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INTRODUCTION

Growing recognition and acceptance of neurodiversity 
in society at large has led to a rising awareness among voice 
professionals of how atypical learning may manifest in voice 
studios, clinics, and performance spaces. We are beginning to 

learn how behaviors and traits previously attributed to poor character, lack 
of discipline, or even mental deficiency may, in fact, be the result of neuro-
divergent individuals attempting to acculturate to voice studios, clinics, or 
performance spaces that were largely designed for neurotypical people. This 
burgeoning awareness is catalyzing a movement among voice professionals 
to gain a deeper understanding of neurodiversity in order to move from an 
accommodation model to an affirmation model in our voice spaces. Part One 
of this column will make explicit the current understanding of neurodiversity 
with an emphasis on the lived experience and opinions of neurodivergent 
individuals. Part Two will offer ideas for what it means to create more inclu-
sive voice training, care, and performance spaces through a neurodiversity 
affirming lens.

THE VOCABULARY OF NEURODIVERSITY AS 
DEVELOPED BY NEURODIVERGENT PEOPLE1

As the prevalence of online platforms and communication networks acceler-
ated through the 2000s, voices of individuals from historically marginalized 
groups gained newfound influence and legitimacy.2 This increased visibility 
provides unprecedented access to the voices of neurodivergent individuals, 
allowing for a perspective formerly assigned only to the largely neurotypical 
medical professionals and experts who purported to speak for the neurodiver-
gent community.3 As we listen to the individuals who are experts on what it 
means to be neurodivergent, we find a neurodiversity vocabulary that requires 
explanation before further discussion of the topic at hand.4

https://doi.org/#
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NEURODIVERSITY

The term “neurodiversity” was coined by autistic soci-
ologist Judy Singer,5 while writing her 1998 sociology 
honors thesis6 exploring the rise of a new social-political 
movement based on recognizing neurological diversity 
as a natural variation present in the human species.7 
Recognizing and accepting that diversity exists in 
human brains in the same way that biodiversity exists 
throughout the earth and its ecosystems helps us release 
the constricting perspective that there is one “normal” 
or “healthy” way to perceive, learn, and behave. Thus, 
embracing the concept of neurodiversity moves us from 
a deficits-based to a strengths-based perception of learn-
ing and is a critical first step to building more inclusive 
voice studios, clinics, and performance spaces through 
a neurodiversity affirming lens.8

NEURODIVERGENT/NEURODIVERGENCE/
NEUROTYPICAL

Multiply neurodivergent neurodiversity activist, 
Kassiane Asasumasu coined neurodivergence in 20009 
as a value neutral term to encompass “any significant 
divergence from dominant cultural norms of neu-
rocognitive functioning.”10 While the general public 
may equate neurodivergence with autism exclusively,11 
Asasumasu has repeatedly asserted that she intends the 
term to be as broadly inclusive as possible, covering 
every known “significant divergence,” including autism, 
ADHD, Tourette syndrome, dyslexia, synesthesia, epi-
lepsy, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and many more.12 
She created the term neurodivergent (ND) to describe 
individuals with one or more forms of neurodivergence. 
The term “neurotypical” (NT)13 has been in use since the 
1990s14 and is the opposite of neurodivergent in that it 
is defined as “having a style of neurocognitive develop-
ment and functioning that falls within the dominant 
societal standards of typical.”15 It is important to note 
that neurotypical is not synonymous with “having a 
normal mind or brain,” but with a typical way of living, 
acting, and experiencing the world in relation to the 
“dominant culture’s standards of neuronormativity.”16

Taken together, these terms (neurodiversity, neurodi-
vergence/neurodivergent, and neurotypical) represent 
a reframing of the concept of “normal” vs. “abnormal” 
in human brains and processing, removing the value 

judgments that attribute deficit to neurotypes other 
than those of the dominant culture. This reframing 
changes perception (and thus, language) around neuro 
differences from that of exceptionality and pathology to 
that of affirmation and inclusivity. With that change in 
perception, we are no longer working with singers who 
are exceptional due to their impairments and who require 
voice professionals to provide special considerations to 
help them fulfill their potential;17 we are instead work-
ing with humans who process differently and who can 
thrive when supported by affirming voice professionals 
who purposefully build inclusive studios, clinics, and 
performance spaces.

THE VOCABULARY OF AUTISM AS 
DEVELOPED BY AUTISTIC INDIVIDUALS

Galvanized by the personal accounts of autistic writers 
such as Temple Grandin18 and Donna Williams,19 the 
autistic self-advocacy movement began gaining momen-
tum and influence in the 1990s.20 As autistic people came 
together in spaces designed by autistic people for autistic 
people, discussion and self-determination led to deeper 
understanding about the autistic experience and forma-
tion of new language to describe that experience.21 The 
vocabulary in this column is widely used and embraced 
by the adult autistic community,22 and any discussion 
of autism (or neurodiversity) that does not use it risks 
being less neurodiversity affirming than it could be.23

Functioning Labels24

Despite not being an official diagnosis (nor being men-
tioned in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders [DSM-V]),25 functioning labels such as high 
functioning and low functioning are often used by well 
meaning care givers, medical professionals, and even 
voice professionals to suggest an autistic individual’s 
support needs. Typically, the high functioning label is 
assigned to individuals who have no (or insignificant) 
speech or language delay, who communicate through 
speech, and/or who have average (or above average) 
cognitive ability. The low functioning label is typically 
assigned to individuals who do not use spoken lan-
guage26 and/or who have a cognitive disability.27 The 
use of functioning labels28 is largely rejected within the 
autistic community for three main reasons:
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1. Functioning labels are often assigned arbitrarily 
(i.e., without testing or diagnosis), based solely on 
the assigner’s assessment of how successfully an 
autistic person appears to function in society or in 
their everyday lives. In some cases, that assessment 
is based on perceived or actual cognitive ability and 
made with the assumption that autistic people with 
higher cognitive ability will function more success-
fully.29 However, autistic people with above average 
cognitive ability often report that they do not feel 
they are functioning well in their everyday lives, even 
though they are perceived to be “high functioning.” 
Conversely, autistic people with a cognitive disability 
often report that they function well in their everyday 
lives, even though they are perceived to be “low func-
tioning.”30 In short, given that these labels often do 
not match the lived experiences of autistic people, 
they are not meaningful.

2. Functioning labels are intended to suggest the level 
of support an autistic person needs, but they do not 
clarify the actual support needs of the autistic people 
to whom they are assigned.31 Rather than describing 
an autistic person who speaks fluently and has an IQ 
of 90 as “high functioning,” describing them as some-
one who has lower support needs—and including 
specific examples of those support needs—provides 
a more accurate and useful description upon which 
to build support systems.

3. Functioning labels perpetuate ableism by implying 
that there is a deficit-based binary that separates 
autistic individuals with many deficits from those 
with few deficits. Neurodiversity affirming culture 
describes autistic people in terms of their strengths 
and support needs, rather than in terms of their per-
ceived deficits.32

Reframing our perception of autistic people from a 
deficits-based to a supports-needs-based framework 
frees us from the tendency to stigmatize or infantilize the 
singers whom we perceive to be “low functioning,”33 or 
to perpetuate autistic burnout by not offering supports 
to singers whom we perceive to be “high functioning.”34

ASPERGER SYNDROME35

Asperger syndrome36 was first included as a clinical 
diagnosis in the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), pub-
lished in 1994. The diagnostic criteria included many of 
the same criteria used to diagnose autism,37 leading some 
to question whether the diagnostic difference was sig-
nificant enough for Asperger syndrome to be a separate 
diagnosis from autism.38 The 2013 DSM-V folds several 
subtypes of pervasive developmental disorders (PDD), 
including Asperger syndrome and autism disorder, “into 
one unifying category with the concept of a continuum 
named autistic spectrum disorders (ASD),”39 effectively 
removing Asperger syndrome as a clinical diagnosis.40 
Despite it not being considered a clinical diagnosis for 
nearly a decade, Asperger syndrome is often still used 
by caregivers and medical professionals (and, yes, voice 
professionals) as a proxy for high functioning autism,41 
typically with the motivation of “softening the blow” of 
an autism diagnosis. The autistic community itself, how-
ever, largely rejects use of the term Asperger syndrome, 
especially when assigned by nonautistic people, for the 
same reasons it rejects the use of functioning labels (see 
above).42 Voice professionals interested in creating neu-
rodiversity affirming studios, clinics, and performance 
spaces should examine their conceptions of what it means 
to have an autism versus an Asperger syndrome diagno-
sis, in order to check for stigma related to autism. In all 
cases, voice professionals should prefer the language of 
the neurodivergent singers with whom we work.

IDENTITY-FIRST VS PERSON-FIRST

Person-first43 language is a structural form in which a 
noun referring to a person or persons precedes a term or 
phrase referring to a disability, disorder, or illness (e.g., 
an individual with autism, a person with AIDS, or a child 
with dyslexia).44 This language developed in the light of 
advocacy movements that aimed to shift the perception 
of disabling or chronic conditions as moral failings or 
problems to be solved and to prefer the person ahead of 
their condition.45 It also recognizes that the inability of 
people with these conditions to fully participate in society 
is due to systemic barriers rather than to their condition 
or conditions.46 In terms of an autism diagnosis, person-
first language is often used by well meaning caregivers, 
medical professionals, and voice professionals to describe 
autistic family members, patients, and singers.47 The 
autistic community, however, largely prefers identity-first 
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language (i.e., an autistic person) to person-first language 
(i.e., a person with autism)because person-first language 
suggests that autism can be separated from an autistic 
person without changing the essence of who the person 
is.48 However, autism does not exist outside of the autis-
tic person. Inferring that it should by using person-first 
language, may suggest that there is something wrong 
with being autistic.49 Autistic people assert that autism 
is part of their identity and, as such, is inseparable from 
who they are.50 For many autistic people, identity-first 
language is an expression of pride and a way to reclaim 
negative perceptions of autism.53

It is important to note that while identity-first lan-
guage is typically preferred by autistic adults, as noted 
above, many parents and care givers of autistic children 
use person-first language. Voice professionals who wish 
to create more inclusive studios, clinics, and perfor-
mance spaces, should endeavor to use whichever lan-
guage the autistic person they are working with prefers.

CONCLUSION

Part One of this column makes explicit the current 
understanding of neurodiversity with an emphasis on 
the lived experience and opinions of neurodivergent 
individuals, largely through exploration of the language 
of neurodiversity. Part Two will build on the under-
standing developed in Part One, offering ideas for what 
it means to create more inclusive voice training, voice 
care, and performance spaces through a neurodiversity 
affirming lens.
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