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Presenter
Presentation Notes
 My name is Devon MacEachron. I’m a psychologist in private practice in New York city specializing in neuropsych assessment and educational advising for gifted and twice-exceptional learners.  For those of you who may not know the latter term – twice exceptional refers to individuals who are simultaneously very smart and who also have a disability like dyslexia, ADHD, or autism.  I got interested in twice-exceptionality as the parent of my own children who are smart, but also dyslexic and have ADHD.  The combination of exceptional strengths and weaknesses in the same child can be puzzling to parents, teachers, and of course very frustrating to the student himself.  It can be hard to identify and diagnose such learners and find services and create programs that address both sides of the child’s profile – the high ability and the dis-ability. That’s why I became a specialist in this population.  I also just find people who are “different” to be really interesting.  And I’m a huge advocate for appreciating mental diversity as something much more than a “disabling” condition. In fact, many such differences come with a whole set of advantages.   Dyslexics tend to have strong visual-spatial skills. People with ADHD tend to be more creative and entrepreneurial than the rest of us. And persons with autism tend to have the ability to focus intensely on detail and become experts in an area of strong interest.  Neurodiverse individuals are unique thinkers who have the potential to contribute to society in important ways.  By understanding and supporting neurodiverse children we can help unlock their amazing potential.  Minna Rotman asked me to join this conference after viewing a video I did on this topic for NowThis news that went “viral” last summer, having been viewed about 30 million times. I believe the interest in this topic and momentum of the neurodiversity movement is growing. 



What does the term “Neurodiversity” mean? 

• Typical diversity categories include: race, gender, gender 
identity and expression, socio-economic status, sexual 
orientation, and age. 

• When we broaden the concept of diversity to include 
neurological differences, we speak of “neurodiversity.”

• “An idea which asserts that atypical (neurodivergent) 
neurological development is a normal human difference to 
be recognized and respected as any other human variation.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First I’d like to define what I mean by “neurodiversity.” When most of us think of diversity we think of diversity categories like: race, gender, gender identity and expression, socio-economic status, sexual orientation, and age. In the past century and a half these differences have led to major social revolutions including the civil rights movement, voting for women, equal pay, the transgender movement, and gay marriage. Broadening the concept of diversity to including neurological differences like ADHD, autism, dyslexia, bipolar, and other psychological and psychiatric differences leads to the concept of “neurodiversity.” Wikipedia defines neurodiversity as:  “…an idea which asserts that atypical (neurodivergent) neurological development is a normal human difference that is to be recognized and respected as any other human variation.” But as it is a new concept the definition is not yet cast in stone. 



Who started this Neurodiversity idea? 
• Australian autism advocate Judy Singer argued Asperger’s was a 

“socially constructed” category of neurodiversity, not a medical 
condition.  

• Journalist Harvey Blume suggested that people who are 
neurologically different - brainy geeks with Asperger's and other 
differences - may be better at the kind of thinking required to 
launch an innovative tech company than the rest of us. 
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The term “neurodiversity” was coined in the late 1990’s by two individuals at around the same time: Australian autism advocate Judy Singer and journalist Harvey Blume. Singer wrote a 1998 undergraduate thesis in sociology mapping out a new paradigm within the disability rights movement for autism. A synopsis of her ideas was published in 1999 in a book titled “Disability Discourse.” Singer argued that Asperger's Syndrome was not a medical condition, but rather a "socially-constructed" category of disability. Journalist Harvey Blume wrote an article called “Neurodiversity: on the neurological underpinnings of geekdom” published in the September, 1998 issue of The Atlantic magazine. He argued that people who are neurologically different – like brainy geeks with Asperger's – may be better at the kind of thinking required to launch an innovative tech company than the rest of us. People like Elon Musk, Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Mark Zuckerberg come across as neurologically different, although we don’t have a confirmed diagnosis for any of them.  What we do know is that Silicon Valley and the tech fields have significantly higher incidence rates of Asperger’s than elsewhere.  



Advocacy groups promoted the concept

• The idea of neurodiversity caught hold, and spread 
quickly through on-line advocacy groups.

• This occurred initially within the autism community.

• But soon the idea was adopted by other disability 
groups.
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In the late 1990’s and early 2000’s the idea of neurodiversity caught hold, spreading quickly through on-line advocacy groups.This occurred initially within the autism community.But soon the idea was adopted by other disability groups.Now, the notion of neurodiversity includes many different psychological and psychiatric differences. And it includes the twice exceptional students I mentioned earlier who are both gifted and have a disability. 



“The Power of Neurodiversity”

Dr. Thomas Armstrong

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2010, Dr. Thomas Armstrong published a book called The Power of Neurodiversity: Unleashing the Advantages of Your Differently Wired Brain. This is a terrific book. Armstrong argues that just as we use the terms “cultural diversity” and “biodiversity” to refer to the rich variety of social heritage and biological life, we need a term that conveys a sense of the richness of different kinds of brains.And “neurodiversity” is just the right word at the right time.Evidence from brain science, evolutionary psychology, and other fields has been accumulating to suggest that amid the dysfunction appearing in the brains of people with mental health labels, there are bright spots of promise and possibility. We have tended in the past to use negative, medicalized language to speak of brain diversity but generally positive naturalistic language to talk about cultural diversity and biodiversity. And we’ve tended to focus our energy on fixing what’s perceived as wrong or broken in individuals with differently wired brains. He argues it’s time for that to change, and I agree. We need to spend more time exploring the positive side of brain diversity. In case you’re interested, Dr. Armstrong travels the world giving talks to schools with titles like “How Our Schools Must Change to Reflect Current Scientific Thinking About Neuroplasticity” and “Neurodiversity in the Classroom:  Strength-Based Strategies to Help Students with Special Needs Achieve Success in School and Life.” 



Positive Psychology 

• Neurodiversity draws vitality from Positive Psychology. 
• Positive psychology was a reaction against psycho-analysis 

and behaviorism.  
• Emphasis is on: positive emotions, engagement, positive 

relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. 
• Builds on the humanistic movement: all people are 

inherently good and the drive towards self-actulaization. 

Presenter
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Neurodiversity draws some of its concepts and vitality from the positive psychology movement.Positive psychology was created as a reaction against Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and B.F. Skinner’s behaviorism, which were seen as focusing on "mental illness” and “fixing” maladaptive behaviors.Instead, Positive Psychology focuses on the belief that people want to lead meaningful and fulfilling lives, and that focusing on strengths and cultivating what is best within themselves facilitates this.  The emphasis in Positive Psychology is on: positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. Positive psychology builds on the broader humanistic movement. The humanistic movement holds that all people are inherently good and emphasizes the drive towards self-actualization, the process of realizing and expressing one's own capabilities and creativity. Self-actualization is "the full realization of one's potential" and being true to one's "true self.” 



Nathaniel: Asperger’s and Anxiety 

• Did well at school until demands increased in middle school. 
• Severe anxiety prompted evaluation.
• Two years of intensive support and therapeutic interventions.
• Self-advocate for return to mainstream school to advance 

ambitious goals.
• School willing to adapt to his unique needs. 

Presenter
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I’d like to personalize this by telling you the stories of three neurodiverse boys I’ve worked with over the years. I’ll start with Nathaniel. Nathaniel, now 16, has Asperger’s (high functioning autism). He was a strong student academically at one of the top schools in New York city until 6th grade when he became so withdrawn and anxious that he was diagnosed with a severe anxiety disorder and autism. It can be highly stressful for an autistic child to deal with the sensory stimulation (loud noises, commotion of people) typical of a large, busy classroom, group work, the social demands of school, perfectionism, shifting from one classroom and teacher to another as often begins in middle school, and, for many, engaging in open-ended tasks like report writing. Nathaniel just couldn’t handle it anymore.  His parents withdrew him from school, addressed his anxiety and autism therapeutically, and enrolled him in a small, quiet, nurturing school for twice-exceptional learners. He got a great deal of support there. He slowly recovered. Nathaniel came to me two years later because he had decided he wanted to re-enter the “real world” of mainstream education. His logic was that he wanted to go to a secondary school that provided AP classes in the sciences, and eventually to a good university where he would major in biology, so he should learn sooner rather than later how to handle less support than he was receiving in his specialized school. Nathaniel is nothing if not logical. He reminded me of a “little professor,” with his advanced vocabulary, sophisticated language, and somewhat robotic speech. Nathaniel's therapists worried he wouldn’t be able to handle a big, hectic high school. His parents were worried too. No one  wanted him to experience another breakdown. But Nathaniel was adamant in a way that only an autistic teen can be. I saw my role as supporting him in achieving his dreams – in becoming what he wanted to be by focusing on the positives not the negatives. Nathaniel has many strengths including gifted-level intelligence, a highly analytical mind, a prodigious memory, a diligent work ethic, and an intensely focused interest in biology. He wants to be a scientist, and his mind is very well-suited to that. We worked to modify the school environment and demands to accommodate Nathaniel’s needs. The school was, fortunately, open-minded to this. They agreed to let him leave the classroom and find his way to his next class a bit before the bell rang and the crush of students piled into the hallways. He was allowed to eat lunch in an office rather than the cafeteria. They agreed he could do more independent and less group work. The first few weeks he was assigned a 1:1 aide to help him learn the campus and school routines. A writing tutor was arranged for after school. A science teacher was identified as a mentor to help him try to enter science fair competitions. A specialist was sent into the school twice a year to provide assistance to Nathaniel's teachers on effective teaching and behavior management strategies for students with autism. While these adaptations required some considerable effort on the school’s part, they allowed a brilliant, neurodiverse teen to adapt to an environment friendly to his unique wiring. What a gift. Today, Nathaniel is getting straight A’s and is enrolled in two AP science classes as a sophomore. He has an internship working as a lab assistant at a marine biology facility. He hopes his work there will lead to a national science fair competition. He’s still anxious and he still has Asperger’s, but he’s on a path toward achieving his dreams. 



What’s missing in the “medical model”? 

• Most psychologists and doctors have been trained in 
the “medical model” of mental health. 

• ADHD, autism, dyslexia, and other learning disabilities 
are seen primarily as “disorders” and “disabilities.” 

• This is, in effect, a “deficit model.” 
• We diagnose someone as having a disorder based on a 

constellation of negative symptoms and behaviors. 
• Then we focus attention on treatment of the associated 

impairments and limitations. 
• What’s missing in this model is a focus on the positives. 
• What the individual CAN do and wants to do with their 

life. 
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Most psychologists and doctors have been trained under a medical model of mental health. But I think there's something important missing in this perspective. ADHD, autism, dyslexia, and other learning disabilities are seen primarily as “disorders” and “disabilities.” This is, in effect, a deficit model. We diagnose someone as having a disorder based on a constellation of negative symptoms and behaviors. We then focus our attention on treatment of the associated impairments and limitations. The individual is seen as “broken” and as needing to be “fixed.” While treatments and therapies to address challenges are important (at least in my view), the individual’s deficits and weaknesses are only part of the picture. What’s missing in the medical model is a focus on the positives. What the person CAN do and wants to do with their life. Someone like Nathaniel clearly faces many challenges, but by focusing attention on his strengths and dreams – not just on his weaknesses -  he is more likely to lead a fulfilling and self-actualized life.  



Language is important 

• “dys-” is a word-changing prefix from Greek that means 
"bad,” “ill,” “abnormal," “faulty,.”   

• When “dys” is placed in front of “order” it
becomes “disorder” and implies abnormal or
faulty order. 

• When “dys” is placed in front of “ability” it
becomes “disability” and implies bad or faulty
abilities. 

• Labelling individuals using these pejorative
words focuses attention solely on what they
do poorly. 

• Positive language can empower: twice exceptional, bright 
and quirky, neurodiverse, differently wired.
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I feel that language is important. The word root “dys-” is a word-changing prefix from Greek that means "bad,” “ill,” “abnormal," or “faulty.” When “dys” is placed in front of “order” it becomes the word “disorder” and implies there is abnormal or faulty “order.” When “dys” is placed in front of the word “ability” it becomes “disability” and implies bad or faulty ability. By labelling individuals using these pejorative words we may focus attention solely on what they do poorly. No wonder they begin to think of themselves as “broken,” “abnormal,”  or “stupid.” New terms have been appearing in our vocabulary to describe individuals who have disabilities or differences that are more positive and affirming. These include terms like “twice exceptional,” “bright and quirky,” “neurodiverse,” and “differently wired.” I find that many neurodiverse individuals especially like the term “differently wired.” 



Who defines what makes something a Disorder 
or Disability?  

• Mental disorder is defined by the values of the culture in 
which the individual being diagnosed belongs. 

• It was not that long ago that homosexuality was regarded as 
a mental disorder. 

• U.N. definition: “Disability results from the interaction 
between persons with impairments and attitudinal and 
environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with others.” 

• The key shift is that it is the interaction of the person and the 
attitudinal and environmental barriers that society puts up 
that creates the problem. 

• So – you can approach this in two ways. Change the person 
to fit the environment or change the environment to fit the 
person. 
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It seems reasonable to question: Who decides what constitutes a mental disorder or disability in the first place? This was the topic addressed by sociologist Judi Singer when she argued that autism was “socially constructed.” Mental disorder is defined to a large extent by the values of the culture in which the individual being diagnosed belongs. Someone with ADHD might be considered to have a disorder in 21st century America, but their ADHD characteristics may have been seen as advantageous in a hunter-gatherer society or in the Age of Exploration. A “disability” in one community might be an “ability” in another. That’s what the journalist Harvey Blume was getting at when he described autistic thinking as advantageous in the high-tech world. Also, there can be biases and prejudices at play. It was not that long ago that homosexuality was regarded as a mental disorder by the American Psychiatric Association. One definition of disability I like from the United Nations states is that “Disability results from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.” The key shift in thinking is that it is the interaction of the person and the environment that creates the problem. So – you can approach a solution to the problems in two ways. You can try to change the person to fit the environment, or change the environment to fit the person. 



Changing the environment

• Niche construction: The process by which an organism alters 
its environment to increase the chance of survival. 

• This concept can be applied to humans. Why must we always 
adapt to fit the environment we find ourselves in? Why not 
change it? 

• Humans are uniquely suited to constructing or finding 
environments that suit our particular needs. 

• Picture your typical 8-year old boy with ADHD. 
• One can try to change his behavior by administering 

medication and implementing behavior modification 
strategies.

• Or, one can try to change the classroom environment to 
better adapt to his needs. 
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Let’s talk about changing the environment. In biology, niche construction is the process by which an organism alters the environment to help increase its chance of survival. A beaver building a dam, a spider spinning a web, and a bird building a nest are examples. So is migration, when animals move to find a favorable niche in which to flourish. This concept of niche construction can be applied to humans. Why must we always adapt to fit the environment we find ourselves in? More than most animals, we are uniquely suited to constructing or finding environments that better suit our needs. When it comes to physical disabilities we build ramps for wheelchairs and create accessible restrooms. But for some reason we’re less likely to think about environmental changes when it comes to mental disabilities. Let’s talk about this in the classroom. Picture a typical 8-year old boy with ADHD. One approach would be to try to change his behaviors to better fit the demands of the classroom (which typically involve long periods of sitting still while attending to often dull lectures). One can try to change his behavior by administering medication and implementing behavior modification strategies.A different approach would be to try to change the classroom environment to adapt to his needs. This can be done by allowing movement, doing more hands-on and experiential learning, introducing novelty in lessons, increasing engagement through interests-based investigations, encouraging creativity, and frequent physical breaks and recesses. 



Build support systems within schools

• Niche construction can involve the use of assistive technology, 
which provides equal access for the “disabled” child. 

• Accommodations also adapt the demands of the environment 
to the child.  A human-level support strategy would be an 
executive function coach or 1:1 aide. 

• What these all have in common is that they change the 
environment or enable the child equal access to learning as 
opposed to trying to change the child to fit into a preordained 
and immutable environment

Presenter
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Niche construction within schools can take many forms. It can involve the use of assistive technology such as books on tape, speech-to-text software, spell-check, use of a calculator, and keyboarding. These and similar technologies provide equal access to learning for the “disabled” child. They are like “wheelchair ramps” for the brains of children with learning disabilities.  Accommodations like extra time on exams and frequent movement breaks also adapt the demands of the environment to the child.  A human-level support strategy would be to have the child work with an executive function coach. Or assign a 1:1 paraprofessional to help the autistic child navigate school. What these all have in common is that they change the environment and enable the child equal access to learning as opposed to trying to change the child to fit into a preordained and immutable environment.



But what about life after school?

• Some worry that too many accommodations in school will 
leave the child unprepared for “the real world.” 

• This tends not to be the case because the demands in the 
work force are very different from those in school. 

• People can self-select into careers that fit their different brain 
wiring. 

• In the workforce we can create teams diversified by individual 
strengths and weaknesses. 

• There are successful adults with “disabilities” in every walk of 
life. 

• In fact, different brain wiring may well become an asset in a 
future career. 
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Some educators and parents worry that too many accommodations to the child when they are in school will leave them unprepared for “the real world.” That they will become dependent on these “crutches” and that will hurt them later. But this tends not to be the case because the demands in the work force are very different from those in school. David Boies, one of the preeminent attorneys in the U.S., has severe dyslexia. He said about extra time: “Life is not a timed examination. There are very few times in life when what really matters is whether you can do something in 50 minutes, as opposed to 75.”In addition, people can self-select into careers that fit their different brain wiring. There are many different careers, microhabitats, and “sub-cultures” in our world. Our daughter has ADHD. She didn’t select a career in something like accounting that would have brought her weaknesses to the fore, but rather became a journalist where her wide-ranging interests and creativity have worked to her benefit. Furthermore, unlike school, where students are expected to be good at everything from math and English to foreign languages and athletics, in the workforce we can create teams diversified by individual strengths and weaknesses. Our son is an engineer with great visual-spatial ability but slow math processing speed. He was paired on a team with a mathematician whose abilities were complementary to his. There are successful adults with “disabilities” in every area of life – lawyers and poet laureates with dyslexia, tech entrepreneurs and math professors with autism, and artists and CEO’s with ADHD. In fact, these individual’s different brain wiring - which may have created significant challenges for them in school - may well become a significant asset in their career. 



Jason: ADHD 
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I’d like to talk to you about Derek. Derek has ADHD. He was adopted from Ethiopia when he was 2 ½, arriving in the U.S. with malnutrition and a host of other problems. He didn’t speak until he was four years old. He hasn’t stopped talking since.  Derek is an outgoing, charismatic, funny, actor, drummer, hip-hop dancer, skateboarder, artist, debater, cartooner, playwright, and total charmer. He’s drawn to and good at anything involving physical activity, talking, creativity, and taking risks. But Derek struggled to pay attention in school, receiving constant reprimands for impulsivity and distractibility. By middle school he had internalized the belief that he was dumb and a bad kid. When I met Derek his self-esteem was pretty low, despite all his obvious strengths. He was beginning to self-identify as a “street kid” as opposed to an academic achiever. My recommendations for Derek focused on his taking ownership of his strengths and challenges and understanding that he wasn’t a bad kid or dumb – he just had a form of brain wiring that made his attention to some aspects of school harder. This kind of explanation is called demystification in my line of work. Derek did a brief course of cognitive behavioral therapy focused on impulse control. Medication for ADHD was prescribed and is used only when he really needs it to pay attention and get something done.  Staff at Derek’s school were informed about his profile, asked to support his executive function, and requested to maintain high expectations for achievement. His teachers were a lot more supportive and understanding when they learned Derek wasn’t deliberately being inattentive and impulsive – that he truly did want to do well in school. A cartoon he published in his school newspaper recently sums up how he feels about himself today pretty well. He’s getting good grades and “chillin.” 



Strengths/weakness of differently wired brains

• Next, I’m going to discuss the strengths and weakness profiles 
associated with different kinds of brain wiring and describe 
how what may be a weakness in one environment can be a 
strength in another.  

• School tends to be among the most challenging of 
environments for children with differently wired brains. 

Presenter
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Next, I’m going to discuss the strengths and weaknesses profiles associated with various kinds of different brain wiring and describe careers that tend to be good “fits.” You’ll see that what may be a weakness in one environment (for example school or the wrong fit career) can be a strength in another. School tends to be among the most challenging of environments for children with differently wired brains. I don’t think it has to be that way, but the way most of our schools are structured today seems to create the perfect storm of challenges for the neurodiverse. 



Strengths/weaknesses associated with Autism

• Hyperfocus, focused interests

• Pattern recognition

• Memory skills

• Rationality and literality

• Hypersensitivity to sensory stimuli

• Understanding of and empathy for animals

• Weaker social skills, conversational reciprocity

Presenter
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I’ll start with Autism. Autistic people latch onto topics and tasks with intense hyperfocus. In fact, one of the diagnostic criteria for autism is “fixated interests.” If the activity or subject is one the person is passionate about, they can lose themselves in it, devoting hours of concentrated focus and productivity. Individuals on the autism spectrum are excellent systematizers (they work well with computers, numbers, schedules, maps, etc.) They can often recognize patterns in things that other people can’t. This is why Israeli intelligence has a special unit of autistic code breakers. Individuals with autism tend to be information sponges for topics they're interested in. Facts, figures, statistics, and skills are absorbed rapidly and remembered. Dialogue and song lyrics may be easily memorized, and this aptitude can help the person who is not naturally good at interpersonal communication re-enact dialogue that fits “normal” conversational etiquette. This is sometimes called “passing as normal” by copying neurotypical behavior. Many autistic people are highly rational and honest. They say what they mean and mean what they say. They can be very literal. There is little communicational subterfuge. They are good at correcting factual errors, picking out flaws in logic, and speaking the truth, communicating in a hit-the-nail-on-the-head way. Individuals with autism may have trouble comprehending irony and sarcasm. Hyper-sensitivity to sensory stimuli like noises, sights, smells, and sounds is often a feature of autism as well. Empathy for and understanding of animal behavior is another area of strength. Contrary to what some people think, autistic people don’t lack empathy. They just can’t pick up very well on what other human’s are trying to express with nonverbal language and subtle social cues that don’t “say what they mean.” They certainly feel emotions themselves and understand that other people and animals also feel things. This can extend to a deep understanding of animal behavior as manifested in the famous autistic scientist Temple Grandin. Weaker social skills and difficulty establishing reciprocal relationships with others is another diagnostic criteria. 



Careers that fit: Autism

• Data entry, sorting, assembly, inventory control, appliance 
repair, lawn and garden work, animal care and training.

• STEM: Computer programming, engineering, mechanics, 
animation, statistics. Radiology and surgery. 

• Within academics, autistics cluster in mathematics and the 
physical sciences.  

• This is not to say that all autistic individuals will be drawn to 
STEM. 

• Careers in areas that require a lot of interpreting social cues 
– like sales and marketing – tend to not be as good a fit. 
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Autism is a broad syndrome in which 50-70% of diagnosed individuals have an intellectual disability or low IQ. Career opportunities for individuals with low IQ’s will differ from those with stronger learning aptitude. Careers for lower functioning individuals which utilize their autistic strengths could include data entry, sorting, assembly, inventory control, appliance repair, lawn and garden work, and animal care and training.Higher functioning individuals with autism or Asperger’s often find a good fit in the STEM fields. Careers in computer programming, engineering, mechanics, animation, and statistics, tend to work well. The t.v. show Silicon Valley portrayed a number of characters who appeared to be on the spectrum. Earlier I described Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and Elon Musk as displaying autistic characteristics. Another t.v. show portraying a successful autistic, The Good Doctor, is about an autistic surgeon. Within academics, individuals with autism cluster in mathematics and the physical sciences, with rates of autism decreasing as one moves from the more factual physical sciences to the social sciences and the humanities. This is not to say that all autistic individuals are drawn to STEM. The comedian Dan Akroyd has Asperger’s, and says his obsessive fixations with ghosts and law enforcement led him to the idea of combining these interests in the movie Ghostbusters. Marty Balin, co-founder of the band Jefferson Airplane, had autism. The singer Susan Boyle, who rose to fame with her performance on Britain's Got Talent, has Asperger’s. And actors Sir Anthony Hopkins and Daryl Hannah have it as well. Careers in areas that require a lot of interpreting social cues – like sales and marketing – tend to not be as good a fit. 



Strengths/weaknesses associated with ADHD

• Non-linear thinking

• Multitasking

• Need for stimulation, 
change and novelty 

• Willingness to take risks

• Creativity

• Resilience

• High energy 

• Rapidly shifting or 
“roaming” 
attention

• Hyperfocus or 
“homing” attention

• Impulsivity

• Intuition

Presenter
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Now I’ll talk about ADHD. Having a high energy level, or hyperactivity, is associated with ADHD hyperactive/impulsive type. While this can be a drawback in the classroom where one is expected to sit still, it can be an asset in a career that requires a lot of energy. People with ADHD don’t have an overall global attention deficit – they have a weakness in one specific kind of attention known as “central task attention.” This is where sustained attention must be paid to routine tasks that have usually been externally imposed. ADHD is associated with strengths in two other types of attention: a rapidly shifting “roaming attention” that can notice many different things in a short period of time, and a hyperfocus or “homing” type of attention that can fasten onto one thing of interest and stay with it for a long time. Impulsivity is the tendency to act quickly, on a flash of insight, intuition, or gut feeling. This is a feature of hyperactive/impulsive type ADHD.Individuals with ADHD often have strong intuitions – a talent at discerning what’s not being said by picking up on subtle cues that others may miss in their focus on what the person is saying.Anyone who knows someone with ADHD has probably observed how nonlinear their thinking can be. Zig-zagging from one thought to the next can be a roller-coaster to follow, but it has the advantage of sparking new ideas and leading to original and creative connections. People who don’t have ADHD tend to think more sequentially, finishing up one project and then moving onto the next. The linear thinker (and I’m guilty of being one) can get so caught up in accomplishing one thing that they lose their peripheral vision and openness to spontaneity.  Most people with ADHD abhor boredom and love to start new projects, often with many underway at a time. As a result they are drawn to multitasking. People with ADHD who crave constant stimulation love change and novelty. They feel in their element amidst chaos. In fact, they may consciously create crises in order to produce the dopamine and adrenalin boosts necessary to feed the reward centers of their brains. It’s one reason why students with ADHD procrastinate until the last minute to start long-term assignments. Another attribute of ADHD is risk-taking. People with ADHD tend to make decisions most people would not dare to make. They may sky dive, rock climb, heli-ski, and solo-sail. A willingness to take risks is probably one reason so many entrepreneurs have ADHD. The research on a connection between ADHD and creativity is very strong. Creative achievement is associated with the ability to broaden attention and have a sort of “leaky” mental filter-- something people with ADHD excel at. And the personality traits of creative people and people with ADHD are nearly identical, including being: independent, risk-taking, high energy, curious, humorous, and impulsive.Resilience is something most people with AHDH have to learn in the face of odds. They face more challenges than the neurotypical and they also have a tendency to take more risks. This gives them lots of experience with failure and getting themselves back up to try again. Malcolm Gladwell describes a concept he calls “compensation learning” in his book David and Goliath. He suggests that ADHD provides a strategic advantage instrumental to success because people with ADHD have to learn strategies to get past obstacles and overcome the setbacks of childhood. 



Careers that fit: ADHD

• Careers offering rapid change and variety: police, 
firefighter, detective, emergency room/EMT worker, 
entrepreneur, sales.

• Physically active: itinerant journalist, videographer, park 
ranger, athletic coach, dancer, stunt performer, fitness 
trainer. 

• Drawing on impulsivity and creativity: comedian, actor, 
artist, advertising, sales, entrepreneur. 

• Involving risk-taking: extreme sports, entrepreneur.  

• Careers that involve repetitive, tedious work, deadlines, 
and strong organizational and planning skills tend not to be 
as good a fit.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Careers that offer opportunities for ADHD traits to work as strengths involve at least one of the attributes I just described. A low tolerance for routine and need for stimulation are a good fit with police, detective, firefighter, and emergency room environments. A Fire Chief stated: “the intense, fast-paced world of the fire service is practically tailor-made for someone who craves constant change and adrenaline-producing situations…people with ADHD often naturally exhibit the personality characteristics – such as creativity, risk-taking, and quick decision-making – that are required of the best firefighters and EMT’s.” Careers that offer an opportunity to move around physically include itinerant journalist, videographer, park ranger, athletic coach, dancer, stunt performer, and fitness trainer. Impulsivity and creativity are advantages in the arts, as a comedian, as an actor, in sales, advertising, and marketing, and also as an entrepreneur where the ability to make rapid decisions in a fast-paced work environment is essential. Of course entrepreneurs have to be comfortable with risk-taking too. But do are race car drivers and extreme sports athletes. There probably aren't as many professional golfers and baseball players with ADHD. There’s just too much standing around. Careers that involve repetitive, tedious work, deadlines that must be met, and require strong organizational and planning skills tend not to be as good a fit with ADHD. A 9-5 desk job in a large corporate office, law clerk, executive assistant, event planner, and accountant are examples of careers that might not be optimal.  You may have noticed that “entrepreneur” came up a lot? That’s because it’s such a good fit with ADHD. When successful entrepreneurs were interviewed, 62% described themselves as having ADHD symptoms. That’s about 6 times the estimated rate of ADHD in the population. 



Phil: Dyslexia

• Dyslexia remediation done outside of school

• Enrichment focused on interests and strengths

• Embarrassed to tell peers until a teacher paved the way

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d now like to introduce you to Phil. He’s got dyslexia. Full disclosure here – Phillip is my son. Phil was diagnosed with dyslexia and ADHD when he was 7. He attended independent private schools through 12th grade, and since none of them offered the kind of dyslexia remediation he needed we took care of that after school and over the summers. In my experience families with children in private schools usually do need to take care of the bulk of any dyslexia remediation on their own, as the kind of intensive, specialized teaching required is not part of what the learning centers at most private schools offer. I knew it was important for children with learning disabilities to build their strengths and interests. Since Phil had always liked to visualize and build things, we helped him enter his creations into Lego competitions, enrolled him in a summer engineering program, and provided enrichment in every kind of visual-spatial area we could think of. When he was 9 he qualified for the Johns Hopkins gifted Talent Search with the second highest score in California for visual spatial ability. Phil also has high verbal intelligence and interests, so we continued to read aloud to him because he couldn’t read the books that he was verbally capable of understanding on his own, and we started a parent/child book discussion group with some of his friends. We began taking him to Shakespeare plays at age 7. After his first one he cried when it was over he loved it so much. In high school Phil was embarrassed at the prospect of his friends knowing that he had learning disabilities and got extra time for exams. But his favorite teacher paved the way for him to “come out” about this inadvertently. This teacher was writing on the board one day and all the kids started tittering because he was misspelling multiple words. Phil didn’t know what was so funny because the words looked fine to him. So he asked what everyone was laughing at. When the kids told the teacher about his misspellings he was very matter of fact and de-stigmatizing in the way he explained that he had dyslexia. After class, Phil went up to him and told him he did too. Phil felt empowered by this and told his friends shortly thereafter. This is the kind of simple thing a teacher can do to help boys learn to share themselves emotionally and be less embarrassed about their differences. Phil went on to major in physics and work at SpaceX, where in his first year he designed a new type of fuel delivery system for the rockets that enables longer space flights. He’s now creating an educational technology start-up using virtual reality to teach students science. He feels the way we educate our children needs to change dramatically to better prepare them for the future. 



Strengths/weaknesses associated with Dyslexia

• Visual-spatial thinking, material
reasoning.

• Narrative reasoning, story
memory and telling.

• Big picture thinking, seeing
connections. Simultaneous
as opposed to sequential
thinking.

• Weaknesses in reading, spelling,
speed of processing, noticing details. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a good segue for me to talk about the strengths associated with dyslexia.There’s an excellent book called The Dyslexic Advantage that synthesizes the research on dyslexic strengths. Any of you who are dyslexic or who know someone who is might want to take a look. One of the strengths is visual-spatial thinking or material reasoning. This is literally the ability to “see” and imagine things in one’s mind’s eye. It’s primarily a right brain process and dyslexics often do favor the right hemisphere for many tasks. This is one of the strengths Phil demonstrates. Narrative reasoning, story memory, and the ability to tell stories well is another dyslexic strength. Dyslexic authors and public speakers tend to possess this strength. I was once sitting next to a dyslexic public figure before he got up to give a speech and was intrigued to see that he had no notes – he was quite capable of “winging it.” I’m afraid I’m not dyslexic and need to rely on my notes!Dyslexics tend to have the ability to see the big picture and spot connections among things. There’s been interesting research coming out recently suggesting that dyslexics may be better at big picture thinking because they literally have longer neurons connecting different areas in the brain than the rest of us do. Interestingly, people with autism have shorter neuronal length and this could be why they are better at focusing in on details. Simultaneous processing involves integrating separate bits of information or stimuli into a whole. Sequential processing is how we linearly organize bits of information into a chainlike progression. Dyslexics tend toward simultaneous processing as opposed to sequential processing. They tend to perceive the whole. Dyslexics evidence weaknesses in reading accuracy and speed, spelling, speed of processing, focusing on details, and sequential processing.  



Careers that fit: Dyslexia

• Visual-spatial ability: architect, designer, engineer, 
artist, builder, filmmaker, surgeon, pilot, physics 
researcher, car mechanic.  

• Narrative strength: writer, actor, story-teller, coach, 
counselor, CEO, lawyer, marketer, minister, 
politician, musician, psychologist, teacher.   

• Big picture thinking : actor, chef,  doctor, historian, 
inventor, museum director, scientist, software 
designer.  

• Avoid detail-oriented work and high reading 
demands. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Careers that offer opportunities for the traits of dyslexic individuals to work as strengths involve at least one of the following: visual-spatial thinking, narrative reasoning, the ability to see the big picture and connections among things, and simultaneous as opposed to sequential thinking.Many dyslexics draw on their visual-spatial skills in careers including architecture (like Richard Rodgers, architect of the Pompidou Center), design, and engineering. Additional careers that are great for visual thinkers include: artist, builder, filmmaker, surgeon, pilot, physics researcher, and car mechanic. The ability to put together a good narrative story benefits dyslexics who become writers (like John Irving and poet Philip Schulz) or actors (like Orlando Bloom and Jim Carrey). Walt Disney – clearly a gifted story creator – was dyslexic.  It is also advantageous in advertising. Of course it helps if dyslexic writers can work with a non-dyslexic, detail-oriented  editor. Strengths in narrative reasoning are also helpful to coaches, counselors, lawyers, marketers, ministers, musicians, politicians, psychologists, and teachers. The ability to see the big picture and reason through the interconnections among things is a dyslexic strength utilized by many who go into in business, including CEO’s and entrepreneurs. Strengths in interconnected reasoning are also beneficial for actors, chefs, doctors, historians, inventors, museum directors, scientists, and software designers. Individuals with dyslexia may wish to avoid careers relying on attention to detail, like accounting and editing, as well as positions that require they read large quantities of information quickly and accurately. However there are often work-arounds that can be created to address remaining challenges. The lawyer David Boies I mentioned earlier has assistants create one page summaries rather than reading lengthy briefs. Our son Phil listens to books on tape at double speed so he can get through them efficiently. 



The world needs out-of-the-box thinkers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’ve now discussed the typical strengths and weaknesses profiles of differently wired individuals with three diagnostic profiles: autism, ADHD, and dyslexia. I’ve introduced you to Nathaniel who has Asperger’s, Derek who has ADHD, and Phil who has dyslexia. I’ve described how differently wired people can utilize their strengths in careers that fit – in niches where their differences give them an advantage and help enable their success. I’d like to step out now and look at the big picture for society as a whole. I believe we need unique thinkers more than ever before in history. It feels, at least to me, that we are rushing headlong into a future of greater risk for humanity and the planet. Many of the challenges we face and those that will arise that we can’t even imagine yet will require creative approaches to problems that we don’t have ready solutions for. How will we solve the problem of climate change? What will we do to protect ourselves from the potential dangers of artificial intelligence? What about genetic engineering? And diminishing supplies of water on our planet? These are huge, complicated problems that carry great risks. We need brilliant, creative thinkers who see things differently working on them.  And creativity and thinking outside of the box just happen to be among the skill set of the kinds of differently wired thinkers I’ve been describing. We need these kids.I feel more hope for the future if we can support and encourage the development of our children who see things differently.The words in the slide above are from an early Apple ad celebrating “the ones who see things differently.” It argues that those who think differently are the ones who change the world.   



“Coming out”

• This conference focuses on “the need for boys to show 
themselves emotionally for their own mental wellness.”

• Help boys understand, appreciate, and accept their unique 
and special brains. 

• Changing school culture to portray neurodiversity in a positive 
light is critical to encouraging this kind of acceptance. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now I’d like to zoom back in to focus on where most of us are today – in the trenches in schools with boys and teens. This conference challenges us to “focus on the need for boys to show themselves emotionally for their own mental wellness. ” Relating this to neurodiversity, I see the charge as one of helping boys who are different understand themselves and “come out” about their own neurodiversity into a welcoming school and home community. Boys should be encouraged to understand, appreciate, and accept their unique and special brains. Their differences can be a source of pride rather than shame. Accepting one’s self and feeling known and appreciated for who you truly you are is such a fundamental and critical part of emotional health and of self-actualization.  But in order for these boys to feel safe opening up and accepting themselves as they are, we need to create a positive culture for neurodiversity in our schools. Most schools have worked hard to create welcoming cultures for other diversity categories like race and socioeconomic level. I feel it’s time to do this for brain differences as well.  



Create a Welcoming and Supportive Community

• Educate school staff about neurodiversity.

• School psychologists and counselors might take the 
lead. Heads of school can set the tone. Parents can 
share information. Students can self-advocate. 

• Curriculum addressing neurodiversity and 
encouraging students to accept differences among 
their peers. 

• Information and discussion can go a long way 
toward eliminating negative, stigmatizing images 
and concepts. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One way we can pave the way for boys to feel more comfortable is by normalizing neurodiversity and removing any stigma. To achieve this we need to teach school staff more about it. An in-service might be one way to get the word across. School psychologists and counselors might take the lead. Heads of school are in a particularly good position to create the kind of atmosphere that promotes acceptance. The role of admissions is also critical – families of neurodiverse children might not feel welcome at the entry level. One secondary school initially told us point-blank that they would not accept our son because of his dyslexia. This was pretty short-sighted and prejudicial as he was an excellent student and we weren't asking them for anything except extra time for exams. Parents can share information with their children’s teachers. Children can self-advocate. I had an 8-year old client who decided to make a PowerPoint about dyslexia to show to her class so her classmates would understand that she could still be smart and yet be such a poor reader.  I feel it is would also be helpful to create and teach a curriculum to address neurodiversity. Most schools incorporate value teaching about other forms of diversity. Why not include the brain? One additional step that schools might take is to hire neurodiverse staff and encourage them to be role models for students. Information and discussion can go a long way toward eliminating negative, stigmatizing images and concepts. As our conference theme says, “We have a responsibility to help our students become empathetic, aware, solid, respectful, open-hearted, and responsible people.” 



Website: www.drdevon.com E-mail: dm@drdevon.com. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
 I feel that this perspective has the potential to shift our thinking in a positive direction, which would be good both for the boys involved and for society as a whole.  If you’re interested in learning more about neurodiversity and unique thinkers you might take a look at the video I did for Now This, which can be found by googling “neurodiversity” and “Now This” or “Dr Devon” and “neurodiversity.” A screen shot of the video is shown above.  The next place I would send you for a deeper dive would be Thomas Armstrong’s Neurodiversity book.  If you’re intrigued by twice exceptionality – the co-occurence of high intelligence and different wiring -  I blog regularly on the topic. You can sign up for my blog on my website’s blog page.  And I can be reached by e-mail at dm@drdevon.com.  I’d be happy to answer any questions at this time.  

http://www.drdevon.com/
mailto:dm@drdevon.com
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