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We all have different brains shaped by biological, psychological, and social factors

Sensory responses?

Emotional responses?

Problem solving?

Tolerance for change?

Memory?

Social interactions?

Movement?

Wonderfully diverse - neurodiverse 



Wonderfully diverse students and staff in higher 
education Knowing your 

supervisees

Strengths and 
weaknesses

Irrespective of 
any diagnostic 

‘labels’



What is neurodiversity?

• Neurodiversity means us ALL

• Different neurotypes / 
neurodivergence

• Not neat boxes…

• Mental health relationship

• Some people might have a diagnosis

Types of neurodivergence

Neurodivergence is not limited to individuals of a 
specific gender, colour, age or ethnicity, - 

intersectional in nature. 

Some neurodivergent individuals will experience 
multiple forms of minority group membership



What is neurodiversity?

A Note – diagnosis, waiting times, stigma, 
choice .. Needs-based approach

Types of neurodivergence

• Neurodiversity means us ALL

• Different neurotypes / 
neurodivergence

• Not neat boxes…

• Mental health relationship

• Some people might have a diagnosis



ICE BREAKER

How do you get to know your students and 
their needs / profiles of strengths and 

weakness, and there does neurodiversity fit 
into this?



PhD supervision 
sessions & 

supervisory practices



Strengths based pedagogical approach – for the diversity / wide ranging needs 
of learners 

“HEIs are welcoming a much more diverse student population. Yet 
despite this, and the increase in neurodiversity terminology, there 

remains an ethos within many HEIs that disabilities/neurodivergence 
are a deficit to the student’s study that will likely hinder their 

achievement” 

(Sandland et al., 2023)



Neurodiversity-affirmative practices for supervision

• Elements to improve neurodiversity-affirmative supervision (not specific to 
neurodivergence) can benefit all supervisees

• However, these practices can be even more impactful for neurodivergent 
students

• Being neuro-inclusive

Embedding in all standard practice 
within Higher Education

Roles of all PhD supervisors

NOT ALL JUST THE SUPERVISOR 

Disability and support structures 
and services throughout HEIs



Neurodiversity-affirmative practices for supervision

Being neuro-inclusive

Embedding in all standard practice 
within Higher Education

Roles of all PhD supervisors

NOT ALL JUST THE SUPERVISOR 

Disability and support structures 
and services throughout HEIs

Support is provided on a needs-based, rather than diagnosis-
based model

The number of neurodivergent students will be far greater 
than those with a formal diagnosis or who opt to engage with 

local disability services



Neurodiversity-affirmative practices for supervision: 
Transitioning into the PhD

Unstructured nature of 
the PhD

Different / unclear 
expectations

A long journey (not 
short taught modules)New supervisor / 

supervisory team

A new project!
New university / city / 

home Different ways of working / 
types of work

A Supervisor can reduce 
some of the uncertainty



Anxiety and 
burn out

TRANSDIAGNOSTIC 
EXPERIENCES

Sensory 
differences

Uncertainty 

Planning / 
attention



Anxiety

Planning 
Decision making 

Presentation 
styleSupervision 

meetings

Sensory 
experiences

Ability to switch off 
(leading to burn out)

Writing 

Response to
 feedback

Social interactions

Questioning
 (reassurance)



Key points – Supervision 1
A checklist of some potential considerations:                  SCAFFOLDING THE STRUCTURE

Increase explicit planning, reduce uncertainty, use clear timelines, increase task structure and reduce 
multi-tasking expectations

• Regular ‘checking in’ (schedule of meetings ahead of time – especially key in yr1)

• Clear structure to meetings, planning ahead (minutes / actions)

• Structured objectives (for meetings and for tasks) – uncertainty

• Ordering of tasks / spreading deadlines (avoid burn out / manage time / planning / structure)



Key points – Supervision 2
A checklist of some potential considerations:                  ENABLING DISCUSSIONS

• Consider scaffolding questions with clear, concrete information

• Allow space for creativity and individuality – how does the meeting take place?

• Give room for thinking

• Who makes notes?

• Enabling the student to be ‘present’

• Signs of not being able to thrive during the supervision meeting:
• Repeated emailing immediately after meeting to check; not contributing to discussion; head down 

only taking notes not discussing; not meeting deadlines all of a sudden; changes in ‘usual’ 
engagement and behaviours



Responses to feedback

Rejection sensitivity dysphoria
• More experiences of real rejection, stigma and bullying than neurotypical peers (trauma 

response)

• Can often experience emotions more strongly

Preference for feedback type / style?
1.Focus on Strengths and Opportunities. ...
2.Give Factual Feedback, Omitting Emotional Language. ...
3.Ask How They Want to Receive Feedback. ...
4.Follow Up the Feedback in Writing. ...
5.Provide and Encourage Time to Process. ...
6.Remind (if needed explicitly) that Criticism Isn't a Character 
Judgment. ...
7.Create a Safe Place



Double-Empathy Theory and Autism (e.g. Milton, 2012)

• The double empathy problem suggests that when people with very different 
experiences of the world (different neurotypes) interact with one another, they 
will struggle to empathise with each other

• Communication breakdowns between autistic and non-autistic people are a 
two-way issue, caused by both parties’ difficulties in understanding

Where a PhD student 
and supervisor might 

have different 
neurotypes



Burnout

• Potential masking that might contribute to the 
increased likelihood of burnout. 

• neurodivergence and mental health 
challenges can frequently intersect.

• It’s even more important to balance well-
being and structure workload, as the risk 
of burnout is higher for neurodivergent people



Every PhD researcher is different …

Every PhD thesis is different …

Every PhD journey is different  …

Considerations of neurodiversity …..

CONCLUSIONS



BREAKOUT ROOM DISCUSSIONS

How do you scaffold and support through 
supervision? How might you adapt practices?

How can you ensure your neurodivergent 
students can contribute academically and ‘be 

present’? How might you adapt practices?
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