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What is Neurodiversity and why does it matter in Woodley & District u3a? 

 

The concept of neurodiversity has been around for over twenty years. In a nutshell, it 

simply means there are differences in the way individuals’ brains work and interpret 

information.  

 

Members of the Woodley & District u3a Neurodiversity & Inclusion group have been 

exploring some examples of how people live, learn and experience the world in ways that 

are often regarded as being different from the norm.  

 

These have included: 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder. People on the spectrum often find the world overwhelming 

and this causes considerable anxiety. They may prefer a quiet, highly structured, 

predictable environment. Understanding and relating to other people, and taking part in 

everyday family, school, work and social life, can be challenging.  

 

Aspergers is now considered part of the autism spectrum rather than a separate 

category – a move that has proved controversial in some quarters. 

 

• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). This is commonly associated with the 

naughty pupil, typically a boy, bouncing off the classroom walls. So, it can be surprising 

to learn that ADHD (or ADD) often manifests itself in both genders as quiet 

spaciness/day-dreaming, an intense focus on specific interests (hyperfocus) and 

profound disorganisation, including ‘time blindness’, where life is a series of missed 

appointments and deadlines. 

 

• Dyslexia. This learning difference primarily affects the skills involved in accurate and 

fluent word reading and spelling; however, people with dyslexia will often have other 

learning differences such as ADHD, dyspraxia (affecting motor skills and coordination) or 

difficulties with personal organisation.    

 

• Prosopagnosia. Also known as face blindness, this is where the ability to recognise 

familiar faces is impaired. Not surprisingly, people with prosopagnosia frequently 

develop an overwhelming anxiety about social situations, which pose the risk of 

inadvertently snubbing someone they know well. 

 

The above conditions, and many others, aren't ‘abnormal’. They're simply variations of the 

human brain and it is important to note that there are positive aspects to brains being wired 
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differently. Only last month, UK surveillance agency GCHQ announced that it has long 

valued neurodivergent analysts, such as Alan Turing, for their skills in spotting patterns that 

others miss. 

 

In the group, we have also looked at the concept of introversion/extraversion, which is less 

about whether you're the life and soul of the party, and more about whether social contact 

drains or recharges your mental batteries. As we have seen over the past year, some of us 

have coped better with lockdown than others. In a world that tends to value extraverts 

more highly, we may even have secretly welcomed the respite from social interaction.  

 

Why are we telling you all this? 

 

It is difficult to quantify the percentage of the population that is neurodivergent, as opposed 

to ‘neurotypical’. One estimate puts it at around 1 in 7 people (over 15% of the UK 

population). However, others would regard this figure as far too conservative. 

 

One thing is certain: the more we have learnt about neurodiversity through our group 

discussions, the more it has struck us that other people may not see the world as we do. It’s 

obvious when you think about it; yet one member of the group recalls her own surprise on 

realising as an adult that not everyone sees words in colour (grapheme-colour synaesthesia) 

as she does. 

 

The u3a is committed to respecting diversity. To quote from the national website: “The u3a 

values its members as individuals and encourages everyone to recognise their unique and 

different perspectives, abilities and contributions…To be fully inclusive, we need to be 

aware of the difficulties faced by people who are classified as neurodivergent.”  

 

In an older demographic like our own, conditions such as Autism Spectrum Disorder and 

ADHD/ADD may never have been recognised. People may have had to cope with being 

thought ‘a bit weird’ all their lives. Sometimes it is only when children or grandchildren are 

assessed that other family members start to consider their own neurodivergency. 

  

So, please be aware that, in addition to all the changes that tend to occur with age, such as 

memory loss, some members in your u3a group may come at the world from a different 

angle.  

 

Those of us who are neurodivergent may struggle with small talk, with the social niceties of 

expressing interest in others’ lives, and with taking turns in conversations. We may be 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/equality-diversity/disabled-staff-support/neurodiversity-support
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consistently late for meetings or miss a meeting altogether because once again we’re 

running late and feel ashamed of living in a constant muddle. We may blurt out 

uncomfortable home truths. We may fail to recognise you if you're wearing new clothes.  

 

There is room for everyone in the u3a. Any member, if they so wish, should feel comfortable 

sharing with their fellow members or with their group convenor their experience of seeing 

the world differently. 

 


