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What you can expect today: 

• Our morning session will last about 2 hours. 

• We will explore what neurodiversity means. 

• We will consider how we can create spaces that are accessible and inclusive. 

• We will have a fantastic lunch and take a break.

• We will spend an hour sharing challenges and brainstorming possible solutions. 



What I ask of you: 

• Engage in a manner that is comfortable to you. 

• Silence your phones.

• Turn off your emails ☺

• Be open to new ideas. 

• Reflect on your own experiences. 

• Take a break when needed. 

• Where hats/ glasses/ layers/ whatever you need. 



I’ve brought a clock. 

Overview of neurodiversity (about 30 mins.)

Overview of UDL (about 15 mins.)

Application of UDL to impact neurodiverse 
learners (50 mins.)

Lunch

Workshop opportunity (60 mins.)



Let’s work towards answering this question today: 

How can you create a welcoming, accessible and inclusive environment for all? 

What other questions should we aim to answer? 



“A system without diversity has no resilience.” 

– Christy Hutton 



Framing Neurodiversity 

There is no one "right" way of thinking, learning, & behaving. 

Differences are not viewed as deficits.



“Myth of Average”

If you have met one person with a disability, 
you have met one person with a disability. 

A group of people standing in front of a jet

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PTpQYDTgq7E


The Environment Is the Barrier – Not the Human 



The history of neurodiversity

• Judy Singer coined the term “neurodiversity” in 
the 1990’s 

• The neurodiversity movement is relatively young, 
and no movement is completely homogenous. 





The Neurodiversity 
Paradigm 

– Nick Walker 



Common terms

• Learner Variability – Each student has their own strengths and challenges that are interconnected and 
vary according to context.  

• Neurotypical – A social construct that suggests brains must fall within a “typical range.”

• Neurodivergent – Opposite of Neurotypical, brains that fall outside the “typical range.” Does not 
necessarily equate to a disability. There are no medical criteria or definitions of what it means to be 
neurodivergent. 

• Neurodiversity – Credited to Autism communities in the 1990’s. The idea that there is nothing wrong with 
our brains. Everyone just has a slightly different brain. 

• Neurodiverse – A group of people with “different” brains. Students in your class are neurodiverse.  





How many people identify as neurodivergent? 

• 19% of adult citizens identify as neurodiverse

• Though these numbers are not accurate because:
• Stigma 
• Acquired neurodiversity 
• Lack of understanding as to what neurodiversity means 



Data from the CDC showing an increase in the reported prevalence of autism 
spectrum disorder: 
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Challenges often associated 
w/ neurodiversity in higher 

education

Broadly 

• Social exclusion and isolation 
• Racism, sexism, ageism, ableism, etc.
• Bullying and discrimination 
• Suicidal ideation 
• Mental and physical illness 
• Comorbid neurodevelopmental disorders 
• Struggles with employment/ poverty 



Strengths often 
associated w/  
neurodiversity 

• Strong understanding of strengths 
• Diversity in thought and thought process 
• Innovative ideas 
• Comfort in questioning how things are done
• Ability to draw connections between obscure points 
• Detail oriented
• Empathy 
• Specialized knowledge 



Observations that you shared: 

• Challenges supporting students with diverse learning backgrounds, especially 
when doing team-based work. 

• Lack of consistency among effort in the course (great on exams, don’t turn 
assignments in). 

• Students don’t seem to respond to instructions provided (whether in the class, 
work study or elsewhere). 

• I am neurodivergent – teaching/ mentoring neurotypical can be challenging. 



Strategies for welcoming everyone

“When you understand learner variability you see a design 
challenge, not a student problem.” 

- Barbara Pape  







Ensuring an 
accessible and 

welcoming 
environment 



Oh No Rex!



Just climb Jumbo! 
Climb!



Universal Design for Learning –
Brain-based origins



Universal
Design for 
Learning





Cultivating Learner Agency for All

• Focus on executive function and what it means for learning. 
• Start together – Create a predictable routine.
 

• Build learner agency. 
• Goal setting and reflection – Students set goals and reflect on their learning experiences.

• Co-design options with learners. 
• Jigsaw activities – Divide students into groups, have them research and teach their peers. 

• Recognize and elevate student voice as a means of removing bias and exclusionary practices.
• Incorporate personal experiences – Provide opportunities personal stories. 



Let’s apply it: 

link to the UDL Guidelines hyperlink Google doc

https://docs.google.com/document/d/16AAWxyfWNDrxSep0er6dEtiD2x4j40oMvbjZvrNeXwY/edit


Here are some of the strategies you shared that you do: 
• Flexible deadlines on assignments. 

• Provide examples of different group roles for group work. 

• Build guard rails for students throughout the semester to check-in on their learning and progress. 

• Offer mini-graded assignments throughout the semester. 

• Help students pair up on projects based on interest or skill level. 

• Flip the class, such that new learning is done outside of class and application is done in class. 

• Ask students to lead short discussions on the topics covered in the assigned work. 

• Share instructions verbally with an accompanying diagram of what steps to take first. 

• Embrace the technology that students are using daily – finding Tik Tok videos related to course content. 

• Ask students to turn in their chapter notes (in any format comfortable to them) in lieu of online homework. 

• Dim the overhead lights in an office/ classroom. 

• Create a parking lot for questions comments that students want to share but the moment might not be right. 

• Offer a token system for late work (or late arrival to a job) – students get 2 free tokens to use anytime during the semester without a 
need for an explanation. 

• Make sure the required texts are also available in audio format. 

• Make sure all course content is audio-captioned. Alerting students to how to use zoom and you tube captions. 

• Use of TILT (Transparency In Learning and Teaching) for assignment instructions. 



UDL and the +1 Approach 

• UDL does NOT mean teaching a course or designing a program 30 different ways. 

• UDL means offering one more choice → +1 approach 

• Adding +1 choice offers students choice in how they engage, comprehend and 
demonstrate their new knowledge.



Neurodiversity and UDL: 

Students, Staff & Faculty 



Addressing 
Student
Challenges

Common, but not exhaustive, challenges for students: 

• The tension between trying to be “normal” and embracing their identity. 

• Executive functioning may look different (highly focused, or not so much).

• Social interactions may be scary or super exciting (hesitancy, or over 
involvement).

• Avoidance of help to try and pass college w/o “special treatment.” 

• Stigma may be sought or avoided (proud neurodiversity, avoidance of 
support).

• Asking for help may be very comfortable or not at all (in your office all the 
time, loads of emails, or hidden concerns).



Plus 1 strategies to support executive functioning tasks

• Scaffold course content and assessments  
• Organize your course LMS to reduce cognitive energy (hunting to find things)
• Be transparent as to “why” you're doing this assessment – have very clear goals and objectives 
• Offer initial guidance in how you do something (read a journal article, cite research, run analysis)
• Help students break the work down (chunk reading)
• Avoid large blocks of text 
• Verbalize instructions, while also giving out written instructions 
• Be thoughtful of sensory overload (music, light, noise, avoid bright contrasting PPTs)
• Encourage them to make a checklist of things they must do to complete an assignment 



What might be on 
the checklist? 



Plus 1 strategies for supporting social interactions

• Begin the course with course norms (develop them as a group).

• Verbalize and write your expectations down. 

• Use essential questions to guide each class session. 

• Consider prompts for assignment work (what is the focus, why is it assigned?)

• Offer flexibility around participation. 

• Be mindful of emotional triggers (red pens, all capped emails). 



Plus 1 strategies for supporting students with group work

• Detail what group work will look like (roles, grading structure, methods to express concerns).

• Provide explicit instructions on how to work in groups including. 

• Offer guidance around how to make decisions about workload, etc. 

• Encourage them to share personal contact information.

• Ask them to develop a group communication plan. 

• Help them to adopt a collaborative mind set.



Plus 1 strategies for navigating stigma and asking for help: 

• Create a welcoming environment from the start – include a statement on your syllabus about 
accessibility. 

• Talk about neurodiversity in the first class, that you recognize none of us learn a like. Show the 
cockpit video. 

• Remind students of different ways to ask for help – office hours, email, before/after class, library, 
learning center, disability center. 

• Remind students of available resources multiple times throughout class. 



Let’s apply these strategies to one of your 
case studies 



Start with these questions: 

Why are students 
completing this 
task/exercise, learning 
this information, what is 
the goal? 

01

What information are 
your students expected 
to absorb/ 
demonstrate? 

02

How are your students 
expected to access/ 
demonstrate this 
information? 

03



What is the pinch point?

What barriers might a neurodiverse student face in your course? 



Freshman Seminar: Heroes, Lovers, and Demons: British Literature from 
Beowulf to the Eighteenth Century



Step 1: What is goal? 

Goal:
 

• To foster productive, meaningful discussions about the fictional texts we are reading. 

45



Step 2: What is the design to reach that goal? 

Goal: 
• To foster productive, meaningful discussions about the fictional texts we are 

reading. 

Curriculum Design: 
• Read the text between classes, come to class with 1) observation of the text 

and 2) a clarifying question. 
• Share your observation and question in class. 
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Step 3: What is the pinch point?

Goal: 
• To foster productive, meaningful discussions about the fictional texts we are reading. 

Curriculum Design: 
• Read the text between classes, come to class with 1) observation of the text and 2) a 

clarifying question. 
• Share your observation and question in class. 

Pinch Point:
• Students are not reading the text ahead of class. 
• Students do not seem to be paying attention when others are speaking in class. 
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Step 4: Add in your Plus One Strategy

Goal: 
• To foster productive, meaningful discussions about the fictional texts we are reading. 

Curriculum Design: 
• Read the text between classes, come to class with 1) observation of the text and 2) a clarifying 

question. 
• Share your observation and question in class. 

Pinch Point:
• Students are not reading the text ahead of class. 
• Students do not seem to be paying attention when others are speaking in class. 

      Plus 1 Strategy(ies): 
○ Make sure the book is also available in audio format (tell students where they ca get that). 
○ Pair students up for 5 minutes to reflect on their observations. Ask the pair to report out a new 

clarifying question after that conversation. Ask students to record, on the board, their questions. Pair 
up again (new partner) and consider the questions. Report out. 
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Step 5: Reflect

• What options worked well to support the learning? How do you know (i.e., 
exit tickets, student surveys, personal reflections, etc.)

• Where were there still barriers? What design can you do next?

49



Strategies for All 
in Different Types 
of Situations 



Common challenges for faculty and staff: 

• Executive functioning may look different (highly focused, or not so much).

• Navigating discourse may include tactics or avoidance (excited to debate or withdrawing completely).

• Social interactions may be daunting or super exciting (hesitancy, or over involvement).

• Stigma may be sought or avoided (proud neurodiversity, avoidance of support).

• Avoiding disclosure for fear of judgement, may impact chances of promotion. 

• Other “characteristics” that you want to share. 



Supporting neurodivergent colleagues 

• Meetings (send agendas ahead of time, note the sensory of the room, have a note taker, when possible, allow 
zoom).  

• Emails (be direct and concrete). 

• Allow for flexibility where possible (choose teaching times, choice of online s. in-person teaching, etc.).

• Designate and remind each other of the quiet areas and mitigate the effects of overstimulating environments.

• Communicate proactively about scheduling and changes.

• Give clear directives, so the invisible expectations become visible.

• Differentiate PD and offer topics related to executive function and organization.



Strategies for inclusive faculty/ staff interactions 

• Offer small adjustments to a workspace to accommodate any sensory needs, such as:
• Sound sensitivity: Offer a quiet break space, communicate expected loud noises (like fire drills), offer 

noise-cancelling headphones.
• Tactile: Allow modifications to the usual work uniform.
• Movements: Allow the use of fidget toys, allow extra movement breaks, offer flexible seating.

• Inform people about workplace/social etiquette, and don't assume someone is deliberately breaking the 
rules or being rude.

• Try to give advance notice if plans are changing, and provide a reason for the change.



Strategies for inclusive faculty/ staff interactions 

• Use a clear communication style:
• Avoid sarcasm, euphemisms, and implied messages.
• Provide concise verbal and written instructions for tasks, and break tasks down into small steps.

• Don't make assumptions — ask a person's individual preferences, needs, and goals.

• Be kind, be patient.



Mandatory Employee 
Training 



Step 1: What is goal? 

Goal: 
To provide mandatory Title IX training to new employees. 
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Step 2: What is the design to reach that goal? 

Goal: 
 To provide mandatory Title IX training to new employees. 

Curriculum Design: 
• New employee in-person 3-hour training. 
• Combination of lecture, videos and case scenarios. 
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Step 3: What is the pinch point?

Goal: 
 To provide mandatory Title IX training to new employees. 

Curriculum Design: 
• New employee in-person 3-hour training. 
• Combination of lecture, videos and case scenarios. 

Pinch Points:
• New employees are unable to maintain focus. 
• Some employees come late or need to leave early. 
• The content of some of the training appears to impact some employees negatively. 
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Step 4: Add in your Plus One Strategy

• Goal: 
 To provide mandatory Title IX training to new employees. 

• Curriculum Design: 
• New employee in-person 3-hour training. 
• Combination of lecture, videos and case scenarios. 

• Pinch Points:
• New employees are unable to maintain focus. 
• Some employees come late or need to leave early. 
• The content of some of the training appears to impact some employees negatively.

•      Plus 1 Strategy: 
• Incorporate breaks throughout the training. 
• Provide an agenda for the training, noting when triggering content might be shared. 
• Offer alternatives to the in-person training, asynchronous self-paced modules. 
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Step 5: Reflect

• What options worked well to support the learning? How do you know (i.e., exit tickets, 
student surveys, personal reflections, etc)

• Where were there still barriers? What design can you do next?
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Summary: to design for 
neurodiversity

1. Know the goal
2. Identify pinch points in current design
3. Identify plus one strategies.
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Distinguishing between UDL and Accommodations 

• UDL – Designing courses, meetings, trainings to be usable by the greatest 
number of people from the start. 

• Accommodations – individualized supports for one person. 

A strong suggestion: Do not informally accommodate.



Lunch 



Workshop 



What you can expect now: 

• Our session will last 1 hour. 

• We will apply UDL strategies to our work, with a goal towards creating an inclusive space 
for all. 

• Engage in a manner that works for you. 

• I will encourage you to connect with others to get new ideas, if you’d prefer to work alone, 
that is fine too. 



A reminder: UDL and the +1 Approach 

• UDL means offering one more choice → +1 approach 

• Adding +1 choice offers choice in how our communities engage, comprehend 
and demonstrate their knowledge.



Start with these questions: 

Why are students 
completing this 
task/exercise, learning 
this information, what is 
the goal? 

01

What information are 
your students expected 
to absorb/ 
demonstrate? 

02

How are your students 
expected to access/ 
demonstrate this 
information? 

03



Identify your pinch point

What barriers might a neurodiverse community member face in this situation? 



Explore the UDL Guidelines

Take notes

Make connections to what 
you already do



Step 1: What is goal of the course/ activity? 

Goal: 
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Step 2: What is the design to reach that goal? 

Goal: 

Curriculum/ Meeting Design: 
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Step 3: What is the pinch point?

• Goal: 

• Curriculum/ Meeting Design: 

• Pinch Point:
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Step 4: Add in your Plus 
One Strategy

Goal: 

Curriculum/ Meeting Design: 

Pinch Point:

Plus 1 Strategy: 
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Step 5: Reflect

• What options worked well to support the learning? How do you know (i.e., exit 
tickets, student surveys, personal reflections, etc).

• Where were there still barriers? What design can you do next?
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Report back 



Summary: 
Design for neurodiversity

• Know the goal
• Identify pinch points in current design
• Identify plus one strategies

76



Planning My Next Steps

Use the worksheet to think about your UDL efforts over the next 20 days and 20 months. These 
strategies might be more involved than the strategies we worked through today. 



Thank you 

Questions? 

Bragging opportunities? 

Please share them with me at: 
Kirsten.Behling@tufts.edu 

mailto:Kirsten.Behling@tufts.edu
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