Navigating Neurodiversity: An Analysis of Autism Spectrum
Disorder Representation in Contemporary Young Adult
Literature.

Author

Ada John
Date; February 14, 2025

Abstract

Neurodiversity has gained increasing recognition in contemporary literature, particularly in
young adult (YA) fiction, which serves as a crucial platform for shaping societal perceptions.
This study explores the representation of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in YA literature,
analyzing how autistic characters are portrayed in terms of authenticity, diversity, and alignment
with real-world experiences. Through a comparative literary analysis, the study examines
recurring themes, narrative structures, and the impact of these representations on readers'
understanding of ASD. Additionally, it investigates the extent to which these portrayals challenge
or reinforce stereotypes, considering the role of authors' perspectives, publishing trends, and
audience reception. Findings highlight the progress made in fostering inclusive storytelling while
underscoring areas where representation can be further improved. This research contributes to
ongoing discussions about neurodiversity in literature and its broader implications for inclusivity
and social awareness.
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Introduction

Neurodiversity has become an increasingly important topic in literature, reflecting a broader
societal shift toward inclusivity and representation. Among the various neurodivergent
conditions, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has gained particular attention in contemporary
young adult (YA) fiction. YA literature serves as a powerful medium for shaping perceptions,
fostering empathy, and providing representation for marginalized groups, including autistic



individuals. However, the accuracy and authenticity of these portrayals remain a subject of
ongoing debate.

This study explores the representation of ASD in contemporary YA literature, examining how
autistic characters are depicted and whether these portrayals align with real-life experiences.
Literature has the potential to either reinforce stereotypes or challenge them by offering nuanced
and multidimensional characterizations. While some novels provide insightful, well-researched
depictions of autism, others rely on oversimplified or tokenistic portrayals that may misrepresent
the complexities of autistic identity.

By analyzing selected YA novels featuring autistic characters, this research investigates key
themes such as social relationships, identity formation, and challenges related to communication
and sensory processing. Additionally, it considers the perspectives of authors—whether they are
neurodivergent themselves or writing from an outsider’s viewpoint—and how their backgrounds
influence representation. The study also explores audience reception, examining how readers,
including those on the spectrum, interpret and engage with these portrayals.

Ultimately, this research aims to contribute to the growing discourse on neurodiversity in
literature, highlighting the progress made and identifying areas for improvement. In doing so, it
underscores the critical role that YA fiction plays in shaping a more inclusive literary landscape,
fostering greater understanding, and ensuring that autistic voices are authentically and
meaningfully represented.

I1. Literature Review
A. Historical Context of ASD Representation in Literature

The representation of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in literature has evolved significantly
over time, reflecting shifting societal attitudes toward neurodiversity. Early literary portrayals of
autism were largely shaped by medicalized and pathological perspectives, often depicting autistic
individuals as isolated, incapable of social connection, or burdened by their condition. These
representations were influenced by the dominant psychological and psychiatric frameworks of
the 20th century, which emphasized deficits rather than differences.

By the late 20th and early 21st centuries, there was a gradual move toward more nuanced and
humanized portrayals of autism, particularly in children's and young adult (YA) literature. With
the rise of the neurodiversity movement, authors began to challenge the deficit-based model,
instead presenting autistic characters as complex individuals with unique strengths, perspectives,
and lived experiences. This shift has contributed to a more inclusive literary landscape, though
concerns about accuracy, stereotyping, and the predominance of outsider narratives remain.

B. Contemporary YA Literature and ASD Representation

Recent YA literature has increasingly featured autistic protagonists and supporting characters,
reflecting a growing awareness of neurodiversity. However, these representations vary widely in
terms of authenticity and depth. Some novels provide well-researched and sensitive portrayals,



focusing on themes such as identity, self-acceptance, social relationships, and the challenges of
navigating a neurotypical world. Others, however, rely on oversimplified characterizations,
reinforcing common stereotypes—such as the "autistic savant," the "socially awkward genius,"
or the "emotionally detached loner."

A critical examination of contemporary YA novels featuring autistic characters reveals recurring
tropes and themes. These include struggles with sensory processing, difficulties in forming and
maintaining friendships, challenges in school environments, and the role of family support.
Additionally, the extent to which autistic characters are given their own narrative agency—rather
than being portrayed solely through the lens of neurotypical characters—varies across different
works. The increasing presence of #0OwnVoices authors, who are autistic themselves, has
contributed to more authentic and multidimensional representations, though gaps in
representation still exist, particularly in terms of gender and racial diversity.

C. Theoretical Frameworks

To critically analyze the representation of ASD in YA literature, this study draws on key
theoretical frameworks from disability studies and literary analysis. The social model of
disability is particularly relevant, as it challenges the medicalized view of autism as a disorder to
be "fixed" and instead emphasizes how societal structures create barriers for autistic individuals.
This perspective shifts the focus from individual impairment to the ways in which literature can
either perpetuate or challenge exclusionary narratives.

Additionally, critical disability studies provide a lens through which to examine the power
dynamics involved in representation. This framework interrogates who has the authority to tell
autistic stories, how these stories are framed, and whether they reinforce or subvert dominant
cultural narratives about autism. Concepts such as narrative prosthesis—where disability is
used as a plot device rather than an integral part of character development—help evaluate
whether YA novels genuinely center autistic experiences or use them instrumentally.

By applying these frameworks, this study aims to assess the extent to which contemporary YA
literature contributes to a more inclusive understanding of autism, while also identifying areas
where representation can be further improved.

II1. Methodology
A. Research Design

This study employs a qualitative content analysis to examine the representation of Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in contemporary young adult (YA) literature. Content analysis is an
appropriate method for identifying patterns, themes, and narrative structures within texts,
allowing for an in-depth exploration of how autistic characters are portrayed. The study adopts
an interpretive approach, drawing from disability studies and literary criticism to assess the
authenticity, complexity, and impact of ASD representation in selected novels.



B. Data Collection

The data collection process involves three key steps: text selection, data extraction, and
coding.

1. Selection of Texts

o A purposive sampling approach is used to select contemporary YA novels
featuring autistic characters, published within the last two decades.

o Inclusion criteria include:

= Novels explicitly identifying a character as autistic (diagnosed or self-
identified).

=  Works that are widely recognized in the YA literary space (e.g., award-
winning, bestselling, or critically reviewed).

= Representation across different authors, including #OwnVoices narratives.

o The final selection includes a diverse range of authors, perspectives, and
publishing contexts to ensure a comprehensive analysis.

2. Data Extraction

o Key textual elements are documented, including character descriptions, narrative
voice, plot developments, and interactions with other characters.

o Specific themes related to ASD representation (e.g., social relationships,
independence, challenges, strengths, stereotypes) are identified.

o Notes are taken on the author's background (neurodivergent or neurotypical) to
assess potential influences on representation.

3. Coding Procedures

o An open coding process is applied to identify recurring patterns in ASD
characterization.

o Codes are categorized into broader themes, such as:
= Authenticity of portrayal (e.g., realism, diversity in autistic experiences).

= Use of stereotypes or tropes (e.g., "autistic savant," "socially awkward
genius").

= Character agency and narrative focus (e.g., Do autistic characters drive
the plot or serve as secondary figures?).

o Coding is refined iteratively to ensure consistency and depth of analysis.



C. Data Analysis

Two analytical approaches are employed to interpret the collected data:

1. Thematic Analysis

o

Identifies recurring themes in the representation of ASD, including both positive
and problematic aspects.

Examines how different narratives contribute to or challenge societal perceptions
of autism.

Highlights how ASD characters navigate identity, relationships, and external
challenges.

2. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

@)

Explores the underlying power structures and cultural narratives that shape ASD
representation.

Investigates how language, dialogue, and storytelling choices reinforce or disrupt
dominant understandings of autism.

Assesses the role of authorship and publishing trends in influencing ASD
portrayals.

Through these methodological approaches, this study aims to provide a nuanced and critical
evaluation of ASD representation in contemporary YA literature, contributing to broader
discussions on neurodiversity, inclusivity, and literary representation.

IV. Results

A. Representation of ASD in YA Literature

The analysis of contemporary young adult (YA) literature featuring characters with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) reveals several key themes, tropes, and patterns in representation.

1. Common Themes

o

Identity and Self-Acceptance: Many narratives explore the protagonist’s journey
toward self-acceptance, often highlighting their struggles with societal
expectations and internalized ableism.

Social Challenges and Relationships: A recurring theme is the difficulty autistic
characters face in navigating friendships, romantic relationships, and family
dynamics, often portrayed through misunderstandings, sensory overload, and
communication barriers.



o

Academic and Career Aspirations: Several YA novels depict school as a major
site of both challenge and growth for autistic characters, with some emphasizing
their intellectual strengths while others highlight the struggles of navigating rigid
educational systems.

Intersectionality and Diversity: While traditionally ASD representation has
focused on white, male characters, more recent works have begun to depict
diverse autistic identities, including female, nonbinary, and BIPOC autistic
individuals.

2. Recurring Tropes and Stereotypes

o

The Autistic Savant: Some books reinforce the stereotype that all autistic
individuals possess extraordinary intellectual or mathematical abilities, which can
misrepresent the spectrum of autism.

The Socially Awkward Genius: Characters are often depicted as highly
intelligent but lacking emotional awareness, reinforcing a one-dimensional view
of autism.

The Burden Narrative: Some stories position the autistic character as a
challenge or burden to their family and friends, focusing on how neurotypical
individuals "cope" with their presence rather than centering autistic agency.

The Inspirational Figure: In some cases, autistic characters are portrayed as
existing solely to teach neurotypical characters valuable life lessons, rather than
being fully developed individuals with their own arcs and aspirations.

B. Impact of Representation on Neurodiverse Individuals and Society

The representation of ASD in YA literature has significant implications for both neurodiverse
individuals and the broader society.

1. Effects on Neurodiverse Readers

o

Empowerment and Visibility: Positive and authentic representations provide
autistic readers with a sense of validation and belonging, helping them see their
experiences reflected in literature.

Harmful Stereotyping: Inaccurate or overly simplistic portrayals may contribute
to internalized ableism and unrealistic expectations, leading some autistic
individuals to feel misrepresented or excluded.

Influence of #0wnVoices Authors: Autistic authors writing about ASD tend to
create richer, more complex characters, helping shift literary representation
toward authenticity.

2. Effects on Society and Neurotypical Readers



o Raising Awareness and Fostering Empathy: Well-written YA novels featuring
autistic characters can educate neurotypical readers, challenging misconceptions
and fostering a deeper understanding of neurodiversity.

o Potential for Stigma and Misrepresentation: When books reinforce stereotypes
(e.g., the "cold and robotic" autistic character), they risk perpetuating negative
perceptions of ASD in real-world interactions.

o Encouraging Social Change: Inclusive representation can contribute to broader
discussions on disability rights, accessibility, and the importance of neurodiversity
in educational and professional settings.
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