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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the challenges and opportunities influenc-
ing the transition of students with autism spesctrum disorder
(ASD) from school-based support to independent living as a basis
for a structured transition program in Philippine public elemen-
tary schools. Employing a qualitative phenomenological design,
the study examined the lived experiences of five (5) students with
ASD aged 14 years and above enrolled in public elementary
schools in the Schools Division of Science City of Mufioz. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using
Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis. Findings revealed signifi-
cant challenges in executive functioning, including planning, or-
ganization, time management, task prioritization, and attention
control, as well as difficulties in social communication, sensory
regulation, personal hygiene routines, and independent transpor-
tation. Despite these challenges, students identified supportive
opportunities such as teacher-led life skills training, school-based
practical activities, assistive technology use, positive teacher atti-
tudes, and strong family involvement. The study concludes that ef-
fective transition to independent living requires structured, col-
laborative, and context-sensitive support systems tailored to the
needs of learners with ASD.

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Executive Functioning,
Independent Living, Life Skills, Special Education,
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Introduction

central concern in inclusive education. Effec-

The transition of special education learners, tive transition programs emphasize life skills
particularly those with Autism Spectrum Disor-  training, vocational readiness, and community
der (ASD), to independent living has become a  participation as essential components for pro-
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moting autonomy and meaningful societal en-
gagement (American Psychiatric Association,
2022; Wehman et al., 2023). However, despite
the presence of supportive policies and evolv-
ing practices, barriers such as limited re-
sources, insufficient teacher preparation, and
persistent stigma continue to hinder successful
outcomes. These challenges underscore the
need for comprehensive and individualized
transition planning that addresses academic,
social, and functional domains to better sup-
port learners with disabilities.

Psychosocial factors further complicate the
transition process, as many students with disa-
bilities experience anxiety, self-doubt, and lim-
ited access to mental health support during this
critical period (American Psychological Associ-
ation, 2021). In the Philippine context, policies
such as DepEd Order No. 44, s. 2021 and Re-
public Act No. 11650 demonstrate a strong
commitment to inclusive education; however,
their implementation remains inconsistent at
the school level. Gaps in funding, lack of trained
personnel, and insufficient transition-specific
resources limit the effectiveness of these initia-
tives, revealing a disconnect between policy in-
tent and actual practice. Addressing these sys-
temic issues is crucial in ensuring that learners
with ASD are adequately prepared for adult life.

Family and community involvement play a
vital role in successful transition outcomes.
Studies show that students with strong paren-
tal engagement are more likely to achieve inde-
pendence and integrate into society (Test et al,,
2023). Despite this, many Philippine schools
struggle with weak coordination between fam-
ilies and educators, resulting in limited partici-
pation in individualized transition planning.
Additionally, collaboration with key agencies
such as Local Government Units (LGUs), Per-
sons with Disability Affairs Offices (PDAOs),
and TESDA is often fragmented, restricting ac-
cess to work immersion, skills training, and
community-based experiences. These gaps
highlight the importance of establishing
stronger partnerships and structured support
systems to facilitate smoother transitions.

International frameworks for transition
planning emphasize that preparing learners
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) for inde-
pendent living should involve individualized
life skills training, vocational readiness, self-de-
termination, and meaningful community par-
ticipation. Wehman et al. (2023) highlight the
importance of coordinated transition supports
that extend beyond the classroom to prepare

learners for employment, independent living,
and active participation in society. In the Phil-
ippine context, however, the implementation of
these global principles is influenced by the
availability and coordination of local institu-
tional support. Although schools may provide
foundational life skills instruction, effective
transition requires collaboration with Local
Government Units (LGUs), Persons with Disa-
bility Affairs Offices (PDAOs), and the Technical
Education and Skills Development Authority
(TESDA), which can contribute community-
based services, disability-related support, skills
training, and vocational opportunities. Learn-
ers may have fewer opportunities to apply
school-based skills to real-world community
and work-related experiences when there is lit-
tle or no coordination between these organiza-
tions, schools, and families. Therefore, local in-
stitutional constraints determine how well
these principles can be translated into mean-
ingful and sustainable transition opportunities
for Filipino learners with ASD, even though
global frameworks offer evidence-based guid-
ance on what effective transition preparation
should include.

Current research also reveals significant
gaps, particularly in longitudinal data and lo-
cally grounded studies. Most existing literature
focuses on short-term outcomes, with limited
evidence on long-term success in employment,
independent living, and social integration
(Wehman et al., 2023; Nagtegaal et al., 2023).
Moreover, there isa lack of research addressing
Filipino-specific contexts, including cultural,
economic, and institutional factors that influ-
ence transition effectiveness. To address these
issues, there is a growing need for context-sen-
sitive frameworks, such as structured transi-
tion programs that integrate life skills training,
teacher capacity building, family involvement,
and school-community partnerships. Such ap-
proaches can help bridge existing gaps and pro-
mote sustainable independence for learners
with disabilities (Espefio et al., 2024; Travers et
al, 2026).

Problem Statement
This study aimed to explore the challenges
and opportunities that influenced the transi-
tion of students with Autism Spectrum Disor-
der (ASD) to independent living. Specifically, it
sought to answer the following questions:
1. What challenges did students with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) encounter as they
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transitioned from school-based support to
independent living?

2. How did students with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) perceive opportunities that
supported their journey toward independ-
ent living?

3. How did families and teachers influence the
transition of students with autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD) to independent living?

4. What intervention could be proposed to
support students with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) as they transitioned to inde-
pendent living based on the findings of the
study?

Scope and Delimitation of the Study

This study was limited to five (5) students
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) aged 14
years and above, enrolled in public elementary
schools, as this stage represents a critical pe-
riod for beginning preparation for independent
living. The small sample size reflected the ac-
tual population of eligible learners and was ap-
propriate for the study’s qualitative, phenome-
nological design, which emphasizes depth and
richness of lived experiences rather than gen-
eralizability (Tavakol & Sandars, 2025). Con-
ducted during the School Year 2025-2026, the
research focused on students transitioning
from elementary to secondary education, cap-
turing a key developmental phase. To support
effective communication and ethical data col-
lection, parents were present during inter-
views to assist with clarification and compre-
hension, ensuring that students could comfort-
ably and accurately express their perspectives
while maintaining the primacy of their voices.

The study concentrated on students’ lived
experiences, challenges, and perspectives in
developing life skills, social and communica-
tion abilities, and coping strategies for inde-
pendent living. It excluded non-verbal learners,
as well as those from private schools and
higher educational levels, to maintain con-
sistency in verbal interview methods. Although
parents or guardians were present to assist
with communication when needed during the
interviews, their opinions were not gathered or
examined as separate sources of information.
Teachers, school administrators, and other
stakeholders were also excluded from the list
of primary respondents. The purpose of this
delimitation was to maintain a student-cen-
tered approach while emphasizing the learn-
ers' own experiences and perceptions of their

readiness for independent living. The investi-
gation focused on areas such as daily living
skills, self-management, decision-making, and
access to support systems, while broader sys-
temic and policy issues were not explored in
depth. Overall, the study provided a focused,
student-centered understanding of how learn-
ers with ASD perceive their transition toward
independence within their immediate contexts.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a qualitative phenom-
enological research design to explore the lived
experiences of students with ASD as they tran-
sition toward independent living. The ap-
proach aimed to capture the essence of partici-
pants’ experiences, focusing on how they per-
ceive and make sense of their challenges and
supports. This approach focused on under-
standing “what experiences are like” from the
participants’ perspectives (Williams, 2021).
Unlike quantitative methods, qualitative re-
search enabled a deeper examination of per-
sonal narratives, emotions, and social contexts
shaping the students’ experiences. Through in-
terview-based data collection, the study cap-
tured the challenges, opportunities, and sup-
port systems influencing their transition, em-
phasizing a holistic and in-depth understand-
ing of the phenomenon.

Within this qualitative framework, close in-
teraction between the researcher and partici-
pants was essential to uncover meaningful in-
sights beyond surface-level observations . A
small sample size allowed for detailed, context-
rich inquiry in natural settings, strengthening
the depth and validity of the findings (Crouch &
McKenzie, 2006). Data analysis followed the-
matic analysis using Braun and Clarke ap-
proach framework, which involved familiariza-
tion with the data, creating preliminary codes,
looking for themes, analyzing and improving
themes, defining and labeling themes, and cre-
ating the final report. Thematic analysis is well
known for its adaptability and rigor in analyz-
ing qualitative data, allowing researchers to
identify meaningful patterns across partici-
pants’ responses while maintaining a strong
connection to the data (Braun & Clarke, 2021)

The study included five selected students
with ASD, aged 14 and above, from four public
elementary schools within the Schools Division
of Science City of Mufioz. The mandated guide-
lines according to DepEd Order No. 44, s. 2021
also known as Policy Guidelines on the Provision
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of Educational Programs and Services for Learn-
ers with Disabilities in the K to 12 Basic Education
Program, students enrolled in Special Education
(SPED) classes between the ages of 5 and 14 are
placed in an elementary school setting that in-
cludes self-contained SPED classes. However, due
to the dearth of SPED classes offered in junior
high schools, they occasionally surpass the age of
14. These participants were chosen because
they were at a critical stage of developing life
skills, social competencies, and coping strate-
gies needed for independence. The use of pur-
posive sampling in this study would ensure
that all selected participants could provide
meaningful and relevant insights into the tran-
sition toward independent living. Conducting
the study in this local context allowed for a
more grounded understanding of existing
school, family, and community support sys-
tems, ultimately contributing to the develop-
ment of responsive and context-specific transi-
tion programs for learners with ASD.

Instrument

The study utilized a researcher-developed
interview guide as its primary instrument to
collect in-depth data from five (5) students
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) regard-
ing their experiences in transitioning to inde-
pendent living. The instrument consisted of
open-ended questions, allowing participants to
freely express their personal insights, emo-
tions, and lived experiences. This format was
particularly appropriate for qualitative re-
search because it encouraged flexibility, depth,
and responsiveness during the interview pro-
cess, while still maintaining alignment with the
study’s objectives. To ensure consistency, the
guide provided a structured framework that
enabled the researcher to explore key themes
across all participants while giving them the
opportunity to articulate their thoughts in their
own words. To establish validity, the interview
guide underwent expert review by specialists
in Special Education, qualitative research, and
educational leadership. Their feedback led to
refinements in clarity, relevance, and organiza-
tion, ensuring that the questions were appro-
priate and understandable for the target partic-
ipants.

The interview guide was composed of nine
core questions, each addressing critical aspects
of the students’ transition experiences. The
first two questions focused on the challenges
students encountered in managing daily tasks
and performing basic life skills, including time

management, communication, personal hy-
giene, transportation, and sensory sensitivities.
The third and fourth questions examined op-
portunities and support systems, particularly
the roles of schools, skill-training programs,
and assistive technologies in preparing stu-
dents for independence. The fifth question ex-
plored barriers to accessing these services,
while the sixth highlighted the importance of
family involvement in supporting the transition
process. The seventh and eighth questions con-
sidered the impact of teacher attitudes and col-
laboration among stakeholders, including fam-
ilies and support providers, on students’ readi-
ness for adulthood. Finally, the ninth question
invited participants to recommend interven-
tions and programs that could improve their
transition outcomes. Together, these questions
provided a comprehensive view of the stu-
dents’ lived experiences, encompassing both
challenges and opportunities.

Data Gathering Procedure and Ethical Con-
siderations

The data gathering procedure followed a
systematic and ethical process. Permission was
first obtained from the Schools Division Super-
intendent of the City of Mufioz, followed by the
issuance of endorsement letters to school prin-
cipals. Coordination with SPED teachers ena-
bled the identification of eligible participants.
Parents or guardians were informed about the
study’s objectives, procedures, and ethical safe-
guards, and written informed consent was ob-
tained prior to participation. Additionally, stu-
dent assent was secured using simplified and
developmentally appropriate language to en-
sure that participants fully understood their in-
volvement and rights. Interviews were then
conducted using the validated guide, with par-
ents present when needed to support commu-
nication and comprehension. Throughout the
process, the researcher ensured that data col-
lection was conducted in a respectful, ethical,
and confidential manner, prioritizing the com-
fort and well-being of the students.

For data analysis, the study employed the-
matic analysis using the Braun and Clarke ap-
proach framework. The process involved sev-
eral phases, including familiarization with the
data, creating preliminary codes, looking for
themes, analyzing and improving themes, de-
fining and labeling themes, and creating final
report. Thematic analysis is well known for its
adaptability and rigor in analyzing qualitative
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data, allowing researchers to identify meaning-
ful patterns across participants’ responses
while maintaining a strong connection to the
data (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Through this
method, meaningful patterns were organized
into coherent theme clusters that captured the
core experiences of the participants. The
study’s use Braun and Clarke’s theme analysis
allowed for flexibility in interpreting intricate
qualitative insights while ensuring that the
conclusion were supported by the data and ap-
propriately reflected the respondents’ lived ex-
periences.

Strict adherence to ethical standards
guided the entire research process, particularly
because the participants were minors with
ASD. Ethical clearance was obtained from the
National University-Baliwag Research Ethics
Committee, ensuring compliance with institu-
tional and national guidelines. A dual consent
process was implemented, requiring both pa-
rental consent and student assent. Participants
were fully informed about the purpose of the
study, their rights, and the voluntary nature of
their participation. Confidentiality and ano-
nymity were maintained through the use of
pseudonyms and secure data storage in pass-
word-protected files, in accordance with the
Data Privacy Act of 2012. All collected data
were used solely for research purposes and
properly disposed of after the study’s comple-
tion.

Special measures were also taken to ensure
the safety, comfort, and dignity of the partici-
pants. Interviews were conducted in safe, fa-
miliar, and non-threatening environments, of-
ten within school premises and with the pres-
ence of a teacher or guardian when necessary.
Accommodations such as flexible scheduling,
simplified language, and sensitivity to sensory
needs were provided to create a supportive en-
vironment. The study fully complied with De-
pEd Child Protection Policies, ensuring that
participants were protected from harm, dis-
comfort, or exploitation throughout the re-
search process. The researcher maintained a
child-centered, respectful, and non-intrusive
approach at all times, emphasizing the im-
portance of safeguarding the welfare of stu-
dents while capturing their authentic voices.

Furthermore, the study demonstrated a rig-
orous and ethically grounded methodology,
combining a well-designed research instru-
ment, systematic data collection procedures,

and thorough qualitative analysis. By focusing
on the lived experiences of students with ASD
and ensuring ethical integrity at every stage,
the research provided meaningful insights into
the transition to independent living. These in-
sights not only highlighted the existing chal-
lenges and support systems but also contrib-
uted to the development of practical, context-
specific interventions aimed at improving out-
comes for learners with ASD in the Philippine
educational setting.

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis
following the framework of Braun and Clarke
(2021), ensuring full methodological con-
sistency across the study. The analysis involved
the following steps:

1. Familiarization with data

2. Generating initial codes

3. Searching for themes

4. Reviewing themes

5. Defining and naming themes
6. Producing the report

This method ensured that the findings re-
mained grounded in the participants’ authentic
voices and preserved the depth of their lived
experiences.

Result and Discussion
Theme 1: Struggles in Executive Functioning
Limit Independent Task Management

While Table 1 summarizes executive func-
tioning challenges, participants’ narratives re-
veal the depth of these struggles. Students ex-
pressed confusion when managing multiple
tasks, often stating that they “forget what to do
next” or “need someone to remind them.” One
participant shared that even simple routines
become overwhelming without step-by-step
guidance, indicating a reliance on external
structure.

Time management emerged as a persistent
concern. Students reported losing track of time
during tasks, resulting in incomplete responsi-
bilities. This reflects not just a skill deficit but a
lived experience of disorientation and frustra-
tion. The inability to prioritize tasks further
compounds this challenge, with learners de-
pending heavily on parents or teachers for de-
cision-making.

These narratives demonstrate that execu-
tive functioning difficulties are not isolated
cognitive deficits, but lived barriers that di-
rectly impact autonomy and confidence.
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Table 1. Executive Functioning Challenges in Daily Task Management

Area Key Findings Student Experience
Planning & Difficulty starting tasks, sequencing activi- Students feel confused, forget tasks,
Organizing ties, and managing multiple responsibilities  and rely on reminders or lists
Time Poor time awareness, inability to follow Students lose track of time and
Management  schedules, difficulty adapting to changes spend too long on tasks
Prioritization  Difficulty deciding what task to do first Students depend on family mem-

bers for guidance

This table 1 shows that students with ASD
experience core executive functioning difficul-
ties, particularly in planning, organizing, and
regulating behavior. These limitations affect
their ability to independently manage daily re-
sponsibilities. Their strong reliance on external
supports such as family guidance, reminders,
and structured tools highlights the need for
scaffolding strategies. These findings are sup-
ported by studies indicating that executive
functioning deficits significantly impact taskin-
itiation, organization, and decision-making
among individuals with ASD (American Psychi-
atric Association, 2022; Demetriou et al,, 2021).

These experiences may be influenced by the
Philippine public school setting, where teach-
ers frequently handle a variety of student needs
with little time, staff, and specialized resources,
may have an impact on these experiences. As a
result, in order to complete everyday tasks, stu-
dents with ASD may depend on teachers and
family members for guidance, task sequencing,
and reminders. Close parental involvement in
Filipino households may also result in adults
offering help rather than letting students prac-
tice on their own. As a result, the challenges
seen could be a reflection of the students' exec-
utive functioning requirements as well as the
degree of support in their surroundings. Stu-
dents' independence may be strengthened

through regular school-family collaboration,
visual aids, and a gradual withdrawal of sup-
port.

Theme 2: Social, Adaptive, and Sensory Bar-
riers Restrict Community Participation

As shown in Table 2, students experience
significant challenges in social interaction and
adaptive functioning. Narratively, participants
described feeling “shy,” “afraid,” or “uncomfort-
able” when interacting with unfamiliar individ-
uals. This social hesitation limits their ability to
form relationships and engage in community
settings.

In daily living activities, students showed
partial independence but required frequent
prompts. For example, participants noted that
they “can do hygiene routines but forget some-
times,” reflecting inconsistency rather than in-
ability.

Transportation emerged as a major barrier.
Students expressed fear and confusion about
commuting independently, often relying en-
tirely on family members for mobility. Sensory
sensitivities, particularly to noise and crowded
spaces, further discouraged participation in
public environments.

These lived experiences illustrate how en-
vironmental and emotional factors intersect to
limit functional independence.

Table 2. Adaptive and Social Functioning Challenges in Daily Living

Area Key Findings Student Experience
Social Interaction Shyness, avoidance of unfamiliar peo- Students feel uncomfortable
ple, preference for familiar individuals communicating with others
Personal Hygiene Able to perform tasks but inconsistent Students rely on prompts to

without reminders

maintain routines

Transportation Fear, confusion, and lack of independ- Students depend on family for

ence in commuting

mobility

Sensory Sensitivity =~ Discomfort in noisy, crowded environ- Students avoid overstimulating

ments

situations

This table 2 highlights challenges in adap-
tive behavior and social functioning, which are
essential for independent living. While

students can perform some daily living skills,
their inconsistency and reliance on support re-
duce independence. Social anxiety and sensory
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sensitivities further limit participation in com-
munity and school activities. These findings
align with research showing that individuals
with ASD often experience difficulties in social
communication, environmental adaptation,
and independent functioning (Schiltz et al,
2021; Robertson & Simmons, 2021).

These difficulties may have an impact on
students' involvement in class activities, school
procedures, and relationships with teachers
and peers. Large class sizes, busy school envi-
ronments, and limited specialized support may
make it difficult for students with ASD to man-
age social interactions, sensory demands, and
daily routines independently. Their depend-
ence on cues and family support may therefore
be a reflection of both personal difficulties and
the need for more organized and reliable sup-
port in the educational environment. Students
may become more independent and engaged in
school and daily life if visual routines, predicta-
ble activities, and opportunities for guided so-
cial participation are provided.

Theme 3: Structured Support Systems Enable
Skill Development and Confidence

Table 3 presents support systems, but par-
ticipants’ narratives highlight their transform-
ative impact. Students consistently expressed
that teacher support plays a crucial role in their
development. One participant shared that
“teachers help me practice life skills,” empha-
sizing the importance of guided instruction.

Hands-on activities such as cooking, clean-
ing, and gardening were identified as highly ef-
fective. These experiences allowed students to
apply skills in real-life contexts, increasing both
competence and confidence.

Assistive technologies were also valued,
with students reporting that digital tools help
them “learn faster” and “remember tasks.” Sim-
ilarly, family support was described as essen-
tial, providing both emotional reassurance and
practical guidance.

Notably, participants emphasized the im-
portance of repetition, visual aids, and struc-
tured routines. These strategies align closely
with their preferred learning styles and en-
hance skill retention.

This table 3 emphasizes the positive role of
support systems and structured interventions
in preparing students with ASD for independ-
ent living. Teacher-led instruction, family in-
volvement, and assistive technologies signifi-
cantly enhance skill development and confi-
dence. Students particularly benefit from prac-
tical, real-life activities and structured supports
such as visual schedules and repeated practice.
These findings are supported by research
demonstrating that transition programs, col-
laborative support, and structured teaching
strategies improve independence and life out-
comes for individuals with ASD (Hume et al,,
2021; Wehman et al, 2021; Shogren et al,
2021).

Table 3. Support Systems, Opportunities, and Effective Interventions

Area Key Findings Student Experience
Teacher Teachers provide guidance, life skills train- Students feel motivated and
Support ing, and encouragement supported
Skill Training  Hands-on activities (cleaning, cooking, gar- Students gain practical life skills

dening) build independence
Assistive Use of apps, tablets, and digital tools en- Students learn faster and more
Technology hances learning independently
Family Families provide reminders, assistance, Students rely heavily on family
Support and emotional support guidance
Collaboration  Teachers and families work together for Students receive aligned help at
consistent support home and school
Interventions Preference for real-life practice, repetition, Students benefit from experien-

visual aids, and structured tools

tial learning

Teachers and families are crucial in helping
students in Philippine public schools, especially
when there is limited access to specialized re-
sources and individualized services. Cooking,
cleaning, gardening, and other everyday chores
are examples of practical activities that help

students develop transferable skills. Similarly,
learning can be made easier and more accessi-
ble with the help of visual materials, practice,
and readily available digital tools. These results
highlight how crucial it is for teachers and fam-
ilies to work together effectively in order to
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give students with ASD regular opportunities
to practice and develop independent living
skills at home and at school.

Conclusion

The study concludes that students with Au-
tism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) face significant
challenges in transitioning from school-based
support to independent living, primarily due to
difficulties in executive functioning, social com-
munication, sensory sensitivities, and adaptive
skills. These limitations result in reliance on ex-
ternal support and hinder their ability to apply
learned skills in real-life situations. However,
the findings also highlight that structured
school-based programs, teacher support, and
assistive technologies provide meaningful op-
portunities that enhance students’ independ-
ence, confidence, and readiness for adulthood.
Despite these supports, gaps remain in con-
sistent skill performance, particularly in inde-
pendent living and mobility, emphasizing the
need for continued development beyond the
classroom. The study further underscores the
critical role of family and teacher collaboration
in reinforcing skills across environments, en-
suring continuity of support. Overall, it empha-
sizes the need for a comprehensive, structured
intervention program that integrates life skills
training, social development, assistive technol-
ogy, and multi-stakeholder involvement to ef-
fectively bridge the gap between school sup-
port and independent living for students with
ASD.
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