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Abstract: This review examines integrating social thinking principles and Theory 
of Mind development to support high-functioning autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
students in tertiary education. We present an evidence-based framework for 
enhancing social and academic outcomes, drawing from developmental research, 
cognitive psychology, and higher education practices. The paper highlights social 
cognition's crucial role in academic success, providing implementation strategies 
for university settings while addressing unique challenges and opportunities for 
adult ASD learners. 
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1. Introduc�on 

 
The world of higher educa�on is changing. We are seeing more and more high-

func�oning students with ASD enrolling in universi�es and colleges (VanBergeijk et al., 
2008). These students o�en shine academically, especially in subjects they are passionate 
about. But they o�en struggle with social understanding and interac�on, which can really 
affect how well they do in their studies and how they experience university life overall 
(Anderson et al., 2017; Gelbar et al., 2014). 

For students with ASD, star�ng university can be par�cularly tough. It is a �me when 
they are expected to be more socially competent and independent (Hendrickson et al., 
2013). Unlike high school, which is more structured, university life demands sophis�cated 
social skills, beter planning and organiza�on, and more self-directed learning. 

This paper analyzes research published between 2008 and 2024, in various academic 
and scien�fic databases. We also illustrate our case study from a European business 
school. This comprehensive approach led us to iden�fy three main ways that social 
cogni�ve abili�es influence academic success: social-mo�va�onal, metacogni�ve, and 
linguis�c. 
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Our observa�ons suggest that bringing together Theory of Mind and Social Thinking 
principles can really help ASD students develop both academically and socially. The case 
study we looked at supports this, showing clear improvements in how students 
par�cipated in class and integrated socially when they received comprehensive support. 

The evidence strongly supports using integrated frameworks that address both social 
and academic needs. But it also highlights the need for universi�es to take a systema�c 
approach that balances individual differences with academic standards. As this field 
grows, we think future research should focus on long-term outcomes and explore how 
technology might help support these students. 

 
2. Theore�cal Framework 
2.1. Theory of mind in young adults with ASD 
 

Theory of Mind (ToM), which Baron-Cohen and colleagues first introduced in 1985, 
serves as a fundamental framework for understanding social cogni�ve challenges in ASD. 
Although early research focused on children, studies have shown that ToM development 
extends well into adolescence and young adulthood (Happé, 1995; Livingston et al., 2019). 

 
2.1.1. Advanced ToM challenges in tertiary education 

 
University students with ASD face par�cular difficul�es with advanced ToM tasks 

essen�al for academic achievement. Research by Livingston and colleagues (2019) 
revealed that individuals with au�sm frequently develop compensatory strategies for 
social situa�ons. Although these strategies might conceal underlying difficul�es, they 
demand substan�al mental effort. These challenges emerge across numerous aspects of 
university life, including the ability to understand mul�ple perspec�ves in academic 
discussions, recognize unspoken academic expecta�ons, interpret nuanced social signals 
in professional rela�onships, and handle group dynamics during collabora�ve work. 

The challenges of integra�ng social and academic aspects prove equally substan�al. 
Students must learn to func�on effec�vely in informal learning environments while 
establishing professional connec�ons with faculty members. Moreover, they need to 
par�cipate meaningfully in academic discussions and maintain produc�ve peer 
rela�onships within academic se�ngs. Recent neuroimaging research conducted by 
Lombardo and colleagues (2016) has iden�fied ongoing plas�city in social cogni�ve neural 
networks throughout young adulthood, sugges�ng considerable poten�al for effec�ve 
interven�ons during university years. 

 
2.2. Social thinking framework 

 
Winner's (2007) social thinking framework presents a methodical approach to 

developing social cogni�on skills, which adapts effec�vely to ter�ary educa�on 
environments. The framework rests upon several essen�al principles, including 
understanding the fundamental purposes of social interac�ons and developing advanced 
perspec�ve-taking abili�es. It also stresses the importance of becoming a “social 



I. KOCÚROVÁ-GIURGIU et al.: Enhancing Social and Academic Success for High-Functioning... 91 

detec�ve” and recognizing the differences between expected and unexpected behaviors 
across various social contexts. 

Recent modifica�ons of social thinking principles for adult learners have broadened to 
address par�cular needs within higher educa�on se�ngs. These adapta�ons emphasize 
the development of professional communica�on skills and academic social naviga�on 
abili�es. Addi�onally, they incorporate aspects of workplace prepara�on and independent 
living skills, making them especially relevant for university students preparing for their 
professional futures. 
 
3. Methodology 
 

This study employed a comprehensive systema�c approach to iden�fy and analyze 
relevant literature, complemented by a case study component. The literature search 
strategy encompassed academic and scien�fic databases focusing on publica�ons from 
2008 to 2024. Primary search terms such as "au�sm spectrum disorder," “higher 
educa�on”, “Theory of Mind”, and “social thinking” were used in conjunc�on with 
secondary terms like “social cogni�on” and “academic success”. Inclusion criteria 
priori�zed peer-reviewed empirical studies, theore�cal papers from recognized journals, 
and evidence-based interven�on studies in English, specifically focusing on high-
func�oning ASD in ter�ary educa�on. The case study component u�lized a mixed-
methods approach, incorpora�ng direct observa�on over one academic semester, semi-
structured interviews, documenta�on review, and analysis of student performance 
metrics.  

 
4. Integra�on of Social Thinking and Academic Support 
4.1. The Social-Academic Nexus 
 

Research (Anderson et al., 2017, Dijkhuis et al., 2020; Van Hees et al., 2015) reveals how 
social cogni�ve abili�es and academic success interweave in ter�ary educa�on through 
three primary routes: social-mo�va�onal, metacogni�ve, and linguis�c pathways. 

In the social-mo�va�onal route, students who enhance their social understanding 
engage beter academically, while stronger peer rela�onships facilitate collabora�ve 
learning opportuni�es. Students who experience less social anxiety focus beter on 
academic tasks, and those who feel more confident in social situa�ons par�cipate more 
ac�vely in academic ac�vi�es. Through the metacogni�ve route, students apply social 
thinking strategies to strengthen academic self-regula�on, developing beter perspec�ve-
taking abili�es that improve cri�cal thinking skills, while enhanced self-monitoring 
capabili�es benefit both their social and academic performance. Social cogni�ve training 
strengthens their execu�ve func�oning skills, further reinforcing this connec�on. 

The linguis�c route demonstrates how students who beter understand pragma�c 
language communicate more effec�vely in academic contexts, interpre�ng non-literal 
language more successfully and enhancing their comprehension. Their stronger 
communica�on skills improve both writen and oral academic work, leading them to 
master academic discourse conven�ons more thoroughly. 
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4.2. Ins�tu�onal Implementa�on 
 

Sarret's (2018) study highlighted the importance of involving the au�sm community in 
developing accommoda�ons and support systems. This par�cipatory approach ensures 
that the supports provided are both effec�ve and acceptable to the students who will use 
them. Professional development for faculty and staff represents a crucial component of 
ins�tu�onal implementa�on. Studies conducted by Van Hees et al. (2015) indicate that 
students with ASD benefit from a well-informed faculty that understands their specific 
challenges and needs. This suggests that faculty members who receive specialized training 
in understanding ASD characteris�cs and social thinking principles are beter equipped to 
support students' academic success. Such training should encompass understanding of 
execu�ve func�oning challenges, social cogni�ve differences, and strategies for promo�ng 
inclusive classroom environments. 

 
5. Theory of Mind Development in Ter�ary Educa�on 
5.1. Advanced Social Cogni�ve demands 
 

University environments present unique challenges that require sophis�cated Theory of 
Mind abili�es. While early ToM research focused primarily on basic perspec�ve-taking 
skills in children (Baron-Cohen et al., 1985), ter�ary educa�on demands more nuanced 
social cogni�ve abili�es. Students must navigate complex social hierarchies, understand 
subtle social cues in professional rela�onships, and interpret mul�ple perspec�ves in 
academic discourse. 

Research by Livingston et al. (2019) suggests that ToM development con�nues 
throughout young adulthood, par�cularly in individuals with ASD. This ongoing 
development presents both challenges and opportuni�es for interven�on. The university 
environment provides numerous natural opportuni�es for social cogni�ve development, 
but these must be structured and supported appropriately to maximize benefit. 

 
5.2. Social thinking in Academic contexts 

 
The applica�on of social thinking principles in academic contexts requires careful 

considera�on of adult learning principles. Winner and Crooke's (2009) work emphasizes 
the importance of context-appropriate interven�ons that acknowledge the sophis�cated 
intellectual capabili�es of individuals with social learning challenges while addressing 
their social cogni�ve needs. Their Social Thinking training paradigm, while not specifically 
developed for higher educa�on, offers poten�al applica�ons for suppor�ng high-
func�oning ASD students in understanding the social aspects of knowledge construc�on 
and academic discourse. 
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6. Execu�ve Func�oning and Social Cogni�ve Integra�on 
 

The rela�onship between execu�ve func�oning and social cogni�ve development 
represents a cri�cal area for support in ter�ary educa�on. The demands of university 
educa�on require sophis�cated execu�ve func�oning skills for managing �me, organizing 
materials, and planning complex projects. 

Integra�on of execu�ve func�oning support with social cogni�ve development creates 
opportuni�es for synergis�c improvement. For instance, project management skills 
developed through structured academic support can enhance social planning abili�es. 
Similarly, improved social cogni�ve skills can support beter organiza�on and �me 
management through enhanced understanding of social expecta�ons and demands. 

 
7. Assessment and Progress Monitoring 
 

Effec�ve support for high-func�oning ASD students requires sophis�cated assessment 
and progress monitoring systems. Tradi�onal academic assessments must be 
complemented by measures of social cogni�ve development and func�onal skills. 
Research by Shatuck et al. (2012) emphasizes the importance of comprehensive 
assessment approaches that consider both academic and social domains. Assessment 
strategies should incorporate mul�ple perspec�ves, including self-assessment, peer 
feedback, and professional evalua�on. This approach to assessment helps ensure that 
students receive appropriate support across all areas of development. 

 
8. Suppor�ng Students with Asperger Syndrome in Higher Educa�on:  
    A Case Study Analysis 
 

The increasing prevalence of students with Asperger Syndrome (AS) in higher educa�on 
ins�tu�ons necessitates a comprehensive understanding of effec�ve support strategies. 
This case study examines the implementa�on of evidence-based prac�ces in suppor�ng a 
university student with AS at a business school in the Czech Republic, demonstra�ng how 
structured interven�ons can facilitate academic success and social integra�on. 

 
8.1. Student Background and Ini�al Assessment 
 

The subject of this case study is a university student diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome. 
Ini�al observa�ons revealed that while he demonstrated strong academic capabili�es, he 
exhibited significant challenges in social interac�on and emo�onal regula�on. His 
behavioral profile indicated low emo�onal intelligence coupled with somewhat limited 
self-control mechanisms. A notable characteris�c of his interpersonal interac�ons was his 
tendency to assert intellectual superiority and engage in argumenta�ve discourse with 
both peers and faculty members. 

 
  



Bulle�n of the Transilvania University of Brașov • Series VII • Vol. 17(66) Special Issue - 2024 94 

8.2. Iden�fied Challenges 
 

Through systema�c observa�on and documenta�on, several key challenges were 
iden�fied. The student's difficul�es in interpre�ng social cues frequently resulted in 
inappropriate social responses and comments. His emo�onal regula�on challenges 
manifested in argumenta�ve behaviors and slight resistance to alterna�ve viewpoints. The 
student demonstrated some inflexibility regarding rou�ne changes and exhibited strong 
preferences for either assuming leadership roles or working independently in group 
se�ngs. Furthermore, his tendency to dominate classroom discussions and frequently 
interrupt teaching sessions created addi�onal challenges within the learning 
environment. 

 
8.3. Implementa�on of Support Strategies 
8.3.1. Structured Learning Environment 

 
The implementa�on of a structured learning environment proved fundamental to 

suppor�ng the student’s academic journey. This included the establishment of clear, 
consistent rou�nes and explicit communica�on of expecta�ons at the start of the 
semester. A writen schedule of class ac�vi�es was provided and maintained with minimal 
devia�on, while the classroom was designated "safe space" for moments of emo�onal or 
intellectual overwhelm. Moreover, the students are all allowed to choose their means of 
instruc�on based on their needs and preferences at any �me during the semester, either 
on site or online. 

 
8.3.2. Communication framework 

 
The development of an effec�ve communica�on framework emphasized the use of 

concrete, unambiguous language in both instruc�onal delivery and general interac�on. 
This approach deliberately avoided figura�ve language and/or sarcasm, which could 
poten�ally lead to misinterpreta�on. Writen instruc�ons supplemented verbal direc�ves 
to ensure comprehensive understanding. A posi�ve behavior support system was 
implemented, focusing on reinforcing appropriate behaviors rather than punishing 
undesirable ones.  

 
8.3.3. Social Skills Development 

 
The social skills support framework incorporated carefully structured peer partnerships, 

pairing the student with empathe�c peers who could model appropriate social 
interac�ons and tolerate off course behavior. 

 
8.4. Academic Accommoda�ons and Support 

 
Academic accommoda�ons were implemented to address the student's specific learning 

needs. These included extended �me alloca�ons for assessments and assignments, 
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alterna�ve assessment formats, and the integra�on of assis�ve technology for note-taking 
and writen assignments. These accommoda�ons were designed to reduce anxiety while 
maintaining academic rigor. 

 
8.5. Environmental Considera�ons 

 
Environmental factors that could impact the student’s learning experience were 

considered. This included strategic classroom sea�ng arrangements to minimize sensory 
distrac�ons, as allowing the student to sit in the front row, at the edge, closer to the 
window. This allowed him to disconnect by looking out the window if the context became 
overwhelming. He was also encouraged to use noise-cancelling equipment during 
independent work periods, or, alterna�vely, to work from the comfort of his home. 

 
8.6. Emo�onal Regula�on Framework 

 
An emo�onal regula�on framework was established largely on the go, incorpora�ng 

both preven�ve and responsive strategies. For instance, conflictual situa�ons are avoided 
by allowing the student to express freely without judgement on the quality or quan�ty of 
the content. Nevertheless, if needed, the teacher would take a calm stance and explain in 
detail and without contempt the reasoning behind cu�ng intrusions or reducing the 
student talk �me. Alterna�vely, when the situa�on presented itself and a topic of their 
interest was discussed, the student was engaged in a produc�ve manner and encouraged 
to share knowledge with the rest of the group. However, there is s�ll room for 
improvement in managing the student’s responsiveness to ques�ons and interac�ons that 
have not been ini�ated by them but by their peers. In the rela�on with the teacher, the 
response is beter. It is because, in the student’s words, “the teacher is the boss”. This 
suggests a certain extent of social discipline and understanding of common hierarchies 
and expected behaviors. 

 
8.7. Faculty Approach and Professional Development 

 
A consistent approach among selected faculty members was maintained, characterized 

by calm, pa�ent interac�on styles and posi�ve reinforcement of appropriate behaviors. 
Correc�ve feedback was delivered privately and construc�vely, with emphasis on 
maintaining a suppor�ve learning environment. 

 
8.8. Outcomes and Analysis 

 
The implementa�on of these support strategies yielded significant posi�ve outcomes. 

Observa�on indicated improvements in the student’s classroom par�cipa�on paterns 
and social interac�ons. While certain challenges persisted, the overall trajectory showed 
marked progress in both academic performance and social integra�on. 
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8.9. Takeaways 
 
The observa�ons of this case study suggest that with appropriate support mechanisms 

in place, students with Asperger Syndrome can successfully navigate the challenges of 
higher educa�on while developing essen�al social and academic skills. Future research 
might explore the long-term sustainability of such interven�ons and their applicability 
across diverse higher educa�on contexts. 

Key findings highlight the effec�veness of integrated social-academic support 
frameworks, the ongoing development of social cogni�ve abili�es in young adulthood, the 
necessity of ins�tu�onal commitment to comprehensive support, the value of technology, 
and the need for culturally sensi�ve strategies. Theore�cally, this review advances our 
understanding of the rela�onship between social cogni�on and academic success, the role 
of Theory of Mind in adult learning, the applica�on of Social Thinking principles in higher 
educa�on, and the interac�on between execu�ve func�oning and social development.  

 
9. Limita�ons and Further Considera�ons 

 
While promising, the integra�on of Theory of Mind (ToM) and Social Thinking principles 

for ASD students in ter�ary educa�on requires cri�cal examina�on of current research 
and prac�ces to ensure effec�ve implementa�on and development. Our analysis reveals 
several significant limita�ons in current research methodologies. Small sample sizes, 
including in our current study, limit the generalizability of findings. 

Several significant gaps emerge in the current body of knowledge. First, researchers have 
insufficiently explored the interplay between social cogni�on and specific academic 
disciplines, making it difficult to tailor support strategies to different fields of study. 
Second, studies rarely inves�gate the efficacy of support strategies across diverse cultural 
contexts, hampering our ability to develop culturally sensi�ve interven�ons that could 
benefit more students with ASD. Finally, the academic community con�nues to debate the 
op�mal �ming and intensity of interven�ons, which complicates efforts to design and 
implement effec�ve support programs. Addressing these knowledge gaps would enhance 
academic experiences and outcomes for this student popula�on. 

 
10. Conclusion 

 
High-func�oning ASD students in ter�ary educa�on thrive when ins�tu�ons integrate 

social thinking principles with academic support strategies comprehensively. This 
integra�on must recognize these students' sophis�cated intellectual capabili�es while 
addressing their social cogni�ve needs. Support frameworks need to balance flexibility for 
individual differences with sufficient structure to foster development. 

The development of comprehensive support frameworks represents a crucial 
investment in educa�onal equity and student success. Support strategies must evolve as 
our understanding of adult social cogni�ve development advances, incorpora�ng new 
research findings and technological innova�ons. High-func�oning ASD students' future 
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success in ter�ary educa�on relies on crea�ng inclusive, suppor�ve environments that 
address both academic and social developmental needs. 
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