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Trigger warning

• Sensitive topics such as disability, bullying, suicide, filicide, 
racism, sexism, and homophobia.

• These topics may be distressing to some people.

• You are free to leave any time.

• If you do leave, feel free to come back any time.
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Neurodevelopmental conditions

• Conditions that affect the development of brain function, leading to what 
some consider impairments (East and North Hertfordshire Teaching NHS 
Trust, 2025).

• Autism affects communication, social interaction, sensory processing, and 
adaptability. Repetitive behaviour too (NHS, 2022a).

• ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) affects attention, energy, and 
impulse control (NHS, 2025).

• Dyslexia causes problems with reading, writing, and spelling (NHS, 2022b).
• Dyspraxia (developmental co-ordination disorder) affects movement and 

coordination (NHS, 2020).



About me

• My expertise is in mathematical modelling, scientific computing, 
and artificial intelligence.

• I model biological and social systems, such as neuroblastoma 
and unequal societies.

• Lecturer in data science, artificial intelligence, and modelling.
• Equality, diversity, and inclusion champion.
• Not a psychologist or medical doctor.



About me

• Here as a social justice advocate, not an academic.
• Diagnosed with autism in 2022, when I was a postdoc in Sheffield.
• Diagnosed with dyslexia earlier this year.
• Assessed for dyspraxia last month. Likely, but report pending.
• I apologise if I communicate something wrong or offensive.



Methodology

• Literature.
• Lived experiences*.
• Observations*.
• Simple conceptual and mathematical models constructed by me 

to summarise what I have read.
• Back-of-the-envelope calculations.

*Disclaimer: In this seminar, all the examples based on my 
lived experiences and observations are composite stories with 
fictional elements, even when I refer to myself. (Zaneva et al., 2024)



Methodology

Focus on autism because most 
of the literature or at least the 
parts I have read is about autism.



Origins of the neurodiversity concept



Origins of neurodiversity
Coinage and theorising are often 
attributed to Judy Singer, who wrote an 
Honours thesis in 1998, a book chapter in 
1999, and published her thesis as a book 
in 2016.

(Singer, 1999, 2016, cited in Botha et al., 
2024)



Origins of neurodiversity
Coinage and theorising are often 
attributed to Judy Singer, who wrote an 
Honours thesis in 1998, a book chapter in 
1999, and published her thesis as a book 
in 2016.

(Singer, 1999, 2016, cited in Botha et al., 
2024)

It’s wrong!



Origins of neurodiversity
The thesis itself cites earlier articles on 
the topic by the journalist Harvey Blume.

(Singer, 1999, 2016, cited in Botha et al., 
2024)



Origins of neurodiversity
Harvey Blume’s articles cite grey literature 
by the online autistic community in the 
1990s.

(Blume, 1997a, 1997b, 1998, cited in 
Botha et al., 2024)



Origins of neurodiversity
Evidence that the concept was fully and 
collectively formed, and being used by the 
community by 1996, before Singer or 
Blume was involved.

(Dekker, 2023, cited in Botha et al., 2024)



A question about academic standards

‘It follows our concern that “great man” (or woman) theories of history 
tend to erase complexity in favour of oversimplified, and ultimately 
inaccurate, misunderstandings.’

(Botha et al., 2024)

Do assessments, recognition, and prestige erase merits in favour of 
narrowly defined, and ultimately self-serving standards defined by the 
powers that be?



What is neurodiversity?
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What is neurodiversity?
‘… variations in brain structure, function, 
and development should be appreciated 
and accepted as natural variations in 
human biology.’

(The Human Neurodiversity Laboratory, no 
date, cited in Constantino, 2018)



What is neurodiversity?
‘Its continued propagation in the 
population should have some evolutionary 
explanation; that is, there may be some 
benefits to possessing the trait, even if 
they are not clear to us.’

(Constantino, 2018)

I would add de novo mutations (new 
variations) and environmental causes 
(genetic drift) of neurological changes to 
the definition of neurodiversity.



Autism may affect cancer risk.

(Crespi, 2011)

‘… autism and high IQ share a diverse set of 
convergent correlates, including large brain size, 
fast brain growth, increased sensory and visual-
spatial abilities, enhanced synaptic functions ...’.

(Crespi, 2016)

What is neurodiversity?



Conventional medical model



Medical model of disability

Bodily deficit

Disability

World Health Organisation (1980, p. 143, 
quoted in Pellicano and den Houting, 2022) 
defines disability as:

‘any restriction or lack (resulting from an 
impairment) of ability to perform an activity 
in the manner or within the range considered 
normal for a human being’.



Medical model of disability

Bodily deficit

Disability

‘Treatment … typically aims to bring an 
individual’s abilities in line with the 
accepted norm. Treatments … are therefore 
applied to the disabled person’.

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Medical model of disability

Bodily deficit

Disability

‘From this point of view, our disorder 
paradigm promotes the targeting of brain 
dysfunction to fix neuro-psychological 
deficits, reduce symptoms/disorder and 
alleviate impairment.’

(Sonuga‐Barke, 2023)
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three major challenges to this model.
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Deficits are subjective

Hu et al. (2021) observed 
that 20 autistic participants 
were less selfish than 28 
non-autistic participants.

The paper describes this 
trait as a deficit (inflexibility).

(Hu et al., 2021)
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Deficits are context-dependent

(Russell et al., 2019)

(Russell et al., 2019)

‘The participant … worked at a 
supermarket stacking shelves … 
preoccupation with … sorting 
was advantageous … could be 
considered a “preoccupation 
with unusual objects” as 
mentioned in DSM-5.’



Negative consequence one: self-fulfilling

‘Once a human trait is subject to the medical gaze, it 
becomes undesirable.’

(Constantino, 2018)

The stigma to this trait is impairing.



Negative consequence one: self-fulfilling

Homosexuality was classified as a mental disorder in the 
1950s, when the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM) was first published.

(American Psychiatric Association, 1952, cited in 
Drescher, 2015)



Negative consequence one: self-fulfilling

‘It was documented that homosexuality caused 
subjective distress and impaired social functioning.44’

‘However, this apparent distress experienced by gay 
people … was due to living in a society with strong 
prejudice against homosexuality.’

(Constantino, 2018)



Negative consequence one: self-fulfilling

(Topping, 2022)

The determination to find something 
wrong within homosexual people 
resulted in electric shock therapy, 
chemical castration, and more 
being forced on them.

But these treatments didn’t improve 
their social functioning.



Negative consequence one: self-fulfilling

(Zadrozny, 2019)

‘… pressure to normalize or cure 
their children using expensive 
and/or dangerous alternative 
treatments…’.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Three major challenges: part two

Pellicano and den Houting (2022) raise 
three major challenges to this model.

1. Deficits, which are subjective and 
context-dependent, are magnified. 
Strengths are ignored.

2. Omission of the environment and 
social factors.

(Milton, 2012)

The double empathy problem illustrates 
this weakness perfectly.



Communication is collaborative

‘Misalignment between the minds 
of autistic and nonautistic people, 
highlighting a lack of reciprocity in 
cross-neurotype interactions as the 
source of social communication 
difficulties between autistic and 
nonautistic people.’

(Milton, 2012, cited in Pellicano 
and den Houting, 2022)



Communication is collaborative
Gernsbacher and Yergeau (2019) argue 
based on empirical evidence that 
positive results are:

1. Not specific to autistic people.

2. Not universal among autistic people.

3. Not reproducible.

4. Not convergent. Separate theory-of-
mind tasks produced different results.

5. Not predictive of autistic traits, 
social skills, empathy, and so on.



Communication is collaborative

‘Nonautistic people, for example, struggle to understand 
autistic people’s facial expressions (e.g. Brewer et al., 
2016) and have difficulties interpreting autistic people’s 
behaviour (Sheppard, Pillai, Wong, Ropar, & Mitchell, 
2016) and mental states (Edey et al., 2016).’

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Communication is collaborative

‘Nonautistic people also report an unwillingness to 
interact with autistic people based on first impression 
judgements (Morrison, DeBrabander, Faso, & Sasson, 
2019; Sasson et al., 2017) and brief interactions 
(Morrison et al., 2020).’

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Communication is collaborative

Consistently, Pellicano and den Houting (2022) discuss 
how autistic people communicate with each other 
effectively using techniques that work specifically for 
neurodivergent people.



Three major challenges: part two

Pellicano and den Houting (2022) raise 
three major challenges to this model.

1. Deficits, which are subjective and 
context-dependent, are magnified. 
Strengths are ignored.

2. Omission of the environment and 
social factors.

Could be used as an excuse to deflect 
attention from unfair policies and structures.



Negative consequence two: victim blaming

‘… I am not taken seriously. My credibility is suspect. My 
understanding of myself is not considered to be valid, 
and my perceptions of events are not considered to be 
based in reality. My rationality is questioned because, 
regardless of intellect, I still appear odd.’

(Sinclair, 1993, p. 298, quoted in Pellicano and den 
Houting, 2022)



Negative consequence two: victim blaming

‘My ability to make reasonable decisions, based on my 
own carefully reasoned priorities, is doubted because I 
don’t make the same decisions that people with different 
priorities would make.’

(Sinclair, 1993, p. 298, quoted in Pellicano and den 
Houting, 2022)



Three major challenges: part three

Pellicano and den Houting (2022) raise 
three major challenges to this model.

1. Deficits, which are subjective and 
context-dependent, are magnified. 
Strengths are ignored.

2. Omission of the environment and 
social factors.

3. Narrow perspectives.



Misalignment leads to useless metrics

Employment

Education

Lifespan

Marriage

Net worth

Acceptance of 
neurodiversity

Comfortable 
physical spaces

Personal 
growth

Compassionate 
memories

Sense of 
belonging

‘… an autistic person’s life 
may be rich and fulfilling 
despite bearing little 
resemblance to the 
conventional ideal.’

(Pellicano and den 
Houting, 2022)

Neuronormative definition of well-being. Neurodiversity-specific values.



Negative consequence three: misallocation

‘… autism research expenditures in different countries … 
largest share of funding … goes towards understanding 
individual biology, etiology, and cognition (den Houting & 
Pellicano, 2019; Krahn & Fenton, 2012; Office of Autism 
Research Coordination, 2017; Pellicano et al., 2013).’

(Dwyer, 2022)



Negative consequence three: misallocation

‘Another substantial share goes to interventions, most 
outcomes of which focus on normalization of autistic 
features (Wong et al., 2014).’

(Dwyer, 2022)



Negative consequence three: misallocation

In a review, Roche, Adams, and Clark (2021) argue that 
subjective well-being matters more for autistic people. 



Negative consequence three: misallocation

Interventions targeting putative impaired brain processes 
associated with ADHD have been unsuccessful so far.

(Westwood et al., 2023, cited in Sonuga‐Barke, 2023)



Neurodiversity approaches



Strong social model of disability

Social responses

Bodily deficit

ImpairmentDisabling
effects

Disabling
effects

Society disables individuals by responding 
inadequately to their impairments.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Strong social model of disability

Social responses

Bodily deficit

ImpairmentDisabling
effects

Disabling
effects

‘Thus, in the classic example, a physically 
impaired person who is unable to enter a 
space due to an absence of wheelchair 
ramps is disabled by inaccessible design, 
not by their body.’

(Dwyer, 2022)



Strong social model of disability

Social responses

Bodily deficit

ImpairmentDisabling
effects

Disabling
effects

‘… if disability is caused by society and not 
biology, it follows that no efforts need be 
made to prevent impairing injuries!’

(Shakespeare and Watson, 2001, cited in 
Dwyer, 2022)



Middle ground between the two extremes

Bodily deficit

Disability

Social responses

Bodily deficit

ImpairmentDisabling
effects

Disabling
effects

Social and cultural factors

Bodily factors

Environmental factors

Medical model

Strong social modelNeurodiversity approaches

‘… a neurodiversity approach operating in 
a middle ground between the extremes 
of the strong social and medical models 
would likely be both more practically 
useful and less controversial ...’.

(Dwyer, 2022)



What are neurodiversity approaches?

‘… there is no consensus regarding the 
meaning of the neurodiversity approaches … 
This article is thus not primarily attempting 
to provide a descriptive definition … but a 
prescriptive one.’

(Dwyer, 2022)

My attempt here is similar. Prescriptive.

Social and cultural factors

Bodily factors

Environmental factors



Assumptions of neurodiversity approaches

Social factors

Bodily factors

Environmental factors

First, bodily factors, not deficits.

‘Typical neurodevelopment is neither 
superior nor inferior to divergent 
neurodevelopment.’

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Assumptions of neurodiversity approaches

Social factors

Bodily factors

Environmental factors

Second, a person’s worth is independent of 
their ability to contribute to society.

‘… even if diversity were not to serve this 
collective purpose, all people deserve to be 
treated with dignity and respect … and 
should be valued for who they are and as 
they are.’

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Assumptions of neurodiversity approaches

Social factors

Bodily factors

Environmental factors

Second, a person’s worth is independent of 
their ability to contribute to society.

Neurodiversity approaches are inclusive of 
neurodivergents with the most complex 
support needs.

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



What are neurodiversity approaches?

‘… disability might be … conceptualized as the 
product of an interaction between an individual’s 
own characteristics and their environment …’.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Mathematical model of neurodiversity

Bodily factors.

𝜃1

Environment, social, 
and cultural factors.

Neurodevelopmental conditions 
are emergent phenomena, so 
they are abstract and cannot be 
reified.

𝑔(𝑥; 𝜃1)

Interaction.

My understanding based 
on (Dwyer, 2022).

Disabled state.

State of an individual.



Mathematical model of neurodiversity

𝜃2

Environment, social, 
and cultural factors.

‘… severity of stuttering is not 
static.’

‘Once the burden of fluency was 
lifted off … this often led to less 
frequent stuttering of shorter 
duration.’

(Constantino, 2018)

Neurodevelopmental conditions 
are contingent and dynamic.

Bodily factors.

𝑔(𝑥; 𝜃2)

Interaction.𝜃1

My understanding based 
on (Dwyer, 2022).

State of an individual.

Disabled state.



Mathematical model of neurodiversity

𝜃2

Environment, social, 
and cultural factors.

Bodily factors.

𝑔(𝑥; 𝜃2)

Interaction.𝜃1

‘Using the same validated 
instrument over more than a 
decade to assess autism 
symptoms independent of 
clinical evaluation we found a 
decrease in average autism 
symptom score in clinically 
diagnosed cases of ASD.’

(Arvidsson et al., 2018)

Neurodevelopmental conditions 
are social constructs.

My understanding based 
on (Dwyer, 2022).

State of an individual.

Disabled state.



Visual model of neurodiversity

A visual model of dyslexia.

‘One might visualise a grand old country house, built, 
rebuilt, partially demolished and then redesigned and 
rebuilt again. This is … the dominance of literacy … the 
criteria … it is part of its bricks and mortar if you will.’

(Collinson, 2012)



Visual model of neurodiversity

A visual model of dyslexia.

‘The grand old house casts a shadow … a scientific or 
educational construct. The shadow (dyslexia) cannot exist 
without the house … which shapes it, and is … changed by 
it as the house is rebuilt … throughout the centuries ...’.

(Collinson, 2012)



Visual model of neurodiversity

A visual model of dyslexia.

‘… the sun or other light source can be taken to be the … 
neurological makeup of the individual dyslexic … The non-
dyslexic majority have “suns” that exist in the noon 
position … no shadow … upwards of 10% or 15% of the 
population have “suns” … that do cast shadows … each 
dyslexic is very different from the next.’

(Collinson, 2012)



Visual model of neurodiversity

When the sun is low on the horizon, 
neurotypical ivory towers are very loud, 
smell bad, and cast long shadows.



Operationalising neurodiversity



Four dos in operationalising neurodiversity

• Aim to enhance a neurodivergent individual’s well-being, 
not eliminate their condition.

(Dwyer, 2022)
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Four dos in operationalising neurodiversity

• Aim to enhance a neurodivergent individual’s well-being, 
not eliminate their condition.

• Interventions could operate at the individual level, the 
environment, or both.

• Choice should maximise well-being, not reflect the 
perceived causes of the condition.

• The neurodivergent individual’s preferences should be 
respected to the extent that they can communicate them.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Four don’ts in operationalising neurodiversity

• Don’t form negative judgements.
• Don’t separate a person from their condition.
• Don’t invalidate or homogenise.
• Don’t dismiss neurodevelopmental conditions as mere 

excuses.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Don’t form negative judgements

1. Don’t form negative judgements.

Even when interventions at the 
individual level are preferred, there’s 
no need to call someone deficient.

Dyspraxia assessment in 2025.

Started practising yoga in 2008. My 
motor skills improved, but I was not 
labelled as deficient.

(Dwyer, 2022)



Don’t form negative judgements

1. Don’t form negative judgements.

Reinforce neurotypical norms.

Dismiss the difficulties of ‘high-functioning 
individuals’. Infantilise ‘low-functioning’ 
individuals.

Overfocus on one skill and ignore its 
contingent nature.

Ascribe vulnerability to functional markers 
within an individual.

High/low-functioning

Most impaired end 
of the spectrum

Non-speaking

Minimally verbal 

Botha, Hanlon, and Williams (2023) list 
other terms with negative connotations.

(Dwyer, 2022; Botha, Hanlon, and Williams 2023)



Don’t separate a person from their condition

2. Don’t separate a person from their 
condition.

Autistic person >>> Person with autism.

Botha, Hanlon, and Williams (2023) 
highlight a clear consensus within the 
autistic community that the latter 
(person-first language) is offensive.



Don’t separate a person from their condition

2. Don’t separate a person from their 
condition.

‘If autism can be separated from the 
person … metaphors around the 
destruction of it may be used without 
consideration for the life attached …’.

(Botha, Hanlon, and Williams 2023)

But autism is a part of this person.



Material consequences of separation

Violence against autistic 
and other neurodivergent 
people can be justified as 
kindness.

For example, ‘altruistic’ 
filicides do happen.

(The Associated Press, 2008)



Don’t invalidate or homogenise

3. Don’t invalidate or homogenise.

Neurodivergent people do not owe you 
explanations.

‘I don’t like noisy places either, but I am 
not autistic.’

‘I know a dyslexic person who writes 
really well’.

A region in a high-dimensional space, 
not a dot on a line.

Disabled state.



Intersectional lens is necessary

Different aspects of a person’s identity 
intersect dynamically to create 
advantages and disadvantages.

Ignoring neurodiversity, 19 dimensions.

3^19 is over 1e9 combinations.

(Elsherif et al., 2022)



Intersectional lens is necessary

(Jallow, 2024)

Diagnostic tools were designed for 
some demographic groups only.

Autistic traits are often dismissed due 
to cultural stereotypes.



Intersectional lens is necessary

(Ho and Fong, 2005)

Chinese student not dyslexic in the 
Chinese education system.

They move to the UK and become 
disabled by the British education 
system: phonological processing 
matters more.

‘Speak English properly or f?!k off back 
to China.’



Intersectional lens is necessary

(Ho and Fong, 2005)

British student diagnosed with dyslexia 
at a relatively young age.

They are supported by the same British 
education system.

‘If reading aloud in front of the class is 
uncomfortable, you can just listen.’



Intersectional lens is necessary

(Hardach, 2023)

If you are interested, another story.



Don’t dismiss conditions as excuses

4. Don’t dismiss neurodevelopmental 
conditions as mere excuses.

The challenges facing autistic people 
(and other neurodivergents) are real 
and well documented.

For example, expulsion from school 
and underemployment.

(Pellicano and den Houting, 2022)



Medical model has its place



Limitations of neurodiversity approaches

Can they choose?

Is the condition 
dangerous?

If a medical option exists, 
is it the only option left?

Yes

No

Is the condition 
dangerous?

Let them choose.
No or there is not 
a medical option.

No

Yes

Dwyer (2022) discusses the 
scope in one subsection of 
their article. This algorithm 
is based on it.

Yes Medical model.

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Yes

No

Neurodiversity 
approaches.



Limitations of neurodiversity approaches

Can they choose?

Is the condition 
dangerous?

If a medical option exists, 
is it the only option left?

Yes

No

Is the condition 
dangerous?

Let them choose.
No or there is not 
a medical option.

No

Yes

Dwyer (2022) discusses the 
scope in one subsection of 
their article. This algorithm 
is based on it.

Yes Medical model.

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Yes

No

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Some autistic people do 
want to have anxieties 
eliminated medically.



Limitations of neurodiversity approaches

Can they choose?

Is the condition 
dangerous?

If a medical option exists, 
is it the only option left?

Yes

No

Is the condition 
dangerous?

Let them choose.
No or there is not 
a medical option.

No

Yes

Dwyer (2022) discusses the 
scope in one subsection of 
their article. This algorithm 
is based on it.

Yes Medical model.

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Yes

No

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

A brain tumour versus an 
autistic person who has 
difficulties with spoken 
communication.



Limitations of neurodiversity approaches

Can they choose?

Is the condition 
dangerous?

If a medical option exists, 
is it the only option left?

Yes

No

Is the condition 
dangerous?

Let them choose.
No or there is not 
a medical option.

No

Yes

Dwyer (2022) discusses the 
scope in one subsection of 
their article. This algorithm 
is based on it.

Yes Medical model.

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Yes

No

Neurodiversity 
approaches.

Err on the side of assuming their 
bodily factors are not impairments.



Implications for biomedical research

Neurodiversity approaches are 
compatible with biomedical research.

‘… autistic people who might benefit 
from a medical model approach to 
support specific impairments (e.g. … 
sensory hypersensitivity), but who 
would be negatively impacted by 
pathologization of the overall 
experience of being autistic.’

(Heraty et al., 2023)



Implications for biomedical research

Precision medicine targets specific 
traits in specific conditions, not broad 
categories.

Some restricted and repetitive 
behaviours, such as head banging, 
are harmful.

Self-regulatory stimming is not.

(Heraty et al., 2023)



Implications for biomedical research

‘… clinicians who work with autistic 
people … could help determine traits 
of interest and suitability for 
translational research …’.

(Heraty et al., 2023)

Make a list of precise, contextualised, 
and co-defined (with neurodivergents) 
traits of interest.



Participatory research

‘… Participatory Research practices, defined as 
incorporating the views of neurodivergent
individuals and their allies into the whole research cycle, 
from project design to dissemination and application of 
findings (Bourke, 2009; Fletcher-Watson et al., 2021).’

(Gourdon-Kanhukamwe et al., 2023)



Participatory research

‘… a) challenge general existing assumptions … b) … 
neurodivergent individuals as active collaborators … as 
opposed to passive, tokenised objects (Elsherif et al., 
2022; Pellicano & den Houting, 2022); c) reduce bias in 
theories and interpretations … d) … recruitment … from 
more diverse … backgrounds …’. 

(Gourdon-Kanhukamwe et al., 2023)



Decolonise neurodiversity

‘Psychological and educational research remains 
disproportionately centred on participants from Western, 
Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) 
societies (Krys et al., 2024).’

(Fisher et al., 2025)



Decolonise neurodiversity

‘… driven primarily by English-speaking White autistic 
people and allies … responds to the socio-cultural and 
political circumstances and concerns of these 
communities.’

(Cheng et al., 2023)



Decolonise neurodiversity

‘… uncritical transportation and application of this 
wholesale [neurodiversity] framework from European 
and North American communities to those of Asia and 
Africa must be avoided.’

(Cheng et al., 2023)



Decolonise neurodiversity

Social factors

Individual

Environmental factors

Social factors

Individual’s 
social network

Environmental factors

Cheng et al. (2023) 
comment that, in Ethiopia, 
identity is embedded in 
familial and community 
collective relationships.

Setting the individual as 
the fundamental unit may 
not be a good idea.

WEIRD model. Possible Ethiopian model.



Onus of reconciliation is on researchers

‘... researchers have recently – within the second half of 
the twentieth century – performed … problematic studies 
on disabled children from institutions (e.g., feeding 
children radioactive cereal … ) (Boissoneault, 2017; 
Krugman, 1986).

(Dwyer, 2022)



Escape from ivory towers



A question about academic standards

‘It follows our concern that “great man” (or woman) theories of history 
tend to erase complexity in favour of oversimplified, and ultimately 
inaccurate, misunderstandings.’

(Botha et al., 2024)

Do assessments, recognition, and prestige erase merits in favour of 
narrowly defined, and ultimately self-serving standards defined by the 
powers that be?



Neuro-normative academic standards

‘In the UK, neuro-normativity upholds … 
“Neurotypical” … as superior and healthy 
(Catala et al., 2021; Legault et al., 2019), 
reinforcing rigid distinctions between 
“normal” and “defective” (Bodfield & 
Culshaw, 2023).’

(Fisher et al., 2025)



Neuro-normative academic standards

‘ … a singular neuro-normative trajectory of 
“how children develop and learn”, 
disregarding alternative developmental 
paths as “falling behind” (DfE, 2023).’

(Fisher et al., 2025)



Neuro-normative academic standards

Similarly, national curricula, standardised 
assessments, Ofsted ratings, and other 
metrics are cited by Fisher et al. (2025) as 
policies that reinforce neuro-normative 
academics standards.



Neuro-normative academic standards

This applies to differences along other 
dimensions too, such as class.

For example, my parents did not go to 
university. They misinterpreted research 
findings and didn’t let me enter year one 
until I was almost seven.

My successes were celebrated less, 
mistakes judged more harshly.

(Gullo and Burton, 1992)



Testimonial and hermeneutical injustice

‘… experiences and knowledge of 
Neurodivergent individuals are unjustly 
dismissed … society lacks the concepts and 
language to value and understand non-
neuro-normative contributions … leads to 
misunderstandings by those who rely on 
neuro-normative conventions …’.

(Fisher et al., 2025)



Testimonial and hermeneutical injustice

This applies to differences along other 
dimensions too, such as nationality.

For example, my international student 
consciously chose not to use the literary 
present tense.



Landscape of affordances

‘Neuro-normative epistemic injustice has 
resulted in a landscape of affordances 
designed for, and more easily accessed by, 
Neurotypical individuals.’

(Fisher et al., 2025)

Classroom sensory 
environments

Curriculum

Assessment 
methods

Classroom 
activities

Communication 
styles

Definition of 
success

Social life

Extracurricular 
activities



Landscape of affordances

‘Neuro-normative epistemic injustice has 
resulted in a landscape of affordances 
designed for, and more easily accessed by, 
Neurotypical individuals.’

(Fisher et al., 2025)

Reactive interventions (such as student 
support plans) target components without 
considering how they fail to work together in 
systems.

Classroom sensory 
environments

Curriculum

Assessment 
methods

Classroom 
activities

Communication 
styles

Definition of 
success

Social life

Extracurricular 
activities



Landscape of affordances

A visual model of dyslexia.

‘Consider that … the rules of written English … are now 
more logical … However, the criteria by which this new 
more logical English is measured against is … stricter … to 
enable employers and educators to select “the best”.’

(Collinson, 2012)

The number of dyslexics is the same as it is in our world.



Where’s the emergency exit?

‘… university cultures … are often characterised 
by “subtle, but powerful, competition and striving 
for prestige and dominance … [stifling] the 
conditions in which compassionate pedagogy 
can survive and flourish.”’

(Hamilton and Petty, 2023)



Where’s the emergency exit?

Diego Maradona didn’t win many 
trophies. He played his best 
football at SSC Napoli, not FC 
Barcelona.



Where’s the emergency exit?
Hamilton and Petty (2023) reimagine the goals of 
education.

• Create memories of positive interpersonal 
interactions through experience and 
reflection.

• Provide a space where everyone can 
contribute and find a sense of belonging.

• Foster a desire to grow further.

• Empower students to look forward with hope 
for success.



Where’s the emergency exit?
Hamilton and Petty (2023) discuss the principles 
of Universal Design for Learning, an antidote.

• Flexibility and choice are embedded.

• Knowledge is transmitted clearly and can be 
accessed in multiple modalities with ease.

• Competence can be demonstrated in multiple 
ways at different rates.



In my restless dreams, I see that school
How I would put it into practice

• Divide each subject into a list of fundamental 
building blocks.Out!

In!



In my restless dreams, I see that school
How I would put it into practice

• Divide each subject into a list of fundamental 
building blocks.

• Mastery of each building block can be gained 
and demonstrated in many ways any time.YouTube video.

Open university.
Caltech.

Private tutor.



In my restless dreams, I see that school
How I would put it into practice

• Divide each subject into a list of fundamental 
building blocks.

• Mastery of each building block can be gained 
and demonstrated in many ways any time.

Presentation. Exam.
Teaching a 
classmate.

Solving a textbook 
problem in class.



In my restless dreams, I see that school
How I would put it into practice

• Divide each subject into a list of fundamental 
building blocks.

• Mastery of each building block can be gained 
and demonstrated in many ways any time.

• Every achievement unlocks a new task.

Achieving a personal task 
unlocks an interpersonal 
task and vice versa!



In my restless dreams, I see that school

Everyone has their own developmental trajectory.

Every path is worth the same, neither superior nor inferior.

‘“I wonder,” he said, “whether the stars are set alight in heaven 
so that one day each one of us may find his [sic] own again...”’

(Saint-Exupéry, 1943)



Summary

• Neurodiversity was collectively developed in independent dialogues.
• Having different brains and minds is normal and good.
• Medical and social models of disability are both incomplete.
• Neurodiversity approaches acknowledge bodily, environmental, social, 

and cultural factors. They interact to disable individuals.
• Four dos and four don’ts in operationalising neurodiversity.
• Participatory research is relevant to biomedical research, but 

reconciliation and decolonisation are necessary.
• Inclusive education respects all developmental trajectories, not rigid 

academic standards.



How can we get there?
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