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NEurodivergent peer Support 
Toolkit (NEST) launch

Thank you for joining us this afternoon!
Please note that this session will be recorded. 



Launch agenda
- Welcome and introductions

- Why we developed NEST

- How we developed NEST – the co-design process

- Introducing the NEST resources

– Our NEST feasibility study

- Next steps for schools

- Q&A

- Finish



Welcome & Introductions

Neurodivergent young person co-design 
group:
Cameron Coupar, Jamie Yates, 
Minerva Fletcher-Watson, Jacob McKinlay and 
four others who chose not to include their 
names.

Adult co-design group:
Carrie Watts, Dr Elliott Spaeth, Harriet Axbey, 
Marisa McKinlay, Natalie Macpherson, Nicola 
Daniel, Rose Bangs, Victor, and one other 
who chose not to include their name.

University of Edinburgh research team





What is NEST?

The NEST resources include a handbook and resource 
pack which help mainstream secondary schools set up 
peer support groups for neurodivergent students.

We’ll refer to these as NEST groups.

NEST groups provide opportunities for neurodivergent 
pupils to build connection and community, engage in 
their choice of activities, and explore their 
neurodivergent identity.



Why did we develop NEST?

• Approximately 16% of students in Scottish schools are neurodivergent [1].

• 95% are educated within mainstream classes [1].

• Many experience difficulties with peer relationships, bullying, and feeling a sense of 
belonging at school [2].

• Peer support interventions often pair neurodivergent students with neurotypical students, 
aiming to help them develop ‘neurotypical social skills’, rather than enabling neurodivergent 
young people to develop a positive sense of identity and thrive on their own terms [2]. 



Why did we develop NEST?

• Autistic school-leavers have said that that they would have liked a space to share with like-
minded people during their school years [3].

• They also said that peer support groups for all neurodivergent people (not just autistic 
people) could create a more inclusive environment, give them opportunities to share similar 
experiences, and help them build a sense of community [3].



Rose Bangs (she/her), Educational Psychologist & Adult co-design team member



How did we develop NEST?

• NEST was co-designed with 8 
neurodivergent young people and a 
neurodiverse group of 9 adults who work 
with neurodivergent young people.

• Each group met six times to discuss 
neurodivergence and peer support and 
to establish key principles which should 
be covered in the NEST handbook. 

Co-designing a neurodivergent student-led peer support 
programme for neurodivergent young people in 
mainstream high schools
https://doi.org/10.1177/27546330231205770 

https://doi.org/10.1177/27546330231205770


Rose Bangs (she/her), Educational Psychologist & Adult co-design team member



How did we develop NEST?

Harriet Axbey, Autistic Postgraduate student in neurodiversity & Adult co-design team member



Introducing the NEST resources

1. The NEST handbook
2. The NEST resource pack

Both are freely available to download and use in 
mainstream secondary schools. 



Section 1

• Information about 
neurodiversity, 
neurodivergence, and 
peer-support.

• Information about the 
NEST ethos and guiding 
principles.

• Information to guide you 
through the handbook.



Section 2Stop and think...
 



Section 2

• Reflective guides to help you decide if NEST is right 
for your school and who would make a good 
facilitator.

• Support for getting input from your students.



Section 3

• Information about setting up your NEST group.
• Information about advertising and choosing students to join 

the group.
• Reflections from previous NEST group facilitators. 



Section 4

• Case studies, quotes, and ideas from previous NEST groups.
• Sample activity plan.
• Information about working with allies.
• Risk assessment and wellbeing considerations.



Section 5

• FAQs. 
• Signposting to relevant 

sections of the 
handbook.

• Information about the 
NEST team, other 
contributors, funders, and 
Terms of Use.



Resource Pack

The NEST resource pack contains 10 different 
supporting materials, including:

• Templates for advertising NEST groups
 Information posters, Instagram/Facebook 
 posts etc.
• Information about how NEST links to 

curriculum and policy.
• Resources to help you talk about 

neurodiversity in school.
• Resources to support NEST activities
 Book & film lists, board game 
 recommendations.



Our NEST feasibility study

Between Oct 2022 and June 2023, four mainstream secondary schools in 
Scotland ran a neurodivergent peer support programme using the NEST 
resources.

Afterwards, we held focus groups with 24 students (11-17-years old) and 
interviews with 5 school staff.

Neurodivergent-Designed and Neurodivergent-Led Peer 
Support in School: A feasibility and acceptability study of 
the NEurodivergent peer Support Toolkit (NEST)
https://osf.io/preprints/osf/6eayd 

https://osf.io/preprints/osf/6eayd


Our NEST feasibility study

Materials designed by one of our NEST pilot schools 



Our NEST feasibility study

• Staff facilitators said that the handbook was generally very helpful in setting up NEST 
groups, and in prompting staff and students to generate their own ideas.

• The handbook encouraged facilitators to support students to lead the group, advertise it 
to others, take on different roles and responsibilities, and plan and structure activities.

Staff discussed benefits of NEST for their students.
“The juniors meeting the seniors has been the biggest benefit. I think the seniors enjoy the 

feeling of being a mentor…and the younger ones…when they come from the primary school…into 
such a big school…seeing the visible success of two seniors…how they are coping with it all 

and thinking ‘that is going to be me in a couple of years’, they were great role models to them.”

• Staff discussed how they used their expertise and knowledge of the students to address aspects 
such as students’ conflicting needs and ensuring support for a student-led approach.



Our NEST feasibility study

1. Students said NEST activities were fun and provided opportunities to socialise and talk  
about their special/specific interests in a way that was framed positively.
 “I can socialise for a change. I don’t usually talk to people much and I talk to 

people here so that is fun.”

2. Students also discussed and reflected on neurodivergence and neurodiversity.
 “[NEST] gave you a sort of wider view on how not everybody is the same. 

Everyone is different and you get to understand that on a deeper level in a way.” 

3. NEST groups were a safe, comfortable space within school.
 “It’s quiet, there is not much people, it’s a really nice open space.”

Image copyright: Minerva Fletcher-Watson



Our NEST feasibility study

4. NEST groups facilitated the establishment of friendships between students and helped 
reduce feelings of loneliness. 
 “I have found people similar to me and I don’t feel alone.”

5. Some older students used NEST groups to mentor younger students.
 “For me it is kind of fulfilment … I am influencing younger people in a good way 

…I am trying to prevent letting people grow negatively.”

6. Students benefitted from building relationships with the facilitator.
 “I feel like it is just better with these two [staff members] because they have a 

better understanding of neurodiversity than any of the other teachers.”

Image copyright: Minerva Fletcher-Watson



Summary

NEST groups can…

• Be a safe space for neurodivergent students to have fun with their peers.

• Give neurodivergent students opportunities to engage in their choice of activities.

• Build relationships based on mutual understanding and experience. 

• Help neurodivergent students learn about neurodiversity and explore feelings 
related to their own neurodivergence. 

• Provide opportunities for the whole school to learn more about neurodivergence 
and for neurodivergent students to be involved in decision making.



Next steps for schools

Download the NEST handbook and resources from our website for free!



Rose Bangs (she/her), Educational Psychologist & Adult co-design team member



Q&A
Please note that the Q&A function may not be anonymous.

Remember to respect confidentiality – if you’re sharing experiences, please don’t 
share personal information without permission.



For more information and to download NEST: 
https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/about-nest 

https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/about-nest
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