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Pathological Demand Avoidance: Is it time to move beyond the pathological need to not 

to develop more inclusive pedagogical practices? 

Richard Woods. 

 

Letter to the Editor. 

 

The National Autism Projects report ‘The Autism Dividend’ (Lemmi et al 2017, p10) states 

that “that most policy and practice is not supported by evaluation of effectiveness and cost-

effectiveness in studies of good quality.” 

  

I am writing to give a specific example where I feel that inadequate research is leading to 

poor educational advice given the dangers of over pathologisation of traits that do not need to 

be addressed this way, the Autism Education Trust (AET) is a government funded body 

responsible for raising inclusive education practices for autistic persons in the United 

Kingdom (UK). As part of its work AET has republished 2 PDA articles exploring working 

practices for those diagnosed with PDA (Carlile 2011; Christie 2007). This is despite PDA 

only being a proposed SEND label and its surrounding controversy (Christie 2007). 

 

Carlile (2011) and Christie (2007) suggest following working practices: 

- A specific keyworker to build a trusted relationship. 

- Being flexible & adaptable. 

- Indirect praise. 
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- Letting things go. 

- Negotiating by providing choices to pupils. 

- Positive relations. 

- Thinking aloud. 

- Tone of voice. 

- Treating anger as communication. 

- Use humour. 

- Use of role play, novelty and variety of lesson material. 

- Visual communication methods. 

 

It is striking that besides a specific key worker for each person (due to the financial costs); 

most of these adjustments are suitable for most children, not just those diagnosed with PDA 

(Milton 2017). Implementing most of these practices with all pupils would help all pupils 

with their wellbeing and feel part of the school community, which is pivotal to reaching the 

highest level of inclusive education. In the process it would develop better general teaching 

pedagogies of a highly trained general teaching staff (Haug 2017). This could be a pathway 

of widespread adoption of universal design (UD) in education and the capabilities approach, 

which I propose could be the methodology of choice for achieving the highest form of 

inclusion. Combining both UD and the capabilities approach would benefit all students by 

transferring over adjustments and pedagogies that work for most students (Dalkilic and 

Vadeboncoeur 2016; Burgstahler and Russo-Gleicher 2015), which is the most effective way 

to practice inclusion (Haug 2017). 
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Some of the adjustments could be seen to be implementing UD and the capabilities approach 

(Carlile 2011; Christie 2007). For example using visual communication methods is an autism 

adjustment, it is also part of UD and also benefits other non-autistic students. (Burgstahler 

and Russo-Gleicher 2015). While negotiating, letting things go and indirect praise could be 

part of practicing the capabilities approach; this is a letting the person choose their 

functioning of choice by providing the capability for the person to do the functioning. Letting 

things go and having a positive relation with a pupil is showing that the person’s potential is 

valued (Dalkilic and Vadeboncoeur 2016). However this interpretation of PDA adjustments is 

possibly naïve as there could be a struggle for power within the discourse of these 2 PDA 

papers (Milton 2017); further research is needed to investigate this. 

 

It is concerning that AET has published these 2 PDA articles for schools to use (Carlile 2011; 

Christie 2007). There are multiple assumptions in these articles which contradict AET’s other 

work. Carlile (2011) suggests these individuals have surface level Theory of Mind. Theory of 

Mind is medical model of disability theory claiming autistic individuals suffer a deficit 

compared to non-autistic people. This contradicts the double empathy problem in which both 

autistic and non-autistic individuals struggle to understand each other (Milton 2012).  All 

autism stakeholders wish for schools to practice more inclusive autism adjustments (Milton 

2013). Advocating for continuing “pigeon-holing” and “one-size fits all” ideology of label 

specific adjustments prevents these inclusive practices being shared between labels, which is 

imperative for autism due to its myriad and frequent comorbidities. Due to the psycho-

emotional disablism autistic persons’ face (Milton 2013), they will sometimes logically and 

rationally avoid certain demands non-autistic people consider to be trivial. Due to this it 

would be emancipatory for PDA to be-christened Rational Demand Avoidance; this would 

recognise the autistic persons’ perspectives of what is a suitable level of demands. 
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By publishing the 2 PDA papers AET have provided an opportunity to re-examine the bias 

towards label specific adjustments and to see if this is a direction of inclusive education we 

wish to be pursuing; To look beyond the pathological need for label specific adjustments and 

try to focus on good quality general pedagogies that benefit everyone in our pursuit of 

inclusive education, over an ever increasing need for medical labels. 
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