated meanings were subsequently grouped into
clusters of themes that represent various aspects of the
phenomenon. An exhaustive description of the phenome-
non was then compiled, integrating all the themes and

meanings derived from the data. This description was sub-
sequently condensed into a concise statement that encap-
sulates the essence of the phenomenon. Examples of how
significant statements from participants were interpreted
to uncover underlying meanings and then grouped into
thematic clusters are provided in the supplement.

The final step in Colaizzi’s method, which involves
returning the findings to participants for validation, was
not conducted. Instead, member-checking was performed
during interviews, with the interviewer confirming and
clarifying their understanding of the participants’ responses
(Birt et al.,, 2016). A number of other strategies were
employed to increase the study’s trustworthiness, includ-
ing maintaining a reflexive journal by the primary
researcher, regular peer debriefing, and the development
of a clear audit trail (Nowell et al., 2017). The use of pseu-
donyms ensured participant confidentiality. We have cho-
sen not to share the interview data publicly in order to
protect participant confidentiality, as individuals could
potentially be identified through the transcripts.

Results

Eight themes, grouped under two major categories, were
identified to describe autistic adolescents’ experiences
and perspectives of strengths-based approaches in schools.
The first category, ‘benefits of leveraging strengths and
interests in school’, highlights how engaging with
strengths supports academic engagement, peer relation-
ships and career aspirations. The second category, ‘sup-
port needed for strengths application and development in
school’, emphasises the contextual elements that facilitate
or hinder the effective use of strengths and interests.
Together, themes reflect both what autistic adolescents
valued about using their strengths in school, and what
supports they perceived were necessary for such
approaches to be successful. Thematic connections were
evident between the two categories; for example, while
strengths fostered engagement and social connection, stu-
dents also described the need for teacher understanding
and flexible learning environments to sustain these bene-
fits. An overview of the themes is provided in Figure 1.
This structure is designed to reflect both the benefits
autistic students experienced when their strengths were
supported, and the enabling conditions they identified as
critical for these approaches to be effective. All quotes
presented are drawn from student participant. Pseudonyms
are used to maintaining confidentiality.

Benefits of leveraging strengths and interests in
school

The ‘benefits of leveraging strengths and interests in
school’ category describes the perceived benefits of
applying strengths and interests to the autistic adoles-
cents’ school experiences and beyond, including
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Building trust and openness

through teacher understanding
“They just sort of know me and they
understand me”

Enhancing practical learning through
interest-integrated activities

“l just do the same thing, but | make it a lot more
complicated”

Career
Aspirations
“It's all gravitating
towards my dream™

Developing meaningful
connections through social
opportunities

“You need to learn those skills. You can't just
have programs™

Support needed for strengths
application and development in school

Academic

Engagement
“It’s fun, it's cool to learn and it
reliably makes sense”™

Benefits of
leveraging
strengths and
interests in schools

Fostering self-regulated learning
through accommodations

“If | know what I'm doing, | like it™

Peer

Relationships
“J like surrounding myself
with like-minded
people.”

Supporting growth through a
forward-looking focus

“They should focus more on our future, not
on the past”

Figurel. ldentified themes.

academic engagement, peer relationships, and future
career aspirations. This category includes three themes:
(1) Academic engagement: ‘It’s fun, it’s cool to learn and
it reliably makes sense’ (Jack); (2) Peer relationships: ‘I
like surrounding myself with like-minded people’ (Teo);
and (3) Career aspirations: ‘It’s all gravitating towards
my dream’ (Taylor).

Academic engagement: ‘it’s fun, it’s cool to learn and it reliably
makes sense’. Autistic adolescents described a wide range of
interests and areas of strengths, which shaped their engage-
ment in learning. Subjects that aligned with their strengths
and passion were not only more enjoyable, but also more
meaningful and motivating. Students described these sub-
jects as being ‘fun’, ‘cool’ or satisfying, but underneath
these descriptors were deeper insights into the cognitive and
emotional experiences of learning when it resonated.

For many, engagement stemmed from a sense of clarity
and structure. Coding, programming, and STEM subjects
were particularly appealing to several students due to their
logical nature and consistent rules. Jack looked forward to
programming every day because ‘it’s fun, it’s cool to learn
and it reliably makes sense’. He appreciated its predicta-
bility and transparency: ‘if you write the code correctly,

it’ll do what it’s supposed to do’. The sense of reliability,
that effort would lead to a correct or meaningful outcome,
gave students a feeling of mastery and control, which may
be especially important for learners who often experience
unpredictability in other parts of school life.

Subjects involving problem-solving were described as
similarly engaging for some autistic adolescents. Rex, for
instance, described Science and Mathematics as satisfying,
because they were ‘mainly about solving problems’, which
helped him focus. For Aaron, subjects like Physics and
Mathematics were enjoyable because they involved ‘doing
questions’ and required ‘less memorising’. These prefer-
ences reflected a pattern where students were drawn to
tasks that rewarded reasoning over rote learning, and that
offered logical pathways to understanding, again aligning
with the desire for consistency and cognitive stimulation.

At the same time, students also expressed deep engage-
ment in creative, expressive and hands-on domains. Jaxton
enjoyed Psychology and English, while Gemma, Isabell, and
Taylor described writing as a strength and a passion. Isabell
enthusiastically shared ‘I can write my stories and imagine it.
Oh my God, it’s legend, and just really, really fun’. Chris
similarly described Media and Digital Technology as reward-
ing because of his love for filmmaking. In these examples,
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engagement was linked to self-expression and the opportu-
nity to pursue interests in a personalised way.

Some students also gravitated towards physical activi-
ties or sensory-rich learning. Ethan and Andy were drawn
to Physical Education, as Andy put it, ‘I like to be active’,
while Freddy enjoyed cooking in the Design and
Technologies classes, noting that he was ‘good at remem-
bering the recipes and stuff to do it’. These activities pro-
vided practical forms of engagement, connecting learning
to real-world skills and movement-based strengths.

Taken together, these accounts illustrate that academic
engagement for autistic adolescents is multifaceted. What
connects these experiences is that autistic adolescents
were most engaged when they were able to draw on their
personal strengths and interests in ways that felt meaning-
ful and intrinsically motivated.

Peer relationships: I like surrounding myself with like-minded
people’. Autistic adolescents reported that their strengths
and interests helped them connect with peers based on
shared interests, reciprocal support, and mutual respect.
For many, shared interests provided a natural starting point
for conversations and interactions with friends. Joel, for
example, mentioned that although he was not very social
otherwise, he enjoyed engaging in conversations with
peers about shared interests. Andy and Teo also described
how they used their character strengths to develop peer
relationships and friendships with others in the school
environment.

When provided with the opportunity to leverage their
strengths in class, adolescents found that these strengths
created opportunities for reciprocal peer support and ena-
bled them to interact more confidently and comfortably
with their peers. For example, Freddy leveraged his
strengths in Mathematics and Science to assist classmates,
noting that his expertise made it easier for peers to approach
him for help: ‘In my old Maths class, my friends asked me,
“can you help with this question?””” Similarly, Aaron also
shared, ‘If my friends were having trouble doing the ques-
tion, they would usually ask me to find out how to do it,
and if I did, I would help them’.

These experiences illustrate how autistic adolescents
use their strengths not only as tools for learning but also as
social bridges. By engaging in shared activities and sup-
porting their peers, they navigated social connections with
greater confidence. These interactions were often sponta-
neous and interest-driven, rather than structured, demon-
strating how strengths-based learning environments can
naturally encourage positive peer relationships.

Career aspirations: ‘it’s all gravitating towards my dream’. Inter-
ests and strengths in specific areas not only motivated autis-
tic adolescents to engage more deeply academically and
socially at school, but also provided a sense of purpose and
direction in their educational journey and future pathways.

In this theme, adolescents shared how the school environ-
ment and experiences played a pivotal role in helping them
identify and develop their interests and strengths into some-
thing that they could work towards the future, career aspira-
tions in various fields like technology, art, writing, sports,
and law.

Many students used their technical and analytical
strengths to envision futures in technology-focused
careers. Rex, for example, dreamed of becoming either an
‘IT person or a pilot’, based on his passion of coding and
problem-solving in STEM areas. Creative strengths also
guided the career aspirations for some adolescents. For
Taylor, her dream of becoming a Manga artist provided a
sense of direction, as she explained, ‘it’s all gravitating
towards my dream’, a goal nurtured in the school library
where her passion for Maga art started. Teo, on the other
hand, was drawn to a legal career, motivated by his interest
in ‘arguing’, ‘finding loopholes’ and advocating for jus-
tice. He aspired to become a barrister defending vulnerable
clients, particularly autistic individuals. With this goal in
mind, Teo had a clear plan for his studies and career path
after high school.

Overall, these examples illustrate how aligning school
experiences with students’ interests and strengths can
empower them to envision and work towards meaningful
futures.

Support needed for strengths application and
development in school

The category of ‘support needed for strengths application
and development in school” includes the types of support
autistic adolescents identified as essential for fully utilis-
ing and developing their strengths within school and
beyond. It comprises five themes including (1) Building
trust and openness through teacher understanding: ‘They
just sort of know me and they understand me’ (Chris); (2)
Fostering self-regulated learning through accommoda-
tions: ‘If I know what I’'m doing, I like it’ (Dawson); (3)
Enhancing practical learning through interest-integrated
activities: ‘I just do the same thing, but I make it a lot
more complicated’ (Chris); (4) Developing meaningful
connections through social opportunities: ‘You need to
learn those skills. You can’t just have programs’ (Teo);
and (5) Supporting growth through a forward-looking
focus: ‘They should focus more on our future, not on the
past’ (Taylor).

Building trust and openness through teacher understanding:
‘they just sort of know me and they understand me’. The ado-
lescents’ relationships with their teachers varied widely,
with some describing good teachers as ‘welcoming’,
‘understanding’, ‘respectful’ and ‘authentic’. Teacher
understanding was perceived as an important foundation
for building relationships and shaping autistic adolescents’
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willingness to engage, open-up and share their strengths
and interests. When students felt understood, they
described their learning environment as more comfortable
and supportive, fostering a sense of trust. As Chris shared,
‘There’s understanding. They just sort of know me and
they understand me’. Jaxton echoed this sentiment, saying,
‘I feel like they’re just more understanding and offer more
help for the people who clearly learn differently’. For
some students, this understanding was not just about learn-
ing needs but also about personal connections and shared
interests. Isabell, for example, noted that she liked two
teachers because ‘they both like Harry Potter’, which was
her passion. This common ground helped bridge social
gaps, creating a sense of ease and mutual recognition. Sim-
ilarly, Ben mentioned that his science teacher was the only
teacher who knew his interests, because ‘three years in a
row she’s had me . . . she knows me more than most of my
new teachers’. Consistent interactions over time allowed
teachers to develop a more nuanced awareness of students’
strengths, learning styles, and personalities.

However, when teachers lacked understanding or
engagement, students often felt disconnected and hesitant
to share their interests or needs. Freddy expressed frustra-
tion that ‘none of them (teachers)’ knew about his hobbies,
making school feel impersonal. Similarly, when asked
whether his teachers had asked about his interests, Dawson
responded ‘no. They just want to teach’. The absence of
this connection sometimes led to deeper misunderstand-
ings of autism itself. Jaxton described situations where
‘teachers are less helpful to me because there’s something
wrong with me in their eyes’. Andy, too, reflected on expe-
riences of not feeling heard, commenting, ‘I wouldn’t
explain it to them, because I know what they would be
like, so . . . I kind of don’t want to share’.

These experiences highlight the critical role of teacher
understanding and willingness to connect with students
can have on the trust and openness of autistic adolescents.
When teachers made an effort to connect with students
and recognise their interests, strengths, and ways of learn-
ing, students were more likely to feel valued, respected,
and engaged. Conversely, a lack of understanding could
lead to disengagement, reluctance to communicate, and
perceptions of exclusion. For autistic students, the pres-
ence, or absence, of teacher understanding directly influ-
enced their willingness to engage in a strengths-based
learning approach.

Fostering self-regulated learning through accommodations: ‘if |
know what I'm doing, | like it. Autistic adolescents shared
that teachers who understood their learning needs were
more willing to provide structure and flexibility, and tailor
teaching strategies, tasks, and environments to support
them. These accommodations helped the students develop
self-regulation of their learning, offering more opportuni-
ties to demonstrate their academic strengths and potential.

A common need expressed by many autistic adoles-
cents was having clarity and structure in both learning
environments and instructions. As Dawson commented, ‘if
I know what I’m doing, I like it’. Several students empha-
sised the value of clear, consistent rules and structures. As
Teo mentioned, ‘there needs to be clarity. There needs to
be rules in place. I feel as though stress can come from
when there are unexpected things, or the understanding
that unexpected things could arise’. For Andy, frustrations
occur when different teachers had varying rules, as he
explained, ‘If it’s different, if one teacher says, ‘yeah,
that’s fine’, and then one teacher (says) that’s (not allowed).
It’s just confusing to me . . . I can’t choose both to make
grey. | only can choose one colour’. Teo compared high
school learning to university, he liked university learning
‘because they have unit outlines, so I know what’s
expected. 1 can prepare. Everything’s very predictable,
and, thus, provides the parameters. It’s clear how to suc-
ceed in it’.

Scaffolding was also mentioned as an effective strategy
to help autistic students start and progress in tasks. Aaron
shared that it was very helpful when teachers ‘usually tried
to give me a lot of examples’ to get him started. Similarly,
Freddy recalled struggling with starting a science poster
assignment, and how his teacher ‘. . . gave me a sheet that
had a bunch of ideas of a project you could do’, which
helped him generate ideas. Jack underscored the impor-
tance of breaking down complex tasks, explaining, ‘I need
to explain things A and B; in order to make thing C make
sense’.

Students also appreciated a balance between structure
and freedom, as Jaxton commented, he found it helpful
when ‘they (teachers) have some level of leeway . . . but
not enough that the student’s going to go off course or start
doing their own thing or disrupt other people’. Andy also
shared that teacher flexibility was important for his ability
to manage his workload and self-regulate. For instance, he
shared how we entered an agreement with a teacher to
enable him to study: ‘I made a deal with the head teacher
of thatunit. . . I won’t have it on in other classes, but I will
have my headphones on in guided study’.

Overall, these examples show how structured, strengths-
based accommodations and flexible support empower
autistic adolescents to become more self-regulated, confi-
dent learners who can demonstrate and build on their
unique abilities.

Enhancing practical learning through interest-integrated activi-
ties: ‘I just do the same thing, but | make it a lot more compli-
cated’. Autistic adolescents shared positive reflections on
activities that align with their interests and strengths, offer-
ing hands-on, practical experiences where they found
meaning, relevance and real-world connections.

Several students highlighted the motivational impact of
projects tailored to their passions, supporting deeper learning
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and engagement. For instance, Chris, with advanced skills in
coding, media, and technology, expressed pride in opportu-
nities to work on personal projects where he would ‘up the
levels like a hundred times. I just do the same thing, but I
make it a lot more complicated’. His project-based learning
extended beyond the classroom, where he was often asked to
help with coding, filming, and photography projects, express-
ing feeling gratified that the school ‘would love to have me
there when I leave school’.

Real-world applications of knowledge were also men-
tioned as effective learning approaches, especially when
teachers provided structured guidance. For instance,
Freddy’s enthusiasm for a ‘Market Day’ project in
Humanities and Social Sciences illustrated this, as students
engaged in a real-world economics exercise by running their
own market and selling products to other students. He
shared, “We were learning about Economics . . . we made
our own little idea of an economy . . . and then the primary
school students would come over to our school’ and even
hosted primary students to ‘buy things from us’ This practi-
cal experience connected learning with the economics con-
cepts with everyday skills.

Similarly, in his Career and Enterprise class, Andy and
his peers set up a food business, made and sold their
brownies and other products, simulating real business
practices. Reflecting on the experience, Andy explained,
‘We created our own little one (business), so in the future,
if we create our own, then we know what to do’. This
approach allowed him to develop real-world skills while
staying engaged in the curriculum. In contrast, Isabell
described her Mathematics learning as ‘boring’ because

three to four years I’ve learned maths through PowerPoints,
so I’m used to learning maths through a PowerPoint and
looking at it a couple of times before going straight to the
worksheet . . . For me it’s boring. When I’m bored . . . I'm
like, “I’m not going to try”.

Jaxton further highlighted the value of practical learn-
ing in his Technical and Further Education (TAFE) course
delivered as part of his secondary education. These
courses are programmes delivered to Year 10, 11 and 12
students as part of their Western Australian Certificate of
Education (WACE). This programme differed from the
traditional high school curriculum, allowing students to
learn practical skills and gain insights into workplace
needs. Jaxton appreciated the course’s project-based
structure, which provided greater freedom, autonomy,
and ownership over his learning. He commented that
‘just being treated as an adult, that is what helps make it
a good experience’.

These examples underscore the value of interest-inte-
grated activities that provide practical engagement, allow-
ing students to apply their knowledge in meaningful ways
and fostering both academic and personal growth.

Developing meaningful connections through social opportuni-
ties: ‘you need to learn those skills. You can’t just have
programs’.

While strengths and interests played a role in forming peer
relationships, under this theme, autistic adolescents high-
lighted the importance of structured social opportunities
that were actively supported by schools. Many adolescents
reported difficulties navigating social interactions and bul-
lying, especially when students felt unsupported by teach-
ers. Andy expressed frustration that teachers often failed to
intervene effectively, recalling how some teachers ‘don’t
follow it up’ when he was bullied ‘because of my autism’.
Taylor, too, recalled instances where peers used ‘autistic’
as an insult. Not receiving support from the teacher about
this left Taylor feeling hurt.

Similarly, Taylor described how peers weaponised the
term ‘autistic’ as an insult, leaving her feeling hurt and
unsupported. While some teachers made efforts to encour-
age socialisation, their approach was often too generic or
out of touch with established social dynamics. Taylor
noted, ‘[Teachers try to help by] prompting me to go into a
group, but it’s kind of hard because the groups have been
the same for three years and you can’t exactly walk up to
someone after three years’.

Adolescents emphasised that meaningful social con-
nections were best fostered through interest-based social
opportunities rather than rigid or prescriptive programmes.
For example, Isabell suggested that schools could offer
pottery and yoga sessions as part of a girls’ club, helping
students bond over shared activities. Chris, based on his
love of technology, proposed, ‘a club for kids with autism
who like coding’, where students could develop skills
alongside peers with similar interests. Teo, however, cau-
tioned against overly protective or artificial interventions,
arguing, ‘you can’t just have programs . . . that would be a
saving grace’. Instead, he advocated for social opportuni-
ties that allow students to interact organically within real-
life school contexts.

These insights highlight the importance of providing
interest-based extracurricular activities where autistic ado-
lescents can engage in social learning without forced interac-
tions. By designing inclusive, strengths-based opportunities,
schools can create environments where students feel empow-
ered to build relationships on their own terms, fostering
authentic and lasting social connections.

Supporting growth through a forward-looking focus: ‘they
should focus more on our future, not on the past. Under this
theme, adolescents discussed the support they found help-
ful in exploring and preparing for future career options,
highlighting this as an essential component of a strengths-
based approach. For example, Freddy emphasised the
importance of resources such as a job board at his school
that lists available positions for Year 11 and 12 students,
helping them understand the types of jobs they can apply
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for immediately. This resource served as a direct bridge
between their current studies and potential career
pathways.

Tailored career guidance and support are also consid-
ered crucial in helping autistic students focus on their
futures. Jaxton’s school provided personalised services for
students with disabilities, assisting them in finding jobs or
pursuing further education through TAFE courses. This
kind of structured, individualised support ensured that stu-
dents could explore future pathways that align with their
abilities and interests.

Inspiring future possibilities were also crucial for autis-
tic adolescents. Taylor recalled an experience she found
helpful, where students were asked to share their long-
term goals in small groups. ‘So, yeah, of course I’'m going
to bring up Maga artist’, she said. Taylor appreciated this
activity because it allowed her and other students to share
their ambitions and envision their ideal lives, explaining,
‘They should have more stuff on what we want to be,
rather than just random stuff that the Education Department
has given us . . .". Taylor also suggested implementing an
‘inspirations class’ where speakers, including individuals
with disabilities, could share their career experiences, pro-
viding students with direction and motivation to envision
future opportunities. As Taylor expressed, ‘They should
focus more on our futures, not on the past . . . Everyone
should be able to choose their own path’.

The transition from school to work was also a source of
concern for autistic adolescents, who expressed the need
for continued guidance as they moved from a structured
school environment into more independent career settings.
Andy, for instance, worried about the lack of guidance in
the workplace, stating, ‘it’s like a big life change, because
you don’t get guidance when you are at work . . . It’s not
like a teacher’s going to teach you what to do. So, I’'m wor-
ried about that a lot’. Taylor added that this kind of guid-
ance should begin early, ‘I’m not talking from end of year
12. ’'m talking about now, when we actually have the
imagination and freedom’.

Overall, these insights highlight the importance of
future-focused, strengths-based support systems that
empower autistic adolescents to envision and prepare for
meaningful, independent futures.

Discussion

This study explored how autistic adolescents experience
and make meaning of strengths-based approaches in high
school settings. By centring the voices of autistic adoles-
cents, we identified both the autistic adolescents’ perceived
benefits of strengths-based approaches for academic,
social, and future-oriented engagement, and the key sup-
ports required to make them meaningful in practice. We
interpret the findings through two complementary theo-
retical lenses: SDT, which offers insight into the personal

experiences and outcomes of strengths-based approaches,
and the Bioecological Model of Development, which helps
situate these experiences within their immediate and
broader school environment and systemic contexts.

Benefits of leveraging strengths and interests in
school: explained through SDT

Findings from this study suggest that strengths-based
approaches may support positive educational and social
outcomes for autistic adolescents by promoting their basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness — key constructs of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000),
where satisfying these needs is essential for promoting
intrinsic motivation, well-being, and optimal functioning.
The theory has been applied to various areas, including
education, health care, and work organisations (Deci &
Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Autonomy. Insights from autistic adolescents suggest that
strengths-based approaches can foster feelings of auton-
omy when enabling students to engage in ways that align
with their strengths and interests. Opportunities to make
choices and follow their interests in learning contributed to
a stronger sense of agency. These findings align with
SDT’s emphasis on autonomy as a critical driver of intrin-
sic motivation and well-being. When students had the free-
dom to engage on their own terms, they reported greater
ownership of their learning, which in turn supported
deeper engagement and academic satisfaction. Previous
studies also revealed that autonomy was crucial for autistic
adolescents, contributing to improved social inclusion,
quality of life, and academic competence (Hodgetts et al.,
2017; Hume et al., 2014).

Competence. Strengths-based approaches also appeared to
enhance students’ sense of competence in their abilities in
both academic and social contexts. Students reported feel-
ing proud when engaging in tasks that reflected their abili-
ties and passions, whether in art, technology, or writing.
Importantly, these learning experiences often helped them
envision meaningful future pathways. Many participants
described career aspirations that were directly informed by
their strengths and interests, suggesting that competence is
not only about present success but also about shaping con-
fidence in future potential (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Relatedness. Findings indicate that strengths-based
approaches may also support the third need of SDT, relat-
edness, by providing an avenue through which students
can connect with their peers and teachers via their interests
and use their competencies to facilitate social bonds. Pre-
vious studies also demonstrated that incorporating autistic
students’ preferred interests into activities can increase
their social initiation and engagement with peers (Koegel
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et al., 2012, 2013), and that engaging in reciprocal peer
interactions can improve self-esteem and social satisfac-
tion (Bradley, 2016).

Support needed for strengths application
and development: explained through the
bioecological model

While SDT provides a useful framework for understanding
how strengths-based approaches can positively impact autis-
tic students’ lived experiences, the Bioecological Model of
Development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner &
Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) enables us to
examine the environmental factors that influence the imple-
mentation and effectiveness of these approaches. This model
considers multiple, interacting systems, including the micro-
(where direct interactions occur such as the classroom,
schools, families), meso-(relationship between different
microsystems), exo- (contexts that do not directly involve
but has indirect influences on the individual), macro- (over-
arching cultural values, believes and societal politics) and
chrono- (time both across an individual’s life and within his-
torical context) systems.

At the microsystem level, teachers and their interaction
with adolescents played a critical role in the application of
strengths-based approaches and the perceived benefits,
impacting all three SDT needs of competence, autonomy,
and relatedness. Teachers and student-teacher interactions
are situated within the microsystem of the classroom, but
they are influenced by broader institutional practices
(meso and exo- systems) and societal attitudes (macro sys-
tem) towards autism and neurodiversity (Vidal et al.,
2023). Here students emphasised the importance of teach-
ers understanding and engaging with their strengths and
the importance of flexibility and accommodation in the
classroom. These findings align with previous research
which highlights the importance of tailored support to cre-
ate conditions where students can apply their strengths
effectively (Roth et al., 2007). Enabling flexibility in strat-
egies and opportunities to develop strengths and interests
was important to meeting the needs of both competence
and autonomy. It is also worth noting that many of these
approaches — such as scaffolding, differentiated instruc-
tion, and interest-based learning — are widely recognised
as beneficial for all learners, not only autistic students. In
this sense, the principles of strengths-based approaches
extend beyond autism-specific interventions and contrib-
ute to inclusive, high-quality teaching practices that
enhance engagement and learning for all students.

Findings also revealed the need to reconsider which
strengths are acknowledged and supported. Autistic ado-
lescents shared a wide range of interests and strengths that
went beyond commonly held perceptions of autistic
strengths. This variety highlights that autistic adolescents
have a wide array of interests and strengths that go beyond

stereotypical perceptions of ‘autistic strengths’ (E. C.
Taylor et al., 2023, p. 1834). These findings align with
recent research suggesting that strengths-based education
should move beyond narrow conceptions of autism-spe-
cific traits and adopt a more flexible, individualised
approach that includes general strengths present across
neurotypes (E. C. Taylor et al., 2023). The emphasis placed
on recognising diverse and unique profiles reflects the
influence of the macrosystem, where societal narratives,
cultural values, and educational discourses shape how
strengths and differences are perceived. Where a neurodi-
versity-affirming culture prevailed, students were more
likely to feel validated and empowered in their learning.

Peers, another key component of the microsystem, were
identified as critical for supporting social connection and
reinforcing strengths. Adolescents shared that relation-
ships were more likely to develop when peers recognised
and valued their interests and abilities. However, as with
teacher relationships, peer dynamics were situated within
cultural norms. The way difference is interpreted and
social inclusion is enacted is often influenced by mac-
rosystemic cultural expectations (Chen, 2012). In some
cultural contexts, conformity may be prioritised, poten-
tially limiting opportunities for students to express or be
recognised for unique strengths. In other cultural settings,
individual expression and interest-based learning may be
more readily supported.

The role of broader school and societal system was also
emphasised. Although individual teacher and peer interac-
tions are important, they are situated within and influenced
by broader school and societal systems. While educators
can individually implement strengths-based practices, our
findings suggest that schools need to adopt more flexible
and school-wide approaches to teaching that recognise and
nurture autistic students’ strengths (Roberts & Webster,
2020). This could include professional development for
teachers to better understand neurodiverse learning styles
(Sullivan, 2018) and the creation of school policies that
prioritise inclusive, strengths-based approaches (Vlachou,
2004). Crucially, these school-level efforts are embedded
within, and heavily influenced by governmental and politi-
cal structures that shape how inclusive education is priori-
tised, resourced, and enacted. National education
frameworks, curriculum policies, and funding decisions
directly impact the extent to which strengths-based prac-
tices can be supported and sustained. Thus, while individ-
ual educators remain essential change agents, our findings
underscore the need for robust system-level support to
ensure that strengths-based approaches are implemented
equitably, sustainably, and at scale.

Adolescents also expressed a strong desire for a future-
oriented focus, including early and ongoing opportunities
to connect their strengths with career exploration and goal
setting. These findings highlight the relevance of the
chronosystem. Previous research has similarly emphasised
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the importance of early career-planning services and
strengths-aligned vocational guidance in supporting long-
term outcomes for autistic students (Cheriyan et al., 2021).
Findings suggest that schools should focus more on stu-
dents’ futures rather than past challenges, which highlights
the importance of future-oriented, strengths-based guid-
ance for autistic students, through for instance, technol-
ogy-based programmes (Dunn et al., 2015), and offering
early career-planning services (Hatfield et al., 2018).

Implications for practice

Overall, when understood through the lenses of the SDT
and the Bioecological Model of Development, our find-
ings highlight the need for coordinated action across mul-
tiple ecological levels to support the -effective
implementation of strengths-based approaches. At the
classroom level, educators can foster autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness by embedding students’ interests
into the curriculum, offering flexible choices, and using
strengths to support social inclusion. At the school level,
leadership should enable a whole-school culture that val-
ues neurodiversity, support professional learning on inclu-
sive pedagogies, and adopt flexible structures for teaching,
learning, and assessment. At the policy level, education
systems must provide dedicated funding, infrastructure,
and implementation frameworks that translate inclusive
values into practice. National commitments to inclusion,
such as the Salamanca Statement, must be reflected in
policies that enable personalised, strengths-focused learn-
ing for all students.

Take-home message

Strengths-based approaches are most effective when it is eco-
logically informed and systemically supported. Recognising
and nurturing autistic students’ strengths requires more than
isolated classroom practices, it demands an alignment of rela-
tionships, environments, and policies. When inclusion is
understood as a multi-layered, systemic commitment, schools
are better positioned to support the long-term engagement,
well-being, and success of all learners.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the sample was
gender imbalanced, with the majority of the participants
being male. Thus, the findings cannot be assumed to repre-
sent the experiences of autistic female or gender-diverse
adolescents, who are under-represented in this study. This
limits the transferability of results. As research shows that
autistic female can have different experiences to autistic
males (Gosling et al., 2023), and that individuals who are
gender-diverse are more likely to be autistic and may face
unique challenges in school contexts (Warrier et al., 2020),
future research should deliberately seek to examine the

perspectives and experience of females and gender-diverse
participants and should adopt a gender-sensitive approach
to better understand the varied experiences across gender
identities. Second, as all participants were from Western
Australia, the study may reflect the cultural norms and val-
ues specific to Western Australian context. Consequently,
the findings may be limited to this particular educational
and cultural setting and not generalisable to other contexts.
On the other hand, Australia is a signatory of the Salamanca
Statement along with 92 other governments and 25 interna-
tional organisations, which aims to promote inclusive edu-
cation for students with disabilities (Ainscow et al., 2019).
In this way, the context in which this study was undertaken
may be similar to other countries also implementing inclu-
sive education practices. Third, there is a potential for sam-
pling bias in terms of which autistic adolescents chosen to
participate. Autistic adolescents who agreed to take part
may have been more engaged, more confident in communi-
cating, or more reflective about their experiences. This may
have excluded the perspectives of non- or minimally speak-
ing autistic students, whose perspectives on strengths-based
approaches may differ significantly from those of the par-
ticipants in this study. As a result, the findings may reflect
particular subset of the autistic adolescent population.
Future research could explore alternative recruitment and
communication strategies to include a broader range of
voices and support more diverse modes of participation in
research. Fourth, demographic data on participants’ ethnic-
ity were not collected. As a result, the findings may not
account for how cultural or racial background intersects
with autistic identity and school experiences. Future
research should include this information to better under-
stand diverse experiences within the autistic community.
Finally, a limitation relates to the variation in interview set-
tings, which were chosen based on participant preference to
ensure comfort and accessibility. While we believe that
flexibility was ethically and practically important, it may
have introduced variability in the data where environmen-
tal factors such as familiarity, privacy, or potential distrac-
tions could have influenced participants’ responses or their
level of engagement.

Conclusion

Including autistic students’ voices is essential for address-
ing gaps between inclusive education theory and practice.
The findings of this study underscore the transformative
impact of strengths-based approaches on autistic students’
academic, social, and future career engagement. Gaining
an understanding of the perspectives of adolescents ensures
the success of strengths-based practices. Schools can cre-
ate a more inclusive environment by offering teacher train-
ing focused on neurodiversity and implementing flexible,
student-centred practices. By prioritising strengths and
interests, educators can better support autistic students’
school experiences and long-term success.



White et al.

2815

Authors’ note

All researchers take full responsibility for the integrity of the
work.

ORCID iDs

Jia White https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8153-0446
Melissa H. Black {2/ https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0293-4053

Author contributions

Jia White: Conceptualisation; Data curation; Formal analysis;
Investigation; Methodology; Writing — original draft.

Sarah McGarry: Conceptualisation; Methodology; Supervision;
Writing — review & editing.

P John Williams: Supervision; Writing — review & editing.
Melissa H. Black: Conceptualisation; Methodology; Supervision;
Validation; Writing — review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support
for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: The
authors acknowledge the financial support of Autism CRC, which
was established under the Australian Government’s Cooperative
Research Centres Programme. The authors also wish to acknowl-
edge the financial support of Curtin University to Jia White
through the Australian Postgraduate Award Scholarship.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Supplemental material

Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

Ainscow, M., Slee, R., & Best, M. (2019). Editorial: The
Salamanca Statement: 25 years on. International Journal of
Inclusive Education, 23(7-8), 671-676. https://doi.org/10.1
080/13603116.2019.1622800

Aubineau, M., & Blicharska, T. (2020). High-functioning autistic
students speak about their experience of inclusion in main-
stream secondary schools. School Mental Health, 12(3),
537-555. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-020-09364-z

Bailey, J., & Baker, S. T. (2020). A synthesis of the quantitative
literature on autistic pupils’ experience of barriers to inclu-
sion in mainstream schools. Journal of Research in Special
Educational Needs, 20(4), 291-307. https://doi.org/https://
doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12490

Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016).
Member checking: A toolto enhance trustworthiness ormerely
a nod to validation? Qualitative Health Research, 26(13),
1802—1811. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870

Bottema-Beutel, K., Cuda, J., Kim, S. Y., Crowley, S., &
Scanlon, D. (2020). High school experiences and support
recommendations of autistic youth. Journal of Autism and

Developmental Disorders, 50(9), 3397-3412. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10803-019-04261-0

Bradley, R. (2016). ‘“Why single me out?’ Peer mentoring, autism
and inclusion in mainstream secondary schools. British
Journal of Special Education, 43(3), 272-288. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-8578.12136

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for
human development: Research perspectives. Developmental
Psychology, 22(6), 723-742. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-
1649.22.6.723

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture recon-
ceptualized in developmental perspective: A bioecological
model. Psychological Review, 101(4), 568-586.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2006). The bioecological
model of human development. In W. C. Damon & R. M. C.
Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology (6th ed., pp.
793-828). Wiley Imprint.

Brownlow, C., Lawson, W., Pillay, Y., Mahony, J., & Abawi,
D. (2021). ‘Just ask me’: The importance of respectful rela-
tionships within schools [Brief Research Report]. Frontiers
in Psychology, 12, Article 678264. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2021.678264

Carter, E. W., Harvey, M. N, Taylor, J. L., & Gotham, K. (2013).
Connecting youth and young adults with autism spectrum dis-
orders to community life. Psychology in the Schools, 50(9),
101-119. https://doi.org/10.1177/1540796915592158

Chen, X. (2012). Culture, peer interaction, and socioemotional
development. Child Development Perspectives, 6(1), 27—
34. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.201
1.00187.x

Cheriyan, C., Shevchuk-Hill, S., Riccio, A., Vincent, J., Kapp,
S. K., Cage, E., Dwyer, P., Kofner, B., Attwood, H., &
Gillespie-Lynch, K. (2021). Exploring the career motiva-
tions, strengths, and challenges of autistic and non-autistic
university students: Insights from a participatory study.
Frontiers in Psychology, 12, Article 719827. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.719827

Clarke, E. B., McCauley, J. B., & Lord, C. (2021). Post-high school
daily living skills in autism spectrum disorder. Journal of the
American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 60(8),
978-985. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.11.008

Colaizzi, P. F. (1978). Psychological research as the phe-
nomenologist views it. In R. S. Valle & M. King (Eds.),
Existential phenomenological alternatives for psychology.
Oxford University.

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning
and perspective in the research process (1st ed.). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003115700

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2008). Self-determination theory:
A macrotheory of human motivation, development, and
health. Canadian Psychology, 49(3), 182—185. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0012801

Donaldson, A., Krejcha, K., & McMillin, A. (2017). A strengths-
based approach to autism: Neurodiversity and partnering
with the autism community. Perspectives of the ASHA
Special Interest Groups, 2, 56. https://doi.org/10.1044/
persp2.SIG1.56

Dunn, L., Diener, M., Wright, C., Wright, S., & Narumanchi,
A. (2015). Vocational exploration in an extracurricular


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8153-0446
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0293-4053
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1622800
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1622800
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-020-09364-z
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12490
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12490
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-04261-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-04261-0
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12136
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12136
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.22.6.723
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.22.6.723
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.678264
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.678264
https://doi.org/10.1177/1540796915592158
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2011.00187.x
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-8606.2011.00187.x
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.719827
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.719827
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.11.008
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003115700
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012801
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012801
https://doi.org/10.1044/persp2.SIG1.56
https://doi.org/10.1044/persp2.SIG1.56

2816

Autism 29(1 1)

technology program for youth with autism. Work, 52(2),
457. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-152160

Dwyer, P. (2022). The neurodiversity approach(es): What are they
and what do they mean for researchers? Human Development,
66(2), 73-92. https://doi.org/10.1159/000523723

Fayette, R., & Bond, C. (2018). A systematic literature review
of qualitative research methods for eliciting the views of
young people with ASD about their educational experi-
ences. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 33(3),
349-365. https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2017.1314111

Finlayson, C., Fu, M., Squires, A., Applebaum, A., Cleave, J.,
O’Cearbhaill, R., & DecRosa, A. (2018). The experience
of being aware of disease status in women with recurrent
ovarian cancer: A phenomenological study. Journal of
Palliative Medicine, 22, 377-384. https://doi.org/10.1089/
jpm.2018.0127

Fletcher-Watson, S. (2023). Autism and neurodiversity: A
new paradigm. Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery and
Psychiatry, 94(12), Article e2. https://doi.org/10.1136/
JNNP-2023-BNPA.5

Gillespie-Lynch, K., Bublitz, D., Donachie, A., Wong, V.,
Brooks, P. J., & D’Onoftrio, J. (2017). ‘For a long time
our voices have been hushed’: Using student perspec-
tives to develop supports for neurodiverse college stu-
dents. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, Article 544. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00544

Goodall, C. (2018). ‘I felt closed in and like I couldn’t breathe’:
A qualitative study exploring the mainstream educa-
tional experiences of autistic young people. Autism &
Developmental Language Impairments, 3, 1-16. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2396941518804407

Gosling, J., Purrington, J., & Hartley, G. (2023). Exploring the
lived experiences of autistic women: A thematic synthesis.
Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders,
11, 790-805. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-023-00367-5

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many inter-
views are enough? An experiment with data saturation
and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1525822x05279903

Happe, F., & Frith, U. (2020). Annual research review: Looking
back to look forward — changes in the concept of autism
and implications for future research. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 61, 218-232. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jepp.13176

Hatfield, M., Ciccarelli, M., Falkmer, T., & Falkmer, M. (2018).
Factors related to successful transition planning for ado-
lescents on the autism spectrum. Journal of Research
in Special Educational Needs, 18(1), 3—14. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1471-3802.12388

Hedges, S. H., Kirby, A. V., Sreckovic, M. A., Kucharczyk, S.,
Hume, K., & Pace, S. (2014). ‘Falling through the Cracks’:
Challenges for high school students with autism spectrum
disorder. The High School Journal, 98(1), 64-82. https://
doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2014.0014

Hendricks, D. R., & Wehman, P. (2009). Transition from school
to adulthood for youth with autism spectrum disorders:
Review and recommendations. Focus on Autism and Other
Developmental Disabilities, 24(2), 77-88. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1088357608329827

Hodgetts, S., Richards, K., & Park, E. (2017). Preparing for the
future: Multi-stakeholder perspectives on autonomous goal

setting for adolescents with autism spectrum disorders.
Disability and Rehabilitation, 40, 2372-2379. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09638288.2017.1334836

Howe, F. E. J., & Stagg, S. D. (2016). How sensory experi-
ences affect adolescents with an autistic spectrum condition
within the classroom. Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders, 46(5), 1656-1668. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10803-015-2693-1

Howlin, P., & Magiati, I. (2017). Autism spectrum dis-

order: Outcomes in adulthood. Current Opinion in
Psychiatry,  30(2), 69-76.  https://doi.org/10.1097/
y€0.0000000000000308

Hume, K., Boyd, B. A., Hamm, J. V., & Kucharczyk, S. (2014).
Supporting independence in adolescents on the autism spec-
trum. Remedial and Special Education, 35(2), 102—113.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932513514617

Hume, K., Dykstra Steinbrenner, J., Sideris, J., Smith, L.,
Kucharczyk, S., & Szidon, K. (2018). Multi-informant
assessment of transition-related skills and skill importance
in adolescents with autism spectrum disorder. Autism, 22(1),
40-50. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317722029

Hummerstone, H., & Parsons, S. (2021). What makes a good
teacher? Comparing the perspectives of students on the
autism spectrum and staff. European Journal of Special
Needs Education, 36(4), 610-624. https://doi.org/10.1080/
08856257.2020.1783800

Humphrey, N., & Lewis, S. (2008). What does ‘inclusion’ mean
for pupils on the autistic spectrum in mainstream secondary
schools? Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs,
8(3), 132-140. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-3802.2008.0
0115.x

Inchley, J. C., Stevens, G. W. J. M., Samdal, O., & Currie, D. B.
(2020). Enhancing understanding of adolescent health and
well-being: The health behaviour in school-aged children
study. Journal of Adolescent Health, 66, S3—S5. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.03.014

Jacobs, P., Beamish, W., & McKay, L. (2021). Please listen to
us: Adolescent autistic girls speak about learning and aca-
demic success. Improving Schools, 24(3), 196-209. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1365480220973112

Koegel, R. L., Fredeen, R., Kim, S., Danial, J., Rubinstein,
D., & Koegel, L. (2012). Using perseverative interests to
improve interactions between adolescents with autism and
their typical peers in school settings. Journal of Positive
Behavior Interventions, 14(3), 133-141. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1098300712437043

Koegel, R. L., Kim, S., Koegel, L., & Schwartzman, B. (2013).
Improving socialization for high school students with ASD
by using their preferred interests. Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders, 43(9), 2121-2134. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10803-013-1765-3

Matua, G. A., & Van der Wal, D. M. (2015). Differentiating
between descriptive and interpretive phenomenological
research approaches. Nurse Researcher, 22(6), 22-27.

McCashen, W. (2017). The strengths approach: A strengths-
based resource for sharing power and creating change (2nd
ed.). St Luke’s Innovative Resources.

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017).
Thematic analysis: Striving to meet the trustworthiness cri-
teria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1),
1-13. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847


https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-152160
https://doi.org/10.1159/000523723
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2017.1314111
https://doi.org/10.1089/jpm.2018.0127
https://doi.org/10.1089/jpm.2018.0127
https://doi.org/10.1136/JNNP-2023-BNPA.5
https://doi.org/10.1136/JNNP-2023-BNPA.5
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00544
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00544
https://doi.org/10.1177/2396941518804407
https://doi.org/10.1177/2396941518804407
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40489-023-00367-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822x05279903
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822x05279903
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13176
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13176
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12388
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12388
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2014.0014
https://doi.org/10.1353/hsj.2014.0014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357608329827
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088357608329827
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2017.1334836
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2017.1334836
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-015-2693-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-015-2693-1
https://doi.org/10.1097/yco.0000000000000308
https://doi.org/10.1097/yco.0000000000000308
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932513514617
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317722029
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2020.1783800
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2020.1783800
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-3802.2008.00115.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-3802.2008.00115.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.03.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2020.03.014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480220973112
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480220973112
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300712437043
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300712437043
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1765-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-013-1765-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847

White et al.

2817

Odom, S. L., Cox, A. W., & Brock, M. E. (2013). Implementation
science, professional development, and autism spectrum
disorders. Exceptional Children, 79(3), 233-251. https://
doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900207

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation meth-
ods: Integrating theory and practice (4th ed.). Sage.

Pellicano, E., Dinsmore, A., & Charman, T. (2014). What should
autism research focus upon? Community views and priori-
ties from the United Kingdom. Autism: The International
Journal of Research and Practice, 18(7), 756-770. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1362361314529627

QSR International. (2018). NVivo qualitative data analysis soft-
ware (Version 12).

Roberts, J., & Simpson, K. (2016). A review of research into
stakeholder perspectives on inclusion of students with

autism in mainstream schools. International Journal of

Inclusive Education, 20(10), 1084—1096. https://doi.org/10.
1080/13603116.2016.1145267

Roberts, J., & Webster, A. (2020). Including students with autism
in schools: A whole school approach to improve outcomes
for students with autism. International Journal of Inclusive
Education, 26, 701-718. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.
2020.1712622

Roth, G., Assor, A., Kanat-Maymon, Y., & Kaplan, H. (2007).
Autonomous motivation for teaching: How self-determined
teaching may lead to self-determined learning. Journal
of Educational Psychology, 99(4), 761-774. https://doi.
0rg/10.1037/0022-0663.99.4.761

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and
the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development,
and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68-78.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory:
Basic psychological needs in motivation, development, and
wellness. Guilford Publications.

Sohn, B. K., Thomas, S. P., Greenberg, K. H., & Pollio, H.
R. (2017). Hearing the voices of students and teachers:
A phenomenological approach to educational research.
Qualitative Research in Education, 6, 121-148. https://doi.
org/10.17583/qre.2017.2374

Sullivan, P. (2018). The neurodiverse classroom: A teacher’s guide
to individual learning needs and how to meet them, 34(4),
452-452. https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2018.1509471

Taylor, E. C., Livingston, L. A., Clutterbuck, R. A., Callan, M. J.,
& Shah, P. (2023). Psychological strengths and well-being:
Strengths use predicts quality of life, well-being and men-
tal health in autism. Autism, 27(6), 1826—1839. https://doi.
org/10.1177/13623613221146440

Taylor, J. L., & Seltzer, M. M. (2011). Employment and
post- secondary educational activities for young adults

with autism spectrum disorders during the transition to
adulthood. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders,
41(5), 566-574. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-1070-3

Tomlinson, C., Caroline, B., & Hebron, J. (2020). The school
experiences of autistic girls and adolescents: A systematic
review. European Journal of Special Needs Education,
35(2), 203-219. https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2019.16
43154

Vidal, V. G., Wachholtz, D. P., Mattie, L. J., & Dethorne, L.
S. (2023). It takes a community: How environmental sys-
tems construct (in)competence in autistic peer interactions.
Language, Speech & Hearing Services in Schools, 54(1),
63-81. https://doi.org/10.1044/2022_LSHSS-22-00028

Vlachou, A. (2004). Education and inclusive policy-making:
Implications for research and practice. International
Journal of Inclusive Education, 8(1), 3-21. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1360311032000139449

Ward, M. J., & Meyer, R. N. (1999). Self-determination for
people with developmental disabilities and autism: Two
self-advocates’ perspectives. Focus on Autism and Other
Developmental Disabilities, 14(3), 133—139. https://doi.
org/10.1177/108835769901400302

Warrier, V., Greenberg, D. M., Weir, E., Buckingham, C., Smith,
P., Lai, M. C., Allison, C., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2020).
Elevated rates of autism, other neurodevelopmental and
psychiatric diagnoses, and autistic traits in transgender and
gender-diverse individuals. Nature Communications, 11(1),
3959. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-17794-1

Wehmeyer, M. L. (2019). Self-determination and creat-
ing a just society for all. CNS, 46(4), 13-24. https://doi.
org/10.5604/01.3001.0013.7567

Wehmeyer, M. L. (2023). Positive psychology, strengths-based
and inclusive practices, and disability. In J. Burke & A.
Giraldez-Hayes (Eds.), Applied positive school psychology
(pp- 180-191). Routledge.

White, J., McGarry, S., Falkmer, M., Scott, M., Williams, P.
J., & Black, M. H. (2023). Creating inclusive schools for
autistic students: A scoping review on elements contributing
to strengths-based approaches. Education Sciences, 13(7),
7009.

Williams, E. ., Gleeson, K., & Jones, B. E. (2019). How pupils
on the autism spectrum make sense of themselves in the
context of their experiences in a mainstream school setting:
A qualitative metasynthesis. Autism, 23(1), 8-28. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1362361317723836

Wood, R. (2019). Autism, intense interests and support in school:
From wasted efforts to shared understandings. Educational
Review, 73(1), 34-54. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.20
19.1566213


https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900207
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900207
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361314529627
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361314529627
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2016.1145267
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2016.1145267
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2020.1712622
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2020.1712622
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.99.4.761
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.99.4.761
https://doi.org/10.17583/qre.2017.2374
https://doi.org/10.17583/qre.2017.2374
https://doi.org/10.1080/02667363.2018.1509471
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221146440
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221146440
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-1070-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2019.1643154
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2019.1643154
https://doi.org/10.1044/2022_LSHSS-22-00028
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360311032000139449
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360311032000139449
https://doi.org/10.1177/108835769901400302
https://doi.org/10.1177/108835769901400302
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-17794-1
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0013.7567
https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0013.7567
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317723836
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361317723836
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2019.1566213
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2019.1566213

