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How Teachers Can Motivate  
And Engage Neurodiverse Students
By Elizabeth Heubeck

N ot every student learns the 
same.

This seemingly simple 
concept lies at the heart of 
the term neurodiversity, 

which refers to differences in the brain’s form 
or function that impact how people receive, 
process, and respond to information.

Diagnoses such as autism, attention deficity/
hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, dyslexia, de-
velopmental language disorder, dyspraxia, and 
others, which fall under the umbrella term neu-
rodiversity, have affected people throughout the 
ages. But the term neurodiversity itself has been 
in existence for less than 30 years and is still not 
widely understood.

That could explain why there’s such a 
broad range of strategies used to motivate and 
engage neurodiverse students at school and in 
the learning process. Experts address some 
of the more well-known ones, and provide in-
sight into what might work best.

What is a deficits-based approach  
to teaching neurodivergent students 
versus a strengths-based approach?

Teachers historically have taken a “deficits- 
based” approach to teaching students with 

learning diagnoses. That means they see and as-
sess neurodivergent students based on their skill 
gaps as compared to their neurotypical peers, 
experts say.

This stands in direct contrast to a “strengths-
based” approach, which embraces the concept 
of neurodiversity and acknowledges the posi-
tive attributes of all students—including those 
who struggle to learn in traditional formats.

The increasingly common catchphrase, 
“disability is a superpower,” takes the 
strengths-based concept a step further by en-
couraging neurodiverse students to take a fa-
vorable view of their learning differences.

Such drastically divergent approaches to 
neurodiversity can be confusing to classroom 
teachers aiming to find meaningful ways to 
support neurodiverse students. Many educa-
tion experts advise that teachers should take 
a “middle-of-the-road” stance, espousing 
the benefits of a strengths-based approach to 
teaching neurodiverse students while caution-
ing against referring too readily to neurodi-
verse diagnoses as “superpowers.”

Should a learning disability be seen 
as a ‘superpower’?

Emma Cole, a pediatric neuropsychologist 
in the Kennedy Krieger Institute’s department 
of neuropsychology and school programs,  

advises adults to use caution when suggesting to 
children that their disability is a “superpower.”

Disabilities, she said, come with traits that 
can make life more difficult, and require more 
effort, time, and perseverance; students with 
dyslexia, for instance, often find reading a 
painstaking process.

“They [disabilities] require you to do things 
in a little bit of a non-traditional way,” she said.

Ben Shifrin, head of Jemicy School in 
Owings Mills, Md., a private school that 
serves students with dyslexia and other re-
lated language-based learning differences, 
also stops short of referring to students’ 
learning disabilities as their superpowers.

“FMRI [functional magnetic resonance 
imaging] studies have proven that these kids 
process information differently; thus, they see 
the world differently,” he told Education Week 
last year. “We don’t deny that reading is hard 
for these kids. We don’t gloss over it.”

How can educators present  
a balanced perspective  
of neurodiversity?

Cole shares Shifrin’s balanced perspective 
of neurodiversity.

“I really prefer to look at these differences 
in terms of strengths and weaknesses,” Cole 
said, suggesting that when a professional ex-
plains the diagnosis of a disability to a child for 
the first time, the explanation includes a men-
tion of both.

Cole encourages continuing this balanced 
approach beyond the initial diagnosis.

“We can take a strengths-based perspec-
tive and capitalize on those strengths while 
also helping students to understand what their 
weaknesses are, and what helps them with 
their weaknesses,” she said.

Students’ eventual ability to identify their 
academic weaknesses independently and know 
how to ask for support puts them on a path to-
ward self-advocacy, an important strategy 
throughout their education, Cole explained.

What keeps more teachers and 
schools from using a strengths-
based approach to teaching 
neurodivergent students?

As a former elementary teacher who is now 
an assistant professor of teacher education 
and elementary education at Saint Louis Uni-
versity, Sheldon C. McAfee believes in the val-
ue of a strengths-based approach to learning. 
He experienced it firsthand.

As a student with dyslexia, he had a teacher 
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in elementary school who encouraged him to 
give oral reports because he was a strong story-
teller but a weak reader and writer. It helped him 
become better at both reading and writing.

Claire O’Connor and Anthony Warren, 
both 12th graders at Jemicy School, share sim-
ilar experiences.

Bringing interactive components into a 
lesson, as opposed to reading from a text, has 
helped him engage in school work, Antho-
ny said. Claire agrees, listing collaborative 
hands-on projects and oral presentations as 
classroom strategies that have allowed her to 
demonstrate her knowledge of a subject.

Several obstacles keep teachers from imple-
menting a strengths-based approach with neu-
rodiverse students, McAfee said. The method 
requires teachers to know their students in-
dividually and be aware of their weaknesses 
and strengths. But with often large class sizes, 
rigid requirements related to standardized as-
sessments, growing safety concerns, and other 
challenges, most teachers now don’t have the 
time or training to provide the individualized 
attention to students that a strengths-based ap-
proach to teaching requires, he said.

He also believes that too few educators receive 
training on strengths-based learning, during 
teacher-prep programs or while on the job.

“I think we need to give teachers and oth-
er related staff more training on how to work 
with these students,” McAfee said. “There’s 
a lot of professional development now around 
[diversity, equity, and inclusion] as well as cul-
ture building, but we’ve got to add strengths-
based education to the fray.”

How can teachers better support 
neurodiverse students, even with 
limited resources?

Kennedy Krieger’s Cole suggests that 
schools lean on existing district resources, 
such as access to speech and occupational 
therapists, to support classroom teachers in 
meeting students’ individual needs.

“As we push for greater inclusion, we need 
to provide our teachers with more support, 
and that includes collaboration among the re-
lated service providers,” Cole said.

Cole also recommends that teachers model 
the strengths-based approach for students by 
sharing a little about themselves.

“We need to really keep our empathy skills in 
tip-top shape, and to show students [this 
strength-based approach] through modeling,” 
Cole said. “Tell students: These are the things 
that I do well. These are the things that I have dif-
ficulty with, and this is how I work with it.” 
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3 Things Every Teacher Should  
Know About Learning Differences
By Arianna Prothero

T eachers often graduate from 
their preparation programs 
without a firm grounding in 
common learning differences 
like dyslexia, which affects the 

ability to read.
This is the case even though teachers will, 

over the course of their careers, educate many 
students with learning differences—putting 
them, and their future students, at a disadvan-
tage, experts point out.

Dyslexia, for example, affects 3 to 7 percent 
of people, with some estimates putting that 
number at 20 percent. Similar percentages of 
people have dyscalculia, which can hurt the 
ability to do math. Estimates for how many 
people have dysgraphia, which affects the abil-
ity to write, range from 5 to 20 percent.

There is much to know about these learn-
ing differences and how they affect students’ 
ability to function in the classroom. But what 
are the most essential concepts every educator 
should know?

We asked an expert in educational psy-
chology, an elementary special education 
teacher, and a student with dyslexia and 
dyscalculia to answer the following ques-
tion during a recent EdWeek K-12 Essentials 
Forum: What do you wish all teachers knew 

about students with learning differences? 
Here’s what they had to say.

1. Don’t mistake poor performance 
for lack of motivation

Over time, society has come to expect 
children to master more and more complex 
material, said Edward Hubbard, an associate 
professor in educational psychology at the 
University of Wisconsin, Madison who studies 
dyscalculia. That perspective is important to 
understanding the challenges students with 
learning differences or other neurodivergent 
conditions face, Hubbard said.

“I remind my college students, 350 years 
ago, there were only two people on the planet 
that knew calculus,” he said. “Now all of them 
are supposed to learn calculus if they want to 
get into a university.”

And that leads to Hubbard’s next point: 
Even knowing that a student has a learning 
difference, it’s easy to mistake their struggles 
for a lack of motivation.

“I think that that’s perhaps one of the most 
important things to understand: that these 
are kids who are trying, they’re working hard, 
they’re doing everything they can to learn, 
and that they really can be super successful 
with the appropriate supports, with the appro-
priate interventions,” he said.

2. Teachers don’t have to be experts 
in learning disabilities, but they 
should get to know each student well

Just getting to know a student really well—
their interests, fears, what motivates them, 
and what causes them to shut down—can 
make a big difference in finding the right ap-
proach to teaching a student with a learning 
difference, said Danielle Kovach, a 3rd grade 
special education teacher in New Jersey and 
a mother of three—two of whom have special 
needs. When asked what she wishes teachers 
knew about students with learning differenc-
es, she said the question was personal for her.

“I’m going put my mom hat on for a sec 
and I’m going say, ‘I wish you knew my kid. I 
wish that you knew his struggles,’” she said. 
“‘I wish that you knew what motivated him, 
what gets him to learn. I wish you knew where 
he came from and where he’s going to.’”

Kovach is also an adjunct professor of special 
education at Centenary University and the past 
president of the Council for Exceptional Chil-
dren, a nonprofit that works on improving educa-
tion for students with disabilities. She said teach-
ers should form their own opinions about their 
students with learning disabilities and not rely on 
what they have heard from their colleagues.

For students with learning differences, 
strong relationships with their teachers are key, 
Kovac said. That relationship makes the class-
room a safe place for students with learning dif-
ferences to try, fail, and eventually learn.

3. Undiagnosed neurodiverse 
students are sending distress 
signals. Watch for them

Teachers can play an important role in iden-
tifying neurodiverse students early if they know 
the signs, said Jacquelyn Taylor, a student at the 
University of Rhode Island who became an ad-
vocate for people with learning disabilities while 
she was in high school. She has both dyslexia and 
dyscalculia, the latter which went undiagnosed 
throughout elementary and middle school.

“If a student is consistently inconsistent in a 
certain aspect of a subject matter, pay attention 
to that please. Because you could really help a 
student get an official diagnosis,” she said.

There are other subtle signs to look for, 
Taylor said, such as when a student turns in 
incomplete assignments, makes an excuse to 
leave class during certain subjects, asks a lot of 
clarifying questions, or looks “really confused 
in the classroom.”

“I feel like body language says a lot, so pay 
attention to that in your students,” she said.
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Talking to Students About Their  
Learning Differences: A Guide for Teachers
By Arianna Prothero

I f, as a teacher, your student asks you 
what dyslexia is, can you answer? 
What about dyscalculia?

Most students with learning dif-
ferences are going to spend the ma-

jority of their time in general education class-
rooms. That means their teachers need to be 
prepared to talk with them about why they 
struggle to read, write, or do math so students 
are equipped with the knowledge needed to 
learn and advocate for themselves to the best 
of their abilities.

Unfortunately, many general education 
teachers are not prepared for those conversa-
tions, say experts.

That’s for a variety of reasons. There’s lin-
gering stigma around using terms like dys-
lexia. Myths and misconceptions about how 
brains function abound among educators. 
And teacher-preparation programs don’t of-
ten give budding educators a grounding in 
the basics of common learning differences, 
said Holly Lane, the director of the University 
of Florida Literacy Institute and an associate 
professor of special education.

Talking to students about their learning dis-
abilities and understanding how those differenc-
es will affect their academic progress shouldn’t 
solely be the purview of special education teach-
ers and school psychologists, she said. But many 
general education teachers don’t have the un-
derstanding, the training, or even the language 
to have those conversations.

“I hear so often from teachers, ‘this child 
has an IEP and I don’t know what to do,’ or, ‘I 
don’t understand the nature of their difficul-
ty,’ and I think the way that a lot of school sys-
tems have set up their systems, it’s a mentality 
of, ‘those kids’ needs are addressed elsewhere 
and I don’t have to know what to do.’ That’s the 
problem,” Lane said. “Teachers are spread thin, 
overworked, and expected to know a whole lot 
of things—it’s not a slam on teachers.”

Whether a student has dyslexia, dyscal-
culia, dysgraphia, or any other neurodiver-
gent condition that makes learning harder for 
them, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder, it helps for them to have a basic un-
derstanding of why they struggle to learn or 
do things when their neurotypical peers don’t. 

It can improve students’ confidence and their 
ability to advocate for themselves in the class-
room, which is an especially important skill 
when they get into high school, college, and 
the workforce, say experts.

Helping students—and teachers—understand 
learning differences starts with naming them, 
said Robin Zikmund, a parent of a high school 
student with dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, 
and ADHD. Zikmund is also the founder of the 
Idaho chapter of Decoding Dyslexia, an advocacy 
organization.

She has met many teachers and other 
school staff who shy away from using “the D 
words,” Zikmund said.

But for her and her son, learning that there 
were labels—and ultimately a reason—that he 
struggled academically was a huge relief. Zik-
mund’s son was officially diagnosed with dys-
lexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia when he was 
in 3rd grade. It was his struggles with reading 
that prompted Zikmund to get her son evaluat-
ed independently by a neuropsychologist.

“By the time you’re in 3rd grade, children 
are reading to learn, they’re no longer learn-
ing to read. You know how mean kids are—he 
couldn’t read, and it started to stand out,” Zik-
mund said. “He came home to me at 9 years 
old, [and said], ‘Mom what is wrong with me? I 
just want to kill myself.’”

When her son learned the word for what 
ailed him, it was “everything,” Zikmund said. 
She bought children’s books about dyslexia to 
read to him. She told him dyslexia is probably 
hereditary and that it’s not that uncommon.

“I had that conversation and it was such a 
game changer,” she said. “You could see it in 

his eyes, like, ‘oh, I’m not just dumb?’”
But using correct terminology can be 

fraught. Students may not want their learning 
difference discussed publicly in class, and par-
ents may fret about their child being saddled 
with what they perceive to be a negative label, 
said Zikmund. And teachers should never say 
a student has dyslexia without a formal diag-
nosis or evaluation.

But, Zikmund said, it’s critical for terms 
like dyslexia to be at the very least used on 
internal documents, like an individualized 
education program, or IEP, and in discussions 
among educators and parents working with a 
student with a learning difference.

The U.S. Department of Education issued 
guidance in 2015 clarifying that schools could 
use terms like dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dy-
scalculia when developing IEPs for students.

Even among a student population almost 
entirely made up of students with dyslexia, 
Maria Paluselli has found that parents can be 
tentative about using labels. Paluselli is the 
CEO of Provident Charter School in Pitts-
burgh, which specializes in serving students 
with dyslexia.

Dyslexia can be an emotionally raw topic 
for families and students, she said.

“You might have 10 people who want you 
to talk about it; you might have 10 others who 
say that’s something for me to discuss with my 
child, why are you going there?”

Why teachers need to know what’s 
happening inside the brains of their 
students

Students with learning differences benefit 
from knowing more about how their brains 
function—that specific areas in the brain re-
lated to, say, language, quantity, and motor 
skills process information differently—and 
how common specific learning disabilities like 
dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia are.

Dyslexia and dyscalculia both affect 3 to 7 
percent of people, with some estimates sug-
gesting that 1 in 5 people have dyslexia. Simi-
larly, estimates for how many people have dys-
graphia range between 5 and 20 percent.

That doesn’t mean that teachers need to 
be prepared to launch into lectures on neuro-
science, said Edward Hubbard, an associate 
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professor in educational psychology at the 
University of Wisconsin, Madison. But it is im-
portant for teachers to impart to their students 
that their learning challenges are related to bi-
ology, not their intelligence or willpower.

It’s vital for students to understand that 
brains are not static—they change, said Hub-
bard. Teachers are in an ideal position to help 
students learn how they learn.

Students should understand the idea of 
brain plasticity and “how much the brain can 
change in response to learning, and the idea 
that with extra support, with extra practice, 
you will be able to get better at these skills,” 
he said. “Maybe you won’t be as good as some-
body who doesn’t have the same sort of set-
backs or difficulties to overcome. But you can 
get a lot better.”

Having a deeper understanding of their 
learning differences helps students advocate 
for themselves and their needs, especially as 
they get older when they may have to describe 
their condition and the accommodations they 
need to teachers, professors, and bosses.

That’s why teaching students how to advo-
cate for themselves—as well as refining their 
studying and test-taking skills—is a major fo-
cus for 7th and 8th graders at Provident Char-
ter School before they graduate and head to a 
regular high school, said Paluselli.

“Your family knows [you have dyslexia], 
we know this, but you’re going to a different 
school and you need to be able to speak up for 
yourself,” she said.

All of this means that students benefit 
greatly if their teachers also have some base-
line understanding of how the brains of stu-
dents with learning differences work differ-
ently. While teachers don’t need to be able to 
name the intraparietal sulcus, a part of the 
brain related to dyscalculia, Hubbard said, 
they should know enough about how dyscal-
culia affects students’ math learning. That 
helps them tailor their instruction to the stu-
dents’ needs.

“When we start to think about why kids 
struggle, a lot of people will say, ‘all we need to 
know is if they’re succeeding or not. Isn’t that 
enough?’’’ said Hubbard.

He answers that question with an analogy.
“If I go out to the garage and my car 

doesn’t start, it might be useful for me to 
know if it’s out of gas or if the battery is dead. 
Because I’m going to do very different things 
to fix [it],” he said. “I am not very mechani-
cally inclined, but I have to know a little bit 
about what is happening under the hood to 
decide what is going to be the right strategy 
to solve this problem.”

Teachers should be able and willing to dis-
pel common myths around learning differenc-
es for their students—or at the very least not 
perpetuate them, Hubbard said.

Surveys of teachers in England, the United 
States, and the Netherlands have shown wide-
spread beliefs about the brain that aren’t true, 
he said. One of the most entrenched “neuro-
myths” is the belief that students are either 
visual or auditory learners.

“I see a lot of preservice teachers taking 
my classes, and they are often surprised by 
some of the things they have heard about 
that aren’t true,” Hubbard said. “They often 
have heard about dyslexia, but they are often 
gratified to find out about dyscalculia and 
get some insights into why some kids may  
struggle.”

Debunking common myths  
and misconceptions about  
learning differences

Widespread myths about dyslexia include 
the belief that dyslexia is more common 
among boys, that it only affects English speak-
ers, that children will grow out of it. Another 
one is that dyslexia is related to vision and that 
giving students text in a specific font will help 
them read, said Lane.

Although not the same as a myth, Lane 
worries about a trend that is generally seen as 
a best practice: telling students that while their 
learning difference will cause them to struggle 
in some academic pursuits, it will lead them to 
excel in others.

“You can be very smart and have dyslexia, 
but there’s a tendency almost to overplay that 
part,” she said. “That’s a really common ap-
proach that people will say to kids: ‘All these 
really smart people with all these really great 
talents have dyslexia.’”

But that can make kids feel worse, Lane 
said. “People talk about dyslexia being a gift,” 
she said. “I think that’s a problem, because for 
a lot of kids there’s nothing gift-like about it. It 
can be a real challenge.”

Taken together, this advice might start 
feeling like an impossible tightrope to walk:

•    �Don’t shy away from talking openly 
with students about their learning 
differences, but not if it makes them 
uncomfortable;

•    �Be honest about how the makeup of 
their brain may make learning certain 
things more difficult for the rest of their 
lives, but don’t stigmatize them; and

•    �Encourage a growth mindset and an 
understanding of the plasticity of their 
brains, but don’t prime them for failure 
by building them up too much.

It seems like a mess of contradictions, said 
Peter Faustino, the president of the National As-
sociation of School Psychologists, but it’s a mess 
that teachers are likely used to navigating.

Every student, whether they are in special 
education or not, learns differently, said Faus-
tino. Teachers need to take their lead and cues 
from the student on how much information 
they need about the inner workings of their 
brains and the specifics of their learning dif-
ference, he said.

“Learning is a complex set of processes,” 
he said. “We want a student to pay attention to 
something, we have to input the information 
through their senses, they have to organize it, 
and then we want them to retrieve that informa-
tion at some point. That looks very different for 
every single person. When we have a challenge 
in doing a task, it’s really the difference between 
a fixed mindset and a growth mindset.”

But just as important as understanding 
students’ learning differences, is that general 
education teachers develop strong relation-
ships with them, said Benjamin Tillotson, a 
long-time special education teacher in Salt 
Lake City.

It can be hard for students to open up 
about their disability, he said, because often 
times their learning differences only come up 
in school when they’re failing at something, 
he said.

“That sets up a negative pattern in the stu-
dent’s mind and in this educational relation-
ship,” he said.

Teachers should get ahead of that, he said, 
by talking with students early about their 
learning difference and what they need to be 
successful in an upbeat, forward-looking way.

“It’s about fostering not only a relationship 
with a student, but I’m creating a safe environ-
ment for them to communicate that they have 
a disability, and not punishing them.”

Educating the rest of the class—
and teachers—about learning 
differences

Talking about how everyone has strengths 
and weaknesses is a good way to message 
learning differences to all students.

Teachers have an important role in nor-
malizing learning differences for the rest of 
the class, said Rachel Ganz, a pediatric neu-
ropsychologist for the Child Mind Institute. 
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Teachers shouldn’t focus solely on the stu-
dents who have them.

She recommends teachers use phrases like, 
“Johnny learns differently than Sarah,” she 
said, or “Sarah might need to sit in a quiet set-
ting to read.” Say that students have different 
brains, she said, just like they have different 
hobbies, likes, and dislikes.

“Talking about it openly as a class, I think, 
leads to more acceptance and, hopefully, for 
students to advocate for themselves,” she said.

If teachers feel out of their depth talking 
about learning differences with their stu-
dents, they don’t have to do it alone. They 
should ask for help, said Paluselli. She rec-
ommends teachers lean on in-house experts, 
such as a school psychologist, to talk to the 
class about learning differences and other 
neurodivergent conditions.

Zikmund, the parent, said she really appre-
ciated when her son’s 4th grade teacher invit-
ed her into his classroom to give a talk about 
dyslexia. Zikmund handed out pencils to the 
students, with one out of every five pencils 
being red instead of the standard yellow, to 
represent some estimates of how common the 
characteristics of dyslexia are. She said stu-
dents were curious and nonjudgmental, and 
she felt like the exercise helped create a more 
hospitable environment for her son to learn in.

Including the entire class in discussions 
about how people’s brains are wired differ-
ently, affecting how they learn, helps create 
a positive classroom culture where students 
with learning differences feel comfortable 
enough to try and fail, rather than stigma-
tized, said Faustino. It can also help students 
develop those all-important self-advocacy 
skills, he said.

Teacher-prep programs fall short  
in grounding all teachers  
in learning differences

While experts say it’s valuable for general 
education teachers to have a baseline under-
standing of what common learning differenc-
es are, how they present, and how to work with 
students who have them, teachers often aren’t 
receiving that guidance in their teacher-prep 
programs, said Lane.

All educators in a school should have some 
familiarity with common neurodivergent 
disorders and their students’ IEPs, said Zik-
mund. She remembers her son coming home 
from school “in a puddle” because the music 
teacher didn’t understand his dyslexia and 
embarrassed him in front of the class because 
he couldn’t read music.

Not requiring preservice teachers to learn 
about learning differences in schools of educa-
tion is a missed opportunity and not good prac-
tice, Lane said. Every teacher will encounter 
and need to know how to teach students with 
learning differences. Between 10 and 20 per-
cent of students in any given class could have a 
learning difference, Lane said, whether or not 
they have been evaluated or diagnosed.

And what works for students with learn-
ing differences usually works for everyone, 
she said.

“Very seldom is there a particular instruc-
tional practice that a child with a disability 
needs that wouldn’t also help some other 
child in your classroom or maybe all chil-
dren,” Lane said. “It’s not just like you’re 
learning something just for those specific 
children. Those are practices that are going 
to be beneficial to everyone—they’re not go-
ing to be harmful to anyone.”
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A Mother’s Journey  
Supporting an  
Autistic Loved One— 
and What Fellow 
Educators Can Learn  
By Shelley Hughes, OTR and Director of Portfolio Management  
and Delivery, Pearson Clinical Assessment

Advocating for your child — 
the long journey when doors 
are shut 

My daughter, who is now 20, was 
diagnosed with autism at the age of 
five. While that might seem relatively 
early — and it definitely is compared 
with many — I knew from the time 
she was two that it was a possibility. 
That instinctual notion set off an 
arduous journey of speaking with 
professionals who would suggest she 
had speech and language needs 
rather than autism.  

It’s hard to endure that frustration 
as a parent: when you are certain 
your child needs something, and 
practitioners and other experts push 
back. But, I remained persistent and 

eventually got her the specialist care 
that has helped her flourish and 
which she still needs today to manage 
her everyday life.  

However, not everyone has the 
capacity to continue when they feel as 
though they aren’t being heard, and 
I realize my professional background 
gave me an advantage. If I hadn’t 
known what to look for and hadn’t 
pushed, she probably wouldn’t have 
been diagnosed until much later, 
delaying the start of critical support 
and therapy she needed. 

As a parent, we know to trust our 
instincts because we know our child. 
It’s our role to advocate for them to 
ensure access to the right supports as 
early as possible, which will contribute 

to better long-term outcomes.  

Yet, large gaps remain in getting 
children diagnosed with autism, 
especially those in specific 
demographic groups. It’s why 
I’m always eager to speak out, 
but certainly now during Autism 
Awareness and Acceptance Month. 

The role educators have in 
more equitable diagnoses 

One of the issues I discovered was 
that there are multiple barriers to 
getting a diagnosis in females. These 
include parental perception, but also 
lack of information and even clinical 
bias, where many in the field continue 
to view autism as a “boy’s disorder.” 
Additionally, with less readily available 

As an OTR (registered occupational therapist and Director of Portfolio Management and Delivery at Pearson Clinical 
Assessment, I have extensive experience working with students who have been diagnosed with a variety of conditions. 
And, as a mom of an autistic daughter, I understand on a personal level how challenging it can be to get the diagnosis 
that’s needed — and why it’s imperative that schools join caregivers in their quest for answers. 
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information regarding females 
and autism, it’s more difficult for 
concerned parents to find out what 
they need to know.  

Taken together, all these factors  
can lead to delays in recognizing 
autistic profiles, which, in turn, 
delays referrals. It’s no surprise that 
research indicates many girls with 
autism are not properly diagnosed. 

Screening is the first step in the 
early intervention and identification 
process, which is vital to begin 
implementing supports and therapy 
to facilitate success. Early detection 
is key in terms of improving both 
academic outcomes and social 
needs. Students who are diagnosed 
later might not thrive to the extent 
possible, which in turn can impact 
mental health, social skills and more. 

Early detection also helps families 
better understand their child’s needs 
and advocate for them, as schools  
can act as a gateway to the resources 
and services caregivers need but  
might otherwise be unable to access  
or afford.  

Autism screening should be included 
as part of a comprehensive mental 
health approach, given how the two 
conditions are intertwined. Studies 
show around 70% of children and 
young people with autism experience 
one mental health condition, while  
41% experience two or more mental 
health diagnoses.   

Assessments and support  
that can help promote  
better outcomes 

While the benefits of screening for 
autism are clear, I know schools are 
constantly challenged to find funding 
for any programs, even those with 
clear benefits. That’s why I am proud 
of the wide array of tools in the 
Mental Health Resource Center that 
Pearson has assembled.  

I also believe in the power of staff 
education and training. Working with 
autistic students can be challenging, 
but the more educators understand, 
the more support they can provide. 
A whole host of environmental 
and interpersonal factors can 
impact students’ participation level, 

but fortunately, there are ways 
educators can adjust their physical 
classroom set up and daily routine to 
accommodate a wide variety of needs. 

Pearson provides a number of 
assessments that can identify 
students with autism and their needs, 
which can initiate the journey to 
provide the individual supports that 
will foster success: 

• �Vineland™ Adaptive Behavior 
Scales (Vineland™-3) provides 
a standardized way to assess an 
individual’s social and practical  
skills to meet the demands of 
everyday living; it uses multi-faceted 
inputs from caregivers and teachers 
to triangulate those different 
perspectives. 

• �The PEDI-CAT can be used to 
support a key assessment goal 
of gaining understanding of 
the support needs required to 
participate in daily activities. 

• �Sensory Profile™ 2 offers insight  
that can help educators make the 
right accommodations and help 
autistic students become masters of 
their own environment. 

Focus on the strengths 

By working together, we can make sure the right processes 
are in place to facilitate screening and make sure it’s 
carried out effectively and efficiently.  

The most essential support — as with any area of child 
development — is to embrace their strengths. Don’t spend 
your energy lamenting what an individual can’t do or won’t 
do. Focus on where they thrive — what they can do and 
what they choose to do.  

That’s what will set the child up for success within the 

classroom environment as well as in all other facets of 
their life. “Focus on the positives” is my mantra, and it can 
be yours too. 

Hughes recommends districts tap into the myriad of free 
tools Pearson provides. For more resources to support all 
of your students, visit Pearson’s Autism Resource Center.

Copyright © 2025 Pearson Education, Inc. All rights reserved.  C12552 SR 04/25

800-627-7271   |   PearsonAssessments.com
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5 Key Ways to Support Students With Learning Differences
By Arianna Prothero

M any teachers don’t receive 
training in their teach-
er-preparation programs 
on common learning dif-
ferences, say experts. And 

that can leave teachers feeling uncertain about 
how to best support students in their classrooms 
who have dyslexia, dysgraphia, or dyscalculia.

Dyslexia affects the ability to read, dys-
graphia impacts the ability to write, and dy-
scalculia impairs the ability to do math.

Given that students with learning differ-
ences spend most of their time in general ed-
ucation classrooms, educators should to be 
prepared to discuss with students why they 
struggle to read, write, or do math.

Here are five tips on how to do that, accord-
ing to several experts who spoke with Educa-
tion Week for a recent special report on under-
standing learning differences.

1. Set the tone by building 
relationships

It’s much easier for teachers to support stu-
dents’ learning if they can hear directly from 
students what they need. But students aren’t 
going to open up about their struggles without 
first having a positive relationship with their 
teacher, said Benjamin Tillotson, a special ed-
ucation teacher in Salt Lake City.

Teachers should set the tone by talking 
with students directly about the fact that they 
have dyslexia and what that means for them. 
That conversation should be upbeat and  
forward-looking, focusing on potential prog-
ress so that students’ learning differences 
aren’t only highlighted when they’re failing 
academically.

“It’s about fostering not only a relationship 
with a student, but I’m creating a safe environ-
ment for them to communicate that they have 
a disability,” Tillotson said.

2. Create a supportive classroom 
environment

Students with learning disabilities are 
going to be more risk-averse if they feel like 
they will be shamed by classmates when they 
struggle to do math, read, or write. Teachers 
play an important role in normalizing neuro-

diversity, said Rachel Ganz, a pediatric neu-
ropsychologist for the Child Mind Institute, a 
nonprofit that supports children with mental 
health and learning disorders.

Ganz recommends that teachers talk to the 
entire class about how everyone has strengths 
and weaknesses, using phrases like, “John-
ny learns differently than Sarah,” or “Sarah 
might need to sit in a quiet setting to read.” 
Explain that students have brains that work 
differently, Ganz said, just like they have dif-
ferent hobbies, likes, and dislikes.

“Talking about it openly as a class, I think, 
leads to more acceptance and, hopefully, 
for students to advocate for themselves,”  
she said.

If teachers feel like these types of class-
room conversations are out of their depth, 
they should enlist the help of a school psychol-
ogist, counselor, or parent of a student with a 
learning disability to come in and give a talk 
to the class.

3. Know about common learning 
differences

Teachers don’t need a neuroscientist’s un-
derstanding of how students’ brains are wired, 
but it is important for them to have a basic un-
derstanding of common learning differences, 
said Edward Hubbard, associate professor in 
educational psychology at the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison.

He uses this analogy: “If I go out to the 
garage and my car doesn’t start, it might be 
useful for me to know if it’s out of gas or if the 
battery is dead. Because I’m going to do very 
different things to fix [it],” he said. “I am not 
very mechanically inclined, but I have to know 
a little bit about what is happening under the 
hood to decide what is going to be the right 
strategy to solve this problem.”

Not only does this help teachers tailor 
instruction to their students better, it helps 
prevent them from unintentionally shaming 
students.

Robin Zikmund is a mother of a high 
schooler with dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dys-
graphia. She said all educators in a school 
should be familiar with common neurodi-
vergent disorders and their students’ IEPs. 
She remembers her son coming home from 
school “in a puddle” because the music 
teacher didn’t understand his dyslexia and 
embarrassed him in front of the class because 
he couldn’t read music.

4. Don’t fall for ‘neuromyths’

Teachers should be familiar with common 
myths about learning differences so they are 
prepared to dispel them among students and 
don’t perpetuate these myths themselves.

One of the most entrenched neuromyths, 
said Hubbard, is the belief that students are 
either visual or auditory learners.
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This matters because some research has 
found that preservice teachers who can sep-
arate brain science facts from fiction are also 
more likely to understand evidence-based 
teaching practices.

People often falsely believe that children 
outgrow conditions such as dyscalculia, dys-
graphia, and dyslexia—or that dyslexia is more 
common among boys or only affects English 
speakers, according to the University of Flor-
ida Literacy Institute.

5. Promote a growth mindset, but 
be honest with students about 
challenges

Teachers should tell their students that a 
learning difference is a fact of biology, not the 
outcome of a lack of intelligence and willpow-
er. But all brains have plasticity and change in 
response to learning. With time and practice, 
students will improve.

However, teachers should be careful not 
to prime students for failure by telling them 
that while their learning difference will cause 
them to struggle in some academic pursuits, 
it will lead them to excel in others. That can 
backfire, said Holly Lane, the director of the 
University of Florida Literacy Institute and 
an associate professor of special education. 
If students find that they aren’t geniuses or 
superstars in other areas, they can end up 
feeling worse.

“People talk about dyslexia being a gift,” 
Lane said. “I think that’s a problem, because 
for a lot of kids there’s nothing gift-like about 
it. It can be a real challenge.”

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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The Steps Schools Should  
Take So All Students Can Use Ed Tech
By Lauraine Langreo

M uch of what a student 
needs to do for school is 
online nowadays. Stu-
dents need to access and 
submit their assignments 

on learning management systems; teachers use 
videos, online quiz apps, or digital games for 
student engagement; and an increasing num-
ber of schools are using adaptive learning pro-
grams to help supplement instruction.

But these digital tools are not always built to 
accommodate all students, especially those with 
disabilities or multilingual learners. Some edu-
cational technologies might not have captions for 
videos, their content might not be easily readable 
by students who need to use screen readers, or 
they might not have the option for students with 
physical disabilities to verbalize their responses.

To help schools create more accessible digital 
learning environments, the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Educational Technology 
and the Office of Special Education and Reha-
bilitative Services in January published a brief on 
digital accessibility that provides recommenda-
tions for districts to consider. The brief was pro-
duced under the direction of the Biden adminis-
tration, not the current Trump administration.

The accessibility advice for schools came 
nine months after an update to regulations 
for Title II of the Americans with Disabilities 

Act, which calls for public entities—including 
schools—to verify that those with vision, hear-
ing, cognitive, and manual dexterity disabili-
ties can access their online content.

In a conversation with Education Week, 
Desmond Rudd, an American University pro-
fessor who works on special education issues 
and served as the project lead for developing the 
Education Department brief, discussed what 
accessibility is, why it’s important, and what 
schools need to do to ensure their digital infra-
structure meets the needs of all students.

This interview has been edited for brevity 
and clarity.

What does the brief mean  
by ‘digital accessibility’?

We’re really focused on making sure that 

when we’re talking about online platforms 
and engaging students from the digital  
perspective—anything that is based online 
or using any form of technology—students 
should be able to have equal access and op-
portunity to whatever is happening within 
that classroom, regardless of their disabili-
ty. [It’s about] specifically making sure that 
we’re reducing the barriers within our class-
room environment when using technology.

Why do K-12 schools need to think 
about this?

When we talk about digital infrastructure, 
accessibility is a prerequisite. It is founda-
tional. [The digital infrastructure] impacts 
our daily lives. It’s a huge part of us making 
sense of what is happening, of being able to 
determine whether something is factual or 
not factual. It’s also the distance between 
whether or not someone’s going to have a sol-
id education.

For instance, let’s think about someone 
who may be hearing-impaired or has a visu-
al impairment of some sort. That can be very 
difficult if their resources online aren’t acces-
sible. It isn’t conducive for learning.

That is why it is so important that we 
should be talking about this, that schools 
should be worried about it, because it is pro-
ducing the next generation of leaders within 
our society.

What’s one thing districts and 
schools need to do if they want  
to make their digital infrastructure 
more accessible?

The first thing that they could do is stop 
working in silos. When we talk about creating 
things that are accessible, it’s not just a spe-
cial education department’s job. The school 
leadership needs to be on board with it. The 
IT department needs to be on board with it, 
as well as procurement. We need to make 
sure that we are communicating with each 
other, sharing ideas and thoughts around 
what we think about accessibility and how we 
approach it.

What other steps should schools 
take?

Assess what you have, what you don’t have, 
and bring in everyone in the room, including 
special educators, your speech language pa-
thologist who deals with the assistive technol-
ogy pieces; you want to bring in school leaders’ 
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voices, as well as your procurement team. 
Bringing them all to the table is going to be 
really important as you talk about the idea of 
digital accessibility.

Once you do that, gather information, 
thoughts, and opinions around how you all 
define digital accessibility and create specific 
pieces around who’s responsible for what.

Engage with other school districts. People 
are doing this work across our country. We’ve 
seen it, and it’s highlighted within our acces-
sibility brief, as well as our national ed-tech 
plan. Be in community with those who are 
also having the same issues, because you’re 
not the only school having issues around dig-
ital accessibility.

The last part within that is to develop a rig-
orous plan so that everyone understands who’s 
a part of what. Educate your families on what’s 
happening.

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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The Essential Skill Students With Learning Differences Need
By Arianna Prothero

I t’s not enough for schools to help stu-
dents with learning differences or 
disabilities shore up their academ-
ic weaknesses. Students also need 
to learn how to communicate with  

others—particularly adults—about their 
unique needs, experts say.

Self-advocacy is a vital skill for future 
success in college and the workforce for stu-
dents with dyslexia, attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder, or other learning challeng-
es. Throughout their lives, neurodivergent 
students will find themselves in situations 
where they must explain the particulars 
of their learning differences or disabilities 
to teachers, coworkers, and employers as 
well as what accommodations they need to  
succeed—whether it’s a formal individual-
ized education program, extra time to per-
form tasks, or simply what they know helps 
them do their best work.

They won’t always have their parents or 
a school psychologist there to help them, 
say experts, so it’s important that schools 
start teaching students how to advocate for 
their needs, starting as early as elementary 
school.

“I’ve had to push for IEP accommodations 
specifically my entire life,” said Jacquelyn 
Taylor, a student at the University of Rhode 
Island. She is also an advocate for people with 
learning disabilities, sharing her experiences 
as a student with dyslexia and dyscalculia.

“A lot of students go through this,” she said 
during an Oct. 17 Education Week K-12 Essen-
tials Forum about how to help students with 
learning differences.

Taylor said convincing high school teach-
ers she was struggling was particularly diffi-
cult because she was a straight A student.

“On the surface level, it seemed like I’m 
totally fine, I understand the material,” she 
said. “But beneath that, I was spending so 
much time on a specific assignment that prob-
ably should have taken kids 30 minutes. I was 
spending an hour-plus.”

She also sought out a lot of additional 
help from friends and family members to 
complete her assignments. Taylor said she 
had to learn to speak up in her IEP meetings 
and push back against adults in her school 
who said her grades were an indication that 

she was doing fine, when she knew she was  
struggling.

Asking for help can be very  
difficult for some students

For some students, self-advocacy comes 
naturally, said Danielle Kovach, an elemen-
tary special education teacher based in New 
Jersey and the past president of the Council 
for Exceptional Children. But others will need 
help flexing those muscles, she said.

“A lot of times asking for that help is so  
difficult—it doesn’t happen overnight,” she 
said, speaking on a panel for the Education 
Week forum. “As educators, we encourage 
them, move them along, and teach them 
leading by example on how to advocate for 
yourself.”

That means teachers need to notice when 
students with learning differences are struggling 
or getting frustrated in class, she said, as well as 
asking students if they need help and what could 
help address what they’re struggling with.

It’s also important for teachers to develop 
strong relationships with students and create 
supportive classroom environments, experts 
say, where those students feel like they can 
take risks and voice their challenges and needs 
without fear of getting shamed.

That starts with educators assessing their 
own sometimes misguided perceptions of 
students with learning differences and other  
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neurodivergent conditions, Kovach said.
“I hear sometimes from teachers, ‘Well, I 

can’t do this for them. That’s not fair. I can’t 
give them extra time when the other kids 
don’t get extra time,’” she said. “It’s import-
ant to realize that when we accommodate 
students, when we differentiate, we’re just 
leveling the playing field. We’re making it 
equally as challenging for that student as it 
would be for anyone else.”

Students should learn how  
to explain the details of their 
learning differences

It can also help students better advocate 
for themselves if they know and can explain 
some details about the learning difference 
they have been diagnosed with, experts say. 
For example, specific areas of their brain re-
lated to, say, language or quantity may pro-
cess information differently.

These skills are especially important 
when students transition into post-secondary 
education or the workforce, where professors 
and bosses may have little to no information 
about their students’ or employees’ learning 
differences.

Edward Hubbard is an associate professor 
of educational psychology at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison who studies dyscal-
culia. He said during the Education Week fo-
rum that he frequently makes changes to his 
classes based on feedback from students with 
specific learning needs, and he finds that his 
other students also benefit from those accom-
modations. For example, he started providing 
recordings of his lectures with captioning to 
all his classes based on the accommodation he 
was asked to provide to one student.

Because of privacy rules, Hubbard said 
he receives very little information on his stu-
dents’ learning differences. That’s why it’s 
important for students to learn how to ad-
vocate for themselves before they get to col-
lege, so they feel confident to approach their  
professors—or bosses—with their needs.

“Your professors can help advocate for you 
if you are able to go—and willing to go—and 
talk to them about what you need to be suc-
cessful,” he said.

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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Autistic Isn't a Bad Word: The Case  
For Rethinking Your Language
By Elizabeth Greenwell

H e’s autistic,” I say, respond-
ing to a question about my 
9-year-old son.

After shifting in her chair, 
a co-worker responds: “It 

must be hard to have a child on the spectrum.”
A version of this conversation has hap-

pened many times during the past year or two, 
as I’m trying to switch from person-first lan-
guage to using the identity-first terminology 
recently preferred by many autistic adults.

As a veteran teacher, I’ve taught the Psy-
chology of the Exceptional Child course for 
many years to teacher-candidates. I work ev-
ery day in special education teaching middle 
and high schoolers with learning differences. 
I’ve also fostered and parented neurodiver-
gent children. So, I’ve been the poster child 
for person-first language for the last 20 years— 
a linguistic approach that puts the person 
(“child”) before the disability (“autism”). This 
long-taught technique is the equivalent of say-
ing, “John has autism like Sue has cancer.” In 
the past, I might argue, “We don’t say John is 
autistic just like we wouldn’t say Sue is cancer-
ous.” It would be a classic argument.

But here is the problem: Cancer is bad. Who 
would argue with that premise? Cancer is a dis-
ease. It isn’t part of who you are, intrinsically. 
Autism is neither bad nor good. Instead, it is a 
neurodivergence—a way of communicating 
differently, of sensing things more or less than 
others, of having hyperfocused interests—not a 
disease that needs eradicating.

This shift in my language started a few 
months after I joined Autism Inclusivity, a 
Facebook group that as of April 3 is run by 16 
autistic adults with 150,003 group members 
and growing. The group has several thou-
sand autistic adults who help parents learn 
how to relate to their neurodivergent chil-
dren. The group description states, “This is an  
Autistic-led group for parents and caregivers 
of Autistic children to ask questions. … As such 
this group respectfully centers upon Autistic 
voices. We seek to educate in this group so 
that current and future generations of Autistic  

children can be better understood and sup-
ported with their needs.”

The Autism Inclusivity group can be tough 
on neurotypicals at times but also provides in-
valuable insight because some members are 
the first generation who have grown up with a 
diagnosis and can say what language, teach-
ing, and parenting style worked for them and 
which may have been harmful to their well- 
being or self-image.

When asked by parents why autistic mem-
bers self-identify as “autistic,” group members 
sometimes post a meme showing a person 
standing on a rainbow (on a spectrum), carrying 
a rainbow bag (has autism), and then being the 
rainbow (autistic). This was my aha moment—
when it all started to make sense. They are not 
a puzzle to be figured out and prefer the infinity 
sign over the puzzle piece that is promoted by 
Autism Speaks, an advocacy group that is not 
run by autistics. Many autistic adults don’t want 
money raised to find a “cure”—because they 
already like who they are. Every condition has 
varying degrees of functionality—a spectrum.

During April—Autism Acceptance Month— 
I hope you take a moment to step back and lis-
ten to the youth and adults who are part of a 
movement to change the way we refer to them, 
using identity-first language, as the Autistic 
Self-Advocacy Network encourages. Just as 
the Deaf community doesn’t want to be called 
people with hearing impairments since they 
see the value of Deaf culture, so, too, do the 
autistics in the world have a right to a cultural 
voice. Some neurodivergent people prefer dif-
ferent terminology than what many educators 
are used to. We need to focus on empowering 
their neurodivergence instead of our comfort 
level as neurotypical educators taught best 
practices by neurotypical instructors. Maybe 
it isn’t best practice after all.

Perhaps the best way to do better is simple: 
Listen to other voices in the community and 
ask each person what they prefer to be called. 
That is putting the person first in real life, not 
just assuming their preference in language.

My son is 9. For now, he loves learning sports 
facts and geography. He can beat me on any 
trivia question about U.S. presidents or British 

monarchs, but I’m still better at math than he. 
(He had his times tables memorized by 5, so he’s 
going to catch me soon!) He’s a great writer and 
loves to play soccer. He enjoys hanging out with 
our cats, his sisters, and his Uncle Rob.

I often find him wearing colorful mis-
matched shoes—one tie-dye Croc and one slip-
on shoe with superhero designs. He likes to keep 
his hair long and pants short—even in winter. 
He’d rather eat asparagus or broccoli than brush 
his teeth—even with bubble-gum-flavored 
toothpaste. And when I asked him if he had an 
opinion on autism language, he shrugged his 
shoulders and said, “I prefer to be called Jez,” the 
nickname we have called him since birth. I find 
value in that, in allowing my 3rd grader the space 
to be uniquely himself just as I allow my students 
to be fully autistic without having to mask their 
neurodivergent characteristics in my classroom.

With 1 in 36 children now diagnosed with au-
tism spectrum disorders, most of my fellow 
teachers will spend some of their careers teach-
ing autistic students. Consider listening harder 
to the neurodivergent voices in the room and try 
saying “autistic,” instead. If it makes a fellow ed-
ucator squirm, explain why you changed to  
identity-first language. We all have an obligation 
to listen to the voices different from our own and 
to be advocates for the students we teach.

Elizabeth Greenwell is a teacher at Wye River 
Upper School in Centreville, Md., and the author 
of four children’s books. Her writing has been 
featured in Education Week, the Baltimore Sun, 
and several local news outlets.
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