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Our goals today 

✓Increase understanding of neurodiversity

✓Explore barriers that impact neurodiverse 
student success

✓ Investigate the relationships between student 
advocacy, executive functioning, campus 
belonging and academic success

✓Identify ways HE leaders can be campus 
champions



Meet Reagan and Lee



Neurodiversity

• https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Nae_pWStWzw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nae_pWStWzw
Video of Neurdiversity.mp4


What is neurodiversity? 

“The basic premise of neurodiversity is that there is no “typical” 
mental capacity- no “normal” brain to which all other brains are 

compared.” (Armstrong, 2012)

• Neurodiversity is a perspective and advocacy position that individuals with a 
broad range of neurological differences have gifts and challenges.

• A neurodiversity perspective promotes consideration of changes to educational 
and work environments. 



What is neurodiversity? 

When as educators, we regard students 
with learning differences 

in terms of their strengths,
we can envision and create 

environments in which all learners 
succeed.  



HE Outcomes for Neurodiverse Students

• Low rates of disclosure  24% of students disclose 
(Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014)

• Difficulty adjusting to college (Ahamann, Tuttle, Saviet & 

Wright, 2018)

• Lower grade performance and GPA (Ahamann et al.,2018)

• Higher rates of class withdrawals and academic 
probation (DuPaul, Dahlstrom-Hakki, Gormerly, 
Pinho, & Banerjee, 2017))

• Lower graduation rates with only 28% completion 
(Ahamann et al.,2018)

• 45% report dissatisfaction with available support 
services (Ahamann et al.,2018)



Barriers to Student Success

1. Self advocacy
2. Social connection and belonging
3. Experiences with faculty and staff
4. Connections to support services
5. Campus environment



Who’s job is it?

• Learning Center

• Advising Center

• Faculty

• Disability Support



Self advocacy

Experiences with faculty and staff

Social connection and belonging

Unwelcoming campus environment

Connection to support services



Barrier 1: Self Advocacy  

• Used to having 
resources and supports 
provided in high 
school.

• Parents functioned as 
advocates for support.

• Challenged by self 
advocacy and student 
identity. 



UDL vs Accessibility/Accommodations 
•Colleges provide reasonable accommodations under civil rights laws

•colleges don’t have to provide the same level of supports and services a student 
might have gotten in high school. 
•Students must register with that office to get accommodations

•A reasonable accommodation:
•any modification or adjustment that will enable a qualified student with a disability to 
participate in a course, program, activity, or service

•Types of accommodations:
•Accessible classrooms and furniture
•Course substitutions
•Assistive technology
•Enlarged font for printed materials
•Testing
•Interpreting
•Notetaking
•Materials in an alternative format
•Priority registration
•Reduced course load
•Service animals



Self Advocacy-Knowledge  

What if you didn’t know?

✓High school structure 
worked

✓High school teachers 
provided unofficial 
“accommodations”

✓Late testing or discovery

I really want to leave it 
behind me…

✓ Fear of college stigma 

✓ Had help in HS but no 
longer “need it”

✓ Really don’t think 
learning difference 
matters

✓ Medication, 
accommodations etc. 
aren’t needed



Self Advocacy- Timing of Disclosure

• According to Landmark 
College, only 24% of 
students with learning 
differences disclose at 
their college (Landmark 
blog, March 2019). Disclosure was key to 

Matthew Elvington’s 
success



Self Advocacy-Understanding Self and Needs



PASC Freshmen Learning Community at ECU
• Intentional recruitment
• Course redesign
• Peer cohorts and activities
• Parent meetings
• Peer Coaching with Executive 

Functioning and UDL supports



Barrier 2: Social Connections and Belonging

If you feel like 
you belong, 

only then can 
you succeed



Social Connections and Belonging

Strayhorn (2012)- marginalized student groups 

• Belonging related academic success

• Especially true for marginalized student groups like those with 

learning differences

• Heightened during times of transition

• Acceptance of self and cultural identity key to belonging



Neurodiverse students groups  

The Neurodiversity Navigators is an 

educational program at Bellevue College 

in Washington State which supports peer 

engagement and academic success.

The W&M Neurodiversity Student Group 

is an active presence on campus to 

encourage increased awareness and 

acceptance of neurodiversity. 



Suggestions for campus belonging 

✓ Explore the development of a student organization devoted to 
neurodiverse students

✓ Include neurodiverse students in student organization planning 
processes

✓ Seek change to ensure representation of neurodiverse student 
groups



Barrier 3: Experiences with Faculty and Staff



Student Experiences with Academic Advisors

• Use advisors as a bridge to resources

• Challenged by structure of FYE courses and orientation 

• Want help developing student identity and advocacy

• Require new outlook on course scheduling

• Need help handling probation, suspension and dismissal issues



Academic Advisor Scenario

A student schedules an appointment with you, their 

academic advisor, late in the semester, and 

registration has already started.  He missed his first 

two appointments and hasn’t completed his degree 

works plan yet.  This is the first time you have met 

the student and the conversation isn’t going very 

well.  When you ask questions, there is little 

discussion and blank stares.  How would you help this 

student?



Suggestions for Academic Advisors  

✓ Produce materials with UDL in mind

✓ Consider the student’s individual differences in advising processes, 
FYE classes and orientation sessions

✓ Share issues, research and resources regarding neurodiversity in 
campus groups

✓ Initiate collaboration with professional organizations  



Student Experiences with Faculty  

• Reluctant to disclose or provide accommodations letters

• Struggle to complete lengthy assignments, follow specific 
requirements, or have multiple steps

• Challenged by group work  and activities

• Struggle with social cues in the classroom

• Distracted or over stimulated by large classrooms and environment 
design 



Faculty Scenario

A student in your class has given you an 
accommodation letter from DSS indicating visual 

impairment and a learning difference.  Your 
assignments have already been created for your 

class, but some handouts are physical copies 
and not available digitally.  How would you 

support this student in your class?



Suggestions for Faculty  

✓Utilize elements of Executive Functioning to scaffold 

course assignments and schedules

✓ Implement UDL strategies in the classroom

✓Consider space and class size to address neurodiverse 

student needs

✓Devote campus resources to faculty training and 

development



Student Experiences with Campus Offices

• Residence Halls

• Cashiers Office

• Financial Aid

• Admissions

• Registrar

• Library

• Report difficulties in navigating 
campus resources and offices

• Need information shared in a 
multiple formats

• Challenged by maintaining 
communication with campus 
staff

Student Experiences



Campus Offices Scenario

A student is looking for an office in the Old 

Cafeteria Complex (pick an office, any 

office!)  They find their way to your office 

and ask how to get to where they are going.  

What do you to help this student?



Suggestions for Campus Offices

✓Change mission statements or websites include a commitment 
to serving neurodiverse students and UDL

✓Make electronic resources available

✓ Share information in multiple formats

✓ Identify an ally or champion in each office



Barrier 4: Connections to Academic Supports

• Reluctant to utilize campus 
supports

• Fear stigma and disclosure

• Find traditional supports 
unfriendly to neurodiverse 
students

• Lack needed executive functioning 
skills



Changing supports for neurodiverse students 
at the Pirate Academic Success Center

• Redesign of academic coaching 

services 

• Integration of Universal Design 

for Learning in tutoring services

• Space adjustments 



Understanding Executive Functioning

• The BRIEF (Behavior 
Rating Inventory of 
Executive 
Functioning) indicates 
that there are eight 
main skills associated 
with Executive 
Functioning.

Inhibition

Shift

Emotional Control

Initiation/Task Completion

Working Memory

Planning/Organization

Organization of Materials

Self-Monitoring

http://www.ldonline.org/article/29122/

https://www.parinc.com/WebUploads/samplerpts/BRIEF_SR_INT_REP%20(2).pdf

http://www.ldonline.org/article/29122/
https://www.parinc.com/WebUploads/samplerpts/BRIEF_SR_INT_REP%20(2).pdf


Initiation/Task Completion

• The ability to begin a task, 
independently generate 
ideas, and create problem-
solving strategies

• Academic Coaching
• Student Selected
• 1-on-1 interactions
• Full Academic Year 

Academic 
Technology

Course 
Analysis

Grade and 
Assignment 

Tracking

SMART 
Goals and 

Action Plan 
Monitoring

Learning 
Styles

Graphic 
Organizers

Registration 
Assistance

Exam Tips
Note Taking 
Strategies

GPA 
Calculation



Working Memory: UDL

• Capacity to hold information in 
mind for the purpose of 
completing a task



Working Memory: 
Graphic Organizers



Planning/Organization

• Ability to manage current and future 
demands

Planners Binders

To-Do List Color Coordination



Organization of Materials

• Ability to impose order 
on tasks and demands

• Top discussion topic is 
course management 
and finding a balance in 
all activities

• Prioritizing courses and 
assignments by looking 
at due dates and length 
of time required to 
complete assignment

Academics
Personal 

Life

Friends and Family

Sleep / Naps

Work Obligations

“Me” Time

Classes

Studying

Homework

Tutoring



Self-Monitoring

• Ability to  monitor academic 
performance and to 
measure it against a 
standard of what is needed 
or expected

• Grade Tracker

• DSS Connection

• Family Meetings







UDL Infused Tutoring



Barrier 5: Unwelcoming Campus Environment

• Quiet spaces are difficult to locate

• High distraction/stimuli in most campus locations

• Challenged to access supportive technologies beyond 

prescribed accommodations



Suggestions for campus environment  

✓Reconsider existing space allocations with neurodiverse 

students in mind

✓Consider structural and design in long-term planning and 

construction projects

✓Provide or accommodation guidelines in immediate and 

short-term adjustments to campus spaces. 



Changing the PASC Environment



Campus Allies and Champions 



College Star

• Network of support for 
students who historically 
have slipped through the 
cracks in our education 
system.

• Campuses learn together 
and implement effective 
strategies for teaching 
students with varying 
learning differences in 
postsecondary settings.



How are you going to 
become a campus ally for 
neurodiverse students?



Resources

• Check out our Neurodiversity Resource Guide

http://libguides.ecu.edu/c.php?g=914006&p=6584305

http://libguides.ecu.edu/c.php?g=914006&p=6584305


Contact us!

Dr. Elizabeth Coghill coghille@ecu.edu
Amber Arnold arnolda19@ecu.edu

mailto:coghille@ecu.edu
mailto:arnolda17@ecu.edu

