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Hello!
I am Todd Spinner
Senior Academic Advisor
School of Chemical Sciences
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
You can find me at www.toddspinner.com
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Greetings 
Istonko!

Chehuntamo! 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Greetings in Seminole CreekIstonko! (pronounced "iss-tone-koh")Greetings in MiccosukeeChehuntamo! (pronounced "chee-hun-tah-moh")
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Land Acknowledgement 
We are currently on the lands of the Ais, Apalachee, 
Calusa, Timucua and Tocobago tribes. The Seminole 
Tribe of Florida and the Miccosukee (me-co-sue-key) 
Tribe of Indians of Florida.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We respectfully acknowledge and honor all Indigenous communities—past,present, future—and are grateful for their ongoing and vibrant presence. We alsoacknowledge the systemic policies of genocide, relocation, and assimilation that stillimpact many Indigenous/Native American families today. As settlers and guests on theselands, we respect the work of Indigenous leaders and families, and pledge to makeongoing efforts to recognize their knowledge, creativity, and resilience. 
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Question #1
What is more important to society? Creativity or Cooperation?
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My Story.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In every presentation I do, I tell my story. Oddly enough, telling. Storytelling can be a sign of or a coping mechanism for somebody who is on the autism spectrum. 



7My Story.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Early in my childhood, I don’t remember any real Issues. It wasn’t till about grade school that I started having issues in the classroom. I was accused of looking out in daydreaming out the window. In retrospect, I also realized how difficult it was to get friends to maintain friendships. Didn’t really think anything about it. Thought I was shy, and introverted, which is probably true I had very few really close friendships growing up A lot of acquaintances. I was an athlete. I played basketball, baseball, tennis, soccer, and a little bit of football Was an athlete. 3 sport athlete in high school. Relatively well known, but not one of the popular kids. Played both tennis and hockey in college. Growing up, I was made fun of a lot. Picked on, bullied. You only kept me from probably getting bullied more was because I was a relatively tall, bigger individual that you wouldn’t want to mess with. However, a lot of folks would take advantage of my kind nature One of the weird things that I noticed growing up was that I did not like math. One of the reasons why I did not like math a 1 I was not very good at it. 2nd thing was that I hated the pencil and the feel of the pencil writing on paper. I also did not like really tight clothing or anything that really touched my body. I like it more baggy. Kind of stuff. Didn’t really think much about those things either until later. 



8My Story.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Fast forward to. Senior year of college. At one point, I was going to be a high school history teacher. I was in RA at that point and found that there was actually a career in higher education. In working with college students at the time, I thought it was basically a housing Degree. Who are my housing brothers and sisters out there? You are the true problem solvers. Worked in housing, went and got my college student personnel degree, which dates me a bit. Went through the ranks, actually became a director of residence life and two different places, 2 different small colleges. My wife and I were trying to get back closer to home, having gone out to Vermont, Michigan, and Indiana and so I followed my wife’s career and she got a job working in the grants and contracts office. And I. found myself without a job for a while. So I ended up doing some part time work through the university and end up getting a job in financial aid. And then found. an advising job. And I’ve been at two different positions in the academic advising field. And now I’m the senior academic advisor in the school of chemical sciences at the University of Illinois having won many awards. It was a good career move for me. The reason why I got into higher education was because of the camaraderie that I had with my staff in the places I went. It was like a built in social outlet. It helped the social anxiety that I had looking back on it I’ve had some really great staffs. And some not so great staffs. One of the things I did notice as I was going through applying for jobs is how awkward things can be. I don’t know if anybody here has ever gone to the Oshkosh placement exchange, which is a housing and residence life job fair, basically an interview job fair in Oshkosh, WI. It’s kind of like a meat market for housing talent. And obviously, going to those kind of events, going to ACPA, NASPA, and eventually NACADA the socials going to socials were really difficult for me. I tend to be kind of the wallflower going to those kinds of events making an appearance and then getting out. I had trouble actually going up talking to people, even people I had actually interviewed with earlier in the day. It was kind of a nerve racking kind of event. I really liked events when I was with colleagues and could hang around colleagues But a lot of times these kind of events you did not really have colleagues or they were hanging with others. But one of the things I did find was a safe place in higher education. And for that, I’ll always be grateful. As I went through and looked back in my life, there are times where I’ve been in a concerts and then noise has just been overwhelming.



David Plummer

Dave’s Garage 
and Dave’s Attic
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https://www.youtube.com/@DavesGarage

My Story.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
But I went through about over 50 years of my life without having any indication that this was just anything other than being introverted, shy, and it wasn’t until few things happened. Number one, my nephew, whose 11 years old now at he was growing up, was diagnosed with moderately severe autism. Didn’t really think much about that in until my oldest daughter got diagnosed with bipolar disorder and highly functioning autism. My youngest daughter actually has Tourette’s and ADHD but possibly could have autism as well but she was not tested for that.I was watching a video of a guy named David Plummer. He has Dave’s garage on YouTube, and was a Microsoft engineer, and if you have worked on any Microsoft computer you’ve probably worked with something that Dave’s worked on. He’s now retired. He’s not much older than I am, but with stock options and everything like that, the man is a millionaire. One of the things, and I'd watch a lot of his technical videos. The earthshaking moment for me was the episode where he talked about being autistic, highly functioning, but on a pretty high scale as far as that goes. And he was talking about his original discovery of that and kind of how shocked he was.So I was thinking about it and decided to look up and do a test to see where I might fall in the spectrum. Obviously, this is not a clinical diagnosis. Took a test. I’m a moderately on the higher end of moderate as far as the possibility of autism. Honestly, for about a week, I was shocked, thinking I was defective. But it got much better. I ended up talking to my daughter, the person who’s going to be a clinical psychologist in Masters program now, and she says “I’m so proud of you.” She knew for a long time, obviously, being a neuroscience /psychology double major, she could see it. A lot of her friends and sorority sisters and all that could see it Obviously, you have to kind of come to that realization yourself. So what is that done for me? I’m probably not at almost 53 years old, going to do a ton of testing. I spent a. I spent a lot of money for get my youngest daughter tested on certain things so she could get accommodations. I really don’t need accommodations at this point. I’ve been a highly awarded academic advisor and teacher at the University of Illinois. I’m. not sure what that would actually do for me, other than just being official. But what it has allowed me to do is take a step back Has allowed me to understand why I may be feeling the way I feel. It may understand when I have like an episode where kind of things just blow up things not going well of why I react in the way I do. And it’s been useful. I think since I had a training session for my colleagues. Things have changed. It’s for the better regarding my relationship with my colleagues. So it started to make me think about what I can do for helping others who may be on the spectrum. And there’s a good chance that some of you are on the spectrum. I started to understand where some of my students were coming from. It all started to click. I wanted to let my discovery, help other advisors, on the spectrum or not, help our students and fellow advisors who may be a bit different than the normal. So lets see how we can help each other and our students.  



1. Neurodivergence
Neurodivergence is the term for when someone's brain processes, 
learns, and/or behaves differently from what is considered "typical."



2. Neurotypical
Neurotypical is the term for those not affected with a developmental 
disorder and especially autism spectrum disorder: exhibiting or 
characteristic of typical neurological development.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/developmental%20disorder
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/developmental%20disorder
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/autism%20spectrum%20disorder


What is Neurodiversity?

Neurodiversity is a term used to describe the 
variation in human brain function and cognition.

✘ Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
✘ Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD) 
✘ Dyslexia
✘ Tourette syndrome 
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Question #2
How many of you have worked with a student with a Neurodiverse student or 

coworker? How many of you have worked with a student or coworker with ASD?
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Count Off!



Why do I have to worry about this as an 
advisor?

Neurodiversity may not be immediately recognizable 
or visible. 

✘ About 1 in 5 are thought to have some neurodivergence. 

✘ About 1 in 68 are thought to be on the ASD spectrum. 

- This is likely to be a low stat as many were not diagnosed as 
children. 
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Why do I have to worry about this as an 
advisor?

Information from https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/ 

16
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Is Everyone a little autistic?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Autistic difficulties have to have a detrimental impact on everyday life. You may share in some of the traits, but everyone is not a little autistic



What is ASD?

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
✘ What is high-functioning autism?

✘ There are three levels within ASD and what is considered “high-
functioning” would fall in the level one category.
✘ High-functioning autism means that a person is able to read, write, 
speak, and handle daily tasks, such as eating and getting dressed 
independently. 
✘ Despite having symptoms of autism, their behavior doesn’t interfere 
too much with their work, school, or, relationships.

18

https://psychcentral.com/pro/child-therapist/2019/11/levels-of-autism-understanding-the-different-types-of-asd


Identifying Characteristics of ASD?

✘ Having Very Focused, Specific Interests.

✘ Intense interest in objects or topics.

✘ High focus on details.

✘ Dependent on routines.

✘ Social challenges.

19



Identifying Characteristics of ASD?

✘ Strong dislike of change.

✘ High focus on self.

✘ You consider yourself to be clumsy who has a 
hard time with coordination. 

✘ You want to do things for yourself most of the 
time, instead of for others.

20



Identifying Characteristics of ASD?

✘ Difficulty Regulating Your Emotions or Behavior 

✘ Intense Feelings About Certain Sensory Experiences 
(sound, light, smells, tactile sensations)

✘ A Desire for Control

✘ Problems Processing Physical Sensations

21



Identifying Characteristics of ASD?

✘ Some people with ASD struggle to make friends or 
interact with others. 

✘ Others have no trouble making friends but prefer to 
stay home alone rather than go out in public. 

✘ Other symptoms of high-functioning autism can 
include a restricted social circle, an unwillingness to 
share things, and issues with completing group work.

22



“Neurodiversity may be every bit as crucial 
for the human race as biodiversity is for life 
in general. Who can say what form of wiring 

will prove best at any given moment?”

— Harvey Blume, The Atlantic, 1998

23

https://www.neurodiversityhub.org/
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Group Project 
Time!
Just Kidding

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Group Projects including at conferences can have a significant impact on ASD colleagues. I have actually had to walk out of NACADA presentations due to this. I will not put my colleagues through this.



2.     Working with a Colleague on the Spectrum
It also gives us insight into our students.



Working with a colleague on the spectrum:

✘ Universal Design.

✘ May have a flat affect.

✘ May not understand unwritten social norms.

✘ Embrace Structure.

✘ Organize meetings.

26

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Universal design is good design for everyone.Universal design can be applied to all aspects of our lives, from the buildings and sidewalks we use to the products we buy and the websites we visit. It is about considering the needs of all users from the beginning of the design process.Here are some examples of universal design:Curb cuts on sidewalks make it easier for people with wheelchairs, strollers, and other mobility devices to get around.Automatic doors allow people with limited mobility to enter and exit buildings without assistance.Raised buttons on elevators and other control panels make them easier to use for people with visual impairments.Clear and concise signage helps people with all types of disabilities to navigate their environment.Websites with adjustable text size and color contrast make them easier to read for people with vision problems.Universal design is not just about making things accessible for people with disabilities. It is about making things better for everyone. When we design for everyone, we create a more inclusive and equitable world.



Working with a colleague on the spectrum:

✘ Eye contact can be difficult.

✘ Help them navigate change. Make them part of the 
process.
 

✘ Realize that Neurodivergent colleagues may have 
meltdowns or express anger.

✘ Especially for things they know or feel are right.

27

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Meltdowns do not happen in a vacuum; they are almostalways precipitated by a long or severe series of stressorsthat upset or frustrate the individual with autism. Perhapsthe most maddening scenario for a particularly smartindividual with autism is to be right, but entirelyfrustrated in their efforts –– when others in positions of279power over them are frustrating their (self-perceived)virtuous efforts or desires.



Working with a colleague on the spectrum:

✘ Include your autistic colleague.

✘ Be sensitive to sensory sensitivities

✘ Don’t speak in riddles or innuendo

✘ Respect your autistic colleagues’ routines & rituals

✘ Educate yourself and be an ally

28



29Facts:

Friendships

Loneliness/ 
isolation

Academics

Employment

Mental 
health

Suicidality

Adopted from Dr. Kramer’s Presentation
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So… what do we as 
advisors do?
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Communicate

Get to know

Explain

Ask 
questions

Be clear and 
direct

Invite

Be the 
talker

YOU adapt

Common 
interests

NEVER 
STEREOTYPE!

Adopted from Dr. Kramer’s Presentation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder that affects communication and behavior.Difficulty with communication and social interactionRestricted interests and repetitive behaviorsSensory sensitivitiesDifficulty with change and transitions



3.     Advising Students on the Spectrum
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Be mindful of 
the sensory 
environment

Lights
Sounds 

Smells

Time pressure 

Temperature

Adopted from Dr. Kramer’s Presentation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




Working with students on the spectrum:

✘ Office Setup (Creating a welcoming and inclusive 
environment)

✘ Avoid University Alphabet Soup

✘ Clear, concise, step-by-step communication

✘ Do you model organization and time 
management?

34



Academic advisors can play a vital role in 
supporting neurodiverse students by:

✘ • Being patient and understanding

✘ • Offering flexible and individualized support

✘ • Connecting students with appropriate resource

35



Tips for creating a welcoming and inclusive 
environment:
• Be aware of your own biases and assumptions about 
autism.
• Use inclusive language.
• Avoid making assumptions about a student's 
abilities or needs based on their diagnosis.
• Be respectful of a student's communication style 
and preferences.
• Suggest students pursue accommodations as 
needed, such as a quiet place to take exams or breaks
during meetings. 

36
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Adapt Your Advising
Support 

for 
group/team

work
Clear 

Expectations

Suggest 
accommodations

Multiple modalities

VisualsMake 
connections

Be flexible

Be 
available

Take initiative

Adopted from Dr. Kramer’s Presentation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Multimodality is the use of multiple senses to communicate and learn. It is the combination of different types of data, such as text, images, audio, and video, to create a more complete and informative experience.Tips for offering flexible and individualized support:• Be willing to meet with students at a time and place that is convenient for them.• Offer a variety of communication and support options.• Be willing to adjust your teaching and advising style to meet the individual needs of each student



Tips for being patient and understanding:
• Autistic students may need more time to process 
information and respond to questions.
• Be understanding if a student needs to take breaks 
during meetings.
• Be patient if a student has difficulty communicating 
their needs or thoughts.
• Be patient if students keep coming back for help, 
support, or clarification.

38



“Advisors who use proactive advising 
seek to understand student's academic 

and social needs and address those 
needs with knowledge, advocacy, and 

care.”
— Khrystyna Bednarchyk, NACADA, 2014
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https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Clearinghous
e/View-Articles/Advising-Students-with-
Autism.aspx



4. A New Law
State of Illinois May 2023

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Illinois General Assembly recently passed a resolution encouraging colleges and universities to recognize the strengths of neurodiverse students and employees and better accommodate their needs.



5. University of Illinois 
Neurodiversity Initatives

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
he Illinois General Assembly recently passed a resolution encouraging colleges and universities to recognize the strengths of neurodiverse students and employees and better accommodate their needs.
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TAP at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign

TAP is a community-focused program of the 
Department of Human Development and Family 
Studies at the University of Illinois. Our mission is to 
support children 0-22 and their families, the 
professionals who serve them, and the greater 
community through training, group programs, and 
autism-specific resources. Our Resource Room is 
housed in the Family Resiliency Center and provides a 
place where families and professionals can find 
information, seek referrals, and order customized 
materials.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TAP at the University of Illinois Urbana-ChampaignTAP is a community-focused program of the Department of Human Development and Family Studies at the University of Illinois. Our mission is to support children 0-22 and their families, the professionals who serve them, and the greater community through trainings, group programs, and autism-specific resources. Our Resource Room is housed in the Family Resiliency Center and provides a place where families and professionals can find information, seek referrals, and order customized materials.
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6. What kinds of programs are at your campus?
Neurodiversity Initatives

6

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
he Illinois General Assembly recently passed a resolution encouraging colleges and universities to recognize the strengths of neurodiverse students and employees and better accommodate their needs.
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Question #1 
(10 sec. ASD Test)

What is more important to society? Creativity or Cooperation?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If you answered Creativity, there is a good chance that you may be on the specrum.



Resources for Advising ASD Students
✘ Advising Students with Autism. (2014). 
https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Clearinghouse/View-Articles/Advising-
Students-with-Autism.aspx 

✘ Proactive Approaches for Academic Advisors Supporting Students with 
Autism. (2018). https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Academic-Advising-
Today/View-Articles/Proactive-Approaches-for-Academic-Advisors-
Supporting-Students-with-Autism.aspx
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https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Clearinghouse/View-Articles/Advising-Students-with-Autism.aspx
https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Clearinghouse/View-Articles/Advising-Students-with-Autism.aspx
https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Academic-Advising-Today/View-Articles/Proactive-Approaches-for-Academic-Advisors-Supporting-Students-with-Autism.aspx
https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Academic-Advising-Today/View-Articles/Proactive-Approaches-for-Academic-Advisors-Supporting-Students-with-Autism.aspx
https://nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Academic-Advising-Today/View-Articles/Proactive-Approaches-for-Academic-Advisors-Supporting-Students-with-Autism.aspx


University of Illinois Resources

✘ TAP Program - https://theautismprogram.illinois.edu/

✘ INI Program - https://ini.illinois.edu/

✘ HDFS 199 – Academic Strategies for Neurodivergent Students 
Jeanne Kramer - jjkramer@illinois.edu 

✘ Kramer, J.  (2023). Neurodiversity Cultural Competency[PowerPoint slides]. From School of Chemical 
Sciences SCS Graduate Diversity and Program Climate Seminar Series, University of Illinois. (Unpublished).

https://theautismprogram.illinois.edu/
https://ini.illinois.edu/
mailto:jjkramer@illinois.edu


Other Resources
✘ Cnc, A. R. (2023). What does it mean to be neurodivergent? Verywell Mind. 

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-
mean-to-be-neurodivergent-5196627

✘ Hall, A. (2022). 22 Symptoms And Signs Of High-Functioning Autism In Adults. 
The Minds Journal. https://themindsjournal.com/signs-of-high-functioning-
autism-in-adults/ 

✘ Understanding Asperger Syndrome: A professor’s guide: OAR. Organization for 
Autism Research. (2022, September 14). 
https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-
professors-guide/ 

✘ YouTube. (2021). The 10 Second Autism Test: What’s YOUR Answer? 
YouTube. Retrieved September 11, 2023, from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?index=26&list=LL&v=fJ9X5DSnVms. 
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https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-mean-to-be-neurodivergent-5196627
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-mean-to-be-neurodivergent-5196627
https://themindsjournal.com/signs-of-high-functioning-autism-in-adults/
https://themindsjournal.com/signs-of-high-functioning-autism-in-adults/
https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-professors-guide/
https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-professors-guide/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?index=26&list=LL&v=fJ9X5DSnVms


Other Resources
✘ CDC. (2020, January 27). Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) | CDC. Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/

✘ Cnc, A. R. (2023). What does it mean to be neurodivergent? Verywell Mind. 
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-mean-to-be-
neurodivergent-5196627

✘ Hall, A. (2022). 22 Symptoms And Signs Of High-Functioning Autism In Adults. The Minds Journal. 
https://themindsjournal.com/signs-of-high-functioning-autism-in-adults/ 

✘ Understanding Asperger Syndrome: A professor’s guide: OAR. Organization for Autism Research. 
(2022, September 14). https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-
professors-guide/ 

✘ YouTube. (2021). The 10 Second Autism Test: What’s YOUR Answer? YouTube. Retrieved September 
11, 2023, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?index=26&list=LL&v=fJ9X5DSnVms. 
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https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-mean-to-be-neurodivergent-5196627
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-neurodivergence-and-what-does-it-mean-to-be-neurodivergent-5196627
https://themindsjournal.com/signs-of-high-functioning-autism-in-adults/
https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-professors-guide/
https://researchautism.org/resources/understanding-asperger-syndrome-a-professors-guide/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?index=26&list=LL&v=fJ9X5DSnVms
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Thanks!
Any questions?
You can find me at:
www.toddspinner.com
spinner@illinois.edu
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