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NLD is a different way of processing and responding to the world

2

What NLD is: a neuropsychological 
profile that is recognizable, with 
expectable challenges.

What NLD is not: a “learning disability,” so 
schools may not know about it.

What NLD is not: a psychiatric diagnosis: 
so mental health professionals might 
not know about it.
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The most 
frequent 

problems 
that parents 
express are:

• Inflexibility

• “My child doesn’t have friends.”

• Social inappropriateness 

•Arguing 

• Spoiling family activities

• Lack of organization

•Homework

• Refusing to do what’s asked

Families (grandparents,  parents’ siblings) often suggest that 
the problem is poor parenting.
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What’s really 
going on…

Children with NLD have 
trouble combining 
information from many 
different channels into a 
big picture that they can 
respond to quickly and 
flexibly.

They have visual-spatial, 
motor, academic and social 
challenges. Social issues 
due to missing cues, 
misperception and poor  
social judgment.
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In day to day life with NLD,  
challenges overlap.

Social

Academic/
Executive 
Functions

Motor
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We want  Jon to play basketball 
and he melts down. ‘

Why is he so uncooperative?

Basketball requires visual-spatial judgment:  
Where’s the ball going, when will it get 
there, and where will a teammate be?

Basketball requires gross motor skills in 
running at the same time as bouncing a 
ball.

You have to have social skills to deal with 
others’ frustration when you do poorly 
and the social demands of being on a 
team.

Would you want to play basketball?
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When you can’t quickly integrate information 
in order to respond flexibly, life is a series of 
curve balls.  They focus on details and miss the 
big picture.

Many children with NLD are rigid, argue and 
avoid because they are doing the best they can 
to make life manageable. 

•
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NLD Positives!

Verbal 
expression and 

memory
Notice details 

others miss Great insights

Kind, 
empathic, 

loyal – a good 
friend

Truthful, 
follow rules – a 

good citizen 
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When a problematic situation comes up 
(especially when it comes up again and again), 
parents have to figure out what challenges are 
involved, and if NLD  is reflected in the child’s 
behavior. 

Once this insight is understood, parents are able 
to better deal with the situation and come up 
with strategies for handling it. 
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Challenge: Inflexibility

Railroad track thinking

Needs predictability 

Trouble with transitions

Concrete, black and white thinking
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Handling 
Inflexibility 

You don’t change inflexibility by 
being inflexible…

1. Recognize, validate the child’s point of 
view

2. Present both sides of a problem

3. Explain other idea in a clear, concrete way

4. Have realistic expectations – transitions 
are difficult.
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Challenge: Overstimulation

Overwhelmed by situations

Sensory problems 

Burnout from tasks

Fatigue holding it together
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Handling 
Overstimulation 

Anger or impatience adds fuel  
to the fire…

1. Preview situations in advance 

2. Predict triggers

3. Have strategies 

4. Practice calming skills
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Challenge: Social Demands

Misses social rules

Miss nonverbal cues

Misinterpret peers

Slow processing
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Handling Social 
Demands 

Child is ok, processes 
differently…

1. Teach social skills and thinking but 
know that having to constantly think is 
exhausting. 

2. Talk about strategies
3. Coach/model in real time
4. Deconstruct social situations
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Challenge: Motor & Sensory

Poor gross motor skills

Cross modal activity: balance

Fine motor skills: handwriting

Sensory sensitivity 
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Handling Motor & 
Sensory

Accommodations are 
important…

1. Realistic motor challenges

2. Solo sports

3. Accommodations for sensory issues

4. Sensory tools (OT)
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Challenge: Bullying

Missed cues to meanness 

Misinterpret who’s a friend 

Vulnerable to peer pressure

Reactivity  
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Handling Bullying

Vigilance is vital…

1. Teach strategies for assertiveness 

2. School policies 

3. Realistic planning 

4. Engage community
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What to do to get services: 

Schools: DSM-V Social (Pragmatic) 
Communication Disorder
Specific Learning Disabilities: Reading 
(reading comprehension), 
Written Expression, Math, Executive 
Functioning , Specific Language Problems: 
Pragmatic Language

Mental Health: Behavior misinterpreted. 
Asperger’s, Anxiety
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