
Understanding Strategies to Support Neurodivergent 
Learners Through the Science of Learning 

 

 
Kaiāwhina Workshop Year 0-6 2026  

 
Lauren Hill & Tirina Goldsmith 

 



The Why? 
 
● Knowing and understanding the key 

concepts and characteristics related to 
the Science of Learning to help me in my 
role in the classroom 

 
● Create a shared understanding of 

strategies to use that support student 
co-regulation and engagement  in 
learning.  
 
 

 



● Building Understanding 
● Common Language
● The Science of Learning & Neurodivergent Learners
● What do we know?
● Five Characteristics of How we Learn

➢ Sharing Whakaaro
● Three Key Ideas: Neurodiverse Learners

➢ Activation
➢ Managing cognitive load (overload, prevention and ways to support)
➢ Cementing it in - Working Memory to Long Term Memory

● Strategies to Support Effective Learning (Take home kete)

The What?



Positive Primers 
These are priority routines that deliberately 
prime ākonga for learning. 
 
Are proactive activities at the start of a day or 
learning period that boost positive emotion to 
support learning outcomes. Positive Primers can 
be a do now activity (ready to go as soon as 
students walk through the door), and can be 
content related, which additionally puts the 
focus on learning as soon as the class starts. 

Game Funny 
clip 

Brain 
teaser 



TA/Kaiāwhina

What are your roles and 
responsibilities in your kura?
(talk with a buddy or in small 
groups if this is your first year 
here)

Identify similarities or 
differences of your 
responsibilities
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Building understanding  

The Science of Learning applies to all brains!!! 

Image from: Vecteezy

Exploring the Science of Learning can help us:  

• build a shared understanding of how people learn - 
biologically, developmentally, cognitively, culturally, 
emotionally, and socially  

• consider how understanding of how people learn 
strengthens teaching and learning  

• establish a common language for teaching and 
learning. 

The Neurodiversity in Education Project:
https://www.neurodiversity.org.nz/?srsltid=AfmBOorN_444CMkJABV45QRHGEraE1
gzULyanp0md2Y6qiZGBZ8MReBY

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPF4H9Iky-Y&t=577
https://www.neurodiversity.org.nz/?srsltid=AfmBOorN_444CMkJABV45QRHGEraE1gzULyanp0md2Y6qiZGBZ8MReBY
https://www.neurodiversity.org.nz/?srsltid=AfmBOorN_444CMkJABV45QRHGEraE1gzULyanp0md2Y6qiZGBZ8MReBY
https://www.neurodiversity.org.nz/?srsltid=AfmBOorN_444CMkJABV45QRHGEraE1gzULyanp0md2Y6qiZGBZ8MReBY
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Common Language  

 

• Neurodiverse 

• Cognitive load 

• Executive functions 

• Working memory 

• Schema 

• Explicit instruction 

• Well-being  Image from: Vecteezy
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Common Language  

Image from: Vecteezy



What is the Science of Learning? 
The Science of Learning informs both curriculum sequencing and teaching practice.  

By leveraging scientific understanding, the curriculum identifies 5 Key Characteristics of How We Learn 
 
 
 

 



 
Sharing Whakaaro & Activating Prior Knowledge 
 

Learning Characteristic Common Neurodivergent Barrier Inclusive Strategy

Prior Knowledge Difficulty with verbal retrieval Use visual prompts/icons

Organised Knowledge Executive dysfunction "First/Then" boards

Motivation Anxiety/Demand avoidance Incorporate special interests

Wellbeing Sensory dysregulation Provide a "Quiet Zone"

Belonging Feeling "different" or "bad" Peer-mediated social support



Think about learners you have worked with. Consider 1-2 of the barriers 
that can impact students’ progress in their learning (The Five 
Characteristics of Learning): 
 
★ Discuss examples of things to consider that impact the pathways to 

learning you may have experienced this year in the context of the 
spaces/classroom you have worked in 
 

 
Are any of these interconnected or impact on each other?  

 
Sharing Whakaaro & Activating Prior Knowledge 
 



 
      Three Key Ideas: Neurodiverse Learners 

 
1. Activation  

New things are learned in 
connection with old things. 
The more we know, the 
better we know. 

Connections between ideas 
need to be explicit. We need 
to hang new information on 
known information and 
experiences (schema). 

Concrete before abstract. 

 

 



 
      Three Key Ideas: Neurodiverse Learners 

 
2. Managing (Cognitive) Load  

Brains can only do so much all 
at once. 

Emotions and sensory input 
impact cognitive load. 

 

 

 



 
Cognitive Load  

 
 
 
 

 

Cognitive Overload 

What might cognitive overload look like, 
sound like or feel like for a neurodivergent 
learner?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UpA6RdE0aYo


 
Cognitive Load  

 
 
 
 

 

Cognitive Overload 

What are some ways we can help to 
prevent cognitive overload and/or manage 
when a learner is in cognitive overload?



 
Cognitive Load  

 
 
 
 

 

Considerations to  Support the Cognitive Load  

Therefore, we can arrange our instruction around managing that 
load:  

● Be clear about what matters and just focus on that 
● Allow adequate time and space for what’s important 
● Manage sensory, emotional, social and attention factors, e.g., 

Sensory Audit Checklist for Inclusive Classroom 
● Use novelty and variety as dials to turn up and down  
● Teaching about attention and executive functioning in support 

with the kaiako 
● Refresh the load through mini-breaks 

 

 

https://cdn-www2.inclusioned.edu.au/sites/default/files/media/Sensory-Audit-Checklist_PRIMARY_Fillable.pdf


● They can be thought of as brief ‘interruptions to 
the lesson that enable renewed focus on 
learning. They can be used to positively escalate 
students who may be tired, or de-escalate 
heightened or dysregulated students. Breaking 
up learning blocks provides opportunities for 
mental rest, which is essential for consolidating 
learning and memory. Opportunities for physical 
movement and play are associated with 
enhanced executive functioning and regulatory 
behaviour. 
 

● Ākonga led 
● Renew focus on learning 
● Reinforce positive behaviours 
● Co-Regulation  
● Self-regulating 
● Regulating Movement  

What are they? 
They involve taking a short break in a 
lesson to engage in a short burst of 
physical movement or mental 
challenge to help ākonga to 
self-regulate. 
 
How long are they? 
4 minutes or less 

Brain Breaks 



 
      Three Key Ideas: Neurodiverse Learners 

 
 
3. Cementing it in  

The shift from shorter to long term 
memory is not automatic. It takes time, 
repetition and practice.  

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPF4H9Iky-Y&t=2231


https://mentalhealth.org.
nz/te-whare-tapa-wha

https://mentalhealth.org.nz/te-whare-tapa-wha
https://mentalhealth.org.nz/te-whare-tapa-wha


Strategies to support ākonga co-regulation 

Relationship-Building 
Strategies 

Taken from NZ Autism 
– Tilting the Seesaw 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Strategies to support ākonga co-regulation 

Relationship-Building 
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Strategies to support ākonga co-regulation 

Relationship-Building 
Strategies 

Taken from NZ Autism 
– Tilting the Seesaw 



Strategies to support ākonga to engage in learning 
◦ Visuals e.g., First/then, timetables, Visual timetable 
 
◦ Supports e.g., Non-standard timers, Drop and go', Rule of five 
 
◦ Communication e.g., Positive reframing, Information overload 
 
◦ Supports around transitions 



What are visuals? 
● A picture, or other visual item, as a tool, to teach skills in communication, 

social interaction, thinking, and behaviour. 
● They can be real objects (e.g., timers or a block), photographs, written words, 

drawings, coloured pictures, symbols, or lists or a combination 
 
 
 
There are many different types of visual supports, including, but not limited to, 
first-then boards, social stories, visual schedules, visual timers, visual boundaries, 
visual prompts, and visual labels. Visual supports are a practical, portable, 
easy-to-make, easy-to-implement tool that can be useful for a wide range of situations 
and across environments.  

From Parent to Parent: Visual Supports 

https://parent2parent.org.nz/resource-hub/visual-supports/




Identifying the Visual Support Needed 
Schedules  

What does the student 
struggle with? 
❖ moving from one 

area to the next? 
❖ Forgetting what 

happens next? 
❖ inappropriate 

behaviours during 
transitions?  

 

Visual Boundaries 
What does the student 
struggle with? 
 
❖ staying in one place? 
❖ leaving a location 

because of frustration? 
❖ easily distracted? 
❖ invade others’ 

workplace and use 
materials belonging to 
other students? 

 

Cues  
What does the student struggle 
with? 
❖ starting an activity, 

staying on task, knowing 
what to do when finished? 

❖ working independently? 
❖ understanding 

instructions when only 
provided verbally? 

❖ Staying calm? Does the 
activity cause frustration? 

 



What can support effective learning?  
The role of explicit instruction 

 
 
 
 

 
In your role, how might 
you be able to support 
some of these strategies?

What might this look like, sound 
like and feel like for neurodivergent 
learners?   

Which of these strategies 
may be more 
challenging in your role?



 
 

He kai kei aku ringa  
There is food at the end of my hands 

 
 

 
This whakatauki signifies resilience, empowerment and hope.  

It refers to one’s ability to use the skills and resources they have to create success.  
It’s about being responsible for the resources and capabilities  

one needs to grow and develop. 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