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Disability/Schmisability: 

Embracing Neurodiversity, 

MTSS and Universal Design 

for Learning  

 
Dr. Mike Marcela 

Watauga County Schools 

Agenda 

• Exploring ―Neuro-typical‖ 
– Are you typical? 

– What is ―typical‖ or ―atypical‖? 

 

• What is Neuro-diversity? 

 

• Addressing Neuro-diversity in the classroom using 
Universal Design for Learning 

 

• Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) 

Are you typical? 

 

 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4B2xOv

KFFz4  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4B2xOvKFFz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4B2xOvKFFz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4B2xOvKFFz4
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Are you typical? 

• How many of us are: 

– Right handed? 

– Make less than $12,00 per year? 

– Have a cell phone? 

– Have a bank account? 

– Are Male? 

– Are 28 years old? 

– Are Han Chinese? 

 

• How many of us are ―typical‖? 

What is “typical” in the US? 

• Male: 

Height:    5’9‖ 

Weight:   195 w/39‖ waist 

• Female: 

Height:      5’4‖ 

Weight:    165 w/37‖ waist 

 

 

 

 

Other factors regardless of gender: 

 

BMI:               29 

If over 30:      Overweight 

White 

Roman Catholic 

 

So are you “typical” now? 
 

Maybe you are “Neuro-typical” 

• Neurotypical syndrome is a neurobiological disorder 
characterized by:  

 

– delusions of superiority,  

– preoccupation with social concerns; 

– obsession with conformity.  

– often assume that their experience of the world is either the only one, 
or the only correct one.  

– find it difficult to be alone  

– often intolerant of seemingly minor differences in others.  

– find it difficult to communicate directly, and have a much higher 
incidence of lying as compared to persons on the autistic spectrum 

 

 

• When in groups NTs are socially and behaviorally rigid, and 
frequently insist on the performance of dysfunctional, 
destructive, and even impossible rituals as a way of 
maintaining group identity.  
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Cause, Prevalence, 

Treatment 
• What is the cause? 

       
  
NT is believed to be genetic in origin. Autopsies have shown the brain of the 
neurotypical to be typically smaller than that of an autistic individual and to 
have overdeveloped areas related to social behavior. 
 

 
How common is it? 
 

Tragically, as many as 149 out of every 150 individuals might be 
neurotypical.  Approximately 99% of the population. 
 
 

Is there any treatment for NT? 
 

There is no known cure for Neurotypical syndrome, however, many NTs 
have learned to compensate for their disabilities and interact normally with 
autistic persons. 
 

Characteristics  

of  

Neurotypical  

Adults 

 

• Tendency to make ―small talk‖ or to want to ―chat‖  

 

• Enjoy all sorts of physical contact and often use touch to greet others.  

 

• Tendency to say something other than what they mean.  

 

• Engaged in a lifelong struggle for social status and recognition. 

 

• Inability to think independently of the social group. 

 

• Difficulty in forming an individual identity, or in thinking outside of the bounds of the accepted 
norms of their social groups.  

 

• Each group has its own set of ―official‖ opinions, and each neurotypical within that group is 
expected to adopt those beliefs and are not hesitant at all to help enforce those beliefs and 
ensure group homogeneity of opinion.  

 

• Tendency to engage in fads of various sorts, or for the existence of certain trends…will 
change the way they talk or dress according to these trends and will initiate ―trendy‖ behaviors 
when necessary. 

 

• Are easy prey for TV commercials or other means of advertising that seek to portray the 
purchase or use of various products as socially desirable or ―cool.‖ 

 

• Excessive level of concern of how they are perceived by others and form their self-image 
based at least as much on the opinions of their peers as they do on their own opinions.  
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• Great drive to obtain the acceptance and admiration of others around them, including 
complete strangers.  

 

• Odd, inefficient communication style---strange tendency to hide their true intent beneath 
layers of often contradictory statements….tend to state things implicitly rather than explicitly, 
and with a level of vagueness that often results in miscommunication.  

 

• Desire to maintain popularity and social status…seem to believe that by stating potentially 
annoying or offensive things indirectly, their popularity will be better maintained.  

 

• Incapable of expressing things directly, in a manner that can be easily and unambiguously 
interpreted by anyone that knows the language.  

 

• Very limited capacity for logic or rational thought.    

 

• Not able to separate their emotions from their logic, and they often confuse the two. 

  

• Easily led to believe some rather illogical things. 

  

• Very limited ability to concentrate on one topic for great lengths of time, or repeatedly.  Their 
concentrations on normal areas of interest like computers, machines, scientific interests, 
history, or other academic subjects, are limited, and are short in duration as well as relatively 
infrequent.  

 

• Nearly all neurotypicals share one singular special interest, and that is socializing. This is the 
only activity that the person with neurotypicality can engage in for more than short periods of 
time.    

 

 

Symptoms  

of  

Neurotypical Syndrome  

in  

Children 

• The following ―red flags‖ may indicate your child is in danger of having 
Neurotypical Spectrum Disorder (NSD) 

 
– Emoting peculiar noises when confronted with adults who make ridiculous faces and 

sounds at them by six months; 

 

– Excessive self involvement by nine months 

 
– Excessive ―babbling‖ seemingly to gain attention by 12 months 

 
– Pronounced back and forth gestures such as pointing at random objects, reaching, 

and waving at anyone who smiles by 12 months 

 
– Difficulty occupying themselves, requires others to ―entertain‖ them almost constantly 

 
– Tremendous number of words, particularly farm animals, the noises those animals 

make, peculiar songs about spiders crawling up drain pipes, and the various ways in 
which a bus and it’s parts work by 18 months 

 
– An abundance of ego based two-word phrases such as ―I want‖, ―I need‖, ―I go‖ or 

phrases using ―me‖ by 24 months 

 
– Peculiar and inappropriate play with representational objects, such as pretending to 

feed a plastic doll air, or make the doll ―drink‖ from miniature tea cups by 36 month 

 
– Fascination with fairy tales about people falling into endless stupor, only to be woken 

by a complete stranger’s kiss or meeting someone on a horse and riding off with them, 
without getting to know them first 
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• Overly concerned with what others think otherwise known as having a ―herd 
mentality‖ 

 

• Overly compliant and especially eager to please any adult, even if the adult is a 
complete stranger 

 

• Rote and often dishonest answers to questions such as ―how are you?‖ 

 

• Generalized dishonesty often used to get one’s way by 36 months 

 

• Inability to remove emotion from disagreements 

 

• Uses language to deceive by 50 months 

 

• Mob mentality – tendency to become influenced by those they believe to be in power 
by 50 months 

 

• ―Group think‖ does not question, but follows what is considered to be the majority 
thinking 

 

• Making fun of, laughing at or showing fear toward any who appear different than 
themselves (this can include those with a different neurology, skin color or even 
nationality 

 

• Difficultly staying present. Constantly thinking about the future or past. 

 

• Easily ―bored‖ 

 

The future for Neurotypical children 

 

• Without significant intervention, neurotypicals will continue to be 
dependent on us for generations to come.  

 

• The neurotypical herd mentality results in an excessive rate of birth of 
offspring that are genetically predisposed to be neurotypical. 

 

• The incidence of neurotypicality remains frighteningly high.  

 

• Due to high prevalence of neurotypicals, it is unlikely that there will be any 
remediative efforts to help them overcome their disability.  

 

• It is unlikely that the neurotypical parents of these children will be able to 
overcome their aforementioned logic impairments to realize how 
important intervention is if their children are to live to their fullest potential.  

 

• It is up to us to educate them, and to get them to see that every child is 
entitled to greatness, even if he was diagnosed with neurotypicality. There 
can be hope for a better future if we can reach these children in time. 

 

The Importance of Early Intervention 

 

• Caught early enough many children have shown 
dramatic improvement.  

 

• Studies show that intensive early behavioral 
interventions can and do help these children flourish. 

 

• Early intervention can provide them the opportunity to 
become honest, creative, non- compliant thinkers who 
will not be overly concerned with amassing wealth by 
any means necessary or driven by self-serving desires 
and wants. 
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Let’s take a little quiz: 

• At your table, score yourself in the following 

manner for each question: 
 

– Yes = 3 points 

– Maybe (middle answer) = 2 points 

– No (bottom answer) = 1 point 

 

• After we complete the quiz, total up all your 

points 

• Do you enjoy having set routines? 

 

– Yes 

– Kind of, sometimes, depends 

– No 

 
• Do you feel unsettled, angry or out of sorts if your routine is 

interrupted or impacted in some way? 

– Yes 

– Sometimes 

– No 

 

 

 

• Do you get angry or frustrated when 

things don't go your way? 

 

– Yes 

 

– Sometimes 

 

– No 
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• Can you read and understand the 

following passage:  

 "El estudio independiente proporciona a los estudiantes 

 una oportunidad para estudiar un tema de interés especial 

 en detalle y se  enfoca en las necesidades especificas y los 

 estilos de aprendizaje del niño.« 

 

 _____ Yes, no problema 

 

 _____A little, I can make out a few words  

 

 _____ Are you kidding? 

• Can you read and understand the following 

passage:  
 

 One q*(&t  T*&(esday mor(*&g I woke up to a pr of br*&(ht, 

 dazlng @$%es, ying ri*(&ht in frt of y b764oom dor. The 

 sohees wree a ncei shdae of vloiet ad smlleed lke ctanpi. 

 
          _____ Yes, no problem 

 

 _____No, I can make out a few words though 

 

 _____ Are you kidding? 

 

• And how about this passage:  

 

 Court of appeals reversed the merits of a lessee's appeal of 

 an order entered in favor of a county in its action to 

 condemn the lessee's leasehold interest in mall property 

 because the order, which determined issues other than 

 damages in a condemnation proceeding, affected a 

 substantial rights; order did not dispose of the entire 

 case, as the issues of damages remains outstanding… 
 

 

                     ______ Yes, No problem….the defense rests! 

 

         ______ Uhh, it says something about a lease 

 

         ______  No, where’s Judge Judy when you need her? 
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• If given the appropriate values could 

you solve the following problem:  
 

 (n+m) X (n+m-1)X ...X3X2X1 / [nx(n-

 1)X...X3X2X1] X [mX(m-1)X...X3X2X1]  times p to 

 the nth power (1-p)to the  mth power. 

 

 

 _____ Yes….I got this! 

 _____  Uhh….13? 

 _____  Are you kidding ? 

• Can you explain this math problem:  

 

 If x units are added to each value in a data set, then the 

 mean, median, and mode are all increased by x units: 

 however the range and IQR remain unchanged, though their 

 lowest and highest values are increased by x points. or If y 

 percent of the original value is added to each value in a data 

 set, then mean, median, mode, range, and IQUR are all 

 increased by y percent. 

 

 _____ Yep, got it.  I did a problem like this for fun last night 

 

 _____  Uhhh….now what is the median and mode again? 

 

 _____ Just shoot me now. 

• Answer this question--- 

 If I walked into your house, office or classroom, I 

 would find it perfectly clean and organized. 

 Everything would be in its place and it would be 

 magazine article ready....at all times. 

 

______ Yes.  I pride myself on my cleanliness and OCD 

 

______ Well no, but I give it my best shot 

 

______ Ha, ha, ha…..now that’s a good one! 
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• You can do the following:  
 

 Run a four minute mile,  

 Do 50 sit-ups,  

 Do 50 push-ups,  

 Climb the rope in the gym and  

 Jump both three feet high and five feet in front of you 

 

 

 _____  Yes.  Navy Seals look up to me 

 _____   Uhhh….I can walk, sit up, push up from a  

    sitting position and am lucky to see three  

        feet above and five feet in front of me. 

 _____  No and by the way, you’re blocking the TV 

How did you score? 

• Gifted and talented:   25-30 

 

• ―Typical‖ or average:  15-25 

 

• Needs remediation:    0-15 

– An evaluation will be forthcoming 

– We may need to provide special services 

Thoughts?  Comments? 
 

• Are you ―typical‖? 

 

• Are you ―Neurotypical‖ ? 

 

• What does this mean for your class ? 

 

• What does this mean for your teaching? 

 

• What implications does this have on identifying children 
for special services ? 
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Let’s move away from…. 

• Trying to make everyone ―perfect‖…. 

 

• Using a medical model and trying to ―fix‖ 
everyone….. 

 

• Using a ―shotgun‖ approach to teaching 

 

• Making any student who is not ―typical‖, 
―neurotypical‖ or ―perfect‖ fit into a category 

 

Why? 

 

• Is anybody really ―typical‖ or ―neurotypical? 

 

• You really can’t ―fix‖ anyone; 

 

• Every pellet from a shotgun does not hit its mark; 

 

 

 

• And ..... 

 

Maybe we are all just…. 

• Neurodiverse! 
 

– An approach to learning and disability that 
suggests that diverse neurological conditions 
appear as a result of normal variations in the 
human genome. 

 

-People experience the world differently based 
on their neurological attributes.  
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• Neurological differences are not 
disabilities, but rather are equally valid, 
unique, and socially beneficial 
neurological experiences of the world 
that should be celebrated. 

 

 

• Neurological differences are authentic 
forms of human diversity, self-
expression, and being. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A paradigm shift is needed 
• The fundamental beliefs of the Neurodiversity paradigm 

are 

 

• 1.) Neurodiversity is a natural and valuable form of human 
diversity. 

 

• 2.) There is NOT one ―normal‖ or ―healthy‖ type of brain or 
mind, or one ―right‖ style of neurocognitive functioning. 

 

• 3.) The social dynamics that exist within neurodiversity are 
similar to the social dynamics in regard to other forms of 
human diversity (e.g., diversity of ethnicity, gender, or 
culture) and when embraced, act as a source of creative 
potential. 

ND and Disability: 

• ND includes an understanding of both the 
challenges faced by disability along with the 
positive aspects/gifts of a child; 

 

• Disability exists along a continuum; 

 

• Don’t or can’t and there is no need to fix, cure or 
repair disability 

 

• There is no ―norm‖ 
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Educators must: 

• Step outside the box; 

 

• Display a deep respect for each child’s 
differences; 

 

• Discard disability-based programs and 
instruction; 

 

• Create a Learning ―eco-system‖ in their class 

Ways to change 

• Class level: 
– Adopt Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

strategies for: 

• Lesson planning 

• Instruction 

• Assessment 

 

• School Level: 
– Adopt the use of Multi-Tiered Systems of 

Support (MTSS) 

 

Universal Design for Learning 

• Rooted in architectural design; 

 

• Entered education field through technology 

 

• Can be applied on a much larger scale 

 

• http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-
udl.html#.Vc00uU03PIU  

 

 

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html
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UDL Tenets 

• Multiple Means of Representation: 
– The ―what‖ of learning 

– Present information and content in different ways 

 

• Multiple Means of Action and Expression: 
– The ―how‖ of learning 

– Differentiate the ways that students can express 
what they know 

 

• Multiple Means of Engagement: 
– The ―why‖ of learning 

– Stimulate interest and motivation for learning 

 

UDL in the class 

• Examples: 
– Build a lesson plan that teaches content in 

multiple ways, assesses students in multiple 
ways and includes a number of motivators 

 

– Ex:  Typical lesson with accommodations 

           or ―differentiation‖ 

 

          versus 

 

           UDL Lesson Plan 

Strategies 

• Build accommodations into your lesson, instruction and 

assessment; 

 

• Plan by considering the neurodiversity of your class—not 

on delivering content only 

 

• Use assessment strategies such as paper and pencil 

assessments, projects, etc. 
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Digging deeper 

 

• http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/whatisudl  

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support MTSS 

• A school or district-wide approach to addressing individual 

learning needs for ALL students; 

 

• Not a pathway to special education; 

 

• Requires three tiers of various interventions provided at 

different levels of intensity. 

MTSS 

• Tier 1:   All students in a class 
– Performance standard:  80% at grade level 

– Focus on teacher instruction 

 

• Tier II:   Tertiary support for students below 
80% proficiency (10-15% of students) 

 

• Tier III.  Intensive support for 5-10% of 
students 

http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/whatisudl
http://www.udlcenter.org/aboutudl/whatisudl
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MTSS 

• Parent involvement throughout; 

 

• Interventions provided at one level continue 

when student moves to next level; 

 

• Referral for special education takes place 

after Tier III interventions are not 

successful 

MTSS and Special Education 

• Some screenings and assessments used for 
special education eligibility may be completed 
during the MTSS process; 

 

• Additional assessments may be completed 
after referral; 

 

• Placement can be based on MTSS data alone 
for specific learning disabilities. 

MTSS and Special Education 

•  All students go through MTSS process prior to 
referral for special education except for obvious 
physical or moderate/severe cognitive disabilities: 

 

– Example:      
• Deaf, 

• Deaf Blind,  

• Visually Impaired,  

• Multiple Disabilities,  

• Intellectually Disabled Moderate,  

• Intellectually Disabled Severe/Profound 
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MTSS and Special Education 

• Use MTSS as part of the process 
for: 

– Autism 

– Hearing Impaired 

– Serious Emotional Disability 

– Speech Impaired 

– Other Health Impaired 

– Traumatic Brain Injured (in some cases) 

– Intellectually Disabled Mild 

– Orthopedically Impaired (in some cases) 

– Specific Learning Disabled 

 

• Students continue to receive MTSS interventions in addition 
to EC services. 

MTSS in NC and WCS 

• Four year timeline for all districts to use; 

 

• WCS has district team  

– Trained in Team Initiated Problem Solving 

– Part of NCDPI Cohort 2 

– District team has been ―practicing‖ TIPS 

 

• Goal is for PBIS/Behavior to be part of MTSS 
in each district 
 

Resources 

• cast.org 

 

• Udlcenter.org 

 

• Interventioncentral.org 

 

• http://mtss.ncdpi.wikispaces.net/  

 

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

http://mtss.ncdpi.wikispaces.net/
http://mtss.ncdpi.wikispaces.net/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjyzTNfwdCU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IjyzTNfwdCU
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Contact 

• Mike Marcela 

    marcelam@watauga.k12.nc.us 

    828-773-3751 (cell) 

    828-264-7190 (work) 

mailto:marcelam@watauga.k12.nc.us

