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Disclosures
 Financial: Julie Roberts received an honorarium for this 

presentation. She is Founder and CEO of the Therapist 
Neurodiversity Collective, Inc. owner of Bayou City 
Speech & Language, a consultancy agency. Julie works 
in the public school system.

 Nonfinancial: Julie is a late-identified Autistic CCC-SLP.

 Content Disclosure: This learning event does not focus 
exclusively on any specific product or service.

Sources For this Presentation
 Contemporary Autism Research (including Sensory 

Reactivity, The Double Empathy Problem, Autistic 
Masking/Camouflage, Diversity in Social 
Intelligence)

 Services Provision World: ASHA Certified, State 
Licensed Speech-Language Pathologist since 1999

 First Person World of Autistic Lived Experiences

Learning Outcomes
After this course,

1. Participants will be able to identify primary differences between non-
autistic (allistic) and autistic social communication and list 3 primary 
supporting contemporary research theories.

2. Participants will be able to identify social skills goals that may impact 
trauma, and have harmful outcomes, and explain why based on 
supporting contemporary research evidence.

3. Participants will be able to describe key considerations when assessing 
and planning for ethical, evidence-based, trauma-informed and 
neurodiversity-affirming intervention with autistic social communicators.

Why Do I Use Identity – First Language?
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ASHA Evidence-Based Practice (EBP)
 Clinical expertise/expert opinion: The knowledge, judgment, and critical 

reasoning acquired through clinical training and professional 
experiences

 Evidence (external and internal): The best available information 
gathered from the scientific literature (external evidence) and from data 
and observations collected on individual clients (internal evidence)

 Client/patient/caregiver perspectives: The unique set of personal and 
cultural circumstances, values, priorities, and expectations identified by 
patients, students, clients and their caregivers. 

https://www.asha.org/Research/EBP/Evidence-Based-Practice/
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Ableism: Discrimination against people with physical, intellectual, or psychiatric 
disabilities, and a belief disabled people need to be ‘fixed’.
Center for Disability Rights: http://cdrnys.org/blog/uncategorized/ableism/

Ableist: Social prejudice against people with disabilities based on the belief that 
typical abilities are superior and that disabled people need to be ‘fixed.’

Allistic: A non-autistic person.

Ally: a person with privilege on a particular axis who makes a conscious choice 
to work against oppression on that axis. 

Neurotypical/Neuromajority: A person who is not Autistic, ADHD, etc. 
Abbreviated as ‘NT.’

Neurodiversity Terminology
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Neurodiversity Terminology

Neurominority: a group of people that differs from the majority of a population 
in terms of behavioral traits and brain function

Neurodivergent/Neurodivergence: Differences in mental or neurological 
function. (Examples include Autistic, ADHD, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia).

Neurodiversity Movement: A social, political and human rights movement led 
by Autistic, Neurodivergent and other disabled people with the end-goals of 
acceptance. It is a Cultural Movement. 

“Nothing about us without us.” 
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• Medical Model of Disability
• Social Model of Disability
• Neurodiversity-Model of 

Disability

Models of Disability
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Medical Model of Disability

The medical model of disability views disability as 
a medical problem that belongs to the disabled 
individual. 

• Medical treatment encompassing curative 
measures is the solution to the person’s 
disability.

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved.

How autism is 
defined 
through a
medical model 
of disability

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved.

Treat

Treat

Treat

Medical Model

Treat

Turn-taking

Small talk

Eliminating 

Monologuing

Direct language

Eye contact

Facial expressions

Tone of voice

.

Autistic 
Person

Echolalia
Play

Stimming

“Ritualistic” behaviors

“Restricted” interests

Delayed language skills
Delayed movement skills

Delayed cognitive
Learning disability
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SOCIAL MODEL OF DISABILITY
The social model looks at disability as a natural 
part of the human experience framed in terms of 
inclusion, equity and justice. 

https://autisticadvocacy.org/2021/01/transcript-and-video-of-julia-bascoms-keynote-at-drexel-university/

• The solution to disability is that barriers are 
removed, and the disable person receives 
accommodations, modifications, and supports, 
which eliminates the person’s disability.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 13

Autism within a 
social model
of disability 
framework
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Barriers

Barriers

Barriers

Societal attitudes and 

stigma: including from 

Services Providers, 

Educators, Families, 

Peers. Barriers

Equitable 

Access/Inclusion to: 

School, Work, Activities

Perpetuated Myths about Autistic People: 

They want to be “cured”; they lack theory 

of mind; they lack empathy, they are less 

than human.

Disability and Social 

Justice Laws, Unfair 

Wages, Housing, 

Transportation, 

Supports.

Autistic 
Person

Social Model

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved.

Neurodiversity 101
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What is 
neurodiversity?

Neurodiversity acceptance is a reframing 
of ideology where "neurological 
differences are recognized and respected 
as any other human variation rather than 
pathologized. These differences can 
include Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Dyscalculia, 
Autism, Tourette Syndrome.  Some 
definitions include learning disability. 

 Born with neurological difference
 Not considered a medical condition or 

a disease
 Can be disabling

Fletcher, S. 2020, June 3. Neurodiverse or Neurodivergent? It’s more than just 
grammar. The University of Edinburgh. https://dart.ed.ac.uk/neurodiverse-or-
neurodivergent/
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Kapp SK, Gillespie-Lynch K, Sherman LE, Hutman T. Deficit, difference, or both? Autism and 
neurodiversity. Dev Psychol. 2013 Jan;49(1):59-71. doi: 10.1037/a0028353. Epub 2012 Apr 30. PMID: 
22545843.

Disability: An interaction between social 
factors and an individuals required needs 
for varying levels of support across 
domains.

These challenges do not make life less 
valid or worthwhile. 

Disability is a valid part of human diversity, 
especially in the subjective experience
of disabled people. 

Neurodiversity Myth: “Neurodivergence is a Superpower!”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 18
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• Not accurate. Neurodivergent people may have a skill that is easier for them 
than their other skills, but the skill may not be exceptional. 

• Pressurizes neurodivergent people to possess and demonstrate unexpected 
and even extraordinary skills and talents, especially skills of commercial or 
academic value.

• Perpetuates stigma through “othering.” 

Neurodiversity Myth: “Neurodivergence is a Superpower!”
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An inclusive environment that values the individual strengths and abilities 
of everyone in the environment.

What’s the problem?

Solution: 

A THIRD MODEL - NEURODIVERSITY
Looks at neurodivergence as a natural part of 
the human experience framed in terms of 
inclusion, equity and justice. 

• The solution is that barriers are removed, co-
occurring conditions are treated, and 
education to neurotypical people is provided.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 20

Social Barrier

Social Barrier

Treat

Communication

Speech/Language

Feeding

Medical 

.
Treat

Equitable 

Access/Inclusion to: 

School, Work, Activities

Perpetuated Myths about Autistic People: 

They want to be “cured”; they lack theory 

of mind; they lack empathy, they are less 

than human.

Equitable Access/Inclusion,

Disability and Social Justice 

Laws, Unfair Wages, Housing, 

Transportation, Supports.

Autistic 
Person

NEURODIVERSITY Model
History of the Neurodiversity Movement

1980s 
DSM-III
ABA – Intensive 
Intervention

Autism Established as a Dx

ABA - intensive behavioral therapy 
(Lovaas 1987)

1990s
Autistic Culture & Self 

Advocacy

2000s 
Social Justice
Academic, Clinical, Lay 
Understanding of Autism

2012
Neurodiversity – Natural 
and Valuable
The Double Empathy 
Problem

Jaarsma and Welin (2012)
Milton (2012)

2020+
Diversity in Social 
Intelligence
Mental Health, Quality of 
Life, Autistic Masking
Research = Person Centered

(Crompton et. al 2020)

(Cassidy et al., 2020) (Parr et al., 2020)
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What is 
acquired 
neurodiversity?

Mental health condition, neurological 
event (CVA) or illness, traumatic brain 
injury, dementia, Alzheimer’s, Wernicke-
Korsakoff syndrome, etc. 

 Develops in response to a medical 
condition

 Potentially resolves as injury heals, or 
medical and pharmaceutical 
intervention

Doyle N. Neurodiversity at work In: BPS, ed Psychology At  Work: Improving Wellbeing and Product ivit y in the Workplace. Leicester: British Psychological Society; 2017:44–62. ISBN 978-1-85433-754-2

Leblanc, Linda A et al. “Expanding the consumer base for behavior-analytic services: meeting the needs of consumers in the 21st century.” Behavior analysis in practice vol. 5,1 (2012): 4-14. 
doi:10.1007/BF03391813
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Marginalized Populations

Ethnicity
Race
Other Disabled
Culture
Gender Identity
LGBTIQ+ 
Poverty

Neurodiversity and Intersectionality

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 24

Multiple factors of inequity
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The Neurodiversity Movement is a 
Human Rights Movement

https://therapistndc.org/advocacy/disability-rights-are-civil-rights/
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“Autistic people are people. We are human beings with 
thoughts, feelings, wants, needs, and dreams. We 
experience pain and joy, just like non-autistic people do. 
Our internal experiences and inner lives are important, 
even if they are different from those of non-autistic people. 
We have the same human rights as non-autistic people. 
We may struggle with things that non-autistic people do 
not but this does not make us less human. Autism is not a 
justification to abuse us or subject us to harmful therapies 
against our will.” 

- ASAN (Autistic Self Advocacy Network)
For Whose Benefit? Evidence, Ethics, and Effectiveness of Autism Interventions. Autistic Self Advocacy Network. (2021, December). 
https://autisticadvocacy.org/policy/briefs/intervention-ethics/
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What is Neurodiversity Lite?
Performative Neurodiversity, also known as Neurodiversity Lite***, is the 
appropriation, commercialization and exploitation of the human rights / 
social justice movement. 

Why is this harmful?
Neurodiversity lite trivializes, sabotages, and undermines the 
neurodiversity movement, limiting and silencing the movement’s real 
activists by distorting the campaign’s message and its causes in the 
pursuit of financial gain. 

Roberts, J. “Performative Neurodiversity – the appropriation and watering down of a Human Rights Movement for profit”. (Oct. 2, 2021). Therapist Neurodiversity Collective.
https://therapistndc.org/performative-neurodiversity-the-appropriation-and-watering-down-of-a-human-rights-movement-for-profit/

*** Neumeier, S. “To Siri With Love’ and the Problem With Neurodiversity Lite”. Rewire News Group. (Feb 9, 2018) https://rewirenewsgroup.com/article/2018/02/09/siri- love-problem-neurodiversity-lite/

den Houting J. Neurodiversity: An insider’s perspective. Autism. 2019;23(2):271-273. doi:10.1177/1362361318820762 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1362361318820762
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“Researchers and advocates have 
expressed concern that individuals and 
organizations – including self-interested 
parties, such as for-profit companies 
seeking to market their products and 
services – have drawn on the rhetoric of the 
neurodiversity approach without 
understanding or committing to it (den 
Houting, 2019; Neumeier, 2018; Roberts, 
2021).  Those drawing on neurodiversity 
approach rhetoric and neurodivergent 
people’s ideas should take care to fully 
understand and not misrepresent them, to 
use them in non-exploitative ways, and to 
grant appropriate credit to those who 
developed the ideas.”

Dwyer P. The Neurodiversity Approach(es): What Are They and 
What Do They Mean for Researchers? Hum Dev. 2022 
May;66(2):73-92. doi: 10.1159/000523723. Epub 2022 Feb 22. 
PMID: 36158596; PMCID: PMC9261839.

Neumeier, S. M (2018). ‘To Siri with love’ and the problem with 
neurodiversity lite. Newswire. 

den Houting, J. (2019). Neurodiversity: An insider’s perspective. 
Autism, 23(2), 271–273.

Roberts, J. (2021). Performative neurodiversity: the 
appropriation and watering down of a human rights 
movement for profit. Therapist Neurodiversity Collective.   

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 28

1. Acceptance of Neurodivergent and/or Autistic people’s patterns of 
behaviors and social communication differences

2. Liberation from the socially-constructed pathology paradigm

3. Education that teaches neurotypical individuals about Autistic cognition 
and motivations, including communication skills for interacting with autistic 
peers; as well as education that teaches Autistic individuals about typical 
cognition and motivations, including communication skills for interacting 
with neurotypical peers

4. Creation of social networks, events, and organizations that allow Autistic 
people to collaborate and socialize on their own terms

5. Recognition of Autistic populations as a minority group

Primary goals of the Autistic Rights Movement as 
encompassed within the Neurodiversity Movement

The Autistic Collaboration Trust (Ed.). (2022, January 6). Introduction to autistic ways of being. Autistic Collaboration. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://autcollab.org/deep-innovation/introduction-to-
autistic-ways-of-being/
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60%

99%

71%

ABA,  External Behaviors –
Compliance, Less Autistic 

Social Skills Training

Research – Cause, Prevent, Cure

Person-first language.

The Double Empathy Problem,
Diversity in Social Intelligence

Research – Mental Health, Quality of Life 

Identity-first language

Autism Therapy & Services Debates 
Pathology vs Neurodiversity-Affirming

Quality of Life, Self-
Advocacy & Determination

Pathologize Unremarkable Behavior, Shape or
Extinguish “Deficits”, “Normalize”

Decreased autistic traits as a measure of 
success is unethical.  

(Ne’eman 2021) 

30© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved. 
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1

2

3
4

5

Sensory 
Environment

Anxiety: 
Intolerance 

of the 
Unknown

Interpersonal 
Victimization

Hyperfocus 
on Autistic 
Behavior 

and Social 
Skills

Ability to 
effectively 

communicate

Autistic Sources of Trauma 
Negative Thin Slice Judgements
• Bias
• Stigma 
• Discrimination

Social Exclusion, IsolationBeing Misunderstood

Physical Restraint
And/or Seclusion

Loss of Autonomy / Self-Determination

Relentless 
Scrutiny

Bullying 

Loss of Opportunity / Inclusion

Transitions/ Change

Non-Autistic Social 
Expectations and Autistic 
Masking and Camouflage
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Conditional Acceptance

• Manipulation
• Exploitation
• Abuse

Gaslighting

Inequity

Autistic Trauma
Ross A, Grove R, McAloon J. The relationship between camouflaging and mental health in autistic children and adolescents. Autism Res. 2023 Jan;16(1):190-199. doi: 10.1002/aur.2859. Epub
2022 Nov 23. PMID: 36416274.

Vicki Bitsika, David A. Heyne, & Christopher F. Sharpley (2022). The inverse association between psychological resil ience and emerging school refusal among bullied autistic youth. 
Research in Developmental Disabilities, 120, 104121.

Libster, Natalie & Knox, Azia & Engin, Selin & Geschwind, Daniel & Parish-Morris, Julia & Kasari, Connie. (2022). Personal victimization experiences of autistic and non-autistic 
children. Molecular Autism. 13. 10.1186/s13229-022-00531-4. 

Kerns CM, Lankenau S, Shattuck PT, Robins DL, Newschaffer CJ, Berkowitz SJ. Exploring potential sources of childhood trauma: A qualitative study with autistic adults and 
caregivers. Autism. January 2022. doi:10.1177/13623613211070637

Bitsika, V., Heyne, D.A. & Sharpley, C.F. Is Bullying Associated with Emerging School Refusal in Autistic Boys?. J Autism Dev Disord 51, 1081–1092 (2021). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04610-4

Kolves, K., Fitzgerald, C., Nordentoft, M., Wood, S. J., & Erlangsen, A. (2021). Assessment of suicidal behaviors among individuals with autism spectrum disorder in Denmark. JAMA 
Network Open, 4(1), e2033565. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.33565

South M, Costa AP, McMorris C. Death by Suicide Among People With Autism: Beyond Zebrafish. JAMA Netw Open. 2021;4(1):e2034018. 
doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.34018

Park I, Gong J, Lyons GL, Hirota T, Takahashi M, Kim B, Lee SY, Kim YS, Lee J, Leventhal BL. Prevalence of and Factors Associated with School Bullying in Students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder: A Cross-Cultural Meta-Analysis. Yonsei Med J. 2020 Nov;61(11):909-922. doi: 10.3349/ymj.2020.61.11.909. PMID: 33107234; PMCID: PMC7593096.

Cook A, Ogden J, Winstone N. The effect of school exposure and personal contact on attitudes towards bullying and autism in schools: A cohort study with a control group. 
Autism. 2020;24(8):2178-2189. doi:10.1177/1362361320937088

Raymaker DM, Teo AR, Steckler NA, Lentz B, Scharer M, Delos Santos A, Kapp SK, Hunter M, Joyce A, Nicolaidis C. "Having All of Your Internal Resources Exhausted Beyond 
Measure and Being Left with No Clean-Up Crew": Defining Autistic Burnout. Autism Adulthood. 2020 Jun 1;2(2):132-143. doi: 10.1089/aut.2019.0079. Epub 2020 Jun 10. PMID: 
32851204; PMCID: PMC7313636.

Weiss, Jonathan & Fardella, Michelle. (2018). Victimization and Perpetration Experiences of Adults With Autism. Frontiers in Psychiatry. 9. 10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00203.
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Traumatic “Autism Intervention” 
The dehumanization 
of autistic humans. 

Kerns CM, Lankenau S, Shattuck PT, Robins DL, Newschaffer CJ, Berkowitz SJ. Exploring potential sources of childhood trauma: A qualitative 
study with autistic adults and caregivers. Aut ism. January 2022. doi:10.1177/13623613211070637

Social Thinking Methodology, https://www.socialthinking.com/social-thinking-methodology

Compliance

Compliance

Compliance

Compliance

Compliance

Behaviors - hand-flapping, rocking, eye-contact

Structured and Unstructured Play – purposeful, 
functional, imaginary, cooperative

Mask - emotions, non-consent, sensory reactivity.

Social communication – initiate, turn-take and 
sustain, compliment, show interest in others, fake it if 
you have to. Defer to non-autistic person / group. 

Social communication – imitate facial expressions, 
gestures; adapt body posture and, maintain hyperawareness of own 
social “deficits”; self monitor and use self control (to hide autistic social 
communication traits); modify authentic social behavior because 
creating positive feelings in others is the goal.

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved. 33

Sensory Trauma
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.

Examples of Harmful Sensory Tolerance Goals (Behavioral Goals):
• Decrease outbursts or other undesirable actions when experiencing sensory 

overload.
• Tolerate "unpleasant" stimulus (fire drill, putting hands in gooey substance, being 

physically touched, body staying in the group during things like circle time)
• Tolerate clothing, textures, including food textures
• Demonstrate decreased auditory defensiveness by decreasing ear covering.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 35

MacLennan, K. Roach, L. Tavassoli, T. The Relationship Between Sensory 
Reactivity Differences and Anxiety Subtypes in Autistic Children, Autism Research, 
07 January 2020 https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2259

Green SA, Hernandez L, Lawrence KE, et al. Distinct Patterns of Neural Habituation 
and Generalization in Children and Adolescents With Autism With Low and High 
Sensory Overresponsivity. Am J Psychiatry. 2019;176(12):1010-1020. 
doi:10.1176/appi.ajp.2019.18121333

“The wrong kind of noise: understanding and valuing the communication of 
autistic children in schools,” Wood, R. (2018) 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00131911.2018.1483895

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

Sensory Exposure Therapy: “The findings suggest that 
these autistic children would not benefit from ‘exposure 
therapy,’ in which a therapist gradually exposes a 
person to increasing levels of a troublesome stimulus.”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 36
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Conclusion: Many autistic children have hypersensitivities to sound 
resulting in high levels of sympathetic nervous system reactivity, which is 
associated with “problematic behaviors” (natural reactions to distress) 
and distress. The findings of this study suggest that the use of noise 
attenuating headphones for autistic individuals and hyperacusis may 
reduce sympathetic activation.

Pfeiffer, Beth et al. “Effectiveness of Noise-Attenuating Headphones on Physiological Responses for Children With Autism 
Spectrum Disorders.” Frontiers in integrative neuroscience vol. 13 65. 12 Nov. 2019, doi:10.3389/fnint.2019.00065

Wood, R. (2019). Inclusive education for autistic children. London, UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Ikuta N, Iwanaga R, Tokunaga A, Nakane H, Tanaka K, Tanaka G. Effectiveness of Earmuffs and Noise-cancelling Headphones 
for Coping with Hyper-reactivity to Auditory Stimuli in Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder: A Preliminary Study. Hong Kong Journal of Occupational Therapy. 2016;28(1):24-32. doi:10.1016/j.hkjot.2016.09.001

What’s the answer? Sensory Supports

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 37

Anxiety& Trauma

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 38

Autistic children 
are anxious children

Kathryn Ambrose, Kate Simpson, & Dawn Adams (2021). The relationship between 
social and academic outcomes and anxiety for children and adolescents on the 
autism spectrum: A systematic review. Clinical Psychology Review, 90, 102086.

Adams, D., Emerson, LM. The Impact of Anxiety in Children on the Autism Spectrum. J 
Autism Dev Disord 51, 1909–1920 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04673-3

Mingins JE, Tarver J, Waite J, Jones C, Surtees AD. Anxiety and intellectual 
functioning in autistic children: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Autism. 
2021;25(1):18-32. doi:10.1177/1362361320953253

MacLennan, K., Roach, L. and Tavassoli, T. (2020), The Relationship Between Sensory 
Reactivity Differences and Anxiety Subtypes I

Vasa, R.A., Keefer, A., McDonald, R.G., Hunsche, M.C. and Kerns, C.M. (2020), A 
Scoping Review of Anxiety in Young Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism 
Research, 13: 2038-2057. https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2395
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Trauma - Autistic Intolerance of Uncertainty

Goodwin J, Rob P, Freeston M, et al. Caregiver perspectives on the impact of uncertainty on the 
everyday lives of autistic children and their families. Autism. 2022;26(4):827-838. 
doi:10.1177/13623613211033757

Fionnuala Larkin, Brianna Ralston, Sophie Jayne Dinsdale, Sakura Kimura, & Marianna Emma Hayiou-
Thomas (0). Alexithymia and intolerance of uncertainty predict somatic symptoms in autistic and non-
autistic adults. Autism, July 15, 2022, 13623613221109717.

Ozsivadjian, A., Hollocks, M.J., Magiati, I., Happé, F., Baird, G. and Absoud, M. (2021), Is cognitive 
inflexibility a missing link? The role of cognitive inflexibility, alexithymia and intolerance of uncertainty in 
externalising and internalising behaviours in young people with autism spectrum disorder. J. Child 
Psychol. Psychiatr., 62: 715-724. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13295

Vasa, R.A., Kreiser, N.L., Keefer, A., Singh, V. and Mostofsky, S.H. (2018), Relationships between autism 
spectrum disorder and intolerance of uncertainty. Autism Research, 11: 636-644. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1916

Hodgson, A.R., Freeston, M.H., Honey, E. and Rodgers, J. (2017), Facing the Unknown: Intolerance of 
Uncertainty in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. J Appl Res Intellect Disabil, 30: 336-344. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jar.12245
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Autistic people aren’t 
afforded the basic 

human right of
body autonomy.

This inflicts trauma.
© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 41

• “Autistic person) likes to play with his hair, but “they didn’t like that, so 
sometimes they would hold my hands.” Sometimes he “would be 
physically escorted between locations”

• (Autistic person) touched without her consent, such as “if I wasn’t 
grabbing something, I remember they would take my hand and make 
me grab it” and that if she refused to go to a different part of the room 
for an activity, “I would be dragged over.”

• “I felt like I didn’t have the right to my own body, and it still feels like 
that.”

Anderson, L. K. (2022). Autistic experiences of applied behavior analysis. Autism, 0(0). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221118216

Body Autonomy Trauma

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 42



3/7/2023

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved. 8

Autism researchers are obsessed with autistic eye 
contact. Over 14k results within just one year (2022)!
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Eye-Contact & Cultural Humility
First Nations
Ghana
China
Japan
Iran (gender interactional related)
Vietnam (gender interactional related)
Cambodia
Indonesia (disrespectful to elders)
Kenya (disrespectful to elders or higher status)
Hong Kong
South Korea
Thailand
Australia (sometimes)
Canada (sometimes)
Saudi Arabia (gender interactional related)
https://freesvg.org/eyes-in-square
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Demanding eye-contact from Autistic people puts them into a fight or flight response (activation of 
the amygdala). 
Hadjikhani, N., Åsberg Johnels, J., Zürcher, N.R. et al. Look me in the eyes: constraining gaze in the 
eye-region provokes abnormally high subcortical activation in autism. Sci Rep 7, 3163 (2017). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-03378-5

Many (Autistic people) say that looking others in the eye is uncomfortable or stressful for them -- some 
will even say that "it burns" -- all of which points to a neurological cause.
Massachusetts General Hospital. "Why do those with autism avoid eye contact? Imaging studies 
reveal overactivation of subcortical brain structures in response to direct gaze." ScienceDaily. 
ScienceDaily, 15 June 2017. <www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/06/170615213252.htm

In addition, variation in eye fixation within autistic individuals was strongly and positively associated 
with amygdala activation across both studies, suggesting a heightened emotional response 
associated with gaze fixation in autism.
Dalton KM, Nacewicz BM, Johnstone T, Schaefer HS, Gernsbacher MA, Goldsmith HH, Alexander AL, 
Davidson RJ. Gaze fixation and the neural circuitry of face processing in autism. Nat Neurosci. 2005 
Apr;8(4):519-26. doi: 10.1038/nn1421. Epub 2005 Mar 6. PMID: 15750588; PMCID: PMC4337787.

Eye Contact Trauma
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Download a free printable copy of this infographic

Roberts, J. (2020,October). Eye Contact Goals. 
Therapist Neurodiversity Collective. 
https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/Eye-Contact-Goals.pdf
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Stimming may provide familiar and reliable self-
generated feedback in response to difficulties with 
unpredictable, overwhelming and novel 
circumstances. 

Autistic adults report that stimming provides a 
soothing rhythm that helps them cope with 
distorted or overstimulating perception and 
resultant distress and can help manage uncertainty 
and anxiety.

Autistic people object to treatment for stim 
extinction.

Stimming-Related Trauma

Kapp, S. K., Steward, R., Crane, L., Elliott, D., Elphick, C., Pellicano, E., & Russell, G. (2019). ‘People should be allowed to do what they like’: Autistic 
adults’ views and experiences of stimming. Autism, 23(7), 1782–1792. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361319829628
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ABA Trauma
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What’s 
the 
problem 
with 
ABA?
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• LGBTQ2+

• Autistic

“Sub-humans”

Consequence of

“symptomology”. 

Extinguish 

pathologized 

behaviors.

Punishment In exchange for successful 

concealment or suppression 

of authentic LGBTQ+ or 

Autistic self-expression and 

behaviors

Compliance.

Reward
“Indistinguishable” 

• from cisgender human 

• from non-autistic human

“Gold Standard Human”
ABA - Conversion Therapy

© 2023 Julie Roberts.  All rights reserved. 

“Autistic children are 
severely disturbed. People 
seem to be no more than 
objects to them. They show 
no signs of warmth toward 
others; they do not appear 
to enjoy being held. They 
don't play with other 
children. Their parents often 
think that they are deaf 
because they don't respond 
to noise or verbal 
commands. Sometimes 
parents think the child is 
visually impaired because 
they walk into objects as 
though they don't see them, 
and because they don't 
look into your eyes.”

Dr. Ole Ivar Lovaas -”Psychology Today”, 1974  

“You see, you start pretty 
much from scratch when you 
work with an autistic 
child. You have a person in 
the physical sense – they 
have hair, a nose and a 
mouth – but they are not 
people in the psychological 
sense. One way to look at 
the job of helping autistic kids 
is to see it as a matter of 
constructing a person. You 
have the raw materials, but 
you have to build the 
person.”

Moser D, Grant A. Screams, slaps, and love: a 
surprising, shocking treatment helps far gone mental 
cripples. Life. May 7, 1965: pp 87 - 97.
Reproduced without permission of the author, for 
educational purposes only, according to the Fair Use 
doctrine.
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Peter T. Tsai, Stephanie Rudolph, Chong Guo, Jacob Ellegood, Jennifer M. Gibson, Samantha M. Schaeffer, Jazmin Mogavero, Jason P. Lerch, Wade Regehr, & Mustafa Sahin (2018). 
Sensitive Periods for Cerebellar-Mediated Autistic-like Behaviors. Cell Reports, 25(2), 357-367.e4.
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Responses: 341 Autistic people who previously received ABA treatment

Bonello, C., “Results and Analysis of the Autistic Not Weird 2022 Autism Survey”. Autistic not 
weird. 23 March, 2022. https://autisticnotweird.com/autismsurvey/#aba
Images used with permission.
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“Autistic adults remember traumatic events from applied behavior 
analysis, do not believe that they should be made to behave like their 
peers, gained some benefits but suffered significant negative long-term 
consequences, believe that applied behavior analysis is an unethical 
intervention, and recommend that applied behavior analysis 
practitioners listen to autistic people and consider using interventions in 
place of applied behavior analysis.

Anderson, L. K. (2022). Autistic experiences of applied behavior analysis. Autism, 0(0). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221118216

Trauma - How ABA Makes Autistic People Feel
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Investigation of the long-term impacts autistic adults experienced from childhood 
participation in Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA)

• Behaviorist methods create painful lived experience
• intervention was contingent on repeating certain tasks in order to avoid punishment
• Trained like an animal to perform
• Was misunderstood and communication was misinterpreted
• Erosion of self and self-identity, “shutting down the real autistic me” “pretending to 

be someone else”
• Trauma to mental health and well-being (PTSD, chronic anxiety, self-rejection and 

loathing)
Lack of self-agency within personal interaction (left voiceless and mute, “the focus 
on compliance made it harder for me to say no to people who hurt me later”)

Robinson, Anna & McGill, Owen. (2020). 'Recalling Hidden Harms': Autistic Experiences of Childhood Applied Behavioural
Analysis (ABA). Advances in Autism. ahead-of-print. 10.1108/AIA-04-2020-0025. 

Trauma - How ABA Makes Autistic People Feel
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“I am no longer capable of being myself around others. Outside of my own control I 
observe them and make a person that they will most likely enjoy. I actively change 
myself around others to a staggering degree”

“ABA made it much harder to make friends, because I was spending so much time 
trying to pretend to be someone I'm not that I could never really connect to people”

“I've turned into an anxious person afraid of consequences (good or bad). And I got 
depressed and lost my interests which were used as reinforcer.”

“Nobody can see the emotional and mental scars that have been caused by the 
trauma and damage done by ABA”

Robinson, Anna & McGill, Owen. (2020). 'Recalling Hidden Harms': Autistic Experiences of Childhood Applied Behavioural
Analysis (ABA). Advances in Autism. ahead-of-print. 10.1108/AIA-04-2020-0025. 

Trauma - How ABA Makes Autistic People Feel
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1.Australia, Stop ABA being taught to psychology students and ban ABA altogether (2020)
2.Canada, De-fund all IBI and ABA centres and redirect funding towards inclusive 
appr`oaches (2021)
3.Aotearoa New Zealand, Ban on all forms of “conversion therapies”, including ABA (2021)
4.South Africa, Ban of nonconsensual Applied Behaviour Analysis (2021)
5.United Kingdom, Ban Applied Behavioural Analysis for autistic people (2021)
6.United States, Ban ABA Initiative (2020)
7.United States, Texas, Don’t Fund Behavioral Coercion in Texas! (2021)
8.United States: National Council on Independent Living (July 2021)
https://advocacymonitor.com/ncil-resolution/resolution-opposing-applied-behavioral-
analysis-aba/

The Autistic Collaboration Trust (Ed.). (2022, January 6). Int roduct ion to aut ist ic ways of being. Autistic Collaboration. Retrieved February 17, 2022, from https://autcollab.org/deep-innovation/introduction-to-autistic-ways-of-
being/ 
Rosa, S. D. R. (2020, October 21). Why no aut ist ic child should be in Aba therapy. Why No Autistic Child Should Be in ABA Therapy. Retrieved February 19, 2022, from http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/2020/10/why-no-autistic-
child-should-be-in-aba.html
Lynch, C. L., (2021, August 13). Invisible abuse: Aba and the things only aut ist ic people can see. NeuroClastic. Retrieved February 19, 2022, from https://neuroclastic.com/invisible-abuse-aba-and-the-things-only-autistic-people-
can-see/

Initiatives towards banning conversion therapies for all humans, 
including Autistic, Intellectually Disabled, and Non-speaking
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ABA
The 

Evidence
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Kupferstein, H. (2018), "Evidence of increased PTSD symptoms in autistics exposed to applied behavior analysis", Advance

Ethical Concerns about ABA Treatment

Out of 460 respondents on demographics, intervention types, 
and current pathological behaviors with symptom severity 
scales. This study noted PTSD in nearly half of ABA-exposed 
participants, while non-exposed controls had a 72 percent 
chance of being asymptomatic.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 59

“Compliance, learned helplessness, food/reward-obsessed, magnified vulnerabilities to 
sexual and physical abuse, low self-esteem, decreased intrinsic motivation, robbed 
confidence, inhibited interpersonal skills, isolation, anxiety, suppressed autonomy, prompt 
dependency, adult reliance, etc., continue to be created in a marginalized population 
who are unable to defend themselves.

ABA proponents have utilized predominantly non-verbal and neurologically different, 
children who are not recognized under this paradigm to have their own thought 
processes, basic needs, preferences, style of learning, and psychological and emotional 
needs, for their experiment. These children are the population that was chosen to be the 
subjects of an experimentally intense, lifelong treatment within a therapy where most 
practitioners are ignorant regarding the Autistic brain—categorically, this cannot be 
called anything except abuse.”

Aileen Herlinda Sandoval-Norton & Gary Shkedy | Jacqueline Ann Rushby (Reviewing editor) (2019) How much compliance is 
too much compliance: Is long-term ABA therapy abuse?, Cogent Psychology, 6:1, DOI: 10.1080/23311908.2019.1641258

Ethical Concerns about ABA Treatment
How much compliance is too much compliance: Is long-term ABA therapy abuse? 

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 60
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“…we argue that a dominant form of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA

• manifests systematic violations of the fundamental tenets of bioethics
• the supposed benefits of the treatment not only fail to mitigate these 

violations, but often exacerbate them. 
• from a bioethical perspective, autism advocates are fully justified in 

their concerns-the rights of autistic children and their parents are being 
regularly infringed upon. 

• Employing ABA violates the principles of justice and nonmaleficence 
and, most critically, infringes on the autonomy of children and (when 
pushed aggressively) of parents as well.”

Wilkenfeld DA, McCarthy AM. Ethical Concerns with Applied Behavior Analysis for Autism Spectrum “Disorder”. Kennedy Inst 
Ethics J. 2020;30(1):31-69. doi: 10.1353/ken.2020.0000. PMID: 32336692.

Ethical Concerns about ABA Treatment
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“Just as surgically shaping the eyes of people with Down syndrome to 
look normal is now considered barbaric, neurodiversity requires us to 
recognize as unethical measures to enforce typical appearance 
solely to avoid stigma. Suppressing autistic traits in order to promote 
typical appearance is problematic regardless of level of impairment, 
while reducing personally distressing or harmful behaviors or 
developing skills is not.”

AMA J Ethics. When Disability Is Defined by Behavior, Outcome Measures Should Not Promote “Passing” 2021;23(7):E569-
575. doi: 10.1001/amajethics.2021.569.

Ethical Concerns about ABA Treatment
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Autism Research Ethics - reporting of adverse events
What? An investigation of 150 autism intervention research reports, only 11 (~ 
7%) mention adverse events.

Our results indicate that, in non-pharmacological intervention research for 
young autistic children, researchers are generally not actively seeking out 
adverse events that could occur alongside intervention benefits, or routinely 
labeling adverse events/effects as such when they do occur. 

Types of Adverse Effects and Harms Relevant to Young Autistic Children:  
the children’s dislike of the intervention was a common theme among reported 
reasons for withdrawal, child distress (including the intensity and duration) 
during intervention sessions, as well as in a variety of other settings over the 
course of the intervention period and over the long term, could be an 
important adverse event category to actively monitor. 

Bottema-Beutel K, Crowley S, Sandbank M, Woynaroski TG. Adverse event reporting in intervention research for young autistic children.
Autism. 2021;25(2):322-335. doi:10.1177/1362361320965331
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Bottema-Beutel, K., LaPoint, S. C., Kim, S. Y., Mohiuddin, S., Yu, Q., & McKinnon, R. (2022). An evaluation of intervention research for transition-age 
autistic youth. Autism, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613221128761

Assess: the quality of intervention research on autistic youth age14–22 years  The 
majority were research on strategies that were behavioral. (prompting and 
rewards to change autistic behavior. 

Found: significant threats to internal validity for the majority of studies 
(inadequate randomization, unmasked assessors, and too few data points to 
infer functional relation)

Found: Rare reporting of adverse events. Of the 150 reports they reviewed, only 
11 mentioned adverse events. 

What? 193 group and single-case design autism intervention 
studies, which tested effects on 1258 outcomes.

Autism Research Ethics - reporting of adverse events
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1,615 separate results from 150 reports representing 6,240 participants that compared an ABA 
intervention group treating autistic children ages 0 – 8 with a control group:

• When study quality indicators were not taken into account, significant positive effects were 
found for behavioral, developmental, and NDBI intervention.

• When effect size estimation was limited to studies with randomized controlled trial (RCT) 
designs, or when outcomes measured by parent report were excluded, evidence of positive 
summary effects existed only for developmental and NDBI intervention types.

• When effect estimation was limited to RCT designs and to outcomes for which there was no risk 
of detection bias, no intervention types showed significant effects on any outcome.

Sandbank, M., Bottema-Beutel, K., Crowley, S., Cassidy, M., Dunham, K., Feldman, J. I., Crank, J., Albarran, S. A., Raj, S., Mahbub, P., & Woynaroski, 
T. G. (2020). Project AIM: Autism intervention meta-analysis for studies of young children. Psychological Bulletin, 146(1), 1–29. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000215

Kohn, A. (21 January, 2021) “Autism and Behaviorism New Research Adds to an Already Compelling Case Against ABA”. Alfie Kohn.
https://www.alfiekohn.org/blogs/autism/ (Retrieved January 30, 2021.)

ABA – Poor Evidence
Project AIM: Autism intervention meta-analysis for studies of young children
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Results from early intervention autism research analysis 
(150 reports representing 6,240 participants indicate 
detection bias” rated as high as 77.05 percent of 
outcomes in behavioral studies. 

Sandbank M, Bottema-Beutel K, Woynaroski T. Intervention Recommendations for Children With Autism in Light of a 
Changing Evidence Base. JAMA Pediatr. 2021;175(4):341–342. doi:10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.4730

Reichow, B., Barton, E. E., and Maggin, D. M. (2018). Development and applications of the single-case design risk of bias tool 
for evaluating single-case design research study reports. Res. Dev. Disabil. 79, 53–64. doi: 10.1016/j.ridd.2018.05.008

Detection Bias in ABA Research
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“We tallied author conflicts of interest (COIs) in articles published over a 1-year period 
that tested, commented on, or reviewed ABA autism intervention strategies, extracted 
from eight journals devoted to publishing behavioral research. We coded included 
studies for COIs related to researcher employment as an ABA clinical provider or a 
training consultant to ABA clinical providers. We found that 84% of studies had at least 
one author with this type of COI, but they were only disclosed as COIs in 2% of studies. 
Additionally, 87% of studies with statements claiming the authors did not have COIs, 
were authored by researchers found to have clinical/training consultancy COIs.
Pervasive, undisclosed COIs likely lead to researcher bias, and could at least partially 
account for persistent poor quality research in this area. The high prevalence of COIs 
among this research corroborates the concerns expressed by many autistic people. 
The autism community – including autistic people, autism researchers, and other 
stakeholders – should be aware of the prevalence of undisclosed COIs in this literature 
and take this into account when using, providing, or recommending ABA services.”

Conflicts of Interest in ABA Research

Bottema-Beutel K and Crowley S (2021) Pervasive Undisclosed Conflicts of Interest in Applied Behavior Analysis Autism 
Literature. Front. Psychol. 12:676303. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.676303
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Dehumanizing Myths

& the evidence
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Autistic Empathy

The Evidence
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Autism research is turning 
away from a focus on a 
lack of emotion recognition 
skills in autistic individuals 
and orienting toward the 
view that emotion 
processing depends on 
common representations of 
emotions between 
interaction partners.

Keating CT, Cook JL. Facial Expression Production and Recognition in Autism Spectrum Disorders: A Shifting Landscape. Child Adolesc Psychiatr Clin N 
Am. 2020 Jul;29(3):557-571. doi: 10.1016/j.chc.2020.02.006. Epub 2020 Apr 9. PMID: 32471602.
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The shifting landscape of autism research and its 
relationship with facial emotion research

This means that what have previously been thought of 
as “social  deficits” in autistic people may actually 
reflect a mismatch in the facial  expressions produced 
by autistic and neurotypical people. This is real ly 
crucial as it takes the element of blame away from the 
autistic person and instead proposes that these 
difficulties are a product of autistic and neurotypical 
differences.

(Keating and Cook, 2020)

71

• Autistic and typical children did not differ in positive, negative, or neutral 
facial emotions.

• Autistic children showed differences in expressed “unknown” facial 
emotions” - facial expressions that were perceived as conveying emotions, 
but which observers could not interpret and thus could not rate as positive, 
negative, or neutral.

• In a context which suits their characteristics, autistic children do not show 
emotions that are too negative or not positive enough. They do show 
emotions perceived as unknown, which means we need to improve our 
understanding of their full emotional repertoire.

Jacques C, Courchesne V, Mineau S, Dawson M, Mottron L. Positive, negative, neutral-or unknown? The perceived valence of emotions expressed 
by young autistic children in a novel context suited to autism. Autism. 2022 Oct;26(7):1833-1848. doi: 10.1177/13623613211068221. Epub 2022 Feb 16. 
PMID: 35168392; PMCID: PMC9483191.

Positive, negative, neutral-or unknown? The perceived valence of 
emotions expressed by young autistic children in a novel context suited 
to autism
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Autistic children have empathy – they 
may show it in different ways.

• Autistic children have been shown to demonstrate 
heightened emotional empathy—the ability to directly feel 
others’ emotions (Smith, 2009).

• Non-autistic children who perpetrate bullying exhibit 
reduced emotional empathy.

Smith A. The empathy imbalance hypothesis of autism: a theoretical approach to cognitive and emotional empathy in autistic development. Psychol Rec. 2009;59:489–510.

van Noorden TH, Haselager GJ, Cillessen AH, Bukowski WM. Empathy and involvement in bullying in children and adolescents: a systematic review. J Youth Adolesc. 
2015;44(3):637–57. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-014-0135-6.

DeNigris D, Brooks PJ, Obeid R, Alarcon M, Shane-Simpson C, Gil lespie-Lynch K. Bullying and identity development: insights from autistic and non-autistic college students. J 
Autism Dev Disord. 2018;48(3):666–78. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3383-y.
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Autistic TOM

The Evidence
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“A theory of mind remains one of the quintessential 
abilities that makes us human.” By theory of mind we mean 

being able to infer the full range of mental states (beliefs, 
desires, intentions, imagination, emotions, etc.) that cause 
action… Difficulty in understanding other minds is a core 

cognitive feature of autism spectrum conditions.”

Simon Baron-Cohen (2001). Theory of mind in normal development and autism. Prisme, 34.

Autistic TOM – The Dehumanization of Autistic People
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Autistic TOM – The Dehumanization of Autistic People

Those with autism can be 
thought of as mindblind in that 
they cannot imagine what 
others might be thinking, or 
even that others are thinking. 
… To them, it would be like 
looking at the headlights of a 
car to determine why the car 
just did what it did, or what 
information it is trying to 
convey to us. 

—The Encyclopedia of 
Neuropsychological Disorders 
Soper & Murray, 2012

Psychopaths have long been of interest to moral 
philosophers, since a careful examination of their 
peculiar deficiencies may reveal what features are 
normally critical to the development of moral agency. 
What underlies the psychopath’s amoralism?
A common and plausible answer to this question is that 
the psychopath lacks empathy. Lack of empathy is also 
claimed to be a critical impairment in autism, yet it is not 
at all clear that autistic individuals share the 
psychopath’s amoralism.

Jeanette Kennett, Autism, Empathy and Moral Agency, The Philosophical 
Quarterly, Volume 52, Issue 208, July 2002, Pages 340–357,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9213.00272
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Morton Ann Gernsbacher, PhD
“the claim that autistic people 

lack a theory of mind is 
empirically questionable and 

societally harmful.”
Gernsbacher, M. A., & Yergeau, M. (2019). Empirical failures of the claim that autistic 
people lack a theory of mind.Archives of Scientific Psychology, 7(1), 102–118. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/arc0000067

FAILURES OF SPECIFICITY
FAILURES OF UNIVERSALITY
FAILURES OF REPLICATION
FAILURES OF CONVERGENT VALIDITY
FAILURES OF PREDICTIVE VALIDITY

Critical Review of Autism and Theory and Mind - OSF

https://osf.io/2mzhg/download
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Henderson, G. E. . (2021). Autistic children’s explanations of their own behavior: Evidence of other-attentiveness. Journal of Interactional Research 
in Communication Disorders, 10(2), 99–124. https://doi.org/10.1558/jircd.20363

These analyses demonstrate the children’s 
practical reasoning about how other people 
observe, recognize, and understand their 
behavior. Despite autism being linked to 
difficulties with ToM and perspective-taking, 
these autistic children manage perspective-
taking through the provision of accounts in 
multiple sequential positions. These findings 
challenge the emphasis on ToM deficit based 
explanations of autism, while suggesting a 
stronger research focus on local, situated 
perspective-taking in social interaction.

Theory of Mind & Perspective Taking
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Autistic insider perspectives not only empirically 
demonstrate and explicitly critique the ToM deficit 
hypothesis, but reveal the hypothesis as harmful to 
autistic experience by reinforcing negative 
stereotypes, prompting acts of discrimination, and 
perpetuating autistic insider’s exclusion from the 
research concerning them.

Abigail Holt, Khadija Bounekhla, Christie Welch & Helene Polatajko (2022) “Unheard minds, again and again”: autistic 
insider perspectives and theory of mind, Disability and Rehabilitation, 44:20, 5887-5897, DOI: 
10.1080/09638288.2021.1949052

Autistic TOM – The Dehumanization of Autistic People
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Autistic Stigma

Autistic Acceptance
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Sasson, N., Faso, D., Nugent, J. et al. Neurotypical Peers are Less Willing to Interact with Those with Autism based on Thin Slice 
Judgments. Sci Rep 7, 40700 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1038/srep40700

Results: Observers’ first impressions of autistic individuals 
engaging in real-world social behavior were found to be 
robustly less favorable than those of matched neurotypical 
controls.

Adult and school-aged observers also report negative 
perceptions of autistic adolescents, indicating that negative 
first impressions persist even when observers are similar in age 
to those being evaluated. 

Neurotypical Peers are Less Willing to Interact with 
Those with Autism based on Thin Slice Judgments
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Autistic children “generally receive the 
greatest amount of social skills 
intervention during this developmental 
period, which decreases precipitously 
after high school. Thus, despite being at 
an age when intense attention is often 
paid to social skills training, the children 
are nonetheless rated poorly by both 
adults and same-age observers.”

Social Skills Training – Years and Years of 
training Autistic children and teens to imitate 
neurotypical social skills doesn’t make them 
look less autistic.
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“If our goal is to improve social interactions for (Autistic) individuals, it may therefore 
be equally important to educate others to be more aware and accepting of social 
presentation differences, rather than trying to change the many interwoven factors of 
self-presentation that mark the expressions of (Autistic) individuals as atypical.”

Given the social cognitive difficulties in perspective taking associated with 
autism, some (Autistic) individuals may lack insight about how their social presentation 
is viewed by potential social partners.  Others, however, may be more cognizant of 
these perceptions but are comfortable in their self-expression. For them, intervention 
strategies targeting awareness and acceptance among TD peers in their social 
environments may be a more sensitive and accommodating approach than 
encouraging impression management strategies.
Sasson, N., Faso, D., Nugent, J. et al. Neurotypical Peers are Less Willing to Interact with Those with Autism based on Thin Sl ice Judgments. Sci Rep 7, 40700 (2017). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep40700

Autistic 
Social Interaction

Non-autistic
Social Interaction
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These findings provide empirical evidence that autistic adults 

 detect and interpret autistic social differences similarly to typical adults,
 but they express greater inclusivity and less discriminatory attitudes

about these differences. 

DeBrabander KM, Morrison KE, Jones DR, Faso DJ, Chmielewski M, Sasson NJ. Do First Impressions of Autistic Adults Differ Between Autistic and 
Nonautistic Observers? Autism Adulthood. 2019 Dec 1;1(4):250-257. doi: 10.1089/aut.2019.0018. Epub 2019 Dec 13. PMID: 36601322; PMCID: 
PMC8992824.

This study provides additional evidence that 
social opportunities for autistic adults are 

affected by the perceptions and biases of 
potential social partners. 

Autism Bias and Stigma
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(2022) “Adults and adolescents form negative 
first impressions of ASD adults and children. 
Children with ASD are likely to be judged more 
negatively than their peers at the very start of 
their formal education. Contrary to previous 
research, for primary school children, the content 
of the speech was judged as negatively as the 
delivery of the speech.”

Stagg, S. D., Thompson-Robertson, L., & Morgan, C. (2022). Primary school 
children rate children with autism negatively on looks, speech and speech 
content. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 00, 1– 13. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12430

(2019) …“while individuals may self-report positive attitudes towards autism, 
dehumanizing attitudes (seeing Autistic people as less than human) may still prevail”.

‘Understanding, attitudes and dehumanisation towards autistic people’ Cage E, Di Monaco J, Newell V. Understanding, attitudes and 
dehumanisation towards autistic people. Autism. 2019 Aug;23 (6):1373-1383. doi: 10.1177/1362361318811290. Epub 2018 Nov 21. PMID: 
30463431.

Autism Bias and Stigma
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In a recent survey of 195 autism 
researchers, 60% of responses included 
views about autistic people the study 

authors deemed dehumanizing, 
objectifying, or stigmatizing.

Botha, M., & Cage, E. (2022). “Autism research is in crisis”: A mixed method study of researcher’s 
constructions of autistic people and autism research. Frontiers in Psychology, 13. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1050897

Autism Bias and Stigma
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“If our goal is to improve social interactions for (Autistic) individuals, it may therefore 
be equally important to educate others to be more aware and accepting of social 
presentation differences, rather than trying to change the many interwoven factors of 
self-presentation that mark the expressions of (Autistic) individuals as atypical.”

Given the social cognitive difficulties in perspective taking associated with 
autism, some (Autistic) individuals may lack insight about how their social presentation 
is viewed by potential social partners.  Others, however, may be more cognizant of 
these perceptions but are comfortable in their self-expression. For them, intervention 
strategies targeting awareness and acceptance among TD peers in their social 
environments may be a more sensitive and accommodating approach than 
encouraging impression management strategies.
Sasson, N., Faso, D., Nugent, J. et al. Neurotypical Peers are Less Willing to Interact with Those with Autism based on Thin Sl ice Judgments. Sci Rep 7, 40700 (2017). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep40700

Autistic 
Social Interaction

Non-autistic
Social Interaction
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“… strive to further the cause of 
Autism Acceptance by educating the 
public, our professional peers, and 
especially our client families, 
while promoting “acceptance and 
inclusion and changing the dialogue 
about autism from fear, pity, and 
tragedy to support, acceptance, and 
empowerment.”

Roberts, J. (2020, January 11).“Training” Social Skills is Dehumanizing (Part 1)
Therapist Neurodiversity Collective
https://therapistndc.org/training-social-skills-is-dehumanizing-part-1/
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Greater Social Interest 
Between Autistic and 
Non-autistic 
Conversation Partners 
Following Autism 
Acceptance Training for 
Non-autistic People

Jones, D., Morrison, K., DeBrabander, K., Ackerman, R., Pinkham, A., & Sasson, N. (2021). Greater Social Interest Between 
Autistic and Non-autistic Conversation Partners Following Autism Acceptance Training for Non-autistic People. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 12, 4026.
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We recommend teaching not autistic people but rather 
non-autistic individuals about autistic sociality, in order to 

lower the burden on autistic interlocutors in cross-
neurotype interactions and socialization (as per previous 

literature, Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018). We provide 
recommendations to address difficulties in cross-neurotype 

interactions—for example, bridging the neurotype gap 
through practice or psychosocial interventions for 
acceptance of autistic people and their system of 

interpretation, as per Jones et al. (2021).

(Keats, Waldock, and Dewar, 2022)
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Priority of the Autistic Rights Movement 
as encompassed within the 
Neurodiversity Movement: Acceptance

Priority of Allied Providers: 
Train acceptance to peer providers, 
educators, families and the public.
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• “Cure” or “normalize” autistic children
• Train autistic masking and camouflage
• Hide or extinguish autistic “characteristics that 

cause no harm to self or others

Autism Treatment (Dehumanizing)

• Train autistic acceptance.
• Focus on good mental health & well-being.
• Promote “physical, sensory and emotional 

regulation’ without expectations for 
extinction or toleration.

• Focus on strengths, passions, and happiness.
• Target meaningful goals.

Neurodiversity-Affirming (Helpful) 
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“There’s no normal child hidden 
behind the autism. 

Autism is a way of being. It is pervasive; 
it colours every experience, every 
sensation, perception, thought, 
emotion and encounter, every aspect 
of existence. It is not possible to 
separate the autism from the person –
and if it were possible, the person 
you’d have left would not be the same 
person you started with.”

- Jim Sinclair
Sinclair, J. (1993). Don’t mourn for us. Our Voice, 1(3). Retrieved from 
http://www.autreat.com/dont_mourn.html.

Autism
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