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Introduction  

The purpose of these guidelines is to support Anglican training institutions in the formation 

of neurodivergent people for lay and ordained ministry within the Church of England. They 

are intended to be used across the whole institution, by teachers, tutors, support staff, and 

managers.  

As researchers, educators, and practitioners committed to the flourishing of the Church, and 

as neurodivergent people ourselves, we have approached this work with a conviction that 

neurodiversity is not a marginal concern, but part of the Church’s giftedness.   

The term ‘neurodiversity’ was first developed by Judy Singer (1998), who was one of the first 

to challenge models of neurodivergence based on deficit.1 Since then, the literature has paid 

attention to the strengths as well as struggles of those people who are neurodivergent. We 

hope that these guidelines will contribute to a reframing of neurodivergence: encouraging 

students and institutions to focus on the positives, not just the negatives.  

The definitions we have used for this project can be found in Appendix A, along with some 

further reading recommendations. We have observed in our research, and this is reported in 

the literature, that neurodivergence does not exist in a vacuum, and there are many issues of 

intersectionality which are at play for our neurodivergent students. Our participants 

reminded us that for those groups which have been marginalised – in the church and 

beyond – issues of identity are entwined with issues of empowerment.  

Our hope is that these guidelines will be used to enable the flourishing of neurodivergent 

students, so enriching formation across the whole institution.  

Christian formation is concerned with far more than the acquisition of knowledge or the 

development of ministerial skills. It is about becoming the people God calls us to be: 

growing in wisdom and understanding, learning to live lives of service, bearing fruit in every 

good work, deepening in the knowledge of God, and being strengthened for faithful 

endurance, as Colossians 1:9–11 reminds us.  

These guidelines are intended to support the development of communities in which all 

students deepen in self-awareness, grow more attentive to others, and are equipped with a 

prayerfulness that enables them to keep listening to God. In addition, we hope they will 

support institutions in the formation of ministers who are not only equipped for ministry, but 

whose lives are being shaped by grace for the service of Christ and his Church.  

The research for this project was rooted in listening. We spoke with neurodivergent 

participants about their experiences of training for ministry: what enabled their flourishing, 

what created barriers, and what forms of support helped them thrive.  It may be that some of 

the themes raised here will resonate widely across theological education. Indeed, one of our 

strongest hopes is that the practices outlined in these pages will enhance the formation of all 

 
1 Judy Singer, Neurodiversity the Birth of an Idea (2017) was the publication of her original 1998 thesis with 
an amended introduction. 
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students, not only those who identify as neurodivergent. Further detail about the research 

methodology is provided in the appendices, alongside additional supporting material.  

Many of the suggestions that we make here reflect the principles of the Universal Design for 

Learning.2 This framework is designed to ensure the inclusivity of the learning environment 

and is based on the principle that, given the right access, anyone can flourish in their 

learning. It is academically focused but provides a useful framework for the design of 

learning which is accessible to everyone. 

This document is divided into nine sections. Each section offers a brief set of guidelines, 

intentionally written in a way that allows for local interpretation and contextual application. 

The context of each theological education institution is distinct, and some recommendations 

will feel more relevant or more readily applicable in some settings than in others. There is a 

short commentary at the start of each section which introduces its themes and rationale.  

Alongside this written resource, we have also developed a series of nine podcast episodes, 

available through the Hub, which explore key themes arising from the research in greater 

depth. These conversations offer further reflection on neurodivergence, ministry, and 

formation, and provide another way for institutions and individuals to engage with the 

learning that has emerged from this project. We have also developed a card-based training 

tool, ‘Pathways to Belonging’ which is based on these guidelines. We hope that, taken 

together, these guidelines for good practice and accompanying additional resources will 

encourage deeper conversation and lead to lasting change.  

Readers may notice themes recurring across the sections. This repetition is intentional. Our 

participants’ experiences consistently showed that these concerns are deeply interconnected: 

what shapes teaching also shapes worship; what affects reporting also affects belonging; 

what enables flourishing also supports formation. We have therefore resisted separating too 

sharply what, in the complexity of lived experience, belongs together.  

In keeping this document concise, we have necessarily left out many of the rich and 

compelling voices of our participants, whose honesty and insight have shaped this work. In 

order to protect their anonymity and the anonymity of their training institution, each 

participant has been allocated a pseudonym. A full account of their contributions and our 

research findings is available on the Church of England's ‘Resourcing Online Learning’ Hub.  

  

 
2 David H Rose and Anne Myer, Teaching Every Student in the Digital Age, (Alexandra, VA: Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2002). 
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Paying Attention:  

See the Hidden Things  

Commentary 

Attending to the individuality of neurodivergent ministers in training emerged as one of the 

most significant insights of the research. Participants consistently described how the 

formation processes treated neurodivergence as something incidental or problematic rather 

than integral to who they are. Some talked about their neurodivergence as ‘hidden’; not 

necessarily characterised by a learning difference and so easily overlooked. George said, ‘If 

you’re autistic, that doesn’t impact your essays. That’s not a learning difference: that’s a 

human difference – start thinking about the hidden things.’ (George, ordained minister).  

Many spoke of the relief and increased sense of flourishing that occurred when someone 

‘saw’ them—when tutors or supervisors paused to ask what supported their learning or their 

spiritual engagement. Participants described a longing for staff to pay attention not only to 

academic progress, but to the emotional strain and sensory load they experienced. Practices 

of attention can benefit all students when the neurodiversity of the entire training 

community is acknowledged.  

This section of the guidelines is grounded in participants’ experiences that seeing the person 

first—and their neurodivergence as part of that personhood—creates the conditions for 

growth. As one curate put it, ‘I think formation should … see people individually as they are 

and see a sense of the image of God in that person and not try to impose their image of 

God, or a priest, on that person.’ (Curate focus group). That insight sits at the heart of paying 

attention, helping us to recognise that neurodivergence brings gifts and patterns that should 

be honoured.   
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Guidelines: 

1. Know the individual   

a) Attend to the whole person, not just academic study. Understand that 

neurodivergence shapes social, emotional, and spiritual experience as well as study 

practices.  

b) Avoid assumptions based on diagnostic categories. Recognise that neurodivergence 

manifests differently in each person and that individuals may have multiple or 

overlapping traits.  

c) Allow students to describe their patterns of strength, challenge, and energy levels in 

their own terms.  

d) Distinguish between Christ-like formation and conformity to a neurotypical paradigm; 

focus on growth aligned with the individual’s vocation. Notice how this evolves.  

 

2. Widespread staff knowledge rather than specialist isolation  

a) Ensure that understanding of neurodivergence is shared across the institution. Do not 

locate responsibility for knowledge solely within academic support or disability 

services.  

b) Provide training for academic and formation tutors, professional services, support 

staff and placement staff. Training should be focused on areas such as 

communication styles, executive function needs, sensory needs and identity 

implications.  

c) Consider inviting neurodivergent practitioners or external specialists to reflect on 

institutional practices and assumptions.  

 

3. Be proactive in making accommodations  

a) Anticipate the specific needs of neurodivergent students.  

b) Recognise the added burden of travel, fragmented timetables, and multiple roles 

which may be more pronounced for part-time or context-based students.  

c) Build adjustments into ordinary practices of college life rather than waiting for crisis.  

 

4. Relational listening   

a) Attend to verbal and non-verbal cues. Notice signs of exhaustion, confusion, or 

distress and respond with curiosity.  

b) Ask before interpreting or commenting on behaviour. Do not assume that lateness, 

silence, or overload are signs of disengagement or resistance.  
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2. Adapting Language  

Communicate with Sensitivity  

Commentary 

Language was a major theme in the research, with participants describing how metaphors, 

abstract terminology, and imprecise language sometimes hindered understanding. Language 

can inadvertently communicate assumptions about ability, ‘normality’, or what it means to 

thrive in an academic or ministerial context. Neurodivergent students appear to be 

particularly sensitive to subtle cues and implicit messages which may not be obvious in 

verbal or written communication.   

The language used in the Church of England’s formation framework, was considered to be 

rather vague and sometimes unhelpful. Participants stressed that clear and precise language 

made expectations far easier to navigate. Several participants observed that language shapes 

identity and belonging within their training institution. For example, one curate explained the 

difficulty of abstract spiritual metaphors: ‘I have trouble with metaphorical language… like 

fruitfulness… I’m not a tree… it’s really difficult for me to say what formation means.’ (curate 

focus group). 

The language used to refer to neurodivergence is also important: it can reveal power 

imbalances and can frame narratives of deficiency. While these should be avoided, as 

Elizabeth observed, there is a danger that any ‘labelling’ will be reductive: ‘I just don’t like any 

language surrounding it, I don’t like “neurotypical”. It’s a label but it doesn’t take account of 

the bigger picture and it’s inherently quite a negative thing.’ (Elizabeth, ordained minister).  

These guidelines suggest making intentional language choices. Adapting language is 

ultimately about building a culture where communication supports clarity, dignity, and 

shared understanding across diverse cognitive styles.  
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Guidelines:   

1. Use positive and inclusive framing  

a) Frame neurodiversity positively: for example, ‘we are a neurodiverse community’, 

rather than focusing on deficits.  

b) Avoid labels or language that imply deficiency or judgement; explain terms when 

used.  

c) Encourage reflective practice with staff and students around the use of language and 

communication.  

 

2. Be precise with definitions  

a) Use agreed-upon definitions (see Appendix A for examples) for neurodiversity, 

neurodivergent, and neurodivergence.  

b) Give staff and students the opportunity to reflect on the theological and spiritual 

implications of identity, difference, and disability.  

 

3. Ensure clarity in communication  

a) Use explicit, direct language; avoid overly abstract or symbolic instructions unless 

explained.  

b) Be mindful that some metaphors or abstract concepts may be challenging for 

neurodivergent students; clarify, exemplify, and make them concrete where possible.  

c) Provide written as well as verbal instructions; reinforce key points visually where 

possible.  

d) Break complex instructions into smaller steps or lists to reduce cognitive load.  

e) At the end of correspondence or a conversation, check that the student has 

understood the staff member and that the staff member has understood the student.  

 

4. Sensitivity in reporting and documentation  

a) Choose language that affirms the individual while accurately documenting needs or 

adjustments.  

b) Avoid language that positions neurodivergence as a deficit; highlight strengths 

alongside areas needing support.  
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3. Coming Out:   

Validate Neurodivergent Identity  

Commentary 

Disclosure of neurodivergence emerged as one of the most emotionally charged areas of the 

research. Many participants described fear of misunderstanding, or negative consequences, 

particularly during discernment and early formation. Others expressed relief and liberation 

when finally diagnosed or when able to name their neurodivergent identity in safe spaces. 

Timing, context, and consent were central themes: students longed for environments in 

which disclosure could be respected as an act of agency.   

Several participants also noted that diagnosis had brought increased self-awareness and a 

reframing of their calling. As Barnabas, an ordained minister, put it: ‘It was like a light bulb 

went on. I understood what it must be like for LGBTQ+ people to come out because I felt I 

didn’t need to pretend anymore. It took away a lot of that secret sense of shame.’ (Barnabas, 

ordained minister). Yet this sense of illumination was not without cost. Others expressed 

anger or grief over late diagnosis, or anxiety that everything might become, ‘all about my 

neurodivergence.’ (curate focus group). As Edith said, ‘You’re effectively rewriting the rest of 

your life.’ (Edith, ordained minister). Felicity described how she had learned to meet 

neurotypical expectations: ‘I thought this was God shaping me and I was getting better at 

being human. But what I didn’t realise was that I was getting better at masking.’ (Felicity, 

Licensed Lay Minister (LLM)).  

Some participants talked about their neurodivergence being a strength in ministry. Helena 

talked about being able to perceive others: ‘I guess there's a positive about being able to 

connect with people and be able to match them. I think often a trait of ADHD is that you're 

very emotionally in tune.’ (Helena, ordinand).   

These guidelines emphasise the need to develop environments where disclosure is safe, 

supported, and always optional; where the exploration of identity is encouraged; and where 

neurodivergence is recognised as shaping vocation.  
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Guidelines:   

1. Safe environments for disclosure   

a) Always be guided by the individual when discussing the disclosure (or not) of any 

neurodivergence.  

b) When appropriate, encourage students to share their neurodivergent identity without 

fear of judgment or stigma.  

c) Tutors and staff should model openness towards those who choose to disclose their 

neurodivergence.  

d) Offer clear signposting to how students can access diagnosis and funding to enable 

this.  

e) Consider embedding inclusive practices across the institution as a neuroinclusive 

community, so creating an environment in which disclosing a neurodivergence feels 

acceptable.  

 

2. Opportunities to explore identity  

a) Include sessions about identity, neurodivergent traits, and disclosure during induction 

and early on in training.  

b) Reflect with students on how neurodivergence interacts with their sense of calling.  

c) Support tutors in raising the possibility of neurodivergence in an empowering and 

safe way without presuming to diagnose.  

 

3. Disclosure and privacy  

a) Provide guidance about what information is shared between staff in the institution 

and what is not, for example, in report writing or with placement churches (the 

learning passport would be very helpful here, see Appendix E).  

b) Respect the student’s agency in deciding what and when to disclose.  

c) Work with the student to consider the implications of not sharing their diagnosis or 

their related concerns.  

 

4. Neurodiversity as strength   

a) Emphasise individual gifts and perspectives without suggesting that neurodivergent 

traits should be ‘superpowers’.  

b) Validate the positive ways that ministry, academic learning, formation and worship 

are expressed and experienced by neurodivergent people.  

c) Work with neurodivergent students to discern the particular charisms they bring to 

the church. 
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4. Encouraging Advocacy:   

Be a Champion  

Commentary 

The research revealed that many neurodivergent students felt alone in navigating 

misunderstandings, inaccessible processes, and environments shaped by neurotypical norms. 

Advocacy by peers and staff emerged as a crucial need. As Martin observed, ‘As soon as you 

mention neurodivergence, you need a safe space for conversations.’ (Martin, LLM-in-

training). Participants repeatedly emphasised how transformative it was when someone 

intervened early, interpreted expectations, or challenged assumptions that disadvantaged 

them. Only a very small number had access to named advocates, and those who did 

described a profound difference in confidence, wellbeing, and their ability to flourish.   

Advocacy in theological education is not only a matter of individual support, but of 

institutional culture. Champions notice when systems, practices or interactions disadvantage 

others, and are willing to act rather than remain silent. Joseph’s experience illustrates this 

kind of support in practice when he said: ‘They [my TEI] have championed me and said when 

I’ve done things great and challenged me, and in love held me accountable.’ (Joseph, 

ordinand).  

In our research, we observed that TEIs that cultivate a culture in which students speak up for 

one another, challenge unhelpful practices, and uphold fairness were perceived as safe 

environments. One ordinand explained how their involvement in student representation 

shifted things for the whole community: ‘I’m now on our student council… I get up and say 

to people, ‘is there anyone struggling?’ The tutors have now started coming to me and 

asking what happens here?’ (ordinand focus group). This section calls on theological 

education to develop a culture of speaking-out on behalf of others, ensuring that advocacy 

is embedded across the whole life of the institution.  
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Guidelines:  

1.  A culture of championing 

a) Encourage staff and students to speak out when systems or practices disadvantage 

others.  

b) Frame advocacy as part of the institution’s commitment to justice, flourishing, and 

mutual responsibility within a neuroinclusive community.  

c) Ensure that all students have some training on neurodivergence and ministry and are 

aware of the accommodations that might be required for their peers and in their 

parish ministry.  

 

2. Clear advocacy roles  

a) Appoint TEI staff who are independent of assessment and formational decision-

making to be neurodivergent advocates.  

b) Ensure advocates understand both neurodivergence and the institutional context of 

theological education.  

c) Make advocacy roles visible, accessible, and clearly explained to students.  

 

3. Encourage peer advocacy and mutual support   

a) Support the creation of peer-led neurodivergent support groups alongside staff-led 

initiatives in which students might safely process diagnosis, identity, and faith.   

b) Create intentional spaces for neurodivergent students to gather and discuss 

challenges, with permission-based facilitation rather than prescriptive oversight.   

c) Recognise peer advocacy as a valid and valuable form of support.  

 

4. Independence and confidentiality  

a) Ensure students can seek advocacy without fear of negative consequences.  

b) Be realistic about what advocates can and cannot influence.  

c) Be explicit with advocates and students about confidentiality boundaries.  

 

5. Develop interpretive and mediating support  

a) Enable advocates to help students interpret feedback, expectations, and relational 

dynamics.   

b) Ensure that advocates can confidently signpost students to more specialist support, 

and are equipped to assist them in following that up.  

c) Encourage advocates to act as mediators where institutional processes are unclear or 

inaccessible. 
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5. Worshipping Together:  

Adapt Spiritual Practices  

Commentary 

Participants revealed that worship and spirituality within their training institutions seemed to 

rely on narrow norms, especially with reference to silence and stillness. Many neurodivergent 

students described feeling ashamed or exhausted when they could not engage or when 

masking became necessary to ‘fit in’ to communal worship. Paul told us, ‘And obviously for 

me with ADHD, that’s just not how I interact with God at all. The quiet days were the worst 

days of the year.... almost an attack.’ (Paul, ordained minister). However, several participants 

spoke of movement-based practices, creative prayer, sensory grounding, or structured 

repetition as profound avenues for encountering God. This diversity highlights that 

neurodivergent spirituality is not a deficit but an expansion of the breadth of the church’s 

understanding of worship.   

Some participants described their neurodivergence as enhancing their attentiveness to God, 

their creativity, or their contemplative depth. Joan described how adapting her posture 

changed everything: ’I don’t need to do that [sit in a chair]. Then I sat on the floor… and then 

I could engage in prayer, being still, being quiet… I’ve learned… that I don’t have to be like 

everyone else in prayer.’ (Joan, LLM) 

This section invites TEIs to cultivate worshipping communities that honour diverse sensory, 

attentional, and emotional landscapes, where neurodivergent ways of praying are recognised 

as gifts to the whole Body of Christ.  
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Guidelines:   

1. Flexibility and permission  

a) Recognise that masking or conforming in worship may be a sign of, or lead to, stress. 

To avoid this, actively support authentic engagement.  

b) Encourage students to experiment with different forms of prayer and worship.  

c) Offer choices which include structured routines and more open, self-directed 

approaches to prayer.  

d) Include movement-based, visual, or creative prayer alongside word-based practices.  

 

2. Public worship and leadership  

a) Encourage staff to check in privately about students’ comfort and confidence in 

public roles.  

b) Be mindful of performance expectations in leading worship, such as eye contact or 

posture.  

c) When leading worship, encourage the use of assistive technology or adaptations 

(prompt screens, enlarged texts, structured notes).  

d) Allow neurodivergent students to lead worship in non-neurotypical ways. This is an 

offering of themselves and enables the celebration of difference.  

 

3. Retreats and quiet days  

a) Offer advance information on the programme for the day, including enough detail so 

participants can feel prepared and avoid overwhelm.  

b) Provide support and alternatives for students who find silence difficult.  

c) Model multiple ways of participating that accommodate sensory, attention, and 

processing differences.  

d) Provide permission and encouragement for students to use personal coping or 

grounding strategies (for example, sitting on the floor, fidget tools, or guided 

activities).  

 

4. Staff training and culture  

a) Educate staff on neurodivergence in spiritual practice, including differences in 

attention, sensory processing, and preferred learning/worship styles.  

b) Encourage a culture where students can share their needs safely, without fear of 

judgment.  

c) Highlight neurodivergent strengths in worship, such as creativity, intuition and 

attention to detail.  
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6. Teaching Flexibly:   

Accommodate Difference 

Commentary 

Academic study was the single greatest source of stress and anxiety identified across the 

research. The word ‘overwhelming’ was used frequently. Many participants spoke of a lack of 

confidence in their academic abilities which came from earlier educational experiences; some 

described having been labelled as ‘thick’. While students were often motivated by a deep 

love of theology, the volume, pace and structure of academic work proved destabilising 

rather than formative. An ordinand told us, ‘So, the academic work is the thing that's 

probably flipping me over. Before I started formational training, I used to read a lot of 

different theology books... [an] internal development kind of thing and I could focus on it. 

But since starting training, I’m consumed by the academic work.’ (ordinand focus group).  

Participants talked about their experiences in the classroom as they had to negotiate a 

number of different college staff offering varying levels of support, inconsistent handouts 

and external speakers being unaware of neurodivergence in the classroom. Many described 

needing to work ‘three or four times harder’ just to keep pace, while others struggled to 

access materials, manage timelines, or decode abstract assessment criteria. Yet when TEIs 

offered flexibility, such as multiple teaching modes, alternative assessments, clear 

instructions, or proactive extensions, students reported dramatic improvements in 

confidence and wellbeing. 

Many participants also identified the emotional energy needed to receive feedback, 

especially where rejection sensitivity or past educational trauma was present. As one LLM 

shared, ‘Frustration is not around wanting to learn… but seemingly not having the ability, 

and then the associated mental health issues that come along with that.’ (Aidan, LLM). 

Flexible teaching creates space for genuine learning, reduces unnecessary barriers, and 

honours the diversity of cognitive styles within ministerial formation.  
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Guidelines:  

1. Structuring academic workload  

a) Avoid clustered deadlines; provide predictable schedules.  

b) Ensure explicit marking criteria and expectations are communicated appropriately.  

c) Clearly explain in a variety of formats what learners can expect and what is expected 

of them, and ensure that this can be referred back to.  

 

2. Teaching and learning practices  

a) Provide materials (slides, readings, handouts) in advance, ensuring these are easily 

accessible.  

b) Use multiple teaching modes: visual, written, verbal.  

c) Explain upcoming abstract or conceptual content clearly.  

d) Provide glossaries and quick guides to complex concepts.  

e) Support students in processing unexpected tasks or unplanned questions in class.  

f) Prepare for group work: establish ground rules and offer choices for participation. 

 

3. Academic skills support  

a) Offer dedicated support for academic processes and skills.  

b) Ensure academic skills tutors are given training in neurodivergence awareness and 

supportive practices.  

c) Embed adjustments as part of inclusive practice, not as exceptions.  

 

4. Assessment and feedback  

a) Be explicit in offering a spectrum of assessment methods, enabling students to 

choose from them what best fits their cognitive and learning style.  

b) Provide opportunities to discuss feedback verbally in a safe and relational context.  

c) Make feedback clear and evidenced.  

d) Help students to understand feedback as a genuine part of their learning journey.   

e) Balance constructive critique with practical suggestions for improvement.  
 

5. Learning environments  

a) Provide both quiet low-stimulus spaces for reflection and independent learning and 

also informal spaces for peer discussion for those who need them.  

b) Prioritise regular breaks during lectures and communicate this clearly.  

c) Make provision for students to move around or leave the classroom, to use sensory 

tools or to record lectures when appropriate. 
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7. Allowing Space 

Tailor the environment 

Commentary 

Participants consistently emphasised the importance of having space, both physical and 

social to process information, reflect on experiences, and recover energy. Without such 

space, neurodivergent students reported cognitive overload, sensory saturation, and 

heightened stress. Edith, reflecting on the importance of space for formation, commented, ‘In 

order to be formed you’ve got to have the capacity, to be as open and attentive and noticing 

as you can be. You’ve got to have the reflective space. If you are neurodivergent or on the 

spectrum at some point, space is really helpful because you’re climbing a mountain every 

day.’ (Edith, ordained minister).  

Throughout this study, participants frequently described training environments as intense, 

unpredictable, or overwhelming, sometimes in ways that staff did not recognise. 

Unstructured socialising, confusing building layouts, crowded dining halls, and relentless 

timetables all contributed to exhaustion and anxiety. Practical barriers such as travel, parking, 

room allocation, or residential living also had a significant impact. Participants hoped that 

these needs might be anticipated rather than waiting for crises. Ursula captured the 

emotional impact of not having adequate space: ‘There is nowhere to go and have a 

meltdown… nowhere to go other than the toilets if you want to have a cry… sometimes you 

just need a cry on your own.’ (Ursula, Ordinand). These experiences highlight the need for 

environments designed with neurodivergent presence assumed, not added on.  

Allowing space means recognising cognitive load, sensory overload, and the need for 

recovery time as part of formation. Adapting the environment means removing avoidable 

stressors so students can bring their full selves to learning and community life.  
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Guidelines:  

1. Physical and communal spaces  

a) Ensure a variety of quiet spaces are available, separate from busy lecture halls, dining 

areas, and social spaces.  

b) Ensure there are maps of the site available so that students can find their way around.  

c) Provide support for those who struggle with the spatial awareness required for 

parking and for using public transport.  

d) Recognise that shared rooms or crowded residential spaces can be exhausting; allow 

flexibility in housing allocation where possible.  

e) Consider environmental adaptations such as lighting, seating, and noise reduction.  

 

2. Scheduling and timetable design  

a) Avoid back-to-back activities where students are expected to process complex 

content without breaks.  

b) Provide opportunities for students to take breaks as needed during lectures, meals, or 

social events to manage sensory or emotional overload.  

c) For intensive residential weeks/weekends, consider the pacing of lectures, meals, and 

social activities.  

d) Be mindful of part-time and context-based students who may face additional 

overwhelm because of travel, work, or family demands.  

 

3. Supportive practices  

a) Allow and encourage students to use neurodivergent strategies (movement, fidget 

items, alternative seating) to engage effectively.  

b) Ensure adjustments are implemented proactively by the TEI where possible, rather 

than relying on students to request support.  

c) When meeting students for the first time at open days, be aware of the overwhelm of 

unstructured socialising as well as navigating a new environment and the potential 

overload of new information.  

 

4. Communication and culture  

a) Make it explicit that using personal strategies or needing quiet time is acceptable.  

b) Train staff to recognise signs of overwhelm or exhaustion and to respond without 

judgement.  

c) Foster a culture in which students can manage their cognitive and sensory needs 

while still fully participating in formation.  
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8. Reporting Clearly 

Be Transparent and Fair 

Commentary 

Participants described reporting (especially reports to bishops) as one of the most vulnerable 

areas of their formation experience, usually because they were unclear about the focus of the 

report or about how their neurodivergence was being represented. Many commented that 

behaviour could be interpreted through neurotypical assumptions, leading to 

misrepresentation, which felt unfair. Several participants also spoke of having disclosures 

appear in written reports without their consent or without proper context, creating anxiety 

about how bishops or dioceses might interpret their identity.  

Some participants valued the use of the IME1 qualities grids, highlighting the value of an 

explicit framework for reporting. Catherine commented, ‘It gives me defined boxes, so I can 

pick out specific examples of when this happened, and when that happened so it helps to 

apply what I’m doing for my formation.’ (Catherine, ordinand). Yet, several of our participants 

struggled to interpret metaphors or vague descriptors. One ordinand spoke about the 

challenges of measuring potential: ‘The one that I feel is most difficult is the ‘potential’ not 

because I don’t have it, but because it’s very hard to communicate about it. Partly, because I 

find it deeply difficult to kind of talk about.’ (ordinand focus group). 

These experiences underscore the need for transparency and agency in all reporting 

practices. Clear communication about assessment qualities, the purposes of reporting, the 

use of the qualities and grids, and when information will be shared is essential for trust.  
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Guidelines: 

1. Transparency and clarity  

a) Be clear about what you are assessing, why, and how evidence will be gathered.  

b) Be explicit about your use of the ‘qualities’ grids (see appendix C) rather than making 

assumptions about traits or behaviours.  

c) Students should be made aware that what is shared in the tutor-student or 

placement supervisor-student relationship may be disclosed in report writing. This 

should only happen after further discussion between student and tutor.  

d) Use precise descriptions and examples rather than vague or metaphorical language.  

 

2. Integration of neurodivergent identity  

a) Pay attention to how the candidate’s neurodivergent traits shape their vocation and 

learning.  

b) Be open to observing the strengths that neurodivergence brings for some individuals.  

c) Avoid evaluating the flourishing of individuals based on neurotypical assumptions of 

what ‘good’ looks like.  

d) Consider (with consent) including a statement such as:  

X’s neurodivergence is not incidental to their vocation but forms part of the particular 

gifts and limits through which their ministry is shaped.  

 

3. Role-specific clarity  

a) Assess the conditions and the support that neurodivergent students need to faithfully 

exercise their ministry. This will be affected by the role for which the candidate is 

training, e.g. pioneer, LLM, incumbent.  

b) Highlight areas where reasonable adjustments are possible.  

c) When reflecting on placements, enable students to identify and evaluate which tasks 

are context or role-specific and how this might impact them.  

 

4. Attention to relational and personal style  

a) Note patterns which students display when they are under stress and approaches 

that have been effective or need to be implemented.  

b) Describe the student's communication style, energy management, social load, and 

preferences for structure.  

c) Avoid equating spiritual maturity or resilience with neurotypical behaviours.  

d) Be cautious about the use of any personality profiling which does not take account of 

neurodivergence.  
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9. Navigating Transition   

Support the Ongoing Journey  

Commentary 

Transitions between discernment, training, placements, curacy, and ongoing ministry are 

moments of heightened vulnerability for neurodivergent ministers. Many participants felt 

unprepared for the practical, emotional, and organisational demands of transition, and 

several expressed frustration at having to re-explain their neurodivergence to each new 

supervisor or institution.   

The research highlighted the need for relational continuity, explicit communication, and early 

clarity about expectations. Participants also emphasised that trust does not automatically 

transfer across transitions; it must be rebuilt through curiosity, openness, and shared 

understanding. Luke named the emotional weight directly: ‘My biggest worry at the moment 

is moving house. I’m massively looking forward to it and massively terrified.’ (Luke, 

ordinand). Julian talked about being placed with a training incumbent he knew already: ‘I 

knew from when I first met him that I could be myself. I didn’t have to worry about what 

someone thought of me.’ (Julian, ordained minister).   

Transitions are formational thresholds where students need support to interpret 

expectations, manage logistics, and carry their identity safely. These guidelines call training 

institutions and dioceses to treat transitions not only as relational processes requiring 

preparation, but also as a matter of student wellbeing.  

Although this would require joined-up thinking between dioceses, training institutions and 

the Ministry Development team, we call on the church to create a system of ‘learning. 

passports’, allowing ordinands and clergy to state their access and accommodation needs. 

This would remove the need to disclose to multiple diocesan representatives, or multiple 

college tutors. It would signal that the Church takes the needs of its neurodivergent clergy 

seriously and is committed to enabling their ministry. The details of our proposal can be 

found in Appendix E.  
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Guidelines:   

1. Navigating transitions clearly  

a) Provide a ‘map’ of the formation journey, outlining stages, criteria, and key objectives. 

This map may need to be personalised.  

b) Ensure the sharing of reports and records is accompanied by conversations rather 

than assuming documentation ‘speaks for itself’.  

c) Support incoming supervisors (such as incumbents or other line-managers) to 

interpret neurodivergent information meaningfully.   

d) In the IME1 – IME2 transition, it may be appropriate for the TEI to advocate for the 

student.   

 

2. Trust-building   

a) Recognise that each transition requires the rebuilding of relational safety. Do not 

assume trust transfers automatically with a role change.  

b) Supervisors and tutors should be curious rather than judgemental, signalling 

permission to be oneself rather than to perform competence.  

c) Neurodivergent ministers should be able to name appropriate limits and request 

accommodations without fear that this will count against them.  

 

3. Learning through thresholds   

a) Clearly communicate what formation involves, including expected skills, character 

development, and spiritual growth.  

b) Practical accompaniment should be offered for new tasks, especially where ministry 

involves complex physical, spatial, or procedural tasks.  

c) Make implicit expectations explicit and allow time for practice before evaluation.  

d) Provide appropriate time and support for the practical demands of transition. 

Recognise the logistical work which may be involved in moving into a new role: 

moving house, managing forms and processes, and learning new physical 

environments.  

e) Acknowledge the challenge of joining new communities and patterns of social life. 

Allow space for relationships and a sense of belonging to develop as part of the 

formation process.  

 

4. Continuity of identity rather than repeated re-disclosure  

a) Avoid requiring candidates to explain or justify their neurodivergence afresh at each 

transition.  

b) Allow individuals to shape how they are described. Descriptions of neurodivergence 

should reflect the person’s own understanding rather than institutional assumptions.  
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c) Treat neurodivergence as part of vocational identity, not a temporary issue. 

Neurodivergence should not be framed as something to be re-tested at each stage.  

 

5. Use of a Neurodivergence Learning Passport: See Appendix E  

a) Frame the passport as developmental rather than evaluative. Its purpose is to support 

formation.  

b) Use it to translate disclosure into practical guidance. The passport should focus on 

what helps learning, organisation, communication, and energy management.  

c) Ensure it functions as a bridge which is actively discussed at transitions, not passively 

filed.  

 

6. Ethical safeguards for using the Neurodivergence Learning Passport  

a) Maintain explicit consent at each stage of sharing. Individuals must retain control 

over when and with whom their information is shared.  

b) Be clear about access and purpose. Those who receive this information should know 

why they have it and how it should be used.  

c) These documents are designed to support understanding and should not become 

instrumental for progression or discipline.  
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APPENDIX A  

Definitions 

Definitions for the language of neurodivergence are not universally agreed upon and may be 

contested. The definitions used for this project have been taken from Nick Walker’s book 

Neuroqueer Heresies. This book is one of the key texts in the field which discusses the 

neurodiversity paradigm.  

Neurodiversity  

‘Neurodiversity is the variation among minds.’ (53) 

‘Neurodiversity is not a trait an individual possesses or can possess. When an individual or 

group of individuals diverges from the dominant societal standards of ‘normal’ 

neurocognitive functioning, they don’t ‘have neurodiversity,’ they’re neurodivergent.’ (35)  

 

Neurotypical  

‘When we say someone is neurotypical what we mean is that they live, act and experience 

the world in a way that consistently falls within the boundaries of neuronormativity that is 

within the boundaries of what prevailing culture imagines a person with a normal mind to be 

like. That’s quite different from saying that a person actually has a normal mind or normal 

brain.’ (58)  

 

Neurodivergent  

‘…means having a mind that functions in ways which diverge significantly from the dominant 

societal standards of ‘normal’.’ (38)  

 

Neurodivergence  

‘Neurodivergence is a broadly inclusive term that means any significant divergence from 

dominant culture norms of neurocognitive functioning.’(38)  

‘Neurodivergence is divergence not from some ‘objective’ state of normality (which again 

doesn’t exist), but rather from whatever constructed image and performance of normality the 

prevailing culture seeks to impose.’ (59)  

 Nick Walker, NeuroQueer Heresies (Fort Worth: Autonomous Press, 2021)  
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APPENDIX B 

Research Methodology 

Project Aim  

This project sought to answer the question:  

What good practice would enable Theological Education Institutions (TEIs) to better support 

the formation of neurodivergent ordinands and lay ministers in training?  

The project emerged from the experience of the two project leads, both ordained 

neurodivergent ministers, and from our observations of neurodivergent students within our 

respective TEIs. Funding was awarded through the TEI Innovation Fund to undertake this 

work.  

The primary purpose of the research was practical. We wanted to listen to the experiences of 

neurodivergent people engaged in formation and ministry and use those experiences to 

develop guidance that could support TEIs across the Church of England. Alongside the 

guidelines, the project has produced a card-based training tool and a podcast exploring the 

findings.  

The Research Journey  

The project was led by Allison Fenton and Ed Olsworth-Peter and supported by a project 

administrator. A steering group was established, comprising staff from TEIs and 

representation from the National Ministry Development Team.  

Although the primary focus of this project was the experience of neurodivergent people 

undertaking IME1 formation, we also included those who had completed training and were 

now engaged in ministry. We recognised that those looking back on their formation from the 

perspective of lived ministerial experience would bring valuable insights into what had 

supported them well and what, in retrospect, might have been done differently.  

As the research progressed, this decision to expand the scope of participants proved to be 

particularly important. Participants frequently reflected not only on their experiences during 

training, but also on the transition into ministry and the challenges that emerged once they 

were in post. Our own experience of working with neurodivergent students suggested that 

many people do not always recognise during training the issues that may become significant 

later in ministry. The perspectives of curates, licensed lay ministers and clergy already in post 

therefore provided an important lens through which to evaluate the effectiveness of current 

formation practices and to identify areas where additional support might be beneficial.  

At an early stage of the project, we also conducted two focus groups with colleagues from 

The Queen's Foundation and St Mellitus College. These conversations helped shape the 

research and identify themes for further exploration.  
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Participants  

We sought to hear from a wide range of neurodivergent people involved in Church of 

England ministry and formation. Participants were recruited through communication with 

TEIs, recommendations from the steering group, ‘The Reader’ magazine, and a Church Times 

article which invited people to take part. We provided written information explaining the 

research and made a video for potential participants, available on the Queen’s Foundation 

website.  

Recruitment proved more difficult than anticipated. We received responses from many 

people who wished to contribute but who did not meet the criteria for inclusion. 

Nevertheless, the volume of responses highlighted the importance of the subject and 

suggested that many people were carrying significant experiences, both positive and 

negative, relating to neurodivergence and formation.  

Participants were selected according to the following criteria:  

• Involvement in ordained or licensed lay ministry within the Church of England.  

• Currently in training for licensed or ordained ministry in the Church of England or 

having completed training within the previous five to ten years.  

• Possession of a formal educational or clinical diagnosis of neurodivergence.  

In practice, some flexibility was required, particularly in relation to Licensed Lay Ministers 

where participant numbers were lower than anticipated. In a small number of cases, 

participants with self-identified or informally recognised neurodivergence were included 

where their experiences were relevant to the aims of the project.  

The final participant group included people with diagnoses including autism, ADHD, dyslexia 

and dyspraxia. Several participants identified with more than one neurodivergent condition.  

A total of forty people participated in the project through a combination of interviews and 

focus groups.  

Types of Participants  

Types of Participants  Number 

Ordinands (1-2-1 interview)  8 

 Ordinands (Focus group) - on two occasions  7 

Ordained Ministers in post (1-2-1 interview)  7  

Curates (Focus group)   3 

Curate (1-2-1 interview)   1 

Licensed Lay Ministers in training (1-2-1 interview)   2 

Licensed Lay Ministers in post (1-2-1 interview)   8  

Pioneer Ministers (lay and ordained)    6 

TOTAL    *(2 participants interviewed twice, individual and group)  40* 

 

Participants were drawn from at least ten TEIs, together with several diocesan training 

pathways. We deliberately chose not to identify individual institutions and have not 
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differentiated between TEIs in our analysis. The purpose of the project was not to evaluate 

particular training providers but to understand experiences across the wider landscape of 

theological education.  

 

Interviews and Focus Groups  

Most participants took part in individual interviews that were conducted and recorded via 

Zoom online. Interviews were carried out by one of the research leads, taking care not to 

interview students from their own institutions. Written information was sent out in advance 

of the interviews, including a set of questions which were used as prompts to enable the 

conversations. 

In addition, three focus groups were conducted involving ordinands, curates and pioneer 

ministers. We found these group conversations particularly rich. Participants commented that 

opportunities to discuss neurodivergence openly within church or training contexts were 

rare. Hearing the experiences of others frequently prompted new reflections and encouraged 

participants to articulate experiences they had not previously discussed.  

The interviews adopted a narrative approach. Rather than beginning with a detailed set of 

predetermined questions, participants were invited to ‘tell us your story’. This allowed them 

to begin where they felt their story began and to focus on the experiences that felt most 

significant. Narrative approaches recognise that people make sense of their lives through the 

stories they tell and the meanings they attach to their experiences.3 We were therefore 

interested not only in what participants had experienced, but also in how they interpreted 

those experiences and incorporated them into their understanding of vocation, formation 

and ministry.  

Many participants spoke with considerable emotion. Some described experiences of 

misunderstanding, exclusion or frustration. Others reflected on examples of good practice 

and support. Many only wanted to talk about academic experiences and the ways in which 

educational expectations had shaped their formation. We regarded these stories as central to 

the research rather than simply providing background information.  

 

Analysing the Data  

From the outset, we attempted to root this project in the stories of neurodivergent ministers 

and ministers-in-training. While one aim of the research was to produce practical resources 

for TEIs, we did not want participants' experiences to become merely a source from which 

recommendations could be extracted. The stories themselves matter.  

As we listened to interviews and reviewed transcripts, we became immersed in participants' 

accounts of vocation, formation and ministry. We paid attention not only to what 

 
3 C.K Riessman, Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2008) 
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participants said, but also to the significance they attached to their experiences and the ways 

in which they made sense of them.  

The analysis began with coding the interview and focus group data. Drawing on principles 

associated with grounded theory, we sought to allow themes to emerge from the data rather 

than imposing a predetermined framework.4 Following an iterative process of reading, 

coding and comparison, we identified recurring ideas, experiences and concerns across the 

dataset. We paid attention to the language used by participants themselves, while remaining 

open to themes that emerged through repeated engagement with the data. In this respect, 

our approach was informed by contemporary grounded theory approaches, which recognise 

the active role of the researcher in interpreting and constructing meaning from qualitative 

data. 5  

Throughout the analysis, we moved continually between individual stories and wider 

patterns across the dataset. This reflects a distinction made in qualitative research between 

emic and etic perspectives, first introduced by linguist Kenneth Pike in 1967, and further 

developed since.6 The emic perspective seeks to understand experiences as participants 

themselves describe and interpret them, whilst the etic perspective seeks to identify broader 

themes and patterns across multiple accounts. Both were important to this project. The 

interviews privileged participants' own voices and experiences, while the thematic analysis 

enabled us to identify patterns that could inform the guidelines for good practice we 

produced for TEIs.  

We were conscious throughout that there is no single neurodivergent experience. While 

common themes emerged from our data, each participant's story remained distinctive and 

reflected their own experiences of vocation, formation and ministry. The purpose of the 

analysis was therefore not to reduce individuals to categories but to identify recurring 

patterns whilst preserving the richness of their experiences.  

The themes presented in this report represent our interpretation of the data, while remaining 

rooted in the stories that participants shared. The guidelines and resources developed 

through the project emerged from these themes and from the experiences that gave rise to 

them.  

 

Ethics and Confidentiality  

The research was conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines and approval 

processes of both the National Ministry Team and The Queen's Foundation’s Research 

Committee. Ethical approval was secured before data collection began, and the project 

adhered to the agreed protocols throughout. Participants were provided with information 

 
4 B. G Glaser, and Strauss A.L., The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research 
(Chicago: Aldine, 1967). 
5 Kathy Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory, 2nd ed., (London: Sage, 2014) 
6 Kenneth Pike, ‘Etic and Emic Standpoints for the Description of Behaviour’ in Language and Thought: An 
Enduring Problem in Psychology, ed. By Donald C. Hildum, (Princeton, NJ: D Van Norstrand Company, 
1967), 32-37. 
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about the project and gave informed consent before taking part. All data were stored 

securely, and identifying information was removed from transcripts and reports.  

Care was taken to ensure anonymity. Participants were allocated pseudonyms (saints’ 

names), and identifying information was removed from transcripts and reports. Individual 

TEIs have not been identified, nor has any attempt been made to compare institutions. Our 

purpose was not to assess the performance of training providers, but to understand the 

experiences of neurodivergent people across theological education more broadly.  

Many participants spoke about experiences that were deeply personal and sometimes 

painful. We were therefore conscious of the responsibility involved in hearing and 

representing these stories and we had a counsellor available for anyone needing further 

support. Throughout the project we sought to treat participants' experiences with respect 

and confidentiality.  

 

Limitations  

As with all qualitative research, this project has limitations. Participation was voluntary and 

self-selecting, which means that those with particularly strong experiences may have been 

more likely to take part.  

Recruitment challenges also meant that some groups were less well represented than 

originally intended, particularly Licensed Lay Ministers currently in training.  

The diversity of neurodivergent experiences also means that no set of findings can fully 

represent every individual. The themes identified in this report should therefore be 

understood as recurring patterns rather than universal experiences.  

Nevertheless, the breadth of participation across multiple TEIs, dioceses and ministerial 

contexts gives us confidence that the findings offer valuable insights into the formation of 

neurodivergent ministers within the Church of England and point towards practical ways in 

which theological education might better support their flourishing.  
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APPENDIX C 

Using the Qualities Grids 

 

The Formation Qualities and Grids  

1. The Qualities 

As part of this research project, we asked participants to reflect on the Church of England's 

qualities for formation. Depending on their neurodivergence, people had different experiences 

of them.  

Challenges 

The qualities bring challenges for some neurodivergent people in two ways.  

a. The way in which they are written. Participants talked about the qualities being too 

complex. Dyslexic people spoke of finding the detail overwhelming. Autistic people 

spoke of finding them too conceptual and allegorical.     

b. In what they are asking of neurodivergent people. The qualities appear to be hard to 

measure in some neurodivergent people as levels of growth will be completely 

different to a neurotypical person. For example, some participants raised the question 

‘how would the Church measure the quality of ‘Has empathy and is aware of how others 

receive them’ (love for people/self) if you can’t read other people?’ The quality that 

neurodivergent people find particularly hard is the quality of ‘potential’, for example 

some autistic people commented that ‘managing change’ can be difficult for them. 

‘Adaptability’ can be hard too for some.  

 

Where neurodivergent people will struggle to meet the neurotypical expectations of a quality, 

this should be recognised and ‘reframed’: 

- By expressing this in a different (neurodivergent) way. For example, someone may 

express the way they encounter God in worship differently needing to take off socks 

and shoes and sit on the floor in order to, ‘ground themselves’ as they meet with God. 

- By providing appropriate adjustments to enable someone to fulfil the quality. For 

example, when being asked to read from the Bible publicly they may need a suitable 

font in a helpful size, an acknowledgement that it is acceptable to mis-read something, 

the appropriate length of notice to prepare well.   
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Giftings  

At the same time, participants identified being particularly good at inhabiting some of the 

qualities because of their neurodivergence. People will vary in this according to their 

neurodivergence. Sometimes, therefore, neurodivergent people may well excel at inhabiting a 

quality more than neurotypical people.   

The qualities can bring much to ministry for some neurodivergent people in two ways. 

a. Some people will be good at specific qualities. For example, people with ADHD 

reported being really good pastorally because ADHD makes them hyper-aware of their 

environment which means they pick up on the nuances that maybe other people do 

not see. Some people who are dyslexic reported being able to see something different 

theologically when preparing to preach, or describing things well using in pictures and 

metaphor. Others reported being able to deep dive and remember specific details 

about people, such as names and key life events.   

b. The experience of being neurodivergent in more general terms can mean that 

someone becomes more empathetic and understanding of others on the margins of 

the church: feeling disabled by the church gives them compassion for people who are 

on the margins so enabling them to live out the quality of: ‘Welcomes Christ in others, 

listens, values and respects; cares for those in poverty and the marginalised welcome 

to Christ.’ (Love for people/ Christ) 

 

2. The Grids 

The IME1 framework consists of:  

A Qualities grid which shows the 7 qualities in 4 domains (making 28 cells). This is the 

determinative grid as it contains the words and phrases that will be used in reporting the 

depth to which a candidate is inhabiting the qualities. It is intended to be simple and especially 

helpful as a candidate-facing document. 

An Evidence (of qualities) grid which shows for each of the 7 qualities, examples of the 

types of evidence which may be sought to demonstrate the depth of inhabiting the quality. 

The examples of evidence are listed to show that they act as the servant of the words in the 

grey cells in the top line. The grey cells are the same phrases carried across from the Qualities 

Grid. This Evidence Grid will be helpful for candidates but even more so for those in IME 1 who 

have to write reports/make assessments on candidates. This grid mirrors a document in the 

discernment process which DDOs use to work with candidates to find sufficient evidence for 

inhabiting the qualities. 
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While the 7 formation qualities remain common expectations for all those preparing for 

licensed ministry, the research demonstrates that neurodivergent people may express, 

evidence and embody these qualities in different ways. In this sense, the call is the same for 

all. With this in mind, the top-level grid does not change for neurodivergent people, however 

it will be important to recognise the individuality of a call to ministry and that within a 

neuroinclusive community people will express these 28 qualities in a variety of ways. The 

evidence grids, then, may benefit from some aspects being ‘reframed’ through reasonable 

adjustments or ‘raised up’ to celebrate distinctive neurodivergent strengths but without 

significantly altering the indicative evidence required by the Church of England.  For example:  

Love of God /Self: ‘Can engage with different approaches to prayer and spirituality as they are 

found across the Anglican tradition and the wider church in a range of cultural contexts’ (IME1 

priest evidence grid). This quality should be evidenced in a way that acknowledges that the 

personal spirituality of someone who is neurodivergent may be different from the spirituality 

of someone who is neurotypical.   

Or 

Fruitfulness /World: ‘Is able to listen attentively to individuals and the community so that they 

can discern the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit’ (IME1 priest evidence grid). This quality 

should be evidenced in a way that shows how a neurodivergent person may listen, engage 

socially and discern the Holy Spirit.   

Ministers in training therefore, should still meet the evidence of the qualities of the grids but 

may do so in a slightly nuanced way, ‘enhancing’ rather than ‘replacing’ existing evidence 

requirements. It is also important to note that there may well be more flexibility for those 

training for assistant ministry than for those training for incumbent ministry.  

A Neurodivergent Lens 

It can be helpful, therefore, to think about the grids as being read through a ‘neurodivergent 

lens’. The qualities are the same but are evidenced in a slightly different way. It wouldn't be 

possible to create neurodivergent specific grids as no one person is the same, and this being 

the case, the top-level grid should remain the same but viewed through a neurodivergent lens. 

The concept of Virtual Reality goggles serves as a helpful metaphor to use as a framework for 

this.7 

VR goggles create a new way of seeing the world by:  

• Showing you two slightly different images: One for your left eye, one for your right 

eye and our brain combines them into a single 3D scene with depth. 

• Curved lenses magnify and bend the image so it fills your entire field of view, and you 

can see around the ‘edges’. 

 
7 VR goggles are described by Science Insights online magazine: https://scienceinsights.org/what-are-
virtual-reality-goggles-and-how-do-they-work/ 
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• Tracking how your head moves using sensors: Gyroscope (rotation) Accelerometer 

(movement) 

This analogy gives a helpful model of a lens in which to see neurodivergence within the 

qualities and grids: 

1. 2 images: [approach] the neurotypical and the neurodivergent  

2. Lenses [experience] to magnify see beyond what is considered ‘standard’: using the 

themes of ‘raise up’ (celebrating the giftings that come with neurodivergence) and 

‘reframe’ (the input, environment and culture that enable neurodivergent ministers in 

a neurotypical world).   

3. Tracking [application] what this looks like for the individual in reality and in different 

settings by asking what the needs are relating to their neurodivergent characteristics.   

The information of someone’s neurodivergent ministry shape is explored and captured by 

using a 1. flow diagram and an annotated 2. top level grid and 3. evidence level grid, 

including an explanation of who to engage with this is process, are on the following pages  

 

1. Flow diagram.  

 

 

 

 

2. IME1 Top level Neurodivergent grid  
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3. IME1 Top level Neurodivergent grid 

 

 

How to use this process: 

• Use the flow chart diagram.  

Looking at the first cell in the top-level grid, work through the flow diagram. In 

discussion with a formation tutor, students answer the questions and write down 

their responses for their approach, experience, and application. They may find it 

helpful to look at the standard evidence grids as they do this. The questions to 

answer are:  

 Approach: Do you inhabit/express this in a typical way?  

 Experience: Describe your experience in everyday life. 

 Application: Describe how the quality is to be ‘raised up’ or ‘reframed’ as best 

inhabited in ministry. 

• The flow chart will always end at an ‘end point: 

 blue: neurotypical  

 green: raise up 

 orange: reframe.  

• Repeat this for the other qualities/ cells in the top-level grid.  
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• Once all the qualities have been explored – transfer this data to the top level and 

evidence grids.  

• Use the top level grid There are 28 circles on the grid which act as a shorthand 

summary of what has been explored in the flow diagram. Some neurodivergent 

people find a written grid with lots of information overwhelming but may think better 

pictorially. The infographic circles are a useful way to understand the grid. It shows 

the number of qualities where there is difference; the number that are raised up 

(green) and the number that are reframed (orange). If the quality is inhabited in the 

same way as a neurotypical person, it is left blank (light blue), If the quality is 

inhabited in a different way by being raised up, colour the top half green.  If the 

quality is inhabited in a different way by being reframed, colour the bottom half 

orange.  

• Use the evidence level grid. Taking the information captured in the flow diagram 

exercise, summarise this and enter it into the grid. Do this by using the following 

categories:  

 Approach: Neurotypical or neurodivergent expression of the quality  

 Experience: how this is lived out in everyday life 

 Application: how this is inhabited in ministry  

• The text in the relevant boxes should be coloured green or orange in order to identify 

them.   

 

There may be a quality in the grid that is identified as needing to be both ‘raised up’ and 

‘reframed’. In this case, both sections of the flow chart would be used, with answers recorded 

for both: the circle would be represented with a green and an orange semicircle, and 2 sets 

of entries would be entered on the evidence level grid.   

This process can be used at IME1 as a supporting document to inform the writing of reports 

and as part of the IME2 transition passport. It may also be useful as part of discussions 

during the discernment process at IME0.  

 

Worked example  

Below is a worked example drawn from a case study inspired by themes from the research to 

show how the flow chart could be used. 
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Case study example:  

Daniela was recently diagnosed as dyslexic and experiences formation primarily through the 

lens of academic struggle. Written work, especially essays and formal reports, is a major 

barrier, which she described as ‘driving me to distraction’. She requires significantly more 

time for reading and writing, leading to fatigue and reduced confidence.   

Despite this, Daniela demonstrates deep theological insight and creativity. She can ‘think 

outside the box,’ generating imaginative sermons and pastoral responses that others find 

compelling. Dyslexia shapes her into a reflective learner who knows herself well, embodying 

the quality of wisdom described in ministerial formation.   

In the classroom, inconsistent handout formats and finding resources on Moodle increase 

her cognitive load, as executive functioning is stretched by navigating multiple systems. She 

benefits greatly from visual explanations, structured materials, and alternative formats such 

as presentations.   

Spiritually, Daniela engages best through creative and embodied practices rather than text-

heavy approaches. She also carries a history of shame from earlier education experiences, 

where she was made to feel ‘less than,’ affecting her confidence in theological conversation.  

 

IME1 Top level neurodivergent grid (example: Daniela)  
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IME1 Evidence Neurodivergent grid (example: Daniela/ dyslexia)  
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APPENDIX D 

Positively Reframing Neurodivergence 

This table is taken from Almuth McDowall and Nancy Doyle, ‘Reframing Challenges 

as Resources’, table 4.1, page 78. It has been included here as it gives a clear example of how 

the positive attributes of those with neurodivergence can be encouraged. 

Neurodiversity Coaching: a psychological approach to supporting neurodivergent 

talent and career potential (Routledge, London and New York, 2024).  

 

Neurotype  Neurodiversity Model Reframe  

ADHD  Highly alert and likely to spot detail, for example, in a classroom, operating theatre, 

emergency room, building site or in roles such as pilot, driver, live presenter, on TV or 

radio, actors, soldier, police, firefighter, dog walker. Able to mobilise internal resources 

and hyper focus, good in times of pressure and crisis.  

Autism  Ability to follow process with high levels of compliance. Spots errors easily with 

meticulous attention to detail. Can hold attention well and develop insights. Brilliant for 

example in industries such as media, law, finance, technology, engineering, logistics and 

planning, editing, tattoo artists, laboratory work, compliance.  

Dyslexia  Able to mentally rotate images in mind, which can lead to strong mechanical 

skills, abstract reasoning particularly relevant for example in industries such as 

construction, hairdressing and beauty, physiotherapy, surgery, stacking and 

warehousing, graphic design, product design, fashion.  

Dyspraxia  ’Gestalt’ processing- seeing the whole rather than the order of parts. This is useful in all 

work where an overview is needed, such as composing, writing, performance, caring and 

social work roles management.  

Tic 

disorders  

Builds rapport very quickly by getting to the point and catching people in the moment, 

which is useful in many roles such as teaching, police work, sales, photography, 

tailoring.  

Anxiety   Deep thinking, considering multiple perspectives, making sure there is adequate 

planning and preparation. Useful for compliance roles, project management strategy 

and budgeting, risk management and safeguarding, health and safety, writing and 

media.  
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APPENDIX E 

Recommendation: a ‘Learning Passport’ for 

transitions in ministry 

Participants’ accounts frequently pointed to the risk that key information is lost, 

misunderstood, or rendered inert at moments of transition. Reports may record 

neurodivergence, but this does not guarantee that information is read, interpreted well, or 

acted upon. The result is repeated re-disclosure in contexts of heightened vulnerability.  

To address this, we recommend the introduction of a Neurodivergence Learning Passport, a 

document that is updated at each stage of ministry and held by the individual and shared 

only with their consent, to support continuity across discernment, training, curacy, and first 

incumbency.  This learning goes beyond just academic development: it refers to the growth 

and learning of the whole self. 

The passport is not an assessment document and not a diagnostic tool. Its purpose is to:  

• ensure continuity of understanding   

• reduce the burden of repeated disclosure   

• support early trust-building   

• translate information into practical, relational guidance  

In this sense, it functions as a relational bridge, not merely a record.  

What the passport should contain  

Drawing on participants’ experiences, the passport should prioritise practical meaning rather 

than labels alone. It might include:  

• a brief self-description written by the individual with support if needed.  

• an overview of strengths (appendices C and D may be helpful here.)  

• how neurodivergence affects learning, organisation, communication, and energy   

• what helps in practice (e.g. structure, repetition, modelling)   

• what increases stress (e.g. vague expectations, last-minute change)   

• strategies that have worked at previous stages   

• preferred ways of receiving feedback and preparing for new responsibilities  

How the passport should be used at transitions  

At each transition point — discernment to training, training to curacy, and curacy to first 

incumbency — the passport should be:  

• actively shared rather than passively filed   

• discussed in an early planning meeting   

• used as a starting point for conversation, not as a fixed script  
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Safeguards and ethical considerations  

To prevent the passport from becoming another mechanism of control, clear safeguards are 

required:  

• explicit consent at each stage of sharing   

• clarity about who has access and why   

• separation from formal assessment and report writing   

• recognition that the passport informs practice rather than determines 

progression  

Used well, the passport reduces risk by improving understanding. Used poorly, it could 

replicate the very problems participants describe. Its ethical framing is therefore integral to 

its success.  

We hope that there may be more focus on transitions as relational, interpretive, and identity-

continuous rather than merely administrative, procedural, or fragmenting.  
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APPENDIX F 

Support for placement supervisors 

 

Placement supervisors can use the guidelines to cultivate appropriate and transparent 

supervisory practice. By increasing awareness and prioritising the individual’s need, the 

guidelines support clear language, structured expectations, and proactive adjustments in 

placement contexts. Supervisors are encouraged to act as advocates, interpreting 

expectations, mediating challenges, and fostering safe environments for neurodivergent 

ministers in training. Overall, the guidelines equip supervisors to support flourishing in a 

church environment by aligning formation with the gifts and needs of each ordinand or 

minister-in-training.  

Some sections will be less relevant (e.g. teaching flexibly), but the majority will be relevant 

when applied to a placement. The research revealed some placement supervisors were 

unaware or not equipped to support the needs of neurodivergent ministers in training, and 

these guidelines therefore seek to address this. When both the TEI and the training 

placement are aligned to best practice, this makes for a positive learning environment.   

Placement Passport 

Overleaf is a worked example of a placement passport designed and used by Emma 

Rawlinson of St Padarn’s Institute, The Church in Wales. It is followed by prompts to be used 

in discussion with the student. 

It should be the completed by the student working with the TEI tutor before the placement 

begins: it is important to amplify the positives, helping the student to articulate their 

strengths. With the consent of the student, it can then be shared with the placement 

supervisor, and become the basis of an ongoing conversation. This document is designed to 

be kept simple so that it remains accessible and useful as a working document.  

It may be that the student does not wish to share their neurodivergence, in which case that 

line may be omitted. 
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Example of a completed placement passport 

The purpose of this passport is to share information that is useful to know about me and to 

prompt discussion on how best to support me.  

I am happy to talk through the information given below.  

Name:  

[I am neurodiverse] (the student may wish you remove this statement) 

  My strengths and 

skills/Things I often find 

challenging: 

What I might benefit from: 

Task-associated 

  

I frequently take on too much, 

which can leave me feeling 

overwhelmed and exhausted. 

  

  

Regular check-ins are helpful (i.e., 

every 2 weeks). Things to discuss 

during these might include:  

• Help in recognising when I 

am working over capacity.  

• Help in reorganising my tasks 

to be more realistic when 

needed. 

I can misread or 

misunderstand a task. 

 

Good communication: 

• Knowing about tasks/events 

in advance allows me to plan 

for them. 

• Reduce task ambiguity by 

providing clear instructions. 

Social 

  

I thrive on social interaction 

and can be extremely 

productive; however, this also 

leaves me feeling intensely 

drained. 

Allow transition time between busy 

social periods, where possible. 

 

  

I enjoy investing time and 

energy into helping others, 

but on the other hand, I can 

be sensitive to rejection and 

overthink this. 

Please be aware that I might require 

some time and space for processing 

after periods of intense social 

interaction. 

When I am busy socially, I will 

move and talk at speed, which 

might be disconcerting for 

some people. 

I might need some help in identifying 

when my energy is waning and some 

encouragement to slow down. 
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I don’t always know when to 

slow down. 

I might need someone to help me to 

pace myself  

Environmental I worry about not having 

enough time to organise and 

prepare the environment to 

suit my needs. 

To be aware that I will always arrive 

early to prepare a room/situation and 

leave late, as I feel the need to put 

things back as they were. This makes 

the working day very long.   

Moving quickly from church to 

church can be challenging to 

time-manage. 

Help in prioritising my time. If I can’t 

fit everything and everyone in, I will 

take this to heart.   

  

  

Signature of Candidate 

I give my consent for this Passport to be shared with my Placement Supervisor.  

Name:  

Date:  

Signature:  
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Notes for the Placement Passport – Questions to Prompt Discussion 

What do you feel your strengths and skills are? What is your learning style? 

What aspects are you most looking forward to, and what aspects are you most concerned 

about? 

Are there any situations, environments, or expectations on placement where you think you 

might benefit from additional support or adjustments? 

Task-associated 

• How do you usually keep track of tasks and responsibilities when several things are 

happening at once? 

• What tends to help (or hinder) your organisation when you're working 

independently? 

• How do you feel about managing your time when there are competing demands on 

your attention? 

• Are there situations where processing a lot of information at once becomes more 

challenging? 

• How comfortable do you feel responding to questions on the spot? 

• What happens when you're asked to do something unexpectedly? 

• How do you tend to cope when working under pressure or to tight deadlines? 

• What support helps you perform at your best? 

• How easy is it for you to follow instructions if they are given verbally, informally, or a 

few at a time? 

• When learning new tasks, what type of guidance do you find most helpful? 

  

Social 

• What aspects of communicating with new people do you find easiest, and what can 

be challenging? 

• How do you tend to build relationships (peers, supervisor, or members of a 

congregation)? 

• Are there any social situations in your placement that you anticipate finding difficult? 

• How comfortable do you feel interpreting what others expect of you if those 

expectations are not stated clearly? 

• How easy is it for you to pick up on unspoken social cues? 

• Do you ever feel pressure to present yourself differently to fit in or meet 

expectations? 

• If so, what impact can this have on your energy levels and wellbeing? 

• How do you feel about making and maintaining eye contact during conversations? 

• How comfortable are you working and contributing in groups? 
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• Do you find yourself thinking a lot about social interactions before, during, or after 

they happen? 

• Are there situations where maintaining focus during conversations or meetings 

becomes difficult? 

  

Environmental 

• Are there aspects of the physical environment that can affect your concentration, 

comfort, or wellbeing? 

• How do you respond to busy, noisy, or unpredictable environments? 

• What kinds of distractions are most likely to affect your attention? 

• What can help you feel settled and confident? 

• How do you feel when instructions or expectations are unclear? 

• What happens when you're given a task with little guidance or a lot of flexibility? 

• How do you normally cope with unexpected changes to plans or routines? 

• Are there environmental factors (lighting, temperature, room layout, seating, 

accessibility, etc.) that could affect your experience on placement? 

• Is there anything your placement provider should know about your access needs? 

• Are there any dietary requirements or food-related considerations that may need to 

be taken into account during placement activities, meetings, or events? 
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APPENDIX G 

Additional Resources 

 

TEI Staff-training Tool: Pathways to Belonging  

As part of the resources to accompany this research we have created an interactive card-

based game to support TEI staff in developing effective practices for working with 

neurodivergent students. Using a structured game layout, participants engage with imagined 

case studies, thematic quote cards, lived experience cards, drawn from the research and 

practical adjustment cards with are based on the guidelines for TEIs. The process helps staff 

identify key issues, connect student experiences to institutional contexts, and select 

appropriate adjustments across areas such as teaching, worship, institutional culture and the 

physical and social environment. The game encourages collaborative learning, reflective 

practice, and the embedding of inclusive approaches within theological education and 

formation. You can order your free copy to use with your staff team by emailing 

neurodivergence@queens.ac.uk.   

Podcast  

In addition to the written documents, we have created a nine-episode visual  and audio 

podcast to make the research accessible, engaging, and practical for all. The podcast brings 

these findings to life through discussion, and shared insights. Suitable for staff and students 

it helps listeners understand the lived experiences of neurodivergent ministers in training 

and considers how appropriate adjustments can be made. Hosted by Allison Fenton and Ed 

Olsworth-Peter, they discuss their research and reflect personally on this as neurodivergent 

people themselves. They will also be joined by some guests including:  

• Rev Prof John Swinton (Chair in Divinity and Religious Studies, University of 

Aberdeen)   

• Rev John Beachamp (Disability Advisor for the Diocese of London) 

• Dr Leon Van Omen (Senior Lecturer in Practical Theology, Co-Director of the Centre 

for Autism and Theology)  

• Dr Denzel Mitchell (Consultant Psychiatrist),  

• Dr Sarah Dunlop (Lecturer in Practical Theology and Director of Ministry Research, 

Ridley Hall, Cambridge)  

• Rev Dr Jack Driver-Székely (Tutor and lecturer in theology St Mellitus College) 

• Rev Canon Zoe Hemming (Canon for Mission, Newcastle Cathedral) 

• Ms Audrey Quay. (PhD student, Centre for Autism and Theology, University of 

Aberdeen) 

mailto:%3cneurodivergence@queens.ac.uk
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The episodes are all about an hour long and based on the topics identified in the research, 

and are: 

1. Introduction  

2. ‘Setting the Scene’: definitions, language and myth-busting   

3. ‘Shifting sands’: What is formation?  

4. ‘The masks we wear’: neurodivergent identity 

5. ‘Words and pictures’: worship and spiritual practices   

6. ‘Big blue monster’: Academic practices  

7. ‘Mapping the landscape’: Physical and social environment  

8. ‘Snakes and ladders’: Institutional culture  

9. Conclusion 

 

 

 

 


