
STRENGTHS  BASED  VS  DEF IC ITS  BASED  LANGUAGE

Make sure the light hits your face from a direction that shows off

your best features. You don't want a photo that's too dark or too

bright.

Language is an extremely powerful tool which influences societal perceptions and attitudes.
The team at NJACE takes this responsibility very seriously. We encourage best-practices in
the use of disability related language and strive to maintain open lines of communication

with the neurodivergent community in order to be attuned to their needs and perspectives.
NJACE strongly encourages the use of strengths-based language when describing Autism or
Autistic people. “Refer to autistic characteristics in a neutral or positive manner, as opposed

to as symptoms or deficits (e.g. “autistic traits,” “characteristics of autism,” or “features of
autism” instead of “symptoms of autism”; “communication differences” instead of

“communication deficits”). (Autism and Adulthood)

Promoting understanding and accommodation of various ways of being,
informed by neurobiological and trauma-informed approaches 
Consideration of both the needs and perspectives of the individual, and other
members of the disability community
Decreasing stress through caring, responsive relationships
Communication as a two-way street that happens between people. All parties
must work to be both understood and understandable, with more effort
needed by the majority. 
Sensory integration support and accommodations
Physical accommodations (such as Assistive Technologies) to decrease barriers
to participation
Universally Designed spaces for full inclusion
Research informed by the perspectives and needs of the community, geared
toward increasing quality of life 
Meaningful job opportunities with appropriate accommodations
Openness and willingness to continually change and  improve practices as new
research and perspectives become available

 

NICK  WALKER ’S  GOLDEN  RULE  OF  NEURODIVERS ITY :  

“RESPECT  THE  BODILY ,  SENSORY ,  AND  COGNIT IVE  NEEDS  OF  OTHERS  AS

YOU  WOULD  WANT  YOUR  OWN  TO  BE  RESPECTED ,  WHETHER  OR  NOT  YOU

UNDERSTAND  THE  REASONS  FOR  THOSE  NEEDS . ”

Note: This is not an exhaustive list. The Autistic community should

be continually consulted for more insight of their direct needs.

EVERY  DAY  PROBLEMS  TO  BE  ADDRESSED

THROUGH  INNOVAT ION  AND  ACCOMMODAT IONS

Managing

Non-verbal

Healthy

Normal

Severe Autism/Low Functioning

Mild Autism/High Functioning

Autistic Behaviors

Repetitive Movements

Restricted Interests/Obsessions

Special Needs

Referring to ASD/Disability as a burden;
“Suffering from”/Afflicted by

Comorbidity

Non-speaking

Autistic/Divergent

Neurotypical/ Typical

Parenting/Supporting

High Support Needs

Low (or Moderate) Support Needs

Stress/Anxiety/Human Behaviors

Stimming/Self-regulation

Passions/Special Interests

Disability/Disabled

Acknowledging ableism, societal
perceptions, lack of access to
appropriate services/supports

Co-occurring

Suggested Avoid

A U T I S M  
L A N G U A G E  G U I D E

This guide aims to promote best practices with regard to disability-informed

language, and to help those in the field become more comfortable and confident

in speaking respectfully about neurodiversity and disability. It is meant to serve

as a resource to help the general community learn from reputable, autistic-led

and/or informed resources, about appropriate language when talking to and

about the neurodivergent and disabled community. We understand there can be

many complex, valid opinions on language, that can vary by geography and

culture, but we defer to the preferences of the majority in the autistic

community when speaking generally.
Appropriate for: Researchers, Academics, Clinicians, Parents, Community Members

Visit us at
https://njace.us/

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCfRG4te3SNBxu-Qe01PsiCQ?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/NJAutismCenterofExcellence
https://twitter.com/njautismce?lang=en
https://njace.us/


Autistic not Weird Survey
Person First Language May Accentuate Stigma
Do Puzzle Pieces and Autism Puzzle Piece Logos Evoke Negative
Associations
On Special Needs vs Disability 
Avoiding Ableist Language: Suggestions for Autism Researchers
What Can Physicians Learn from the Neurodiversity Movement?
The misnomer of 'high functioning autism': Intelligence is an
imprecise predictor of functional abilities at diagnosis
Ethical Concerns with ABA
Should we change targets and methods of early intervention in
autism, in favor of a strengths-based education?

Before talking about autism, listen to families
Regarding the use of dehumanising rhetoric *** Very Important for
research
Special Needs, Euphemisms, and Disability
Why Strengths-Based Evaluations of Neurodivergent Kids Matter
Autism Level Up Terms of Language
ASAN Resource on Identity-First Language, by Autistic Hoya
The Aspergian, “‘It’s a Spectrum’ Doesn’t Mean What You Think”
Ollibean, “Person-Attitude Trumps Language”
Neurocosmopolitanism’s “Neurodiversity: Basic Terms and
Definitions”
Diary of a Mom, I Do Not Have Neurotypicalism-Where Person First
Language Fails
Thinking Autism Guide, What The Neurodiversity Movement Does-
and Doesn't Offer
Ollibean, More Problems with Functioning Labels
What is an Ally?
Autistica Media Communications Guide
Autistic people are not failed versions of" normal"
Neurodiversity FAQ
It's Time for a Reimagining of Disability Etiquette 
Don't Mourn For Us (A MUST READ for parents and the community)
Autism Glossary and List of Acceptable Language 
Forbes Piece on Reimagining of Disability Etiquette
SLP Neurodiversity Collective Resources
Isn’t it a Pity? The Real Problem with Special Needs

Academic Autism Spectrum Partnership in Research and Education
(AASPIRE; www.aaspire.org)
Autism in Adulthood (www.liebertpub.com/aut)
Autistica (https://www.autistica.org.uk/)
Thinking Person's Guide to Autism
(http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/)
Participatory Autism Research Collective                                         

       (PARC; http://www.parcautism.co.uk/)

Reputable Resources
A list of reputable resources compiled from the voices of advocates,

scientists, and informed professionals.

Highlights from Autism: A Neuromovement - The Past, Present, and Future
of Neurodiversity

Internet Sources

Suggested Institutions and Journals
(credit to Christina Nicolaidis)

NJACE highlights with Steve Silberman on Language, Autism
History, and Making a Paradigm shift

Visit us at
https://njace.us/

Publications/Surveys

https://autisticnotweird.com/2018survey/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5545113/
http://www.gernsbacherlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Gernsbacher_PuzzlePiece_Autism_AuthorsCopy.pdf
https://cognitiveresearchjournal.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41235-016-0025-4
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/aut.2020.0014?fbclid=IwAR2w-IofA0dYujw4HQVrN1_D1FY3s0ZwX4bxenbYTTzadk0TNHL7kODFDZw
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/what-can-physicians-learn-neurodiversity-movement/2012-06
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1362361319852831
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/753840#info_wrap
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5489637/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/opinion/viewpoint/before-talking-about-autism-listen-to-families/
https://theautisticadvocate.com/2020/02/regarding-the-use-of-dehumanising-rhetoric.html
https://blogs.biomedcentral.com/on-health/2017/01/17/special-needs-euphemisms-and-disability/
https://elishabidwell.com/why-strengths-based-evaluations-of-neurodivergent-kids-matter/
http://amy-laurent.com/wp-content/uploads/ALUP_terms.pdf
https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/identity-first-language/
https://theaspergian.com/2019/05/04/its-a-spectrum-doesnt-mean-what-you-think/
https://ollibean.com/person-attitude-trumps-language/
https://neurocosmopolitanism.com/neurodiversity-some-basic-terms-definitions/
https://adiaryofamom.com/2014/07/09/i-do-not-have-neurotypicalism/?fbclid=IwAR34zX9MaMkGAyXQ4c6HOPpxh_11teCBzw__g_C9PAQBGlyLnDnBy6pfHLQ
http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/2018/02/what-neurodiversity-movement-doesand.html
https://ollibean.com/problems-functioning-labels/
https://autisticadvocacy.org/2012/10/what-is-an-ally/
https://www.autistica.org.uk/about-us/media-communications-guide
https://ideas.ted.com/autistic-people-are-not-failed-versions-of-normal-theyre-different-not-less/?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_campaign=social&utm_term=global-social+issues&utm_content=ideas-blog&utm_medium=referral&fbclid=IwAR2Z5UMSAeXFi991eea_8TMaSUO19l7h_3BjHqmyH99S5sIFN8YmpoqBLV8
http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/p/so-youre-doing-story-about.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewpulrang/2020/01/17/its-time-for-a-reimagining-of-disability-etiquette/#2027baced6d8
https://www.autreat.com/dont_mourn.html
https://geekclubbooks.com/autism-glossary/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/andrewpulrang/2020/01/17/its-time-for-a-reimagining-of-disability-etiquette/#2027baced6d8
https://slpndc.org/education/
https://ollibean.com/isnt-it-a-pity-the-real-problem-with-special-needs/
http://www.aaspire.org/
http://www.liebertpub.com/aut
https://www.autistica.org.uk/
http://www.thinkingautismguide.com/
http://www.parcautism.co.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQdVjLAr82A
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCfRG4te3SNBxu-Qe01PsiCQ?view_as=subscriber
https://www.facebook.com/NJAutismCenterofExcellence
https://twitter.com/njautismce?lang=en
https://njace.us/

