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Why am I giving this talk: “positionality”

Thanks to the organizers for inviting me :)

I’ve given many physics talks, but this is my first(!) talk about
my experiences as a late-identified autistic person

- PhD 1999 University of California Santa Cruz, postdocs at Fer-
milab and U. Wisconsin, faculty position at Carleton University
(Canada) 2005 (theoretical particle physics)

- Done all the usual academic stuff: teaching, research, grad-
student supervision, administrative roles (including Department
Chair), conference organizing, grant review committees, etc.

- Formally diagnosed as autistic in 2022 at age 47. Realiza-
tion was completely unanticipated, though obvious in retrospect:
knowledge gap. Sought out info for my own survival; dissemina-
tion & advocacy to help others in a similar position.
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Definitions and introduction

- Neurodiversity – the natural biodiversity of neurological vari-
ations within the human species. Reframes autism, ADHD,
dyslexia, etc. as natural human variations to be accommodated
and appreciated rather than as disorders to be eliminated. High-
lights the value of diversity-of-thought to the survival and progress
of human societies.

- Social model of disability – the idea that people are disabled (as
a transitive verb) by inaccessible environments and discriminatory
behaviours of others (“attitudinal barriers”).

- “Nothing about us without us” – research and policy-making
around disabilities must be led by people who have the disability
in question (lived experience).

→ I will only talk about autism, because I do not have lived
experience of other forms of neurodivergence.
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Definitions and introduction

The biggest issue for autistic people (as I see it) is:
Nobody∗ knows what we’re like or what we need!

∗To first approximation

- Most autistic adults are unidentified (even worse for females!)

The proportion of people diagnosed autistic who had
ID differed across age-groups (LR test for age-band x ID
interaction: LR χ2 (9) = 309.27, p < 0.001). For those
aged 19 years or younger, 3.67–11.42% of autistic males
and 8.84–10.18% of autistic females had diagnosed ID,
while for those aged 50–59 years, the figure was 41.86%
for males, and 41.30% for females (eTable S6). Lower
rates were also seen in males aged 70+ and females aged
60+.

Estimating underdiagnosis in autistic people
Out of a population of 56.5 million; we estimate that
463,500 (0.82% of the population) have been diagnosed
autistic, and between 435,700 and 1,197,300
(58.63–72.11% of autistic people; 0.77%–2.12% of the
English population) may be autistic but undiagnosed as
of 2018 (see eTables S12–S14).d Fig. 2 provides esti-
mates of numbers of diagnosed autistic people and
lower- and upper-bound figures for true prevalence
based on our projections. We estimate that between c.
152,900 and 489,900 people aged 20–49 years
(52.47–75.47% of autistic people) and between 251,100
and 591,600 people aged 50+ (92.11–96.48% of autistic
people) may be autistic but undiagnosed.

Estimating historical trends in autism diagnosis
from 2000 to 2018
Characteristics of the cohort
5,586,100 individuals from 432 GP practices were
included. 2,750,668 (49.24%) were male, and 2,835,432
(50.76%) female. Median (IQR) age at cohort entry was
33.5 years (17.50–51.50). Median (IQR) duration in the
cohort was 6 years (3.00–12.00), reflecting the median
length of time that a person was registered at a practice
contributing data to IMRD that met quality thresholds

prior to their death, their transfer out of the practice, or the
practice no longer contributing data to IMRD (eTable S4).

We identified 12,098 individuals (0.22% of the
cohort) with a first record of an autism diagnosis be-
tween 2000 and 2018. Median age at first recorded
diagnosis was 8.64 years (5.27–13.18) for males and
10.82 years (6.31–16.28) for females. 9555 (78.98%)
were male and 2543 (21.02%) were female. 1497
(12.37%) also had a diagnosis of ID (eTable S5).

Main results
The average rate of new diagnoses from 2000 to 2018
was 29.24 per 100,000 individuals (95% CI:
28.72–29.77). Across the time-period, the rate of new
diagnoses in children aged 0–4 years was 1 in 750;
approximately 40 times higher than for adults aged
50–59 years (c. 1 in 1 in 32,000; adjusted rate ratio: 0.02
(0.02–0.03); and approximately 116 times higher than
for adults aged 60–69 (c. 1 in 90,000; adjusted rate ratio:
0.01 (0.01–0.01); eTable S15).

Annual rates of new diagnoses increased six-fold
between 2000 and 2018, from c. 1 in 8500 individuals
newly diagnosed in 2000, to 1 in 1300 in 2018 (adjusted
rate ratio for 2018: 6.05 (95% CI: 5.09–7.19); Wald test
χ2 (18) = 2244.81, p < 0.00005) (eTable S15). For fe-
males, the rate-increase from 2000 to 2018 was 8.6-fold
(adjusted rate ratio for 2018: 8.60 (95% CI: 5.89–12.55)),
and for males, 5.5-fold (adjusted rate ratio for 2018: 5.49
(95% CI: 4.51–6.68)) (eTable S16, Fig. 3A and B). The
annual rate increase varied by age-band (LR test for age-
band x year interaction: χ2 (9) = 100.71, p < 0.001; Fig.
3C–F, eTable S17).

In 2018, around 1 in 250 5- to 9-year-olds were newly
diagnosed autistic, compared to 1 in 4000 people aged
20–49 years, and 1 in 18,000 people aged 50+
(eTable S17). Looking at males and females separately,
the group with the highest rate of new diagnoses was
boys aged 5–9 years, of whom 1 in 150 were newly
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Fig. 1: Percentage of individuals diagnosed autistic as of 2018: (A) stratified by sex and age-band; (B) stratified by co-occurring
intellectual disability (ID) and age band.

dEstimates of numbers of undiagnosed autistic people stratified by ID
and for the pooled sample are presented in eTables S12–S14.
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Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

5



Definitions and introduction

The biggest issue for autistic people (as I see it) is:
Nobody∗ knows what we’re like or what we need!

∗To first approximation

- Most of what the general public knows about autistic people
is based on stereotypes and fearmongering
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Definitions and introduction

The biggest issue for autistic people (as I see it) is:
Nobody∗ knows what we’re like or what we need!

∗To first approximation

Two goals:

- Dispel some misconceptions by providing one “data point” of
an actual autistic person (me) who is not entirely unlike you

- Emphasize universal design approaches that benefit autistic
people (identified or not!) as well as members of other equity-
deserving groups

Secret third goal: maybe you are autistic and don’t know it yet?
(this was me for ∼ 45 years)
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The guessing game

Normal autistic communication is clear, direct, and explicit. We:

- ask questions when we don’t understand something

→ punishment

- share our real thoughts and opinions

→ punishment

- tell the truth and expect to be believed

→ punishment

- give a more detailed explanation when a person seems not to

understand what we are communicating

→ punishment

In my experience, all of these things are highly valued in academia!

Fantastic environment for an autistic person... once we get here!
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The guessing game

Normal autistic communication is clear, direct, and explicit. We:

- ask questions when we don’t understand something

→ punishment

- share our real thoughts and opinions

→ punishment

- tell the truth and expect to be believed

→ punishment

- give a more detailed explanation when a person seems not to

understand what we are communicating

→ punishment

... across many contexts (mostly outside of my immediate fam-

ily) and from a very early age!

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

10



The guessing game

Long before entering university, I internalized the beliefs that:

- I was only allowed to ask questions in very specific circum-

stances, and never more than once. → lack of needed info

- I should always follow the other person’s lead when deciding

what and how much to share, and never say anything that might

be controversial. → shallow relationships, isolation

- My words could and would be twisted into unintended mean-

ings, and I would suffer the consequences (so it was safer to just

keep my mouth shut). → unmet needs, exploitation, abuse

- Attempts to correct misunderstandings would be met with

anger or contempt. → self-blame, shame, situational mutism
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The guessing game

None of this was my fault! “Double empathy problem”
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The guessing game - what can academics do?

Academia is international: most of us have experience commu-
nicating with people from other cultures; making this style the
norm benefits “outsiders” of every kind.

- Be clear and explicit. Don’t rely on hints or unspoken messages
(even if you think they should be obvious).

- Share critical information in writing, and make sure it’s up-to-
date (program webpages, lab handbooks, shared notes, ...).

- Give context and explain the bigger picture.

- Encourage questions and answer them in good faith (especially
those that seem “obvious” to you).

- Be kind!

Most autistic people (especially unidentified, and especially those
additionally marginalized) already carry communication trauma.
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Practical challenges

Two (intertwined) areas:

- Sensory: processing differences and sensitivities

- Cognitive: information processing and decision making

These vary dramatically from one autistic person to the next,

but there are a few general themes.

Illustrate by giving a few personal examples.
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Practical challenges

1. Shopping.

Challenging for me because:

- sensory overstimulation (noise; intense visual clutter)

- need lots of time and energy to make each little decision

My strategies:

- small neighbourhood grocery stores

- clothing mostly from hiking shops (less sensory risk)

Disadvantages:

- more expensive, limited selection

- never developed a sense of fashion (ok in physics :)

- difficulty figuring out where/how to acquire uncommon items

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

16



Practical challenges

2. Travel.

Challenging for me because:
- navigating unfamiliar environments requires huge amount of
processing and decision-making: hard for me to do in real time
- brain doesn’t automatically screen out irrelevant details: over-
whelming amount of novel information to sort through

My strategies:
- carefully plan routes, itineraries, & meals in advance
- get familiar with new locations using online info/Street View

Disadvantages:
- time-consuming
- incomplete/out-of-date information sources
- unable to do things spontaneously
- very stressful when things don’t go according to plan
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Practical challenges

3. Driving.

Challenging for me because:

- continuous multi-channel sensory attention, real-time 4-D pre-

dictive modelling, and high-precision motor control

My strategies:

- live close enough to walk to campus

- take the bus as much as possible

Disadvantages:

- bus unreliable, time-consuming, some destinations inaccessible

- can’t transport large/heavy objects

- loss of independence & flexibility

- incomprehensible to others (I can drive, it’s just really hard)
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Practical challenges

These examples illustrate a so-called “Spiky Profile”:

- In most of the population, skill in one area (like academics)
can be assumed to indicate general competence in others.

- But autistic people often have a much larger variance between
their strengths and their weaknesses: the “spiky profile”.

[Stimpunks Foundation]

Very difficult to understand when you don’t know you’re autistic!
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Practical challenges - what can academics do?

- Strive to maintain a peaceful and predictable working/learning

environment: reduce stress and preserve our capacity for neces-

sary “difficult” things. (Advance notice of changes helps!)

- Allow for flexibility when designing program requirements and

be explicit about what options are available (can everyone tol-

erate the noisy poster session? can they travel to the offsite

event? what unseen costs are you imposing?)

- Be aware of the possibility of “spiky profiles”: assume general

competence, but don’t make normative assumptions about the

details of people’s abilities, and don’t over-focus on “improving”

weaknesses to the detriment of overall progress.

- Groups are stronger than individuals: combine complementary

skillsets to support each others’ weaknesses.

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

20



Outline

Definitions and introduction

The guessing game

Practical challenges

Otherness and belonging

Ways forward

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

21



Otherness and belonging

Autistic people are on a different neurodevelopmental trajectory

than most of their peers.

This leads to a persistent sense of being different.

- Undiagnosed: “what’s wrong with me?”

→ tries to hide true self to fit in

- Diagnosed: “this is what’s wrong with you!”

→ trained like a dog to hide true self to fit in

Problems:

- “Masking” burns tons of energy, leads to poor mental health

- Other kids (and adults!) can still tell → bullying, exclusion

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025
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Otherness and belonging

At age 6 I was already consciously hiding aspects of my self to
avoid being bullied by other kids.

By age 10 I thought my unpopularity was due to enjoying math
& science.

Around age 12 I made the only childhood friend (outside my
family) whom I retain memories of playing with.

Pulled out of school at age 13 due to intense bullying; started
undergraduate degree the following autumn (otherness now ex-
plainable by age difference... which I kept mostly secret).

Graduated university with a BSc in physics at age 18, moved
away for graduate school, PhD at age 24 (otherness explainable
by skipping high school? ... which I also kept secret).

Around age 40 I considered (and discarded) the possibility that
I might be a changeling (what am I still hiding???).

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025
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Otherness and belonging

University was wonderful: I was surrounded by actual adults who

treated me with basic human decency!

Entering my research subfield was even better: the first time in

my life that I felt like I fit in with a community!!

→ Pressure never to do anything to jeopardize this position (ironic)
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Otherness and belonging – what can academics do?

University was wonderful: I was surrounded by actual adults who

treated me with basic human decency!

Entering my research subfield was even better: the first time in

my life that I felt like I fit in with a community!!

↑ THESE THINGS! ↑

- Presume competence and treat other people with respect.

- Practice active inclusion; invite others into friend group.
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Otherness and belonging – what can academics do?

University was wonderful: I was surrounded by actual adults who
treated me with basic human decency!

Entering my research subfield was even better: the first time in
my life that I felt like I fit in with a community!!

↑ THESE THINGS! ↑

- Presume competence and treat other people with respect.
- Practice active inclusion; invite others into friend group.

Why this subfield in particular? My guesses:
- Small, tight-knit, and highly-international community.
- Awareness of history of subfield (founder-effects on culture).
- Nature of research problems favours hierarchy-free cooperation.

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

26



Outline

Definitions and introduction

The guessing game

Practical challenges

Otherness and belonging

Ways forward

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

27



Ways forward

I’ve talked about:

- Communication differences and the Double Empathy Problem

- Practical challenges and the “spiky profile”

- Otherness and the importance of genuine inclusivity
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Ways forward

In many ways, academia can be the ideal autistic habitat.

- Flexibility in where, when, and how most of our work gets done

- Intense interests and resulting deep expertise are prized

- “Weirdness” and idiosyncracies among faculty tend to be well-

tolerated by others (at least historically)

- Campus community usually contains open-minded peers seek-

ing new relationships with people from diverse backgrounds

- Heterogeneity in teaching & research methods partially pro-

tected by academic freedom – provides some ability to adapt to

sensory & cognitive needs (under threat from corporatisation)
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Ways forward

Academia also presents many challenges for autistic people.

- Hidden curriculum; lack of support when key information is

inaccessible (one snide comment about “spoon-feeding” can cost

a student an entire year) – also applies to junior faculty!

- Hiring/promotion processes rest heavily on “likeability” – doc-

umented bias against autistic body language & speech patterns

- Constant pressure to “strive for excellence” in everything +

autistic idealism + empathy for students → burnout, especially

when upper-admin messaging is taken literally

- Disability accommodation for faculty is a farce – pervasive

assumption that only “customers” (undergrads) could possibly

need disability accommodation (implicit bias)
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Ways forward - what can academics do?

Universities cannot rely on disclosure to accommodate!
Universal design approach is the only equitable option.

The proportion of people diagnosed autistic who had
ID differed across age-groups (LR test for age-band x ID
interaction: LR χ2 (9) = 309.27, p < 0.001). For those
aged 19 years or younger, 3.67–11.42% of autistic males
and 8.84–10.18% of autistic females had diagnosed ID,
while for those aged 50–59 years, the figure was 41.86%
for males, and 41.30% for females (eTable S6). Lower
rates were also seen in males aged 70+ and females aged
60+.

Estimating underdiagnosis in autistic people
Out of a population of 56.5 million; we estimate that
463,500 (0.82% of the population) have been diagnosed
autistic, and between 435,700 and 1,197,300
(58.63–72.11% of autistic people; 0.77%–2.12% of the
English population) may be autistic but undiagnosed as
of 2018 (see eTables S12–S14).d Fig. 2 provides esti-
mates of numbers of diagnosed autistic people and
lower- and upper-bound figures for true prevalence
based on our projections. We estimate that between c.
152,900 and 489,900 people aged 20–49 years
(52.47–75.47% of autistic people) and between 251,100
and 591,600 people aged 50+ (92.11–96.48% of autistic
people) may be autistic but undiagnosed.

Estimating historical trends in autism diagnosis
from 2000 to 2018
Characteristics of the cohort
5,586,100 individuals from 432 GP practices were
included. 2,750,668 (49.24%) were male, and 2,835,432
(50.76%) female. Median (IQR) age at cohort entry was
33.5 years (17.50–51.50). Median (IQR) duration in the
cohort was 6 years (3.00–12.00), reflecting the median
length of time that a person was registered at a practice
contributing data to IMRD that met quality thresholds

prior to their death, their transfer out of the practice, or the
practice no longer contributing data to IMRD (eTable S4).

We identified 12,098 individuals (0.22% of the
cohort) with a first record of an autism diagnosis be-
tween 2000 and 2018. Median age at first recorded
diagnosis was 8.64 years (5.27–13.18) for males and
10.82 years (6.31–16.28) for females. 9555 (78.98%)
were male and 2543 (21.02%) were female. 1497
(12.37%) also had a diagnosis of ID (eTable S5).

Main results
The average rate of new diagnoses from 2000 to 2018
was 29.24 per 100,000 individuals (95% CI:
28.72–29.77). Across the time-period, the rate of new
diagnoses in children aged 0–4 years was 1 in 750;
approximately 40 times higher than for adults aged
50–59 years (c. 1 in 1 in 32,000; adjusted rate ratio: 0.02
(0.02–0.03); and approximately 116 times higher than
for adults aged 60–69 (c. 1 in 90,000; adjusted rate ratio:
0.01 (0.01–0.01); eTable S15).

Annual rates of new diagnoses increased six-fold
between 2000 and 2018, from c. 1 in 8500 individuals
newly diagnosed in 2000, to 1 in 1300 in 2018 (adjusted
rate ratio for 2018: 6.05 (95% CI: 5.09–7.19); Wald test
χ2 (18) = 2244.81, p < 0.00005) (eTable S15). For fe-
males, the rate-increase from 2000 to 2018 was 8.6-fold
(adjusted rate ratio for 2018: 8.60 (95% CI: 5.89–12.55)),
and for males, 5.5-fold (adjusted rate ratio for 2018: 5.49
(95% CI: 4.51–6.68)) (eTable S16, Fig. 3A and B). The
annual rate increase varied by age-band (LR test for age-
band x year interaction: χ2 (9) = 100.71, p < 0.001; Fig.
3C–F, eTable S17).

In 2018, around 1 in 250 5- to 9-year-olds were newly
diagnosed autistic, compared to 1 in 4000 people aged
20–49 years, and 1 in 18,000 people aged 50+
(eTable S17). Looking at males and females separately,
the group with the highest rate of new diagnoses was
boys aged 5–9 years, of whom 1 in 150 were newly
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Fig. 1: Percentage of individuals diagnosed autistic as of 2018: (A) stratified by sex and age-band; (B) stratified by co-occurring
intellectual disability (ID) and age band.

dEstimates of numbers of undiagnosed autistic people stratified by ID
and for the pooled sample are presented in eTables S12–S14.
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Ways forward - what can academics do?

Educate yourself about autistic needs from autistic sources, and

talk to others about what you learn

Avoid making assumptions about other people’s intentions or

emotional states based on their tone and facial expressions

Check your “thin-slice judgements”: quick and strong negative

first impressions of autistic people based solely on “vibes”

Model inclusive behaviours – especially if you are in a position of

(relative) power – and call out bullying when you see it

Actively challenge narratives that frame autistic traits as unde-

sirable (yes, this includes most autism research and therapies!)

Thank you and good luck!
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Ways forward - what can academics do?

Educate yourself about autistic needs from autistic sources, and

talk to others about what you learn

Avoid making assumptions about other people’s intentions or

emotional states based on their tone and facial expressions

Check your “thin-slice judgements”: quick and strong negative

first impressions of autistic people based solely on “vibes”

Model inclusive behaviours – especially if you are in a position of

(relative) power – and call out bullying when you see it

Actively challenge narratives that frame autistic traits as unde-

sirable (yes, this includes most autism research and therapies!)

Thank You and Good Luck!
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Advertisement:

How to make your research group more inclusive for
autistic trainees – an open-access guide (by me)

- 6 pages, . 15-minute read

- concrete, actionable steps and up-to-date information

- lots of references

- includes a poster

arXiv.org/abs/2410.17929 →

HOW TO MAKE YOUR RESEARCH GROUP
MORE INCLUSIVE FOR AUTISTIC TRAINEES

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:

I thank my friends and colleagues who have contributed their perspectives and feedback during the development of this
guide, including Luke Beardon, Adrian Chan, Sarah Finn, Lorna Jarrett, Christine A. Jenkins, Ira Kraemer, Tess LeBlanc, Cathy
Malcolm Edwards, Keivan Stassun, Daniel Stolarski, Rowan Thomson, and Brandon G. Villalta Lopez. This guide was written
on the traditional and unceded territory of the Algonquin Anishinabeg people.

The author received no funding in support of this work.

FOR A FULL-TEXT PDF WITH REFERENCES:

Heather E. Logan
Physics Department
Carleton University
Ottawa, ON K1S 5B6 CANADA

logan@physics.carleton.ca

https://arxiv.org/abs/2410.17929 CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

Invitation
As a university professor, one of my most important responsibilities is mentoring the junior members of my research group and creating an inclusive environment in which they can thrive. Since my
autism diagnosis two years ago, colleagues have asked me how they can make their research groups more welcoming to autistic trainees. This short guide, based on conversations with autistic
students and academics, intense reflection on my own lived experience, and a deep dive into the literature, provides five concrete steps toward this goal.

– Prof. Heather E. Logan, Carleton University, October 2024

1. Dispel your misconceptions
Comprising an estimated 3–4% of the population, autistic people are increasingly recognized
as an essential facet of natural human neurodiversity. Autism becomes a disability when the
social and physical environment is set up solely to accommodate the needs and preferences
of the non-autistic majority. Despite pathologizing narratives, caricatured portrayals in popular
media, and pervasive unconscious bias, most autistic people can and do thrive in a full range of
careers—including academia—when our needs are met.

Autism is genetic and is lifelong. Women are no less likely to be autistic than men are, though
persistent gender bias in referrals results in more than 75% of autistic girls remaining undiag-
nosed by age 18; more than 80% of all autistic adults over age 30 also remain undiagnosed.
Those who do know themselves to be autistic may be reluctant to disclose due to fear of stigma
or of being disbelieved. Establishing an autistic-friendly research environment is thus important
whether or not anyone in your group has disclosed their autism to you.

This begins with recognizing that each person’s needs are unique, and cannot be guessed based
on your prior knowledge or experiences. Proactively building flexibility into your workplace is a
key principle of universal design and benefits multiple groups.

2. Communicate clearly
While autism is often framed as a communication disorder, it is more accurately described as
a mismatch of communication styles. You can bridge the communication divide by applying
cross-cultural communication skills even when you think your trainees share your own culture,
and by adapting your communication style to match that of your trainees as needed. This
benefits not only autistic and other neurodivergent trainees, but also international, first-in-family,
and other equity-seeking students who may be unaware of some aspects of academic culture.
In particular, if you think a trainee is doing good work and should apply for a scholarship, job,
graduate program, or conference, tell them! They may undervalue their accomplishments without
direct feedback.

Be explicit and straightforward in your communications and avoid reliance on metaphors,
colloquialisms, or unspoken messages. Provide critical information in writing so that trainees can
refer to it as needed—for example, shared note-taking documents can boost group productivity
while helping you keep track of trainee progress. Provide direct instruction on research practices
like record-keeping, but allow trainees to adapt their systems to fit their needs. Provide timelines
and context: trainees are less likely to misinterpret instructions when they understand how each
step fits into the bigger picture, leading to enhanced ownership of their contributions and fewer
costly mistakes.

Meet regularly with trainees and be clear about how and when they can contact you. Listen care-
fully and take all questions seriously, especially when the answer seems obvious to you. Autistic
trainees may be afraid to ask for clarification more than once due to prior negative experiences;
make a habit of checking for understanding while recognizing that autistic people may need more
time to process information. Clear communication benefits all researchers!

3. Check the sensory environment
Differences in sensory processing are common in the autistic population. Background noise,
lighting, temperature, smells, textures, and visual distractions can lead to sensory overwhelm
and prevent an autistic trainee from doing their best work. Frequent interruptions, even small
ones, can disrupt autistic thought processes, sapping energy and reducing focus. Unstructured
networking events and crowded poster sessions can be overwhelming to some autistic people;
instead of relying solely on them for recruitment, promote alternative methods such as cen-
tralized departmental publicity for research group openings with clear instructions on how to apply.

Each person’s sensory profile is unique, and autistic people may be unaware that their sensory
experiences differ from others’. Encourage trainees to experiment with different work environ-
ments and identify the conditions under which they function best. Many sensory issues are
easy to accommodate by allowing use of earplugs or adjustable task lighting, adjusting seating
arrangements and social expectations, scheduling quiet breaks between high-intensity activi-
ties such as meetings or social events, establishing explicit turn-taking or alternative contribution
modes (e.g., written) in group meetings, and permitting trainees to work from home or use video-
conferencing when their physical presence on site is not required. Be alert to environments or
situations in which a trainee disengages or becomes distressed, but be aware that the toll of sen-
sory overwhelm may appear only hours after the offending exposure; a trainee missing workdays
may be a sign of problems with the sensory or social environment.

4. Be aware of different cognitive profiles
Autism is fundamentally a different way of thinking. Autistic people often take wildly different
approaches to problems, and notice different details and patterns, than non-autistic people:
embracing this diversity of thought within your research group promotes better decision-making
and more creative approaches to problem-solving. Autistic thought processes tend to be
“bottom-up," collecting details first and then combining them to build a coherent bigger picture.
Facilitate this by providing concrete examples to illustrate abstract concepts and give additional
detail when asked so that trainees can incorporate novel information into their mental schema
before moving on. Autistic people can be “deep divers” when researching a topic: capitalize on
this when appropriate, but provide clear guidance on how much depth and scope is required and
how trainees should prioritize their time expenditures.

Bottom-up thinking requires time and effort: allow sufficient processing time, especially when
trainees are expected to make decisions, and avoid requiring multitasking where possible. Autistic
people tend to do their best work in familiar and predictable environments: unavoidable changes
to schedules, processes, or physical settings should be communicated at least a day in advance,
with an explanation of their necessity, to allow for pre-processing. Provide group meeting agen-
das in advance so that trainees can come prepared. Allow trainees to familiarize themselves in
advance with the location and equipment for high-stakes activities such as presentations or thesis
defences, and encourage them to keep extraneous distractions (such as unfamiliar clothing) to a
minimum during these events. Consider developing a “buddy system” by which group members
can help each other navigate unfamiliar environments during conference travel or fieldwork. Be
aware that autistic people typically have a much more uneven skill-set than the majority: a single
person can be a top performer in some areas while struggling in others.

5. Model inclusivity to your group
Autistic people naturally display different body language, facial expressions, and vocal rhythm and tone than the majority of the population. This leads most non-autistic people to form negative first
impressions and be less likely to pursue interactions with autistic people than with members of their own neurotype. It also leads to frequent misinterpretations of autistic people’s intent and emotional
state, with potentially traumatizing consequences. Most autistic people attempt to mitigate this by effortfully “masking" or camouflaging their autistic traits. Masking consumes a tremendous amount of
cognitive energy and contributes to social isolation, burnout, and mental health problems.

Your trainees will do their best work when they feel safe to be themselves. As leader, you set the tone for your group: model acceptance of physical and vocal autistic traits as well as all other
forms of diversity, and do not tolerate bullying or mockery. Recognize that you hold immense power over your trainees’ futures and do everything you can to identify sources of trainee anxiety and
to reduce or eliminate them. Encourage group social relations but avoid imposing forced socialization; autistic sociality can look very different from non-autistic norms. Model direct, straightforward,
non-judgemental communication: state your feelings, and ask for clarification rather than making assumptions about others’ emotional states. Actively structure your training environment to leverage
each trainee’s strengths while accommodating their weaknesses, and establish a clear and easily-navigated process for implementing accommodations for co-occurring disabilities. Critically examine
your “best practices” to ensure that they really are “best” for everyone.

A footnote on language
Throughout this guide I have used identity-first language (“autistic person”) because it is overwhelmingly preferred by autistic adults. When speaking to an autistic person, ask them what their own
personal terminology preference is, and use it.

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

34



[end]

35



Estimating the true number of female autistics – only 1 study!

R. McCrossin, Children (2022) 9, 272 (N = 1711 children un-
der 18, diagnoses from single clinic in South East Queensland,
Australia, Oct 2014–Apr 2020)

- Key observation by families that second-diagnosed autistic child
was easier to recognize than the first

- Assumption that any given child’s siblings (if any) are randomly
gender-distributed (at rates matching population as a whole)

- Compared gender ratios of single-child or first-in-family diag-
noses to gender ratios of second-and-subsequent-in-family (with
small adjustment for age-at-diagnosis)

- Quantitative analysis → male-to-female odds ratio of 3:4 (girls
∼30% more likely to be autistic than boys)

- Most of the gender bias from initial referrals: relies on non-
expert spotting autistic traits; heavily influenced by stereotypes
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****TITLE & ABSTRACT****

Autistic in STEM

Neurodivergent people are already here: in your courses, labs,

research groups, and faculty meetings. Most of us grew up—and

many of us remain—unidentified, unaware that the daily barriers

we struggle to overcome are not faced by the majority of the

population, and those of us who are aware frequently have our

needs dismissed or pathologized. In this talk I will reflect on my

own experiences as an undiagnosed autistic person in academia

and use them to introduce some of the simple adjustments that

university faculty and staff can make to improve the environment

for their autistic students and colleagues.
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Direct link to pdf of guide: https://arxiv.org/pdf/2410.17929

Heather Logan (Carleton U.) Autistic in STEM FoNS Neurodiv Wk, ICL, May 6, 2025

38


