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Working With  
Autistic Deaf Students 

in Postsecondary 
Settings

Introduction
Due to the increasing number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders (ASDs), 
professionals who work with deaf1 students should expand their capacity to support autistic deaf 
students, especially in transition planning and postsecondary settings. The rate at which children 
are identified with ASD has increased over the last 20 years, with around 1 in 59 children now being 
diagnosed with ASDs every year.2, 3 Deaf people have autism at comparable rates to the general 
population.3 Autistic students experience many of the challenges that deaf students experience 
during transition and beyond, including insufficient support, falling through the cracks, and fewer job 
opportunities.4 These challenges, among others, may result in autistic deaf people not continuing 
their education or pursuing work opportunities after high school. 

When working with autistic deaf students, it is important to consider their dual identities, as well 
as the overlap of the two. Autistic deaf students are not all the same—autism and deafness are 
experienced differently by everyone. Autistic deaf students benefit from individualized support that 
centers them in the decision-making process and involves strategies like asking the right questions, 
providing appropriate accommodations, and using evidence-based practices. The goal should always 
be to support the autonomy of autistic deaf people by taking into account their unique identities, 
experiences, and backgrounds. 
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Characteristics of Autistic Deaf Students
Autistic deaf students may prefer to identify as autistic deaf, deaf autistic, or deaf with autism, among 
many other possibilities. Autistic deaf students may also have other identities, experiences, and 
disabilities that need to be considered in decision-making and communication. The best practice is to 
ask students how they choose to identify themselves and whether there are any other characteristics 
that are important to them. 

ASD is a developmental disorder that generally affects social communication and behavior. Autism 
is known as a spectrum disorder because it has a wide range of linked conditions. Much like pitch, 
volume, understanding, and clarity of sound vary for deaf people, executive functioning (e.g., brain 
processing) and sensory processing, among other things, are highly variable for autistic people. Some 
key indicators of ASD include the following: 

• Executive functioning, thinking, and behaviors are different. Autistic people may use repetitive 
patterns, behaviors, interests, or activities as ways to ground themselves and process the world 
better.3 

• Processing of sensory information is different. For example, some autistic people are sensitive to 
bright lights and loud noises. 

• Physical movement may be different. Some autistic people have difficulty with fine motor skills or 
coordination, including where speech and signing is concerned. 

• Communication is different. Autistic people often use different communication patterns and 
strategies for interaction.

• Socialization is different. Autistic people may understand social cues differently or follow 
different social norms, which can manifest in atypical facial expressions while talking.5 

These are general characteristics, and they may vary in autistic deaf people, especially those who 
sign.6 Differences in social interaction, as well as an early language environment that may be 
inaccessible to deaf children, can lead to divergent patterns of language development.7 Signing often 
looks different for autistic deaf people.8, 9, 10, 11, 12 For example, autistic deaf people who sign often 
prefer to use names instead of sign language pronouns.10

Evaluation and Diagnosis of Autism in Deaf People
There is currently no validated assessment instrument for screening and diagnosing autistic deaf 
children. As it can be hard to accurately identify autism in deaf people, they are often identified with 
autism later than hearing people,3 which can result in less time for intervention and support. Some 
practitioners use the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule—Second Edition (ADOS—2), and 
when following the standard administration guidelines, deaf children whose native language is ASL 
are likely to be under-identified.13, 14 Screening and diagnosis of autism include criteria related to eye 
contact and sensitivity to noise, both of which are experienced differently by deaf people.15 Autistic 
deaf people may also experience reduced access to language, which affects the validity of screening 
and diagnosis and makes it harder to identify autism in deaf people. 

https://www.bu.edu/autism/files/2010/03/MoodShield2014.pdf
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Supporting the Success of Autistic Deaf Students in 
College
To support the success of autistic deaf students in college, we recommend using these three 
overarching strategies: ask the right questions, provide appropriate accommodations, and use 
evidence-based practices. 

Ask the Right Questions
A student-centered approach allows students to take the lead and work toward their own success. 
Students are the expert on their own needs. Ask students the right questions as part of an ongoing 
dialogue about the accommodations and supports they need. These questions can be used by 
instructors at the beginning of the semester or by disability service offices during the intake process. 
When asking students these questions, it can be helpful to offer concrete examples of the type of 
support that can be offered. Consider the following questions:

• Social Interaction
 — What level of engagement inside and outside of the classroom are you comfortable with?
 — How can we support you with group assignments or projects?
 — How can we support you as you get involved in campus activities?

• Attention and Focus
 — How can we best support you in attending lectures and staying on task?
 — What types of visual support do you find helpful in the classroom?

• Routines and Transitions
 — How can we best support you at the beginning of each semester/term?
 — How can we best support you during major transition periods in your program?

• Sensory Sensitivities
 — How can we reduce sensory triggers in the classroom that may affect you?
 — How can we reduce sensory triggers outside of the classroom, in large gatherings, dorm life, 
the cafeteria, and other settings typical to college? 

Use Evidence-Based Practices for Instruction 
Evidence-based practices and interventions that have been developed for autistic hearing students 
may be appropriate for autistic deaf students with modifications and accomodations.16, 17 The 
following are examples of evidence-based practices, mostly based on Steinbrenner’s work, with 
positive effects for autistic people.17
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Evidence-Based Practice Definition 

Cognitive Behavioral/ 
Instructional Strategies

Instruction on management of cognitive processes 
that help with changes in social and academic 
behavior 

Modeling Demonstration of a desired target behavior that 
helps the learner to adopt that behavior 

Prompting Verbal, gestural, or physical assistance given to 
learners to support them in acquiring or engaging in 
a targeted behavior or skill

Reinforcement The application of a consequence following a 
learner’s use of a response or skills that increases 
the likelihood that the learner will use the response/
skills in the future

Technology-Aided Instruction and 
Intervention 

Instruction or intervention in which the central 
feature is technology that is specifically designed to 
support the learning or performance of a behavior or 
skill for the learner

Time Delay A practice used to systematically fade the use of 
prompts during instructional activities by using a 
brief delay between the initial instruction and any 
additional instruction or prompts

Video Modeling A video-recorded demonstration of the targeted 
behavior or skill shown to the learner to assist with 
learning or engaging in a desired behavior or skill18, 19

Visual Supports A visual display that supports the learner engaging in 
a desired behavior or skills independent of additional 
prompts

Explicit Teaching Explicit teaching of writing and learning strategies, 
e.g., synthesizing a response based on multiple 
sources and teaching common structures or 
academic writing formats20
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Provide Appropriate Accommodations
When working with autistic deaf people, it is important to identify and provide appropriate 
accommodations. For example, recording lectures, especially for online courses, allows students to 
access and learn content at their own pace. Accommodations for autistic deaf people can include the 
following:

• Extended testing time
• Written step-by-step instructions
• Extended deadlines
• Delivery of assignments in a student-preferred format
• Distraction-free testing area
• Students can repeat instructions to verify comprehension
• Option to opt out of group work and work independently
• Model assignments and papers
• Note taking services
• Frequent short breaks
• Visual supports (e.g., share slides in advance)
• Recordings of lectures
• Consistent interpreters
• Deaf Interpreters

For more information on accommodations, refer to the Disability Service Provider Toolkit.21 

Conclusion
A student-centered and individualized approach that values student autonomy and considers the 
whole student, including all of their identities and characteristics, is crucial for the success of 
autistic deaf students. Asking the right questions, providing appropriate accommodations, and 
using evidence-based practices are strategies that disability service offices, instructors, and service 
providers can use with autistic deaf students. After all, access is a shared responsibility, not the 
responsibility of any one individual or office. 
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