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Autism and the Academic Library: A 
Study of Online Communication

Amelia Anderson*

Increased prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) diagnoses within 
the general population is reflected in the growing number of college and 
university students with ASD. This exploratory study used an unobtrusive 
qualitative content analysis design to explore the experiences of students 
with ASD in academic libraries. It seeks to understand their questions 
and concerns, as well as their experiences in using the library and library 
resources. Using the social model of disability studies, this study allows 
for voices of students with ASD to be presented in their own words, not 
through the perceptions of parents, caregivers, faculty, or staff. 

Introduction
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) continues to increase in prevalence for multiple 
reasons, including improved diagnostic and reporting procedures, a rise in public 
awareness of the disorder, and an expanded definition of ASD. It is also likely that 
the number of individuals with ASD is simply increasing. As the prevalence increases, 
individuals with ASD are entering institutes of higher education (IHE) in increasing 
numbers.1 Though characteristics of ASD vary in every person, individuals on the 
autism spectrum typically face communicative and social challenges; they also tend 
to have fixed interests and display repetitive behaviors.2

Much of the previous study of individuals on the autism spectrum focuses on children 
with the disorder. In the library and information science (LIS) field, very few studies 
mention adolescents or adults with ASD. One librarian who also has ASD says that this 
is not specific to LIS studies; rather, it is reflective of writings and research as a whole.3 
As she states, “this systematic focus on children renders Autistic adults invisible.”4

Many individuals with ASD use, appreciate, and even work and volunteer for 
libraries,5 and in one first-person narrative from 2002, an individual with ASD has 
described his school library as a “sanctuary.”6 If the library truly is a “sanctuary” for 
students with ASD, better understanding and, thus, better services for these students 
could help support them as college students in general. There are numerous barriers 
for students with ASD in attending and graduating from college successfully.7 If the 
library can serve as a safe and welcoming place for these students, it will help contribute 
to their ultimate college success.

One way to ensure this success is to get input from members of the community in-
volved, and community members of the website www.wrongplanet.net (Wrong Planet) 
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are those who are considered in this study. These Wrong Planet members self-identify 
as having ASD, and, among other topics, members do discuss their experiences in 
libraries with one another. This study focuses on the information exchanged among 
members of this population as they describe their experiences with the academic library.

Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research question, along with related sub-
questions. 

RQ1: How do individuals with ASD describe their experiences in the academic 
library in an online community of their peers?

• How do members of this population describe the library’s physical environment? 
• How do members of this population describe their interactions with library 

resources?
• How do members of this population describe their social and communication 

experiences at the library and with librarians?

Literature Review
While this study is among the first to investigate persons with ASD in academic libraries, 
some limited literature describes how individuals with ASD experience postsecondary 
education and libraries individually. This study fills a gap in the literature by address-
ing members of this population in the intersection of both environments.

Autism and Higher Education
Though symptoms manifest quite differently in every individual on the autism spec-
trum, there are also many common shared characteristics within this population. The 
American Psychiatric Association (APA) lists some of these common characteristics as 
communication deficits, dependence on routines, and showing sensitivity to change.8 
Further, individuals on the autism spectrum might display difficulty making eye con-
tact, lack of tone or correct pitch in speech patterns, difficulty in auditory, visual, or 
intellectual processing, high anxiety, challenges in interpreting senses of humor and 
figures of speech, and general difficulties with social interaction.9 Anxiety and exhaus-
tion is heightened when these individuals constantly work to model their behavior to 
reflect that which is expected in typical communication, such as forcing eye contact or 
struggling to manage hand gestures, body language, or speech patterns.10

As the prevalence in ASD diagnoses increases, so does the prevalence of individuals 
with ASD entering into institutes of higher education.11 Though these students face 
many challenges, they also display many strengths in the higher education environ-
ment.12 The literature reflects a trend of increasing awareness and acceptance of students 
with ASD on college campuses.13

Many educational supports are in place to assist college students with disabilities 
including those with ASD. Legislation such as the Individuals with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA) and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) has made the college 
experience more accessible to students with ASD.14 However, institutes of higher edu-
cation are still learning how to best provide services for this population, as students 
with ASD differ from many other students with special needs. They require more social 
and emotional support than academic support, and characteristics of the disorder are 
often invisible, leading to challenges in offering targeted support.15

Though identifying students with ASD who may need targeted services can be 
complicated, supports from college and university offices of disability services are 
available, by law, to students who disclose their diagnoses. Examples of these services 
include note-takers, extra time for exams, and alternate locations for exams in a less 
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distracting environment.16 However, they must disclose their ASD and request assis-
tance for these targeted services. 

In contrast, if a student feels uncomfortable sharing his or her diagnosis, even with 
the Office of Disability Services, he/she will not have access to said services.17 Some 
college students try to make it on their own without any supports or are uncomfort-
able revealing their disability status, so they fail to notify the disability office of their 
diagnosis or their potential need for support.18 Other college students are unable to 
receive targeted supports because they are undiagnosed, though displaying charac-
teristics of and self-identifying as having ASD.19

Training and education is crucial for the campus community to better provide these 
services for students with ASD.20 The more a campus community is knowledgeable 
about ASD, the more likely they will be able to help students’ success.21 As stated by 
Emily Lawrence, a librarian with ASD, “educating neurotypical individuals about 
Autistic people is an effective means to improving well-being for Autistics.”22

There is little research about the college experiences of students with ASD them-
selves, instead focusing on the experiences or impressions of parents, teachers, or 
administration.23 Dawn Prince-Hughes, an academic as well as a person with autism, 
suggests that such firsthand accounts of individuals with ASD are typically not sought 
or published, as readers not on the spectrum, also known as neurotypicals, are not 
familiar with following the train of thought of those with ASD. 24 She notes that, tradi-
tionally, accounts from individuals with ASD have been heavily edited.

Autism and Libraries
Sensory overload, which could include overstimulation from noise, visuals, or other 
experiences, can occur for individuals with ASD when the environment poses many 
distractions.25 Personal narratives suggest individuals with ASD appreciate and find 
comfort in the library environment.26 Libraries seem to be an ideal environment for 
members of the ASD population, as they typically have logical layouts, clear signage, 
organized collections, and access to quiet spaces.27 College students with ASD often 
choose the library as a place to escape sensory distractions and to study in a quiet 
environment,28 and there are several resources indicating that librarians understand 
the need to reach out to this community.29

Conceptual Framework
This study operates using the social model of disability studies, which emphasizes 
disability as a social construct. This is in contrast to the medical model, which em-
phasizes disability as a problem that an individual needs to fix. Instead of seeking to 
treat college students with ASD or asking them to modify their behaviors, this study 
carries the view that, instead, one should view ASD “as a valid and even interesting 
difference from the neurological norm”30 or a difference, not a deficit. Creating inclusive 
environments is one approach that fits within this model, as is raising awareness and 
acceptance about the differences that those with ASD might display. 

Studies concerned with individuals with ASD in the online environment find that 
many self-advocacy websites “challenge the medical model approach to defining AS as 
a pathology, instead re-positioning the condition as a valid and even interesting differ-
ence from the neurological norm.”31 Though some parents, caregivers, and activists are 
concerned that the social model disregards the fact that individuals with ASD do have 
a legitimate diagnosis and individualized needs, most of the ASD advocacy literature 
supports the social model as a “guiding consideration that enhances our appreciation 
of the role society plays in the definition and actuality of disability” instead of a more 
extreme, polarizing view that disregards the medical model in entirety.32 
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The social model is often used as a framework in self-advocacy works; this study 
uses the model to provide guidance in analysis and discussion of the findings. In doing 
so, the study frames findings in an approach based on factors that can be controlled 
by librarians and higher education administrators—not in making suggestions for the 
students with ASD to change or modify their behavior, but in making environmental 
modifications to make for a more inclusive environment. 

Within the social model of disability studies, it is common to use disability-first, as 
opposed to person-first, language. That is, many individuals with ASD prefer to refer 
to themselves as autistic.33 In this sense, this study detours from the traditional sense 
of the social model of disability studies and uses person-first language, as is often the 
preferred language of researchers. This is a deliberate choice due to considerations 
within the current body of knowledge and in adhering to current standards in the litera-
ture, but it is done with the understanding that there is no one clear, correct approach. 

Methods
This study uses qualitative content analysis to collect and analyze firsthand accounts 
from college students with ASD as they discuss academic libraries. Content analysis is 
often used as a form of quantitative research, though this study instead uses qualitative 
methods to collect and analyze data. Instead of establishing categories and counting 
codes, “In qualitative research, small numbers of texts and documents may be analysed 
for a very different purpose. The aim is to understand the participants’ categories.”34 
This study seeks to understand experiences as described by the individuals themselves; 
thus, a qualitative approach to content analysis is appropriate. Additionally, qualitative 
content analysis has already successfully been used to study online communications, 
as evidenced by the literature.35

Face-to-face communication can be a challenge for those on the autism spectrum, 
as some might have difficulties with making eye contact, using excessive gesturing, 
and misunderstanding body language or social cues. However, difficulty with face-
to-face communication is not reflective of holistic communicative abilities, or a lack 
of want or need to communicate,36 and Internet technologies might be a solution to 
facilitate communication for individuals on the spectrum.37 Frequently described 
in the literature, and used in this study for its robust membership, is Wrong Planet 
(www.wrongplanet.net), a website that hosts public discussion forums, blogs, and 
news for individuals with ASD.38 Since its founding in 2004, the site has grown to 
more than 80,000 registered members, most of whom describe themselves as having 
Asperger’s syndrome, or high-functioning autism,39 and live primarily in the United 
States.40 Though functional labels such as “high-functioning” are controversial, this is 
a common term in the literature to describe individuals formerly diagnosed as having 
Asperger’s syndrome. 

The discussion board posts sampled were those that fit the keyword criteria within 
the Wrong Planet discussion board threads. The Wrong Planet site can be searched 
using an advanced Google search. Boolean searches used combinations of the follow-
ing keywords: 

“library; librarian; lib; AND college; university; uni; campus”

The sampling frame included posts from all years available on Wrong Planet, which 
was established in 2004. A total of 170 discussion threads contained information that 
met the sampling criteria. Each thread was read in entirety to determine relevance to 
this study. From this examination, 72 of these discussion threads were determined to be 
irrelevant to the topic in entirety, leaving 98 discussion threads included for analysis.

http://www.wrongplanet.net
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Data Analysis
Units of analysis were determined by message. That is, each post within a discussion 
thread was considered a unit of analysis. As described by one qualitative content 
analysis researcher, “by coding the whole message into one code, important informa-
tion about the different themes within that message might be lost.”41 To protect against 
loss of information, multiple coding was allowed within each unit or discussion post. 

A codebook was created using emerging themes and the research questions. Open 
coding was used for units of analysis that did not fit within the codebook so that the 
data are represented in participants’ own words. Data were coded using both induc-
tive and deductive methods, in using the research questions as guiding factors. The 
study used an iterative process of coding and coding consistency checks, using one 
unpaid volunteer, a doctoral student interested in gaining research experience, for 
triangulating analysis (Patton, 2002).42 

Ethical Considerations
Within Wrong Planet, there is a clear distinction between public and private content 
in that the site allows users to post to public boards or to private boards. Users can 
log in to access content visible just to them, and visitors to the site can view all of the 
public content without logging in. This study only used content that was made pub-
licly available and viewable without logging in to the site. That being said, all user 
names were changed and pseudonyms are used in the findings and discussion to help 
protect users’ identities, as has been done in previous content analyses with the ASD 
population.43 If there was any identifying information within the data, this was edited 
or removed to further protect users’ identities. 

Though this research does not involve human subjects per se, institutional review 
board (IRB) approval was nonetheless sought and granted by the Florida State Uni-
versity office of human subjects. Finally, as requested by the IRB, the author personally 
reached out to the founder and owner of the Wrong Planet website, Alex Plank, and he 
granted permission to use data from the site with the requirement that it is attributed 
to Wrong Planet. 

Findings
Data are presented in the manner in which they were created, which is to say that passages 
are unedited. This is an attempt to provide students with ASD the opportunity to use 
their own voices, in accordance with the social model of disability studies. In the cases in 
which the raw data are hard to understand, brackets [] are used to provide clarification. 
Grammar and spelling mistakes in the raw data remain untouched, and presented as is. 

Physical Library Environment
The physical environment of a library encompasses many aspects. That is, it is not just 
in reference to the library building itself. This section considers, also, how materials 
are arranged, why students choose to physically go to the library, what they do while 
they are there, and the sensory experience that students with ASD encounter while in 
the library building itself. 

Sensory Environment
In discussions about the library, many Wrong Planet members described both sensory 
inhibitors and positive sensory experiences. In particular, they described sound or noise 
and, often, how they do or do not navigate around the explicit and implicit social norms 
that go along with noise. Some stated they had a very noisy library environment, while 
others described the quiet library that they used. The data show that Wrong Planet 
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members who visit the academic library often either think it is too loud and distracting 
or they do not know how to adapt to social norms in an environment that is too quiet. 

One student in particular started two different discussion threads about being 
particularly uncomfortable with noises from other people around her in the library. 
As she states: 

I seriously swear I am about to lose my nutts at the rude indian and asian people 
at the university library who keep sniffing!! I have already asked them nicely to 
go and blow their noses, and they just wont… argh… I cant conserntrate n this 
assignments due today… i feel like going to the bathrooms n grabbing a whole 
pile of hand towls and plonking them on the desk for everyone!! ! earphones n 
music arent helping either..

There seems to be a frequently held belief that the library is supposed to be quiet, 
as reinforced by one student who wears headphones to mute the background noise 
at the academic library “even though in a library, everyone is supposed to remain 
quiet.” This topic emerges throughout the discussion posts, and students with ASD 
who expect a quiet library seem frustrated when there is, in fact, noise. They describe 
the noise in different levels, from the aforementioned student who cannot bear the 
sound of sniffling or humming, to those who claim the entire library is a noisy chaos.

Other students describe the library quite oppositely, as being too quiet. Though 
often described in a positive way, some students have trouble adapting to the quiet 
environment. One student says: “Yeh, if you drop a pencil at the University library, 
all the students glare at you like ‘really dude, wtf?’” This sense of nonconformity in 
the particularly quiet environment is echoed by another student, who describes the 
following conflict: “I have a really loud voice and the more excited I get the louder it 
gets. I’m not aware of it until I get shushed, I’ve been kicked out of the college library 
loads of times.” The fact that he is unaware of the loudness of his voice indicates that 
he is not adjusting to the social norms of the library’s volume until being made aware 
of it in a rather negative way—perhaps leading to a negative connotation of the library. 

Study Rooms and Private Carrels
Many students describe the positive sensory experiences in study carrels or private 
study rooms, which tend to be quiet and distraction free. Students often describe study 
carrels or private rooms when giving advice to other students who are having chal-
lenges in finding a quiet place to study. One student gives the following suggestion 
about finding a study spot on campus: “My best suggestion would be a study cubicle 
at the library. University libraries often have sound-proofed rooms for group work. 
You could reserve one for yourself and have utter quiet.”

However, many students discuss how it is not enough to simply find a quiet space 
in the library. Instead, it seems that the physical boundaries of a study room are nec-
essary for a positive experience, to completely remove distractions. As one student 
said: “And all these ‘quiet, private corners’ are not too private either; I think I always 
need at least a cubicle. Also add some anxiety of being watched.” Even if the student 
found a private corner in a common room, he or she felt like someone was watching. 
Without the privacy of a “cubicle,” this awareness of other people sharing the same 
space serves as a constant distraction for this student.

Library as Place 
One major theme to emerge through open coding is the library as place. Captured within 
this theme are students who physically go to the library for academic purposes, such 
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as studying, or students who simply use the library as an escape. Less often, students 
described going to the library just to hang out, and this was reflected not in specific 
mentions, but instead in broad statements such as: “the library is my second home,” 
followed by the response “who needs a home I have the library.” 

Perhaps one of the most commonly mentioned uses of the library as place is in 
referring to it as an escape. The students on Wrong Planet use words like “hide out” 
and “get away.” Library as escape is often mentioned in advice that one user will give 
to another, typically in offering suggestions as to how to get away from a roommate 
or other unpleasant living situation. The theme of escape also relates to the theme of 
sensory experiences and, in particular, noise. Many students describe how their living 
situations are too loud or distracting in general—sometimes in reference to studying 
or getting academic work done, but often just in reference to noisiness in general. 

One member provides this advice to a college student with ASD: “Look around the 
campus and find a comfortable place to escape from stress and wild kids. When I went 
I stayed in the library most of the time.” Another Wrong Planet member offers similar 
advice to a college student with ASD who is worried about living with roommates: 
“You need to secure some solitary hangout spots in and around campus. A hidden 
nook of the library, a café off-campus that’s open late, etc.. Make it so you don’t need 
to come back until your roomie(s) are asleep.” 

Interactions with Library Resources
Though many Wrong Planet members describe going to the library for its physical 
environment, many others simply appreciate accessing library resources. The findings 
reveal discussions about special interests, advice on both online and in-house resources, 
checking out materials, and browsing the stacks.

Special Interests
Some students in this study described focusing narrowly on their own interests and 
using library materials to research the interests extensively. Though not describing his 
own interest, one student mentions how the library is useful for this type of research: 
“the library is good—there is a book there on anything and besides being useful for 
uni work its good for indulging special interests.” A former college student echoes this 
idea, stating: “I used the university library mostly for exploring my esoteric interests.” 

Browsing, Serendipity, and Exploration of New Interests 
Some students describe a less intentional experience with materials. These students 
describe using the library as a place to explore or discover new interests from a broad 
array of resources. 

One example is a Wrong Planet member who describes casually browsing shelves 
for materials while spending leisure time at the library: “Between classes I spend vir-
tually all my time in the library. I know several very quiet spots and I will walk down 
the aisles until I find a few interesting books and just go to one of my favorite corners 
and immerse myself in reading.” This sentiment is reinforced by another Wrong Planet 
member, who states: “The library is an awesome place; I like just being able to read 
about random things once in awhile.” 

Resources as a Distraction 
An interesting finding came from those who went to the library to study or complete 
academic work, yet found themselves distracted by the resources available to them. As 
one Wrong Planet member describes, in his typical day as a college student: 
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Apart from lectures and tutorials, my days tended to consist of being in the library, 
alone, struggling to find the motivation to study while my head was buried in 
books that were of interest to me but irrelevant to my actual course…

Being surrounded by books of interest seems to be a distraction for another Wrong 
Planet member as well: “Sometimes I still get distracted by all the books. I have a few 
subjects I’m really interested in and I have a hard time not reading about them on my 
laptop or even reading the books in the library.” 

Online Materials
When accessing online resources, it typically seems that the students from this study 
are looking for sensitive material and they have a specific topic in mind for which 
they seek information. Additionally, Wrong Planet members are quick to give advice 
to other students about their online searches and what they found, as well as tips to 
use their own library databases. 

Interestingly, the Wrong Planet members who describe accessing online library 
resources more often than not discuss health information seeking. In one example, in 
an extensive discussion about ASD and transgenderism, one student gives information 
to his or her peers and qualifies it as such: 

anyhow found this on my uni library website. dunno if you’ve tried searching on 
databases and stuff or if your educational institution (if you are still in education) 
has stuff like that. try your library. i think i’ve seen stuff to this effect in mine.

Physical Materials 
Wrong Planet members also often suggest a visit to the library for library books. 
One student tells another that he could access more information about Asperger’s 
syndrome (AS) from the library: “You could probably get some books at the library 
about AS. If your library doesn’t have the book, then they might be able to borrow it 
from another library.” 

Though many students with ASD describe going to the library and spending time 
there, others are simply interested in getting the resources they need and not spending 
additional time at the library. As one student states: 

I’ll go to the library for books I need, but I can’t work in there, mostly out of 
paranoia that other students will look at my work and be judgmental about it. 
Also, most of the people at my school aren’t really there for the education, if you 
know what I’m saying.

Social and Communicative Experiences
As individuals with ASD face challenges in communication and social interaction, 
it is important to know if their experiences in the library help to support these types 
of interactions, or whether there is more work to be done to facilitate these students’ 
needs. This section describes how students on Wrong Planet discuss communication 
and social interaction in the library, specifically in regard to the major themes that 
emerged: knowledge of libraries and materials to support interaction; engagement 
with others within the library building; and interaction with librarians.

Familiarity and Knowledge to Support Interaction
Wrong Planet members describe their interactions in using library materials collabora-
tively, and even for flirting and attracting the attention of potential dates. One user first 
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started communicating with another student that he was attracted to by helping her 
locate a library resource: “She asked me during the first week of school where a book 
in the library could be found. We began to chat a little more after that…” Familiarity 
with library resources allowed this individual to share his knowledge in a positive 
social exchange. 

In another case, a student described how he used a library book to improve social 
interaction with members of the opposite sex: “I found research on dating (books at 
library) helped me to develop a lie system and playbook to at least emulate someone 
with a basic level of social skills.”

Interaction in the Library Building
Opportunities for communication and the opportunity for socialization do occur in the 
library building itself, though these interactions are not always well received. Wrong 
Planet members described situations of both positive and negative interactions. 

First, to address the positive interactions, one student described how he used his 
special interest to engage socially with a group of other students in the library, among 
other places: 

I’m 22 years old and I sometimes play pokemon in the halls and library of my 
community college. I often get other adults wanting to hook up Nintendo DS’s 
and play together or just talk about pokemon.

Advice about Interaction
Wrong Planet members often give one another advice about social interaction when 
going to the library for academic purposes, such as in forming study groups. One 
student says: 

Get acquainted with the other students in your classes. Form a study group with 
your student classmates and meet somewhere (the school library, a classroom 
not being used by another class, a study lounge on campus or some other place) 
to help each other learn the course material and do well on exams…

Another student offers advice to a fellow Wrong Planet member that he might try to 
approach potential dates at the library. This advice is met with confusion. “I might try 
that, but the impression I got was that it was rude to interrupt people in the library.” 

Avoidance of Interaction 
Many of the conversations describe avoidance of social interaction and communica-
tion by spending time at the library. Again, one might refer back to the discussion of 
“escape” as a theme. Many students describe going to the library specifically to avoid 
these interactions. 

One student enjoys studying at the library, just not having to engage with the people 
there. She states: 

I am alright with being in a library, I can concentrate with noises around me. 
The only thing that bothers me is people around me everywhere looking at me 
or interacting with me. I hate it. 

Again, the topic comes up that the library is not seen as a place for socializing for 
one student who goes there to study: “And various people sneaking behind, trying to 
be friendly. Libraries, as with every public place, unfortunately turns into socializing 
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opportunity for some.” This is a pretty clear indication that this is not a student who 
welcomes opportunities for communication and social engagement in the library.

Interaction with Librarians
Throughout the discussions about academic libraries, there is not much discussion 
about interactive experiences with librarians. Instead, the librarian appears in these 
conversations as a hypothetical figure, or described as a group. For example, when one 
student describes going to the academic library, she first describes the librarians as a 
whole and then mentions a previous experience as a child in comparison: 

I don’t like it though, the librarians are really strict. You have to whisper so quiet 
that you are literally touching the other person’s ear with your lips, otherwise, 
you will get shushed. I get worried that I am going to talk too loud in there and I 
talk louder when I am nervous. Also, I had a really mean school librarian when 
I was in grade 1, so I didn’t like going back [then] either.

Discussion
We know that college students with ASD use the library as an escape and as a safe 
space away from sensory distractions. However, the library itself presents its own set 
of concerns, largely with either too great or too little noise. There is no clear consensus 
as to whether a library needs to have absolute quiet or room for collaboration; instead, 
it seems that Wrong Planet members need a library with designated spaces for each. 

Students with ASD do not simply use the library as an escape; they also visit the 
library to browse materials based on special interests as well as through serendipity. 
These uses of library resources often occur based on where a student has chosen to 
situate him- or herself within the library.

Finally, there is a clear lack of engagement from Wrong Planet members with peers 
and library staff or librarians within the academic library. However, this is often not 
for lack of desire for social interaction. While some students with ASD clearly state 
their wishes to be left alone, others seem to have grand ideas of friendships and even 
romantic relationships initiating within the library environment. 

Implications for Practice in Academic Libraries
There is no single approach in which libraries can support members of this population. 
This is, of course, an anticipated result that aligns with the current body of knowledge, 
as all members of this population manifest the characteristics of ASD in individual 
ways. However, some themes emerged from which academic libraries can adapt ser-
vices and processes to better suit these students’ needs. 

Addressing Auditory Concerns  
Students wish to escape to a quiet, sensory-friendly environment, and the data reveal 
that some see the library as exceptionally loud and chaotic. To address this concern, 
libraries should provide very obvious signage alerting students to which sections are 
quiet and in which sections socialization and communication are allowed. Libraries also 
need to have handouts prepared, available both in the library itself as well as online, 
alerting students to where they can find both quiet and also more collaborative spaces. 
These handouts will help students with ASD prepare for their visit to the library well 
in advance, thus allowing them to feel more comfortable in their experiences. 

By specifically stating rules and policies according to library area, students with 
ASD will better understand what behavior is expected of them where. Adherence to 
rules or policies is considered by some to be a strong point of many students with 
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ASD,44 and providing explicit instructions will help them better understand how to 
best use the library.

Addressing Communication and Social Interaction 
Wrong Planet members describe the difference between their using the library alone 
and other students who are able to form relationships and make friends. Perhaps it 
does not have to be such a strong dichotomy. Librarians could provide opportunities 
for those who are hesitant to socialize, or who typically spend time in the library by 
themselves, to participate informally in groups. These could be organized by special 
interests, as we know from the data that many college students use their libraries to 
explore these interests. While we know that every student will be interested in different 
things, perhaps groups could be organized to suit a broad array of interests. 

Education for Neurotypical Students
Libraries have the unique opportunity to plan programs and events for the campus 
community and should use this opportunity to further the campus understanding of 
students with ASD. This is of utmost importance, as neurotypical students are more 
accepting of students’ idiosyncrasies when they are aware that the individual has a 
potential ASD diagnosis.45 Librarians should invite panelists to present free presenta-
tions about the unique needs of students with ASD and how other students can be 
aware of and supportive of their college experiences. Librarians have a responsibility 
to provide educational opportunities for students, and this is an important topic that 
deserves considerable attention.

Training Opportunities for Librarians 
Awareness is the first step toward tailoring the environment, providing access to 
resources, and creating opportunities for social interaction. As is evident within the 
literature, the more a campus community is knowledgeable about ASD, the more likely 
they are in helping students with ASD succeed.46 There is no one suggestion in how 
librarians can best serve their students with ASD, but understanding members of this 
population and their challenges, as well as the areas in which they excel, will lead to a 
better library experience both for the students themselves and the librarians who serve 
them in the academic library. Training opportunities are desired by librarians, and 
training materials are currently available in various formats, including asynchronous 
online modules specifically designed for busy librarians.47 

Conclusion
This study was an initial exploration into the experiences of college students with 
ASD and academic library experiences. Continued study of young adults with ASD 
as presented in their own words, as guided by the social model of disability studies, 
is necessary and it is clear that there is much more to be learned within this realm. 
At the time of this writing, further research is being conducted to expand work in 
the area, including conducting interviews and administering surveys with academic 
librarians and college students with ASD, to build on the findings of this study and 
better understand needs and provide services for both populations.48 
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