Understanding PDA (Pathological Demand Avoidance) in Autistic Students
For IEP Teams Supporting Neurodivergent Students

What Is PDA?

PDA (Pathological Demand Avoidance), more recently reframed as a Persistent or Pervasive Drive for
Autonomy, is a profile within the autism spectrum. Students with PDA often experience extreme anxiety
when faced with demands or expectations, even ones they want to meet.

This is not willful defiance or behavioral misconduct — it’s a nervous system response rooted in
perceived threat to autonomy or control.

How PDA May Present at School
Students with PDA may be:

e Highly articulate, creative, and socially aware — often masking challenges

¢ Often labeled “noncompliant” or “oppositional” when they are in fact overwhelmed or panicking

e Proneto shutting down, withdrawing, or appearing avoidant when demands are placed

e Highly sensitive to tone, control, and subtle power dynamics in adult-student relationships

e Ableto “hold it together” at school but experience meltdowns or emotional exhaustion at home
(also called restraint collapse)

Common Misunderstandings

Misunderstood As What’s Really Happening
Refusal or defiance Anxiety response to feeling controlled
Manipulative behavior Attempts to gain predictability and safety
Lazy or unmotivated Overwhelmed nervous system needing co-regulation

“Doing it at home, so they can at school” Masking can cause burnout and harm

Key Features of a PDA Profile

¢ Need forautonomy and controlin all environments

¢ Demand avoidance thatincludes indirect or passive behaviors

e Highly sensitive to perceived expectations (even internal ones)

e May use social strategies (e.g., distraction, humor, negotiation) to avoid demands
e Rapid escalation when feeling trapped or cornered

What Works for Students with PDA

Instead of... Try...
“You have to...” or “You need to...” “Let’stry...” or “Would you like to...?”
Rigid schedules and consequences Flexible routines with co-created structure



Instead of... Try...

Punishment for "refusal" Support for nervous system regulation
Forcing compliance Prioritizing autonomy and connection
Escalating pressure Reducing demands, using indirect invitations
Token-based reward systems Collaboration, trust-building, and curiosity

Strategies That Support PDA Learners

o Low-demand environments: Offer options, remove unnecessary expectations

e Collaborative approach: Involve the student in problem-solving and planning

e Choice and voice: Empower students to make decisions and set boundaries

e Preemptive regulation: Build breaks, movement, and sensory support into the day

o Safe exits: Allow the student to leave or opt out without penalty when overwhelmed

¢ No surprises: Reduce ambiguity and prepare for transitions ahead of time

e Respect “no”: Honor when the student declines a demand — it’s a trust-building moment

How This Fits into the IEP
Even if a student with PDA meets academic standards, they may need supportin:

e Emotional regulation

e Autonomy and flexibility

¢ Sensory and nervous system needs

e Social participation on their terms

e Avoiding emotional burnout from masking

These needs can be addressed under:

e Social/Emotional Goals

¢ Functional Behavioral Supports

¢ Accommodations and Supplementary Aids
¢ Self-Advocacy and Communication Goals

A Note on Language & Framing

Many in the neurodivergent community prefer terms like “PDA profile” or “Persistent Drive for Autonomy’
over "Pathological Demand Avoidance." This shift reflects a move away from pathologizing and toward
understanding PDA as a nervous system-based need for safety and agency.
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Additional Resources

e PDA Society (UK-based): www.pdasociety.org.uk

e Kristy Forbes (InTune Pathways): www.kristyforbes.com.au

e PANDA (US-based community org): www.pandanetwork.org

e “Uniquely Human” by Barry Prizant (for broader neurodiversity-affirming perspective)
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