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Understanding student differences 

Alana T. Hilkin, BCBA
16 & 17 June 2025

Designing learning experiences that engage and 
challenge all students
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Learning objectives

• Understand the impact of student differences, including disabilities

• Learn innovative strategies like UDL and differentiation

• Develop inclusive practices that engage and challenge all students
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Icebreaker 

• Find individuals in the room that have 
the same card as you.

• Each group will have an assessment 
to complete as a group. 

• You have 5 minutes to complete the 
assessment.

Math 
Reading 

Marshmallow
Story with an “N”
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Overview of disabilities 

• Learning Disability
• Other Health Impairments 
• Autism Spectrum Disorder 
• Language Impairment 
• Speech Impairment
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• Fluency & comprehension 
• Dysgraphia 
• Dyslexia 
• Dyscalculia 

Learning Disabilities (LD)  
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• Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD)
• Heart conditions  
• Epilepsy 
• Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI)  

Other Health Impairment (OHI)  
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• Syntax
• Pragmatic 
• Fluency 
• Articulation 

Speech & Language Impairments 
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• Impairments in social interactions, 
communication, and the presence of restricted, 
repetitive, and/or stereotyped patterns of 
behaviour, interest or activities.

Autism Spectrum Disorder 
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National Center for Learning Disabilities 

Job title or affiliation

“With the right accommodations, 
students with learning 

disabilities can perform at or 
above grade level.”
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Reframing the narrative 

•Disability is not inability – it’s a 
different pathway to success

•Focus on strengths-based language

•Celebrate neurodiversity as an asset in 
schools and communities

•Shift from “what’s wrong?” to “what’s 
possible?”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://adaywithdepression.wordpress.com/2015/02/11/reframing/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Universal design   
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Traditional classroom vs. Universal design classroom 
Traditional UDL

Teaching focuses what is taught Teaching focuses on both what is taught and how

Accommodations are for specific students Accommodations are for all students 

The teacher decides how the material is taught The teacher works with the student to decide how 
the student will learn the material 

The classroom has a fixed setup The classroom has a flexible setup 

There is only one way for the student to complete 
an assignment 

There are multiple ways to complete an 
assignment 

Grades are used to measure performance Grades are used to reinforce goals 
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Differentiated instruction 
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Differentiated instruction 

•  Content – Varying what 
students learn

•  Process – Varying how 
students engage with material

•  Product – Allowing different 
ways to show understanding

• Learning environment – 
Adapting the classroom setting

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Montessori_Classroom.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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Project-based learning  
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Project-based learning 
• Driving question: Rooted in real-world 
relevance
• Inquiry and research: Students explore 
and synthesize information
• Collaboration: Emphasizes teamwork 
and communication
• Student voice and choice: Encourages 
ownership
• Public product: Culminates in 
presentations or shared outcomes
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Building thinking classrooms   
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Building thinking classrooms  

• Visibly random grouping
• Vertical non-permanent surfaces 

(e.g., whiteboards)
• Rich, low-floor/high-ceiling 

problems
• Teacher as facilitator, not lecturer
• Emphasis on student autonomy 
and ownership
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What is in your toolbox? 
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My toolbox



Cambridge Schools Conference, June 2025
Future-ready: preparing learners to thrive

Cambridge Schools Conference, June 2025
Future-ready: preparing learners to thrive

Team toolbox

What resources do you use in 
your classroom that help 
support diverse learners? 

Scan the QR code and share 
your feedback with us

Scan the QR code and share!
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To learn more about 

Responsive Education 

Professional Development 

opportunities 

visit the PD table!
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