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NEURODIVERSITY AFFIRMING
PRACTICE

What is Neurodiversity Affirming Practice?

Neurodiversity is a concept that explains that all brains work differently. A neurodivergent person can be
described as someone whose mind works outside the range of difference considered within the usual or
"neurotypical" range. The neurodiverse community includes autistic, ADHD, and many other brains that
work differently from what neurotypical society expects.

The neurodiversity movement began in the 1980s and has been increasingly becoming well-recognised
as a source of important information guiding a better understanding of the support needs of
neurodivergent people. There are many different types of brains. The neurodiversity movement is about
recognising the rights of neurodivergent people to be respected and supported for who they naturally
are and that this diversity is a positive thing that leads to a richer culture in our community.

Neurodiversity affirming practice means we are endeavouring to accept, embrace, and celebrate
differences whilst supporting every autistic person with their unique mix of traits, strengths, needs,
sensory systems, interests, and personalities.

How does it differ from traditional therapy?

We are evaluating our approach and knowledge to ensure we support families in a neurodiversity-
affirming way. We have been listening to a wide range of neurodivergent voices and making sure that all
our work is based on the acceptance of our clients and not asking them to pretend to be different.

We support our clients to be their true, authentic selves by celebrating their strengths and exceptional
skills. Using a strength-based approach, we are building on the skills that already exist in all our clients.
For example, by encouraging clients to explore their interest in a topic they love, they are supported to
develop a variety of language skills within an area that sparks passion and joy. They then can connect
new skills to the topics that already make sense to them, thus setting them up for success.

Parent-only sessions are an essential part of therapy for your child. Gathering information about the
strengths of the child allows families and therapists to develop strategies that best support learning and
growth. Utilising this approach allows the child to identify their areas of interest as the foundation of
therapy.

Are all clinics doing this?

More and more clinics worldwide are adopting this approach to working with neurodivergent people. We
have decided to focus on broadening the evidence base in our professions to include the voices of
people we support rather than just ‘experts’. This helps us to provide the best, tailored support to
neurodivergent individuals.
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Does that mean we have done the wrong thing/harmed the
children in the past?

As clinicians, we always do our best with the knowledge we have and the available information. This
means that we need to adapt with the new information we receive and accept that what we knew/used in
the past is no longer best practice. Sometimes this means we need to make changes to our interventions.

We acknowledge that previous practices would not be used today, but they were based on the best
evidence available at the time. As the children exposed to previous methods have become adults, they
have been reporting that the old therapeutic approaches significantly impacted their mental health,
leading to professionals rethinking their approach. Our job as health professionals is to improve our
clients' lives, so we need to listen to these voices and find better ways to support them.

How can | support family and friends to understand more about this
movement?
¢ Pass on handouts and links to good websites on the topic.
¢ Direct them to spaces like Neurowild.
* Model neurodiversity affirming responses and approaches to behaviour and function, for example, not
asking for eye contact.

What if | don't agree with this approach and would rather use approaches
like the "Size of the problem" or "ABA"?

We believe that neurodiverse-affirming practice best supports our clients. However, we also acknowledge
that everyone's experience varies, and this approach may not suit some. We would like to have a
discussion with you to identify how we could potentially support your child. If you feel like the approach
we use at the clinic does not match your worldview, it may be better to find a clinic/ clinician that is a
better fit for you. We encourage you to investigate the neurodiversity-affirming movement and what it
means for the autistic community but understand that not all people will adopt this approach. As a clinic,
we work within this framework, and we cannot provide care that would seek to change an autistic person
to be “less autistic” for example, or to mask their authentic selves to "fit in".

We, as a clinic, are always striving to be affirming of our clients’ identities in our approach to therapy. This
approach acknowledges the natural diversity of human brains. As an organisation, we choose to
acknowledge, support and celebrate people’s strengths and embrace their differences. The therapeutic
process involves listening to neurodivergent voices and co-constructing goals with them to help support
them to live their best lives.

We do this by:
e Changing the environment rather than changing the child.
e Supporting children's development to assist them to be their true authentic selves.

What is my role as a parent in this?
Working with the clinician to understand more about neurodiversity.
* Sharing with my clinician what works for me/my child.
* |f you feel comfortable, advocate for your child in environments that are less accepting of
neurodivergent brains.

For a list of useful links, check out our website at www.villagetherapy.com.au *Q‘W
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