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AUTISM AND ADHD IN
HIGHER EDUCATION:

RECOGNISING AND
ADDRESSING THE BARRIERS
Gain a comprehensive understanding of
how to improve learning and wellbeing
outcomes for autistic and ADHD
students in higher education. Come
away with a broad knowledge-base
and evidence-based practical toolkit to
work confidently with autistic and ADHD
learners in all areas of higher education.
Optimum elearning and Optimum Student Support
supports students, professionals, and parents across
the UK. With over 20 years of evidence-based practice
integrating the best research evidence of clinical expertise
and professional knowledge, Optimum elearning designs
and develops high-quality courses and resources in the
fields of mental health, education, neurodiversity, and
student wellbeing.
Our courses are developed from a range of diverse
and expert voices in autism and ADHD from research
experts in the UK and internationally, including lived
experiences from undergraduate and postgraduate
autistic and ADHD students. Courses are designed and
optimized to fit learning into your professional lifestyle
and around students’ educational journey. Our
curriculum offers a range of multimedia formats to
optimise learning outcomes.
Optimum elearning designs, develops, and delivers
courses that are influencing knowledge and shaping
models of good practice on how we think, feel, and
understand lived experiences of neurodivergent learners
in higher education.

www.optimumelearning.co.uk
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OVERVIEW

AT A GLANCE

There is limited current best practice guidance for
providing holistic support to autistic and ADHD
learners in higher education. Yet, autistic and ADHD
learners are amongst the most vulnerable in terms of
mental wellbeing concerns. Whilst studies suggest
that autistic students can be high achievers in terms
of educational outcomes and academic confidence,
a myriad of factors including social anxiety, sociocommunication difficulties, self-care and selfadvocacy challenges, and sensory differences can
make the university environment hard to access and
succeed within.

Start date
June 2022

ADHD is thought to be one of the most under
recognised and under supported disabilities amongst
Higher Education students in the UK. Due to the lack
of awareness about ADHD and lived experience of
ADHD people, ADHD students are among the most
marginalised demographics within universities in
the UK.

Minimum required entry
qualification
Degree level

There is thus a substantial need for the emergence
of, and adherence to, best practice guidelines for HE
professionals working with this highly diverse and
potentially vulnerable population. Through a range
of resource materials including expert mini-lectures,
student produced video content, written content,
articles, interactive scenario learning, the course
participants are invited to engage with these questions
on both a theoretical and practical level.

Delivery
Online / On demand /
Live workshop

Experts In Mental
Health and
Neurodiversity
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20 Years’
Experience

Covering the
UK

Cost
£300 + VAT
Guided learning hours
30 hours
Directed study hours
20 hours
Overall grading type
Pass/Fail

Qualification type
Professional / vocational
qualification

Total qualification time
This course is based
on a total qualification
time of 50 hours. It can
be completed at the
participant’s own speed
due to the on demand
nature of the materials.
However, a suggested
timeframe for completing
the course, alongside
work, is 3 months.

COURSE OUTLINE AND STRUCTURE
Course structure

Guided learning
(hrs)

Unit 1:
An introduction to Autism and ADHD

5-8

Unit 2:
Addressing the barriers through NMH Support

5-8

Unit 3:
Mental health and wellbeing in autistic and ADHD
students in higher education

5-8

Unit 4:
Autism and ADHD and social aspects of higher education

5-8

Unit 5:
Autism and ADHD and academic aspects of higher
education

5-8

Assessment
Each unit is assessed
through a variety of formats
to stimulate learning and
retention including quizzes,
interactive activities,
and scenarios which will
be explored further in
the live workshop.
After completing all five
units, participants are
required to produce a
2000-word assignment or
research video-log.

WHAT WILL YOU STUDY?
•
•
•
•

theoretical frameworks
up to date contemporary research
expert viewpoints
focus on students’ lived experience

• approaches to work effectively with
autistic and ADHD students in HE
• tried and tested techniques and
strategies

HOW WILL YOU STUDY?
Online, on demand, live workshop
Each unit utilises a range of interactive materials such as, videos, short lectures, articles,
interactive scenario-based learning, and assessment. Given the ‘on demand’ nature of
delivery, you can take this self-guided course and learn at your own pace.
A live 2 hr workshop allows for further scenario-based learning, discussion, and a Q&A
session. Throughout the course you can contact the course director through the forum for
questions and feedback on your learning.

WHO IS THIS COURSE FOR?
•
•
•
•

Professionals at any level in support and academic departments in HE
Mental health, psychologists, and counselling professionals
Professionals looking for a career change with an interest in autism and ADHD
Registered NMH support workers in preparation for work with autistic and ADHD students in
higher education.

www.optimumelearning.co.uk
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EXPERT CONTRIBUTORS
The course is written by Dr Nick Chown and Dr Elsa Suckle
but has benefitted from a range of diverse and expert voices
both from autism and ADHD research experts in the UK and
internationally. In addition, interview, and video content from
current UG and PG autistic and ADHD students in education
helps provide insight into the barriers that students find in
higher education, strategies used to ameliorate these, and
crucially, how professionals can work alongside students to
identify difficulties and best facilitate support.

Dr Elsa Kristina Suckle

Dr Luke Beardon

Dr Nick Chown

Carly Jones

Sanja Quayle

PhD, PgCert Autism,
PgDip Dyslexia

BA (Hons), PgC
(Autism), EDd

PhD, MA Autism,
PG Cert AS, FIRM, MSocInd

MBE

MA, UKCP, MBACP
Clinical Director at
Optimum

GRADING AND ASSESSMENT
You are required to submit a 2000-word referenced short
academic essay at the end of the five units. Alternatively,
a 20 min research video log can be submitted.
All learning outcomes must be met for a pass grade to
be awarded.

www.optimumelearning.co.uk
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ON COMPLETION OF
THIS COURSE, YOU
WILL WALK AWAY WITH:

Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSAs) DfE qualification and professional body membership NMH Matrix approved

1

A comprehensive understanding of autism and ADHD,
current diagnostic criteria, and the key strengths
and challenges associated with autism and ADHD as
presented through students’ lived experience.

2

A theoretical framework for understanding different
models of disability and the neurodiversity movement
as both a biological and political construct.

3

Awareness of best practice in creating autism and ADHD
friendly environments in HEI.

4

Ability to implement best practice in relation to NMH
roles in HE as supported through DSAs.

5

An in-depth understanding of the range of barriers that
autistic and ADHD students face in higher education
including those impacting on mental wellbeing, social
development, and academic success.

6

A comprehensive toolkit for working with
students to address these barriers in terms of both
environmental modifications and enhanced mental
wellbeing strategies.
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AUTISM AND ADHD IN HIGHER EDUCATION - DETAILED COURSE OUTLINE

RECOGNISING AND ADDRESSING THE BARRIERS
UNIT 1: An introduction to Autism and ADHD
1. An overview of autism and ADHD
1.1 What is autism?
1.2 What is ADHD?
1.3 Disclosure, identity, and psychoeducation
2. Gender and LGBTQIA+
2.1 Autism, ADHD, and gender
2.2 Autism and LGBTQIA+
3. Models of disability and neurodiversity
3.1 Ways of viewing autism and ADHD
3.2 Models of disability and neurodiversity
UNIT 2: Addressing the barriers through NMH Support
1. Barriers to and in HE: what are they?
1.1 Sensory differences
1.2 Social interaction
1.3 Self-care and independence
1.4 Academic aspects
1.5 Promoting and sustaining mental health and wellbeing
1.6 The employment gap – thinking about next steps early on
2. How to support students work out what the barriers are and how they are overcome?
2.1 The mentoring and study skills and strategy support roles
2.2 The key steps to building a safe space
2.3 Strategies to use in NMH support roles
2.4 Setting and maintaining boundaries and goals
2.5 How to sustain the relationship over time
UNIT 3: Mental health and wellbeing in autistic and ADHD students in higher education
1. Mental health and wellbeing in autistic and ADHD people
1.1 Everyone has mental health
1.2 Risk factors for autism – intrinsic and extrinsic factors and how these impact
1.3 ADHD specific risk-factors
1.4 Further risk factors and intersectionality: gender, LGBTQIA+, and race
1.5 Self-regulation and masking
1.6 The fallout of masking: exhaustion and social burnout
1.7 Autistic burnout: why it happens and what it looks like
1.8 Alexithymia
1.9 Stress and anxiety: how they differ and how they impact
1.10 Sensory differences and environment
1.11 Executive functioning and anxiety
1.12 Self-harm, eating disorders, and suicide ideation
1.13 Why ‘just talking about it’ often doesn’t help
2. Ways in which a qualified professional can support these difficulties
2.1 Building a safe space and promoting high global stability
2.2 Lowering stress: environmental adaptions
2.3 Lowering stress: practical examples, scenario-based learning
2.4 Lowering anxiety: simple CBT approaches
2.5 Lowering anxiety: scenario-based learning
2.6 Building up a shared toolkit of resources
2.7 TOOL 1: Emotional and social literacy (with care!)
2.8 TOOL 2: Self-awareness, psychoeducation, self-care, and energy accounting
2.9 TOOL 3: Two-pronged response: prevention and recovery (WRAP)
2.10 Further help
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AUTISM AND ADHD IN HIGHER EDUCATION - DETAILED COURSE OUTLINE

RECOGNISING AND ADDRESSING THE BARRIERS
UNIT 4: AUTISM AND ADHD AND SOCIAL ASPECTS OF HIGHER EDUCATION
1. Social interaction, social anxiety, and areas of potential challenge
1.1
The range of social difficulties in autism and ADHD
1.2 Autistic sociality might just be different
1.3 Gender differences
1.4 The social energy drain
1.5 Maladaptive behaviors and social compensation
1.6 Being social at university compared to what has gone before – challenges and benefits
1.7 Difference between structured and unstructured social activities
1.8 Making and keeping friends
1.9 Friends versus acquaintances and comfortable working relationships.
What to aim for, when and with who?
1.10 Sexual relationships
1.11 Living in shared housing: problem areas and how to resolve these
1.12 Academic group work and academic interactions
1.13 Building a network of support
2. Ways in which a qualified professional can support these difficulties
2.1 Talking and being together – a regular social engagement
2.2 Navigating social situations
2.3 Addressing social anxiety
2.4 Building social confidence – setting achievable and confidence building goals
2.5 Setting boundaries and dealing with social hangovers
UNIT 5: AUTISM AND ADHD AND ACADEMIC ASPECTS OF HIGHER EDUCATION
1. Academic aspects
1.1
Monotropic attention and fixed goals: benefits and challenges
1.2 Understanding the task and what is required: literal thinking
1.3 Hyper-focus, procrastination, and demand avoidance: the ebbs and flows of working patterns
1.4 Non-linear approaches to study and writing
1.5 Deadlines, word counts and academic perfectionism
1.6 Executive functioning difficulties and external regulation
1.7 Working with others: group work and study groups
1.8 Sensory difficulties in the academic environment
1.9 Asking for and accessing subject specialist help
2. Ways in which a qualified professional can support these difficulties
2.1
Academic inclusion and universal design principles
2.2 Reasonable accommodations and adaptions in the learning environment
2.3 Support systems in place for autistic and ADHD learners
2.4 Assistive technology – what is out there and how to make the most of it
2.5 How to support autistic and ADHD students in academic study: organisation
2.6 How to support autistic and ADHD students in academic study: academic approaches
2.7 Building a toolkit of study techniques and strategies
2.8 ADHD and academic study: choices about medication and scaffolding
2.9 Supporting high-achieving learners
2.10 Looking ahead to next steps
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