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Background 

• Neurodivergent young people often report lower levels of psychological wellbeing.
• Psychological wellbeing: Hedonistic (presence of positive emotions and absence of negative 

emotions) and eudemonic (finding meaning and purpose in life, autonomy and control, 
connection, realizing ones’ potential). 
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• For neurodivergent readers, seeing their experiences reflected could have powerful effects 
on their self-awareness, sense of belonging and self-worth.

• For neurotypical readers, learning about neurodivergence through accurate representation 
could help to promote understanding and inclusion.
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Neurodiversity & Fiction Reading project
Explored neurodivergent young people's experiences with representation in fiction

books. 

Interviews
• Interviews with 16 neurodivergent young 

people, (14–16-years-old) from 2 Scottish 
secondary schools.

• Focused on benefits and potential harms 
associated with neurodivergent 
representation in fiction, and perceptions on 
‘good’ representation.
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Collaborative project including University-based researchers, literacy organisations (Book Trust, National Literacy 
Trust, Scottish Book Trust), children’s publisher (Barrington Stoke) and YA author (Victoria Williamson) and two 
teachers.  Also involved neurodivergent young people in the design and piloting of interview schedule.



Database: Does current Young Adult (YA) fiction 
represent diverse neurodivergent experiences?

Database search criteria*
• Target age range: 12-18-years-old
• Contains at least one neurodivergent character

Collected data about
• Title, author, publication date
• Diagnosis of neurodivergent character/s
• Gender, age, race, LGBTQ+ status of character/s
• Coded or explicit representation
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Outcomes
• 239 books.
• 15 different neurodivergent 

identities.
• Autism (127) most frequent, 

followed by OCD (28), Dyslexia 
(22), ADHD (13), and Tourette’s 
and Tic Disorders (13).

• Slightly more male characters 
represented (119) than female 
(100); 1 non-binary character.

• Most characters had one 
diagnosis.
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Database

Access via our website: 
https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/current-
projects/neurodiversity-and-narrative-
fiction/
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Interviews

What do neurodivergent young people think about representation in Young Adult 
(YA) fiction?

N=16 neurodivergent young people (14–16-years-old) from 2 Scottish secondary schoolsN=16 neurodivergent young people (14–16-years-old) from 2 Scottish secondary schools
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What are the benefits of neurodivergent 
representation?

1. Helps neurodivergent young people feel positive emotions (e.g., happiness, 
comfort, safety)
1. Helps neurodivergent young people feel positive emotions (e.g., happiness, 
comfort, safety)

“I could like, figure out, like, a few things, like, that remind me of autism and stuff, 
and it's really cool to spot like stuff like that in characters … it made me feel, like, 

really comfortable and happy.”

“It could also be good for other people who may feel left out … and it can make 
them feel like they’re not alone, even though it is just a book.”
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2. Helps neurodivergent young people to understand and accept their 
neurodivergent identity
2. Helps neurodivergent young people to understand and accept their 
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“if I was to read a book that, like, accurately represented someone with a similar 
neurodivergence to me… I’d sort of understand and be able to, like, connect [my] 

experiences to neurodivergency.”

“[The book] was about accepting that this is a thing that you have, and that it has 
strong points as well. That it is not all bad.”
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representation?

3. Helps neurodivergent young people understand other neurodivergent 
identities
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“I know what neurodivergence I have, but I don’t know about what it's like to have 
other neurodivergences, so I think I could benefit from that by learning about 

others that have similar things to me, but not the same as what I have.”



What are the benefits of neurodivergent 
representation?

4. Could help reduce stigma and increase peer understanding4. Could help reduce stigma and increase peer understanding

“it's quite hard to explain what you struggle with when it's not something that you 
can physically see with the person, because if they don't-, if you've never 

experienced it, then it's probably harder to understand…So if they read the book, 
then they might understand.”

“It's easier when you see things as, like, a story than if you’re just meeting 
someone, because if you don’t understand prior then you’ll just think they’re weird 
…[they could understand] the way we think and the way we see the world and the 

way we feel. Seeing us as actual people.”



What are the benefits of neurodivergent 
representation?

“Because [your friends] already know you more as a person and they’re going to 
know ways how you will struggle and how you can cope with that, and the things 

you’re good at.”
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needs and experiences, reading books about neurodivergent characters was not 
as necessary
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What are the benefits of neurodivergent 
representation?

5. Reading about neurodivergent characters at a younger age could have helped 
them experience these benefits sooner
5. Reading about neurodivergent characters at a younger age could have helped 
them experience these benefits sooner

“I think if I read more books with dyslexic characters, I think I would-, I think, I don't 
know. I think I would realize that maybe I'm not just really rubbish at spelling, 

maybe I do have a problem that can be supported.”

“When I was diagnosed, I was very scared of telling people…but I feel like maybe if 
I'd sort of read books at a younger age...think it probably would have helped me a 

lot more back then, sort of, telling people.”



What are the potential harms of 
neurodivergent representation?

1. Negative, inaccurate, or stereotypical representations of neurodivergence 
could increase stigma
1. Negative, inaccurate, or stereotypical representations of neurodivergence 
could increase stigma

“What the misrepresentation could also do is it can lead to stereotypes, it can lead 
to things being built, it can lead to these sort of, you know, misunderstandings or 

hatreds of the conditions.”

“I think a good way for representation is when…[it] doesn’t, like, sort of perpetuate, 
like, harmful stereotypes, because otherwise I’d just rather not be represented if 

it's, like, offensive.”



What are the potential harms of 
neurodivergent representation?

2. (Negative) changes in peers’ attitudes/behaviour2. (Negative) changes in peers’ attitudes/behaviour

“The way [others] act around you, or maybe the way they perceive you would 
probably change if they’re seeing all these negative things about a condition and 
then, you know, it can just sort of change how they might behave towards you.”

“The only thing I wouldn’t like is, if it came off as a thing where people will start like 
being, around me all the time, like asking me how I am … it would need to be a 

positive thing that isn’t coming off as ‘I feel sorry for you’, you know?”



How do neurodivergent young people want to 
be represented in fiction?

Three themes: 
(1) Representation of neurodivergence should be complex, realistic, and positive
(2) Representation of neurodivergence should be normalised
(3) Representation of neurodivergence beyond books is important.

Three themes: 
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(2) Representation of neurodivergence should be normalised
(3) Representation of neurodivergence beyond books is important.

“Especially as a trans person, like, usually if you see Autistic representation it's, you know, a                   
cisgender white child and it just doesn't feel very true to life”

“it's maybe just one character as opposed to multiple, but … most of my friends are neurodivergent … 
and that's not always portrayed. It's always .. token represented character”.

“It doesn't have to be exactly like me, it just has to have some elements that I can relate to”

“Just don't make a big deal out of it. Making a big deal out of it sort of gets rid of the actual point 
that we want this to be casually embedded, we don't want a big deal made”.



Quick reads…

• Neurodivergent characters in YA fiction: who 
is being represented? (Scottish Book Trust) 

• Writing neurodivergent characters: advice 
from neurodivergent teens (Scottish Book 
Trust)

• Why schools need books featuring 
neurodivergent characters (BookTrust)
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Literacy Lab website:
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Learning about Neurodiversity in School (LEANS)

Created to:

• Inform teachers and children about the concept of neurodiversity

• Encourage everyone to see neurodiversity as relevant and valuable 
to them and their classroom.

• Increase inclusive attitudes to neurodiversity and neurodivergent 
people

• Encourage individuals to make positive and respectful choices about 
their actions at school.

https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/leans
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LEANS

Includes 7 units: 

• Introduction to neurodiversity

• Learning and thinking differently

• Communication and understanding

• Getting along together at school

• Is that fair?

• Different ways to make a friendship

• Neurodiversity in our classroom 

For example - Unit 1 Key Points:
1 Defining neurodiversity.
2. Differences between people’s brains can be 
little differences, or big differences.
3. Neurodivergent people are different from 
each other.
4. How we treat other people (and ourselves) in 
class affects their/our ability to learn and thrive.

© Claire Hubbard 2021

https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/leans
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Neurodivergent Peer Support Toolkit (NEST)

Aims to facilitate peer support for neurodivergent 
young people in mainstream secondary school.

The NEST handbook:

- Provides information about neurodiversity, 
neurodivergence, and peer support.

- Provides guidance for setting up and running a NEST 
group, including how to ensure the groups are student 
led, activity ideas and resources, and safety 
considerations.

https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/projects/nest-neurodivergent-peer-support-toolkit

https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/projects/nest-neurodivergent-peer-support-toolkit


To summarise….

• We need more books, texts and other media featuring a 
range of neurodivergent identities and experiences, 
including greater consideration of intersectionality.

• Neurodivergent representation needs to be normalized and 
authentic, and ALL children and young people need access 
to books, texts and other media featuring a diverse range 
of neurodivergent identities and experiences.



Prompts for discussion….

• Have you ever read a book, or watched a film or TV series with a 
neurodivergent character? What were your thoughts in relation 
to this? Are there any books/films/series you’d recommend to 
others?

• Was there anything surprising in the talk, or anything you’d like 
to discuss or explore further?

• What are your own interests in relation to neurodivergent 
representation and/or experiences?



Website: https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/

Email: s.mcgeown@ed.ac.uk

Thank you for listening

Questions and discussion
With thanks to Elena Santi and Dr Charlotte Webber for 
their brilliant work on this project.

Thank you to UoE Challenge Investment Fund for funding 
this project.

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/
mailto:s.mcgeown@ed.ac.uk

