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1.Introduction

What is Neurodiversity?

Neurodiversity refers to the natural variations in human brain functioning, acknowledging that 
neurological differences, such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia, are part of human diversity. Rather 
than viewing these conditions as deficits, the neurodiversity paradigm promotes understanding 
and supporting individuals with unique cognitive profiles.

Importance of Neurodiversity in Sports and Coaching

Recognising neurodiversity in sports allows clubs and coaches to create more inclusive 
environments. Neurodiverse athletes bring unique strengths and perspectives that can enrich the 
entire sports community. By adapting coaching methods and fostering acceptance, coaches can 
unlock the potential of all athletes, regardless of their neuro-cognitive differences.

Goals of This Document

This document provides guidance for clubs and coaches to better understand neurodiversity, 
adapt their coaching practices, and create inclusive environments that support neurodiverse 
athletes. The aim is to foster inclusivity, increase awareness, and improve athlete performance 
and well-being.



2.Understanding Neurodiversity

Definition and Key Concepts of Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity is the concept that neurological differences are natural and should be respected 
like any other form of human diversity. It encourages a shift from focusing on deficits to 

recognising and nurturing the strengths of neurodiverse individuals.

Common Neurodiverse Conditions

The Neurodiversity Paradigm: Moving from Deficit to Strength-Based Perspectives

Rather than focusing on what neurodiverse individuals may struggle with, the neurodiversity 
paradigm highlights their unique strengths, such as creativity, problem-solving, attention to detail, 

and resilience. By shifting our view, we can create environments that harness these strengths and 
empower neurodiverse athletes.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): A condition characterised by differences in social 
interaction, communication, and sensory processing.
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): A condition involving difficulties with 
focus, impulsivity, and hyperactivity.
Dyslexia: A learning difference that affects reading and language processing.
Dyspraxia: A condition that impacts motor coordination and planning.
Tourette’s Syndrome: A neurological condition involving involuntary movements and 
vocalisations (tics).



How Neurodiverse Athletes Enrich the Sports Community

Neurodiverse athletes offer a range of perspectives and abilities that can enhance team dynamics 
and individual performance. Their creative thinking, persistence, and problem-solving skills can lead to 
innovation and breakthroughs in sports training and strategy.

Common Challenges Neurodiverse Athletes May Face in Sports

The Strengths and Unique Abilities of Neurodiverse Athletes

Neurodiverse athletes often excel in areas such as:

Creating Inclusive and Supportive Sports Environments

By adapting coaching methods and providing the right support, clubs can create environments where 
neurodiverse athletes thrive. This includes offering sensory-friendly spaces, individualised training 

3.The Importance of Neurodiversity in Sports

Communication: Social interaction and non-verbal communication in team sports may be 
challenging for athletes on the autism spectrum.
Sensory Processing: Loud environments, bright lights, or chaotic settings can cause sensory 
overload, particularly for athletes with autism or ADHD.
Focus and Attention: Maintaining focus during long training sessions or competitions can be 
difficult for athletes with ADHD or other attention-related conditions.

Hyperfocus: Athletes with ADHD may experience hyperfocus, enabling them to master skills and 
excel during high-stakes moments.
Spatial Awareness: Individuals on the autism spectrum may have enhanced spatial awareness, 
benefiting them in sports requiring precise movement and positioning.
Resilience: Many neurodiverse athletes develop strong perseverance and determination to 
overcome challenges, a valuable trait in competitive sports.



plans, and peer education on neurodiversity.

Challenges Neurodiverse Gymnasts May Encounter

Strengths of Neurodiverse Gymnasts

4.3 Supporting Neurodiverse Gymnasts in Training and Competition

4.Neurodiversity in Gymnastics

Motor Skills and Coordination: Gymnastics requires fine motor control and balance, which can 
be challenging for athletes with dyspraxia or motor learning difficulties.
Sensory Sensitivities: The bright lights, loud noises, and unpredictable nature of gymnastics 
competitions may overwhelm athletes with sensory processing challenges.
Focus, Attention, and Discipline: ADHD can make it difficult for gymnasts to maintain 
concentration during long training sessions or complex routines.

Hyperfocus and Attention to Detail: The intense focus that many neurodiverse athletes 
experience can help them excel in mastering detailed routines.
Spatial Awareness and Motor Learning: Some autistic athletes have exceptional spatial 
awareness, which is essential for complex flips, twists, and landings.
Resilience and Dedication: Neurodiverse gymnasts often exhibit high levels of resilience and a 
strong work ethic, essential qualities for mastering difficult routines.

Adjusting Coaching Techniques: Use clear, structured instructions with visual aids and 
demonstrations.
Modifying Training Environments: Provide quieter, sensory-friendly spaces for athletes to 
practice or take breaks when needed.



Developing a Neurodiversity-Friendly Coaching Mindset

Approach each athlete as an individual, recognising their unique strengths and areas of challenge. Be 
flexible and open to adjusting your coaching methods to accommodate different needs.

Individualised Coaching Plans: Tailoring Instructions and Feedback

Work with neurodiverse athletes to develop individualised training plans that cater to their specific 

cognitive and sensory needs. Provide regular, constructive feedback in a clear and supportive manner.

Using Visual Aids, Structure, and Routines

Visual schedules, demonstrations, and structured routines can help neurodiverse athletes better 

understand and remember instructions. Repetition and consistency are also key.

Communication Strategies: Clear and Concise Instructions

Break down instructions into smaller, manageable steps and deliver them clearly. Visual aids or written 
instructions can support athletes who struggle with verbal communication.

Incorporating Sensory Breaks and Managing Overload

Be mindful of sensory overload and allow for breaks when necessary. Providing quiet spaces or noise-
canceling headphones can help athletes manage sensory sensitivities during training or competition.

Encouraging Social and Emotional Development: Foster positive social interactions by creating 
structured, predictable routines and facilitating peer support.

5.Best Practices for Coaching Neurodiverse Athletes



Promoting Confidence, Inclusion, and Teamwork in Neurodiverse Athletes

Foster an inclusive environment where neurodiverse athletes feel supported. Encourage teamwork by 

educating peers about neurodiversity and promoting a positive, collaborative atmosphere.

Raising Awareness About Neurodiversity Among Staff and Athletes

Educate coaches, staff, and athletes about neurodiversity to foster understanding and acceptance. 

This can be done through workshops, seminars, or training sessions.

Adjusting Facilities and Programs to Accommodate Sensory Needs

Modify club facilities to accommodate neurodiverse athletes, such as creating sensory-friendly 
spaces or adjusting lighting and noise levels during practice.

Creating Safe Spaces: Quiet Areas and Flexible Timelines

Provide designated quiet areas where athletes can take breaks during training or competitions. Be 
flexible with practice schedules and competition timelines to reduce stress.

Facilitating Peer Understanding and Acceptance

Encourage team bonding activities that promote understanding and inclusion. Open discussions 
about neurodiversity can help neurotypical athletes support their neurodiverse teammates.

Inclusive Policies and Club Culture: Encouraging All Athletes to Thrive

6.Creating an Inclusive Sports Club Environment



Develop club policies that promote inclusivity and ensure all athletes have equal opportunities to 
participate, compete, and thrive.

Templates for Individualised Training Plans

Provide coaches with customisable templates for creating individualised training plans tailored to 
each neurodiverse athlete’s needs. Here’s an example:

Individualized Training Plan Template

Athlete Name:
Date:
Coach Name:
Sport/Activity:
Neurodiversity Considerations: (e.g., ADHD, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, etc.)

1. Athlete Profile

2. Goals

7.Practical Tools and Resources for Coaches and Clubs

Strengths:
(List the athlete’s strengths in sport, learning styles, and cognitive abilities. Example: hyperfocus 
during routines, strong visual learner, excellent spatial awareness.)
Challenges:
(List the specific challenges that the athlete faces related to neurodiversity. Example: struggles 
with maintaining focus, difficulty with verbal instructions, sensitivity to loud noises.)

Short-Term Goals (1-3 months):
(List 1-3 specific, achievable goals that the athlete will work toward. Example: improve balance on 



3. Training Schedule

4. Training Strategies

the beam, increase focus during floor routine practice, build confidence in social interactions with 
teammates.)
Long-Term Goals (6-12 months):
(List 1-2 overarching goals that align with the athlete's development. Example: compete in local 
gymnastics competition, master a specific routine.)

Day Activity Focus Duration Notes/Adjustm
ents

Monday Floor routine 

practice

Coordination, 

Focus

1 hour Provide visual 

cues for each 
step

Tuesday Beam routine Balance, Body 

control

45 minutes Shorter sessions 

to avoid fatigue

Wednesday Rest/Recovery Incorporate 

sensory breaks 
if needed

Thursday Conditioning 

exercises

Strength, Motor 

skills

1 hour Use calm, quiet 

environment

Friday Vault practice Speed, Spatial 

awareness

1 hour Use 

demonstration 
and video 

feedback

Instruction Style:
(Describe the methods that work best for this athlete. Example: Use visual aids and 
demonstrations rather than verbal instructions; break tasks into small, manageable steps.)
Sensory Considerations:
(Describe any accommodations related to sensory sensitivities. Example: Use noise-canceling 
headphones during noisy training times; provide quiet space for breaks when overwhelmed.)
Focus/Attention Support:
(Detail strategies to help the athlete maintain focus. Example: Include frequent breaks, use task 
timers to manage transitions, allow time for hyperfocus on specific skills.)



Visual and Sensory Coaching Tools

Introduce sensory-friendly equipment and visual aids, such as diagrams, colour-coded instructions, 
and textured tools to enhance learning.

Recommended Training Programs on Neurodiversity in Sports

Offer access to professional development programs that focus on coaching neurodiverse athletes and 

creating inclusive environments.

Collaboration with Specialists: Occupational Therapists, Psychologists, and Other Experts

Engage with professionals who specialise in neurodiverse conditions to support athlete development 

and create effective training programs.

Inspirational Stories from Neurodiverse Athletes in Gymnastics

Highlight stories of neurodiverse gymnasts who have overcome challenges and excelled in their sport, 
demonstrating the importance of inclusive coaching.

Motor Skills and Coordination:
(Describe any specific exercises to improve motor skills. Example: Focus on balance drills for 
dyspraxia, use repetition and visual feedback for skill-building.)

8.Case Studies: Success Stories of Neurodiverse Athletes

Simone Biles – Perhaps the most famous gymnast in the world, Simone Biles has been open 
about her diagnosis of ADHD. After her medical records were hacked and her use of Ritalin (a 



Learning from Elite Neurodiverse Athletes in Other Sports

Explore the experiences of elite neurodiverse athletes in sports such as swimming, football, or running, 
and how their coaches helped them succeed.

Impact of Inclusive Coaching on Athlete Development and Performance

Share data and examples of how inclusive coaching practices have positively impacted the 
performance and well-being of neurodiverse athletes.

medication commonly prescribed for ADHD) was made public, Biles took the opportunity to speak 
out about her condition. She emphasised that having ADHD and taking medication for it is nothing 
to be ashamed of, helping to reduce the stigma surrounding neurodiversity in sports.

Sam Holness (Triathlete, Autism): Sam Holness is one of the first openly autistic athletes in the 
triathlon world. His ability to focus and his love for repetition, common traits among those with 
autism, have contributed to his success. Holness has participated in Ironman competitions, using 
his story to raise awareness about neurodiversity in competitive sports 
Muhammad Ali (Boxing): The legendary boxer Muhammad Ali struggled with dyslexia throughout 
his life. Despite the learning challenges he faced, Ali became an icon in sports, known for his quick 
wit, charisma, and success in the ring. He used his platform to inspire others to overcome their 
own obstacles

Simone Biles (Gymnastics, ADHD): Biles' coaches recognised her ADHD traits, such as hyper-
focus and physical restlessness, and adapted training routines to harness these strengths. This 
inclusive approach helped her maintain concentration during high-pressure events, contributing 
to her becoming the most decorated gymnast in history .
Michael Phelps (Swimming, ADHD): Phelps’ coaches utilised shorter, more engaging sessions 
to help him manage his ADHD. This inclusive strategy allowed him to channel his energy, leading 
to his record-breaking 23 Olympic gold medals .
Sam Holness (Triathlete, Autism): Sam's coaching focused on routine and structure, key 
strengths for autistic athletes. His customised training helped him thrive in triathlons, including 
competing in the Ironman World Championship.

9.Conclusion and Next Steps



Summary of Key Takeaways

Inclusive coaching and club environments are essential for the success and well-being of 
neurodiverse athletes. By adapting methods and fostering understanding, coaches can unlock 

athletes' full potential.

Actionable Steps for Coaches and Clubs

Encourage clubs and coaches to implement the best practices outlined in this guide, including 

individualised training plans, sensory-friendly environments, and ongoing education.


