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NEURODIVERSITY AFFIRMING

LANGUAGE TO USE & NOT TO USE

Language to Use

A neurodivergent person or
a neurotypical person

Identity First Language
Autistic child
Neurodivergent person
ADHDer*

*Note: Language for ADHD (Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder) isn't great and is evolving

Autistic / Autism

Autistic person with ____
current support needs and
___current strengths and
abilities

Autistic traits

Speaking / Non-speaking
They sometimes speak
She uses an AAC device to
communicate

Join me for more
Neurodiversity Affirming
¥ info and conversations

A neurodiverse person

Person First Language*
Child with autism
Person who has neurodivergence
Person who has ADHD

*Note: Respect and individual's preferences if they
prefer other language

Autism Spectrum Disorder /
ASD / On the Spectrum

High-functioning /
Low-functioning autistic person

Red flags for autism

Verbal / Non-verbal
They're mostly non-verbal
She doesn't use verbal
communication

%Exploring Neurodiversity Podcast
@play.learn.chat on Instagram



Respectful Language Guide

Potentially
Offensive Language

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is
Preferred)

Example of Preferred
Language

Autism Autistic, on the It avoids negative “They have four
Spectrum spectrum connotations Autistic students in
Disorder (ASD) associated with the | their class.”
word ‘disorder’

Autistic Autistic (capital Capitalizing the “They are Autistic.”
(Lowercase “a”) | “A”), do not word Autistic

capitalize acknowledges

‘non-autistic’ the unique culture

and community
surrounding Autistic
folks. This is similar
reasoning for
capitalizing the word
“Black” and “Deaf”

Neurodiverse

Neurodivergent

Neurodiverse refers
to the general
diversity seen
across all people.
Neurodivergent
refers to a specific
individual or group
(e.g., Autistics) with
a particular variation
of diversity

“An Autistic person

is considered to be,
and many prefer to be
called, neurodivergent.
Other examples of
neurodivergence
include ADHD,
stuttering, and
generalized anxiety.”



Potentially

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is

Example of Preferred

Offensive Language Preferred) Language
Person-first Identity-first |dentity first “They are Autistic.”
language language language reflects “Autistic employees.”
(person with (Autistic) the belief that being
autism) Autistic is a core part

of a person’s identity
Executive Executive It avoids negative “They use detailed
Dysfunction functioning connotations lists to support their
associated with the | executive functioning.”
word ‘dysfunction’
Autism Specific Autistic | It avoids medical “Autism/Autistic
symptoms or experiences, terminology that characteristics” or
impairments features, or pathologizes the specify the specific

characteristics

characteristics
and experiences
of Autistic people
as deficient and
abnormal

feature you are
discussing. For
example, “Some
Autistic people find
reducing eye contact
with someone
increases their ability
to process language.”
or “Some Autistic
people find reduced
eye contact to be more
comfortable.”



Potentially
Offensive Language

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is
Preferred)

Example of Preferred
Language

Functioning
labels: “high-
functioning”

and “low-
functioning” and
severity: “mild”,
“‘moderate”,
“severe”

Suffers from,
affected by,
impacted by

Cases/patients

Red flag,
warning sign

The specific
needs of the
specific Autistic
person

Autistic, Autistic
person

Autistic, Autistic
person

Possible
indicators

It is important not
to use functioning
labels, as they
medicalize autism
and portray the
spectrum as linear

It is important not to
use language that
connotes pity or
shame

It is important to
use humanizing
language

It is important to
use language that
does not position
autism as a burden
or something to be
feared

“Emma requires 24-
hour aide support.”

“Yolan is Autistic.”

“There are eight
Autistic people signed
up for the workshop.”

“Mike’s sensitivity to
certain sounds is a
possible indicator of
autism.”



Potentially
Offensive Language

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is
Preferred)

Example of Preferred
Language

At risk of autism

Co-morbidity

Cure, treatment,
prevention

Autism is a
disease/iliness

May be Autistic;
increased
likelihood of
being Autistic

Co-occurring

Specific supports
and services

Autism is a
neurological
difference or
disability

It avoids danger-
oriented terms and
avoids negative
notions of autism

Avoid using medical
terminology; it shows
that autism is not a
disease

It helps show that
autism does not
need to be cured,
treated, or modified

This preferred

term allows for the
inclusion of positive
characteristics as
part of the core
definition of autism

“Because the family
already has one
Autistic child, the
second born child is
more likely to also be
Autistic.”

“Autistics have higher
rates of co-occurring
conditions such as
anxiety, ADHD, and
depression than non-
autistic individuals.”

“There are supports for
the specific issue you
are dealing with.”

“Autism is simply a
difference in how

the brain processes
information; and this
difference influences
how autistic people
think and interact with
others.”



Potentially
Offensive Language

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is
Preferred)

Example of Preferred
Language

Special
interests

Nonverbal

Special needs

Focused, intense,
or passionate
interests

Non-speaking

Specific
descriptions of
Autistic people’s
needs

Shows that everyone
has interests, not
just Autistic people,
so they do not need
to be characterized
as “special”

It shows that just
because you do
not speak does not
mean that you do
not communicate
in other ways; non-
speaking Autistic
individuals still
communicate

Shows that everyone
has needs, not just
Autistic people, so
they do not need to
be characterized as
‘special’

“One of Shane’s
focused interests

is bikes. He has
extensive knowledge
about all things bike
related. He rides
bikes and talks about
bikes whenever the
opportunity presents
itself.”

“An Autistic individual
can be minimally
speaking, or non-
speaking, and be able
to understand and
communicate with
you.”

“Crystal has not yet
learned how to cross
the street safely. Until
then, she requires
support when walking
across the street.”



Potentially
Offensive Language

Preferred Language

Rationale (Why it is
Preferred)

Example of Preferred
Language

Challenging
behaviour

/ disruptive
behaviour

/ problem
behaviour

“Prefers to
__"*when not
explicitly stated

Autistic traits
*when used for
distinguishable
and
uncorrelated
characteristics

Meltdown (for
uncontrollable
behaviour),
stimming (when
relevant), or

a specific
description of
the behaviour
(e.g., injurious
or aggressive
behaviour)

Tends to ____
May

Sometimes (or
often)

The specific trait

It is important not
to pose behaviours
such as stimming
as a problem or

as disruptive. In
using the preferred
language, one can
avoid medicalizing
autism as something
that needs to be
fixed

Using the term
“tends to” as an
alternative to
“prefers to” focuses
on observed
behaviour and
leaves room to
understand why
that may be; avoids
assumptions

It is important to

use the name of a
specific trait rather
than referring to it
as an “Autistic trait”
when characteristics
extend into the
general non-autistic
population as well

“Norm may use self-
injurious behavior or
become aggressive
toward others when he
is in distress.”

“Bob tends to stay
inside”.

“Randall often stays
inside.”

“My daughter Jillian

is Autistic, and my
daughter Amy is non-
autistic. They are both
very outgoing.”



