Page 1 of 6

Why, as a neurodiverse antenatal teacher, | understand the needs of neurodiverse parents and the benefit of face-to-face education e

AI M S For a better birth...

Why, as a neurodiverse antenatal teacher, | understand the

aims.org.uk

needs of neurodiverse parents and the benefit of face-to-

face education

AIMS Journal, 2026, Vol 38, No 1

By Rebecca Cumming

As a neurodiverse antenatal teacher, | bring both professional knowledge and lived experience to my
practice. This dual perspective allows me to recognise, anticipate, and respond to the unique needs of

neurodiverse parents. This is difficult to achieve online and often overlooked.
1. Shared experience and empathy

I understand first-hand the challenges neurodiverse people face in healthcare and education: sensory
sensitivities; difficulties processing complex information; anxiety in group settings; and experiences of
feeling misunderstood or dismissed. This insight means | can create an environment where neurodiverse

parents feel safe, accepted, and understood.

2. Adapting to different learning styles
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Being neurodiverse myself, | know that people learn in different ways—some visually, others through
listening, reading, or hands-on practice. | design my classes to include multiple teaching modes:
demonstrations; props; written resources; discussions; and opportunities to practise skills. This approach
helps ensure that no one is excluded, and that complex information becomes more accessible. If this

diversity is not entirely lost online, it is certainly much harder to achieve and monitor.
3. Awareness of ADHD and RSD

For parents with ADHD, | understand the importance of keeping sessions engaging, interactive, and

broken into manageable chunks. | also recognise how Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria (RSD) can impact

confidence in group learning. By being mindful of language, tone, and body cues, | can create a supportive

space that reduces the fear of judgement and builds self-belief.
4. The importance of face-to-face cues

Online classes may be discriminating against people who are neurodiverse as it is much harder for the
practitioner to sense and respond to body cues. | know how vital it is to read people’s non-verbal
cues—their body language, facial expressions, and energy—in order to respond sensitively. Many
neurodiverse people struggle to interpret or feel reassured in online settings. In the room together, | can
adjust immediately: slow down, repeat, re-explain, or provide extra reassurance if | notice signs of

overwhelm or confusion.
5.Building trust and reducing anxiety

Neurodiverse parents often carry higher levels of anxiety into pregnancy and birth. Because | understand
this personally, | make trust and emotional safety a priority. | encourage questions without judgement,
normalise different reactions, and acknowledge the strengths neurodiverse parents bring to their

journey.

My lived experience as a neurodiverse individual is that neurodiversity is not just an identity but a
professional strength. It enables me to deliver antenatal education that is inclusive, empathetic, and
flexible. By recognising the diverse ways in which parents learn and experience pregnancy, | ensure that
antenatal education is not only informative, but also empowering and accessible for all. When | worked

online during Covid that was incredibly difficult to achieve.

The Importance of face-to-face antenatal education for neurodiverse people
(including ADHD and RSD)

To support providers of antenatal education who are perhaps thinking of moving their classes online, |
offer the following reminders. This may help you determine whether or not a move online will be

equitable for your clients.

1.
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Enhanced communication and multiple learning styles

1.
Neurodiverse people often learn in varied ways. Antenatal education typically covers

complex, emotional, and practical topics, so using a range of teaching methods is essential.

Visual learners benefit from diagrams, props, and demonstrations of birthing positions or

breastfeeding.
Auditory learners absorb information through discussion, explanation, and tone of voice.

Kinaesthetic learners—a common strength for people with ADHD—learn best through

hands-on practice (e.g., swaddling a baby, trying breathing techniques).
Reading/writing learners benefit from handouts and written summaries.

In-person teaching naturally integrates these modes, while online sessions are often

limited to verbal and visual delivery, missing kinaesthetic and relational elements.1

2.
Reading cues and reducing anxiety linked to RSD

1.
People with ADHD may experience Rejection Sensitivity Dysphoria (RSD), leading to

intense fear of criticism or exclusion.

Online platforms often strip away non-verbal cues, making it easy to misinterpret tone and

feel rejected.

Face-to-face environments allow participants to read facilitators’ and peers’ expressions,

gestures, and reassurance cues, which reduce anxiety and support trust-building.

3.
Reduced sensory and cognitive barriers

1.
Online learning can cause sensory overload (screen brightness, lag, echo) and

distraction—difficult for autistic participants and those with ADH D.2
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Face-to-face education can be tailored to the group. Dim lighting, quiet rooms, and

structured breaks make the environment calmer and more predictable.

4,
Trust, safety, and relationship building

1.
Neurodiverse parents often face higher pregnancy-related anxiety.3

In-person settings create a sense of safety and belonging through empathetic tone,

supportive body language, and immediate responses to concerns.

For those with RSD, real-time positive reinforcement reduces fear of rejection and builds

confidence.

5.
Practical and embodied learning

1.
Antenatal education covers skills like labour positions, baby handling, and feeding

techniques.

These are embodied practices that require demonstration and rehearsal, not just verbal

explanation.

People with ADHD, who often thrive on active learning, benefit especially from moving,

role-playing, and interacting physically with props.4

6.
Peer support and social connection

1.
Face-to-face groups foster peer learning and shared experience, which reduces isolation.5

2.
Observing peers model behaviours also supports social learning theory—important for

those who need concrete, observable examples rather than abstract instruction.

Why online delivery often doesn’t work for neurodiverse people: a recap

e Limited learning modes: Online sessions usually prioritise auditory/visual learning, leaving kinaesthetic

and social learners at a disadvantage.
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e Missed cues: Without body language or tone, reassurance is lost—triggering anxiety for those with RSD.

e Attention challenges: ADHD participants may struggle with screen distractions and lack of physical

engagement.
¢ Sensory overload: Prolonged screen use can overwhelm autistic participants and increase fatigue.

e Social isolation: Online sessions remove the relational learning and peer bonding that happen naturally

in a shared physical space.
By maximising the use of approaches that work best for neurodiverse people, it is easier to

help them recognise and build on the unique individual strengths and abilities they will bring to their

experience of birth and paren’cing.6

Author Bio: Rebecca Cumming is a mother of three grown sons with more than three decades of
experience supporting women and families through pregnancy, birth, and the postnatal period. She has
been teaching antenatal classes for 31 years, offering practical, reassuring, and down-to-earth support to

expectant and new parents.

Rebecca has ADHD, which she brings openly and positively into her work, valuing creativity, empathy,
and a flexible, people-centred approach to learning and support. Alongside her teaching, she has spent
many years working as a lay person within maternity services, giving her a deep, grounded understanding

of maternity care from both personal and professional perspectives.
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