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Understanding Neurodiversity: Beyond the Buzzword 
The term neurodiversity has become increasingly visible in recent years—in schools, workplaces, 

and social media—but it’s often misunderstood or oversimplified. At its core, neurodiversity is a 

scientific and social framework that recognizes the diversity of human brains and minds as a 

natural and valuable part of humanity. It’s not a trend or diagnosis—it’s a reality. 

Coined in the late 1990s by Australian sociologist Judy Singer, the concept emerged from the 

autistic rights movement and parallels the language of biodiversity. Just as ecosystems thrive 

through variation, human communities are strengthened by neurological diversity. Each brain 

processes information, responds to stimuli, and engages with the world in unique ways. That 

variation is not a flaw; it’s the essence of adaptation. 

What Are Neurotypes? 

To understand neurodiversity, it helps to understand the concept of neurotypes. A neurotype 

refers to a category of brain function or cognitive style—essentially, how a person’s brain 

processes information and experiences the world. 

Everyone has a neurotype. People whose neurological development aligns with dominant social 

expectations are often referred to as neurotypical. Those whose development or processing 

differs in meaningful ways are considered neurodivergent. 

Being neurodivergent doesn’t mean being disordered or broken; it means having a brain that 

diverges from the majority norm. Neurodivergence can affect sensory processing, 

communication, attention, learning, executive functioning, emotional regulation, and social 

interaction—but it can also bring unique perspectives, creativity, and problem-solving 

approaches. 

Common Neurodivergent Neurotypes 

Neurodiversity is broad and dynamic, encompassing a range of neurotypes. While every 

person’s experience is unique, here are some of the most recognized within the neurodivergent 

community: 

Understanding Neurodiversity:  

Beyond the Buzzword 
by Meredith Gapsis, Ed.D 



NEUROADVOCACY & CONSULTING LLC 2 

 

Autism: A developmental difference affecting social communication, sensory processing, and 

patterns of thinking or behavior. Autistic individuals may experience heightened sensitivity to 

sensory input and often thrive with structure, predictability, and deep focus on areas of interest. 

ADHD (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder): Characterized by differences in 

attention regulation, impulsivity, and executive functioning. ADHD brains often show high 

energy, creativity, and hyperfocus on engaging tasks—balanced by challenges with organization 

or task initiation. 

Dyslexia: A language-based difference that affects reading, spelling, and phonological 

processing. Dyslexic thinkers often excel in spatial reasoning, creativity, and holistic problem-

solving. 

Dyspraxia (Developmental Coordination Disorder): Impacts fine and gross motor 

coordination, planning, and sequencing of movement. Individuals may find tasks like 

handwriting or sports challenging but often excel in persistence, adaptability, and conceptual 

thinking. 

Dyscalculia: Affects numerical processing and mathematical reasoning. People with dyscalculia 

may rely on pattern recognition or visual strategies that differ from traditional math instruction. 

Tourette Syndrome and Tic Disorders: Involve involuntary movements or vocalizations 

(tics), often co-occurring with other neurotypes like ADHD or OCD. They highlight how 

neurodiversity also includes differences in motor and sensory regulation. 

Learning and Cognitive Differences: This umbrella includes a variety of specific learning 

profiles, processing differences, and gifted or twice-exceptional (2e) patterns—individuals who 

show advanced abilities alongside challenges in other areas. 

Neurodiversity also overlaps with mental health and sensory processing differences, though 

these are not the same thing. The neurodiversity framework doesn’t deny difficulty or need for 

support—it simply rejects the idea that divergence is inherently negative. 

Neurodiversity vs. Neurodivergence 

It’s common to see these terms used interchangeably, but they have distinct meanings: 

Neurodiversity: The overall range of brain variations in the human population (a group-level 

concept). 

Neurodivergent: An individual whose brain functions differently from the dominant 

“neurotypical” pattern. 
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In other words, neurodiversity is the whole forest, while neurodivergent people are the 

individual trees that make it up. 

Why This Framework Matters 

Understanding neurodiversity helps move society away from a deficit-based model of disability. 

Traditional systems often assume that there’s a single “normal” way to think, behave, or learn—

and that deviations must be corrected. The neurodiversity paradigm reframes this: difference is 

expected, not exceptional. The goal is not normalization, but access and inclusion. 

This shift has powerful implications: 

In education, it means teaching to varied learning profiles, not just average ones. 

In workplaces, it means designing environments that value deep focus, creativity, and diverse 

communication styles. 

In healthcare, it means listening to lived experiences and prioritizing autonomy over 

compliance. 

Beyond Labels: Seeing the Person 

While identifying neurotypes can help individuals understand themselves and access support, 

neuroinclusion requires us to look beyond diagnostic categories. Each person’s experience of 

their neurotype is shaped by personality, environment, trauma, and culture. Two autistic 

people, for example, may share traits but experience the world in very different ways. 

Language continues to evolve, too. Many in the community prefer identity-first language 

(“autistic person,” “ADHD person”) to reflect pride and belonging, while others prefer person-

first phrasing. The key is respect: listen to how individuals describe themselves and follow their 

lead. 

The Power of Understanding 

When we recognize that brains differ by design, not by defect, we open the door to genuine 

inclusion. Neurodiversity invites empathy, flexibility, and innovation—it challenges us to build 

systems that work for the full spectrum of minds, not just the majority. 

Every neurotype brings something essential to the collective intelligence of humanity. 

Neurodiversity isn’t a challenge to be solved—it’s a strength to be celebrated. 

 

 


