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PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH WITH AUTISTIC CHILDREN IN SCHOOLS

• Hamilton, L.G. (2024). Emotionally based school avoidance in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic: Neurodiversity, agency and belonging in schools. 

Education Sciences. 10.3390/educsci14020156

• Hamilton, L.G., Kelly, L., & Mesa, S. (2023). "I'm able to function better when I know there's a beginning and an end time": Autistic adolescents' experiences 

of lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic. Autism & Developmental Language Impairments. 10.1177/23969415231159552

• Lewis, K., Hamilton, L.G., & Vincent, J. (2023). Exploring the experiences of autistic pupils through creative methods: Reflections on a participatory 

approach. Infant & Child Development. 10.1002/icd.2467

• Mesa, S., & Hamilton, L.G. (2022). "We are different, that's a fact, but they treat us like we're different-er": Understandings of autism and adolescent 

identity development. Advances in Autism. 10.1108/AIA-12-2020-0071

The pandemic provided an alternative to 

mainstream education for autistic pupils, 

and some have not returned to school since.

Centring first-person perspectives from neurodivergent 

children and young people is crucial – and can be done 

using accessible, flexible communication methods.

Educational experiences shape 
identity development.



• Petty, S., & Ellis, A. (2024). The meaning of autistic movements. Autism. 10.1177/13623613241262151 

• Petty, S., Lambarth, S., & Hamilton, L. G. (2023). Rethinking anxiety and depression for autistic adults through personal narratives: mixed-method 

analysis of blog data. Counselling and Psychotherapy Research. 10.1002/capr.12729

• Petty, S., Tunstall, L., Richardson, H., & Eccles, N. (2022). Workplace adjustments for autistic employees: what is “reasonable”? Journal of Autism 
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• Petty, S., Bergenheim, M-L., Mahoney, G., & Chamberlain, L. (2021). Adapting services for autism: recommendations from a specialist 

multidisciplinary perspective using freelisting. Current Psychology. 10.1007/s12144-021-02061-3

Emotions are misrepresented by ‘anxiety’ or ‘depression’ 
labels. Emotions interact with sensory tolerance, pain, 
and fatigue. Think about an ‘overwhelm meter’.

Employers need low cost, easy 
solutions that benefit all employees.

REIMAGINING NEURODIVERGENT CHARACTERISTICS AND MENTAL HEALTH

Some movements are stigmatised and censored. 
Stimming, dancing and physical exercise can enhance 
thinking/focus, regulate senses, increase body 
connection… Movement is natural and harmless. 



TURNING TO HIGHER EDUCATION

Hamilton, L.G., & Petty. S. (2023). Compassionate pedagogy for neurodiversity in higher 

education: A conceptual analysis. Frontiers in Psychology, 14. 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1093290/full

Compassion means proactively considering the 

experiences of another without judgment, whilst 

acting where possible to alleviate 

marginalisation and suffering. Differences are 

noticed, welcomed and accepted.

Adapted from: Bronfenbrenner & Ceci (1994)



WHERE TO INTERVENE?

Figure source: Sonuga‐Barke, E. J. (2023). Paradigm ‘flipping’ to reinvigorate translational science: Outlining a neurodevelopmental science framework from a ‘neurodiversity’ perspective. 

Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 64(10), 1405-1408. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13886.  
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DATA COLLECTION







“I had an appointment at St John and noticed the posters in the 

ladies… Thank you for considering this sensory issue and bringing it 

to public awareness… Far too many public places consistently 

choose to ignore people such as me.” (Visitor, Business CEO, June 2024) 



“When I saw the big poster saying that you would be doing this 

research, I felt overwhelmingly happy, uhm, and heard, and that 

was wonderful to see. I mean, all the posters everywhere saying 

‘Are you sensory seeking or sensory avoidant? Follow this link and 

tell us some more.’ That was just phenomenal to see.”





WHAT
WOULD 
YOU 
LIKE 
TO 
TELL 
US?



ANALYSIS 



RESULTS 



RESULTS 



A suitable environment by default

“You can have that time away from being in an artificial, built-up, 

indoor environment... Perhaps having a more of a focus on an 

indoor-outdoor space or nature focus, I mean, the Creative Centre 

is brilliant, has loads of plants in it, smells like wood. It smells 

brilliant.”

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk

RESULTS 



Visible acceptance of difference

“I wish there was a place on campus that was ‘Stim safe’ 

where I didn’t have to worry about what others thought 

of my stimming when I’m studying.”

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk



Provision guaranteed, not based on luck

“I think I've been incredibly lucky to have been mentored and 

championed by other disabled academics. And I think, I think not 

all, obviously there's a huge range of impairments, not everyone 

gets it, but having mentorship from autistic senior colleagues has 

been life changing for me.”

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk



Share responsibility

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk

“I am also really high masking and that can make it 

feel hard to ask for help because I think lecturers 

forget that I still have those needs”



Flexibility and choice in practices

“Yeah, our conversation with, like, words coming out of 

my mouth is so much easier for me. But, how do you 

assess that? So it has to be done on like, written work 

and stuff like that.”

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk



Talk to me, listen, believe me

“Believe me when I say I am struggling; don't question me.”

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk



All experiences are interdependent

Illustrations by Matt Cole: https://mattcoleillustration.co.uk

“I don't have a diagnosis because I'm a woman 

and because [this city] doesn't allow you to get a 

diagnosis anymore unless you pay for it, and I 

can't really afford to pay for it.”



A model of inclusive belonging: 

The collaborative and active practices of inclusive belonging

Can I see it?

Can I receive it?

Can we talk?

Can I exist here?

Can I thrive here?



* WORKLOAD STRUCTURING AND DELIVERY 

* FEEDBACK, COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION

* PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS AND EXPERIENCE ON CAMPUS

* SUPPORT, ACCESSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

* ADVOCACY EFFORTS AND EDUCATION  

PARTICIPANT RECOMMENDATIONS



WHAT NEXT?



THANK YOU FOR LISTENING. ANY QUESTIONS?


