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Executive Summary  
Neurodiversity in Vocational Education:  Facilitating Success  

My professional practice area is as a lecturer in business education at Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, 

New Zealand.  I am also a neurodivergent learner who has observed and experienced several 

challenges that learners like myself face, not the least of which is a lack of awareness and practical 

strategies among tertiary lecturers.  

I believe there is an important professional practice challenge that needs to be addressed. Therefore, 

I am undertaking this project to explore how tertiary lecturers can create learning experiences that 

address the challenges faced by neurodiverse learners and utilise and enhance the capabilities they 

bring to their learning journey. 

As part of the research phase, thirteen participants took part in a semi-structured interview, five 

learners, six lecturers, and two experts.  From the responses I collected from each group of 

participants (appendix 3), I identified four clear themes that were subsequently analysed based on the 

responses. 

As a result of this study, I have developed some tools and strategies designed to aid learners, lecturers, 

and support staff in their educational journey. 

As an outcome of my project, I aim to make explicit the challenges that neurodiverse learners face 

and to provide practical strategies for lecturers to enhance learner success.  The intended output of 

my project will be a set of guidelines for both neurodiverse learners and lecturers. 

This project is an essential step in my professional journey towards becoming a specialist lecturer and 

advocate for neurodiverse learners. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 My Mihi 

Tēnā koutou. 

Ko Otepoti te tūrakawaewae. 

I tipu ake au ki Otepoti. 

I raro i te maru o te mauka o Karapukataumahaka 

I te taha o te awa o Taieri 

Kei te noho au ki Otepoti 

  

Ko English te iwi* 

Ko Muirhead rātou ko Murray kā whānau. 

Ko Betti rāua ko Keith kā mātua. 

Ko au tēnei. 

Ko Rachel tōku ikoa. 

Nō reira, tēnā koutou katoa. 

 

1.2  Project:  Setting the scene 

This chapter describes why I have chosen to undertake this project, "Neurodiversity in Vocational 

Education:  Facilitating Success".  My project is focused on my work as a senior lecturer in the School 

of Business at Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, New Zealand.  I wanted to explore how lecturers could 

create learning experiences that not only include/take account of the challenges faced by 

neurodiverse learners but also utilise and enhance the capabilities that neurodiverse learners bring to 

the learning and teaching environment.  I also wanted to hear from learners who classed themselves 

as neurodivergent and were unaware of the terminology or support offered through Otago 

Polytechnic, either by the lecturer themselves or through accessing student support services.  This is 

a current topic in current tertiary education circles, and there is much discussion on the terminology 

when talking to and about neurodiversity; words are important to get right.  Learners are interested 

in learning how they can determine if they fit into the neurodiverse category. Learners also want to 

know how they can find out who they can refer to and what the associated costs are. 

According to Clouder et al. (2020), neurodiversity is a term that encompasses many learning 

disabilities, such as "dyspraxia, dyslexia, activity deficit hyperactivity disorder, dyscalculia, autism 
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spectrum disorder, and Tourette syndrome"(p.757).  In the future, neurodiverse learners should have 

access to more support and testing (free), and staff should be more aware of how to serve them best. 

At Otago Polytechnic, 1,055 learners have declared a disability, including learning challenges, under 

the neurodiversity umbrella, with only 413 requesting some form of support (EBS Reports, 2022; 

Singer, 2016).  Therefore, this project is essential to illuminate learners' challenges and find ways to 

encourage them to access support.  Using the feedback from this project, I would like to develop tools 

and strategies to ensure a safer learning environment for learners, lecturers, colleagues, and Student 

Success. 

1.3 The neurodiversity context 

My worldview has changed since I learned more about neurodiversity, it has opened my mind, 

broadened my vocabulary, made me look deep inside, and I have read far more than I have ever 

wanted to or thought I needed to. I now realise I will read if I am interested in the topic.  I have realised 

that neurodiversity is not just one diagnosis; autism, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), 

dyslexia, or Tourette Syndrome all indicate neurodivergence (Cameron & Billington, 2017; Clouder et 

al.,2020; Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  No diagnosis is necessary to be considered neurodivergent if 

behaviour, thinking, or interact is different from others; these conditions are all part of the 

"neurodiversity" spectrum; it can be the existence of more than one challenge at the same time 

(ADHD, 2022; Antoniou et al., 2021; Brimo et al., 2021; Sewell, 2022).  

It is essential to understand the beliefs that learners and lecturers have about neurodiversity, which 

can be summarised as follows: learners, for example, can feel lost, overwhelmed, and have a minimal 

attention span. Lecturers, on the other hand, can find these learners disruptive, rude, and unable to 

make eye contact (Dymock & Nicholson, 2013). 

Given these beliefs, we must dispel these myths to support learners, lecturers, and colleagues to be 

much more aware and knowledgeable about neurodiversity and what it means to enter tertiary study 

and be successful.  Otago Polytechnic can do better to support the learner who presents with learning 

challenges, thus making learning fun, achievable and successful for these learners who did not believe 

that tertiary study was for them. 

Therefore, this project is primed to be of value to learners and lecturers and support staff as we enter 

the new era of Te Pūkenga.  The centralised polytechnic system has been created with the belief that 

there will be a much bigger and richer focus, and it will have the ability to empower learners in 
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academic, non-academic, and well-being matters, as well as practices and services related to learning 

(Te Pūkenga, 2022). 

On their website, Te Pūkenga (2022) agrees on a Plan to Improve Outcomes for All Disabled Learners 

in Vocational Education across Aotearoa in 2022.  They have committed to the following: 

• Prioritise putting learners at the centre of everything they do  

• Work towards equity for learners of different genders, ethnicities, cultures, and abilities  

• Meet the needs of all learners, especially those we have not previously been served well: 

Māori, Pacific, and Disabled learners. 

Neurodiversity sits under disabled learners in the New Zealand Disability Strategy.  The government 

states that disability is not something an individual has; impairments are what individuals have. 

Various impairments include physical, sensory, neurological, psychiatric, and learning. 

1.4 A little bit about me 

This project is about me as a neurodivergent individual, my learners who present with learning 

challenges, finding out how best to support them, and providing teaching and learning strategies and 

tools for lecturers and support staff.  Understanding the wording around neurodiversity, for example, 

neurodivergent is the individual expression of neurodiversity (ND), and neurodiverse is a group of 

individuals (Chapman & Botha, 2022). 

I had not mentioned to many of my colleagues that I was undertaking this project as I felt vulnerable. 

At this stage in my journey, I have carefully chosen the discussions I have had.  Interestingly, when I 

mentioned to a select group of colleagues that I was undertaking this project, they were intrigued that 

I had a learning disability and were very interested in the strategies and understandings I would learn 

as my project continued.  These colleagues were open-minded and looking forward to how they could 

adopt some "new" approaches to their teaching practice.  In general terms, I wanted my project to 

normalise the fact that we have learners who are neurodiverse, as I believe this will empower learners 

to be more open about their learning challenges.  I can support colleagues in learning strategies and 

tools that work well for the neurodivergent learner.  

For many years I was unaware that I had learning challenges; in fact, I believed the situation must be 

the same for everyone.  It was not until I was encouraged to undertake a test through an "Adult 

Cognitive and Educational Assessment".  Discussions with the specialist culminated in understanding 

the many 'workarounds' I had learned, which led me to reflect on my capabilities rather than my 
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'deficits'.  It became clear that I suffered from two entirely different areas of learning that fall under 

the term neurodiversity.  

The first is a term called dyslexia, a specific learning disability (SLD); dyslexia makes it hard to learn to 

read, write, and do mathematics.  Processing difficulty hampers literacy and numeracy success (Hayes, 

2020).  The second is Irlen's syndrome (IS) which means I can have poor concentration, difficulties with 

reading, writing, comprehension, glare sensitivity, headaches, and poor depth perception 

(Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021). 

To say I was relieved, excited, and yet somewhat sad is minimising the years of heartache that 

occurred for me as I believed I was 'dumb' and would never gain tertiary qualifications. 

1.5 The professional practice context – my practice 

My professional practice is as a lecturer and colleague in the School of Business, teaching across the 

full range of business programmes from certificate, diploma and degree-level studies.   

After gaining applied management and tertiary education qualifications, I was keen to undertake my 

Masters in Professional Practice (MProfPrac).  Having had my learning diagnosis and equipped with 

new self-knowledge, I signed up and asked, in terms of support and understanding, how I could learn 

more effectively.  No one said there was more support, nor did I hear that there was more 

understanding for me as a neurodivergent learner.  I did get some articles sent to me to read, 

explaining methods and methodology, but no one guided me through the initial signing-up process.  I 

have learned to understand what is expected of me before I begin any tasks.  I asked my network of 

colleagues and friends who had done their MProfPrac to give me a rundown of what I was expected 

to do, and really, that was it!  I had a project idea in mind and was excited to start.  I did not know 

about my learning challenges for a significant part of my life, which led me to believe a project could 

be about neurodiversity in higher education. 

 I thought I would be well-equipped to help learners to understand their learning and its challenges 

earlier in their lives and the support on offer. 

I wanted to understand more to help the learner communicate with their lecturers and support staff 

to know how to create a more successful learning environment for their learners.  I hoped to learn 

more about the tools and support available right from the start of their journey. 

As a lecturer, my learners have been successful in their studies, including those who struggled with 

learning.  I believe this is due to my connection and ability to help them learn.  However, I wanted a 
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much deeper understanding of learners' challenges. I know it is different for every learner; some need 

a quiet space, others need to fidget, and others want to talk and ask questions to understand better.  

In particular, I wanted to know what strategies most effectively promoted their learning and why?  I 

wanted to know if all learners had developed their own ‘workarounds' that they use to meet the 

requirements of their class/study/programme (e.g., exams, written assessments, group work).  "What 

did I want to focus on mainly?  I wanted to investigate and interpret the broad experiences of 

neurodiversity by interviewing learners and colleagues about the vast array of neurodiverse learners 

and their challenges.  I wanted to know how to normalise this concept for learners and colleagues.  

I have undertaken this project for two main reasons.  First, to improve my practice as a senior lecturer 

and be able to share new information with my colleagues in the School of Business and at Otago 

Polytechnic.  I want to provide a better service for learners who present as neurodivergent individuals. 

The second reason is to validate the neurodiversity continuum that sets out a range of diagnoses 

where people may struggle with learning traditionally and to provide new tools and strategies to help 

them on their "learning journey” more successfully. 

The more I talk about neurodiversity, the more I have found that it has opened up dialogue and 

addressed some of my concerns, already before I have finished my project.  I have been excited by the 

possibilities of iterative approaches; for example, as I learn more, I implement new ideas and share 

them with others.  I am gathering further information and knowledge through interactions with other 

neurodiverse communities, learners, and colleagues, reading books, and being courageous enough to 

speak up about my challenges.   

My newly acquired knowledge has already been integrated into my learning and teaching, and I have 

begun sharing my knowledge with others by building a community around me. Increasing my 

knowledge leads to an increase in understanding.  Showing my colleagues that changing or adding a 

few processes to their learning and teaching environment will help their learners succeed.  All this 

new knowledge has resulted in me gaining creative ideas that feed back into my learning process. 

I am new to research; however, I see myself as someone who can make a difference through this 

project.  I want to change, empower, create, and use lecturers' and learners' journeys to ensure 

success in their learning.  I want to interact with learners and lecturers to understand and appreciate 

their experiences, views, attitudes, and thinking to help learners and colleagues move forward. It was 

timely to undertake this project as Otago Polytechnic and broader New Zealand Institutes are 

interacting and trying to understand neurodivergent people/learners/kaimahi. 
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This project is significant to me as numerous studies have shown that neurodivergent colleagues are 

thought of as 'less capable' and considered rude or, worse, over-represented in low achievers, prisons, 

and unemployed (Lambie, 2020). 

1.6 Importance for neurodiverse learners 

I did not enjoy reading at school, so my biggest obstacle was getting back to books. I was not sure how 

I would undertake academic work.  I was determined to start and finish this learning journey; since I 

left school early, I was adamant I would complete this qualification.  Proving to myself, my family, my 

colleagues, and my peers, that no matter the challenges that come with being neurodivergent 

(Clouder et al., 2020), I can work through them, remove the roadblocks, remain positive, and obtain 

the successes I want.  

 

I had never enjoyed reading long passages of text.  When I read, words move around on the page or 

have shadows.  Before receiving this diagnosis, I thought this was how everyone saw words, so I had 

never considered investigating why I saw things this way or what effects this may have had on me 

through my schooling.  I just accepted it but was not overly curious.  While looking into IS, I discovered 

that I could have dyslexia, which is often co-located with IS.  The more I investigated this, the penny 

dropped; this may be why I struggled with learning.  

We ask our learners to write reports, work in teams, and present their work, sometimes to their peers. 

I began to wonder how these learners felt.  Do they have the same approach to learning challenges as 

I do, developing 'work arounds', or do they discontinue their studies?  In the past, when a learner 

presented with neurodiversity in the School of Business, we referred them to Student Success to 

ensure they received the appropriate support, but what about learners who do not tell us or do not 

realise they have learning challenges?  Could I change the way I teach to support these learners?  Could 

I teach these learners strategies I learned by managing my learning challenges?  What do others say 

and think? 

Occasional feedback through the Otago Polytechnic feedback mechanisms, and learners' comments 

in class, from those who have worked with me, revealed a range of benefits and emotions.  "Rachel 

was incredible - so positive, reassuring and made me feel that I could do this!" and "Thank you for 

giving me this opportunity, Rachel; I feel as though you have been the only lecturer I've had that I feel 

comfortable around” and “ I really understood your classes, you also really care about your learners 

which I love! “and "I wanted to send this email to you to let you know how amazing you have been 

throughout semester one and how much I appreciate all the assistance and understanding you gave 

me." 
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1.7 In summary 

I have spoken about my project and journey at my first symposium on neurodiversity.  I have written 

articles for blogs and books; I am on the newly formed Otago Polytechnic Neurodiversity Community 

of Practice and currently organising the second symposium.  I am in a small research group asking (via 

a survey) the wider teaching staff at Otago Polytechnic about their understanding of neurodiversity to 

get a clearer understanding of what they know as lecturers and support staff. 

Hence this project evolved.  This chapter has provided an overview of why I wanted to undertake this 

project, my personal and professional experiences, my professional practice, and the benefits to 

learners and colleagues at Otago Polytechnic. 
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2 Literature Review 
In this literature review, neurodiversity will be defined. It will then discuss some unique diagnoses that 

fall under the umbrella term of neurodiversity, focusing on learners in higher education (HE), an 

outline of some of the challenges neurodiverse learners face, how they interact with others and how 

this impacts their beliefs about themselves.  Lastly, it will establish how neurodiverse learners can be 

supported in a caring and encouraging educational environment.  

Literature from New Zealand and abroad was accessed and explored as part of this project.  

2.1 What is neurodiversity?  

This section will focus on definitions and characteristics of neurodiversity and co-existing conditions. 

It will describe the understanding that people experience and interact with the world around them in 

many different ways.  

Commonly accepted definition 

Singer (2016), an Australian autism and disability activist, coined the term neurodiversity, which refers 

to the notion that all humans have a unique brain made up of genetic heritage and cultural and 

experiential memories.  Neurodiversity is an umbrella term that encompasses the many ways our 

brain processes information.  However, there are many explanations as to what neurodiversity means. 

Neurodiversity is a term that describes differences in the human brain based on neurological factors 

(Singer, 2016).  There is no single "normal" or "healthy" brain or mind, or one "right" style of 

functioning, just as there is no single "normal" or "right" ethnicity, gender, or culture (Rosqvist et al., 

2020, p. 5).  Furthermore, Stenning and Rosqvist (2021) explain that neurodiversity is likely to be what 

philosophers call a moving target and will likely change over time due to the complex interactions 

between those categorised.  

Neurodiversity is a variation in the human brain, referring to the diversity of people, for instance, 

dyspraxia, dyslexia, ADHD, dyscalculia, autism spectrum, Irlen syndrome (IS) and Tourette syndrome 

(Cameron & Billington, 2017; Clouder et al., 2020; Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  

2.2 Forms of neurodiversity  

This section will focus on dyslexia, ADHD, and IS; the project's scope does not allow an examination of 

all conditions in detail, but many of the principles or issues can be applied in a broader context. 

Dyslexia 

A study through Ako Aotearoa by van Lamoen (2022) states it has only been in the last 20 years or so 

that dyslexia, a branch of neurodiversity, was acknowledged.  The term dyslexia refers to a disorder 
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that causes difficulty reading and understanding words, letters, and symbols without affecting general 

intelligence (Hayes, 2020).  For example, Nicolson et al. (2001) describe dyslexia as a cognitive or 

neurological deficit affecting one's reading ability.  In contrast, Dymock and Nicholson's (2013) 

research showed that reading becomes difficult when learners have dyslexia. 

Van Lamoen (2022) stated that many people with dyslexia in New Zealand are adults who have left 

the compulsory secondary schooling sector early.  In a group of workers of 2.1 million people, it is 

estimated that 210,000 will have dyslexia, although most will be undiagnosed (van Lamoen, 2022). 

With more awareness and research, views and opinions on dyslexia have evolved. Between the 1960s 

and the 1980s, the idea of dyslexia was dismissed as educational 'nonsense' (Hayes, 2020).  Dyslexia 

was once frequently referred to as a middle-class disease, arguing that educated middle-class parents 

wished to find an excuse for their child's lack of reading skills.  Parents felt they were being blamed 

for not helping their children with their studies (Hayes, 2020). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder  

ADHD involves a lack of control over behaviour, where excessive hyperactivity speeds up an 

individual’s activity levels (ADHD, 2022).  This can happen in any situation and consists in acting on 

impulses without stopping to think beforehand. Inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity are the 

primary ADHD symptoms (ADHD, 2022; Rösler et al., 2006). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (2022) states that one in 20 New Zealanders is estimated to 

have ADHD.  As a result, ADHD is frequently misunderstood, and if left undiagnosed, it can have a 

disastrous effect on a person's family, school, career, and social life.  Approximately 2%-5% of all 

learners worldwide have ADHD.  Two hundred and eighty-five thousand Kiwis are estimated to have 

ADHD in New Zealand (ADHD, 2022).  Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (2022) explained that it 

is hard to diagnose ADHD and that it can also coexist with other mental health conditions.  In addition 

to ADHD, sufferers are 30-50% more likely to experience a specific learning disability (SLD), increasing 

the likelihood of being negatively impacted academically (ADHD, 2022). 

Irlen syndrome 

Irlen syndrome (IS) is commonly defined as a perceptual processing disorder, suggesting that the brain 

cannot correctly process visual information due to sensitivity to specific wavelengths of light 

(Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021).  This imperfection in one's visual pathway, which 

transmits messages from the eye to the brain, appears to cause IS.  A timing fault occurs when visual 

information is processed due to this defect (Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021; 

Miyasaki et al., 2019).  A person's eyes transmit 70% of the information they receive, which their brains 
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must translate into meaningful information (Miyasaka et al., 2019).  The brain's ability to process, 

interpret, and interact with visual information can be compromised when there is a problem with how 

it processes visual input (Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021).  Miyasaka et al. (2019) 

suggest that IS is caused by poor colour matching and distorted graphics.  It is characterised by low 

comprehension levels, slow reading rates, and visual fatigue among individuals who suffer from this 

syndrome (Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021; Miyasaki et al., 2019). 

Other symptoms of IS include poor concentration; difficulties with reading, writing, and 

comprehension; glare sensitivity; headaches, and poor depth perception.  These symptoms, when 

experienced, can be heightened if the person is tired, overwhelmed, or under pressure (Australasian 

Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021; Miyasaka et al., 2019).  Research has identified that up to 50% 

of people with dyslexia could also have IS (Australasian Association of Irlen Consultants, 2021). 

However, whether it belongs to the dyslexia spectrum or is an independent entity remains unclear 

(Miyasaka et al., 2019). 

Thousands of New Zealanders are diagnosed yearly with specific learning difficulties (SLDs).  

Neurodivergent learners’ lives can be transformed if they receive the targeted support they need 

despite their challenges in the education system (Speld New Zealand - Dyslexia and Other Learning 

Difficulties, 1989).  Some other forms of neurodiversity are mentioned below (Figure 1). 

Figure 2: Other forms of neurodiversity 

Autism It affects cognitive, sensory, and social 
processing, changing how people view 
the world and interact with others. 
 

Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition 
that affects approximately 93,000 New 
Zealanders (Autism New Zealand, 2022). 

Dyscalculia Those with dyscalculia have difficulty 
learning arithmetic skills.  There may 
be difficulties in understanding simple 
number concepts and learning number 
facts for dyscalculic learners. 

 

Affects around six percent of the 
population in New Zealand (Speld New 
Zealand - Dyslexia and Other Learning 
Difficulties, 1989). 

Dysgraphia 
 

A condition that impairs writing skills.  
Symptoms include spelling, poor 
handwriting, and trouble putting 
thoughts into words. 

 

The number of children with some writing 
deficit, such as dysgraphia, has been 
estimated to be between five and 20 
percent (Speld New Zealand - Dyslexia and 
Other Learning Difficulties, 1989). 
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2.3 Challenges for neurodivergent individuals 

This section will focus on the challenge of co-existing neurodiverse conditions, the stigma attached to 

neurodiversity, and concerns around the high number of young neurodiverse individuals incarcerated 

that have fallen out of our education system early. 

Co-existing conditions 

The challenges that neurodiverse individuals face are complex and multifaceted (Brimo et al., 2021). 

Several disorders coexist with ADHD, such as learning and language disabilities, sleep disorders, 

impulse control personality disorders, anxiety disorders, intellectual disabilities, substance use 

disorders, mood disorders, and autism spectrum disorders (Antoniou et al., 2021).  However, exact 

numbers on these overlaps have been scarcely reported (Brimo et al., 2021).  Coexisting conditions 

can be found and overlap with dyslexia, ADHD, and Autism (Antoniou et al., 2021).  Some challenges 

may be present independently, while others may be present simultaneously.  ADHD and autism, for 

example, share many similarities and are often closely related (Antoniou et al., 2021).  Attention 

issues, emotional impulsivity, a lack of self-awareness, and difficulty reading social cues are present in 

both conditions (ADHD, 2022; Antoniou et al., 2021; Brimo et al., 2021; Sewell, 2022). 

 

Stigma 
Stigma is "negative feelings individuals have about particular circumstances or characteristics that 

somebody may have" (Oxford Dictionary, n.d.).  Before their diagnosis, many young individuals 

reported being seen as "lazy" or stupid and felt that their diagnosis of dyslexia boosted their self-

esteem (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019).  For others, the label was stigmatising and unhelpful (Riddick, 

2000, as cited in Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019, p. 13).  

Neurodiverse youth in the justice system 

The high number of neurodiverse individuals incarcerated in New Zealand indicates that if these 

challenges are not diagnosed, addressed, and attended to, they may continue to have poor outcomes 

and not have the opportunity to further education (Lambie, 2020).  In a report on brain and behaviour 

in the justice system in New Zealand, Lambie (2020) pointed out that both victims and offenders with 

brain and behaviour issues are overrepresented in the justice system and have not had the 

opportunity to go on to further education.  Lambie (2020) also stated that criminal justice involvement 

could be reduced by preventing and intervening earlier and more effectively with young youth with 

brain and behaviour issues.  

Researchers have found that youth that is neurodiverse frequently encounter the criminal justice 

system (Lambie, 2020).  One in four in the unemployed population is thought to be neurodivergent. 
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not have been diagnosed during school days (Kirby, 2021, p. 4).  For that reason, this might have 

resulted in early school failure, dropping out of school, hanging out with antisocial peers, and 

beginning to offend (Lambie, 2020). 

If learning difficulties go undetected, interventions may be compromised since they require high 

literacy levels and verbal skills to address abstract concepts such as self-awareness, self-management, 

and change (Bowden et al., 2021; Lambie, 2020).  Research showed a lower interaction rate in the 

criminal justice system among young individuals with autism (Lambie, 2020).  A serious offence 

punishable by two or more years in prison is more likely to be charged against individuals with autism 

than those without (Bowden et al., 2021).  Lambie (2020) emphasises that an early diagnosis and 

specialist intervention at school age could help prevent youth from ever becoming involved in legal 

proceedings. 

These challenges faced by neurodivergent individuals are heightened when they enter the educational 

setting (Kirby, 2021). 

2.4 Teaching and learning challenges for neurodiverse learners   

To understand the successful facilitation of learning for neurodiverse learners in HE, we need to 

examine the challenges that learners experience in an educational setting in both New Zealand and 

globally.  This section will explore the range of challenges for neurodiverse learners in the learning and 

teaching environment and what prevents our youth and young adults from entering HE. 

Neurodivergent learners face multiple barriers to accessing HE because it has traditionally been seen 

as a place reserved for the privileged (Waisman & Simmons, 2018).  Even though a growing number 

of general learners are applying for university places and have successfully enrolled, learners from the 

most privileged areas remain more likely than those from the most disadvantaged areas to progress 

to HE (Waisman & Simmons, 2018).  

Research in New Zealand and Australia educational settings has highlighted significant challenges for 

neurodiverse learners.  MacCullagh (2014) identified that dyslexic learners were vastly under-

represented in HE and encountered numerous challenges and successes globally.  Mirfin-Veitch et al. 

(2020) point out that New Zealand lacks neurodiverse learners in HE because of the difficulties and 

lack of support.  The rising number of learners with learning disabilities linked with neurodiversity 

enrolling in HE presents a widespread and developing problem for lecturers and businesses worldwide 

(Clouder et al., 2020).   
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Several reasons may explain why some learners do not mention their neurodivergent diagnosis(es).  

Many learners are unaware or reluctant to disclose because of past experiences of a negative response 

or bias against them (Kirby, 2021).  Learners differ in their sensitivity to revealing their challenges; 

some may not view themselves as disabled or may be uncomfortable with sharing personal details 

(Kirby, 2021).  Learners who do not put up their hands to answer questions should not be called on in 

class (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017).  Despite its apparent advantage of engaging learners who 

otherwise would not respond, it can be challenging for the neurodiverse learner, as it makes them 

stand out among their peers (Ako Aotearoa, 2020). 

Neurodiverse learners struggle with traditional forms of teaching, given that brain function and 

interpretation vary from what might be considered the norm (Hayes, 2020).  Learners with 

neurodiversity can share a range of characteristics (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020): 

• Most will have left school early (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020) 

• Most will shy away from reading or writing in public (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 

2020) 

• If neurodiverse learners must read, their reading is prolonged and inaccurate (Hayes, 2020; 

Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020) 

• It will take a long time to complete tasks (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020) 

• Many will exhibit a difference between oral and practical skills (often excellent) and ability on 

paper (often very poor) (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020) 

• Can be negative and aggressive and often have low self-confidence – because of years of 

failure in the regular school setting (Hayes, 2020; Jansen et al., 2017; Ryan, 2020) 

Rowan (2014) identified that learners with dyslexia in New Zealand have had to contend with a 

compulsory education system that did not recognise their learning struggles and did not support their 

unique neurodiverse challenges in the schooling sector.  Due to this negatively impacted the 

educational experiences of learners who were labelled.  While there is increased awareness of 

neurodiversity, there are still barriers for learners to overcome when navigating the education system 

(Rowan, 2014). 

Research shows that neurodiverse learners encounter various challenges and difficulties in the 

learning and teaching environment (Ako Aotearoa, 2020; Clouder et al., 2020; Jansen et al., 2017). 

Dyslexia deprives individuals of the time it takes to do a task; for example, a task that takes a regular 

individual three hours to complete could take a dyslexic individual four to five hours (Ako Aotearoa, 

2020).  Clouder et al. (2020) explained that many neurodiverse learners have difficulty identifying 

critical points in detail, processing information, directing and shifting attention, and demonstrating 
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cognitive flexibility.  They can procrastinate, lack concentration, and have problems prioritising and 

completing tasks efficiently, resulting in poor academic achievement and performance (Clouder et al., 

2020).  Yet, these neurodiverse learners do not seek help despite the anxiety they experience (Clouder 

et al., 2020; Jansen et al., 2017).  Some neurodiverse learners may have trouble focusing on critical 

information because they have problems directing and shifting their attention (Jansen et al., 2017). 

Research shows that neurodiverse learners have difficulty with social skills, executive functions, and 

sensory needs that differ from those in the neurotypical population (Autism New Zealand, 2022; Boyd 

et al., 2018; Sewell, 2022).  Each individual’s challenges manifest differently in these areas, e.g., 

difficulty making small talk, reading, or having a balanced conversation (Autism New Zealand, 2022; 

Boyd et al., 2018; Sewell, 2022).  Some are sensitive to specific sounds or textures. As coping 

mechanisms and compensation strategies are learned and appropriate support is provided, 

behaviours may change and improve.  It does not mean that the individual has grown out of their 

challenges. Instead, this is something they have 'grown into', a process that is continuous and requires 

a tremendous amount of energy from those experiencing it.  Thus, the challenges that neurodivergent 

learners face are not automatically a symptom of their neurodiversity but rather an indicator of 

limiting factors within their environment, given that society has been slow in offering 

accommodations to individuals with cognitive and invisible disabilities (Autism New Zealand, 2022; 

Boyd et al., 2018; Sewell, 2022). 

Waters and Torgerson (2021) believe that neurodiverse learners studying in HE institutions lack 

support.  They found that learners with dyslexia express concern in the early stages, and assistance 

and support are received.  Still, the plan is not always carried out during the learning experience.  

Learners described challenges and discontent about the lack of support they received from education 

staff, that they were no longer consulted regarding their ongoing 'support package' and desired more 

input (Waters & Torgerson, 2021).  Further, learners report that their lecturers lacked awareness and 

understanding of their learning difficulties and needs, and they often had to develop their strategies 

to get through their academic qualifications (Rowan, 2010). Lecturers and institutional leaders face a 

growing global challenge as more neurodiverse learners enter, HE.    

O'Donnell (2020) explains that timed assignments and tests are other challenges for neurodiverse 

learners.  Time management and executive functioning are affected by ADHD and autism, making it 

difficult to complete tasks on time.  It takes only a few steps to make learning easier for the 

neurodivergent learner, and this will not negatively impact neurotypical learners learning (O’Donnell, 

2020). Ako Aotearoa (2020) found that most adult learners with neurodiversity will work hard to hide 
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their learning challenges and become experts in devising strategies/workarounds to mask the 

condition or avoid its effects.  

The following section will discuss the importance of creating a supportive learning environment for 

neurodiverse learners in HE as one of the keys to their success. 

2.5 Creating a supportive learning environment for neurodiverse learners 

This section will focus on various beneficial factors when creating a supportive learning environment 

for neurodiverse learners.  Organisational factors include early disclosure, early support services, 

diagnosis, and practical strategies and approaches in the learning and teaching environment.  Added 

to this is the importance of relationship building between colleagues, learners, mentoring, peers, and 

the institution's role in supporting the neurodiverse learner's sense of self. 

Organisational and structural factors  

The number of neurodiverse learners with learning difficulties related to their neurodiversity entering 

HE is increasing, posing a challenge for teachers and institutions worldwide (Clouder et al., 2020). 

Providing adequate capability training, challenging institutional policies, infrastructure, and 

curriculum, and developing more inclusive learning all contribute to advancing a disability model that 

emphasises inclusion and supportive environments for neurodiverse learners (Kruse & Oswal, 2018, 

as cited in Ortiz, 2020).  Otago Polytechnic provides a local example of an institution actively shifting 

toward a more inclusive neurodiverse educational institute with the advent of the first neurodiverse 

symposium in November 2021 (Otago Polytechnic, 2022).  Since then, interest has been expressed in 

more support and resources for staff and learners, which led to the start-up of the Neurodiverse 

Community of Practice in late 2021 (Otago Polytechnic, 2022).  Otago Polytechnic is actively working 

toward the New Zealand Dyslexia-Friendly Quality Mark (Otago Polytechnic, 2022). 

The Ministry of Education's New Zealand Learning Support Action Plan, 2019 - 2025, provides a plan 

for supporting learners throughout their learning journey (Ministry of Education (MOE), 2013; Te Rito, 

2022).  The MOE recognises that learners will achieve educational success if the kura or school 

understand the skills, strengths, and needs of neurodiverse learners (Te Rito, 2022).  The kaiako or 

teacher needs to understand the aspirations and strengths of the learners so that they can provide 

support to achieve these.  The Te Rito platform is a government web-based repository supporting 

learners and success, keeping track of learners' history, strengths, and needs along the way, creating 

a rich learning record.  By valuing and respecting the things that make them unique, the kura or school 

will better support them to realise their learners’ full potential (Te Rito, 2022).  Te Rito Kaitiakitanga 
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will take an ākonga (learner)-centred approach, with a particular focus on the needs of Māori and 

Pacific ākonga and ākonga with disabilities or learning support needs (Te Rito, 2022). 

Strategies for working with neurodiverse learners in higher education  

With a focus on ensuring better learning support, the literature offers practical strategies for teachers 

and lecturers to adopt with their neurodiverse learners around classroom structure, explicit 

instruction, and a supportive learning and teaching environment (Taylor et al., 2009).  For example, 

Taylor et al.’s (2009) United Kingdom (UK) study found that learners with dyslexia may need 

adjustments to teaching, assessment, and pastoral care.  The study also revealed the importance of 

ensuring that the transition from school, college, and work to HE is well managed (Taylor et al., 2009).  

Clouder et al. (2020) found that a learner with learning disabilities requires more time to access 

specialised support and master technology.  For example, learners with autism struggle with 

traditional teaching and assessment methods.  The most effective approaches to teaching and learning 

for ADHD learners include interactive teaching methods, group work, and coaching programmes.  At 

the same time, lecturing is most effective for improving academic skills and knowledge.  The authors 

report that peer mentoring also benefits autistic learners in their educational, learning, and personal 

life (Clouder et al., 2020).  

Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) stated that neurodiverse learners need a learning and teaching 

environment that accepts and values them for who they are.  Learning is more likely to be active and 

engaging when neurodiverse learners feel a sense of belonging.  A structured and predictable learning 

environment with clear routines and rules is essential for neurodiverse learners to thrive at school, 

along with supporting them to build supportive relationships (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  A necessary 

catalyst for adopting inclusive learning and teaching practice appears to be the development of a 

trusting and inclusive environment tolerant of changes that do not apply 'labels'.  It is essential, 

therefore, to introduce unique strategies that meet the needs of all learners, thus allowing all to 

flourish academically (Clouder et al., 2020).  Finally, research shows that the environment often needs 

to be adapted to reduce sensory overload so that neurodiverse learners can engage in learning (Mirfin-

Veitch et al., 2020). 

Accessing support in higher education  

In a New Zealand study, Rowan (2014) found that despite meeting the requirements for university 

entry, some learners lacked the self-advocacy skills and knowledge necessary to access university 

learning support.  A lack of good quality, relevant, and focused course advice puts learners with 

dyslexia at risk of not being matched to academic programmes and failing their courses (Rowan, 2014). 
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Ako Aotearoa's (2020) research evaluates the effectiveness of support interventions for adult dyslexic 

learners in New Zealand's multiple learning environments.  As a result of Ako Aotearoa’s project, many 

significant findings were obtained, such as: 

• A diagnosis or identification of dyslexia is paramount.  Most subjects were not aware of their 

condition until they were screened.  There was a noticeable improvement in self-awareness 

due to their dyslexia screening. 

• Information is critical for individuals with dyslexia and those who work with them.  Most 

individuals are unaware of the challenges and advantages associated with dyslexia. 

Relationship building (staff and learners/mentoring/peers)  

Lecturers play a significant role in ensuring neurodiverse learners are appreciated and empowered as 

'different thinkers' who contribute to the culture, society, and life in general of a population 

(Rentenbach et al., 2017).  Research shows lecturers can build meaningful relationships with 

neurodiverse learners by being respectful, warm, empathetic, actively listening, and understanding 

the learner's experience and interests (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020; Rentenbach et al., 2017).  

According to Morgan and Burn (2000), dyslexic learners have a helpful set of capabilities that are 

advantageous when used in the proper context.  By paying more attention to individuals' strengths 

and developing these, lecturers can enhance dyslexic learners' self-confidence and nurture their 

development (Morgan & Burn, 2000).  A New Zealand study by Dymock and Nicholson (2013) found 

that lecturers can make a massive difference in the life and learning of a dyslexic adult.  Adult learners 

with dyslexia must have someone who understands what it is like and is willing to adapt their teaching 

to help them.  The study revealed the theme of prioritising and valuing relationships, supporting 

learners' behaviour understanding and management, creating inclusive environments and embedding 

inclusive teaching strategies (Dymock & Nicholson 2013).  

Waters and Torgerson (2021) advanced an argument for establishing and evaluating dyslexia-trained 

mentors.  Several studies have discussed using a learning mentor or coach to facilitate learning during 

task execution.  A third person in a role like this appears to help learners with specific learning 

difficulties.  However, no published studies of a simple design evaluate using mentors as a "learning 

intervention" using measurable outcomes (Waters & Torgerson, 2021, p. 243).  Creating an inclusive 

and trusting environment that allows all learners to flourish without labels, adjustments, or special 

measures seems to be the primary motivation (Clouder et al., 2020).  

Clouder et al. (2020) explain the following universal design strategies: knowing your learners' 

strengths and weaknesses can offer customised support services, flexibility, and neurodiverse-friendly 
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environments to help meet learners' unique needs.  For example, learners with autism have difficulty 

processing information, directing attention, shifting attention, and identifying critical points.  It results 

in poor academic performance and achievement due to procrastination, lack of concentration, and 

difficulty prioritising and completing tasks efficiently.  Despite creating anxiety, these learners do not 

seek assistance (Clouder et al., 2020).  These suggestions would create a more inclusive environment 

where every learner could feel supported if taken on board. 

Five key themes emerged from a systematic process of identifying educational research that could 

provide easily implemented, low-cost, flexible support for neurodiverse learners (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 

2020); they identified:  

1. Prioritising and valuing relationships  

2. Developing agency, for example, making conscious choices, identifying essential goals, and pursuing 

them effectively, proactively, and purposefully 

3. Supporting learners' behaviour understanding and management 

4. Creating inclusive environments 

5. Embedding inclusive teaching strategies. 

The institution's role in supporting the neurodiverse learner 

There is a need for institutions to support the sense of self-worth of neurodiverse learners so that 

they can enhance their self-concept.  A study by Gibby-Leversuch et al. (2019) found that learners with 

literacy difficulties and/or dyslexia may have negative self-perceptions of themselves as learners but 

not their overall self-worth.  In addition to a positive attitude towards dyslexia and neurodiversity, 

adaptive attitudes can also contribute to positive self-perceptions (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019).  A 

diagnosis for a learner with literacy difficulties or dyslexia can lead to a more positive self-perception 

(Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019).  It can provide an alternative picture of themselves to those who 

perceive them as unintelligent or idle (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020). 

There remains a great deal of learning and understanding about how to identify neurodiversity and, 

subsequently, how to meet the learning aspirations of neurodiverse learners.  

2.6 Conclusion 

Understanding the history and context of the New Zealand educational system and attitudes to 

neurodiversity can assist and make sense in understanding why learners can fly under the radar while 
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having learning challenges.  Success in academic endeavours in HE is due to valued relationships with 

supportive and inclusive lecturers, mentors, and coaches (Clouder et al., 2020; Mirfin-Veitch et al., 

2020). 

Managing to find support among those who teach, lecture, mentor, or coach can help those who have 

suffered from significant learning challenges.  Neurodiverse learners can be 'normal.'  Therefore, it is 

of immense importance that neurodiversity not only becomes increasingly accepted as an established 

condition among learners but also the need to focus on policy, creating a culture within institutions 

(Clouder et al., 2020; Dymock & Nicholson, 2013; Hayes, 2020; MacCullagh, 2014). 

The literature review showcased some exciting ideas surfacing, such as those learners with 

neurodiversity learning better if they have a mentor who understands how they feel and is willing to 

adapt their learning and teaching to help them.  Developing relationships of caring and inclusion, 

where each neurodiverse learner feels valued and believes they can participate to their full potential. 

Durie's (2009) theory of Whakapiri (engagement), Māramatanga (enlightenment), and Whakamana 

(empower) will support learners in developing their strengths and support networks to help them to 

succeed in their education.  The success of these networks influenced the learner’s choice to proceed 

to university (Clouder et al., 2020; Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020; Rowan, 2010; Waters & Torgerson, 2021).  

This literature review provides a background to this project.  The objective was to identify how we, as 

educators, can grow our understanding to enhance the capabilities that neurodiverse learners bring 

to the learning and teaching environment and how we can use these abilities to improve our teaching 

practice.
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3 Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents an overview of the approach to this project.  It then discusses the research 

methods used for data collection and the tools used to generate and analyse the project findings.  

3.2 Research aim 

The aim was to explore how lecturers can create successful learning experiences for neurodiverse 

learners that not only include but take account of their challenges and utilise and enhance the 

capabilities that neurodiverse learners bring to the learning and teaching environment. 

3.3 Methodological approach 

3.3.1 Research philosophy 

When developing a research methodology, Saunders et al.’s (2019) illustration of a 'research onion' 

demonstrates the various decisions a researcher has to make.  Thinking about the research 

methodology, each layer had to be peeled back simultaneously (Saunders et al., 2019), so for the 

project, this model was adapted for more effortless reading (Figure 2).  The tasks were ordered, which 

is helpful for a neurodivergent learner.  Each layer helped to guide and develop the project 

systematically. 

Saunder’s research onion 

Inspired by Saunders’s “research onion” and how you can peel back the layers was a straightforward 

way to see how to tackle the project approach, having broken it down, and in each layer, the choices 

used throughout this process, explaining how these were used and why. 
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Figure 3: Research onion adapted from Saunders (2019) 

The following is a breakdown of the six layers that I followed in my research: 

1. Research philosophy and approaches – In research philosophy, beliefs and assumptions 

about knowledge development are expressed (Saunders et al., 2019).  The pragmatic 

approach to this research is from an applied, real-world point of view, where knowledge is not 

fixed but constantly questioned and interpreted.  The interpretive approach was used to 

emphasise narratives, stories, perceptions, and interpretations of new understandings and 

worldviews as contributing factors (Saunders et al., 2019).  The two approaches will be 

explained in more detail further in this chapter. 

2. Research approach to theory development - A key question regarding the design of a 

research project is whether or not it is concerned with testing theories (deductive) or building 

theories (inductive) (Saunders et al., 2019).  The inductive approach was also used in this 

project, which involves generating themes through data analysis rather than starting with a 

theme (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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3. Research strategy - The next layer of the “research onion” explains how to conduct research 

based on the project's objectives (Saunders et al., 2019).  Qualitative methodology is all about 

letting the data speak for itself.  It allows you to gather rich data regarding people's 

experiences with the researched topic (Booth, 2022).  Autoethnography is observing 

individuals as they go about their daily lives.  An autoethnographic study describes the 

subjective experience of seeing the world from participants' perspectives (Saunders et al., 

2019, p142).   

4. Methodological choice - The purpose of this layer is to determine the types of data I used in 

the project (qualitative or quantitative) (Saunders et al., 2019).  The semi-structured interview 

was the choice to explore the participants' feelings, beliefs, and thoughts about the project 

topic, including sensitive and sometimes personal matters.  The semi-structured interview 

helped with my inductive approach by hearing about the particular experiences of the 

participants. 

5. Time horizon – Saunders et al. (2019) describe how many moments in time you plan to collect 

your data.  This project used a cross-sectional time horizon because I had a time limit due to 

time constraints around the enrolment period of learners.  This was because I was ready to 

interview at the beginning of my tertiary year. In a cross-sectional study, data is collected from 

multiple participants simultaneously.  A cross-sectional study observes variables without 

influencing them.  This project collected qualitative data at one point in time (Saunders et al., 

2019). 

6. Techniques and procedures – The last layer was to set up the materials used in this project 

(including writing up questions for the semi-structured interview), deciding what data would 

be collected and how it would be collected (Saunders et al., 2019).  

3.4 Methodology 

The two methodologies used for this project were qualitative and autoethnography. Qualitative 

methodology was used to describe how this project's results helped develop my practice as an 

emerging practitioner in the field of the neurodiverse.  Autoethnography was used to get the personal 

experience of the participants and myself. 

Qualitative methodology and autoethnography were identified as appropriate for this type of project, 

as the hope was to use this to create and provide helpful strategies and understandings to both 

lecturers and learners to learn and understand the complexities of neurodiversity.  
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The selected participants were encouraged to be honest and share their tools and strategies.  This 

project will allow the participants to be frank and enable a deeper understanding of learners with 

neurodiversity.  As a result of this project, this knowledge will strengthen my professional practice. 

The following section will outline qualitative methodology and autoethnography.  

3.5 Qualitative methodology 

I was drawn to a qualitative methodology because it captures the complexity and interconnectedness 

of everyday actions based on how individuals experience the world (Braun, Clarke, 2013).  I adopted 

this approach to explore how knowledge is created in interactions between neurodiverse learners and 

lecturers (Braun, Clarke, 2013). 

The data collection and analysis process in qualitative methodology aims to identify patterns and 

themes. They take data, analyse it, and then return to data collection and analysis, refining the themes 

and ideas emerging from the data (Booth, 2022). 

Qualitative methodology enabled summarising the data that makes sense to the participants in this 

project and can be used more widely or is generally applicable to similar situations.  Morse et al. (2016) 

stated that using this method, researchers should approach qualitative research analysis with an open 

mind, ready to listen to what participants say and let the emerging questions guide their next steps. 

In this method, a researcher takes on the role of the other and grants voice to participants while noting 

how they are responding to the research itself; this is the key to guiding it (Morse et al., 2016). 

Additionally, as previously stated, as a lecturer and learner who identifies as neurodiverse, I also 

critically reflect on and interrogate my personal experiences.  This helped me to connect and explore 

my story to the project questions.  To do this, a critical autoethnographic approach was adopted. 

3.6 Autoethnography 

Autoethnography was conducted to explore and develop my research practice.  The autoethnographic 

process requires reflection on practice, and during this project, I had to reflect on the events I 

experienced during the project and how I responded to them.  Reflection can lead to a change in future 

practice due to the process (Ellis et al., 2011; Wall, 2006).  

Autoethnography begins with personal experience (Ellis et al., 2011; Wall, 2006).  The most common 

form of narrative is the personal narrative, in which the writer presents themself in a reflective first-

person style, and they construct meaning and construct life through social interaction with others. 

Autoethnography involves analysing a topic of significant personal significance and situating the 
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experiences within a social context. It is then necessary for autoethnography to reflect deeply on their 

own unique experiences and the universal aspects of themselves (Ellis et al., 2011; Wall, 2006). 

Furthermore, Boylorn and Orbe (2020) add that autoethnography writers and enthusiasts are 

encouraged to consider how a critical lens can enhance the storytelling of individual stories within a 

broader cultural context. 

Researchers Cooper and Lilyea (2022) explained that creating a research question representing your 

study's focus is the first step in any qualitative research project.  An autoethnographic research 

question should reflect autoethnography's focus on exploring a cultural issue through one's own story 

(Cooper & Lilyea, 2022).  I asked myself what cultural issue/feature I wanted to address when 

developing my project questions.  I also asked myself what I would like to learn from this project and 

what aspect of my own lived experience I would like to explore. Based on these questions, I formulated 

the project questions. 

Keeping a learning journal, where I could note significant moments during this project and my broader 

practice, was the method to engage in autoethnographic reflection.  By recording my thoughts and 

feelings about my experiences, I could reflect on how I reacted to them and see how I could utilise 

these experiences and reflections to gain a deeper understanding of my practice and perhaps change 

my practice in the future. 

While recruiting participants and organising the semi-structured interviews, notes were taken 

throughout this project.  At the same time, recordings were taken on my phone app (ottr.ai) or written 

in a notebook, not just field notes but observations and interactions with others (Wall, 2006).  Before 

each interview, we chatted about work, life, family, and anything regarding their experience with 

neurodiversity, education, behaviour, and HE.  I did this to put the participants at ease.  I wanted to 

hear their stories and backgrounds and understand their experiences to add to this project.  As Ellis et 

al. (2011) stated, autoethnography describes and analyses a person's experience from their 

perspective to analyse personal affairs so that cultural experience can be understood.  Using this 

method, I have shared many memories and experienced many occasions with my participants.  Using 

autoethnography, further elaboration will be provided in the critical reflection commentary and can 

be written in a highly personalised style, extending understanding of a social situation using their 

experience (Wall, 2006). 

3.7 Methods 

Having determined the methodology in line with the qualitative methodology and autoethnography, 

data collection began, followed by thematic analysis (Booth, 2022).  Commencing the semi-structured 
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interviews with learners and lecturers across Otago Polytechnic and the Student Success team 

members.  Semi-structured interview is a qualitative data research method that enables the 

participants to ask a series of predetermined but open-ended questions.  This helped by having more 

control over the topics of the semi-structured interview; however, there is no fixed answer to each 

question.  Though questions are usually discussed in the order designed by the researcher, there is 

the freedom to move back and forth through the topic list based on the responses (Given, 2008, p.4).  

Once this data was collected, thematic analysis was used to determine the significant and key patterns 

of meaning that emerged and to ascertain whether further interviewing or other data sources needed 

to be explored.  

3.7.1 Primary data sources 

• semi-structured Interviews 

• autoethnographic reflections (taken throughout the project) 

3.8 Selecting participants 

Initial data collection took place over two months.  A broad selection of participants was required to 

obtain rich data, i.e., a cross-section of knowledge and understanding of neurodiversity in education 

(Etikan, 2016).  Using a purposeful sampling technique, participants were selected to participate in 

this project based on the selection criteria (Etikan, 2016).  Purposive sampling can be effective when 

a limited number of primary data sources can be found due to research design and goals (Etikan, 

2016). 

Once ethics approval was given, 928 (refer to Appendix 1) and feedback on his project was received 

from the Kaitohutohu Office, Māori Research Consultation (refer to Appendix 5), participants were 

recruited using a post on Tūhono for staff (refer to Appendix 2) and a social media post for learners.   

I outlined this project's purpose and background (refer to Appendix 7) and gave them the option of 

refusal without prejudice.  The project endeavoured to source lecturers and learners with 

neurodiversity or who had an interest, either by having family, friends, or learners who wanted to 

share their knowledge and assist in this research for the greater good of neurodiverse individuals. 

Information sheets were emailed to all participants (refer to Appendix 8 and 9).  Consent forms were 

signed and returned and are the only link to the participants (refer to Appendix 3).   

3.9 Ethical considerations 

After applying for ethics approval for this project, on the 5th of November 2021, approval for the 

application was approved.  Careful consideration was given to the potential impact on participants, 

acknowledging that participation in this project was voluntary.  Participants could bring a support 
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person to the semi-structured interview if they needed to (Hudson, 2010).  The purpose of this project 

was clarified, and the information being sought was conveyed in such a way that to ensure participants 

felt at ease.  It was stressed that each question would ultimately be used to help future lecturers and 

learners learn.  

This project was undertaken in a culturally sensitive and appropriate manner, respecting differences, 

ensuring privacy, and maintaining their privacy (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).  Based on this, 

consideration was given to aspects of habits, traditions, and beliefs of the different individuals 

interviewed.  I confirmed that the environment in which each semi-structured interview activity was 

undertaken was suitable by talking to the participants and ensuring they were comfortable in the 

surroundings.  Before starting, an invitation to participate in this project was based on the premise 

that participants do so freely without coercion and the confidence that their participation is valued. 

Hudson, (2010) stated in their framework that the cultural needs of diverse individuals are considered 

and accommodated throughout the research process. 

The intent of this project is clearly articulated in the information potential participants receive before 

their consent.  The participants gave their consent as autonomous individuals.   

Semi-structured interview participants:  

• Five semi-structured interviews with learners who determine themselves as neurodiverse 

learners –recruitment asked for anyone identifying as neurodiverse on a flyer or through the 

student hub. 

• Six semi-structured interviews with lecturers from a range of different colleges from Otago 

Polytechnic. 

• Two semi-structured interviews with staff who work and specialise in this field in Student 

Success (one participant saw themself as an expert in this field, and one defined themself as 

having a solid understanding) 

 

The place chosen for the semi-structured interviews was safe for both parties involved, a neutral, quiet 

space so participants and researchers could talk freely.  Before each semi-structured interview, a 

colleague was advised that a semi-structured interview was taking place, including the start and finish 

time (also made contact once the semi-structured interview was finished). This was to ensure privacy 

remained throughout the interviews. 

None of the participants became distressed at any stage of the semi-structured interviews, but if they 

had the semi-structured interview would have ended immediately.  Participants had been given the 
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option of discontinuing the semi-structured interview, taking a short break before continuing, or 

continuing immediately.  The participants were also informed that they could withdraw from the 

project at any time without consequence.  

Whatever decision the participants made was respected.  It was also conveyed that there were options 

in discussing their concerns with an independent person.  This could be through the 1737 number (a 

free 24-hour service that provides counselling support.  Support is for anyone feeling distressed, 

anxious, or overwhelmed.  The participants could also contact the supervisors of this project if they 

had any concerns. 

3.10 Semi-structured interviews 

Coming up with the semi-structured interview questions and the design was an interesting task as the 

process needed to put all the participants at ease to enable the hearing of their stories.  This was 

enabled by starting the semi-structured interview with open-ended questions, such as, “What do you 

think neurodiversity is?”  This was then followed by questions that covered topics such as skills, 

challenges, and strategies. 

To design the questions to ensure the semi-structured interviews would effectively address this 

project "Neurodiversity in Vocational Education:  Facilitating Success", straightforward open-ended 

questions were used to start, to set the scene and relax the participants, using language that was easy 

to understand, simplistic, and arranged in a logical order (Barriball & While, 1994; Morse et al., 2016). 

Using semi-structured interview data collection to collect data to explore participants' thoughts, 

feelings, and beliefs regarding a particular topic.  As a result, I could explore personal and sensitive 

issues more than I could have in a standardised interview schedule.  Some freedom to probe was 

required to explore participants’ opinions, clarify relevant and exciting topics, obtain complete 

information, and explore sensitive issues within each semi-structured interview (Barriball & While, 

1994; Morse et al., 2016). 

There are several advantages to having an interviewer present during each semi-structured interview:  

1. Structured semi-structured interview situations.  It is possible to evaluate the answer given by 

participants by observing their non-verbal signals, which is especially helpful when discussing sensitive 

issues (Barriball & While, 1994).  

2. The interviewer may observe any discomfort or unease on the participant's part and provide 

emotional support or a break (Barriball & While, 1994). 
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Morse et al. (2016) and Opdenakker (2006) also discuss the disadvantages and solutions of when 

having the interviewer present during semi-structured interview: 

1. Participants feel inhibited when asked to respond face-to-face to sensitive questions; more 

conventional answers may be given than when using a self-administered questionnaire.  

2. The physical presence of an interviewer can affect participants' responses. Interviewers can 

maximise their influence by conducting face-to-face interviews, leading to similar responses from 

participants.  

3. Time and money are invested in conducting this type of interview.  In a given period, fewer face-to-

face interviews can be conducted. 

Once participants had been sent out the information sheet, they were directly contacted to enquire if 

they were still interested in partaking in the semi-structured interview.  A consent form and a list of 

the semi-structured interview potential questions were then sent out.  All the participants were 

delighted to continue with the semi-structured interview.  The participants were asked if they had any 

questions related to the project, and then a convenient time and place for my participants and myself 

to complete the semi-structured interview was organised.  Depending on the location of the 

participants, the discussion would take place in person or through Microsoft Teams.  

The semi-structured interviews took approximately 45 to 60 minutes.  Of the 13 interviews, seven 

were conducted in person, and six were conducted via Microsoft teams.  When meeting with the 

participants either online or in person, the conversation began by building a 

whanaungatangahttps://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&

uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjbpcHj-

qL7AhWoyzgGHZtmDxUQFnoECBEQAQ&url=https://maoridictionary.co.nz/word/10068&usg=AOvVa

w32an_6TcdkdSxKPF6qoI4t (relationship) and discussing some background information so that the 

participant would feel comfortable before answering the questions.  With the participants' 

permission, all semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by myself.  Once the 

semi-structured interviews had been transcribed, all records were stored safely on a password-

protected computer while data was being analysed (Appendix 4). 

3.11 Data analysis 

The notes taken while listening to the participants and recordings were transcribed as soon as 

possible, verified, and re-verified by repeatedly listening to the tapes.  Then, the responses were 

transferred into a spreadsheet identifying emerging themes.  Shortly after the data analysis was 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjbpcHj-qL7AhWoyzgGHZtmDxUQFnoECBEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmaoridictionary.co.nz%2Fword%2F10068&usg=AOvVaw32an_6TcdkdSxKPF6qoI4t
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjbpcHj-qL7AhWoyzgGHZtmDxUQFnoECBEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmaoridictionary.co.nz%2Fword%2F10068&usg=AOvVaw32an_6TcdkdSxKPF6qoI4t
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjbpcHj-qL7AhWoyzgGHZtmDxUQFnoECBEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmaoridictionary.co.nz%2Fword%2F10068&usg=AOvVaw32an_6TcdkdSxKPF6qoI4t
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjbpcHj-qL7AhWoyzgGHZtmDxUQFnoECBEQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fmaoridictionary.co.nz%2Fword%2F10068&usg=AOvVaw32an_6TcdkdSxKPF6qoI4t
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completed, clear, evident themes emerged; words and phrases were the same, if not very similar, 

throughout. 

A six-phase thematic analysis process (Figure 3) was followed for the semi-structured interview 

process to determine the emerging themes, (Braun & Clarke, 2013).   

Figure 4: Thematic analysis adapted from Braun and Clarke (2013) 

Step 1 
 

Getting familiar with 
the data 

 

Step 2 
 

Coding in the initial 
stages 

 

Step 3 
 

Searching for themes 

Step 4 
 

Reviewing themes 
 

Step 5 
 

Themes are defined and 
named 

 

Step 6 
 

Writing up 

 

Getting familiar with the data: 

Braun and Clark (2013) describe the first step after the data is collected through semi-structured 

interviews, which were recorded using an electronic recording app Otter.ai to capture transcripts.  As 

soon as, the recording done they were listened to and checked against the hard copy to ensure all the 

recorded information had been correctly.  As a result of reading and rereading the information 

provided by these semi-structured interviews, I became familiar with and absorbed the data; this 

approach is also recommended by Maguire and Delahunt (2017). 

 

For example:  

1. The data was recorded using a recording and transcribing App called Otter.  

2. Then it automatically transcribed the data into a Microsoft Word document. 

3. The recorded semi-structured interviews were listened to and checked against the transcription to 

ensure it was correct and made corrections as required. 

 

While I was becoming immersed in my data, it became evident that some of my responses to my 

questions would not be contained in the themes. However, they provided a good overview of why the 

project was important. 
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Coding in the initial stages: 

Here I began organising my data meaningfully and systematically; as a result of coding, large amounts 

of data are reduced to smaller bits of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  I transferred all the data I had 

collected into an excel spreadsheet, de-identifying my participants along the way.  This was all done 

manually while highlighting in a colour that worked for me.  For example, when coding relationships 

or anything to do with relationships, I used pink because it is calming and means love or kindness.  For 

challenges, I used blue as a trusting colour and understanding.  

I was taking notes during the process. While doing this, I became more familiar with the data and 

formed codes that helped me describe the context in which the conversation took place.  Each area 

was colour-coded to ensure that I was not missing any critical areas, allowing me to see clear themes 

emerging as I went along. 

 

Searching for themes: 

I was looking for patterns in the data or project semi-structured interview questions that capture 

something significant or interesting (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  As a third step, filters were applied to the 

data by using colour coding for each emerging theme, which helped identify any patterns of meaning 

in the themes due to the filters. 

While analysing the data and looking at each interview question I had asked all the participants 

(Appendix 3), it became clear that the same themes were emerging regardless of what question I 

asked (Figure 4).  Throughout my project, participants responded to the questions asked with similar 

words: challenges, difficulties, strengths, support, and relationships.  

For example, the theme of early disclosure was not included in any of my questions. Still, it came from 

the learner participants wishing they had disclosed sooner when asked about their experience and 

what aspect of starting their course worried them the most.  The responses from the expert and the 

lecturer wishing the learners had disclosed earlier came from questions such as what strategies they 

use to support neurodiverse learners and what OP could do better. 

Another example of this was the theme of building relationships that emerged from questions asked 

to the lecturers and experts about strategies they use to support neurodiverse learners, their 

experience working with neurodiverse learners and awareness of individual learning challenges.  A 

question was asked to learners: Can you let the lecturer know about your learning needs and their 
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biggest challenge regarding their study skills.  All participants' response mentions building the 

relationship between learner and staff. 

Figure 5: Emerging themes 

 
Reviewing themes: 

During the four-phase process of reviewing the themes, I compared the themes against the data to 

see if anything was missing and ensured that I could, if necessary, change anything that would help 

me make better sense of the themes.  I combed through the data repeatedly, seeing and noticing 

emerging themes.  Maguire and Delahunt (2017) stated that preliminary themes are reviewed, 

modified, and developed during this phase; is there any sense in them?  At this point, gathering all the 

data relevant to each theme is essential (Ryan & Bernard, 2005).  Based on the data associated with 

each theme, consider whether the data supported it and the context of the entire data set; the next 

step was to consider whether they work. 

Themes need to be coherent and distinct (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017; Ryan & Bernard, 2005). 

The following points were reflected on:  

• Are the themes logical? 

• Do the data support the themes?  

• Is the theme too broad?  

• Are two themes separate if they overlap?  

• Is there a subtheme within a theme?  

• Does the data contain any other themes? (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017; Ryan & Bernard, 2005). 

Themes are defined and named: 

Defining and naming the themes was the next step in the process; I asked myself a series of questions:  
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What does it mean?  

What is the relationship between subthemes and the main theme, if any?  

In what way do the themes relate to each other? (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

The ongoing analysis took place to improve the specifics of each theme.  From here, the information 

emerged from the analysis, producing clear descriptions and titles for each theme and producing data 

from critical points under each theme.  This process was ongoing throughout the project to ensure 

that data fitted within the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Writing up: 

In looking at the emerging themes (Figure 5), it was possible to combine some of them since early 

disclosure often works well with support and relationship building (Braun & Clarke, 2013. 

Consideration had to be given because combining these themes may make it possible to lose the voice 

of the participants (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  As a result of immersing myself in the data, listening to the 

voices of my participants, and understanding their experiences, the realisation was that some 

underlying common themes were emerging. 

o Early disclosure 

o Challenges facing a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

o Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners  

o Strengths neurodiverse learners bring to education 

Figure 6: Finalising the themes 
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3.12 Conclusion 

The approach to this project has been outlined in chapter three, discussing my aims and objectives, 

the research “onion” approach used, and the layers the project worked through to make this process 

design come together.  The rationale for the chosen project approach and methodology was outlined 

and explained qualitative methodology and critical autoethnographic methods were used together in 

this project.  It has allowed the identification of patterns and themes and the development of 

conclusions following the six-phase process of thematic analysis to code the data. 

While conducting the semi-structured interviews, asking questions prompted each participant to 

reflect on their experience.  While transcription was challenging, it allowed a review of what 

participants originally said and ensured that it had not been misinterpreted.  
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4 Research findings 

4.1 Overview 

In this chapter, I will present my findings for each participant group analysed and interpreted by 

theme, considering relevant literature. 

 

The participant groups are:  

• Learner participants interviewed - n = 5 (L) - (male and female aged between 20-29) 

• Lecturer participants interviewed - n = 6 (AL) - (female with more than five years of teaching) 

• Expert participants interviewed - n = 2 (EX) - (staff who work and specialise in this field) 

 

Before I present the findings that relate to the themes, I asked the participants two questions as an 

initial starter to my semi-structured interview.  Question One (Appendix 6) was “Tell me about your 

understanding of neurodiversity” All participants had a good understanding, for example: “some sort 

of trait that makes learning or interacting with others more of a barrier” #AL2.  One participant 

responded with “….encompasses what I think of as dyslexia, but it's a bigger scope” #AL5. One of the 

learners responded with “...a range of people with unique skills” #L3 

Other responses where the word “different” was a typical response for example: 

• ” It's a term used for how the brain works differently, and how we process information” #AL3 

#AL4 #AL6 had a similar response.   

• “…different ways the human brain functions” #EX1, #EX2 

• “…an umbrella term for people with learning difficulties” #L1 and #L5 

• “…struggling with different ways of learning” #L2 

• “Different processes, different ways of seeing things, different ways of learning” #L4 

 

 Question Two was “Tell me about your experiences as a learner, lecturer and expert with people with 

neurodiversity in the learning environment” Nearly all my participants gave me incredibly encouraging 

and inspiring responses, for example: ” no idea what neurodiversity was until my child was diagnosed, 

and now I've got more of a vested interest on how I can do things better” #AL2, and “personal 

experience has motivated me as a lecturer never to assume I know how somebody learns, to 

understand that it's about building quality connections and trust so that learners feel confident and 

able to share what works for them” #AL4 and “to work with people who struggle and that seemed to 
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be my passion” #AL3. Not all responses were positive “ I've had many neurodiverse learners, not once 

have they been given additional help” #AL1.    

My learner's responses varied depending on their journey: 

• “Not many people are open about it” #L1 

• “It's been a bit of a journey. It's quite, quite frustrating with studies …” then they went on to 

say,” … staff at OP have been amazing” #L2 

• “…been hard because it is balancing between giving enough information and not getting 

enough information” #L3 

• “As a kid, it was hard. I guess that's because I didn't know that I was neurodiverse, but working 

with other neurodiverse people has always been interesting because we're not the same” #L4 

• ” …actually, getting in trouble in school, for being naughty, talking too much, being 

distractions” #L5 

Given this valuable information, it became clear that this project sits nicely in the current environment 

for leading understanding, awareness, and enhancement around neurodiversity in the classroom.   

4.2 Themes 

The themes that emerged from the semi-structured interviews: 

1. Early disclosure - identifying needs at the earliest point is essential. 

2. Challenges - facing a neurodiverse learner in HE. 

3. Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners - making connections and 

acknowledgements to build an inclusive environment. 

4. Strengths neurodiverse learners bring to the learning and teaching environment - encourage 

the discussion about the strengths of neurodiversity. 

The findings are presented under each participant group, broken down into themes, and summarised 

and interpreted under each theme.  A selection of representative quotes has been taken from 

participants' semi-structured interview responses. 

4.3 Learner participants 

Theme 1: Early disclosure - identifying needs at the earliest point is important 

According to the learner participants interviewed, disclosure is defined as being able to tell their 

lecturer they are neurodivergent.  Learner participants widely acknowledged the benefits of doing this 

early in their study.  Disclosing their neurodiversity was difficult for learner participants, as this quote 

indicates, "It's taken me a while to tell the lecturers that I'm struggling...I'm more or less afraid...” #L2. 
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One participant was reluctant to disclose because they did not want it to define who they were; for 

example, “It doesn't define me” #L1.  For two learner participants, it took a crisis for them to disclose, 

for example, “...crisis with an essay.  I told my lecturer I had dyslexia and found these lectures, 

assignments, and written assignments difficult” #L4. 

Once disclosing they were neurodivergent, learner participants talked about their increased 

confidence in conveying their classroom needs, for example, “… I have become more open to the 

lecturer knowing my diagnoses” #L5.  Another learner participant added, “I was able to tell them what 

would work for me …. that was how they got the best work from me” #L3.  It came to light that the 

lecturers accommodated different learning styles in their classrooms.  This comment suggests that 

“…lecturers have changed the classes to make it more neurodiversity friendly now” #L2. 

Overall, the learner participants all agreed they should have let their lecturers know they were 

neurodivergent early on.  However, it took time to build their confidence to communicate their 

diagnoses.  Four of the five learners said they wished they had disclosed their neurodivergence to 

their lecturers sooner.  They all agreed that learning became much easier once they had revealed it. 

Theme 2: Challenges - facing a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

This theme explored the challenges neurodiverse learners face in HE.  The common themes of these 

challenges were related to the following: 

1. Writing: “… heaps of written work… there's been so much writing and typing; it’s been unreal” 

#L3, “…I can't spell, so that stresses me” #L3, and “… grammar is hard for me” #L3 

2. Reading: “Reading and retaining information” #L5 and “…Reading, reading fatigue…” #L3 

3. Assessment processes: “…the assessment methods ...” #L5 and “…exams are extremely 

difficult” #L1 

One learner participant also found it hard to listen or concentrate, resulting in them becoming 

overwhelmed with information #L4. 

Theme 3: Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners – making a connection and 

acknowledgement to build an inclusive learning environment 

The findings from this theme focus on the relationship between the lecturer and the neurodivergent 

learner and the support the relationship can offer the learner.  For example, one learner participant 

stated, “…once the lecturers know I’m neurodivergent, they should come to me to build that 

relationship…” #L1 Furthermore, all learner participants expressed the importance of an open 

relationship with their lecturer.  For example, “…they soon realised that that was the best…. how they 
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got the best work from me” #L3.  For others, it meant a “…more welcome …” #L4 an environment 

where they could “…open that dialogue, keep the conversation going, just normalise it…” #L1. 

One learner participant explained, “… spoken to my lecturer, and I said I've got dyslexia … [they] were 

really good about it” #L5.  Overall, the learner participants felt they were being listened to and were 

happy that the lecturer was understanding and patient “…they're very patient…” #L5. 

As a result of learner participants' responses, it was evident that establishing a good relationship with 

their lecturer can be extremely important if the learner wants to be supported throughout their 

learning journey.  An invaluable part of this process is providing the learner with opportunities to use 

their skills and strengths to achieve their learning goals.  

Theme 4: Strengths neurodiverse learners bring to the learning and teaching environment – 
encourage the discussion about the strengths of neurodiversity 

A key focus of this theme is the strengths that learners bring to the learning and teaching environment 

and the strengths they see in themselves as they adapt to their neurodiversity.  Neurodiverse learners 

succeed when the lecturer and support staff identify what motivates and engages them (Clouder et 

al., 2020; Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  As one learner participant stated, their strength is “…critical 

thinking… the ability to reflect as I can reflect quite deeply ...” #L4, then “…being organised and getting 

things done early…” #L1. Two of the learner participants mentioned their strength being creativity, for 

example, “…I'm quite creative…” #L3 and another participant added, “…really good at writing, 

especially creatively” #L5.  Two other strengths were mentioned, the unseen strengths, for example, 

“…I can read people.” #L1.  Furthermore, learner participants advised that they used strategies that 

they have created “…having workarounds…I’m a really good problem solver” #L2. 

Based on these findings, the strengths the learner acknowledges in themselves is crucial to their 

success.  As a result, it is essential to consider each type of strength when designing learning goals and 

activities for learners. 

Solutions that many of the learner participants interviewed suggested about their challenges 

and how to alleviate them are listed below: 

• “… should allow neurodiverse people to have more access to student support, access to that 

Grammarly Premium as it’s fantastic” #L3 

• “… alternative assignment methods…oral ones” #L4 

• “… extra time and support to read and write” #L2 

• “… should have someone to advocate for neurodiverse learners…” #L1 
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•  “Speaking more about it in the classroom… at the start of the year…” #L5 

• “… make it clear that Student Success is available” #L1 

•  “…lecturers can tell their learners… come to see me …” #L1 

• “…keeping up to date… keep adapting” #L4 

4.4 Lecturer participants  

Theme 1: Early disclosure - identifying needs at the earliest point is important 

According to the learner participants interviewed, if the lecturer knows from the onset that their 

learner is neurodivergent, they can identify their needs, for example, “…learning difficulties from the 

beginning, right from week one” #AL5, they can put a plan into place to assist the learner from the 

start of their HE.  The lecturer participants all agreed identification early was essential, mentioning 

“…your first contact with them…. you're learning about them …” #AL6 and “… without the knowledge 

or knowing about neurodiverse learners, it’s hard to know what to do….” #AL1.  Once you know, you 

can set out to work together to identify the learner’s needs early; for example, one lecturer participant 

stated they would talk to the learner “…if they've been diagnosed … asked if there's anything we need 

to do.” #AL5.  Another lecturer said, “Every learner learns differently…the way they learn is evident to 

me” #AL2. 

From these findings, it is clear that if lecturers know from the onset if any of their learners are 

neurodivergent, they can put a plan in place to assist the learners from the very start of their HE 

journey. 

Theme 2: Challenges - facing a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

According to interviews, lecturers significantly impacted neurodiverse adult learners' journeys. 

Neurodiverse learners will be more likely to learn when information is presented in various ways that 

appeal to their strengths and interests instead of focusing on their challenges (Ryan, 2020).  To help 

neurodiverse learners succeed, the lecturer must understand the learner’s challenges.  Two lecturer 

participants responded that the neurodiverse learners faced #AL2 some challenges, such as “…doing 

the written exercises...” #AL5.  In response to this, one lecturer participant agreed that "...assessments 

should be from written to oral assessments...".  One participant added, "...numeracy, reading, writing, 

spelling, and understanding instructions, or understanding what is expected..." #AL3, and one 

participant stated that their learner "...was finding it to be overwhelming..." #AL1. 

An answer regarding the learners’ challenges was getting the language right when talking to a 

neurodiverse learner “…it can become the language around neurodiversity…” #AL1.  One lecturer 
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participant agreed it was consistency that helped neurodiverse learners alleviate their challenges 

“…experience of consistency and routine…” #AL6 and they all agreed that “… learners have different 

requirements…” #AL3. 

During the interviews with lecturer participants, they all stated that they could adapt what they do for 

their neurodiverse learners in the learning and teaching environment if they knew their challenges. 

For example, “…started a phonics programme for my neurodivergent learners” #AL1 and another 

“…using practical assessments” #AL2.  There is no doubt that neurodiverse learners desire to learn in 

an environment where lecturers are caring, diligent in understanding their needs and equipped with 

a few strategies and techniques that they can use.  For example, one lecturer participant stated, 

“…colour coding…. careful about how you chunk and staircase activities…the font to use…the space in 

the leader spacing” #AL4.  There is no doubt that these are great strategies to use when dealing with 

the challenges the neurodiverse learner faces.  These strategies can be used all the time to meet the 

needs of all learners, not only those that disclose. 

These responses indicate that if the learners have given the lecturer information about the challenges 

they face in the classroom, they can develop different strategies and adapt their teaching methods to 

support the learners better. 

Theme 3: Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners – making a connection and 

acknowledgement to build an inclusive learning environment 

A lecturer's ability to build relationships with learners is a critical factor contributing to their success 

in the learning and teaching environment and understanding the neurodivergent learner.  One 

lecturer participant stated, “…I understood them … it's all about engagement” #AL6.  Learning can be 

more effective if a healthy, supportive relationship is fostered between the lecturer and the learner 

and vice versa (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020; Rentenbach et al., 2017).  To achieve this goal several 

strategies can be used. All the lecturer participants agreed, “It’s engagement… building a relationship 

to uncover the learner’s potential” #AL3 and “To understand that it's about building quality 

relationships and connections and trust so that people feel confident and able to share …” #AL4. 

There were some common responses from lecturer participants regarding this theme, for example: 

• “…offering the opportunity to have that valued in class…” #AL6 

• “…support them…” #AL6 

• “…it's about building quality relationships, connections, and trust” #AL4 

• “…honours the right to remain silent about how their brains work…” #AL1 
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• “Conversations lots of conversation, based interactive engagement” #AL3 

As seen from the responses, it is evident that lecturers should take the time to assess the strengths 

and abilities of neurodiverse learners as they relate to them to harness this to assist them in 

overcoming obstacles they may be facing.  It is essential to begin by taking the time to assess the 

strengths and abilities of neurodiverse learners to form supportive relationships with them.  There is 

a great deal of value in having a positive attitude, as evidenced by the fact that learners can rise to the 

expectations set by their lecturers due to their positive attitude. 

Theme 4: Strengths neurodiverse learners bring to the learning and teaching environment – 
encourage the discussion about the strengths of neurodiversity 

According to all of the lecturer participants interviewed, to engage neurodiverse learners, lecturers 

must identify what motivates and engages them and acknowledge that we are all different and have 

different strengths due to our differences.  Getting the learner to discuss what works with them, 

"...sharing what works for them... sharing their strengths" #AL1 and "...having the strength...being able 

to own their learning as an adult..." #AL2. 

As a result, these strengths allow neurodiverse learners to succeed in their learning, which can often 

be challenging. It encourages the discussion of neurodiverse learners' strengths, which is essential.  All 

the lecturer participants agreed that a neurodivergent learner could often have the following 

strengths: 

• “…creative…” #AL3 

• “…kinaesthetic learner…” #AL5 

• “…big picture thinkers…” #AL2 

• “…good imagination…” #AL1 

• “…explains their ideas well” #AL6 

As you can see from these responses, encouraging the discussion about neurodiversity's strengths can 

help the learners feel more comfortable asking questions for clarification or asking questions if they 

are unclear about something because they will not be criticised. 

 

4.5 Expert participants  

Theme 1: Early disclosure - identifying needs at the earliest point is important 
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The expert participants reveal the importance of disclosure from the onset, from when the learner 

has applied to enrol.  This increases the chance that the neurodivergent learner is identified, and tools 

and strategies can be implemented to support them.  It happens right from the beginning of the 

learner submitting their application.  As one expert stated: “… applies in the application process … if 

they tick that box … we contact them” #EX1.  Both expert participants said they could not help the 

learners if they had not disclosed their courses on the application or to the lecturers. 

Theme 2: Challenges - facing a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

The expert participants aimed to identify what they could do to support neurodiverse learners. 

Knowing their barriers meant expert participants could support learners to “…have their challenges 

alleviated a little within the classroom” #EX1.  To break down the barriers for neurodiverse learners 

in HE, expert participants suggested this could involve “…educating the teaching staff” #EX1   or “have 

a strategy…. whether it's to upskill people…” #EX2.  The expert participants acknowledged that the 

challenges are different for all neurodiverse learners, so finding what would help them is important 

“…learner has this challenge, regardless of what diagnosis …. some things might help them” #EX1. 

Upskilling the lecturers to recognise these challenges was stated by two expert participants “…we 

need more knowledgeable people in this space...” #EX1 so that the neurodivergent learner feels 

supported “…supported with someone who gets it” #EX2.  One expert participant said HE could be 

intimidating “…quite a daunting place for young people…negative experiences in school, which is often 

the story of neurodiverse learners” #EX1.  

Solutions that the expert participants interviewed had to say about the challenges and how to 

alleviate them. 

• “…open about what works for you...” #EX2 

• “…learners telling us what works will really help our teaching staff understand…” #EX1 

•  “…asked learners how they do things.” #EX2 

•  “My question to every learner on every task is, how do you do that? How do you write…” 

#EX2  

Both expert participants believed there was much more that HE institutions could do to encourage 

dialogue and get a conversation going; there is much more that could be done. Some tools are free 

for all lecturers and learners, for example, “…special assessment condition…reader writers” #EX1 and 

“…peer tutors note taker” #EX1.  It was believed that learners should not have to ask for the tools they 

need and that there needs to be a safe space to access all the tools they may need without having to 

ask for them; this needs to be advertised more on campus and online. 
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Theme 3: Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners – making a connection 

and acknowledgement to build an inclusive learning environment 

Making a connection and acknowledging neurodiverse learners, one of the expert participants 

responded with, “We aim to get to know them as an individual, what their strengths are, what their 

challenges are….” #EX1.  One expert participant stated that building a relationship with the learner 

and getting a plan into place “…try to develop a bit of a plan” #EX1.  Acknowledging that all 

neurodiverse learners are different and require different support, stated one expert participant, 

“…some learners would work on their work independently…” #EX2 and making a connection and 

acknowledgement by just being open to any possible connection was also stated by one expert 

participant “…I'm more open…being open…” #EX1. 

According to both expert participants, it is critical to identify neurodivergent learners’ needs and 

implement practical tools and strategies to assist them.  The goal is to increase the likelihood that the 

neurodivergent learner will be identified and that tools and strategies can be implemented to support 

them. 

4.6 Summary  

As lecturers become more aware of neurodiverse learners, more adjustments can be made; lecturers 

can start to structure their teaching classes differently.  As a result, the learners would be much 

happier; it appears that the conversation with the neurodiverse learners and lecturers is starting.  

Expert participants acknowledge that forming a relationship with the neurodivergent learner and 

getting to know them and their needs is one of the best things you can do for them.  As a result, some 

exciting ideas are emerging, such as those learners with neurodiversity learn better if they have 

someone available, who understands how they feel, and who is willing to adapt their teaching to meet 

their needs. 
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5 Discussion  
This section will consider the responses from the three participant groups interviewed throughout this 

project.  It will discuss how lecturers can use the findings to create learning and teaching experiences 

that not only include/consider the challenges faced by the neurodivergent learner but also utilise and 

enhance the capabilities they bring to the learning and teaching environment.  This project aimed to 

make clear the challenges neurodiverse learners face and to provide practical strategies for lecturers 

to enhance the likelihood of neurodivergent learners’ success. 

There is a need for neurodiverse learners to feel empowered to take charge of their learning if there 

is no support available from lecturers to help them (Rentenbach et al., 2017).  If learners do not know 

and understand some of the needed processes, they will continue to encounter barriers that hinder 

their learning process (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020; Rentenbach et al., 2017).  When all support is aligned, 

this leads to better results.  For example, if the course assessment instructions are clear, detailed, and 

outlined, the learners can take the instructions away and read in their own time (Taylor et al., 2009). 

Developing an inclusive learning and teaching environment in some HE areas is done well (Clouder et 

al., 2020).  However, it seems that there is a need to spend more time upskilling lecturers in other 

areas where there is still room for improvement at Otago Polytechnic regarding inclusivity. 

 
Early disclosure – identifying needs at the earliest point is essential 

As Clouder et al. (2020) mentioned, this theme of “disclosure” shows that the lack of exposure to 

neurodiverse learners makes it difficult to support them in HE.  Findings from this project suggest that 

disclosure should happen early in the learner’s journey.  All three participant groups viewed early 

disclosure to identify the needs of the neurodivergent learner as very important. 

Learner participants 

From the project’s findings, the learner participants talked about finding disclosure beneficial, and 

once they had disclosed, they did not need to hide anymore, and all reached out for help.  Two learner 

participants had no problem admitting to their lecturers they needed additional support; for example, 

they said they needed more time to get their assessments handed in on time.  All the learner 

participants agreed that once they had disclosed, the lecturers were outstanding in offering support 

(Clouder et al., 2020). 
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Lecturer participants 

All the lecturer participants agreed that every learner has a different way of learning.  They decided 

that it was better once the learner had disclosed it. It is the first bit of contact that they had.  They 

asked the learners to come to them after class if they had any issues they might like to discuss. In the 

first contact, it was identified that lecturers are finding out about their learners, asking them how they 

learn and if there is anything else they would like to share.  Once lecturer participants had identified 

the neurodivergent learner, they all adapted their teaching to some extent, whether through more 

interactive activities, giving handouts instead of readings online, or having fidget toys available. 

Expert participants 

Disclosure is significant for support staff. When a learner applies for a course, in the application 

process, there is a box that says, “do you want support”.  If the neurodivergent learner does not 

indicate they need support at that stage, the expert participants may never know the neurodivergent 

learner needs assistance with their learning and teaching.  However, there are times when lecturer 

participants identified that a learner does have an issue and referred them to Student Success. 

Otherwise, lecturer participants are in the wilderness and do not know what is going on for their 

learners, particularly their neurodiverse learners. 

Summary 

All participants in the three groups viewed disclosure with the same importance as found in the 

literature.  Clouder et al. (2020) stated that the information learners provide to lecturers and support 

staff is crucial. Some neurodiverse learners reject disclosure to develop independence and a sense of 

identity (Kirby, 2021).  Meanwhile, others are concerned about the impact on their privacy and a lack 

of support (Kirby, 2021).  However, it is ultimately up to the neurodivergent learner to reveal their 

diagnosis.  Once an action plan has been developed, the neurodivergent learner can feel confident in 

their transition to HE by empowering the neurodivergent learner to advocate for themselves 

(Waisman & Simmons, 2018). 

The findings suggest that many neurodiverse learners refrain from disclosing their condition because 

they fear being stigmatised (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019).  There may be neurodiverse learners who 

only reveal their challenges when they can no longer cope, realise a specific support need, or perceive 

that it is safe to do so (Kirby, 2021).  Other learners do not want to be labelled as they feel it excludes 

them in the learning and teaching environment. 
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Challenges - facing a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

As discussed in the literature review, various challenges may be associated with each neurodiverse 

learner’s diagnosis, and they face them differently (MacCullagh, 2014).  The findings from the 

participants in all three groups agreed with this.  There is a need for additional support to counteract 

these formidable challenges so neurodiverse learners can believe in themselves regardless of the 

educational setting they are placed in or the skill difficulty they face (Ryan, 2020). 

Learner participants 

The challenges faced by all the learner participants were the reading, writing, and assessments; 

whether the assessment was a presentation, written assignment, or test/ exam, they all agreed it was 

the most challenging aspect of their HE learner journey.  Sensory overload was another challenge all 

the learner participants mentioned; getting too much information at one time, they stopped listening, 

and their focus was gone.  They all mentioned that they had self-awareness, the ability to reflect, and 

strong communication skills, which helped them overcome some of their challenges. 

Lecturer participants 

Acknowledging the learners' challenges and then building individual learning plans were a way to 

identify neurodivergent learning styles, strengths, and patterns the learner liked to do (Carpenter, 

2011; Millar et al., 2017, as cited in Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  Lecturer participants can then adapt 

the lesson for the neurodivergent learner by using vision boards, explaining instructions in more detail, 

explaining what is expected from the learner, and using colour paper and coloured overlays, as these 

have been claimed to ease visual stress (AAIC, 2021; Miyasaka et al. (2019).  The lecturer participants 

also stated that they could read up on neurodiversity and learn all things about neurodiversity. 

However, this still does not mean that every learner that is neurodivergent is going to have the same 

challenges.  One of the most critical things lecturer participants identified they could do for a 

neurodivergent learner is help them have a positive learning and teaching experience by ensuring 

those relationships happen. 

Expert participants 

Educating lecturers about neurodiverse learners is a big task, as each is unique, according to the expert 

participants.  It is not about educating lecturers about neurodiversity but about stating that this 

neurodivergent learner faces this challenge regardless of their diagnosis (Rowan, 2010).  To gain a 

deeper understanding of neurodiverse learners as individuals, to find out their strengths and 
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challenges, and to provide tangible support for neurodiverse learners, such as reader writers, peer 

tutors, and note-takers, and build their skills. 

Depending on what course neurodiverse learners are undertaking, developing a plan to alleviate their 

challenges in the learning and teaching environment is necessary.  This plan could be about asking the 

neurodivergent learner what and how they do things.  When starting a task, a question to ask a 

neurodivergent learner is…. how do you want to do that?  However, do not give the neurodivergent 

learner all the information at once; telling them everything will not help if they are overwhelmed. 

Summary 

Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) stated that success could be achieved by equipping neurodiverse learners 

with skills and strategies to develop their independence and influence their results.  Neurodiverse 

learners face various challenges during their studies, which can take a lot of time and energy and add 

stress to their HE learning journeys, according to all three groups of participants.  Developing an 

awareness of neurodiverse learners’ challenges will help lecturers address these more effectively 

(Rowan, 2010).  Examining and confronting the issues neurodiverse learners with learning differences 

face may inspire a change in educators’ perspectives to become more empathetic and knowledgeable 

about how to help learners (Ryan, 2020). 

I can get restless and frustrated when I see what I think is an easy solution to assist the neurodivergent 

learner in engaging in the learning and teaching environment.  I work best when using all the skills I 

bring by being neurodivergent.  I get tremendous professional and personal satisfaction from 

identifying the gaps, talking, working with the neurodiverse learners, and helping them build solutions 

and skills that meet their learning and teaching needs.  

For example: 

• Create connections, i.e., things in common. 

• Find a safe person for a neurodivergent learner to engage with that they can trust (myself). 

• Several lecturers have formed a Neurodiversity Community of Practice, so like-minded and 

interested individuals can work and share their practice.  As we know, one size does not fit 

all. 

Undertake more research with other staff (Student Success). 
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Building relationships and support with neurodiverse learners – making a connection and 

acknowledgement to create an inclusive learning environment 

Building a relationship between the neurodivergent learner, lecturer, and support staff, all 

participants from the three groups agreed on the value this brought to the learner’s HE journeys.  

Lecturers can plan their daily lessons by understanding neurodiverse learners well and their strengths 

and challenges (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020). 

Learner participants 

The learner participants all agreed that building a relationship with a lecturer and support staff and 

connecting is extremely important.  Learners’ participants suggested they could tell if their lecturers 

were neurodivergent and said it was absolutely amazing, allowing them to form a real connection.  

Once the relationship had been formed, they felt more relaxed in the learning and teaching 

environment.  They knew they would not be questioned in front of their classmates, for example, if 

they had not answered a question correctly or asked to read aloud. 

Lecturer participants 

Lecturer participants aim to build a safe space for neurodiverse learners, so they can open up the 

dialogue and make connections with them.  Lecturer participants brought an element of compassion 

and care to their roles.  They always put their neurodiverse learners’ needs at the front of their minds 

as educators.  This was achieved through making that personal connection, using their time to work 

with neurodiverse learners, to build that relationship and support them.  For example, giving the 

neurodivergent learner time and permission to leave the classroom if they become overwhelmed and 

their sensors are overloaded.  Some personal experiences have motivated lecturers never to assume 

how somebody learns and to understand that it is about building quality connections and trust. Hence, 

the neurodiverse learners feel confident and able to share what works for them. 

Expert participants 

Expert participants see an essential part of their role as building a relationship with the neurodivergent 

learner to ensure they feel more comfortable asking for help.  They can then provide that help, 

determine what is needed, and be available for the neurodiverse learners to review some of their 

assessments and be given feedback.  “Grammarly” is an excellent spelling and grammar tool installed 

on the neurodivergent learner’s computer to support their HE journeys. 

 



57 
 

Summary 

By disclosing early in the relationship with the lecturer, they build a relationship with a neurodivergent 

learner, which creates a bond and a proper understanding (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  To have a 

significant impact, neurodiverse learners and lecturers must communicate their commitment to and 

understanding of their learning differences (Bennett, 2009).  The findings from the semi-structured 

interviews with the lecturer participants and the expert participants confirmed they aimed to build 

that relationship, view each neurodivergent learner as an individual, identify their strengths, develop 

a plan, and be open and honest.  

The findings of this project indicate that if the neurodivergent learner feels that the relationship 

between them and the lecturer is strong, that there is a welcoming start to the learning and teaching 

environment and an offer of support and ways of working together is discussed, then this should 

encourage the neurodiverse learner that they matter. The lecturer is keen to support them in their 

studies. 

Strengths the neurodiverse learner brings to the learning and teaching environment – encourage 

the discussion about the strengths of neurodiversity 

Griggs (2019) states acknowledging and maximising the strengths that neurodiverse learners bring to 

the learning and teaching environment to avoid focusing only on the relative challenges of 

neurodiversity, as this is not the way forward.  By collaborating with neurodiverse learners, other 

lecturers, educators, and relevant professionals can assess and utilise a neurodivergent learner's 

strengths and challenges (Griggs, 2019).  By doing so, they can develop a mutually agreed-upon 

learning plan for their neurodiverse learners (Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020). 

 

Learner participants 

Learner participants all mentioned they had a very creative side, either by drawing, vision, or 

imagination. In group activities, learners could all contribute to the project's design, and they could 

usually come up with a concept to work together as a team.  In addition, most of the learners said 

they liked to work by themselves; however, if they were required to participate in a team, they knew 

their strengths and volunteered to do the things they were good at.  Another strength is that 

neurodiverse learners have increased self-awareness and the ability to reflect very deeply (Eide & 

Eide, 2012). 

 

Lecturer participants 

The strengths the neurodivergent learner brings to the learning and teaching environment are 

valuable; hence, it is essential to ask neurodiverse learners what their strengths are and how they 
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would like to use them (Millar et al., 2017) cited in Mirfin-Veitch et al., 2020).  The best way to engage 

learners is to find out how they learn.  The reason for this is, for some neurodiverse learners, 

engagement is not their strength (Morgan & Burn, 2000).  Allow them to use their strengths and 

incorporate various teaching methods into the learning and teaching environment.  This includes 

audio and practical examples, formative and practical assessments, and lots of conversation based on 

interactive engagement (Clouder et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2009). 

Expert participants 

Expert participants can help the neurodivergent learner bring their strengths to the learning and 

teaching environment by adding any assistance they may need, for example, a note taker.  Allowing 

the neurodivergent learner to concentrate on the lecture rather than trying to get all the information 

written down (Clouder et al., 2020). 

Summary 

In addition to learning and processing difficulties, neurodiverse learners may also have difficulty with 

reading and spelling (Dymock & Nicholson, 2013; Hayes, 2020; Nicolson et al., 2001).  They may also 

have working memory issues and difficulties with visual and auditory perception (AAIC, 2021). 

However, others, such as talent, gifts, and strengths, are often referred to as advantages (Eide & Eide, 

2012).  In this project, all three participant groups agreed that neurodiversity can be viewed as a 

positive quality offered by the neurodivergent learner and can help contribute positively to the 

learning and teaching environment.  As you observe them, you should ask them about their strengths 

and how they can utilise them.  It is a good idea to watch them pursue their interests and talk to other 

adults if you do not know what they are interested in (Rentenbach et al., 2017).  However, Waisman 

and Simmons (2018) stated that each learning and teaching environment needs diverse thinking and 

interaction with those who think differently.  In this way, lecturers and learners can see the world 

from a different perspective. 
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Reflecting on what the participants from all three groups have said, along with the literature, there 

are some new ‘takeaways’ from this project. 

Neurodiverse learners should: 

1. Disclose early, on enrolment if possible 

2. Gather all the tools for the neurodivergent learner early on to aid in their HE is learning 

journey 

3. Create dialogue with learners, and then the lecturers will be aware of the support needed 

4. Strengths outweigh the barriers, and need to be uncovered early 

5. Supportive, inclusive learning and teaching environments build better relationships, and, in 

return, there will be better outcomes for all involved
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Figure 7: My thoughts after reading through my findings 

 

Summary 

Lecturers need to ensure that they have good practical support so that their  

neurodivergent learner is at the forefront of all discussions. 

The findings confirm that neurodiverse learners do need to take responsibility 

 for being part of the dialogue.  

Throughout this project, many books and articles have been read about neurodiversity, and 

numerous stories from others regarding their HE journey were listened to.  There has been a recent 

push for awareness and understanding of neurodiversity.  Throughout this project, there have been 

common threads.  

• For example: 

• It is vitally important to get to know your neurodiverse learners early on and listen to them. 

• This starts building a solid and successful relationship, facilitating success.   

• Learners and lecturers must keep themselves open to the changes around learning and 

teaching and make the most of the literature. 

 The findings from this project support everyone to be successful in supporting  

neurodiverse  

learners through their HE Journey 
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5.1 Conclusion 

Part of this project aimed to enhance the capabilities that neurodiverse learners can bring to the 

learning and teaching environment.  It was emphasised how we, as lecturers, can improve our 

teaching by utilising the strengths of our neurodiverse learners.  As an advocate for neurodiversity in 

vocational education, the aim was to encourage further thinking and understanding to facilitate 

success for learners with neurodiversity.  As a result of this project, lecturers and support staff are one 

step closer to achieving this goal.  

The key findings of this project provide lecturers and support staff with more understanding to 

enhance the learning environment for neurodiverse learners.  There is a need for all levels of 

engagement with neurodiverse learners, having the willingness to adapt and adjust, communicate 

clearly, and use positive language.  
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6 Recommendations  

6.1 Introduction 

This project investigated how to enhance the understanding of “Neurodiversity in Vocational 

Education” and, by doing so, be instrumental in facilitating successful outcomes for learners.  The 

literature review and findings have confirmed that neurodiverse learners need support to learn 

successfully.  It has also been confirmed that lecturers could benefit from looking at alternative ways 

to improve and upskill their practice to support neurodivergent learners. 

 

Lecturers and support staff across all vocational education areas may benefit from having a place 

where templates, strategies, and essential tools can be accessed, ensuring that these are updated 

yearly as new research and tools are constantly developed.  Neurodiverse learners could also feel 

more comfortable disclosing their challenges early in their HE journey and confident about being more 

direct in the learning and teaching space, i.e., developing their sense of agency.   

This chapter provides recommendations on how lecturers and neurodiverse learners can work 

together to succeed.  Recommendations are provided in which lecturers can improve their practice 

through the provision of helpful tools they should take into account when teaching, particularly 

neurodiverse learners. 

6.2 Recommendations 

1. Early disclosure – identifying the needs of the neurodivergent learner at the earliest point is 

important 

It is very difficult to be sure when is the "right" time for neurodiverse learners to disclose that they 

are neurodivergent.  It can also be problematic whether the neurodivergent learner needs to tell 

‘every lecturer’ or perhaps just one who can then meet with the other lecturers to inform them, with 

the learner's permission.  I believe this relationship is crucial to the learning and teaching environment 

for the neurodivergent learner, the lecturers, and student support.  To gain trust, I think that a lecturer 

or a support staff member should be responsible for having these discussions with the learner.  If 

information is disclosed to lecturers, they will gain a much deeper insight into their neurodiverse 

learner’s strengths, challenges, needs, and differences in processing capabilities.  

In the end, neurodiverse learners disclosing diagnostic information is integral to navigating the 

neurodivergent learning journey.  The lecturers can implement the necessary tools and strategies to 

make the learning and teaching environment inclusive and supportive. 



63 
 

2. Challenges - facing a neurodivergent learner in higher education 

Lecturers must play a key role in ensuring that the neurodivergent learner feels included, understood, 

appreciated, and confident that they will be able to succeed in HE.  An improved understanding of 

what it means to be a neurodivergent learner can be developed by appreciating that neurodiverse 

learners process information differently.  It is also essential that lecturers do not fall into the ‘one size 

fits all’ mentality, i.e., all neurodiverse learners have the same challenges.   

Many neurodiverse learners work through processes that are not readily apparent and must work 

harder to adjust to changing situations and stressors.  Before and in preparation for the study, 

lecturers and support staff will be instrumental in breaking down barriers preventing neurodiverse 

learners from acknowledging their challenges and asking for support.  It is vital to create a safe and 

empowered learning and teaching environment for neurodiverse learners to feel comfortable about 

their challenges and identify what might be helpful for them as neurodiverse. 

3. Building relationships and providing support to neurodiverse learners – making a connection 

and acknowledgement to create an inclusive learning environment 

One of the main challenges lecturers face is that they may not have had much experience with 

neurodiverse learners, or they have had but not recognised the symptoms of their learning challenges.  

Lecturers can play a significant role in supporting inclusive practices and motivating neurodiverse 

learners, deepening their engagement in the learning process and creating opportunities for them to 

establish relationships with one another.  Developing strong learning and teaching relationships in a 

learning and teaching environment while working alongside neurodiverse learners whenever possible 

will help enhance their learning experience. 

4. Strengths neurodiverse learners bring to the learning and teaching environment – encourage 

the discussion about the strengths of neurodiversity 

It is essential to create a safe, engaging learning and teaching environment, regardless of the number 

of neurodiverse learners, to maximise the potential of the entire learning and teaching environment. 

If neurodiverse learners feel safe that learning can happen, they can accomplish anything they are 

interested in, including using their strengths in the learning and teaching environment.  If neurodiverse 

learners are given personalised support, there is no reason why they cannot succeed. Additionally, a 

learning and teaching environment setup that facilitates inclusiveness is crucial.   
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7 Limitations 
While this project was successful, there were some limitations. 

Firstly, the semi-structured interview was one of the limitations.  For example, it had the disadvantage 

of taking a lot of time to conduct an open-ended interview with the participants recording the 

interviews and then transcribing.  A large amount of time is required to accomplish this.  Given that 

the learner participants were neurodivergent and there were several questions to be asked, some 

were getting overwhelmed due to distractions and then not staying on target/track.  It was something 

I had not considered.  If I were to undertake more research, I would consider doing two short semi-

structured interviews with the neurodiverse learners instead of one. 

Another limitation was that the focus was only on Otago Polytechnic staff and learners, where I solely 

focused my interviews, i.e., wanting to create a neurodiverse-friendly environment in my workplace 

first.  Moving outside of this would identify and increase the number of strategies and tools that could 

be added to this knowledge base. 

 

Neurodiversity in Vocational Education:  Facilitating Success  

My professional practice area is as a lecturer in business education at Otago Polytechnic, Dunedin, 

New Zealand.  I am also a neurodivergent learner who has observed and experienced several 

challenges which learners like myself face, not the least of which is a lack of awareness and practical 

strategies by tertiary lecturers. 
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8 Critical reflection 
CRITICAL REFLECTION – MASTERS JOURNEY 

Having just completed the writing up of my project for my MProfPrac, I am reflecting on my 

experiences and reflections of my professional practice journey to date.  This journey began in July 

2021 and has been a long, challenging, yet rewarding journey for me.  Two analogies come to mind - 

a roller coaster ride full of ups and downs, and sometimes, I feel stuck in a spinning cycle of my washing 

machine, i.e., slightly dizzy, disoriented, and out of balance. 

 

It has been quite interesting to discover a lot about myself since I started this study; I have found that 

when I put my mind to it, I can undertake academic research and complete it.  Looking back, I never 

imagined that I would be able to accomplish something like this.  I have also learned to ask for support 

and guidance and tell those individuals about my learning challenges, so they understand what I am 

going through.  I believe this is a two-way process where everyone learns with and from each other. 

 

In my research, I have learned to read literature critically and deeply, and I have learned to write and 

weave the literature into my study, and then I enjoyed it immensely.  I learned to take the great ideas 

individuals wrote about in their articles and incorporate them throughout my writing.  I want to 

emphasise that others have had the same thoughts and have written about them, giving my work 

credibility.  I could back up my ideas with what other individuals had said in support of them. 

 

In my opinion, one of the most profound yet sad moments in reading the literature was when I 

discovered the number of young individuals incarcerated who were neurodivergent in New Zealand.  

When I left school and the reasons behind my decision, I felt very "lucky" that I did not take that route.  

Finding my pathway at a young age has kept me on the straight and narrow for a long time.  It saddens 

me when I think about all the youth who have not found themselves or their support network.  

 

As a person with neurodiversity, I have allowed myself to be open, honest, and vulnerable about my 

condition.  By reflecting on this journey, I have gained a more insightful understanding of my 

motivations and aspirations for improving both my teaching and the learner experience.  The most 

rewarding part of this journey has been contributing to the normalisation of neurodiversity, which I 

did not realise was possible.  Looking back on where I have come from, I feel pretty proud of myself 

for my progress.  As a result, I feel more comfortable in my skin now. 
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I believe that throughout this study, I have made much progress, both in my understanding of 

neurodiversity and in how I have allowed myself to be vulnerable.  However, it will continue to hurt 

as I struggle, and I will need to keep reading and re-doing things and find a way to breathe and become 

peaceful with myself.  Despite this, I had a goal in mind, and I am motivated and energised to stick to 

it and continue to learn, grow, and help others as best as possible. 

 

By nature, I am a person who constantly reflects on my practice each day after my class and as a 

learner through this process.  As I always learned from the responses I gained in the interviews, I 

automatically applied new ideas to my practice and then reflected on the outcomes or impact.  

Reflection leads to improving my practice and seeing it as an ongoing process.  I think I have always 

done that.  However, it is also something I can support my learners to do.  I enjoy Rolfe's et al. (2001)” 

What, So What, Now What," and if I was to apply that to my research project, it might read something 

like this: 

 

'What' (did I set out to do)? – I wanted to help neurodiverse learners who don't know how to reach 

out for support or where I see a teacher or staff member deal with something in a way, I understand 

won't be helpful to the learner.  I understand the workarounds that learners adopt and believe 

teachers and learners themselves need to reflect on these – to change their practice and understand 

why they use them.  Do they figure it out for themselves rather than put their hand up and say, 'I don't 

understand; I don't see the world like this?  I learn by listening and observing.  Therefore, what is it 

they do to cope?   I wanted to provide an environment where lecturers could enhance their facilitation 

of learning so that it was successful for all learners. 

'So, What' - (did the learnings from literature and my interviews mean for me, and how has this 

impacted me)? – in short, YES.  I knew a little, and now I see a lot more, and I also know I will continue 

to learn more.  It is just the beginning.  

"Now What' - On the continuum of knowledge about neurodiversity, I believe I am a developing 

practitioner in learning in this environment.  As a person who is neurodivergent, I know what I know 

about myself and my challenges.  There is much more to know and learn about, for example, all the 

other challenges that fit under the neurodiversity spectrum—anxiety and obsessive-compulsive 

disorder (OCD) and trauma. I want to be known as someone who can offer valuable strategies and 

understandings to academic lecturers, support staff, and learners.  I am confident my project will 
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enrich my teaching practice and support and empower neurodiverse learners across Otago 

Polytechnic. 

 

I have enjoyed the interview process of my research, asking questions and listening to like-minded 

participants who all were there to make neurodiversity more inclusive and suggest strategies, tools, 

and solutions.  It was straightforward for me to interview and talk with all my participants.  I felt I was 

able to put them at ease right from the start of my interview.  The building of that relationship was 

crucial.  Almost all of my participants were individuals I had never met before.  Whenever I think back 

on these interviews, I feel a sense of satisfaction.  One of the fascinating aspects of all the discussions 

I had with them was the fact that once I had thanked them for taking the time to help me out, they 

also extended their thanks to me for asking them to share some very personal details with me that 

they had never shared with a "stranger". 

 

Undoubtedly, one of the most challenging parts of this journey has been the feedback I received 

throughout my research, especially on improving my writing.  I have realised that I need to read the 

feedback when I am relaxed and early in the day.  The mornings are better for me when I am not on 

sensory overload and when my brain understands what I am reading; therefore, I am now aware that 

I enjoy the time in the morning.  Whenever I am feeling overwhelmed, under pressure, and tired, this 

is what happens to me.  It has also occurred to me that I do not need to take on board all the feedback.  

Learning to decide what is useful is an ongoing battle.  There was a time when I would try to change 

everything as I believed that was what I needed to do.  As a result, I have learned to 'sift and sort,' 

step back from the feedback, and take responsibility for what I believe needs to be included.  Knowing 

the research, I've done; I’ve got a voice. 

 

New learning 

New learning and understanding of neurodiversity in teaching and learning have enabled me to be 

honest and open with my peers, colleagues, and learners.  For example, I have written for our Otago 

Polytechnic Scope magazine (Appendix 8), authored a chapter published in Mike Styles's book on 

dyslexia, and spoken at two Professional Practice symposiums.  I undertook one presentation with my 

MProfPrac Mentor, where we discussed how we had learned with and from each other (Ako). 

In my practice (as a senior lecturer) in the School of Business, I looked into setting up a liaison officer 

whose role is to bridge the gap between neurodivergent learners and the rest of the class to help 

make connections and understand the skills gap.  I was delighted to be offered this position by my 

formal leader to serve as a liaison, foster relationships, and ensure that the learner’s voice is heard. 
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During my classes, I use PowerPoint presentations, practical examples, handouts, give out stress balls 

and fidget toys, paper, and pens available for those who like to take notes or doodle, and where I can 

get the learners up and move.  A range of ways to teach is essential visuals, talking, reading, notes, 

and discussions to encourage my learners to use their strengths to learn and succeed.  

I was surprised that I had already considered quite a few of these tools; however, I learned some new 

ones from the learners and experts.  These ways of supporting learning will help the learners and 

myself recognise the differences in the varying processing factors within my class. 

 

I have been a part of building a community of practice for neurodiversity at Otago Polytechnic, where 

I am currently the Chair.  We have monthly meetings and hold huis every three months to discuss 'all 

things neurodiverse', for example, how to support academic lecturers to understand more about the 

neurodiversity spectrum.  I am on a small committee planning the 2023 Neurodiversity Symposium, 

and we now have a neurodiversity site on Tuhono (OP staff page) where we can store resources for 

all staff.  I am a researcher with other colleagues across the Polytechnic looking into "Kanorau ā-

roro|Neurodiversity.  What do we know, and what do we do as teachers?" 

 

I am involved in AKO Aotearoa research," Identifying the enablers and challenges that kanorau ā-

roro/neurodivergent learners face when undertaking tertiary study online and developing strategies 

and resources to enable learner success". 

 

Growth 

I have grown my leadership in neurodiversity by being as involved as I can be, for example, in e-forums, 

in all neurodiverse work that the Otago Polytechnic is engaged in currently, in writing or co-writing 

articles and contributing to Scope agazines (Appendix 8).  I want to be known as someone who can 

advise, assist, encourage, develop, and contribute to the field of neurodiversity.  I have been asked to 

speak at the Vet Nursing School team hui on neurodiversity, my practice, and my journey.  Getting 

involved is also something I would never have thought possible in my life thus far.  I feel very powerful 

with the new learning, support, and encouragement I have and am still receiving.  There will always 

be a little self-doubt that sneaks in now and then, and it will take a little longer to lose some of the 

workarounds and strategies I have put in place to hide behind. 

There is always so much more to learn, and I recognise the importance of lifelong learning.  When 

individuals seek advice and understanding, I know they need to feel good about their self-esteem.  As 

a result of my efforts, I have successfully helped normalise neurodiversity in my education 
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environment, and I intend to expand on this in the future.  This research project provided significant 

and helpful learning and ultimately initiated healthy discussions and early changes for some academic 

lecturers in their classes.  However, there is still much to be done.  I have observed the intolerance of 

'some' who do not understand, do not want to walk in the neurodiverse learner's shoes, and continue 

to become more controlling in their teaching practice. 

My findings 

I hope my research will help raise awareness of the importance of learners' relationships with their 

academic lecturers and the support staff working with them during their studies.  I want to ensure 

that I encourage and support learners to feel comfortable and confident in telling their academic 

lecturers how they learn and what is helpful and what is not beneficial for them.  For the 

neurodivergent learner, this will be very difficult since they have spent most of their lives feeling that 

it is all their fault.  One of my commitments is to help learners overcome barriers and to be assertive 

about their learning requirements. 
When I start my MProfPrac journey, learner support was provided through Student Success, from 

either the learner self-referring on their application or lecturer referral once the learners were started 

and/or struggle in class.  Student Success would offer support with assessments and by providing 

reader writer for tests and exams.  Grammarly (online free writing app) was also offered if the learner 

needed help with grammar and spelling. 

Now that I am in the final stages of my MProfPrac project, we have a Community of Practice (CoP) set 

up for support, with links to helpful resources.  The CoP has a regular Hui for learners and lecturers to 

attend. Otago Polytechnic has committed to getting the Dyslexia Friendly Quality Mark (DFQM). This 

is putting together an array of resources and support for dyslexia learners in each school across the 

whole institute, supporting all neurodiverse learners.  The neurodiversity symposium in 2023 will add 

more professional development opportunities for staff and learners, with guest speakers, workshops 

presentations and round-the-table discussions.  

 
Moving forward, there will be further opportunities for research in this field which may be me or 

maybe a group of us.  I believe the foundation of knowledge is there, and we can build on that. 

 
I have learned to research and write critically and reflectively about a body of knowledge:  

neurodiversity.  I have used this research plus my own lived experience to raise awareness and helped 

to show both learners and staff how to overcome the barriers and challenges of learning.  Because I 
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allowed myself to be open to new knowledge, ideas, and theory, I have formed a community of 

practice at Otago Polytechnic where I will continue to grow and learn. 

In conclusion, I would like to express my sincere hope that this research will help raise awareness and 

create a safe space for our neurodiverse community of learners to discuss all kinds of neurodivergent 

topics.  I would also like to create a safe space for staff to feel comfortable asking for and seeking 

support.
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9 My framework of practice 
Figure 8: Stand out words for myself (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

 

This word cloud has captured the essence of my work as an educator.  It combines the values and 

beliefs, the vast array of experiences and skills I have obtained over my years in business, the fitness 

industry, banking, and education.  Woven through this cloud is the importance of theories, academic 

literature, tools, and beliefs that underpin my project "Neurodiversity in vocational education:  

facilitating success". 

Without this incredible journey of reflection, learning, and lifting my thinking to another level, I would 

not be so articulate and confident in my belief that everyone has a right to HE, and everyone has a 

right to be understood.  It takes courage to speak up when you do not understand, and it also takes 

courage for educators to listen and learn.  
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9.1 Early learnings, values, beliefs, influences  

Right from an early age, I realised I was different.  I did not know I suffered from learning challenges.  

I could not sit still, and no one knew how to deal with me and what that meant.  From this project, I 

see, in the future, being part of the circle to help academic lecturers and learners understand 

difference and inclusion and understanding. 

My Values 

• Telling the truth is always best 
• Saying No is allowed 
• Loyalty goes a long way 
• Learn as much as you can from observing and listening.  

I like to watch and learn from others; I want to fix my mistakes to learn from them.  I like to teach 
other skills they might not know or a faster, more efficient way of doing things.  

Figure 9: Young Rachel – (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

 

 

 

I was taught at a young age that I needed to work hard to get what I needed to achieve and then, over 

time, give back, get involved in my community and follow my passions. 
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9.2 Life and career experiences 

My life has been a rollercoaster ride.  I had jobs and experiences in my life, from working in retail to 

being a customer service officer in banking to going into and studying to become a personal trainer 

and then a massage therapist.  Fast forward eight years, and I then created and opened a gym.  

My volunteering roles have driven me; I feel like it is my time/turn to shine, and new changes are 

happening for me after going through this project.  I have the time, and my confidence grows daily, 

understanding myself and others.  I want to remove barriers and support learners. 

Figure 10: Building my network and my community (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 
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9.3 Theories, models, tools, and strategies that guide successful 
facilitation for neurodiverse learners 

After completing this project, I believe creating a dialogue with our learners and engaging them 

meaningfully from the beginning.  It is still common practice for learners to be undiagnosed and 

uncertain about where they fit into the educational system.  Therefore, we must be open to creating 

that relationship and dialogue right at the beginning.  These relationships will help to break down the 

barriers, initiate conversations, remove the stigma, and create an inclusive environment for the 

greater good of all learners and staff. 

Figure 11: No barriers (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

 

I often ask myself, “should only some individuals be lecturers of neurodiverse learners? Will we have 

to separate classes?”  How do we help those who are less understanding to be more effective?  How 

do we build this Community of Practice where everyone wants to learn and support our learners to 

be successful?  
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9.4 New learning – neurodiversity  

From this project, I can see a need to celebrate differences; let us recognise the diverse ways we 

process information, the different ways we communicate, and the varied ways we accomplish tasks.  

Let us be open to neurodivergent learners' strengths in the learning and teaching environment.  Let 

us create healthy and helpful conversations and be willing to explore how as academic lecturers, we 

can adapt how we teach to fit the needs of neurodiverse learners better. 

Figure 12: I now celebrate (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

 

Who I am now, what I now know, why and how I know, and where I am now 

• I am strong; I am capable, I am a thinker, and I want to make a difference in the lives of 

learners 

• I can research, I can lead others, I can speak for others until they can speak for themselves 

• I will support all individuals to learn and understand 

• I am neurodivergent, and this learning has helped me understand myself – I now 

understand and will turn my attention to supporting others 

• My gifts are seeing the big picture, possessing a considerable sense of responsibility, can 

easily pick up the emotional state of others, can think ahead, paying close attention to 

detail, have a great imagination.  

• As I see it, my role will be to ensure acceptance, inclusion, patience, and belonging. 

• To empower - learners to learn and that knowledge is power 

• To encourage - the learner to be creative about their thinking, so new ideas are formed 



76 
 

• To build great relationships with learners and staff – get to know whom I'm teaching and 

be interested – this is at the heart of what makes for great learning, i.e., for me as the 

educator to engage with my learners in a way that learning is enjoyable 

• Be genuine – let learners and staff see who I am and a bit of my journey, and for them to 

understand it has not been that straightforward for me and others, either 

• Communication – to listen and hear what the learners and staff have to say and for them 

to know they have been heard 

• Use different teaching techniques - verbal, reading, interactive, and power points. 

• Guide the learners – where do they see themselves in their future? 

• Help to problem solve – not to give all the answers, let's work it out together 

• To have fun, laugh, and smile - be active and interactive. 
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9.5 My philosophy of practice going forward 

From my project, I have created the following anagram that will be easy for all lecturers and support 

staff to remember in the future. 

We (or I) CARE about our neurodiverse learners, and we can do this by: - 

C   Creating an environment so learners can show off their strengths and strategies 

A   Acknowledge challenges that face a neurodiverse learner in higher education 

R  Relationships and support with neurodiverse learners – making a connection and 
acknowledgement to build an inclusive environment 

E  Encourage the discussion about the strengths and uniqueness of the neurodiversity 

Figure 13: Together, we can do this (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 
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9.6 Tools 

From my findings of this project, I have created three easy-to-follow lists that learners (Figure 13), 

lecturers (Figure 14), and support staff (Figure 15) can use to support neurodiverse learners in their 

journey. 

I want to get these printed out on a large poster to be displayed around OP and included on the 

Neurodiversity Community of Practice teams page and the Tuhono Community staff page.  

What can learners, lecturers and support staff do?  

As shown below (Figure 13), you will find an easy-to-follow list of what the learner can do to succeed 

in HE and make their journey positive. 

Figure 14: Inclusive learning environment (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

I Inclusion  Treating everyone equitably 

N Neurodivergent Showcase your skills 

C Classroom  A safe place for the learner  

L Learning Asking for support when needed 

U Understanding Building relationships with staff 

S Success Achieving 

I Individualised Instruction Where learners’ needs are placed at the forefront of 
learners' teaching practices 

V Valued Feeling valued 

E Education Get the education that they deserve 
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Following (Figure 14) a list of five valuable principles lecturers can follow to make learning and 
teaching environments more effective for learners. 

Figure 15: Five Key Principles for Staff (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

Five Key Principles for Staff  
 

• Environment (provide an inclusive environment for ALL learners) 

• Connection (the relationship with the lecturer, learners, and support staff is critical), 

• Abilities and Attitudes (the lecturer needs to be equipped with strategies, tools, and 

understandings with regards to supporting neurodiverse learners) 

• Neurodiverse Centred (the learner must be at the centre of everything we do – this includes 

everyone working in the higher education environment - administration team, student support, 

heads of programme, lecturers) 

• Currency (staying current and abreast of evidence-based practice, i.e., what others know and 

write about, attending conferences, undertaking own research, and sharing with others) 
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As a lecturer, many suggestions can help support neurodiverse learners in the learning and teaching 

environment.  With these suggestions (Figure 15), you can increase your effectiveness in the learning 

and teaching environment. 

Figure 16: Effectiveness in the learning and teaching environment (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

Neurodiversity 
As a lecturer, you can use these suggestions to aid and support your learning and teaching 

environment for the neurodivergent learner. It contains suggestions for improving your 
effectiveness as a lecturer. 

N Note to discuss neurodiversity with the class so they can feel empowered to engage with 
the lecturer early. 

E Engage with learners about their learning styles. 

U Undertake to find a range of ways each class likes to learn – PowerPoints, notes in a 
handout, project-based learning in groups. 

R Read the information to the class so that they will clearly understand and hear the critical 
pieces. 

O Observe your learners and how they interact in class. 

D Diversify your practice and constantly come up with new ways for learners to engage with 
understanding information and share ideas. 

I              Inclusion in education is the term used to describe the goal of treating everyone equitably. 

V Value-added measures that individual lecturers can have on learners learning through 
dignity, truthfulness, fairness, and encouraging independent thinking. 

E Enhance and engage with the learners using multiple teaching methods. 

R Rapport is key to building a relationship with your learners - learning something about th          
learners by their names. 

S Safe learning and teaching environment – ensure a classroom is safe; dim the lights and 
have some fidget toys or stress releasers available for learners. 

I Independent study provides learners with opportunities to test out their learning. Some 
neurodiverse learners prefer not to work in large groups. 

T Try to, where possible, work with the positives of neurodiversity, their strengths, strategies, 
and skills. 

Y You bring your whole self to the learning and teaching environment – engage with learners, 
tell them a little about yourself and encourage them to do the same.  Build a learning and 
teaching environment that cares about everyone. 
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9.7 Where to from here…. what is next 

 

How do I ensure the future for the neurodivergent learner, continues to grow, develop, and become 

the norm?  We must welcome these learners into HE into our classroom.  I believe this can be done 

by upskilling our lecturers, modifying our teaching style, building relationships in the classroom, and 

recognising our learners’ strengths. 
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Appendix 2 - Call for lecturers post on Tuhono 

 

 

[redacted] 

 

 

 

I am undertaking my Master of Professional Practice with Capable NZ, Otago Polytechnic. 
 
My practice inquiry is looking at Neurodiversity in the classroom:  awareness and practice.  

 

I aim to explore how Lecturers can create learning experiences that not only include/take account of 
the challenges faced by neurodiverse students but also utilise and enhance the capabilities that 
neurodiverse students bring to the classroom. 

 

 
I am warmly inviting you to participate in my research which will include taking part in an interview 

of approximately 45 mins.  

 

Please email rachel.vangorp@op.ac.nz 

 
 

Neurodiversity is an umbrella term used to describe alternative thinking styles 
such as Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, Autism and ADHD 
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Appendix 3 - All interview questions  

Interview Questions 

In summary, the research questions are likely to be: The aim of the research is to explore how lecturers 

can create learning experiences that not only include/take account of the challenges faced by 

neurodiverse learners but also utilise and enhance the capabilities that neurodiverse learners bring to 

the classroom. 

Academic lecturers 

1. Tell me about your understanding of neurodiversity 

2. Tell me about your experiences with working with people with neurodiversity 

3. Are you aware of any learning challenges that individual learners may have in the 

classroom? 

4. If so, what strategies do you use to support learners?  

5. Have you had opportunities to broach the subject of learning styles, challenges, ways of 

understanding with your learners?  

6. Are you aware of the support offered by the Polytechnic to neurodiverse learners? 

7. Would you like the Polytechnic to offer (more) professional development opportunities 

related to creating inclusive learning environments for neurodiverse learners? 

Learners 

1. Tell me about your understanding of neurodiversity 

2. Tell me about your experiences with working with people with neurodiversity 

3. Which aspect of starting your course worried you most and why?  

4. Thinking of study skills, what is your biggest challenge and why?  

5. What are some of the ‘work-arounds’ that you use so that you can meet the requirements 

of your class/study/programme?  (e.g. Exams, written assessments, group work) 

6. What strengths/skills do you have that you feel are not really used in class? 

7. Do you feel you can let the Lecturers know about your learning needs as well as offering 

up some ideas that may be helpful to them? 

8. Assuming your own experiences have been fairly typical, what advice would you give to 

other neurodiverse learner who are thinking of studying at the Polytechnic? 

9. What could the Polytechnic do to better support neurodiverse learners? 
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Experts 

1. Tell me about your understanding of neurodiversity 

2. Tell me about your experiences with working with people with neurodiversity 

3. Tell me about the support offered by the polytechnic to neurodiverse learners. 

4. Tell me, what strategies do you use to support learners?  

5. Assuming your own experiences have been relatively typical, what advice would you give to 

other neurodiverse learners who are thinking of studying at the polytechnic? 

6. What could the polytechnic do to better support neurodiverse learners? 

7. Would you like the polytechnic to offer (more) professional development opportunities to 

create inclusive learning environments for neurodiverse learners? 

8. What is the institutional approach to supporting neurodiverse learners? (e.g., policies, Prof 

Dev opportunities, specialist learner support staff) 

9. Is there any data that the support for neurodiverse learners is working/helpful? 
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Appendix 4 - Consent to participate in a research project  

 

 

NEURODIVERSITY IN THE CLASSROOM:  AWARENESS AND PRACTICE 

DECLARATION 

I have read the information sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about. All my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request further 
information at any stage. 

I understand that: 

• My participation in the project is entirely voluntary. 

• I am free to stop participating at any time 

• I am free to not answer any question if I choose not to.  

• I agree that this interview can be recorded 

• If I disagree with the above, I agree that notes can also be taken by the interviewer 

• I understand that my real name will not be used in this study 

• I can choose to withdraw information provided without giving reasons and without any 
disadvantage. 

• If you choose to participate, you can stop participating in the project at any time, without having 
to give a reason. You can also withdraw any information up until (date will be supplied two weeks 
after the interview). 

• My Information will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the 
results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for seven years after which it will 
be destroyed. If it is to be kept longer than seven years my permission will be sought. 

• The results of the project may be published and used at a presentation in an academic conference, 
but my confidentiality will be preserved. 

• I can ask to receive a copy of the research findings. 

Any additional information given, or conditions agreed to: 

I agree to take part in this project under the conditions set out in this Information Sheet. 

 (Participant name and signature) 

 (Researcher name and signature) 

 (Date) 
 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the Otago Polytechnic Research Ethics Committee. 

Reference number: (928) 
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Appendix 5 - KTO feedback 
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Appendix 6 – All participants responses to question 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



97 
 

Appendix 7 - Course 2 Learning agreement 

 
 

Master of Professional Practice 
______________________________________________________________ 

Course 2: Advanced Practitioner Inquiry  
Learning Agreement 

 
Name of learner:  Rachel van Gorp  
 
Facilitator: Glenys Ker 

Academic Mentor: David McMaster 

Project Title: Neurodiversity in the classroom: awareness and practice  

Aspirational Professional Practice Statement: 

I would like to be recognised as a leader in neurodiversity, one who can provide helpful strategies 

and understandings to both lecturers and learners to learn and understand the complexities of this 

field.  

(Aspirational) professional practice impact 

I want to be known as a highly experienced lecturer and advocate who supports neurodiverse learners 

to succeed in their academic studies. My project will enhance my teaching practice and those of other 

colleagues who wish to learn about neurodiversity and how to support and empower neurodiverse 

learners in the Business school and across the Polytechnic. 

Context and background to my project 

Growing up not knowing why I didn’t learn the same way as others did little to help my confidence in 

my academic studies.  It wasn’t until my children left school that I decided I wanted to spend time 

working on my future career.  I decided to train as a personal trainer and embarked on my first formal 

study since leaving school. This type of learning worked well as I preferred a practical class exercise 

that involved hardly any written work. 

 



98 
 

I didn’t enjoy reading at school, so my biggest obstacle once again meant getting back to books, I 

wasn’t sure how was I going to do this, undertaking academic work. I was determined to start and 

finish this learning journey, since I left school early, I was adamant I would complete this qualification. 

Proving to myself, my family, my colleagues, and my peers, that no matter the challenges that come 

with being neurodiverse (Clouder et al., 2020) I can work through them, take away the roadblocks, 

remain positive and get the education I want. I learned so much about myself undertaking this study 

that I ran my own sole trader business and then open a commercial gym in Dunedin eight years later. 

I had a team of 22 staff, 400 members and my own clients, I was successful. I had learned with my 

own wee quirks and work arounds how to manage myself and others, to believe in myself, and 

overcome any obstacles on the way.  

However, after seven years of owning this business, and once I had sorted all the processes and had 

systems in place, I realised I had put myself out of a job, as these were all working without my input, 

the Staff had been empowered to make decisions without too much from me, so I needed to find a 

new challenge. 

This brought me to one of the largest organisations I had ever worked for; Otago Polytechnic (OP). My 

first job was in the Finance Department, where I was asked to sort out the department’s systems. 

Once I had learned the processes that were in place, I set about reviewing and changing many of them. 

My skills were recognised which led me to being appointed the team leader early on. I enjoyed my 

time working through these processes, but once I had established and helped install them, I was again 

ready for a new challenge. 

While I was in this role, I undertook a Bachelor of Applied Management (BAppMgt) through Capable 

NZ. I learned a lot more about myself, I am very process driven and systematic and I am adept at 

looking at systems and finding ways to make them simple, straight forward, and lean.  I ‘plan’, ‘do’, 

‘check’ (evaluate) and ‘act’ – a process that I learned about during my studies, even though I have 

been doing this a long time.  I just didn’t know it had a name (PDCA) – a cyclical process of continuous 

reflection and improvement.   I reflect ‘in action’ all the time; I can even ‘hear’ myself do this as I talk, 

type, and teach.  This was my way of processing information. Even at this stage of my life, I still was 

unsure why I did it this way. I thought this way of approaching and reflecting on my work was unique 

to me. 

This is where it all started, undertaking research tasks for my BAppMgt.  I was required to explain my 

business, it is operations and philosophy while doing this, I explained that I had been diagnosed with 

Irlen syndrome (IS) (AAIC, 2021) in a routine vision check-up Irlen Syndrome is commonly defined as:  
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A perceptual processing disorder, suggesting that the brain is unable to properly process visual 

information from the eyes because of sensitivity to certain wavelengths of light. Symptoms are said 

to include poor concentration; difficulties with reading, writing and comprehension; glare sensitivity; 

headaches and poor depth perception. 

I had never enjoyed reading long passages of text. When I read, words move around on the page or 

have shadows around them. Prior to receiving this diagnosis, I thought this was how everyone saw 

words, so I had never thought to investigate why I saw things this way or what effects this may have 

had on me through my schooling, I just accepted it but wasn’t overly curious. While looking into IS, I 

discovered that I could possibly have dyslexia as it is often co-located together with IS.  The more I 

investigated this the penny dropped, this may be why I have struggled with learning.  

 An opportunity for me to move to a lecturer role arose at OP and I began teaching in the School of 

Business (BS)in June 2020. In a very short space of time, I needed to prepare three courses, and I felt 

I had to redesign the assignments as they had not been done for six years! I had the full support of all 

my colleagues from the BS, while getting everything moderated, planning my first few weeks, finding 

guest lecturers to back me up in areas I felt I needed help in, designing exams!  Undertaking all these 

tasks with my underlying learning challenges was very difficult and demanding. 

These experiences led me to consider what learning challenges my learners in the School of Business 

and the wider community of OP, may have when it comes to undertaking learning tasks and 

assignments. We ask our learners to write reports, to work in teams and do presentations of their 

work, sometimes to their peers. I began to wonder how they felt. Do they have the same approach to 

learning challenges as I do, therefore develop work arounds or do they discontinue their studies? 

Generally, in the BS, when a student presents with a neurodiversity, we refer them to Student Success 

to ensure they receive the appropriate support, but what about learners that do not tell us or the ones 

that do not realise they have learning challenges? Could I change the way I teach to support these 

learners?  Could I teach these learners some of my strategies I have learned through managing my 

own learning challenges? 

After completing my BAppMgt I continued on to complete my GDTE which covered off a range of adult 

learning theories, tools, and strategies about how adults learn.  Now working in the School of Business 

lecturing level 4 and level 5 learners, something I would have never imagined possible. This has led 

me to more closely observe learners of all different backgrounds with a different range of learning 

‘disadvantages’, and different process styles, as defined by VARK (2021) some of us are visual, auditory 

and or kinaesthetic learners; we are monochronic (focus on one thing at a time) or polychronic (do 

many things simultaneously, very good at multitasking) in the way we process information. I want to 
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examine what is out there to aid learners who have learning challenges and the many more to come, 

to be the best they can be.  I would even go so far as to say I would like learners to be comfortable 

about sharing their learning challenges, learn about how they can overcome them and go on to be 

successful in their academic learning. It has now been confirmed after many years that I do have 

Neurodiversity (Clouder et al., 2020) an umbrella term that incorporates many learning difficulties, on 

reflection I probably did not realise that I had learning challenges and nor did I seek out support, but 

rather I became incredibly skilful in utilising work arounds and my own strategies to overcome. 

Preliminary Reading   

Getting a diagnosis by going through an “Adult Cognitive and Educational Assessment” and 

recognising that I have many ‘workarounds’, led me to reflect on my capabilities rather than my 

‘deficits’. Some of the research literature has been very insightful and I really enjoyed reading that 

neurodiversity is and can be normalised. Following discussions with my facilitators, I undertook some 

preliminary reading. I began by reading a very well-known text which focusses on the positive 

attributes that people with dyslexia possess. Dyslexic Advantage (Eide & Eide, 2012) tells a story of 

three different people that are brilliant at what they do. The book examines their successes but also 

the challenges they face.  The author’s goal is to help people with dyslexia acknowledge their strengths 

and the advantages which they argue should be recognised and enjoyed (Eide & Eide, 2012). The 

authors state that their goal is to help people with dyslexia acknowledge what these amazing 

advantages are, so they can enjoy the maximum array of benefits that can come from having a dyslexic 

brain. Dyslexia is an extremely varied condition, and no two dyslexic people will have the same set of 

characteristics. Many will have had a range of unhappy experiences during their school and work lives 

to date, most will have left school early because of years of academic and emotional difficulties, like 

poor grades, loss of self-confidence, underachievement, misbehaviour, and depression. 

Secondly, I looked a couple of very recent systematic review articles on neurodiversity and dyslexia in 

higher education. “Neurodiversity in higher education: a narrative synthesis” this was a real revelation 

to me as I had never heard the term ‘neurodiversity’ before. The authors point out that although many 

publications focus on either dyslexia, autistic spectrum disorder, or ADHD, some common themes are 

evident in student experience across learning difficulties associated with neurodiversity.   

 

In Dyslexia in higher education: a systematic review of interventions used to promote learning, Waters 

and Torgerson (2021) review studies that claimed to improve the learning experiences for learners 

with dyslexia. Research addressing the large number of learners with dyslexia show that learners have 

expressed concerns at the level of support they received and that the plans that had been put in place 
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to support them. However, their comprehensive review found that the support was often inadequate 

or not followed up. They also suggested that there is a lack of high quality, experimental research that 

tests the effectiveness of dyslexia support interventions, in higher education. Good practice existed in 

some areas, which might prove useful, but these require further investigation.  

Finally, as part of my preliminary reading, I looked at recent publications that consider the impact of 

dyslexia/ neurodiversity in the workplace and in educational settings in a New Zealand context. 

According to SPELD (Speld New Zealand - Dyslexia and Other Learning Difficulties, 1989) Specific 

Learner Disability is a general term used to describe a range of unexpected learning difficulties that 

are significantly interfering with an individual's academic, or work performance or other activities of 

daily life.  

Most adults with neurodiversity will work hard to hide that they have learning challenges and in fact 

will have become expert in devising strategies/ workarounds in order to mask the condition or to avoid 

its effects. Learners with dyslexia share a range of attributes: 

 
• Most will have left school early 

• Most will shy away from reading or writing in public  

• If they must read their reading is very slow and inaccurate  

• Will take a long time to complete tasks   

• Many will exhibit a difference between oral and practical skills (often very good) and ability 

on paper (often very poor). 

• May be negative and aggressive and often have low self-confidence – because of years of 

failure in the regular school setting. (Ako Aotearoa, 2021).  

Undertaking Research and Challenging Myself 

My world view is changing as I read and learn more about neurodiversity. This investigation is not just 

about the research, but it is about me being neurodiverse and working with learners who have 

learning challenges. However, I have not mentioned to many of my colleagues that I am undertaking 

this research as this makes me feel vulnerable. As this stage in my journey, I am carefully choosing the 

discussions I have with whom. Interestingly, when I mentioned to a small select group of colleagues 

what I was about to embark on my research, they were intrigued that I had a learning disability and 

were very interested in what I will come up with as my research continues. These colleagues are open 

minded and looking forward to how they can adopt some “new” approaches in their teaching practice. 

In general terms, I want my research to 'normalise’ the fact that we have learners who are 
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neurodiverse, as I believe the research will empower learners, and myself as a life-long learner and 

teacher.   

What do I want to focus on particularly? Exploring the tools people have developed for neurodiverse 

learners. I want to investigate and interpret the broad experiences of neurodiversity by interviewing 

learners and staff about the vast array of neurodiverse learners and their challenges.  I want to know 

how I can normalise this concept for learners and staff.  I would like to critically reflect on my 

diagnoses, as well as the themes from the interviews, as to enhance my teaching practice. I want to 

develop information, tools and strategies that change the discourses of learning ‘disabilities’ and for 

people to see this as a style of processing information. Engaging with the literature critically and being 

able to deeply reflect on the ideas will help to filter my focus. 

Questions to Explore 

Following my preliminary reading and discussions with my mentors, I have drafted some preliminary 
questions that I would like to explore. 

Staff 
• Are you aware of any learning challenges that appear in the classroom when you work with 

learners? 

• Have you come up with any strategies that have worked? 

• Have you had opportunities with your learners that you have been able to broach the subject 

of learning styles, challenges, ways of understanding?  

Learners 
• Tell me about the learning environment for you in the classroom? 

• Do you experience the lecturers utilising different approaches given the different learning 

needs of learners?  If so, what are some of the approaches they use? 

• Do you feel that your learning needs are being supported? 

• What are some of the ‘work-arounds’ that you instinctively have in place so that you can meet 

the requirements of your class/study/programme? 

• Do you feel you can let the lecturers know about your learning needs as well as offering up 

some ideas that may be helpful to them? 

 
 

 Otago Polytechnic 
• What is the Institutional approach to support neurodiverse learners? 

• Is there any data that the support for neurodiverse learners is working/helpful? 

• Who is the ‘expert’ on campus that learners can turn to in order to seek support? 
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My professional practice learning outcomes 

• An awareness that I have grown in confidence in my abilities as a teacher who understands 

and designs learning that is inclusive of neurodiversity.   

• The belief that my neurodiversity is a gift and to value my unique approach to learning and to 

encourage and support others to understand this also  

• To deepen my understanding around neurodiversity and how it is experienced and managed 

by learners 

• To create tools and strategies to enhance learning success for neurodiverse learners 

• To build my research capability. 

Main outputs from my study  
 
The key outputs from my practice inquiry will be: 
 

• An easy-to-read guide for lecturers and staff at Otago Polytechnic including tips and tools for 

lessons that are designed to support inclusivity for neurodiverse learners 

• A resource for neurodiverse learners (developed in collaboration with Student Services) 

• A succinct PowerPoint presentation for staff and learners available on our School Moodle sites  

• Workshops/staff training opportunities 

• The MPP project report  

 
Main audience for my study. 
 
Otago Polytechnic learners will benefit from being supported by OP lecturers and therefore feel 

confident about undertaking study knowing that neurodiversity is understood, and the tools and 

strategies are in place to support all learners.    

Otago Polytechnic Lecturers/Staff will benefit from having a deeper understanding of learners with 

neurodiversity and that this knowledge will strengthen their professional practice. 

Otago Polytechnic will benefit from having staff, support services and learners feeling supported and 

encouraged to have successful learning and teaching experiences.   
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Title of practice change project:  
 
Neurodiversity in the classroom:  awareness and practice 
 

 

[redacted] 

 

 

 

 

 

Why I Love the Term ‘Neurodiversity’ and You Will Too!, 2019                https://suelarkey.com.au/neurodiversityblog/ 
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My aim is to explore how lecturers can create learning experiences that not only include/take account 

of the challenges faced by neurodiverse learners but also utilize and enhance the capabilities that 

neurodiverse learners bring to the classroom. 

• I will identify and analyse the different understandings, experiences, challenges and benefits 

that neurodiversity creates for learners, teaching staff and student support staff with the 

objective of creating the best possible learning outcomes for neurodiverse learners  

• I will identify what learners require in order to feel comfortable about letting staff, and 

student services know of their learning challenges and offer up ways for lecturers to support 

them 

• I will identify a range of professional development opportunities for learners, staff, student 

success, and other areas of OP including senior management so that there is a stronger 

awareness and enhancement of practice in OP to support neurodiverse learners 

• I will identify and describe the creative and innovative ‘work-arounds’ that neurodiverse 

learners have adopted throughout their studies which will in turn provide learning 

opportunities for staff and student services 

• As part of my final project, I will design and deliver professional development sessions in 

collaboration with staff, student success and (if possible) with learners in order to raise 

awareness of the neurodiversity and how learning can be designed to be more inclusive of 

neurodiverse learners. 

• I will describe, analyse, and critically reflect on these sessions as part of my final project. 

 
Drivers for change project (if applicable) 

Strong subjective evidence gathered throughout my time at OP suggests there are a range of 

challenges and issues regarding the (mis)understandings and (mis)perceptions and (mis) alignment of 

neurodiversity among lecturers, learners, student success and the institutional policies and practices 

that OP have put in place to support neurodiverse learners.  

I want to support neurodiverse learners navigate their learning journey and make this challenging 

period with both their intellectual and emotional development easier so they can keep on track and 

show us (OP), themselves and their peers, what they are truly capable of achieving.  

I want to support learners, lecturers, and student success, I believe by undertaking in this project of 

learning, I will be better equipped to understand the full range of challenges our learners have and in 

doing so can share this with all staff.  
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Research methodology and methods  

Introduction 

I am new to research; however, I see myself as someone that can make a difference through my 

research project. I want to change, empower, create, and make use of lecturers and learner’s journeys 

in the classroom. I want to interact with learners and lecturers to attain an understanding and 

appreciation of their experiences, views, attitudes and thinking towards neurodiverse students in the 

classroom.  

Epistemological Stance 

Given my research focuses on how neurodiverse learners experience learning and secondly how 

lecturers understand the challenges faced by neurodiverse learners, I adopt a social constructionist 

approach. Social constructionism is the epistemological view that “all knowledge, and therefore all 

meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of 

interaction between human beings and their world and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p.42). 

Methodological Approach 

To explore how knowledge is created in interactions between neurodiverse learners and lecturers, I 

adopt a grounded theory approach. Grounded theory is a qualitive methodology as stated in Valde 

(2017) The goal of grounded theory is to develop theory that reflects the difficulty of the experiences 

being studied in rich or dense way. Grounded theory should be a summary of the data, that makes 

sense to the people in the study, and able to be used more widely or generally applicable to similar 

situations. To create grounded theory, the researcher tacks back and forth between statistics 

collection, data coding, and memo writing (Valde, 2017). 

Additionally, as previously stated, as a teacher and student who identifies as neurodiverse, I will also 

critically reflect on and interrogate my personal experiences to connect and explore my story to the 

research questions and context I am exploring. To do so, I will adopt a critical auto-ethnographical 

approach.   Autoethnography begins with personal experience.  Personal narratives are the most 

common form, and these are written in a reflective first-person style though in relation with others, 

as they make meaning and construct life through social interaction. This process of doing 

autoethnography moves from and through many, elements resulting in a product that may can take a 

multitude of forms. They document experiences and stories that often go untold in everyday life and 

communication research (Allen, 2017). 
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Methods 

Having determined my methodology, I now want to think about the most suitable method/s for my 

data collection. In line with a grounded theory approach, I will undertake semi-structured interviews 

with learners and lecturers across OP and with members of the Student Success team. Semi-structured 

interviews are a qualitative data collection approach in which the researcher asks informants a series 

of predetermined but open-ended questions. This helps with having more control over the topics of 

the interview however, there is no fixed answer to each question. Though questions are usually 

discussed in the order designed by the researcher, there is freedom to move back and forth through 

the topic list based on the responses. (Given, 2008) Once this data is collected, I will undertake a 

thematic analysis to determine the key significant patterns of meaning that emerges and to ascertain 

whether further interviewing or other data sources need to be explored.  

Data Sources 

• Semi-Structured Participant Interviews: 

o 4-5 interviews with learners who determine themselves as neurodiverse learners – I 

will call for anyone identifying putting up a flyer and or through the Student Hub. 

o 4-5 interviews of School lecturers 

o 1-2 interviews of staff who work and specialise in this field in Student Success (one 

participant should see themselves as an expert in this field and one may define 

themselves as having a strong understanding) 

• Documents: 

o Policies and procedures related to inclusivity and student support (academic and 

pastoral) 

• Field Notes 

o Descriptions of interactions and observations taken throughout the project 

• Autoethnographic reflections (taken throughout the programme) 
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Ethical process  

The purpose of this section of the learning agreement is to consider potential ethical issues associated 

with undertaking work-based research. As I intend to interview learners at OP who identify as 

neurodiverse and also Staff from the across the Polytechnic and Staff working in Student Success 

specialising in this area, a range of ethical considerations will need to be worked through including: 

• negotiating access to my work situation as an area being researched and securing consent for 

the research to take place (i.e, with Student Success team and the Business School)  

• ensuring anonymity and confidentiality to colleagues and learners 

• managing the power implications of my research and my positioning as a researcher and as a 

practitioner within my research project  

Insider-Researcher 

Robson (2017) states a researcher who is part of a cultural group can conduct insider research with 

insight and reflection, while maintaining his/her own day-to-day role within that company. However, 

Teusner (2016) emphasises that research conducted within a community or organization may have a 

number of potential ramifications, including security and safety concerns, ethical issues, validity 

issues, and transparency. Although I recognize that (perceived) ethical issues could arise from each of 

the participants within each group with confidentiality. It is important for me to emphasize that my 

inquiry is a vehicle for me to reflect on my professional practice and ultimately benefit learners and 

staff. 

Confidentiality 

The privacy of the research participants will be protected in the following ways:  

• Confidentiality of your identity will be protected, and you will be identified in the final project 

using either Participant 1, 2.  

• Results of this project may be published but any data included will in no way be linked to any 

specific participant without prior consent.  

• The data collected will be securely stored so that only named researchers will have access to 

it. This will be retained in secure storage for a period of seven years, after which it will be 

destroyed.   

 
Therefore, I am obligated to ensure confidentiality of the information participants provide. I will 

ensure confidentiality of the info part provide by disseminating this by disseminating information in 

such a way that all individual and identifiable characteristics are removed.   
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Duty to disclose 

In my role as a researcher, participants may disclose something they wouldn't disclose to me as a 

lecturer. Even though I may have received ethical approval for my project, I may be made aware of 

unethical/unsafe teaching practices that might put the participant at risk and/or a colleague and/or 

the institution. To disclose an unethical/unsafe practice would require breaking the ethical principle 

of confidentiality since I am the researcher, not a lecturer. 

Keeping in mind that this situation may occur, I intend to indicate here that I would act in an ethically 

responsible way, out of respect for the integrity, fairness, and caring values I should uphold in my 

professional and personal lives. 

In summary 

The ethical implications of my research have been discussed. As I proceed with my inquiry, I will stay 
attentive and expect the unexpected. 

I will be recording and reporting on these interviews I will not identify any one individual.  

Ethical approval Category A is attached. (Appendix 1) 
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Māori Consultation  

Below is evidence of having started the KTO consultation process.  

 

• I enter this research as an equal with my participants.  

• I bring to the process my values of integrity, caring, and justice.  

• My expectation is that my findings will be of benefit to all.  

 

While completing this section I have been reviewing my Rakahau Māori (research) against the Otago 

Polytechnic’s Māori Strategic Framework. 

I have where possible, considered Tauira Māori (learners), and the Wāhi ako ngātahi (Inclusive 

learning environment), to achieve effective learning and teaching strategies for Māori learners. Otago 

Polytechnic. (2020). Māori Strategic Framework. 

 

I want to ensure I have the resources and strategies to be able to assist Maori learners to succeed at 

all levels of study by providing a supportive and inclusive learning environment and outstanding 

learning experiences that foster participation and success. 

As mentioned in Otago Polytechnic (2020). Māori Strategic Framework. The values and tikaka of mana 

whenua are infused throughout: 

 
Tikaka:  In this context tikaka refers to the manner, rule, way. Traditional values and practices that 
have emerged over time and are deeply rooted in the social context. 
 
Mana:  In this context mana refers to equity and justice. Mana had been considered as evidenced by 
the following.  

• Open and transparent research process.  
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• Participants will know that they can pull out of the research at any time, with no explanation 

or any disadvantage to themselves.  

• As this research include the voices of Māori learners, then the outcomes will be equitable for 

Māori.  

The literature on Māori with Specific Learning Difficulties is limited. In a study carried out in primary 

schools in a mid-sized, central New Zealand city, the researchers identified the key factors affecting 

Māori students' literacy learning according to their lecturers, special education coordinators and 

parents (Smallbone, 2019). 

According to Smallbone (2019) Many factors affect literacy development, including socioeconomic 

status, transience, family background, and oral language development. Lecturers lack confidence in 

their ability to support Māori learners who have been identified as having specific learning difficulties.  

Developing a critical understanding of how teaching methods are used is crucial to ensuring that Māori 

learners receive all the support they need to learn (Smallbone, 2019). 

Context review (including Literature Summary) 

Introduction 

My research is focussed on the perceptions, experiences and challenges faced by neurodiverse 

learners in all areas of learning at OP. I am particularly interested in the practice of ‘work arounds’. As 

someone who was diagnosed as neurodiverse as an adult, looking back on my learning experiences I 

realize that I had created a collection of my own “work arounds” to get through life and learning so 

that challenges did not get in the way.  I understand now that I process information differently to the 

way neurotypical people do. I stopped myself from going into higher education (HE) as a school leaver 

because I had a lot of self-doubt and little encouragement from my family or peers. Clouder et al. 

(2020). Although neurodiversity should not prevent learners from pursuing further education, Hillier 

et. al. as cited in Clouder et al. (2020, p. 20) report that “post-high-school graduation outcomes remain 

poor”. 

I will also explore how lecturers in the school perceive neurodiversity and if and how they take account 

of neurodiversity in lesson and assessment design. I will also explore what types of learning challenges 

learners bring to our Student Success specialists and how they support our learners. The experience 

of learners, lecturers and student success will also be analysed in relation to OP’s policies and 

processes that support neurodiverse learners in order to determine if they are fit for purpose. 
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What is neurodiversity?  

Neurodiversity, according to Clouder et al. (2020), is an umbrella term that encompasses many 

learning disabilities e.g., dyspraxia, dyslexia, activity deficit hyperactivity disorder, dyscalculia, autism 

spectrum, and Tourette syndrome. The rising, vast number of learners with learning disabilities linked 

with neurodiversity enrolling in higher education (HE) presents a widespread and developing problem 

for lecturers and businesses across the world. (p. 757) However Honeybourne (2018) found that 

neurodiversity means that these neurological differences are a natural part of human adaptation and 

variation. Whereas Walker (as cited in Chapman & Botha 2022) takes this further arguing that the 

neurodiverse/neurotypical paradigm which questions whether one ‘right’ type of brain or mind, or 

one ‘right’ way of neurocognitive functioning is itself, a culturally developed fiction. 

Early discourses on cognitive difference  

Understandings of cognitive difference have changed over time.  Based on the findings of Hayes (2020) 

In the 1960 s to 1980 s the entire idea of dyslexia used to be dismissed as educational ‘nonsense’. 

Dyslexia was once frequently referred to as the middleclass disease, with the thinking that educated 

middle-class parents wished to find an excuse for why their child was not reading. Parents however, 

felt that the blame fell upon them for not helping their children with their studies. 

Previous understandings of neurodiversity, a term coined in 1998, dyslexia from researchers such as 

Cameron and Billington (2017) In the United Kingdom, dyslexia is described by a set of cognitive or 

neurological deficits that affect one’s reading ability (Nicolson & Fawcett 2008). Whereas Snowling et 

al. (2020) found that, research on Dyslexia has been evaluated as a specific learning disability for many 

years –specific in the sense that it is difficult to explain using obvious causes (sensory problems or low 

IQ). However, the inability to identify large differences in reading skills and phonological skills between 

dyslexic and children with more general learning problems caused this definition to lose favour 

(Snowling et al., 2020). 

Contemporary understandings 

Contemporary understandings of neurodiversity in educational settings are somewhat varied. 

Cameron and Billington (2017) argue that no matter what labels we attach to learners in education, 

no matter how noble the intentions are, these labels do not stop many of the socially developed and 

most disabling aspects of dyslexia even with a change in a/the definition. New approaches and 

understandings of neurodiversity/dyslexia are explained by Stenning and Rosqvist, (2021) as they 

acknowledge how neurodiversity has been described as a collective property of brains, as we attempt 

to negotiate between us, what it is to be human and how we can work together to lead success lives 



113 
 

and lessen suffering. They go on to look at the implications of neurodiversity for autism research and 

propose that we unravel the analogy between neurodiversity and biodiversity (Stenning & Rosqvist, 

2021, p. 2).   

Neurodiversity in New Zealand  

Rowan, (2010) discovered learners with dyslexia in Aotearoa/New Zealand have had to contend with 

a compulsory education system that has not recognised their learning struggles nor supported their 

unique methods of learning. Learners often have had to develop their very own strategies to get 

through entire academic qualifications. Further, learners report that their lecturers lacked awareness 

and understanding of their learning difficulties and needs. Despite this all learners developed their 

own strengths and support networks, which helped them to grow in their education. The success of 

these networks influenced their choice to proceed onto university (Rowan, 2010). 

Recent research in educational settings in New Zealand have highlighted significant challenges for 

neurodiverse learners. Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020.) point out that in New Zealand that lack of 

understanding of neurodiversity in schooling sector can have a negative impact on the educational 

experiences of learners who are so labelled. However, while there is increased awareness that 

neurodiversity can be a barrier to youth and young people being an actual part of “the world’s first-

rate education system” that New Zealand is committed to building, there is nevertheless lots to 

learning and understanding about how to identify neurodiversity, and subsequently, how to meet the 

learning aspirations of neurodiverse learners. However, Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) found as a result of 

a systematic process for identifying educational research that could provide easily implemented, low 

cost, flexible supports for neurodiverse learners, five key themes emerged. The theme of prioritising 

and valuing relationships was exposed, as well as developing agency, supporting learners' behaviour 

understanding and management, creating inclusive environments, and embedding inclusive teaching 

strategies. 

Ako Aotearoa (2020) stated that up to 50% of people with dyslexia also have visible stress troubles 

(also called Irlens syndrome in New Zealand).  Research has identified that dyslexia deprive people of 

time. Using a ‘squared factor’ notion they determined a task that takes a neurotypical person two 

hours to complete may take a dyslexic person four hours. Ako Aotearoa, (n.d.) also confirms that many 

people with dyslexia in New Zealand are adults who have left the compulsory schooling sector. In a 

group of workers of 2.1 million people 210,000 will have dyslexia. Most will be undiagnosed.  

 

 



114 
 

Neurodiverse learners in higher education: challenges and support 

Neurodiverse learners studying in higher education institutions face a range of challenges.  Waters 

and Torgerson (2021) found that a remarkable range of learners with dyslexia express concern at the 

stages of assistance they receive and that support plans supplied to their departments are no longer 

carried out fully. Learners described challenges and discontent about the lack of support they received 

from education staff. They claimed that they were no longer consulted regarding what their ‘support 

package’ contained and desired more input (Waters & Torgerson, 2021, p. 227). However, Taylor et 

al. (2009) found that learners with learning disabilities are still under-represented in UK higher 

education. (p. 1), This study suggests it is essential that the transition from school/college/work to 

higher education is professionally managed and that learners with dyslexia are assessed in a timely 

manner. (Taylor et al., 2009, p 8). Whereas Clouder et al. (2020) concluded the increasing quantity of 

neurodiverse learners entering HE poses a shared and developing challenge internationally for 

lecturers and institutional leaders. Though found some effective practices in place in HEIs there was 

significant room for improvement. The authors go on to point out a fundamental catalyst appears to 

be the making of a trusting and inclusive environment tolerant of changes that does now not want 

labels, changes or unique measures that will allow all learners to flourish. (Clouder et al., 2020, p. 775). 

In New Zealand, Dymock and Nicholson (2013) found lecturers can make a huge difference to the life 

and learning of a dyslexic adult. It is crucial that an adult learner with dyslexia has someone who is 

there for them, who understands what it is like for them and who is willing to adapt their teaching to 

help them. 

 
General challenges for learners with neurodiversity 
 
MacCullagh (2014) discovered that there is inadequate research into the participation and experiences 

of learners with dyslexia in higher education. As evidenced in the current literature, dyslexic learners 

globally are vastly underrepresented in higher education and that they encounter numerous 

challenges and successes in the higher education context. According to Waters and Torgerson (2021) 

Many of the studies discussed the use of a mentor or coach to act as a catalyst. Having a third-party 

in a role such as this seemed to benefit learners with certain learning difficulties Additional research 

is required in this area, since there have been no published studies involving a causal design to 

evaluate mentorship as a 'learning intervention.' 

Gibby-Leversuch et al. (2019) suggests that though a broad range on dyslexia exists only some has 

focused on the social and emotional elements of dyslexia, specifically self-perceptions. Research in 

this area has revealed mixed findings: some papers point out that dyslexia is linked with experiences 
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of stigmatisation and decreased self-concept (e.g., Polychroni et al. 2006; Riddick 2000) whereas 

others discover that dyslexia is not related with negative self-perceptions (e.g., Burden and Burdett 

2005) or that the labelling of dyslexia can increase self-esteem (e.g., Gibson and Kendall 2010; Solvang 

2007). Some of the differences in findings can absolutely be attributed to the array of definitions and 

measurement tools used, with some papers conflating self-esteem and self-concept. 

Building relationships with neurodiverse learners 

According to Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) lecturers can build meaningful relationships with neurodiverse 

learners through being respectful, warm, empathetic, actively listening, and understanding the 

experience of the learner and their interests (Rentenbach, Prislovsky, & Gabriel, 2017). However, 

Garvey (2008) looked at the difference of pleasure with life, positive and/ or negative impact on mood, 

self-esteem, and personality, between a dyslexic and a non-dyslexic population and if the is a 

difference between gender and dyslexia for these factors. Based on results, the two groups are similar 

regarding positive and negative life outcomes, self-esteem, and three of the five dimensions of 

personality. Individually, there are significant differences in extroversion and emotional stability. 

According to results from the current study, dyslexics have an increased degree of extroversion and 

emotional stability. (Garvey, 2008).  

 
Importance of learner self-concept with neurodiversity 

A wide range of dyslexia research exists, some of which has focused on emotional and social aspects 

of dyslexia, specifically self-perceptions. Studies in this area have revealed mixed results: some papers 

indicate dyslexia is linked with low self-esteem. (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019) The current research 

shows evidence that dyslexia and literacy difficulties are linked with lower perceptions of academic 

capability and behaviour that prevents learners from making changes that are in their own best 

interest. (Gibby-Leversuch et al., 2019) According to Morgan and Burn (2000) through her website The 

Positive Aspects of Having Dyslexia | Happy Dyslexic. The Dyslexic has a helpful set of capabilities, 

which are advantages when used in the right context. If we pay more attention to the advantages and 

develop them, we can use them to ameliorate the disadvantages they face which in turn enhances the 

dyslexics’ self-confidence. Not every dyslexic develops the same strengths. However, by identifying 

these, they can be nurtured to develop and promote to the development of the dyslexic child (Morgan 

& Burn, 2000). 

Conclusion 
It can be concluded that there have been some interesting ideas surfacing, such as that learners with 

neurodiversity learn better if they have someone who is available for them, who understands how 

they feel, and who is willing to adapt their teaching to help them. In the third course, I will focus my 
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research on enhancing the capabilities that neurodiverse learners can bring to the classroom and how 

we, as lecturers, can use these abilities to improve our teaching.  

Sustainable Practice 

At Otago Polytechnic (OP) a Sustainable practice is all about ensuring that the organisation looks after 

all Staff and Learners. We follow the three pillars of sustainability economic, social, and environment.  

I see my project as adding value to myself, to staff and the learners by further adding to their Kete of 

knowledge and skills around neurodiverse teaching and learning practices.  I want OP to retain 

neurodiverse learners by providing an environment of support and understanding, so that they may 

continue to learn and grow.     

My colleagues, lecturers/facilitators and other support staff will equip the learners as to how to 

improve their learning practices by offering a range of tools, and strategies. 

Key Milestones: 

Start date of Course 3 - 1st January 2022 

Interviewing Learners and Peers – February to May 2022 

Transcribing transcripts – February to May 2022 

Analysing and reflecting on themes – May to Oct 2022 

Re-reading literature and scanning for other literature that falls out of the themes May to August 
2022. 

Peer review - 14th Sept 2022 

Assessment - 31st Oct 2022  
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Reflective Critical Commentary. 

CRITICAL REFLECTION – MASTERS JOURNEY 

Reflecting on my own personal journey into why I have struggled with learning, and to find much later 

in my life that there is a name for it, that lots have been written about it, and in fact many people 

suffer from a range of learning challenges – has made me tearful, angry, and strangely liberated.  

Tearful in that no-one talked about it or even perhaps knew about it, angry that there weren’t 

interventions earlier in my life, and now liberated that there is lots done about it.  Then to have been 

given the opportunity to take a ‘test’ which has also helped me on this journey.   

It is so exciting to know that there are many who feel like I do, who struggle like I have and yet 

succeeded, who would have thought?  The readings are hugely helpful and there is a lot written about 

Neurodiversity.  However, in the literature, there isn’t a lot on ‘work-arounds’, a method/approach to 

circumventing or overcoming a (perceived) problem or challenge (in relation to one’s capabilities) one 

that is about what I personally have done to engage in higher level learning.  What are they, what have 

I used and what have others done to achieve?  What are my workarounds and what are others?  

Therefore, I am going to focus on this.  

“Work arounds” are a lot of self-taught techniques gained by learning our strengths and not wanting 

to reveal our weaknesses, to cover up our shame of not knowing and to avoid looking like we have no 

idea what is going on. 

• Here are a few I know that I obviously do! And these work for me …. so far.  However, I sense 
there are a few that I now need to ‘undo’ and relearn new strategies …. 

o Thinking/talking out loud 

o Self-talk – lots of it 

o Repeat sentence back and forth  

o Notetaking, scribbling 

o List writing 

o Make daily/weekly processes and stick to them, become incredibly organised 

o Have a routine 

o Pattern searching - looking for ways to make information connect 

o Finger counting 
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• Here a couple that I’m in the process of unlearning?   

o Overtalk/over define is part of my ‘work arounds’ –because I have learned to talk 

quickly ‘in case they find out I am not clever or didn’t understand, or that I am a fake’.  

o I won’t start something unless I know I can finish it; this can stop me from stepping 

out of my comfort zone! 

However, here are some of the huge advantages of having learning challenges my whole life: 

• I am incredibly skilled in reading body language 

• I am skilfully empathic with people who have differences 

• I can explain things to people in many ways until they understand 

• I am good at Switch tasking (though often a disadvantage) 

These are the questions I want to ask of others.  How do learners learn to deal with their difficulties? 

Do they badger their lecturers, teachers, families, close friends so that they understand? Do they just 

give up? Do they use self-talk to remind themselves to focus their attention, and to take positive steps 

when faced with difficulties, to reinforce positive behaviours? Do they have a range of work arounds, 

it is my intention, as part of my research, to develop a tool kit for learners i.e., based on the techniques 

and skills they have helped me develop.  

 

I am learning that it is important to understand that nothing in our lives is wasted, that every single 

thing that occurs in our lives can benefit us and help us build ourselves. I want to inspire people to 

say: "I too can build my knowledge base." 

 

Throughout this process I have been keeping a reflective diary to help understand all the 

areas/forms/requirements I have had to navigate; this has been a huge benefit for me as this part is 

frustrating, but with positive support and guidance I have a better understanding. Now I need to flip 

that to support our learners who are afraid to acknowledge learning challenges, or afraid to ask 

questions, or have limited self-belief or haven’t acknowledged all their amazing workarounds in order 

to be successful (in their eyes).  

I have been reading a range of literature and articles kindly sent to me by my mentors, and some from 

other sources, and I have talked to people – they are all making this learning a gift – a gift of learning 
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that I have gained insights into. This research has opened my mind, broadened my vocabulary, made 

me look deep inside, read far more than I have ever wanted to or needed to. I now realise if I am 

interested in the topic, I will read. I am impatient I get that; I need to work on that, I do not think that 

is part of me being Neurodiverse, or is it? I have come to understand that neurodiversity is not just 

one thing it can be the existence of more than one challenge at the same time. 

I believe I am on a path, and it is one which will bring me lots of hurt as I struggle and must keep 

reading and re-doing things (as I of course race my way through it and wonder why no-one is keeping 

up) and finding a way to breathe and become peaceful with myself.  However, I have a goal and I am 

focussed and energised to continue to learn and grow and be able to help others.  

My feeling at the moment are I want to help those learners who don’t really know how to reach out 

for support or where I see a teacher or staff member deal with something in a way, I understand won’t 

be helpful to the learner.  Hence the workarounds that learners adopt.  Do they figure it out for 

themselves rather than put their hand up and say, ‘I don’t understand, I don’t see the world like this, 

I learn by listening and observing’? So, what is it they do in order to cope?   At the same time, I would 

like to be accepted as one who can offer valuable strategies and understandings to both lecturers and 

learners alike. And so, I am confident that my project will enrich my teaching practice and support and 

empower neurodiverse learners across the Polytechnic. 
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What happens if my project changes? 

While I expect this learning agreement to evolve over time, I have attempted to frame the research in 

a way that it will be resilient to any significant change. Throughout the research process, I will reflect 

on the learning I have gained and the change I have made within myself or the project. This is a lifetime 

ambition for me. I want to learn about neurodiversity in the classroom: awareness and practice and 

have an impact on future learners. 

However, these is always a slight chance that I have overlooked something that could result in a 

modest shift from this learning agreement. Should this occur, I will discuss with my academic mentor 

the possible need to amend my Learning Agreement. 

Signatures 

Employer /Professional Representative:  

Letter of support must be attached  

 

Signed by Learner:  

 

Signed by Employer/Sponsor (where applicable): 

 

 

Signed by Capable NZ review panel: 
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Appendix  
 
MProfPrac Graduate Profile 
 
On completion of the qualification, graduates will be able to: 
 

1. design and conduct research relating to an area of inquiry within the professional practice 
significant to the learner and their workplace, by  

a. identifying sources of knowledge and evidence and using them appropriately, with 
the identification and appropriate use of sources of knowledge and evidence being 
wide ranging, critical and often innovative. 

b. selecting and justifying approaches to the tasks which will be self-directed and involve 
recognition, articulation, and critical evaluation of a range of options from which a 
justified selection based upon a reasoned methodology is made.  

c. considering and articulating the range of ethical dimensions that impact on the inquiry 
and resolving these appropriately.  

d. analysing and synthesising information and ideas which result in the creation of 
significant knowledge.  

2. engage in self-appraisal/reflection on practice which leads to significant insights likely to make 
a lasting impact upon personal and professional understanding.  

3. undertake complex action-planning leading to effective and appropriate action likely to 
impact upon the work of others.  

4. evaluate information and ideas independently and critically evaluate/argue a position 
concerning alternative approaches; can justify evaluations as constituting bases for 
improvements in practice.  

5. demonstrate generic skills in the area of professional practice on completion of their 
programme where the application of learning will transcend specific contexts.  

6. effective use of resources will be wide ranging and likely to impact upon the work of others 
a. communicate effectively and persuasively in writing and orally in an appropriate 

format to appeal to a particular target audience 
b. work and learn autonomously and with others spanning a range of contexts, often in 

a leadership role, understanding this is likely to challenge or develop the practices 
and/or beliefs of others. 
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MY JOURNEY AND THE VALUE OF A COMMUNITY WHERE  
NEURODIVERSITY IS CELEBRATED  

Rachel van Gorp 

INTRODUCTION  

The purpose of this article is to share some background about how I got into this educational space, 
my experience of being diagnosed with dyslexia and then disclosing myself to my peers at the 
inaugural Neurodiversity Symposium held at Otago Polytechnic in November 2021 as an adult 
academic. This provides a unique perspective on my experience as a neurodivergent individual in a 
neurodiverse world. I had no idea how much a community of practice, one in which I can learn, 
would help me grow, and how belonging to a community would make me feel valued, until I spoke 
at the symposium. This growth is something I am celebrating today. 

BACKGROUND 

School years 

While at school, I involved myself in everything I could. However, while I enjoyed learning new skills 
and activities, I found myself running away from primary school as I could not understand what the 
teachers were saying. I always seemed to not quite get what the teachers were talking about. This 
made me frustrated, it left me feeling overwhelmed and lost. At that time, I never fully understood 
why I felt LOST! – and sadly nor did my parents. 

At intermediate school and then high school, I noticed that I was learning at a different rate to my 
friends. Once again, I could feel myself getting lost in the crowd. My reading and attention were 
drifting in and out; trying to find a book to read for English was near impossible. I couldn’t stay 
focused, yet I was expected to sit still and concentrate, something I was not very good at doing. I 
realised I could not hide any longer. 

After gaining School Certificate, I left school in the first term of the sixth form. I was a high-school 
dropout, not that I thought that at the time. At that time in my life, I thought I had a plan; in reality, I 
now realise that I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life or where I wanted to be. All I knew 
was that I was ready to leave educational learning; with that, I entered into the world of retail. 

Being neurodiverse did little to improve my confidence in my academic studies. Growing up not 
knowing why I did not learn the same way as others did little to help my belief in myself. It was not 
until my children were at high school that I decided I wanted to spend time working on my career. I 
decided to train to be a personal trainer and then a massage therapist, and thus I started on my first 
study in higher education. 

I did not enjoy reading at school, so my biggest obstacle once again was getting back to the books. I 
was not sure how I was going to do this: undertaking academic work. I was determined to start and 
finish this learning journey; to complete the qualification especially, as I had left school early. With 
the help of my husband, who would proofread all my work before I handed it in, I achieved my 
qualification; I had done it. 
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Irlen Syndrome and dyslexia 

I was diagnosed with Irlen Syndrome (IS) in a routine vision check-up. Irlen Syndrome is commonly 
defined as a perceptual processing disorder, suggesting that the brain cannot correctly process visual 
information due to sensitivity to specific wavelengths of light. Symptoms include poor concentration, 
difficulties with reading, writing and comprehension; glare sensitivity; headaches and poor depth 
perception. These are all symptoms I have experienced, and some are heightened if I get tired, 
overwhelmed or am under pressure. 

I did not realise that I had a learning disability before receiving the diagnosis. I believed that all 
people saw words in the same manner, so I had not thought of investigating why I saw things this 
way or what effect this may have had on me throughout my education; I just accepted it. While 
investigating IS, I discovered that dyslexia often co-exists with IS (Australasian Association of Irlen 
Consultants, 2021). The more I investigated this, the more I thought I could also be dyslexic, which 
could explain why I have struggled with learning. I now have a pair of glasses with pink lenses that 
flatten the words out, stop them moving and let me concentrate for extended periods of time. 

Diagnosis 

Getting a diagnosis by going through an adult cognitive and educational assessment (ACEA) and 
recognising that I have many “workarounds” that allow me to cope led me to reflect on my 
capabilities rather than my deficits. For me to even get this ACEA was an obstacle in itself. I had to 
get in touch with SPELD New Zealand, then they had a certified tester email me; this took a few 
months to set up. For me this was worth the wait.  

NEURODIVERSITY SYMPOSIUM 

The exciting journey to the Neurodiversity Symposium coincided with my Master’s studies, in which 
I had decided to explore how lecturers can create learning experiences that not only include and 
take account of the challenges faced by neurodiverse learners, but also utilise and enhance the 
capabilities that neurodiverse learners bring to the classroom. I then saw a posting on Tūhono 
advertising the launch of the Neurodiversity Symposium. Several of my colleagues suggested I 
express my interest in presenting, as it could provide an opportunity for me to share my 
experiences, my learning journey and the rationale for why I wished to pursue this topic in a Master 
of Professional Practice. 

As part of the symposium, I publicly revealed my diagnosis of dyslexia and Irlen Syndrome, 
accompanied by colleagues and other like-minded individuals with an empathic ear, for the first 
time. Strangely, I found myself standing in front of a crowd doing this! I am a neurodivergent 
individual, and I will embrace it all.  

Neurodiversity, according to Clouder et al. (2020, p. 757), is “an umbrella term” that encompasses 
many learning disabilities, such as “dyspraxia, dyslexia, activity deficit hyperactivity disorder, 
dyscalculia, autism spectrum disorder, and Tourette syndrome.” They add that the rising number of 
learners with learning disabilities linked with neurodiversity enrolling in higher education presents a 
widespread and developing challenge for lecturers and businesses worldwide.  
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Deciding to present at this symposium was a big deal for me as I felt extremely vulnerable in 
opening up and telling people something so raw, sensitive and emotionally charged for me. I needed 
some time to reflect on this opportunity. After consulting with my husband and academic mentors, I 
decided to take this opportunity. I decided that it provided the ideal option for me to be exposed to 
a safe and comfortable environment surrounded by empathy and understanding. It also provided an 
opportunity for new learning. I knew there was no turning back once I decided to present. I had no 
idea at this stage that the Neurodiversity Symposium was going to be a place where I would feel like 
I had been ‘hugged’ and ‘valued’ for speaking my truth, as I had always worked long and hard at 
hiding my ‘weaknesses.’  

Putting my presentation, including slides, abstract and bio, together and talking about myself was 
quite an exciting process. How much do I want to divulge? How much should I say? What did I want 
to talk about – just me or … more?  

When designing my presentation, I used quotes from the literature on neurodiversity that I had 
discovered while studying for my Master’s degree. I also added my own perspective and described 
the strategies I apply, referring to them as my “workarounds.” I have developed these over the past 
53 years to make myself appear to understand, to not stand out in a crowd in a negative way, or 
maybe conceal my lack of understanding.  

As I put all of this together, I found myself wondering what my motivation was, and why I felt the 
need to tell my story now. Exactly why did I want to do this? Why was I willing to let go, to face 
colleagues, students and peers, and for them to see me in a different light? I was in it for the greater 
good. I want to share my story so that others can learn, and I can hear theirs. I want to educate, 
empower, encourage and care for others, and understand what I can do to help people achieve their 
full potential. I have a gift of encouraging people to open up to me. Therefore, this was something I 
had to do. This was my opportunity. 

WHAT I KNOW FROM THE LITERATURE ABOUT NEURODIVERSITY AND 
DYSLEXIA 

Some of the literature I have encountered in my research has been very insightful, and I have 
enjoyed reading that neurodiversity is and can be normalised. I have investigated what other adults 
have discovered about themselves and how they have accepted their neurodiversity later in life. I 
was interested to learn if they had found or created their own “workarounds.”  

In my research, I also found that neurodiversity is a relatively new term. Singer (1999) coined the 
term neurodiversity to refer to the fact that all humans have a unique brain, made up of our genetic 
heritage (Nature) and cultural and experiential memories (Nurture). Researchers Cameron and 
Billington (2017) discussed dyslexia in the United Kingdom, describing it as a set of cognitive or 
neurological deficits that affect one’s reading ability.  

Snowling et al. (2020) found that for many years researchers evaluated dyslexia as a specific learning 
disability – evident in the sense that it is difficult to explain using obvious causes (sensory problems 
or low IQ). However, the inability to identify significant differences in reading and phonological skills 
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between dyslexic children and children with more general learning problems has caused this opinion 
to lose favour (Snowling et al., 2020).  

According to SPELD New Zealand (n.d.), a specific learning disability is a combination of unexpected 
learning difficulties that significantly interfere with an individual’s academic, work or everyday life 
activities. On the other hand, Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) believe any definition of neurodiversity 
should make it clear that it is not a diagnosis but rather a title that encompasses a wide range of 
specific, non-specific, hidden and/or undetermined diagnoses, such as intellectual disabilities (ID), 
communication disorders (CD), autism or autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and specific learning disorders (SLD). 

Through my continuing research, I discovered Hayes’s (2020, p. 41) findings that, from the 1960s to 
the 1980s, dyslexia was often dismissed. Dyslexia was once frequently referred to as a “middle-class 
disease.” Parents felt that the blame fell on them for not helping their children with their studies. 
Hayes goes on to say that in the late 1960s, dyslexia was thought of as “educational nonsense,” 
whereby middle-class parents made excuses for the lack of academic ability of their children. I’m not 
sure if my parents agreed with this. All I know is that my mother tried her best, and steered me 
towards sport, which I was good at. 

Hayes (2020) outlines that in the 1980s dyslexia and other learning difficulties were finally 
recognised by the government as specific learning difficulties (SLD), resulting in funding being made 
available, along with statements of educational need regarding those who had been appropriately 
assessed and identified. From my own experiences, discovery and acceptance of dyslexia in 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s education system was not a reality. I do remember some of my friends 
receiving additional support for reading. I must have flown below the radar, as this was never 
offered to me. These earlier interventions would have assisted throughout my schooling and may 
have resulted in my academic ability pathway being more straightforward.  

From children’s education to tertiary education 

MacCullagh (2014) found that dyslexics and other learners with learning differences face significant 
challenges as a result of poor understanding and acceptance of their disability as a social construct. 
Recent literature discussed in this essay highlights the importance and value of supportive lecturers, 
mentors and coaches to improve outcomes for learners with neurodiversity. In their review, Waters 
& Torgerson (2021) documented pockets of the historical development of some interventional 
strategies used to support learners with dyslexia in higher education. The effectiveness of some or 
all the processes, particularly when it comes to in-class adaptations and mentoring, can only be 
established through further experimental research. This systematic review points to numerous 
surveys that raised concerns about student satisfaction, so there is a likelihood that problems persist 
in practice.  

Aotearoa New Zealand researchers Dymock & Nicholson (2013) found that support from lecturers 
can make a significant difference to the life and learning of a dyslexic adult. Waters and Torgerson 
(2021) supported this finding by highlighting the importance of introducing mentors or coaches to 
improve learner outcomes. Adult learners with dyslexia must have someone who is there for them, 
who understands what it is like for them and who is willing to adapt their teaching to help them. 
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MacCullagh (2014) highlighted the inadequate research into the participation and experience of 
learners with dyslexia in higher education. This participation is very important and, while lecturing, I 
have found myself including my personal experience by adapting my teaching style to help learners 
improve their outcomes, by giving the class some real-life examples.  

After just completing an online course in phonological skills, I benefited from further guidance and 
understanding on the subject of breaking down sounds and syllables, skills I needed earlier in my 
childhood. How did I fall through the cracks, and why was this weakness not found early on? Maybe 
I should not go there in terms of ‘why not,’ but rather see it as: “I want to ensure young people do 
not fall down the cracks and that the right tests and measures are put in place at a much earlier 
age.” These basic skills are so crucial in all areas of learning. 

Recent research in educational settings within New Zealand has highlighted significant challenges 
for neurodiverse learners. Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) discovered that in Aotearoa New Zealand, a 
lack of understanding of neurodiversity in the schooling sector negatively impacts the lifelong 
educational experiences of learners labelled as neurodiverse.  

Increased awareness 

On the one hand, there is increased awareness that neurodiversity can be a barrier to young people 
being part of the drive “to build the world’s best education system for all New Zealanders, and 
provide a range of different types of learning environments and settings to meet the needs of 
children, young people and their parents and whānau” (Hipkins & Martin, 2019, p. 4) – cited in the 
New Zealand Ministry of Education (MOE) learning support plan 2019-2025 that Aotearoa New 
Zealand is committed to building. There remains, nevertheless, a great deal of learning and 
understanding required about how to identify neurodiversity and, subsequently, how to meet the 
learning aspirations of neurodiverse learners.  

Mirfin-Veitch et al. (2020) identified five key themes that emerged from a systematic process of 
identifying educational research that could provide easily implemented, low-cost, flexible supports 
for neurodiverse learners:  

1. Prioritising and valuing relationships  
2. Developing agency 
3. Supporting learners’ behaviour understanding and management 
4. Creating inclusive environments 
5. Embedding inclusive teaching strategies. 

New approaches to and understandings of neurodiversity/dyslexia are explained by Stenning and 
Rosqvist (2021), who describe neurodiversity as a collective property of brains, as we attempt to 
negotiate between us what it is to be human and how we can work together to lead successful lives 
and lessen suffering. They propose investigating the implications of neurodiversity for autism 
research and that we unravel the analogy between neurodiversity and biodiversity (Stenning & 
Rosqvist, 2021).  

Waters & Torgerson (2021) have advanced an argument for establishing and evaluating dyslexia-
trained mentors. Several studies have discussed using a “learning catalyst” (mentor or coach) to 
facilitate learning during task execution. A third person in a role like this appears to help learners 
with specific learning difficulties. However, there are no published studies of a causal design that 
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evaluate the use of mentors as a “learning intervention” using measurable outcomes. In my Master 
of Professional Practice (MPP), my academic mentors have taken on this role and are guiding me 
through the journey of completing my Master’s. The results of their support have given me the 
confidence to believe in myself, to step out of my comfort zone, and trust that I too can keep 
learning no matter what hurdles are out there.  

Understanding the history and context of the Aotearoa New Zealand educational system and of 
attitudes to neurodiversity has assisted me to understand why I was able to fly under the radar 
while having learning challenges. I believe I was able to be successful in my academic endeavours 
due to valued relationships with supportive and inclusive teachers/mentors and coaches throughout 
my life. I have managed to find support among those who have had to teach me – no one, not even 
myself, had any idea that I suffered from significant learning challenges. I am ‘normal.’ 

THE BIG DAY – THE NEURODIVERSITY SYMPOSIUM  

Attending and Presenting 

I started my day by going for a run. In my mind, as I was getting ready to leave home, I thought 
about my presentation and what I was going to say. Being neurodivergent was an enormous 
challenge for me, and I felt highly vulnerable.  

Once I arrived at work a colleague offered to look over my presentation because of my reactions to 
reading it over the last week or so. I’d been very tearful and sometimes sobbing. I needed to get 
that under control. I found out that the second time I read it on the practice days was always better 
than the first, so at 7:44 a.m. on Thursday I presented to one person. It went without a hitch – and 
what I mean by that is I did not cry. Having a peer work with me through this was very valuable. In 
studies of peer collaboration, students have found that they can learn to value and perceive one 
another more positively when they know the value of cooperation among peers (Ncube, 2011).  

I felt empowered and strong and knew that I had other colleagues and friends supporting me on this 
day. I knew from my research that the literature showed that with increased knowledge, 
neurotypical students are more likely to understand their neurodiverse peers and support them for 
being who they are (Rentenbach et al., 2017). This made me feel very proud that the community of 
peers I have gathered around me respect me as a lecturer and are with me on my journey of 
discovery. 

Other duties 

One of my other duties on the day was to meet and greet our keynote speakers, Jolene Stockman 
and her husband Mike Styles, outside so we could all walk in together. The keynote speakers were 
both incredibly talented and courageous individuals. Jolene has presented fantastic team talks in her 
career, expanding on and talking about her autism. Mike is renowned for his research on dyslexia 
and is currently working on a book which is close to publication. The title is Congratulations – You 
Have Dyslexia: Great Minds Think Differently. Exploring the link between dyslexia and Irlen’s is proving 
to be a success story. 
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I was the third speaker on the run sheet for the day. We had a group talk about learning and 
different teaching aids from the learning and teaching team. Then we heard another neurodiverse 
practitioner, and the lecturer gave a speech. Then it was me. The anxiety was horrific, frankly, but I 
got up there and started talking. Coming to that dreaded third line, “This is the first time I have 
spoken publicly about my diagnosis and my Master’s,” I felt myself tear up and pull myself together, 
but as I spoke, I felt empowered. I had done my homework. I had done my research. I was ready! 

Communities of practice 

Otago Polytechnic is establishing a participatory community of learners and educators interested in 
understanding neurodiverse experiences and how to maximise educational success for all. According 
to Lave and Wenger (1991), a community of practice (CoP) is a group of people with a common 
interest or concern who meet their individual and group goals. Communities of practice exist both 
formally and informally in some organisations. There is a great deal of interest within organisations 
in encouraging, supporting and sponsoring communities of practice to gain new knowledge that 
could in turn lead to higher productivity.  

Communities of practice consist of individuals who share a concern or a passion for what they do 
and learn how to do it better through regular interaction (Lave & Wenger, 1991). We know that best 
practice for neurodiverse people is best practice for everyone (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Therefore, 
the goal is to improve awareness and best practice by, with and for neurodiverse learners/tauira, 
educators and staff in both formal and informal ways.  

THE FUTURE 

What a fantastic day. The community of practice with and for Neurodiversity is going to be 
incredible. We all know that people blossom when we collaborate and bring our ideas together, and 
this is precisely what this community of practice is going to do. It has not only empowered me, but 
my worldview is also changing. I don’t feel as vulnerable as I did. I am not as tearful as I was. This 
experience has made me feel empowered. I was driven to make a difference. I noted that all 
neurodiverse people are very different. We can all be diagnosed with similar learning disabilities; we 
all have some common threads; we can find reading, spelling and grammar challenging, and some 
like reading slowly or trying not to read at all. In contrast, I speed-read now or skim to get the idea 
of what I’m reading, but everyone is unique, and diverse. We are colourful in our diagnoses. 

I was determined to make this work for me. I have struggled with feeling out of place, and now my 
eyes are wide open. The feeling of being misunderstood for a long time is slowly slipping away. I can 
be myself, embrace what I am learning, and take on the challenge headfirst. And I will proudly be 
called Neurodivergent. 
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Figure 1. Building my community (Rachel van Gorp, 2022). 

Image by JoshDif - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18456094 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MobiusJoshDif.jpg 

  This file is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported License.                 

CONCLUSION 

I believe the Neurodiversity Symposium was a success as it highlighted the diversity of staff and 
learners with neurodiversity. Some exciting ideas surfaced, such as that learners with neurodiversity 
learn better if they have someone available for them, who understands how they feel and is willing 
to adapt their teaching style to support them to succeed. With the community of practice emerging 
and the associated networking, this event highlights the strengths that neurodiverse students and 
staff bring to the community. Otago Polytechnic will grow more vital in supporting our learners to 
be successful through recognising the capabilities that neurodiverse learners can obtain in the 
classroom and how we, as lecturers, can use these abilities to improve our teaching.  

Rachel van Gorp is a senior lecturer in the School of Business and a facilitator at Capable NZ, Otago 
Polytechnic. Rachel brings to her teaching a background in banking, personal training, massage 
therapy, business ownership, mentorship and many volunteering roles. Rachel has interests in 
teaching and learning with neurodiverse students. She is currently undertaking her Master of 
Professional Practice with a focus on  
“neurodiversity in the classroom: awareness and practice.”  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-
9407-0143 
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