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Kids do well if they can
“Concerning behavior is often 

best thought of as a frustration 
or stress response…it’s simply 

the signal by which a child 
communicates they are having 

a difficulty meeting certain 
expectations.”

Dr. Ross Greene, Clinical 
Psychologist



Been there myself! 



An 
experience 
sensitive 
approach



An experience sensitive approach





Autistic, ADHD and AuDHD pupils are not 
a single group
Their experiences are shaped by overlapping 
identities — such as gender, race, language, 
disability, faith, and class — which influence:

● how they are understood
● how safe they feel
● how support shows up (or doesn’t)

When difference is misunderstood, harm 
increases.
When difference is met with curiosity and 
care, identities can become sources of 
strength, pride, and belonging.



Where is the love?



Evidentially, in every measure, 
life outcomes for Autistic 
people are, on average, 
significantly poorer than those 
for non-Autistic people



How do people become who and what they are?

•We are shown who and what 
we are in relationship with 
others and the world
•What narratives shape 
neurodivergent people's’ 
deepest narratives about self in 
your society? 





Media





AI representations of autism-what do you notice? 
(Botha et al., 2024)



Autistic young adults’ expressions of belonging (Bates, 
Pearson, Clarke, Pavlopoulou, In prep)



Experiences of belonging among autistic adolescents 
assigned female at birth in mainstream school settings  
Pearson, Brennan,Clarke, Kakoulidou, Kelly ,Moyse, 
Pavlopoulou (2025) School Mental Health, Springer Nature

“I guess when a lot of people collectively 
outwardly don’t like you, you start to find a 

dislike within yourself - like why does 
nobody else like me… you feel like you are 
not good enough for the people and that’s 
why they don’t like you or are mean about 
you.  Then you start to feel bad about how 

you look, and then you think well then 
maybe there is something wrong with how I 

look.”





The neurodiversity paradigm offers a powerful 
shift: seeing these differences as natural 
variations in human thinking and behaviour.

From fixing deficits → to creating supportive 
environments that reduce barriers and boost 
wellbeing.

From “us versus them” → to shared humanity, do we 
ever consider our similarities?

From theory about difference → to collaboration,
centering neurodivergent voices in research, practice, 
and training.



A number of cultural, ideological and 
scientific reasons contribute to the need 
for a “shift” (Sonuga-Barke, 2023)

- Disconnect between systems and lived experience

-Ethical reasons around dehumanising interventions-
what do we even intervene with?

-Very little progress in translational science and gaps 
in understanding



Together our teams are building a different 
kind of future for autism and adhd 
research: one rooted in collaboration, 
respect, and innovation through lived 
experience. 

georgia.pavlopoulou@ucl.ac.uk
https://www.neurodiversity-research.org/

mailto:georgia.pavlopoulou@ucl.ac.uk


Central to our approach is the 
involvement of neurodivergent people 
themselves in shaping science and 
practice, a focus on our shared 
humanity and an adventure in co-
production and co-delivery in both 
research and training.



Prepare 
(ground rules, scope, safety, duty of 

care).     

Partner
(co-design interviews and tasks, 

shared training).
Progress 

(reflect, refine, generate new 
insights and hypotheses).

Produce
(co-interview, co-analyse).



ADHD, 

AUTISM

Depression
chronic stress

-

low self worth
-

rumination

Diversity Paradigm – In te rve n tio n  ta rg e ts  
(So n u g a - Ba rke  e t  a l , 20 25 )

more numerous, 
intense & longer 
lasting upsetting

experiences

becoming 
isolated

Reduced 
regulatory 
capacity

difficulty dealing with 
upset & stress

Reduced support

Re c ip ro c a l p ro c e s s e s  c re a te  n e g a tive  m e n ta l h e a lth  s p ira l

challenging 
settings

challenging 
encounters

support
encounters

Increase support

adapt
settings train new approaches 

to managing emotions



Key findings from interviews with 57 Autistic and ADHD 
adolescents aged 11 to 15 years



What did we do?
Participants (N= 57)
•Adolescents with diagnoses of ADHD 
(N=24), autism (N=21) or both (N=12)
•11 to 15 years

•Attend a UK mainstream secondary 
school

Procedures
•Online introduction and interview 
with a researcher
•Before and during the interview:
Complete multimedia creative tasks
to respond to prompts about
everyday emotions, upsetting
experiences and what helps



Common upsetting experiences (Pavlopoulou et al, 2025) 
Theme 1: Social Dislocation, Alienation and Conflict 

Theme
Social dislocation, 

alienation and 
conflict

= Autism specific = ADHD specific

Sub-themes

Stigma attached 
to autism

Unsafe and 
provoking 

interactions

Conflicts with 
school 

authorities

= ADHD + Autism



“… I didn't know why these people didn't

like me…I feel like I don't have a concrete

friend group, at all. It really does hurt

sometimes…That I'm gonna die alone, or

without any friends, or I'm gonna die

single…I feel like the extra friend a lot … It

feels horrible…” (Male, 15, Autistic)

Common upsetting experiences (Pavlopoulou et al, 2025) 
Theme 1: Social Dislocation, Alienation and Conflict 



Theme The experience of 
hiding one’s true self

= Autism specific = ADHD specific

Sub-themes

Protecting 
others from my 

feelings

Protecting my 
self from 
others’ 

reactions

Feelings of guilt 
and confusion 

= ADHD + Autism

Common upsetting experiences (Pavlopoulou et al, 2025) 
Theme 2: The experience of hiding one’s true self, the need to mask 



“I don't feel good masking them [the emotions], 
but it's better than actually showing my feelings 
and getting made fun of, me getting angry and 

maybe get a detention or ….to be seen as a wimp.”  

(Male, 13, ADHD)

“I do think I definitely mask a lot at school. I mask 
a lot of my feelings, of how I feel. Especially to 

teachers as well, if they ask me if I'm okay, I'll say, 
Yeah, I'm fine.” 

(Female, 15, dual diagnosis)

Theme 2: The experience of hiding one’s true self, the need to mask 



Theme
Internalised self-

doubt, self-loathing 
and embarrassment

= Autism specific = ADHD specific

Sub-themes

Being invisible 
and dismissed

Negative 
internalised 

beliefs

= ADHD + Autism

Common upsetting experiences (Pavlopoulou et al, 2025) 
Theme 3: Internalised Self-Doubt, -Loathing and Embarrassment 

Feeling guilty and 
embarrassed



“I'm just scared that I'm going to say the wrong

thing. In the sense of that, I'll pick up the wrong

piece of information (…) I'm scared that they are

going to be like ‘You lied to me’, or something

like that." (Male, 15, ADHD)

“I'll feel like I've disappointed myself, I'll

feel like I've done bad for myself, like I've

caused a problem or I've disappointed

other people than myself.”

(Male, 13, Autistic)

Common upsetting experiences (Pavlopoulou et al, 2025) 
Theme 3: Internalised Self-Doubt, -Loathing and Embarrassment 



“(…) if I'm trying to focus on something and then there's

kind of noises in the background, they will really irritate

me. Or if I'm really anxious by something, and then there's

that extra noise and things like, I can be very irritable with,

like, all my senses really.” (Female, 12, Autistic)

“During school [I experience big emotions], mostly,

because what we do now is just going over the stuff we've

already learned which is just a bit boring, the repetition.

And then I guess when a lesson or doing something is

boring and I just switch off. ” (Male, 15, ADHD)

Theme 4: Under/Overstimulation and Sensory Mismatch 



Measuring emotional burden – a new questionnaire (Lukito 

et al, 2025)
• Interviews informed the development and validation of the new My Emotions in 

School Inventory (MESI)



Interview paper inspired us to construct and validate items for a 
new tool the My Emotions in School Inventory (MESI, Lukito et 
al, 2025). We used MESI to understand:

1. How do upsetting events and their emotional impact differ 
between neurodivergent (autism/ADHD) and neurotypical youth?

2. Does emotional burden independently predict mental health 
difficulties?

3. Are commonly upsetting events similar or different across groups?



MESI content & structure
Commonly upsetting events/triggers lead to emotional burden
• Frequency - how often?
• Intensity of the experience - how upsetting?
• EB = Frequency x Intensity

“School staff don’t 
listen to you or 

challenge what you 
say”

“Finding out your 
peers have been 
talking about you 
behind your back”

“When you’re 
asked to do 

something really 
boring”



Findings from MESI validation in a cross-sectional study
• 735 adolescents aged 11-16 years
• ADHD (N=100), Autism (N=104), Autism+ ADHD (N=79), Neurotypical (N=452)

• Emotional burden was strongly associated with 
depression/anxiety.

• Both school-induced emotional burden and emotional 
regulation struggles were linked to depression 
independently of the other.

• Need for a more joined-up approach to managing mental 
health risks in neurodivergent youth at school



Emotional burden: Different 
students, different sources of 
burden

Pavlopoulou et al.  (2025), Lukito et al, 2025

Autistic students

● social safety
● being misunderstood
● sensory discomfort
● time pressure & 

unpredictability

ADHD students

● conflict with adults
● not being listened to
● boredom or lack of meaning
● being told to “try harder”



Longitudinal work soon to be published!



But..What helps to manage emotional burden?



Pavlopoulou et al, 2025
Theme 3: Leveraging own strengths - drawing strength from “within”

= Autism specific = ADHD specific = ADHD + Autism

Experience a sense 
of achievement Self-reflection

Learning from 
previous experiences

Building a positive 
self-image



Connection and acceptance regulate 
emotion more effectively than rules

“The student body being bigger 
and relating to me a lot more is 

really, really helpful and 
inspiring… We share a lot more in 

common… and just generally 
from my experience with them, 
they’re all very nice people… 

They’re what I need in this stage 
of life.” (female, 15, autism)

In Pavlopoulou et al. 2025

Pavlopoulou et al. (2025). Situating emotion regulation in autism and ADHD through neurodivergent 
adolescents’ perspectives. Scientific Reports; Funnell et al. 2026. The influence of Mainstream Secondary 
School Environments on the Emotional Wellbeing & Learning of Autistic &/or ADHD students.

Prevention: What helps stop situations 
from becoming upsetting?

Consistent, predictable supports and routines

Acceptance & ND-affirming relationships

Kind, understanding interactions rather than 
rigid rule enforcement

Flexible class structures, sensory-friendly 
spaces, choice in seating/activities



Emotional safety is 
environmental, not internal

“They could know the fact that 
I do have ADHD… And then 

friends, including teachers… can 
start to give me more chances 
and opportunities to fix that 

thing, instead of telling me off 
straight away.”

(male, 13, dual diagnosis)
In Pavlopoulou et al. 2025

During Upset: Managing emotional 
responses when distress occurs

Emotional validation & non-
judgmental check-ins from trusted 
adults/peers

Reassurance, calm guidance (not 
correction)

Support for self-directed regulation 
and autonomy over strategy choice

Opportunities for breaks or co-
regulation supports



Agency, autonomy, & strengths are 
protective

“..when I’m at school, I calm 
down by…maybe I play a quick 
game on my laptop. We have 
our own laptops, so I’ll just 

play a quick game on my 
laptop and then get on with 

the work. Just quickly do 
something that’s different and 

then get on with the work.” 
(female, 15, ADHD)

In Pavlopoulou et al. 2025

Leveraging Strengths: Using personal assets to 
support wellbeing

Access to personally meaningful activities (special 
interests, creative outlets)

Opportunities to integrate strengths into learning 
or coping (e.g., project choice, interest-based 
tasks)

ADHD: personalised assistive tech to support 
learning & social participation 

Teaching self-care routines and sensory strategies 
as part of wellbeing curricula

Pavlopoulou et al. (2025). Situating emotion regulation in autism and ADHD through neurodivergent 
adolescents’ perspectives. Scientific Reports; Funnell et al. 2026. The influence of Mainstream Secondary 
School Environments on the Emotional Wellbeing & Learning of Autistic &/or ADHD students.



The ABCs of experience sensitive practice

Agency: Feeling heard, respected, and 
involved.

● Agency means students have a real 
say in what happens to and around 
them.

Belonging: Feeling accepted, valued, and 
emotionally safe.

● Belonging goes beyond inclusion or 
“fitting in”.

Collaboration: Working together to make 
school work better.

● Collaboration is where agency and 
belonging come together.



Place Positive 
Lifting emotional burden in schools – unlocking potential for all

RESTAR team is developing a new whole school 
intervention!



✔ Prevention focused – promoting wellbeing, preventing reduce depression risk. 

✔ Universal - limit stigma for & acceptance of, neurodivergence to benefit all. 

✔ Neurodivergence-informed – especially relevant for people with ADHD and/or 

autism. 

✔ Collaborative - school staff & students coproduce and co-evaluate change. 

✔ Evidence-based & experience-driven - research informed & neurodivergent 

insights.

✔ Practical – solution focused. 

✔ Low cost & scalable – digital implementation.

✔ Multilayered - transform culture then build skills/change environments.

Place Positive Principles 



The story of 
our school

App
Toolbox

Assembly
School Champions, Mental Health 

Support Teams?

Class 
activitie

s

Staff
training

Start 
here

!

Whole-school 
approach

Embedding Place Positive in Schools



In-school resources for teachers … class activities 

Teacher’s screen Class Whiteboard



Teacher Toolkits



Student App – Giving students practical tools to manage upsetting experiences. 

Mini MESI

Tell people 
what upsets 

me 

Prepare for 
difficult 

situations

Find new 
ways to 

respond to  
situations

Develop 
compassion 

for myself

Stop 
worrying 

about what 
happened 

Get myself 
back on track 

Organised around six gateways linking specific challenges to toolkits & missions. 

Insert animated walk-through 
of student app.
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• Crucial role of environmental factors – implications for design, effectiveness 
and sustainability of mental health interventions

• Prioritise positive relationships with understanding teachers and peers to 
foster belonging

• Design neuro-inclusive environments that promote agency and emotional 
safety

• Work closely with young people to help them manage everyday emotions 

Key take-home messages



Thank you! 
Have more Qs/want to stay in touch? 
Email: georgia.pavlopoulou@ucl.ac.uk

Group for Research in Relationships And NeuroDiversity-

GRRAND 

BLUE SKY @grrand-team.bsky.social

INSTAGRAM grrand_neurodiversity

mailto:georgia.pavlopoulou@ucl.ac.uk
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