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Reflection 

Individuals frequently have an image of  what a neurodivergent person looks like/acts like.

• What image comes to mind when you hear neurodivergent? 

• What words come to mind when you hear autism?

• What TV, movie or book characters do you picture when you hear autism? 



Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity is a term used in a social 

justice context: About differences vs 

disorders

Neurodiversity is NOT a person or a 

diagnosis



The Neurodiversity 
Umbrella

It’s Everyone! 

Neurodivergent: Both Acquired and Developmental

• Autism

• ADHD

• Learning Differences (Dyslexia, Dyscalculia, 
Dysgraphia)

• TBI

• Tourette Syndrome

• Anxiety/ Depression
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Language and Symbolism Evolves

• The language is constantly changing around 

Neurodiversity

▪ Neurodivergent/Neurodistinct refers to an individual

▪ High levels of  intersectionality

▪ Disability is NOT a bad word!

▪ Person First Language versus Identity First Language

▪ Difference versus Disorder

▪ Infinity Symbol & Rainbow



Neurotypical and Neurodivergent Differences

• Communication Styles

• Sensory Differences

• Non Literal Language

• Social Anxiety

• Information Processing

• Executive Function
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A “Spiky” Profile
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Medical Model of  Disability

• We are used to this mentality:

• Autism, ADHD, Learning Differences etc are all disorders that need to be cured.

The diagnoses cause a disruption in the expected processing in the brain

• It is the responsibility of  the individual to make changes and adjustments, because they are 

atypical or abnormal

• It is less desirable to be autistic or have ADHD than to be neurotypical





Social Model of  Disability

• A flip of  the traditional model: The focus is on environmental barriers vs the 

individual

• Directly addresses attitudes and stereotyping in approaching disability





Communication Styles

• Perspective Taking / Theory of  Mind

o Seeing things from a variety of  perspectives can be more of  a neurotypical 
strength

o Clarify differences in perspective- why do I see it this way?

o Visual referencing can support making a concept concrete

o Do not assume something is "obvious"

• Direct Communication

o Do not beat around the bush! Say what you mean.

o Direct feedback is not meant to be rude

• Non-Literal Language

o Avoid figurative language or abstract expressions



Sensory Impacts

• NT brains filter sensory information , ND 
brains do not

• This results in increased reactivity to 
environmental stimuli

• Internal sensory stimuli can also have significant 
impacts—this is called interoception

• These impacts are very real to neurodivergent 
individuals: think constant fight/flight/freeze
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Social Anxiety

• There is a "hidden curriculum" to everyday interactions, NT 
individuals understand how to navigate this world and adhere 
to expectations

• Not obvious for ND individuals, requires constant reflection 
and problem solving, leading to significant anxiety

• Set very clear expectations for interactions

• Provide information on duration of  meetings, events, activities.

• Explain the "culture" of  the office community—what is 
typically understood about the environment?



Information Processing

• Many neurodivergent individuals process information visually vs 
auditorily :

• Visual information can be written words, images, charts, graphs. 
We frequently only think about pictures, but it is much more than 
that!

• Some individuals are external processers vs internal processers: 
talking something through, vs thinking about it quietly

• Everyone processes information at different rates, some slower, 
some more quickly. This can depend on environmental factors as 
well.

o Think about your problem solving first thing in the morning vs 
after 3-4 meetings.



Setting Expectations

• Provide clear communication and expectations

• Many people take for granted that an individual 
will inherently understand what it means to be a 
"good" employee

• It is helpful to provide concrete information 
about tasks, roles/responsibilities, timelines

Don't make assumptions that something is obvious, 
be clear and direct in your expectations
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Scenarios… 



Scenario: Community Gathering 

Misunderstanding

• During a neighborhood celebration, a neurodivergent resident follows the event 

flyer instructions very literally.

• The flyer says “join in the fun,” so the resident stays at their assigned table, waiting 

for direction.

• Other attendees interpret the resident’s quiet presence as disinterest or aloofness.



Neuroinclusive Considerations

• - Clarify expectations using direct language (e.g., “come join the group games 

outside at 3 PM”).

• - Avoid assuming social engagement norms are understood without being stated.

• - Use visual supports (activity schedules, maps, signs).

• - Recognize that literal interpretations are valid ways of  processing information.

• - Promote community understanding of  different communication styles.



Scenario: Dorm Living Conflict

• A neurodivergent student tells the RA their roommate frequently plays loud 

music at night, has guests over, and uses sarcastic jokes.

• The student feels overwhelmed and anxious but doesn't feel comfortable 

confronting the roommate directly.



Neuroinclusive Considerations

• - Consider sensory sensitivities to noise and unpredictability.

• - Sarcasm may be misinterpreted as literal or aggressive.

• - Support the student through structured mediation with clear boundaries.

• - Offer private space or housing accommodations if  needed.

• - Normalize direct communication to reduce conflict and anxiety.



Scenario: Maintenance Knock-In

• A maintenance worker announces their presence and enters an apartment.

• The resident appears startled and later files a complaint.

• Staff  are confused—they followed standard procedure.



Neuroinclusive Considerations

• - Consider interoceptive impacts—fight/flight/freeze responses are real.

• - Offer advanced notice in multiple formats (email, text, signage).

• - Allow residents to request preferred communication methods.

• - Respect sensory and personal space needs.

• - Train staff  to avoid assuming comfort based on typical reactions.



Scenario: Workplace Miscommunication

• A PHFA team member is told: “Take care of  the Miller file by the end of  the 

week.”

• They miss key steps and a deadline.

• Colleagues interpret this as carelessness.



Neuroinclusive Considerations

• - Give clear, concrete instructions (task, deadline, format).

• - Avoid ambiguous phrases—“take care of ” can be interpreted in many ways.

• - Encourage clarification without judgment.

• - Recognize processing differences—some may need time or visual aids.

• - Support different communication and work styles (external vs internal 

processors).



Scenario: Playground Misunderstanding

• Parents complain a child “doesn’t share” or is “too rough” during play.

• The child seems confused and withdraws from the playground.



Neuroinclusive Considerations

• - Understand that social rules may not be intuitive.

• - Post visual playground guidelines to clarify turn-taking and boundaries.

• - Use clear, direct language to guide behavior (“Please wait your turn” vs “Be 

nice”).

• - Train adults to identify differences in social development, not just “bad 

behavior.”

• - Celebrate different play styles when safe and inclusive.



NENPHL Key Activities

Map Philadelphia Ecosystem 
of ND Hiring / Employment

Facilitate Stakeholder 
Opportunities to Connect

Facilitate Partnerships 
to Neuroinclusive Employment
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To be a network connecting employers, academics, providers, 

vendors, job seekers, and other allies in the Greater Philadelphia region 

supporting one another to enable neurodivergent individuals 

to gain meaningful employment

laura@nenphl.org 

mailto:laura@nenphl.org
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