Autistic campaigner secures 10,000 signatures calling for mandatory neurodiversity training in UK schools
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An autistic man's compelling call for mandatory neurodiversity training for teachers is gaining traction in the UK, with over 10,000 supporters backing his petition. Tom Howard, who lived through the challenges of navigating education as a neurodivergent student, seeks to ensure that educational environments become more inclusive and supportive for students with conditions such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia. In explaining his motivation, Howard recounted the difficulties he faced at university, characterised by a lack of understanding and adequate adjustments for his needs, which left him feeling overwhelmed and unsupported.
The statistics surrounding neurodiversity in the UK are stark, with estimates suggesting that between 15 to 20% of young people are neurodivergent, as reported by the Children’s Society. Yet, alarming figures from the National Autistic Society reveal that only 14% of secondary school teachers have received substantial training on autism, while a staggering 70% of autistic students feel their teachers lack adequate understanding. This knowledge gap is concerning, as highlighted by Joey Nettleton Burrows, policy and public affairs manager at the National Autistic Society, who emphasised the necessity for educators to understand autism in order to provide effective support in classrooms.
The implications of this training go beyond mere classroom interaction; they touch upon the mental health and emotional wellbeing of neurodivergent students. Howard cautioned that the prevalent struggles faced by these students could lead to increased emotional distress and mental health issues. He stated, "Every teacher deserves the tools to recognise and respond to neurodivergence—and every student deserves to be understood." His lived experience, along with the legislative push for reform, underscores a broader societal recognition of the need for improved educational practices.
The campaign for mandatory neurodiversity training is not just a solitary endeavour. Previous evidence presented to the UK Parliament indicates that a significant majority of teachers feel unprepared to support neurodivergent students, with 58% admitting they lack confidence in managing such cases. Furthermore, neurodivergent children are disproportionately at risk of exclusion from school, with those who do not fit into the idealised educational norms facing far harsher disciplinary measures.
Howard’s petition aligns with broader calls for systemic change in the educational landscape. The Department for Education acknowledges the urgent need to “restore the confidence of families” within the special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) framework. With a substantial investment in SEND services, the government is contemplating long-term reforms to ensure that all children receive the education they deserve. As part of this push, Howard's voice echoes the sentiments of many advocates who continue to push for a comprehensive framework that includes the mandatory training of teachers in neurodiversity.
Moreover, recent parliamentary debates have further highlighted the necessity of this initiative, with discussions emphasising the role educators must play in recognising and supporting neurodivergent conditions from a young age. These conversations signal a pivotal moment where existing methods may be re-evaluated in favour of approaches that encompass inclusivity and understanding, paving the way for a more equitable educational environment.
As support for Howard’s petition continues to swell, the hope for real change in how educational institutions handle neurodiversity remains a topic of national importance. Howard's determination reflects a collective aspiration: that through improved training and awareness, schools can become safe sanctuaries where every student’s unique needs are understood and met, ensuring they can achieve their fullest potential without the shadow of exclusion or misunderstanding.
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