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WELCOME

Welcome to Module 1 of Understanding Neurodiversity. This first step in our journey together is
about building a solid foundation. We will establish a shared language for talking about cognitive
differences, explore a framework that moves beyond deficits, and make the case for why
belonging is a fundamentally more powerful goal than mere inclusion. The concepts introduced
here are the bedrock for every subsequent module.

Neurodiversity is the simple, evidence-supported idea that human brains vary. This variation is a
normal, natural, and valuable feature of our species. Conditions like autism, ADHD, and dyslexia
are not flaws to be fixed, but expressions of this rich human tapestry. By adopting a
strengths-and-supports posture, we can move our conversations past pathology and toward a
more accurate and compassionate understanding of ourselves and others. We learn to ask not,
"What is wrong with you?" but rather, "What do you need to thrive?" This module is designed to
give you the vocabulary and the mindset to begin asking that question in your own life and
communities.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of this module, you will be able to:
Define neurodiversity in one clear, non-clinical sentence.

Distinguish between neurodiversity (the population characteristic), neurodivergence (the
individual experience), and neurotypical (the statistical majority).

Apply a strengths-and-supports lens to a real situation in your life or organization.

Identify three environmental shifts that expand belonging without requiring a formal diagnosis.

FOUNDATIONS

The term "neurodiversity" may be new to you, but the reality it describes is as old as humanity
itself. At its core, neurodiversity is the spectrum of natural variations in the human brain
regarding learning, attention, mood, sensory processing, and other cognitive functions. It is a
biological fact, not an ideology or a political stance. Just as we accept that people have different
heights, hair colors, and athletic abilities, the neurodiversity paradigm asks us to accept that
people have different ways of thinking, processing information, and experiencing the world.

This spectrum includes the full range of human cognitive styles. Within this range, some brain
styles are more common than others. The most statistically common neurological profile is
referred to as "neurotypical.” Individuals whose brains function in ways that diverge significantly
from this dominant societal standard are described as "neurodivergent.” This is not a judgment
on value, but a statement of statistical reality. Neurodivergent individuals may include, but are
not limited to, those who are autistic, have ADHD, are dyslexic, dyspraxic, or have Tourette's
syndrome. The term "neurodivergence" is a broad umbrella, encompassing a wide array of
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distinct experiences.

Using these terms with clarity is the first step toward a more productive conversation.
Neurodiversity is a characteristic of a group; a classroom or a company is either neurodiverse or
it is not. An individual person cannot be "neurodiverse." Instead, an individual is neurodivergent.
We would not say a person is "diverse"; we say the group is diverse, and the person contributes
to that diversity. Similarly, a person's neurodivergence contributes to the neurodiversity of the
human population.

This reframing of difference is the cornerstone of a strengths-and-supports model. For decades,
the prevailing view of neurological difference has been a deficit-based medical model, which
pathologizes variations from the neurotypical standard. This model defines neurodivergence by
its "disorders," "impairments," and "deficits," focusing almost exclusively on what a person
cannot do. While this can be useful for securing a diagnosis or legal accommodations, it
provides an incomplete and often damaging picture of the whole person. It can lead to stigma,

shame, and a focus on "fixing" the individual rather than supporting them.

A strengths-and-supports model offers a more holistic and accurate alternative. It acknowledges
that every human being, whether neurotypical or neurodivergent, has a unique profile of
cognitive strengths and areas that require support. One person might excel at creative,
non-linear thinking but struggle with organizing sequential tasks. Another might possess an
extraordinary ability to focus intensely on a single project but find social small talk draining and
difficult. These are not character flaws; they are features of a specific neurological profile.

The key insight of this model is that challenges are often context-dependent. The very same trait
can be a strength in one environment and a disability in another. A person highly sensitive to
auditory input might be an exceptional sound editor in a quiet studio but be completely
overwhelmed and unable to function in a noisy, open-plan office. The "disability” does not reside
solely within the person; it is created by the mismatch between the person's needs and the
environment's demands.

This shifts our focus from trying to "normalize" the individual to redesigning the environment.
Instead of asking how to make an autistic person less sensitive to fluorescent lighting, we ask,
"Can we install dimmer, warmer lights that benefit everyone?" Instead of reprimanding an
employee with ADHD for losing focus in long meetings, we ask, "Can we make our meetings
shorter, more focused, and supported by clear agendas and action items?" This approach
recognizes that creating more supportive environments often benefits everyone, not just the
neurodivergent individuals we might initially have in mind. It is the practical application of the
idea that belonging happens when a community is designed so that more kinds of people can
thrive.

DEEPER LOOK

The shift from a medical model to a neurodiversity paradigm represents a profound evolution in
our understanding of disability. The medical model of disability locates the "problem" within the
individual. It identifies impairments, disorders, and deficits that deviate from a presumed norm
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and seeks to cure, treat, or fix them. While it has led to important medical advancements, this

model can inadvertently promote the idea that to be disabled is to be broken.

In contrast, the social model of disability, from which the neurodiversity paradigm draws heavily,
proposes that disability is a social construct. It argues that a person is "disabled"” less by their
intrinsic impairment and more by a society designed without their needs in mind. A wheelchair
user is disabled not by their inability to walk, but by a building with no ramp. A deaf person is
disabled not by their lack of hearing, but by a public announcement with no visual display. The
problem is not the person, but the inaccessible environment.

The neurodiversity paradigm applies this social model to cognitive and neurological difference. It
argues that much of the suffering and challenge associated with neurodivergence stems from
living in a world built for neurotypical brains. The social rejection, sensory overload, and
executive function demands of modern life can create significant barriers for neurodivergent
people. The solution, therefore, is not to force neurodivergent individuals to conform at great
personal cost, but to dismantle the barriers and create a more universally accessible society.

This perspective has powerful implications for our workplaces, schools, and communities. For
decades, the business case for diversity has focused primarily on dimensions like race and
gender. The case for neurodiversity is just as compelling. Research highlighted in publications
like the Harvard Business Review suggests that teams that include neurodivergent professionals
can be more creative, diligent, and productive. Neurodivergent traits like hyperfocus, pattern
recognition, and novel problem-solving are immense assets when placed in the right roles and
supportive environments. Companies that have intentionally recruited autistic individuals, for
example, have often found they excel in roles requiring high levels of concentration, detalil
orientation, and quality control. By filtering out neurodivergent talent with rigid,
neurotypical-centric hiring and management practices, organizations are leaving innovation and
value on the table.

This leads to the crucial distinction between accommodation and belonging. Accommodation is
the floor, not the ceiling. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and other legal frameworks
mandate reasonable accommodations, which are modifications or adjustments that enable a
qualified individual with a disability to perform essential job functions. This is critically important,
but it is fundamentally reactive and individualized. An employee must typically disclose a
diagnosis, document their limitations, and formally request a specific solution. It places the
burden of adaptation on the disabled individual.

Belonging is a different goal altogether. Belonging is the outcome of a culture characterized by
psychological safety, where people feel secure enough to be their authentic selves without fear
of punishment or humiliation. It is proactive and systemic. Instead of providing noise-canceling
headphones to one employee who asks, an organization fostering belonging might designate
guiet zones that anyone can use. Instead of grudgingly allowing one person to work from home,
it builds robust systems for flexible work that benefit the entire team. Compliance with the ADA
keeps an organization legal; a culture of belonging keeps its people.

The absence of belonging has a tangible cost, particularly in the form of masking. Masking, or
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camouflaging, is the conscious or subconscious suppression of natural neurodivergent traits and
the performance of neurotypical behaviors to fit in. An autistic person might force themselves to
make eye contact even though it is painful, or an individual with ADHD might hide their need to
fidget. This constant self-monitoring and performance require an immense amount of cognitive
and emotional energy. The long-term costs of masking are severe and well-documented: chronic
exhaustion, anxiety, depression, burnout, and a diminished sense of self. When an environment
is safe enough for a person to unmask, they are not only less likely to burn out, but their energy
is freed up to be channeled into creativity, problem-solving, and authentic connection. Building
environments of belonging is not just a kind gesture; it is an essential strategy for unlocking

human potential.

APPLY IT

The principles of neurodiversity and the strengths-and-supports model can feel abstract. Let's
ground them in three worked examples from different areas of life, showing the shift from a
deficit-based mindset to one focused on environmental support.

At Work

Scenario: A project team is consistently missing deadlines. Communication feels scattered, and
long brainstorming meetings result in few concrete actions. The team manager is frustrated.

Deficit Framing: The manager thinks, "My team members are disorganized and unfocused. They
lack commitment and need to manage their time better. | need to send them to a time
management course.” This framing places the blame on individual character flaws.

Strengths-and-Supports Lens: The manager instead asks, "What are the environmental barriers
preventing my capable team from succeeding? Our meetings are long and unstructured, which
can be exhausting for anyone's executive function. Our communication happens across five
different platforms, making it hard to track tasks. Perhaps our current processes are creating the
disorganization.” This lens looks at the system, not just the individuals.

Environmental Shifts Without Requiring a Diagnosis:

1. Meeting Redesign: All meetings are capped at 45 minutes. A clear agenda with objectives is
sent out 24 hours in advance, and a summary of decisions and action items is sent out within 2
hours of the meeting's end. This supports individuals who need time to process information and
those who struggle with sustained attention.

2. Visual Task Management: The team adopts a single, shared digital Kanban board (like Trello
or Asana) to make all project tasks, deadlines, and responsibilities visible to everyone at a
glance. This externalizes memory and planning, reducing the cognitive load on each team
member.

3. Communication Protocols: The team agrees to use email for external communication, a
specific chat channel for urgent internal questions, and the Kanban board for all project-related
updates. This reduces communication anxiety and the mental effort of context-switching.

At School
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Scenario: A fourth-grade student frequently interrupts the teacher, fidgets constantly, and often
fails to turn in multi-part homework assignments, despite seeming to understand the material

during class discussions.

Deficit Framing: The teacher concludes, "This student is defiant and lazy. He doesn't respect the
classroom rules and just doesn't want to do the work." This attributes the behavior to negative
intent.

Strengths-and-Supports Lens: The teacher observes, "This student is verbally bright and highly
engaged in class discussions (strength). He struggles with impulse control, regulating his body,
and organizing the multi-step process of completing and returning homework (support need).
The long periods of sitting still and the unstructured nature of the homework may be a mismatch
for his neurological profile."

Environmental Shifts Without Requiring a Diagnosis:

1. Movement and Sensory Tools: The teacher provides a wobble cushion for the student's chair
and a small, quiet fidget tool to keep in his pocket. They also build short movement breaks into
the class schedule for everyone, like a 60-second stretch every 20 minutes.

2. Chunking Assignments: Instead of assigning a "book report," the teacher breaks it into
smaller, manageable chunks with separate due dates: "Part 1: Choose a book by Friday." "Part
2: Write a one-paragraph summary by Tuesday." This supports executive function for planning
and initiation.

3. Flexible Demonstration of Knowledge: For some assignments, the teacher offers the student
a choice to demonstrate his understanding by creating a short video summary on a tablet or
giving a verbal report to the teacher, rather than only accepting a written format.

In a Community

Scenario: A member of a volunteer committee is highly creative and full of great ideas but often
speaks over others in meetings and agrees to tasks they then forget to complete. This is
creating tension.

Deficit Framing: Other committee members think, "She's arrogant and unreliable. She just wants
to hear herself talk but doesn't pull her weight. We can't count on her." This framing interprets
the behavior as a moral failing.

Strengths-and-Supports Lens: A committee leader reflects, "She is our best source of innovative
ideas, which is a huge strength. She may be struggling with social pragmatics, like
conversational turn-taking, and the executive function required to track tasks. Our fast-paced,
verbal-only meetings may be amplifying these challenges."

Environmental Shifts Without Requiring a Diagnosis:

1. Structured Meeting Facilitation: The leader implements a simple talking-stick or hand-raising
protocol to ensure everyone gets a chance to speak without being interrupted. They also use a

whiteboard to visually capture all ideas as they are shared, validating each contribution.

2. Shared External Brain: At the end of each meeting, the leader verbally summarizes all action
items, stating who is responsible and the deadline. This verbal recap is immediately followed by
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a written email to the entire group, creating a shared, external record of commitments. This

benefits everyone's memory.

3. Offer a Specific, Well-Suited Role: Instead of assigning her random administrative tasks she
may forget, the leader asks, "Would you be willing to be our designated 'ldea Generator' for the
first 15 minutes of every meeting? Your creativity is so valuable." This channels her strength into
a formal, recognized role.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

Take ten minutes to write a short personal entry in a private journal or notebook. Do not worry
about spelling, grammar, or polish—this is for your eyes only. The purpose is to connect these
concepts to your own lived experience.

Where in your life—at work, at home, or in your community—have you seen or felt the difference
between mere accommodation and true belonging?

Think about your own cognitive profile. Which of your mental strengths are you most proud of or
aware of? What specific supports, tools, or environments help you do your best, most authentic
work?

Who in your circle—a colleague, a family member, a friend—might be navigating the world in a
way you haven't fully understood? What might it cost you to simply and kindly ask, "I'm curious
what it's like to be you," and then just listen?

GLOSSARY

Accommodation: A modification or adjustment to a task, environment, or way of doing things that
enables an individual with a disability to have an equal opportunity. It is often a reactive, legally
mandated process.

Belonging: The feeling of security and support when there is a sense of acceptance, inclusion,
and identity for a member of a certain group. It is a proactive, cultural outcome where people feel
safe to be their authentic selves.

Executive Function: A set of mental skills that include working memory, flexible thinking, and
self-control. These skills are essential for planning, organizing, initiating tasks, and regulating
emotions. Challenges with executive function are common across many neurotypes, including
ADHD and autism.

Identity-First Language: Language that puts the identity-related word first, framing the identity as
an inherent part of the person. Example: "autistic person." Many self-advocates prefer this as it
claims identity with pride.

Masking (or Camouflaging): The conscious or subconscious suppression of natural
neurodivergent behaviors and the performance of neurotypical ones to fit in or avoid negative
attention. This is often associated with high levels of stress, anxiety, and burnout.
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Neurodiversity: A biological paradigm that recognizes the natural and valuable variation of

human brains and minds. It is a characteristic of a group or the human species as a whole.

Neurodivergent (ND): A term describing an individual whose brain functions in ways that diverge
significantly from the societal standard of "normal," or neurotypical. Examples include autism,
ADHD, and dyslexia.

Neurominority: A group of neurodivergent people who share a similar neurotype, which is a
minority within the larger population.

Neurotypical (NT): A term describing an individual whose brain functions within the dominant
societal standards of "normal.” It is the most common neurological type.

Person-First Language: Language that puts the person before their diagnosis or disability.
Example: "person with autism." This was developed to emphasize that people are not defined by
their disability. The choice between identity-first and person-first language is a personal
preference.

Psychological Safety: A shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for
interpersonal risk-taking. It is the foundation of a culture of belonging.

Strengths-and-Supports Model: A framework that views every individual as having a unique
profile of strengths and challenges. It shifts focus from "fixing" an individual's deficits to providing
environmental supports that allow their strengths to flourish.
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