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A B ST R AC T 
 

 

Background. Contemporary literature indicates that there is significant 

support and assistance provided by schools for young autistic people, 

which has had a positive impact on the accessibility of jobs. 

Nevertheless, the employment rate of autistic people is unacceptably low 

in the UK. The current study investigated teachers’ views on the 

preparation for employment of young autistic people in the UK. 

Methods. Interviews were conducted with individuals from the 

educational field and thematic analysis was used to explore the teachers’ 

views regarding the factors that have an impact on the preparation for 

employment of young autistic people. Results. Four main themes 

emerged from the analysis. These themes included awareness, funding 

and government support, action plans and motivation. Conclusion. 

These results have critical implications for the educational field and 

future research, which are discussed in the paper.   
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Introduction  

Employment is crucial for health and well-being, as it 

enhances one’s self esteem and self-confidence [1-5]. 

Previous literature indicates that employment allows 

individuals to form new relationships and to experience a 

sense of value and personal achievement [6]. Not only does 

it provide one with income to support their needs and 

desires, but it also offers a sense of belonging, increasing 

happiness and self-satisfaction [7]. Indeed, there is 

evidence that employment bolsters psychological welfare 

in individuals with mental health concerns [8], promoting 

the individuals’ levels of pride and self-esteem. It goes 

without saying that employment is critical for 

psychological welfare. 

Autism is characterized by difficulties in 

communication and social interaction and by engagement 

in repetitive thoughts and behaviors [9-10]. A report 

published by the Office for National Statistics indicated 

that the UK employment rate was recorded at 75.1%, on 

April 20th, 2021 [11]. However, the search published by 

the National Autistic Society stated that only 22% of 

autistic adults are engaged in any kind of paid employment, 

despite 77% of autistic adults expressing the desire to be 

employed [12]. These results highlight the worryingly low 

employment rates among autistic people. 

Previous research by Lorenz investigated the barriers 

for autistic individuals entering the job market. The authors 

reported that the decreased employment rates amongst 

autistic people could be due to barriers during the job 

application process; namely, the perception that autistic 

individuals will be less able to swiftly adapt to new work 

environments and possess communication skills that differ 

from those of non-autistic people [13]. Hence, the 

researchers attempted to find ways in order to overcome 

these barriers. For example, the authors reported that clear, 

explicit and direct communication was helpful when 

liaising with autistic employees and reduced 

miscommunication at the work place. 

Furthermore, numerous studies have investigated the 

way in which young students are prepared by schools for 

employment in the UK [14,15]. The researchers 

interviewed nine teaching staff members and examined the 

actions that schools are taking to prepare young autistic 
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adults for employment. The findings indicated that schools 

are offering tailored packages and educational practices are 

being adapted in an individualistic manner for autistic 

students. Nesbit reported that schools often fail to prepare 

autistic individuals for employment [16]. Moreover, the 

researchers identified a gap in the literature regarding the 

instructions that are given to young autistic adults for 

school-related employment skills, with most of the 

research being based on young autistic children [17]. 

Overall, it is clear that young autistic people are not 

receiving adequate support from educational institutions 

regarding employment opportunities. 

Previous research has focused largely on secondary 

school pupils or educational schemes. Indeed, despite 

notable research investigating the knowledge and 

experiences of teachers in the UK [18], most studies utilize 

questionnaire-based methods. The current study aimed to 

investigate teachers’ views on the preparation for 

employment of young autistic people in the UK via online 

interviews due to the Covid-19 pandemic. This research 

focused on schools with special educational needs, as they 

often have smaller sized classes which allow teachers to 

develop a more detailed understanding of their students’ 

abilities and needs [19,20]. Additionally, semi-structured 

interviews were used to gain a deeper, more holistic 

understanding of their perceptions. 

Materials and Methods 

Design  

This research utilized a qualitative approach. Using a 

qualitative approach allowed the researchers to ascertain a 

deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences [21]. 

In addition, the qualitative approach allowed participants 

to provide insights that are specific to the research 

questions and researchers were able to make more accurate 

conclusions based on the participants’ views and 

perspectives [22].  

Participants 

The participants were teachers who work in UK 

schools for special educational needs and teachers who 

have had years of experience in working with young 

autistic people. Each of the participants had taught in 

either primary or secondary schools, which helped this 

study gain a broader range of voices, experiences and 

opinions on their views on the preparation for 

employment of young autistic people in the UK. The 

participants were sampled through social media pages, 

including LinkedIn, Facebook and Instagram.  

There was a sample of four participants, all of whom 

worked in the educational field in the UK. Out of the total 

sample (N=4), there were two male participants and two 

female participants. The participants’ age ranged from 35 

to 64 years and each participant had more than six years of 

experience in teaching autistic students.  

All participants were informed of the purposes of the 

research and were provided with an information sheet, to 

give participants clear and accurate information about what 

their participation would entail. Additionally, all the 

participants gave their informed consent, prior to 

completing the online interview.  

Measures 

A bespoke semi-structured interview schedule was 

devised to investigate teachers’ views on the preparation 

for employment of young autistic people in the UK. The 

interviews involved a mixture of open and closed 

questions. There were open questions, such as, “If you 

were able to change one aspect of the system to improve 

the preparation towards employment of these children, 

what would it be? Why?” There were also closed questions, 

such as, “Do you think the support provided by schools is 

sufficient?” There were five demographic questions asked 

at the beginning which inquired about the participant’s age, 

gender, the type of school they are currently teaching at, 

the number of years of experience and the number of 

different schools they had worked at. The participants were 

asked questions regarding their opinion on how schools 

prepare young autistic people for employment. The 

participants discussed the beneficial aspects of the 

schooling system to support autistic students in finding 

employment and explained their views on the systemic 

improvements that could be made. 

Procedure 

The ethical approval for this research was gained from 

the Department of Psychology and Human Development at 

the UCL Institute of Education. Due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, the interviews took place online via Microsoft 

Teams. At the beginning of the interview, the participants 

were reminded about the purpose of the study and were 

informed of the procedure. The interview schedule was 

arranged beforehand, which consisted of five demographic 

questions and six questions which were more specific to 

the teachers’ view on the preparation of young autistic 

people in the UK. However, the interviews were semi-

structured, meaning that the participants had the freedom 

to elaborate on their opinions and researchers had the 

chance to explore questions in more depth. Finally, the 

interviews lasted for approximately 20-30 minutes.  

Data Analysis  

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the 

transcriptions of the interviews in order to identify patterns, 

trends and meanings through forming codes and themes. 

This research used the Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke 

approach which entails a six-step process [23]. Firstly, the 

transcript was read multiple times to observe trends and 

meanings and notes were taken. Secondly, codes were 

formed from the meanings and trends that were reported 
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from the interview transcripts. Following this step, the 

codes which were associated with each other were grouped 

together and then combined into broader themes. Once 

these themes were set, they were reviewed to examine 

whether the themes had enough data to be substantive. 

Finally, once the themes were formulated, the findings 

were explored and interpreted. It is crucial that when using 

the thematic analysis approach, the themes should not be 

made from the research question, but should be identified 

from the data. Also, themes should have enough data to 

support them in order to be convincing [23].  

Results 

The interviews were analyzed using the thematic 

analysis and numerous codes were formed on the 

transcripts. Using the codes that were formed, four main 

themes emerged.  The four main themes were:  

1. Awareness  

2. Funding and Government Support  

3. Action Plans  

4. Motivation  

 

Figure 1. Diagram of themes and subthemes from the data collected 

1. Awareness  

This first theme was formed based on codes, such as: 

the teachers’ need to improve their knowledge about 

autism, to identify individual skills and needs, the level of 

attention given to autistic students and many more. The 

data showed that when teachers spoke about awareness, 

they implied that the school staff, school students and 

employers should improve their knowledge of autism in 

order to improve their understanding of how to support 

autistic students. In addition, participants stated that 

teachers should be more aware of the individual strengths 

and needs of autistic students by helping them prepare for 

employment in an effective manner.   

For example, when a participant was asked whether 

anything has changed in the way schools prepare young 

autistic people for employment, they responded by saying 

that “Every year could be different because we personalize 

it to the students ... I think every year we've always tried to 

keep it more personal to each student.” The participant’s 

answer indicated that schools attempt to adjust their 

methods of preparations according to the individuals’ 

strengths and needs, which makes the preparation for 

employment more specific, effective and personal.   
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Another participant discussed the importance of 

employers increasing their knowledge and acceptance of 

autistic individuals. For instance, a participant stated the 

following: “I think a lot of employers are very unsure as to 

how to provide the appropriate support, particularly for 

people with more complex needs. So, I think perhaps 

improving the way that we transition people into 

employment with an understanding of the individual needs, 

supporting the educators for the individuals, as well as 

supporting the employers are all really, really important.”  

The statement of the participant emphasized the 

importance of increasing awareness of autism in 

workplaces and the necessity of employers to provide more 

opportunities for young autistic adults to find employment. 

Additionally, this suggested that teachers believe that 

employers are also responsible for the employment gap for 

autistic people.   

The data also showed that some teachers are aware that 

autistic students need additional support and attention. For 

example, one participant mentioned, “In the past, if they 

needed a visit to a college, sometimes we sent one of our 

staff members with them. So, from our school's 

perspective, I think we do quite a lot. And if any parent 

requests it or for anything extra, we normally try our best 

to support them as much as we can.” This suggests that 

teachers endeavor to proactively support autistic students 

and help them experience novel environments. This plays 

an important role in teachers and schools preparing young 

autistic adults for employment.  

2. Funding and Government Support  

The theme ‘Funding and Government Support’ was 

extracted from the data as all participants mentioned that 

the lack of government funding and the low budgets 

provided to schools was a key reason why schools are not 

appropriately preparing young autistic adults for 

employment.  

Participant 1 stated that it is important to recruit SEN 

qualified teachers as they have increased knowledge and 

experience in supporting autistic students. Also, by 

recruiting more SEN qualified teachers, there would be 

additional benefits as teachers who are not SEN qualified 

can get advice on working with autistic students. However, 

participant 1 mentioned that the limited budgets prevent 

schools from recruiting as many SEN qualified teachers as 

would be desirable.  

Participant 4 was asked why he/she thinks that the 

employment rate for autistic individuals is so low. The 

participant’s response was, “I think that despite the limited 

resources, they do their best, but there is only so much they 

can do on the budget.” In addition, when participant 4 was 

asked about whether anything has changed in the way 

schools prepare autistic people for their future and 

employment, the participant stated with a tone of 

disappointment that schools have not got the time to 

prepare autistic students for employment and discussed 

that they believe that it is due to budget restraints. 

Participants have highlighted that they believe that budget 

restraints and the lack of funding are issues and drawbacks 

in preparing young autistic adults for employment.  

However, the data collected indicated that there had 

been government contributions which had a positive 

impact on helping schools prepare young autistic adults for 

employment.  

For instance, participant 2 was asked about the most 

beneficial aspect of the schooling system to help autistic 

students find employment and the participant answered, 

“The National Career Service provides a range of options 

and I think things like that are becoming increasingly 

aware of the challenges faced by people with 

neurodiverse backgrounds. NIMH as well, you're aware 

of them. I mean, you have got a lot of charities working 

in the sector as well, so I think it's really important that 

the government sector returned to the benefits of the 

charity sector on schooling.”    

3. Action Plans  

The ‘Action Plans’ theme was extracted from the data, 

as participants reported that making action plans has a 

positive impact on preparing young autistic adults for 

employment. Participant 1 stated that action plans must be 

made to solve differentiating issues between autistic 

children and non-autistic children.   

Participant 2 was asked about what works well when 

schools train autistic people for employment. The 

participant replied by saying, “So, the first thing is to 

understand the individual needs and then you work through 

a plan of action with them regarding the typical traits 

associated with a diagnosis of autism.” Participant 2 

implied that it is important to make an action plan specific 

to individuals based on their abilities, in order to make it 

more effective in preparing them for employment. 

Participant 3 also stated “I think every year we've always 

tried to keep it more personal to each student for those 

students who are autistic anyway.”   

This demonstrates that schools are performing action 

plans which are tailored to individual needs in order to 

enhance and improve the preparation of young autistic 

adults for employment.   

Participant 3 noted that autistic students are prepared 

for employment by experiencing the transition from 

specialized schools to mainstream education. For instance, 

“I think what benefits them is that they have their specialist 

provisions, but they are also integrated into the 

mainstream, which resume appears because when, when 

they, if they leave a specialized school and go straight out, 

they kind of find that difficult.” This suggested that schools 

enable autistic students to experience the setting transitions 

when moving from specialized schools to mainstream 

schools, which is helpful in preparing for employment.  
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4. Motivation  

The final theme that emerged was ‘Motivation’ and this 

entails an important role in preparing young autistic adults 

for employment. The data suggested that schools affect the 

students’ level of motivation both positively and 

negatively. For example, participant 3 stated, “I'm actually 

going out on a field trip next week where I'm taking some 

year 10 students to a sixth form college where they can 

experience what the day is like at a college. We do quite a 

lot to prepare them for that next step.” Participant 3 said 

that students are given the opportunity to experience 

college environments which may motivate them to find 

employment in a similar atmosphere, if they enjoy this 

environment. This implies that some teachers perceive that 

autistic students lack motivation as a consequence of their 

experiences and that this can serve as a barrier to accessing 

employment.  

Participant 3 was asked about which aspect he/she 

would change in the schooling system in order to improve 

preparation for employment. The participant said that they 

believe that schools should find more work experience 

projects that can improve accessibility for autistic students, 

as this may positively motivate students as it gives them a 

clearer idea of the nature of employment. In addition, 

participant 3 stated, “… to get them in contact with 

students like themselves that have now left school and 

college or have found employment, to come and talk to 

them… It's alright for us to say oh yeah, you can do this 

and this could happen, but I think they benefit more from 

speaking to somebody their own age who has been through 

what they're going through currently. I think they would 

really benefit from it.” This is strongly related to the theme 

‘motivation’, as students having the opportunity to interact 

with others who are employed allows them to ask 

questions, gain advice and be told about their experiences. 

This was assumed to positively motivate autistic students 

and bolster their confidence.   

However, there can be negative effects on students’ 

motivation. Participant 2 stated, “… if you have any 

condition, regardless of the nature of the condition, and 

you're constantly saying that this condition will hold you 

back, there comes a point where you start to believe it. I 

think it's really important that the kind of role models that 

we have in our education system represent diversity of 

every kind, so there's always somebody that a child could 

look up to and take after and be sure that if they have 

succeeded, they can also do that.” Once again, the 

participant emphasizes the positive impact of having role 

models for young autistic adults. It also demonstrates the 

perceived detrimental effects of negative stigma on the 

motivation of autistic students.  

Similarly, when participant 4 was asked about young 

adults’ level of ambition for employment, he/she answered, 

“Some do. Some, if you talk to some, they're just like, you 

know, if you ask them what they want to do with their lives, 

they simply say stay at home and watch TV.” This 

statement showed that the teachers believe that some 

autistic young people are not motivated to seek 

employment; however, it was unclear whether this 

perception was domain-general across all school-age 

children. Participant 4 elaborated that their school has 

career advisors who come from external organizations and 

talk to autistic students about their future in order to 

provide advice. Despite this seeming as though it would 

have a positive impact on students’ motivation, the 

participant stated that it had the opposite effect. Participant 

4 highlighted, “… they're very blunt. So, they will just turn 

and say that erm, you can't do that, which you know, with, 

with an autistic child, it's not preparing them. You need to, 

you know, say that, think about options you could have, but 

they just go, no, you're not suitable for that.” This indicates 

that the staff can perpetuate stigmas associated with a 

diagnosis of autism, which can serve to reduce the 

students’ motivation in pursuing careers in particular 

professions. 

Participant 3 also voiced beliefs that autistic students 

are less ambitious than mainstream students and that this is 

likely due to the stigma associated with the diagnosis. This 

participant was asked whether they are aware if some 

autistic individuals have access to employment preparation 

outside schools. He/she explained, “…when we do offer 

the work experience, it's offered to all the students 

regardless, but we do find a lot of autistic students who 

won't take it up or don't want to do it, but the offer is always 

there.” This suggests that some teachers perceive autistic 

students to be less motivated to pursue work experience 

opportunities. Whilst exploring the nature of this would be 

a fruitful avenue for future research, it suggests that schools 

need to find new and creative ways of supporting autistic 

students in accessing these opportunities. 

Discussion 

This study aimed at investigating the teachers’ views 

on the preparation for employment of young autistic people 

in the UK. The findings suggested that both primary and 

secondary school teachers believed that there needs to be 

greater awareness of autism, schools need to be provided 

with increased funding and government support, schools 

need to prepare effective action plans according to autistic 

students’ goals and teachers need to focus on improving the 

students’ levels of motivation.  

Awareness was mentioned by all participants. In 

particular, teachers’ awareness of a student’s strengths and 

needs was highlighted as a critical point, so that students 

can be supported and prepared for employment in an 

individualistic manner. Previous research underscored the 

importance of teachers acknowledging their student’s 

strengths and needs, as it allows them to form a meaningful 

bond and give teachers deeper knowledge about their 
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student’s strengths [24]. This would give teachers a clearer 

insight on how to prepare their students for employment. 

The participants also mentioned the importance of raising 

awareness amongst employers. This is because it is 

important that autistic people are given equal opportunities 

to be employed and find jobs in the UK. Previous research 

looked at the perspectives of employers who have worked 

with autistic individuals at the workplace [25]. The 

findings indicated that employers reported positive 

experiences of working with autistic people and mentioned 

that there was an increased level of recognition of the 

contributions made by young autistic adults within the 

organisation. Previous research supports the finding that 

increasing awareness amongst employers and encouraging 

inclusive hiring strategies leads to positive organizational 

outcomes. 

Participants reported that there is an urgent need to 

increase the amount of funding and resources that schools 

receive. An increase in funding and resources would allow 

schools to hire more SEN qualified teachers who may be 

better placed to support autistic students [26]. This would 

aid the preparation of young autistic adults for 

employment, by improving access to resources such as 

SEN professionals who could provide autistic children 

with advice for employment. Whilst the government has 

increased the awareness and support for autistic people, 

participants felt that there is more to be done to help 

schools prepare autistic students for employment.  

The findings of this study indicated that some teachers 

believe that action plans play a key role in preparation for 

employment. Teachers prepare action plans and make 

adjustments according to the individuals, depending on 

their skills, strengths and abilities. Furthermore, action 

plans help teachers record progress and make reflections 

[27-29]. This suggests that action plans enable teachers to 

monitor students and better prepare them for employment.  

Motivation was a factor discussed by the participants 

and, in their views, schools provide autistic students with 

opportunities to boost their level of motivation. However, 

the participants also noted that there are factors which can 

deter autistic students from employment. Schools work 

with external organizations to provide students with career 

advice. However, some members in these organizations 

may have insufficient knowledge of how to best support 

autistic individuals and it was indicated that this can have 

a maladaptive influence on the students’ confidence. 

Nevertheless, schools do field trips with these young adults 

to colleges to give them an experience of a different 

environment, which was implied to encourage students to 

find employment and work in a similar setting.   

Limitations  

Nevertheless, this study had numerous limitations. One 

primary limitation of this study was that a small sample 

was collected. This was a limitation as the codes and the 

themes were developed from the data collected which were 

based on the views of four participants. However, if there 

had been more participants with a wider range of 

experience from different types of schools (primary or 

secondary) in the UK, the results could have been more 

readily generalizable. Nevertheless, these results provide a 

springboard for future research to more extensively 

examine the teachers’ views on the preparation for 

employment of young autistic people. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this study was to investigate teachers’ views 

on the preparation for employment of young autistic people 

in the UK. After using Microsoft Teams to interview a 

sample of four participants who work in the educational 

field, the findings revealed that there were four areas that 

the teachers thought impacted the effectiveness of the 

preparation for employment of young autistic people in 

UK. The four themes were awareness, funding and 

government support, action plans and motivation. These 

findings will aid future research, as researchers can use the 

themes to examine the impact that these themes have on 

preparation for employment. Schools can focus their 

efforts on these four themes and examine whether 

improving these areas has a positive impact on the 

preparation for employment of young autistic people in the 

UK.  
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