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Foreword 
 
Penny Robinson 
As someone who has ôbeen there, done thatõ, and successfully transitioned to tertiary education ð and out 

the other side into employment ð it gives me great pleasure to write the foreword for this booklet of helpful 

hints. 

 
I studied a Bachelor of Biomedical Science (with Honours), then followed my st rengths and interests to do 

a Masters of Biostatistics. While doing my Masters, I started doing sessional tutoring. Iõm now an Assistant 

Lecturer  at  Monash  University. 

 
Iõm also part of the ôI CAN Networkõ, which focuses on the strengths (ôI CANõ) of being on the Spectrum rather 

than the deficits  (ôI canõtõ). It is important to know and use your strengths (Exercise 2) and work out what you 

may need additional help with (Exercise 3), so you can achieve your best.  

 
I started  going  to  the  various university Op en Days with  my dad when  I was in Year  10. Initially this helped me 

with Year 11 subject choices, and it also gave me plenty of time to work out what my university preference 

was, and plan the transition ð especially as I also did Year 12 over two years.  

 
Starting  going  to  Open Days early also gives you  plenty of  time  to  think  about  living arrangements  once  in 

higher education, plus travel arrangements. I was able to stay living with my parents ð friends living in the 

country had to move. My dadõs work was very close to Monash Uni, so I was able to travel with him in the car 

most days (plenty of L -plate practice!). Most students have to drive themselves or get public transport.  

 
Regarding disclosure ð it is your decision whether you disclose, and who to. I s tarted out only disclosing my 

Aspergerõs Syndrome to Disability Services (which gave me alternative assessment arrangements). As I got 

more confident,  more people knew. Disclosing my panic attacks to many students was part of my coping 

strategy.  

 
My advice  is to read the booklet, and do what will work for you ð because everyone is different. Know your 

strengths and your weaknesses. Work to your strengths, and be prepared to ask for help for any weaknesses. 

Lecturers/tutors donõt know you need help unless you ask them!  

 
And finally  ð find  out if your university or TAFE is part of the ôI CAN Networkõ. Knowing others on the Spectrum 

means that youõre not alone through your new journey of higher education. 
 

For further information about my journey, you can read the article in The Age that features me  
(tinyurl.com/Penny-TheAge), or you can watch my 3 YouTube videos.  

Å My experience of higher education: www.youtube.com/watch?v=qsLWCK4ZJRM 

Å My journey to an Assistant Lecturer: www.youtube.com/watch?v=efd5b4NrqeY 

Å My Spe ctrospective story: www.youtube.com/watch?v=FlwiQKiXslc 

 
Penny Robinson is an Assistant Lecturer in the School of Public Health and Preventive Medicine at 
aƻƴŀǎƘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ р ȅŜŀǊǎΦ {ƘŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ 
Ambassador for the I CAN Network (www.icannetwork.com.au ). 

http://www.icannetwork.com.au/
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1. Introduction 
Congratulations  on  deciding to  undertake  tertiary  study at  university or  TAFE. You will encounter  many changes  with  this transition:  a new  physical  
environment, different teaching and learning approaches, and new expectations of you as a student. Coping with change and tra nsition can be 
difficult  for many people, and if you are on the Autis m Spectrum you may find  it particularly challenging.  

 
Remember though, that through your previous schooling you will already have developed a number of capabilities and coping str ategies for study. 

You will also have your own strengths, skills and expertis e that you use in everyday life. It will be important to know what these strengths and strategies 

are  so that  you  can  use them  in your  new  learning  environment.  

 

This Booklet 
The purpose  of  this booklet  is to: 
Å Provide you with helpful hints and strategies on making the transition to tertiary studies.  

Å Provide you with advice on how to succeed in tertiary studies.  

Å Provide you with information so that you can be aware of what to expect in your new learning environment.  

Å Help you identify ôearly warning signsõ that things are not going well and when you may need additional advice and support.  

Å Provide information about the people at university or TAFE who can support you in your tertiary studies.  

 
This booklet discusses many changes to expect, but cannot predict a ll possible changes you may experience. Each university or TAFE is different; each 

campus is different; the staff are different; the students are different; and the way you experience it may be different as w ell. Nevertheless, a good 

logical approach  to  planning will help you  cope  with  the  transition.  

 
This long version  of  How  to  Transition to  Tertiary Education:  Helpful Hints for  People  with  Autism  Spectrum  Disorder  includes useful information, student 

stories, answers to frequently asked questions, worksh eets and links to additional resources. There is also a shorter version which emphasises the main 

points and has helpful checklists at  the  end  of  each  chapter.  Each covers  the  same information.  It is up to  you  which  one  you  prefer  to  use. 
 

How  to  Transition to  Tertiary Education:  Helpful Hints for  People  with  Autism  Spectrum  Disorder  is available online  at:   www.adcet.edu.au/autism-transition 
 

How to use this booklet 
This booklet has been compiled  from a range of helpful resources, as well as experiences of students on the Autism Spectrum.  

 
Knowing what things might be different is helpful, so find  this out. This information may help you with planning, organising and coping with your 

transition to university or TAFE. Being prepared also means having a plan in place for situations you may find  particularly challenging, or for when you 

feel  that  you  are  not  coping  well. Preparing  a plan when  you  are  coping  okay  is a good  strategy  so that  it is ready  when  you  need  it. 
 

Read through this booklet as early as possible, preferably before you commence your studies. Complete the worksheets and chec klists. 
 

When issues arise, refer back to the relevant chapter and remind yourself of the strategies you planned.  If situations come up that you did not 

expect and you are not sure of how to respond to these, remember there are people at university and TAFE who can support you.  You are strongly 

encouraged  to  seek help at  the  earliest possible time  if you  feel  you  nee d  help or  are  not  coping.  

http://www.adcet.edu.au/autism-transition
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Staff knowledge of autism 
Whilst this booklet provides extensive advice and information to students, success at university or TAFE also depends on the staff that you deal with  
having a good  understanding  of  the  Autism  Spectrum  an d how  this impacts on  life as a student.  There is growing  awareness of  the  condition  across 
Australia and how to best support students. Some campuses offer specific  programs for students on the Autism Spectrum, such as mentoring, induction 
programs and Aut ism training to staff. Make some enquiries about these before you commence your studies.  

 
There are some teaching and support staff who have very limited understanding of Autism, and you may encounter some of these staff.  
In these  cases it will be helpful to:  

Å Be knowledgeable about how being on the Autism Spectrum impacts on your study.  

Å Be clear on your rights and requirements as a student. This booklet will assist you in this.  

Å Find a support person to assist you: a family member, friend or other staff memb er. 

Å Communicate this clearly and calmly to staff to improve support for yourself, and other students on the Autism Spectrum in th e long term.  

Å Be your best self -advocate.  

NDCO Program 
This booklet has been prepared by the National Disability Coordination Of ficer  (NDCO) program. The NDCO program is funded by the Australian  
Government to provide information, advice and support to people with disability who are transitioning to tertiary education. The support the NDCO 

program provides includes: discussing study  options, meeting course coordinators, campus tours, assistive technology information, study strategies, 

and enrolment advice. To find  your nearest NDCO, go to www.education.gov.au/ndcoprogramme 

http://www.education.gov.au/ndcoprogramme
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2. Awareness of yourself and others 
This chapter provides information on Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC). Aspergerõs Syndrome is part of the  spectrum. 
ASD will be the term used in this booklet, as it is the most well -known term.  

 
You may find  this information helpful to gain greater awareness and insight into some of your thought processes and behaviours.  

 
ASD is a lifelong developmental condition that impacts on a personõs ability to comprehend and interact with the world around them. The spectrum 

refers to the wide range of ways the condition can affect people. It can be characterised by difficulties  in social interaction, communication and 

sensory sensitivities. It can also be characterised by strengths in direct com munication, focus on detail and perservance in pursuing information on 

areas of  interest.  

 
Many adults are being diagnosed with ASD. These individuals may have known that they were different, and a diagnosis can prov ide a context for 

their characteristic c ombination of behaviours, skills and challenges.  
 

It is important to know that every person with ASD is different. You are the expert on how ASD affects the way you think, com prehend and respond to  

your  experiences.  
 

4ÏÍȭÓ 3ÔÏÒÙ 
At 16, Tom was diagnosed w ith Aspergerõs Syndrome. He always knew he was different from his peers but could not understand why or how. He 
initially  
saw the  school  counsellor  then  a psychologist because of  the  bullying at  school.  

 
The Disability Coordinator at school provided some s ocial skills training which assisted Tom greatly. In year 11, she included the TAFE Teacher  

Consultant who specialised in Autism Spectrum conditions in Tomõs Post School Transition Planning meeting. This provided Tom with goals for the 

future.  The courses  proposed  were  within his interest  range  even  though  not  his primary passion. (There  were  not  courses  in voice acting  and 

Pokémon.)  
 

Tom was included in a Transition  and Orientation  group  at  the  TAFE. This short course  gave him the  opportunity  to  become  fam iliar with  his new 

environment, the people he would be working with and get to know other students with ASD. This helped reduce his anxiety abou t the changes in 

his life. During his courses at TAFE, Tom initially received some in -class support to help him focus, and some social skill coaching. As Tomõs in-class skills 

improved, the support decreased to assistance for organisational and time management skills.  

 
Diagnosis changed Tomõs life and he is now very proud to call himself an ôAspergianõ. Currently he is a public speaker educating others about his life 

story and working for Autism Spectrum Australia as a blogger, online magazine writer, future leader, script writer and presen ter. Thus, he has fulfilled  

all his passions, interests and skills. He has mad e friends, has a girlfriend and is positively influencing  the lives of other young people on the Spectrum.  
 

 

Most  of  the  people around  you  are  not  on  the  Autism  Spectrum.  They can  be referred  to  as neurotypicals (NTs).  It is useful to  compare  how  people wi th  

ASD and people without  ASD interpret  and respond  to  situations.  

 
The table on  the  following  page  compares  the  common  characteristics  of  people with  ASD and the  common  characteristics  of  an  NT person.  You will 

probably identify with  most  of  the  common  ASD characteristics  to  some  degree.  Remember  everyone  is different  and every  person  with  ASD will not 

have all of  the  ASD characteristics  and not  every  NT person  will have all the  NT characteristics.  
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Highlight  the  characteristics  that  could  affect  your  stud ies. Select  the  ones  that  most  relate  to  you.  They can  be from  either  column.  At  the  end  of  the 

table, there is space to add any others that you think are important for you. You could discuss these with someone who knows you well to get some 

feedback.  This exercise  will help to  identify particular characteristics  that  might  affect  your  tertiary  studies. 
 

Exercise 1: Comparing characteristics of people with and without ASD 

Characteristics  Person with   Person without   

Literality  Takes the  meaning  of  spoken  or written  words  literally.  Is able to interpret the meaning of figurative  speech and sarcasm.  
 

Attention  focus  
Is only able to  focus  on  one  aspect of  communication  or one  interest  at  a 
time.  

 

Is usually able to  focus  on  several different  aspects or  interests at  one  time.  

 

Gathering  information  
Persistence  and focus  on  gathering  and cataloguing  information  on  a given 

topic  of  interest.  

Not  always committed  to  gathering  information  on  an  interest  in an  organised 

manner.  

 
Thinking patterns  

Thinks in closed pictures; each event or experience is separate and  
exclusive.  
Example: Breakfast food is eaten at a specific  time each day.  

Thinks in open pictures, links events and experiences together to use learning  
in new  situations.  
Example: Happy to  eat  breakf ast cereal  at  any time  of  the  day.  

 

Recall of  details  
Has exceptional memory and/or recall of details, for example: names, 
dates, schedules, routines.  

 

Can have difficulties  remembering and recalling specific  details.  

 

Application of  learning  
 

Learning i s specific  to a given situation.  
Can  generalise  learning  to  other  situations. Is able to  build on  existing 

knowledge  in new  situations.  
 

Time and motion  
Has difficulty  with distinguishing between past and present events and 
emotions. Has difficulty  imagin ing self in a future situation.  

Is able to  distinguish between  past and present  emotions.  Is able to  visualise 
possible selves into  the  future.  

Predicting  outcomes  Has difficulty  predicting outcomes or consequences of actions.  Is able to predict consequen ces and outcomes from actions.  
 

Theory of  mind  
Has difficulty  understanding that others have emotions, thoughts and ideas 

different from own. Has difficulty  understanding anotherõs perspective. 

Is aware of othersõ emotions and understands that othersõ thoughts can be  
different  from  own.  Is able to  experience  and express empathy  for  others.  

 

Regard  for  others  
Able to relate to others at ôface valueõ, free of sexist, ôageistõ or cultural 
biases. 

 

Often  considers  others  in terms  of  biases and societal contex ts. 

 

 
Honesty  

 
 

Gives honest  comments  or responses at  all times.  

At  times may not  give an  honest  comment  or response  if it will hurt  another  
personõs feelings. 

At  times may give an  honest  response  in language  that  is diplomatic and 
gentle.  

 
Social priori ties 

Is often happy with own company and may have difficulty  considering 

othersõ wants and needs. 
Can  lack awareness of  appropriate  dress style and fashion.  

Prefers the company of others and takes othersõ needs and wants into 
consideration.  
Is aware  of  style of  dress and fashion.  

 

 
Social situations  

Can feel uncertain and anxious about how to act in social situations,  
especially if these  are  new  to  the  person.  
Has difficulty  understanding the context and expectations of a given social  
situation.  

 
Can  gener ally  understand  the  unwritten  rules of  social situations. Is able to 
interpret  a given social situation  and understand  appropriate  expectations.  

 

Organisation  
Has difficulty  managing timelines, and planning and prioritising study or work 
requirements.  

 

Ca n generally plan, manage and prioritise study or work requirements.  

Non -verbal  
communication  cues  

Has difficulty  understanding facial expression, voice tones and body  
language.  

Uses and understands facial expression, voice tones and body language as a 

significant  part of communication.  
 

Eye contact  
Avoids eye contact with other people, especially when uncertain, nervous  
or in new  situations.  

 

Considers  eye  contact  to  be an  important  part  of  communication.  
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Rules and procedures  
Adheres  to  rules and proc edures.  Can  become  stressed when  these  are  not 

followed  by self or  others.  

Is able to  break  some  rules in some  circumstances  without  feeling  stressed. Is 

tolerant  of  others  not  adhering  to  rules in some  circumstances.  

 

Routines and unexpected 
events  

 

Can  become  stressed and anxious when  established routines  are  not 
followed.  

May not have well -established routines. For those who do have regular 
routines these can vary without undue stress or anxiety. Is flexible  and able to 
cope  with  change.  

 

Sensory stimuli 
Can be hypersensitive to external stimuli such as background noise, loud 
noises, bright lights or strong smells. Can be distracted by external stimuli.  

Does not  necessarily become  distracted  or is not usually hypersensitive to  
external stimuli. Is able to filter  these, so can concentrate on task at hand.  

 

Stressful situations 
Reacts  to  stressful situations in an  effort  to  stop  the  stimuli by doing  such  
things as flapping  hands, shouting, pacing, or extreme fidgeting.  

 

Can  show  minimal reaction  to  stressful situations and stimuli.  

Speech  May have difficulty  entering, regulating and exiting a conversation.  Is generally  adept at  engaging  in conversations.  

Motor  skills May have difficulty  with fine  and gross motor skills, writing, or co -ordination.  Is flexible  with fine  and gross motor skills and co -ordination.  

   

   

   

 

Question and Answer 
Question:  Some neurotypicals I know feel uncomfortable in social situations. Does this mean that they have ASD?  
Answer:  No, many neurotypicals may feel this way. Esp ecially if it is a new group they are mixing with. Some people can take time to understand the 

social expectations and rules for a new group. It can take confidence  to get to know new people or interact in some situations.  
 

Question:  I can identify with ma ny of the characteristics of a person with ASD but not all of them. What does this mean?  
Answer:  Every person  with  ASD has different  characteristics  and can  express these  differently.  It is a spectrum  and each  person  may display a 

combination  of  the  typica l characteristics  to  varying degrees.  

More Information  
Å Wendy Lawson ð Understanding and Working with the Spectrum of Autism: An Insiderõs View 
Å Tony Atwood ð The Complete Guide to Aspergerõs Syndrome www.tonyattwood.com.au/index.php/books-by-tony/archived-papers/79-the-discovery-of-

aspie-criteria 
Å www.autismspectrum.org.au 
Å www.adcet.edu.au 
Å Inspirations  www.rmit.edu.au/browse;ID=p25qsta9g719 

Å Ask an Autistic by Amythest Schaber www.youtube.com/user/neurowonderful. 

http://www.tonyattwood.com.au/index.php/books-by-tony/archived-papers/79-the-discovery-of-aspie-criteria
http://www.tonyattwood.com.au/index.php/books-by-tony/archived-papers/79-the-discovery-of-aspie-criteria
http://www.autismspectrum.org.au/
http://www.adcet.edu.au/
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3: Knowing your strengths and challenges 
Every person has their own set of talents, skills and character strengths. You will have used many of yours so far in your schooling and life in general.  
Knowing what they are and how you use them may help you cope better with the transition to tertiary study. You may feel more positive if you find  
ways of  using them  at  university or  TAFE. 

 
Talents are qualities that you are born with and may be improved by purposeful actions. Examples of talents are perfect pitch in your  singing voice,  

good  memory  or an  ability to  draw images.  
 
Skills are a learnt ability that you have developed over time in order to carry out certain activities. Examples of skills are writing assignment s, carrying  

out  science  experiments  or managing  your  time.  
 
Character strengths are virtues that you develop and use by choice. Exa mples of character strengths are kindness, fairness, curiosity and honesty. 

Knowing your character strengths and finding  ways to use them every day is a good way to build mental wellbeing and cope with new situations such 

as making  the  transition  to  tertia ry education.  
 

Some characteristics of people with ASD can mean they have talents and skills that are beneficial  for tertiary study.  
 
Example 1: Many people with ASD have a strong focus on a particular subject or area of interest. If this interest is part of your tertiary studies, it will mean 

that you will have knowledge and information, and are highly motivated to learn more about this topic. It may also mean that you are less likely to  

become  easily distracted  from  your  studies. 

 
Example 2: Many people w ith ASD have a very good  ability to  absorb facts and remember  them.  This will make learning  new  factual information 

easier for  you.  
 
Example 3: Being honest and reliable may mean that you can take on some additional roles, such as helping with equipment or  filing  notes. These  roles 

can  help you  to  gain valuable skills.  
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Below is a table that  you  can  use to  write  down  some  the  skills you have learnt  and developed.  Try to  focus  on  those  that  will help you  with  your  

studies. Ask your family members and current  teachers what they think your skills, talents and character strengths are.  

 

Exercise 2: My Skills 
Write  down  some  of  the  skills you have learnt  and developed.  These examples may help:  

 
Activity  Skills Developed  

 
English pre -tertiary subject  

Understanding  different  types of  texts. 
Able to write essays ð with introduction, logical arguments, and a conclusion. 

Able to write to required word limits.  

 
Using computers  

Knowledge  of  computer  applications. 

Able  to  load software.  
Able  to  troubleshoot  computer  prob lems. 

 
Part-time job at bakery  

Following  instructions. 

Working  in teams.  
Knowledge  of  occupational  health  and safety.  

  

  

 

 

Exercise 3: My talents and character strengths 
Ask your  family members  and current  teachers  what  they  think  your  talents  and cha racter  strengths  are.  

 
  

Talents Character  strengths  
 

 
 

What  my family say I have  

  

 

 
 

What  my teachers  say I have  
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Challenges 
All people have things that they find  harder to do. These can cause challenges for your studies.  

 
Below is a table that  you  can  use to  write  down  some  of  these  things.  Focus on  those  that  you  think  will affect  your  studies. Try to  write  down  some 

solutions or strategies that could be used to help with these difficulties.  Particularly think of how you can use your strengths and skills to make things 

easier. These strategies will be discussed later in this booklet, so you can come back to this later if you have more ideas.  

 

Exercise 4: MY challenges and strategies 
 

Area  Challenges  Strategies  
 

Communication  
I have difficulty  knowi ng how to respond to other students  
when  they  ask how  my course  is going.  

Know some specific  areas that you can comment on, such  
as the  current  assignment.  

Sensory issues   

Information  processing    

   

   

   
 

 

Question and Answer 
Question:  How can kno wing my skills and strengths assist me to cope with the transition to tertiary study?  
Answer:  Knowing  what  your  skills and strengths  are  can  assist you in transition  and other  stressful times in a number  of  ways. Reminding  yourself  of  your 

skills and strengths can improve your confidence,  which helps you with new situations. Also knowing when you previously used your skills and strengths 

may help you find  ways to use them in the new learning environment.  
 

Question:  I have a lot of knowledge and skills in my  specific  area of interest. Am I able to focus on this in all my study?  
Answer:  No, you most likely will not be able to solely focus on your particular area of interest in your studies. You will need to le arn about other 

viewpoints, theories, or applicatio ns in this area. Use your depth of knowledge and your interest in the subject matter to motivate you to learn more, 

and to  compare  and contrast  other  viewpoints.  
 

Who can help?  
Å Family. 

Å Teachers. 

 

More Information  
ÅInspirations www.rmit.edu.au/browse;ID=p25qsta9g719 
ÅVisit www.viacharacter.org  to find  out more about character strengths and to take a free on -line survey to find  out what your character  strengths  are.  

http://www.viacharacter.org/
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4: Familiarising yourself with the campus 
It will be important  to  familiarise yourself  with  your  university or  TAFE campus before  you  commence  your  studies. This will help you  to  know  what  to  
expect  in the  physical environment.  
 

Visiting the campus 
Download the campus map from the university or TAFE website or obtain one from the campus. Highlight particular areas that you will be using, such  as 
the library, lecture theatres and cafeteria. Consider taking photos of these locations if this strategy helps you.  

 
Visit the campus and familiarise your self with each of these places and find  out how to get to each one. Having two routes to choose from can be 

helpful in case there are changes during semester, such as maintenance or a social event. Find things like the nearest toilet s, evacuation routes fo r 

emergencies, assignment submission boxes, and mark these on the map too. Remember that things may look different during semes ter when students 

return.  
 

Most universities and TAFEs have Open Days for future students to walk around the campuses, meet with staff and attend information sessions. Check  

the  campus website for  details of  their  next  Open Day. You  may wish to  attend  this. You can  take  family and friends  along  with  you.  
 

If you prefer to visit when it is less busy, you can arrange a private visit at another time. You may be given permission to sit in on some lectures before 

the semester begins. Speak to your schools career adviser or student support services for the campus, or contact a National D isability Coordination 

Officer  (NDCO) to arrange thi s. 
 
 

*ÁÍÅÓȭÓ 3ÔÏÒÙ 
James is a young man who came to TAFE straight from high school. He had been at his school for 12 years, knew the layout and the people well and  
did not need to think about where things were or how to get around ð he simply knew. When he  started at TAFE he felt uncomfortable and confused  

in the different environment, with lots of people coming and going, and all sorts of ages and cultures represented. When goin g to his classroom for the 

first time, James was unsure of himself and not cert ain that it was the correct place until the teacher arrived.  

 
James then met with student support services and they were able to meet him prior to class and show him across to his classro om. As they went, 

they took pictures on Jamesõs phone. James then came in and met with student support and downloaded the picture into a simple document with 

captions giving directions  and reminders.  

 
James now walks to class on his own and if he gets confused or feels uncertain of where he should be, looks at his phone to confirm  he is on the right 

track. To everyone else, James is just another student checking his messages.  
 

 

Locating a de-stress area 
It is important to identify a place on campus that you can go to if you are feeling stressed or agitated. This may be a qui et place outside, an area in  the 
library or a quiet corridor. Some campuses have a specific  area that is set aside for people with disability. These areas provide a quieter place to study. 
Locate a de -stress area when you are feeling relaxed, so if you do get stressed, you know a safe place to go to help you calm down. Make sure that 
you know how to get there from all of the places that you will be spending time, such as the library, lecture theatres and ca feteria. If you find  it hard to 
communicate when st ressed, consider making a written note or card as a way of asking for help.  



 

'ÉÌÌÉÁÎȭÓ 3ÔÏÒÙ 
Gillian was enjoying her TAFE studies and all was going well, until she arrived at her classroom one day and found a note on the door indicating that  
due to the n ecessity of carrying out unexpected maintenance to the room, classes would be held in an alternative location. She was unsure  where the 
new room was located, and felt stressed about trying to find  it before the class was due to start. She wandered around t he building and was becoming 
agitated. Another student asked if she was OK and needed help to find  the room, but Gillian was not able to respond. Gillian decided to go to her de -
stress area, a seat in a quiet area of the library. She sat quietly there and practised some deep breathing relaxation techniques. After 15  minutes she 
felt much calmer. She decided to email her teacher to make a time to discuss any information covered in the class she missed,  and to ask  for  directions  
to  the  new  classroom.  

 
 

Travelling to and from University of TAFE 
You will need to know how to get to and from the campus. It is advisable to plan your route and, if possible, take the journe y a couple of times before  
the semester commences. Again, try to have an alternative plan in ca se there are any changes, such as road works or public holidays.  

 

Table 1: Transport Information  
 

Mode  of  transport  What  you  need  to  know  
 
 
Public train, bus  
and/or  tram  

Timetables and connections. 

Public transport  stops. 

Length  of  each  part  of  journey. 

Travel  passes or ticketing  system. 

Public transport  payment  system. 
 

Bicycle  
Safest route  including nearby  bike tracks. 

Location  of  campus bike racks.  
 

Private  Car  
Car  parks available on  campus or  nearby. 

Car  park  payment  system. 

 

Orientation activities 
It is advisable to  attend  any orientation  and information  sessions for new  students.  Check  your  university or  TAFE website for  information  on  their  
orientation events. These can take place before semester starts or during the first  few weeks of semester. T hese sessions can be busy so try to go with  
someone  if this helps you.  Orientation  activities can  cover  topics such  as: 
Å Campus tour.  

Å Subject enrolment.  

Å Signing up for tutorials.  

Å How to get a student identification  card.  

Å The university or TAFEõs online systems. 

Å How to access support services.  

Å How to use the library services to find  and borrow items and access online resources.  

Å Most universities also have orientation activities put on by student clubs and societies. These might be political, religious , sporting, social or  ASD 

student  groups.  They can  be a great  way to  meet  people with  similar interests.  



20 

 

University Accommodation 
If you need to live away from home in university accommodation, you will also need to familiarise yourself with this environm ent. This will include  your 
room, bathroom, kitchens, dining room, laundry and recreation facilities. There will also be many new routines to establish. This can cause many 
additional challenges.  It is outside  the  scope  of  this booklet  to  cover  the  issues involved  in living away from  home.  It is strongly advisable to  discuss with 
the  accommodation  services manager  or student  support  services any impact your  ASD may have on  your  accommodation.  

 

Question and Answer 
Question: How can I find  out if the campus I will be  attending has a specific  area for students with disability? How can I arrange access to this area?  
Answer: The disability support  service at  your  campus will be able to  give you  information  about  this area  and arrange  access for  you.  Ask them  if there 

is a specific  area on campus, and if so, whether can they take you to it to view, and then arrange access for you to use it.  

 
Question: I can find  the library and lecture theatres but Iõm not sure how I locate the rooms where I will have smaller classes. Is there someone that can 

help me with this?  

Answer: Tutorials and practicals are held in various rooms throughout the campus. You may be told the class venue during the first  week of semester. 

It is important that you locate these rooms before the classes are  held. You can download the campus map from the internet and find  the locations 

this way, or you can ask student support services for help in locating the venues. Check if your university or TAFE campus is  connected to the ôLost on 

Campusõ app. This app can help guide you to buildings within the campus.  
 
Who can help? 
Å Your career adviser.  

Å National Disability Coordination Officer  Program: https://education.gov.au/ndcoprogramme  

Å Disability support services at the university or TAFE where you are enrolled.  

 

More Information  
Å Your university or TAFE website information for new students.  
Å Get ready for study and work: top ten tips for young people who have a disability or chronic medical condition:  

www.uws.edu.au/ndco/getreadytoptips 
Å Succeeding in College with Asperger Syndrome: A Student Guide.  
Å The Olga Tennison Autism Research Centre (OTARC): www.latrobe.edu.au/otarc 
Å Towards Success: services.unimelb.edu.au/disability/resources/towards_success/aspergers_syndrome 

http://www.uws.edu.au/ndco/getreadytoptips
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5: Studying at University or TAFE 
Much of the following information has been extracted from the Olga Tennison Autism Research Centre (OTARC), La Trobe universi ty website: 
www.latrobe.edu.au/otarc. OTARC provides evidence -based strategies for supporting individuals with ASD and their families. The website 
development formed part of the research project ôSupporting Transition to and Participation in Tertiary Education for Students with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorderõ conducted by the OTARC, and supported by the Victorian Government.  

 
Studying at university or TAFE is very different from high school. You are expected to do more for yourself and there is less  structure and less follow - 

up from teachers. As a tertiary student, you have to learn to beco me more independent in your studies. You are expected to manage your study 

timetable and deadlines.  
 

This may include:  
Å Preparing for classes by reading class notes, textbooks and other recommended materials.  

Å Attending lectures and classes.  

Å Taking relevant notes or recording information from lectures.  

Å Finding your own resources from the library or internet for completing your assignments.  

Å Making sure you complete and submit assignments by the due date.  
 

Help is available if you  need  it. There is a range  of  support  services available at  your  university or  TAFE to  assist you. It is important  that  you  ask for  help  

when required.  
 

The table on  the  next  page  outlines  the  main differences  between  studying at  high  school  and at  university or  TAFE. Highlight  the  ones  that  you  think  

you will find  the easiest to manage. In a different colour, highlight the ones that you think that you will find  most challenging.  
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Table 2: Differences between studying at High School and University or TAFE 
 

Studying  at  High School  Studying at  University or  TAFE 

It is a young personõs learning environment. Your 
parents/guardians  can  be contacted  directly to  discuss 
any matters  related  to  your  attendance  or study.  

 

It is an adult learning  environment.  Staff  at  universities and TAFEs cannot  discuss matters  concerning  your  study or  attendance 
with  anyone  else (including your  parents/guardians) without  your  permission.  

Schools may use  online  resources  to  supplement 

teaching  material.  

Many universities and TAFEs use online processes for student  enrolments, course information, discussion forums, submission of 

assignments, and the delivery of course material.  

Your classes are  scheduled for  you.  Lectures are set, but you may be able to select your preferred time for tutorials and practicals.  

Teac hers carefully monitor  class attendance.  Attendance  at  lectures  is not monitored.  Attendance  at  tutorials  and practicals is usually monitored.  

Classes generally have about 25 students.  Lectures  may have 100 students  or more.  Tutorials and practicals usual ly have about  20 to  30 students.  
 

Teachers  check  your  completed  homework.  
Lecturers and teaching staff donõt check you have done required readings. However, tutorial discussions, assessment tasks 
and exams require that you have read these.  

Teachers  appro ach  you  if they  believe you  need 
assistance.  

 

Lecturers and teaching staff expect you to approach them if you do not understand class material or task requirements.  

Teachers  often  write  information  on  the  board  to  be 

copied in your  notes  or provide handou ts of  relevant 
information.  

 

Lecturers may present their material without stopping, expecting you to note the important points. It is important to take go od  
notes  or record  the  lecture  if handouts  are  not  provided.  Tutorials or practicals may extend  or app ly the  lecture  material.  

Teachers  often  remind  you  of  the  due  dates for 
assessment tasks. They may accept  late submission 
with  no  penalties.  

 
Lecturers  expect  you  to  keep  track  of  the  due  dates for  assessment tasks. You  may have marks deducted  for  late su bmissions. 

You usually spend 20 to 25 hrs in class between the hours 
of 8.30am and 3:30pm, Monday to Friday.  

As a full -time university student you can expect to spend 12 to 20 hours each week in lectures or tutorials between 8am and  
9pm, Monday to Friday.  TAFE classes may require more contact hours.  

You may study outside  of  class as little as a few  hours a 

week.  

University requires you to study at least 1 hour outside of class for each hour in class to keep up, e.g. 16 hrs of class tim e requires  
at  least 16 hours of  private study per  week.  

Study and revision tasks are  often  set by the  teacher 
throughout  the  school  year.  

You will need  to  plan and manage  your  own  study time  and revision tasks. Some  assessment tasks may be due  at  the  same 
time.  It is advisab le to  use a Weekly Planner  and a Semester  Assessment Planner.  (See Chapter  6). 

You often  need  to  read  or hear  presentations  only  once 
to  learn  all you  need  to  know  about  them.  

Concepts and ideas can be more complex and difficult  to understand. You may nee d to review lecture notes and other study  
material regularly.  

You are expected to read short specific  amounts of  
material (for  example one  book  chapter).  

You may be assigned extensive reading material. You may also be required to read additional material from books or journal  
articles.  

 

Writing tasks may not require referencing or  
acknowledging  information  sources.  

Universities have strict policies about plagiarism, which is using someoneõs work as your own. This includes the internet and 
other studentsõ work. Find out the referencing guide for your course and follow these guidelines to acknowledge othersõ 
theories  or research.  
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Getting your work  done 
At universities and TAFEs, there is not the same daily routine or relationship with your teacher s as at school. The amount of time spent at your university  
or TAFE in class will depend on your course. For example, if you do a science course you may have practical classes to attend  as well as lectures and 
tutorials. It is important to understand the a ttendance requirements.  

 
You will only be required to attend when you have classes. Some days you may not need to attend at all. You will be expected to do a lot of work 

outside class times. This can be done on campus in the library or other study area, or  at home if you prefer. Some people find  working at home easier 

because they can set up their study space just the way they like it. Others find  that studying on campus helps to create a good study routine with 

fewer  distractions.  Find the  time  and place t hat  works best for  you.  
 

 

Exercise 5: Ideal study space 
Below is some  space for  you  to  write  about  or draw your  ideal study space. Some  things  to  consider:  
Å Where is the space?  

Å What sounds can you hear?  

Å What colours do you see?  

Å How is the space laid out?  

Å What equipment is available to do your work?  



 

University lectures 
Attendance  at  lectures  is not compulsory  but  it is highly recommended  that  you  do  attend  all your  lectures  to  help you  learn  the  course  content.  If you  
miss lectures it can be very diffi cult  to catch up.  

Tutorials and laboratory classes 
Usually you enrol in tutorials and laboratory classes in the first  week of semester. They then commence in the second week of semester. Your lecturer  will 
let the class know when the first  tutorials or lab oratory classes will be held. It is important to attend the tutorial or laboratory class for which you are  
enrolled.  

Online systems 
Many universities and TAFEs  rely on  online  systems for sharing  information  and managing  student  enrolments.  Online systems a nd resources  available  for  
your  studies may include:  
Å Course notes and additional reading material.  

Å Lecture or class notes and handouts.  

Å Recordings of lectures.  

Å Details of assessment tasks.  

Å Assignment lodgements.  

Å Class discussion boards and blogs.  

Å Email com munication  

Å Links to readings held in the library.  

Å Links to related websites and online articles.  

Find out about your course online resources and systems, and how to log in to these. If you have trouble accessing the online  system or resources, 

check with y our lecturer, teacher or tutor.  

Library  
The library should  become  a resource  that  you  use for  many of  your  study needs.  Many libraries also have an  online  system. This is used for checking  the 
catalogue, article and journal searches, requesting books, and checking due dates on borrowed items.  

 
Learning  how  to  use the  library can  be a stressful process  for  many students.  Most  libraries have special tours  or introductory  classes during  orientation  

week. Request assistance from a librarian if you are having d ifficulties  understanding the library system and processes.  
 
 
 

!ÎÎÅȭÓ 3ÔÏÒÙ 
Anne  had been  in an  Autism  Spectrum  support  unit  at  high  school  that  catered  well for  her  needs.  Communication  and social skills were  reinforced  by  
teachers that understood her. Du ring the last two years, a transition plan was implemented, which involved a TAFE Teacher Consultant.  

Anne participated in a short transition and orientation program conducted at her local TAFE. This course explained expectatio ns, adult learning 

environmen ts, rights and responsibilities, how to get around the campus, and where other learning support areas and a safe time -out room were.  

Anne  also met  some  new  people she  could  catch  up with  when  she started  her  course.  This all reduced  her  anxiety as she  was familiar with  everything. 

Good  communication  strategies  have been  established between  Anne  and the  TAFE teachers.  She is happy and independent.  She appreciated the 

step -by -step early planning. This gave Anne time to adjust to each change.  
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Assessments 
Learning  in a tertiary  environment  is more  than  just remembering  and repeating  information  that  is taught  by your  teachers  and lecturers.  At  university  
and TAFE, assessment tasks will develop your critical analytical skills. You may be asked to gather evidence  for and against an argument or compare  
and contrast  theories.  

 
Assessment tasks can  include:  
Å Essays or assignments 

Å Posters 

Å Individual or group reports  

Å Literature reviews  

Å Laboratory reports  

Å Online discussion forums  

Å Formal exams  

Å Individual or group oral pre sentations.  

 
Each subject or  course  may have very different  forms of  assessment. Your  subject or  course  outline  will provide an  overview of  your  assessment tasks 

for  the  semester.  

Online discussion boards or blogs 
Some courses have assessment tasks that re quire participation in online discussion forums. You may be required to make comments or ask questions  
about a given topic, and comment on other studentõs contributions. 

 
You may find  this style of assessment a positive way to interact and communicate with  others.  
It is important  to  be clear  about  the  evaluation criteria  for  this task. 

Å How many words are expected?  

Å How many comments are required?  

Å How often are postings required?  

Å Do your postings require referencing?  

 
Some students with ASD find  online discus sions challenging due to the required social interactions. If you find  this type of assessment task too difficult  or 

stressful due to your ASD, speak to student support staff in student services. It may be possible to arrange alternative asse ssment tasks. 

Group assessments 
Some courses have assessment tasks that require you to prepare and submit material as part of a group.  

 
Group  assessments work  well when:  
Å Tasks are allocated fairly and evenly between group members.  

Å Everyone is clear on their allocated ta sks. 

Å The group establishes clear timelines for completion of tasks.  

Å Everyone in the group is clear about the process.  

Å Members know how to best contact each other.  

Å The group meets regularly to discuss work in progress.  
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A good  strategy  when  working  as part  of  a group  is to identify two  components  of  the  group  task that  match  your  skills and/or  interests. Propose  to  the 

group  that  you  take  responsibility for  one  or both  of  these  areas.  

 
Some students with ASD find  group assessments stressful due to the social  interactions. If you find  that these strategies do not work, and group 

assessments are too challenging or cause too much stress, speak to student support services. It may be possible to arrange al ternative assessment 

tasks. 

Full-time or part-time study load 
Some people find  they are not able to study full -time at the tertiary level. They can feel overwhelmed by the course requirements. It can be possible  to 
undertake fewer subjects for your course and still be considered a full -time student. Or you can stu dy part -time. This can be beneficial  in the first  few 
semesters of tertiary study to help you adjust to the changes. You can always enrol in full -time studies in subsequent semesters.  

 
If you are already at university or TAFE and wish to reduce your subjec ts during semester, it is important to talk with student services or student 

administration as soon as possible regarding your enrolment. Academic and financial  penalties could apply for withdrawal from subjects after a 

certain time period into semester. U niversities refer to this as the Census date. If you receive Centrelink payments, you will need to inform them of 

changes  to  your  study load.  

Questions and Answers 
Question: I have received my first  assignment back and was marked down for not answering the  question correctly. I thought I had provided all the  
relevant information. How do I learn what is expected from an assignment?  
Answer: To receive good marks in tertiary assignments, you need to answer the question provided. This requires analysis and eval uation of the 

information. Speak to your tutor or someone from learning support about how to interpret and answer assignment questions.  

 
Question: Sometimes I go to the library and get absorbed in reading, so that I forget to attend classes. Is there a way  that I can be reminded what 

time it is, and that I have a class?  

Answer: One way to remind yourself to attend classes is to place a calendar alert on your mobile phone, tablet or computer. Place all  your lectures 

and classes into the calendar with an aler t set for 10 or 15 minutes before the time the class starts. This way you will have an electronic reminder.  
 
Who can help? 
Å Student transition officers.  

Å Disability support staff.  

Å Learning support staff.  

 

More Information  
Å Check your university or TAFE websit e for learning advice for new students.  
Å La Trobe University Academic Language and Learning Unit:  

www.latrobe.edu.au/students/learning#La%20Trobe%20University%20Academic%20Language%20and%20Learning%20Unit 

Å University of Canberra Academic Skills Centre: www.canberra.edu.au/current-students/student-support/study-skills 
Å Get ready for study and work: top ten tips for young people who have a disability or chronic medical condition:  

www.uws.edu.au/ndco/getreadytoptips 
Å Succeeding in College with Asperger Syndrome: A Student Guide  

http://www.latrobe.edu.au/students/learning#La%20Trobe%20University%20Academic%20Language%20and%20Learning%20Unit
http://www.canberra.edu.au/current-students/student-support/study-skills
http://www.uws.edu.au/ndco/getreadytoptips
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