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introduce myself.
Welcome, and thank you, everyone, for joining us today for my presentation on students’ perceptions of autism in the workplace.
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In case people are unfamiliar, I’m just quickly going to go through what autism is:

1. Neurodevelopmental condition – affects how a person communicates and interacts with people and how they experience the world.
2. Spectrum disorder. What does this mean? This means asd affects every person with autism differently. As the saying goes: If you’ve met one person with autism, then you’ve met one person with autism.
3. Encompasses a broad range of traits, so each person with autism's experience is unique.
4. Autism is a lifelong condition, but with appropriate support, those with ASD can lead full and successful lives. 
5. Importantly, it is not an illness or a disease. Those with ASD consider their ASD to be an important part of their identity.
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Why is it important to study this?

1. This is my son, Luca. He was born in 2016 with an unnamed genetic condition that caused him to have congenital heart defects, and later, we found out he has ASD. He is only 11, but I have already seen how the world treats him differently, and sometimes people assume he will be unable to do certain things. I have witnessed Luca grow from being a non-verbal 4-year-old to a child who we cannot keep quiet. He is capable of being anything he wants to be, but would I have known these things about people with autism if I did not know him?
2. It is estimated that one in 100 children worldwide are diagnosed with autism. To help you grasp that amount - That is 20 million children worldwide. That’s the same population of the state of New York in United States, so that is a lot of people. 
3. And that’s just the children. Whilst most symptoms are noticed in childhood, an increase in awareness of ASD means that Since 2011, there has been a 450% increase in adult diagnoses. 
4. Only 22% of Adults with asd are in paid employment. Why is this? Social difficulties, being misunderstood. Lack of support.
5. Today’s students are tomorrows workforce. Support is critical. 
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1. Examine students’ perceptions of ASD in workplace
2. Identify what students think are the challenges and needs of people with asd in work.
3. Implications for workplace integration of perceptions
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1. Lots of research into the workplace challenges of people with ASD.
2. Communication Difficulties: lack of eye contact, difficulties following conversations, misunderstanding sarcasm
3. Sensory sensitivities: Don’t like loud noises, bright lights, strong smells, can all be overwhelming, leading to avoidance (Barrier to workplace).
4. Lack of accommodations for sensitivities create a barrier to employment for those with ASD. They just cannot cope sometimes, so many just do not work.
5. Misunderstandings: People with ASD can struggle to communicate effectively with colleagues, misunderstanding nuances, sarcasm, and nonverbal cues, for example. 
6. This leads to social isolation and reduced collaboration at work. 
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1. Theory of Mind: Difficulty attribute thoughts, feelings and intentions to others. Can make navigating the workplace difficult. May struggle reading between the lines in work emails, may not understand unwritten workplace rules. Again can lead to social isolation and misunderstanding.
2. Social Representation Theory: Examines how collective and cultural narratives shape how people see the world. When applied to ASD, what people see on the news, in the media (films for example) shapes their beliefs on what autism is and what people who have autism are like. These are often inflated, or misrepresented for effect, leading to stereotypes where people believe people with ASD are either super intelligent, or aren’t capable at all.
3. P-E Fit suggests that successful work outcomes are reliant on a persons abilities in work, and the demands of the work environment. With people with ASD, it means that difficulties they experience can be attributed to a mismatch between their strengths, and the demands of the job.
4. Social model of disability: disability is not the individuals issue, but instead it is physical and institutional barriers that make a person disabled. Therefore, ASD is not a barrier to the workplace, the lack of accommodations and support create the barrier. Workplaces should change to fit the needs of those with ASD, not the other way around. 
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Participants were recruited through the Experiment management system at UWTSD. I created two studies: Firstly, an online questionnaire, of which 21 students completed the questionnaire. And secondly, the focus group recruited seven students. 

This task in itself was quite stressful, and I didn’t realise how much work went into just creating the request for participants.
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1. Mixed methods study. Qualitative online questionnaire and qualitative data through the focus group. As mentioned, the online questionnaire was designed to inform some baseline perceptions in order to create the focus group questions. This was also helpful in comparing the responses later on once the focus group had been completed. 
2. The online questionnaire results were analysed using SPSS, which provided descriptive statistics that yielded rich and valuable data for further analysis. 
3. Focus Group: Further explore students’ perceptions of ASD in workplace,
4. The purpose of the focus group was to get a deeper understanding of what students think about social attitudes, workplace barriers, and how those with ASD can best be supported at work. 
5. Thematic analysis process: familiarised myself with the data, generated codes, then themes, reviewed themes and subthemes and reported findings. 
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1. Online questionnaire: HR Professional’s Perception of Employability of Persons with Intellectual disabilities. Revised questions to apply to ASD.
2. Answered between 1 (Not a barrier) and 5 (Always a barrier).
3. FOCUS GROUP: Questions for the focus group were designed to follow up on the answers from the online questionnaire. As you can see, below is a sample list of some of the questions and prompt questions from the focus group. 
4. (READ SOME OF THE QUESTIONS)
5. Designed to elicit maximum engagement from participants. 
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· Pilot studies: For my pilot studies, I recruited some cohorts from the psychology and counselling modules.
·  I had four participants for the online questionnaire, and the pilot was successful with good feedback and no need to change any of the questions.
· Again for the focus group, I recruited cohorts from the psychology and counselling module. A mock focus group was conducted, where minimal feedback was provided and deemed a success, with no changes to the questions used.
· Online Questionnaire: Designed on Qualtrics, which was new to me. Distributed on EMS. Information sheet, consent form and asked to sign it. Completed questions, a debrief sheet was provided.  Participants were thanked for doing the questionnaire.
· Focus Group: Conducted in a quiet, pre-booked and approved room in UWTSD.
· Participants were provided with an information sheet, which they read through, and then a consent form. 
· If they were happy, they signed the consent form and then filled in a demographics sheet. 
· Told them that the session was to be audio recorded, and everyone was fine with that. 
· Participants were made aware that all data would be confidential and were reminded of their right to withdraw at any time. 
· Once the focus group was conducted, the participants were debriefed and given the opportunity to ask questions and were offered support if needed. Finally, thanks for your participation.
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· 21 questionnaires completed – six excluded
· Lack of education and lack of work experience barriers
· Negative attitudes from colleagues and employers are barriers (SRT – collective beliefs/stereotypes learned from society)
· Issues with accessibility and work life balance perceived as barriers – can relate that to Social Model of Disability (institutional barriers, rigid policies at work)
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· Four key themes emerged.
· Perceptions of Autism
· Workplace Challenges
· Strengths of ASD
· Workplace Accommodations and Support
· Supporting Quotes
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· Focus group theme: Strengths of ASD align with SMD
· Participants perceived individuals with autism to be highly focused, creative and have good logical reasoning skills, The online questionnaire, on the contrary, found that a lack of experience was a barrier to the workplace
· This Aligns with the Social Model of Disability as people with autism can fit in successfully when appropriate workplace accommodations are provided. 
· Findings align with SRT: cultural and social beliefs about autism create stereotypes
· Social Knowledge and Cultural narratives shape perceptions of autism, explaining why respondents of the questionnaire thought a lack of education on ASD was a barrier to employment.
· Supported by Focus Group theme: Perceptions of Autism. Participants mentioned that negative stereotyping, stigmatising language and outdated terminology.
· explains how misconceptions can become ingrained in workplace culture and create systemic barriers for autistic employees
· P-E Fit – Workplace Challenges and Workplace Accommodations. Issues arise in the workplace for people with ASD due to a mismatch between their personal strengths and their work environment. Almost 30% of questionnaire respondents said negative attitudes from coworkers and employers were significant barrier.
· Better education for neurotypical employees, challenge stereotypes.
· Provide accommodations – noise cancelling headphones, quiet spaces, flexible work schedule




