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Contemporary Autism Research
“The 17 Years Problem”
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Trochim W Translation Won't Happen Without Dissemination and Implementation: Some Measurement and Evaluation Issues. 3rd Annual Conference on the Science of 
Dissemination and Implementation Bethesda, MD: 2010
Diffusion theory and knowledge dissemination, util ization, and integration in public health.Green LW, Ottoson JM, García C, Hiatt RA
Annu Rev Public Health. 2009; 30():151-74.
Practice-based research--"Blue Highways" on the NIH roadmap.Westfall JM, Mold J, Fagnan L
JAMA. 2007 Jan 24; 297(4):403-6.

Monotropism
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Monotropic Interest Systems

Polytropic Monotropic

Kourti M. (2021). A Critical Realist Approach on Autism: Ontological and Epistemological Implications for Knowledge Production in Autism Research. Frontiers in psychology, 12, 
713423. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.713423
Murray D, Lesser M, Lawson W. Attention, monotropism and the diagnostic criteria for autism. Autism. 2005;9(2):139-156. doi:10.1177/1362361305051398
Murray D. (2018) Monotropism – An Interest Based Account of Autism. In: Volkmar F. (eds) Encyclopedia of Autism Spectrum Disorders. Springer, New York, NY. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6435-8_102269-
Poole, D., Gowen, E., Poliakoff, E., & Jones, L. A. (2021). 'No idea of time': Parents report differences in autistic children's behaviour relating to time in a mixed-methods study. 
Journal of Autism, 25(6), 1797-1808. https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613211010014
“…The final theme, monotropism, described how autistic children viewed their time as precious so they could maximise engagement in their interests.”
Rebecca Wood (2021) Autism, intense interests and support in school: from wasted efforts to shared understandings, Educational Review, 73:1, 34-
54, DOI: 10.1080/00131911.2019.1566213
Williams, Gemma L et al. “Mutual (Mis)understanding: Reframing Autistic Pragmatic "Impairments" Using Relevance Theory.” Frontiers in psychology vol. 12 616664. 29 Apr. 2021, 
doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2021.616664
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An introduction to 
monotropism
Jul 4, 2022 This 
animation was written 
and narrated by 
Kieran Rose 
(www.theautisticadvo
cate.com) and 
animated by Josh 
Knowles Animation. It 
was commissioned by 
Health Education 
England and 
produced by AT 
Autism and Anna 
Freud National Centre 
as an accessible 4 
minute introduction to 
the key ideas of 
Monotropism, 
originally as part of 
training aimed at Tier 
4 mental health 
practitioners 
(#Tier4AFC), led by Dr 
Pavlopoulou and Dr 
Moyse. 
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https://therapistndc.org
/wp-
content/uploads/2022/
03/Monotropism.pdf

Roberts, J. Monotropism. 
Therapist Neurodiversity 
Collective. 21, May, 
2021. 
Free poster download
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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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The Double 
Empathy Problem
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This file is l icensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license. https://kids.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frym.2021.554875

The Double Empathy Problem
The stigma of being ‘othered’ and the normalisation agenda, and 
Implications for Service Providers: 
“It is true that autistic people often lack insight about NT (neurotypical) perceptions and 
culture, yet it is equally the case that NT people lack insight into the minds and culture of 
‘autistic people...’

One could say that many autistic people have indeed gained a greater level of insight 
into NT society and mores than vice versa, perhaps due to the need to survive and 
potentially thrive in a NT culture.  Conversely, the NT person has no pertinent personal 
requirement to understand the mind of the ‘autistic person’ unless closely related socially 
in some way... 

Differences in neurology may well produce differences in sociality, but not 
a ‘social deficit’ as compared to an idealised normative view of social 
reality.”

Milton, Damian (2012) On the ontological status of autism: the ‘double empathy problem’. Disability & Society, 27 (6). pp. 883-887. ISSN 0968-7599.
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These results suggest that social affiliation may increase for autistic adults 
when partnered with other autistic people, and support reframing social 
interaction difficulties in autism as a relational rather than an individual 
impairment.

- Dr. Noah Sasson, associate professor in the University of Texas, Dalla, School of 
Behavioral and Brain Sciences

Morrison KE, DeBrabander KM, Jones DR, Faso DJ, Ackerman RA, Sasson NJ. Outcomes of real-world social interaction for autistic adults paired with 
autistic compared to typically developing partners. Autism. 2020 Jul;24(5):1067-1080. doi: 10.1177/1362361319892701. Epub 2019 Dec 11. PMID: 
31823656.

“If autistic people were inherently poor at social interaction, you’d expect 
an interaction between two autistic people to be even more of a struggle 
than between an autistic and non-autistic person. But that’s not what we 

found.”

Outcomes of real-world social interaction for autistic adults paired 
with autistic compared to typically developing partners

The Double Empathy Problem
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Social Cognition, Social Skill, & Social Motivation Minimally Predict 
Social Interaction Outcomes for Autistic and Non-Autistic Adults

Collectively, results suggest that reduced performance 
by autistic adults on standardized measures of social 

cognition, social skill, and social motivation do not 
correspond in clear and predictable ways with their 

real-world social interaction outcomes.
Morrison KE, DeBrabander KM, Jones DR, Ackerman RA, Sasson NJ. Social Cognition, Social Skill, and Social 
Motivation Minimally Predict Social Interaction Outcomes for Autistic and Non-Autistic Adults. Front Psychol. 
2020 Nov 25;11:591100. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.591100. PMID: 33324295; PMCID: PMC7723837.

The Double Empathy Problem
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https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/Social-Cognition-
Social-Skill-and-Social-Motivation-Minimally-
Predict-Social-Interaction-Outcomes-for-
Autistic-and-Non-Autistic-Adults.pdf

Roberts, J. Social Cognition, Social Skills & Social 
Motivation Minimally Predict Social Interaction 
Outcomes for Autistic and Non-Autistic Adults. 
Therapist Neurodiversity Collective. 2, February, 
2021

Download a free printable copy of this 
infographic:
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Diversity in Social 
Intelligence
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Diversity in Social 
Intelligence: 
Methods, Results, 
and Implications.
Feb 25, 2020 We’re 
often led to believe that 
intelligence is an 
objective measure. Dr. 
Sue Fletcher-Watson 
and Dr. Catherine 
Crompton, researchers 
at the University of 
Edinburgh, seek to turn 
that framework on its 
head. In their Diversity 
in Social Intelligence 
project, they are 
exploring the social 
intelligence of people 
on the autism 
spectrum. You can read 
more about this 
research at 
http://dart.ed.ac.uk/rese

arch/nd-iq/

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 15

'These results, however, are the first empirical evidence that 
suggest the difficulties in autistic communication are 

apparent only when interacting with non-autistic people, and 
are alleviated when interacting with autistic people. 

Crompton CJ, Ropar D, Evans-Williams CV, Flynn EG, Fletcher-Watson S. Autistic peer-to-peer information transfer is highly 
effective. Autism. 2020; 24(7):1704-1712. doi:10.1177/1362361320919286

Autistic peer-to-peer information transfer is highly effective.

Diversity in Social Intelligence

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 16

What Do New Findings About Social Interaction in Autistic Adults Mean 
for Neurodevelopmental Research?

“Aligned with progressive theoretical frameworks, 
emerging empirical research indicates that mismatches 

in communication styles can contribute to autistic 
social difficulties and the important role that nonautistic 

difficulties play.”

Diversity in Social Intelligence

Davis R, Crompton CJ. What Do New Findings About Social Interaction in Autistic Adults Mean for Neurodevelopmental Research? Perspectives 
Psychological Science. 2021 Feb 9: 1745691620958010. 
doi: 10.1177/1745691620958010.

“We need to move away from the idea that 
we should see neurotypical standards for good 
social interaction as objectively good – and 
something that autistic people should learn 
how to adapt to and conform with. There are 
differences in how autistic and non autistic 
people socially interact with each other, and 
how they share information and autistic 
specific social behaviours help autistic people 
interact with one another.”

- Dr. Catherine Crompton. University of Edinburgh. 
Neurodiverse Interaction Communication and learning 
between autistic and non-autistic people.  Therapist 
Neurodiversity Collective Training. February 2022. 

“Being autistic in 
shared autistic space 
may be easier than 
being autistic in 
neurotypical space …” 

– Jim Sinclair

Sinclair, J. (2010). 
Being autistic 
together. Disability 
Studies Quarterly, 30(1).

Autistic Lived Experience University Researcher

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 18
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“In essence, our research demonstrates that 
autistic people's social behaviour includes 

effective communication and effective social 
interaction, in direct contradiction of the 

diagnostic criteria for autism.” 

- Dr. Catherine Crompton, February 2022.   

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 19

https://labs.utdallas.edu/sassonlab/research-team/

https://research.utdallas.edu/blog/social-disability-for-autistic-adults-
is-not-an-individual-trait

“UT Dallas researchers are 
demonstrating that social 
disability for autistic adults is 
not an individual trait but 
varies depending on aspects 
of the social environment.”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 20

Autistic Masking 
Camouflaging

Adaptive Morphing
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Autistic masking is the 
conscious or unconscious 
suppression of natural 
responses and adoption of 
alternatives:

• Social interaction
• Sensory experience
• Cognition
• Movement
• Behaviour

Pearson, A., & Rose, K. (2021). A Conceptual Analysis of 
Autistic Masking: Understanding the Narrative of 
Stigma and the Illusion of Choice.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 22

With a pathologized status comes 
the experience of stigma, 

dehumanisation and 
marginalisation. Stigma refers to 

the possession of an attribute 
which marks a person as 

disgraced or ‘discreditable’, 
marking their identity as ‘spoiled’. 

Stigmatised persons may attempt 
to conceal these spoiled aspects 

of their identity from others, 
attempting to ‘pass’ as normal. 

Pearson, A., Dr, & Rose, K. (2020, July 15). A Conceptual Analysis of 
Autistic Masking: Understanding the Narrative of Stigma and the 

Illusion of Choice. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/6rwa5

Why do autistic people mask?

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 23

“A diagnosis of autism is rooted in the specification that one 
must experience ‘significant impairment’ to be classified as 
autistic. As such autistic ‘traits,’ ‘behaviours,’ and experiences 
cannot be autism unless they are experienced negatively, or 
are said to cause ‘impairment’. 

As a result, autistic people are viewed as being on the fringe of 
human normality both in Academia and Society in general.”
Pearson, A., Dr, & Rose, K. (2020, July 15). A Conceptual Analysis of Autistic Masking: Understanding the Narrative of Stigma and the Illusion of Choice. https://doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/6rwa5

The dehumanization of 
autistic humans. 

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 24
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In the therapy 
world 

camouflaging 
looks like 

“Hide the Autism.”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 25

Autistic masking may lead to 
negative outcomes or perpetuate a 
systemic adaptation to others’ 
expectations, leading to…

Mental Exhaustion, Burn-out, Chronic Debilitating 
Anxiety, Depression, Low-Self-Esteem, Confusion or 

Loss of Identity, Suicidal Ideation, Suicide

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 26

It is important that we acknowledge masking as a 
self-protective mechanism rather than a 
necessarily conscious choice, particularly when 
we consider the link between masking and 
negative outcomes like autistic burnout and 
suicidality.  This negative impact suggests that the 
significant energy it takes to mask means that it is 
only sustainable for a period.

Pearson, A., & Rose, K. (2021). A Conceptual Analysis of Autistic Masking: Understanding the Narrative of Stigma and the Illusion of 
Choice

Q1
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What? An investigation of camouflaging in a sample 
of 733 autistic youth.

Who? 359 female and 374 male autistic children and 
adolescents between the ages of 4 and 17 years of 
age.

Findings?  Camouflaging was a significant predictor 
anxiety, depression, somatic complaints and 
symptoms, when controlling for age, gender, and IQ.

The relationship between 
camouflaging and mental 
health in autistic children and 
adolescents

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.

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 28

(2014) Social Skills Training and the 
Gold Standard of “Normality”

“It is not a disabled person's responsibility to 
placate the abled, and all further premises 

would follow from that. ”

McLaren, Karla. (2014). Interrogating Normal: Autism 
Social Skills Training at the Margins of a Social Fiction. 
10.13140/2.1.1385.0406. 

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 29

Kahng, S., Butler, C., Kronfl i, F. R., Zaki-Scarpa, C., Boragi, B., & Scott, J. (2023). An individualized approach to teaching adults with autism to successfully navigate job interviews via 
remote instruction. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 1– 13. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaba.977
Memmott, A. (2023, February). Autism Research—What’s New in February. Neurodiverse Connection. https://ndconnection.co.uk/blog/autism-research-february-2023

WHO?
27 autistic university undergraduate students  and 1 graduate were presented with the 
social skills training “opportunity.” 
Only 7 volunteered to participate. = 25% interest
Only 3 actually complete the study = 10.7%

Autistic Camouflage Training - ABA Social Skills for Job Interviews

WHAT? 
Behavioral skills training, including error correction training, is used to train autistic adults
“Appropriate” interview behavior: eye contact, social small talk, repress stimming 
because autistic social skills are deficient. 

WHY? 
“social communication deficits may interfere with an(autistic) individual’s 
participation in a job interview.”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 30
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Kahng, S., Butler, C., Kronfl i, F. R., Zaki-Scarpa, C., Boragi, B., & Scott, J. (2023). An individualized approach to teaching adults with autism to successfully navigate job interviews via 
remote instruction. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 1– 13. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaba.977
Memmott, A. (2023, February). Autism Research—What’s New in February. Neurodiverse Connection. https://ndconnection.co.uk/blog/autism-research-february-2023

Attire, grooming, small talk, eye contact, orientation, posture, smiling, hand gestures, 
stereotypic motor behaviors (e.g., rocking in chair)

Autistic Camouflage Training - ABA Social Skills for Job Interviews

Each session reviews appropriate vocal and non-vocal skills:

• Of the 3 that completed individualized training only 1 met mastery of the 
objectives. 

• None mastered interview skills criteria following group training. 

• 4 out the 7 don’t complete individualized training because “poor responses to 
the individualized training” including “comments throughout the sessions,”
and “complaints about repetitive treatment methods.”

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 31

Kahng, S., Butler, C., Kronfl i, F. R., Zaki-Scarpa, C., Boragi, B., & Scott, J. (2023). An individualized approach to teaching adults with autism to successfully navigate job interviews via 
remote instruction. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 1– 13. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaba.977
Memmott, A. (2023, February). Autism Research—What’s New in February. Neurodiverse Connection. https://ndconnection.co.uk/blog/autism-research-february-2023
Finn, M., Flower, R. L., Leong, H. M., & Hedley, D. (2023). ‘If I’m just me, I doubt I’d get the job’: A qualitative exploration of autistic people’s experiences in job interviews. Autism, 0(0). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613231153480

What happens next? (After they get the job and can’t camouoflage
autistic traits and behavior?) 

Autistic Camouflage Training - ABA Social Skills for Job Interviews

Was the study harmful? No adverse event reporting. (Bottema-Buetel et al, 2021)

Was the study ethical? Masking/camouflage =  poor to detrimental mental 
health outcomes. Participants complained about the treatment method.

Autistic people 
• Feel pressure to hide autistic traits to avert discrimination
• Report stress, anxiety, exhaustion and burn-out from camouflaging
• Want inclusive, understanding and accommodating employers 

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 32

Social skills training is not a “cure” for 
autism despite what the ABA and Social 
Skills Training industries would like us all to 
believe. All ‘social skills training’ does is 
teach autistic people how to mask their 
autism. And the potential harms of 
masking (exhaustion, anxiety, depression, 
frustration, decreased self-esteem suicidal 
ideation) are significant.” 

Roberts, J.  (2020, February 15).‘Why Perspective-Taking and Neurodiversity 
Acceptance? (Part 2 of “Training” Social Skills is Dehumanizing: The One with 
the Therapy Goals)’. Therapist Neurodiversity Collective. 
https://therapistndc.org/why-teach-perspective-taking-neurodiversity-
acceptance/

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 33

“The true lesson of training social skills 
("compliance training") teaches our 
students that unless they learn to 
successfully mask their autistic traits, 
they are inherently less valuable 
members of the human race. Social 
skills training communicates 
conditional acceptance based on the 
conditions that non-autistic people 
determine.” 

Roberts, J.  (2020, February 15).‘Why Perspective-Taking and Neurodiversity 
Acceptance? (Part 2 of “Training” Social Skills is Dehumanizing: The One with 
the Therapy Goals)’. Therapist Neurodiversity Collective. 
https://therapistndc.org/why-teach-perspective-taking-neurodiversity-
acceptance/

Social Skills Training trains Autistic people 
to mask and camouflage in exchange for inclusion.

Conditional acceptance is not acceptance.

Roberts, J. (2020, August 13). “On Writing 
Masking Goals for Autistic Middle School Girls –
Stop It!” Therapist Neurodiversity Collectice.
https://therapistndc.org/masking-goals-
autistic-middle-school-girls/

Training” Social Skills is 
Dehumanizing

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 35

Just a few reasons why social skills 
training is not a neurodiversity -
affirming approach to “autism 
intervention.

 Directly opposes the neurodiversity movement’s fundamental goal of “acceptance”.
 Trains autistic masking and camouflaging which has harmful and even detrimental 

mental health outcomes.
 Poor evidence; ignores contemporary autistic social communication research 

findings, disregard’s autistic client perspectives.
 Demonstrates lack of cultural responsiveness, cultural competence, cultural humility. 
 Oppressive - forced assimilation of a neurominority group for the comfort of non-

autistic people.
 And if the provider or company advertises as “neurodiversity-affirming” it’s a prime 

example of Neurodiversity Lite – appropriation of a human rights movement for 
commercial gain.

Roberts, J. © 2023. All rights reserved. © 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 36
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Neuronormative communication skills are 
based on the empowered typicality and is 
nescient to the autistic system of 
interpretation. Therefore, it must be asked 
why neuronormative communication skills, 
notably enshrined through NT social 
communication, are more important than 
autistic people's way of being and 
socializing. (Keats, Waldock, and Dewar, 2022)

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 37

“Interventions which target or seek 
to extinguish stigmatized, but not 
intrinsically harmful or personally 
distressing disability-related traits, 

often fail to address more 
meaningful and relevant, person-

centered goals.”

Ne’eman, A. (2021). When disability is defined by behavior, outcome measures should not promote “passing”. AMA Journal of Ethics, 
23(7), E569-575. doi: 10.1001/amajethics.2021.569 

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 38

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)
© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 39

• (Non medically relevant) Tone of Voice Modification
• Neuronormative conversation goals (turn-taking like a ping pong ball, asking social questions about things you have no interest in.)
• Eliminating stimming behavior, monotropism (focus or attention on a small number of interests in conversation)
• Topic Maintenance of communication partner's choosing for so many turn-takes
• Conveying emotions/feelings 'appropriately' by masking or fawning (Fawning - Walker, 2013: People-pleasing” or deferring to the needs 

and wishes of others, and surrendering one's own in order to 'blend'. )
• Learning and repeating socially expected 'rote scripts' to use in social situations (sometimes self determined scripts can be helpful with self-

advocacy)
• Identifying and using appropriate vs. inappropriate behavior (figure out the reason for the behavior and address THAT)
• Accepting compliments 'appropriately'
• Eliminating echolalia
• Compliance with acknowledging communication initiated by others by giving 'appropriate' responses
• Cooperation without complaint in group decisions when the student is not in agreement
• Forced eye contact.
• Body Language (imitating neuromajority body language through masking)
• Facial Expressions (imitating neuromajority facial expressions through masking)
• ‘Active Listening,' or 'Whole Body Listening' (Quiet hands, sitting in the seat without movement, etc.)
• Interactive play skills with peers (based on the neuromajority what constitutes 'play') rather than true Autistic play, free time, or recreational 

time
• Initiating play with peers on the playground (even when solo free time is preferred)
• Reciprocal play (turn-taking on a peer's terms)
• Compliance without complaint
• Responding to bullying or teasing in an 'appropriate way’
• 'Increasing comfort levels' in social situations or group activities (Hello? That’s an inherent part of Autism. Don’t force masking discomfort!)
• Tolerating changes (Sensory system is overwhelmed, demonstrating anxiety with unexpected changes in routine, tolerating auditory or 

physical distress)
• Tolerating unwanted touch (high five, shaking hands, hugs, kisses, arm around them)
• Extinguish 'problem behaviors’ (Figure out the reason for the behavior – change the environment, change the behavior!)

Examples of Ableist Therapy Goals that May Lead to Poor Mental Health Outcomes

© 2023. Julie Robert. All rights reserved. 40

“Neurodiversity advocates critique interventions that seek to suppress 
autistic traits in favor of “passing” (ie, attempting to hide stigmatized 
identity by pretending to be a member of the unstigmatized majority)
In both disability and nondisability contexts, passing has been 
associated with significant harm. Efforts to pass have been identified 
as a risk marker for suicidality in autistic adults. Such “camouflaging” 
is also associated with other mental health challenges.” 
AMA J Ethics. 2021;23(7):E569-575. doi: 10.1001/amajethics.2021.569.

“Autism Interventions” that do not meet the definition 
of Neurodiversity-Affirming:

• ABA (including, “play-based” and NDBIs)
• Social Skills Training (therapy that trains autistic people to perform 

with verbal and nonverbal non-autistic social behaviors.)

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 41

So, what’s left?
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The Neurodiversity-Affirming 
Theoretical Framework of Social 

Communication 

Autistic Social Communication 
Assessment

(Roberts, J. © 2019 - 2023)

(Kapp, 2019)

Evaluations: social 
deficit models & autistic 
dehumanization

“Deficit-based, primarily social theories 
of autism amplify the medical model’s 
dehumanisation, pathologisation, 
reductionism and essentialism, ironically 
demonstrating a lack of empathy by
contributing to unnecessary 
marginalisation. .” 

Flip the narrative from the start… with your evaluation

Autism as a tragedy narratives

• Lacking in humanness (empathy, TOM, 
perspective-taking)

• Inappropriate play skills.
• Persistent deficits in social cognition, 

social skill, and social motivation 
• Can’t make friends.
• Rigid.
• Never-ending list of maladaptive 

behavior

Neurodiversity is Valuable

• Strengths?
• Supports?
• Describe and cite research.
• How will the parents view their 

autistic child after reading the 
report?

• How will educators view this autistic 
student?

• Promote good mental health and 
well-being outcomes with 
recommendations for support.

• Behavior plan is for the adults.

Report Language
MEDICAL / DEFICIT BASED

Disorder

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD)

Deficit

Autism symptoms

Autism Red Flags

Problem behavior or challenging 
behavior

STRENGTH BASED / DESCRIBE

Disability

Autism, Autistic

Challenges, difficulties

Autistic traits, characteristics

Autism Indicators

Distressed behavior, meltdown, 
specifically describe the behavior 
(e.g., self-injury, destruction of 
property)

Report Language
MEDICAL / DEFICIT BASED

Restricted interests

Comorbid

Risk (Autism)

Normal, healthy

High-functioning or low-functioning 
autism, severe

Rigid, inflexible

STRENGTH BASED / DESCRIBE

Focused interests, hobbies, passions

Co-occurring condition

Likelihood, probability

General population, non-autistic (if it can be 
specified), neurotypical (ruling out ADHD, 
dyslexia, etc.)

Describe relevant individual characteristics 
(autistic person with or without intellectual 
disability or language impairment)

What’s actually inflexible? Is it the Autistic 
person, the environment, or those around the 
Autistic person?

Report Language
MEDICAL / DEFICIT BASED

Autism intervention, autism treatment, 
reduce autism symptoms/behaviors, 
“normal,” “optimal outcome”

STRENGTH BASED / DESCRIBE

Avoid. 

Autism is not curable. Reducing traits = 
masking/camouflage. Interventions and 
supports for co-occurring conditions(not 
autism itself), such as receptive, expressive 
language, functional communication, 
making environments accessible, improve 
quality of life or well-being.
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Sources:

Dwyer P, Ryan JG, Williams ZJ, Gassner DL. First Do No Harm: Suggestions Regarding Respectful 
Autism Language. Pediatrics. 2022 Apr 1;149(Suppl 4):e2020049437N. doi: 10.1542/peds.2020-
049437N. PMID: 35363298; PMCID: PMC9066426.

Botha M, Hanlon J, Williams GL. Does Language Matter? Identity-First Versus Person-First 
Language Use in Autism Research: A Response to Vivanti. J Autism Dev Disord. 2021 Jan 20:1–9. 
doi: 10.1007/s10803-020-04858-w. Epub ahead of print. PMID: 33474662; PMCID: PMC7817071.

Kristen Bottema-Beutel, Steven K. Kapp, Jessica Nina Lester, Noah J. Sasson, and Brittany N. 
Hand. Avoiding Ableist Language: Suggestions for Autism Researchers.Autism in Adulthood.Mar
2021.18-29.http://doi.org/10.1089/aut.2020.0014

NCPFSC:  Strength Based Assessment
Identity First Language

Respectful Framing: Describe what the individual can do well, can do with support, and finds 
challenging.

Note the Autistic Social Communication Differences (from Pragmatic Language Test), Cite Supporting 
Research

Eye Contact
The Double Empathy Problem 
Monotropism
Preferences for communication (Spoken, non –spoken – typed, AAC, echolalic)
Sensory Reactivity

Address Barriers to Inclusion
Determine and recommend accommodations, modifications and supports

Educator / Family / Caregiver / Peer Education

The student demonstrates differences in eye contact during social exchanges. He verbally 
indicated that making eye contact is uncomfortable for him, stating, “It’s infinitely 
uncomfortable.” “Physically hurts.” The student’s lived experiences correlate with contemporary 
research findings.

Eye Contact References:
[‘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).]

['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.]

Cite the Research in the Report: Example – Eye Contact

Citation: Roberts, J. (© 2019 – 2023) The Neurodiversity-Affirming Conceptual Practice Framework of Social Communication: An evidence-based 
alternative model to social skills training for autistic populations. Therapist Neurodiversity Collective, Inc.
https://therapistndc.org/neurodiversity-affirming-therapy/

Education: For autistic students and clients, and the non-autistic people around 
them (family members, educators, peers, employers):

• Neurodiversity and Autism Acceptance
• Autistic Sensory Systems (individualized) - Environments
• The Double Empathy Problem
• Poor mental health outcomes of autistic camouflaging 
• Risks of victimization
• The need to acknowledge and react to self-advocacy attempts, honor all 

forms of communication
• Differences in autistic and non-autistic friendship making and maintenance

Seek out Opportunities:
Authentic autistic social interaction without a therapy agenda.
Autistic peer mentoring.
Passions and interests - gather with like minded people.

Roberts, J. © 2023. All rights reserved. 

The Neurodiversity-Affirming 
Theoretical Framework of Social 

Communication 

Autistic Social Communication 
Goal Writing

(Roberts, J. © 2019 - 2023)

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

XXX will tolerate choral reading 
without screaming by sitting 
quietly. 

No goal. Accommodations and 
Supports

XXX will refrain from displaying 
tantrum behavior (screaming, 
yelling, falling to the floor) when a 
nonpreferred or unexpected event 
occurs. 

No goal.  Accommodations and 
supports.



3/7/2023

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved. 10

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

Use appropriate eye contact 4 out 
of 5 trials. Or, and will practice 
increasing eye contact with peers, 
teachers and other adults 

No goal. Accommodation for no 
force of eye contact, and cite 
research and cultural facts.

Use appropriate volume/intonation 
3 out of 4 trials. 

Tone and volume are addressed in the 
SLP evaluation – no medical issues. This 
student presents with adequate tone 
and volume and will adjust if 
requested.) 

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

Initiate conversation 3 out of 4 trials 
of the peer's choosing for at least 5 
conversational turns 80% of the 
time.

• Document demonstrated initiations of 
conversation when student is focused 
on their interests/passions/hobbies. 
Cite monotropic research.

• No goal. (Unless the neurotypical peer 
will maintain the autistic peer’s topic 
of conversation for at least 5 
conversational turns 80% of the time).

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals
Autistic masking 
compliance

Under the following conditions: 
when given scenarios of social 
conflicts, the student will 
independently demonstrate 
problem-solving skills by

a) identifying the problem and 
then

b) generating at least one 
socially appropriate 
solution/response.

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

When provided with hypothetical difficult social 
situations as encountered in role-playing with 
speech services, in videos, movies, short stories, 
and literature sources, student will:

a) Identify the social problem (breakdown in 
communication, mutual misunderstanding, 
disagreement, etc.)

b) Generate an effective communication response 
to solve the problem without sacrificing self-
determination and self-advocacy. (A socially 
acceptable solution could include not engaging at 
all until the student is in a self-regulated state.)

Autistic masking 
compliance

XXX will demonstrate appropriate peer 
social interaction/conversational skills

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

To improve perspective-taking skills, XXX 
will learn about neurotypical social 
communication styles without the 
expectation for compliance/masking. 
Peers, staff and family will be educated 
about autistic social styles of 
communication and acceptance.

Cite: The Double Empathy Problem research.

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

XXX will learn to engage in 
conversational turn-taking with 
others across setting regarding 
topics initiated by others to sustain 
conversation.

With accommodations in place, XXX 
will respond to academically related 
questions using preferred method of 
communication (spoken, typed, AAC). 

Autistic masking 
compliance

XXX will increase their comfort level in 
working with groups in class to 
complete group assignments.

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

No goal. This is a compliance goal that 
trains masking.

Accommodations for teacher/student 
chosen groups, and assigned roles in 
the groups to help with dynamics. 

Note: SLP completely shut this down in the IEP 
meeting. Advocated that forcing the student to 
pretend they are comfortable in a group is 
making them mask their autism and their 
anxiety. Cited masking research and harmful 
outcomes. 

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

Under the following conditions: 
when given scenarios of social 
conflicts, the student will 
independently demonstrate 
problem-solving skills by

identifying the problem and then
generating at least one socially 
appropriate solution/response.

The student will generate possible outcomes to a 
social situation or problem and consider:

a) which outcome may be most positively received 
for the situation, and state why or why not it may be 
the best choice for her. 

b) which outcome may be most negatively 
received for the situation, and state why or why not 
it may be the best choice for her.

c) certain situations when generating a negatively 
received outcome might be appropriate anyway 
(turning down a dance, a date, compliance with 
something that makes her feel uncomfortable or 
unsafe).
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Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

With modeling, practice, and 
using all accommodations, XYZ will 
increase social interactions and 
build relationships with peers by 
initiating play, giving compliments, 
and adopting a problem-solving 
attitude during lunchtime and in 
their general education inclusion 
classes."

With fading adult support and vocabulary 
definition assistance, XYZ will self-determine what 
specific qualities
a) they want in a friend (e.g. trustworthy, 
inclusive, supportive, respects her boundaries, 
shares similar interests and spends time with 
them, loyal, empathetic, funny, respectful, etc.).
b) a friendly person might have, even though 
they might not be a real friend. (e.g. 
approachable, polite, smiles, engages in small 
talk.)
c) a  person who is not a friend, or is a fake 
friend may demonstrate (e.g. belittles, 
manipulates, engages in peer pressure, bullying, 
violates physical body autonomy, and 
emotional or verbal abuse).

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

With modeling, practice, and 
using all accommodations, XYZ will 
increase social interactions and 
build relationships with peers by 
initiating play, giving compliments, 
and adopting a problem-solving 
attitude during lunchtime and in 
their general education inclusion 
classes."

When given various social examples from 
short stories, hypothetical social scenarios, 
movie and tv video clips, passages from 
age-appropriate young adult literature, 
etc. XYZ will determine if a specific 
character is someone who demonstrates 
the quality of friend, friendly, or not a 
friend to another character.

Autistic masking 
compliance

Self-advocacy, academically 
related

Make-overs - Social Skills Goals

With modeling, practice, and 
using all accommodations, XYZ will 
increase social interactions and 
build relationships with peers by 
initiating play, giving compliments, 
and adopting a problem-solving 
attitude during lunchtime and in 
their general education inclusion 
classes."

In order to identify safe, neutral, and unsafe social 
situations, when provided with various social scenarios, 
with fading adult support, XYZ will identify unsafe 
social conditions (e.g. subtle bullying, peer pressure, 
manipulation, exploitation, unknown people on the 
internet, etc.) by
a) evaluating the context, to determine whether the 
social setting is safe (known people who are 
trustworthy) neutral (proceed with caution, go slow 
with forming relationship), or unsafe (risky, vulnerable, 
or dangerous).
b) citing evidence to support the conclusion by 
answering why and how questions.
c) (with a fading adult model) demonstrate effective 
self-advocacy skills by determining their specific 
boundaries for various safe, neutral, and unsafe social 
conditions.

1. Protect mental health and improve the self-determined quality of life.

2. Target effective self-advocacy.

3. Develop and improve autonomy and personal agency. 

4. Target self-determined client objectives that solve real problems, meet real 
needs, and achieve personal goals rather than eliminate perceived 
“deficits.”

5. Develop authentic, robust communication.

6. Teach clients they have the right to say no, to protest, and to give or retract 
consent. (Boundaries and Consent)

Neurodiversity-affirming Goal Writing: In co-production with 
participants and families, allied therapists write therapy goals that:

© 2023 Julie Roberts. All rights reserved. 64

6. Teach participants how to establish and maintain their personal boundaries 
and what it looks like to respect the boundaries of those around them. 
(Boundaries and Consent)

7. In alignment with The Double Empathy Problem, teach autistic about Autistic 
and Neurotypical social communication differences without the 
expectations for autistic masking and camouflage.

8. Develop and improve authentic autistic identity. (Autistic Identity)

9. Teach what constitutes victimization, a friend, friendly, and non-friend; and 
harmful vs helpful.  (Social Naivety)

10. Teach safety (emotional, physical, psychological; laws, rules, regulations, & 
consequences; safe/unsafe people, situations, choices).

Citation: Roberts, J. (© 2019 – 2023) The Neurodiversity-Affirming Conceptual Practice Framework of Social Communication: An 
evidence-based alternative model to social skills training for autistic populations. Therapist Neurodiversity Collective, Inc.
https://therapistndc.org/neurodiversity-affirming-therapy/
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Intro to Neurodiversity – Free Resources to Share with 
Parents, Educators, and Professionals

Free eBook!
Roberts, J. (2022) 
Flipping the Autism 
Narrative: An 
Introductory Video 
Guide for Parents & 
Caregivers of Autistic 
Children & Teens. 
Therapist Neurodiversity 
Collective, Inc. 

https://therapistndc.or
g/flipping-the-autism-
narrative-free-ebook/

Download over 40 free 
printable Neurodiversity
infographics and posters.

https://therapistndc.org/e
ducation/
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Great Articles to share with Parents, Educators, and 
Professionals

“Are We Giving Autistic Children PTSD From School? When we don't understand autistic kids we create a toxic 
environment for them.”
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/everyday-neurodiversity/202108/are-we-giving-autistic-children-
ptsd-school

“Study Challenges Assumptions About Social Interaction Difficulties in Autism”
https://news.utdallas.edu/health-medicine/autism-social-interactions-2020/

“Double Empathy: Why Autistic People Are Often Misunderstood”
https://kids.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frym.2021.554875

“Camouflaging in Autism”
https://kids.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frym.2019.00129
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Free Downloadable Poster

Neurodiversity Affirming or 
Neurodiversity Lite?
Roberts J.20201/12/23
https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/1ND-
AFFirming.pdf

© 2023 JULIE ROBERTS. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 70

Roberts, J. Therapist 
Neurodiversity Collective
• The Double Empathy 

Problem: 2020/10/09,
• Social Skills Training & the 

Research: 2020/10/16,
• Diversity in Social 

Intelligence: 2020/10/20.

FREE: Download printables of 
these infographics:

The Double Empathy Problem
https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/The-
Double-Empathy-Problem.pdf

Social Skills Training & the Research
https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/Social-
Skills-Training-The-Research.pdf

Diversity in Social Intelligence
https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/Diversity-
in-Social-Intelligence.pdf
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Roberts, J. (2020, August 30)
Why We Don’t Train Social Skills. Therapist 
Neurodiversity Collective. 

72, 283 Impressions. 10,202 Engagements
https://www.facebook.com/NeurodiversityColl
ective/posts/4390821570991299

Download a free printable copy of this 
infographic:

https://therapistndc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/We-dont-train-Social-
skills.pdf
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https://therapistnd
c.org/wp-
content/uploads/
2022/03/
Empathetic-
Respectful-
Therapy.pdf

Free 
Downloadable 
Poster (pg. 1)

What kind of 
therapist are 
you?
Roberts, J.
2021/03/31
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Free 
Downloadable 
Poster (pg. 2)

What kind of 
therapist are 
you?
Roberts, J.
2021/03/31

https://therapistnd
c.org/wp-
content/uploads/
2022/03/
Empathetic-
Respectful-
Therapy.pdf
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Download and print 
free copies of these 
infographics:

Roberts, J. (2020, 
September 5.  IEP 
Makeovers for 
Neurodivergent 
Children. Therapist 
Neurodiversity 
Collective. 

/https://therapistnd
c.org/wp-
content/uploads/20
20/09/IEP-Make-
overs.pdf

Roberts, J. (2020, 
September 10). IEP 
Makeovers for 
Neurodivergent 
Children Part 2. 
Therapist 
Neurodiversity 
Collective

IEP Makeovers 2:
https://therapistndc
.org/wp-
content/uploads/20
20/09/Part-2-IEP-
Make-overs.pdf
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https://therapistndc.org
https://www.facebook.com/NeurodiversityCollective
https://www.instagram.com/therapistndc/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/therapist-neurodiversity-collective/
https://twitter.com/therapist_ndc

Julie Roberts, M.S., CCC-SLP – info@therapistndc.org
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