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“DONALD, A 5-YEAR-OLD BOY”

"At the age of 1 year ‘he could hum and 
sing many tunes accurately.’ Before he 
was 2 years old, he had ‘an unusual 
memory for faces and names, knew the 
names of a great number of houses’ in 
his home town......He became interested 
in pictures......he was happiest when left 
alone, almost never cried to go with his 
mother, did not seem to notice his father's 
home-comings, and was indifferent to 
visiting relatives. (p.217-8)"



"He wandered about smiling, making stereotyped movements with his 
fingers, crossing them about in the air. He shook his head from side to 
side whispering or humming the same three-note tune. He spun with great 
pleasure anything he could seize upon to spin......There were also 
innumerable verbal rituals recurring all day long......Words to him had a 
specifically literal, inflexible meaning. (p.219)“

"He paid no attention to persons around him. When taken into a room, 
he completely disregarded the people and instantly went for 
objects......Commands or actions that could not possibly be disregarded 
were resented as unwelcome intrusions. But he was never angry at the 
interfering person......He gave no heed to the presence of other children 
but went about his favorite pastimes, walking off from the children if 
they were so bold as to join him. (p.220)"
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I.W., a 14-year-old girl

Age 10: “avoids the greater company of children, only 
interacts with two to three girl friends, seeks out particularly 
weak and quiet girls as friends. Is intellectually normal but her 
interest is very difficult to engage in schoolwork.”

“Often expresses an obstinate negativism: when asked to write 
something down, she answers “I don’t want to, I’m not doing it.” 
All persuasion and punishment are in vain... She is very shy, self-
absorbed, and insecure—becomes very embarrassed and turns 
red if she must answer. She strives to mask her embarrassment 
with laughter, grimaces, and superfluous movements. She is very 
unsettled in class, wriggles around on the bench, jumps up, pulls, 
and picks at the exercise books. She spends her free time alone 
or in the company of a single girl friend. Loses herself in the full 
crowd of children; is introverted, reticent, doesn’t let anyone 
into her inner world.”



“the particular psychical conditions (…) which are concerned with an abnormal defect 
of moral control in children”

“defect of moral control as a morbid manifestation, without general impairment of 
intellect and without physical disease” 

“(1) passionateness; (2) spitefulness – cruelty; (3) jealousy; (4) lawlessness; (5) 
dishonesty; (6) wanton mischievousness – destructiveness; (7) shamelessness –
immodesty; (8) sexual immorality; and (9) viciousness. The keynote of these qualities is 
self-gratification, the immediate gratification of self without regard either to the 
good of others or to the larger and more remote good of self.” (Still, 1902, p. 1009).
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Key facts about Neurodiversity
• Naturally occurring variation
• Diversity as a property of the woodland, not the tree
• Equal value
• Different needs, and outcomes
• Strength in diversity: a rich and varied biome
• Individual and group-level differences
• Majority and minority / divergent status

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



COMMON MISUNDERSTANDINGS I

Singer: Neurodiversity: its politics, not science!
February 2021, Neurodiversity2.blogspot.com

“ND is not a classificatory term dividing us from them. We are all Neurodiverse. We live 
on a Neurodiverse planet in which amoral nature generates endless genetic diversity, while 
we humans have evolved the capacity to make judgments about nature’s bounty. What 
Neurodiversity brings us is a challenge to find a place for everyone and to distribute the 
bounty fairly.”

Neurodiversity is a synonym for SEND (or ASN, or ASL)

• risk of changing the language but not actions
• risk of reinforcing stigma by failing to deliver on inclusive potential, cf “special needs”

Neurodiversity requires a rethink of how and why things are done in 
school

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



COMMON MISUNDERSTANDINGS II

Neurodiversity focuses only on the strengths and talents of individuals
• risk of putting additional pressure on ND students to excel in something
• risk of dividing ND into more / less valuable and failing the radical impact of the 

idea
• risk of emphasizing the individual, rather than the collective (cf biodiversity)

Neurodiversity reminds us that diversity itself is a strength

“Discussing autism, ADHD, and dyslexia, [this article] claims the term 
neurodiversity was created to “shift the focus from the negative connotation of 
these conditions toward the positive,” a statement that waters the entire concept 
down into a floppy milquetoast version of its former self.  It’s not a nice 
euphemism for autism, and it’s about far more than just fighting negative 
connotations.”

Meadows: You’re using the word ”neurodiversity” wrong.
August 2021, medium.com

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



COMMON MISUNDERSTANDINGS III

Neurodiversity paradigm rejects the concept of disability

• Risk of failing to be inclusive and beneficial to everyone – esp. people who identify as disabled and / or 
having a mental illness

• Risk of denying support needs
• Risk of reinforcing capitalist value system: measure people by their earning power

Neurodiversity paradigm embraces the concept of disability and offers support 
without judgement or normalisation

”we should … not jump to rejecting the very possibility of mental pathology, or of a 
"wrong" brain ... Rather, we must work on allowing more space for individuals and 
groups to self-define as healthy or ill, different or disordered, perfect or broken, in 
need of either medical or political intervention, or whatever combination of these.”

Chapman: Negotiating the Neurodiversity Concept: 
Towards epistemic justice in conceptualising health.
August 2021, Neurodiverse Age

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



Dwyer, 2022, Human Dev



MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES



Szatmari, Ameis, & Lai, in press



RETHINKING ABOUT SUPPORT



Lai, 2023, Nat Hum Behav



EXPECTED DIVERSITY

The status quo
 A sense of increasing frequency and range of needs: diversity as the exception, not the rule
 Requests for  “specialist” training and “extra” resources
 Challenge to meet normative curriculum targets

The future
 Individualised learning baked in to education
 Systemic change and investment in schools

Options today
 Drawing on the expertise of neurodivergent educators, and learners themselves
 Openness and dialogue around conflicting needs
 Celebrate diversity in your class: “look at all these different poems!”

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



CHILD-CENTRED, NOT DIAGNOSIS-CENTRED, 
PRACTICE
The status quo
 Support often linked to a specific diagnosis
 Disempowered teachers waiting for a clinical decision
 Diagnosis not equally available to everyone

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



Scarlett is clearly bright but 
fidgets and has trouble 
concentrating in class

Refer Scarlett for diagnosis

Scarlett assessed for ADHD

Scarlett on the CAMHS waiting list 
for 18 months

Scarlett gets help at school

Scarlett not diagnosed, another 12 
months for second opinion

Scarlett ADHD diagnosis confirmed

Teacher gives Scarlett a fidget 
toy, wobble cushion and 
movement breaks
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Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



CHILD-CENTRED, NOT DIAGNOSIS-CENTRED, 
PRACTICE
The status quo
 Support often linked to a specific diagnosis
 Disempowered teachers waiting for a clinical decision
 Diagnosis not equally available to everyone

The future
 Systemic change and investment in schools
 Individualised profiles (cognitive, social, sensory) mapped straight onto school supports

Our options
 Remembering that not everyone who needs support has a diagnosis (or pupil learning plan)
 Make good use of adjustments that everyone can access: e.g. movement breaks
 Be confident in your skills as an educator

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



SELF-ADVOCACY SKILLS

The status quo
 Young people often lack the capacity or invitation to articulate their needs
 School environments emphasise teacher authority (not always)
 Resources are controlled because they are often expensive

The future
 Systemic change and investment in schools
 Explicitly teaching self-advocacy skills in young people, and believing them

Our options
 Emphasis on the universality of needs: met versus unmet
 Creating an environment where it is OK to ask for help, and to receive it

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



ANTI-STIGMA AGENDA

The status quo
 Widespread stigma around neurodivergence, leading to masking, shame, fear

The future
 Systemic change and investment in schools
 Creation of an anti-stigma environment in the classroom
 Rights based approach to learning

Our options
 Neurodivergent characters in reading material
 Cracking down on the bully, not the bullied
 Creating peer support opportunities

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



A 
neurodiversity-

affirmative 
school

expects 
diversity

teaches 
self-

advocacy

fights 
stigma

profiles the 
individual, 

not the 
label

Courtesy of Prof Sue Fletcher-Watson



TEACCH PROGRAM: STRUCTURED TEACCHING

• External organizational 
supports to address 
challenges with attention 
and executive function  

• Visual and/or written 
information to supplement 
verbal communication  

• Structured support for 
social communication 

https://schools.ahrcnyc.org/teacch/

https://schools.ahrcnyc.org/teacch/


https://www.geniuswithin.co.uk/blog/dyslexia/i-find-most-employers-want-to-be-disability-confident-recruiters-for-the-neurodiverse-they-just-dont-know-how-heres-my-guide/
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HOW CAN YOU USE UD TO HELP DIVERSE 
STUDENTS?

• Prepare course materials early so students know what to expect and 
you can make materials more accessible as needed. 

• State clearly in your syllabus that all forms of diversity are valued in 
your class (ask students to read the syllabus aloud together). 
• Use activities to collaboratively explore the multiple identities in your class (e.g., the Social Identity 

Wheel in supplementary materials).

• People learn differently. Use and explain why you use multiple types of 
assessment (e.g., because there are multiples forms of intelligence).

• Make course material relevant to students’ lives (e.g., provide choices 
and opportunities to apply learning and ask for student feedback).

• Provide clear guidelines on expectations (e.g., rubrics) and frequent 
and clear feedback. 

Used in Waisman et al., 2023, Autism; Downloaded from: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/349832158_Autism_UD_Training_for_FacultyTeachers_and_other_University_Staff



HOW CAN YOU USE UD TO HELP DIVERSE 
STUDENTS?

• Teach using multiple modalities (e.g., use visual supports, hand outs 
highlighting key points, and activities – limit lectures).

• Include multiple ways for students to demonstrate their knowledge 
(e.g., writing, presentations, small group and online discussions, etc.).

• Encourage students to meet with you one-on-one to discuss their 
learning needs, goals, and strengths. 
• If you have a large class, you can ask students to share key info 

about their learning needs in a beginning of term survey. 
• Provide information about where students can access support
• Many students, autistic or not, experience mental health issues. 
• Some students might need additional academic support. 
• Include information about mental health supports, tutoring, and 

mentorship programs (if available) in your syllabus.

Used in Waisman et al., 2023, Autism; Downloaded from: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/349832158_Autism_UD_Training_for_FacultyTeachers_and_other_University_Staff



Ameis et al., 2022

https://www.camh.ca/en/science-and-research/institutes-and-centres/cundill-centre-for-child-and-youth-depression/innovations-in-clinical-care

https://www.camh.ca/en/science-and-research/institutes-and-centres/cundill-centre-for-child-and-youth-depression/innovations-in-clinical-care


FORMULATION (AS ITERATIVE HYPOTHESIS TESTING)

Developmentally oriented

Neurodivergence informed: harmonizable with humanistic 
psychology and bio-psycho-social model

Overcoming the double empathy problem

Co-producing the formulation with shared decision-making for 
support/intervention directions

Addressing contextual determinants and optimizing person-
environment fit

Lai, 2023, Nat Hum Behav



Lai, 2023, Nat Hum Behav



‘The most unusual thing about Donald’s experience at Forest High in the early fifties was 
how his fellow students, their families, and the school community treated him—this eccentric 
teenager who had disappeared from school for so many years.’

‘They simply let him be.’

(p.62) (Donvan & Zucker, 2016, In a Different Key) https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35350880

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35350880

