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Meet Abigail. 

• She’s bright.

• She’s verbal.

• She’s sweet.

• She’s “quirky.”
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Abigail doesn’t ”fit in.”

She’s awkward and 
doesn’t get social 
rules.

She does fine with 
adults and young kids.
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Abigail misses social 
cues, like body 
language, facial 
expression and tone of 
voice.
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Abigail can make 
friends but doesn’t 
keep them. She can be 
too possessive of her 
friends.
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Abigail can be 
inflexible. She doesn’t 
adjust well to change. 
She goes by the 
rules/her rules. 
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Abigail can watch the 
same show over and 
over, has a “special 
interest,” which isn’t an 
unusual one 
necessarily.
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Abigail is very literal. 
She doesn’t get 
inferences or sarcasm. 
She can have “black 
and white” thinking. 
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Abigail has sensory 
hypersensitives, or 
hyposensitivies.

She doesn’t like loud 
noises, or tags in her 
clothes or maybe she’s 
a picky eater.
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Abigail is a truth teller, 
even when it’s not 
wanted. She doesn’t 
understand lies or 
when people are lying 
to her. She’s naïve and 
gullible. 
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Abigail is very detail-
oriented. She “misses 
the forest for the 
trees” and might not 
get the main idea.
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Abigail is very 
emotionally reactive. 
She can get very upset 
“out of the blue” and 
sometimes she “shuts 
down.”
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Abigail might be  
clumsy or have 
fine/gross motor 
issues, or problems 
with balance. 
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Abigail gets teased and bullied for being different 
and gets told “Just try harder to fit in.” 

Copyright Marcia 
Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021



What does Abigail get 
called?

Oppositional 
Avoidant
Manipulative
Rude
Drama queen
Self-focused

Copyright Marcia 
Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021



• Abigail is wired 
differently, what we call 
“neurodiverse.”

• She processes the 
world differently.
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Neurodiverse children 
are very common-
ADHD,  LD,  dyslexia.

• 1 in 54 is diagnosed 
autistic
• 1 in 25-33 is predicted 
to have NLD
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Why aren’t these kids better known?

• “Nonverbal learning disability” students 
aren’t nonverbal or learning disabled.

• NLD is a neuropsychological profile, not a 
medical diagnosis or a learning 
difference.

• Girls with spectrum traits blend  when 
they mimic social behavior and hide 
autistic traits.  
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Overlap of autism 
and NLD:
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Both have social issues.

Both have language issues- literal, 
sometimes slow processing.

Both have sensory issues.

Both need expectable routine, 
have trouble  with transitions.



We all know what 
autistic kids look like, 
right?

• Boys

• Nerdy

• Unusual interests
• Weird

Copyright Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021
Courtesy: “Atypical” Netflix



NEWS FLASH: Girls 
look different from 
boys! 
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Why do girls look 
different from 
boys?

• They look more social.

• Their interests aren’t unusual.

• They don’t have obviously 
unusual behaviors.

• They don’t stick out.



Girls on the 
spectrum and with 
NLD are frequently 
missed. 

• It was thought that with autism, 
boys outnumber girls 4 : 1.  It’s 
more like 1.7 : 1. 

• Girls can have MORE autistic 
traits than boys and still be missed 
by “gold standard” tests. 
• Girls who do well academically 
and don’t make waves are just 
considered “quirky.”
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Some are picked up around 10 – 14 when 
social life becomes more challenging, 
there’s less structure in school and 
schoolwork is less fact-based.

Many who are bright, doing well 
academically “fall between the cracks.”
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Girls learn to mimic 
social behavior – but 
they still miss 
nonverbal cues and 
social rules.
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Social challenges

You have difficulty knowing how to approach people (who, when), and 
reading the cues to having conversations

You miss social rules, so you have missteps. 

You want friendships but handling and maintaining them is difficult. 

You are truthful and expect others to be truthful. That makes you 
gullible and vulnerable.



Missing rules makes 
you seem “weird.”

Girls are supposed to 
be “people pleasers.”

People are more 
judgmental of girls.
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Autistic Children who are less socially
impaired and more intelligent experience higher levels 

of victimization than more impaired children.
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Rowley et al. (2012)



Social - How We Help

Anticipate challenges.

You need to help explain social 
situations.

Respect the child’s needs and point of 
view.

Identify the child’s goals and help create 
strategies..
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Social

Facilitate joining.

Talk through points of view: use social 
stories.

Providing skills or masking?

Talk about desired outcomes.

Talk about boundaries and safety. 
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What’s masking?

Learning what’s expected but not 
respecting the girl’s intention or 
perspective.

You’re so busy thinking of your 
face and what to say you can’t 
know what you think. 

It’s important that girls learn to 
express their own ideas as well as 
think of desired outcomes.
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What about safety?

If you want friends but don’t 
read the cues, so you don’t 
know who’s trustworthy.

You can be manipulated by “if 
you were my friend, you 
would…"

You end up in compromising 
or even abusive situations.
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Inflexibility

Language

Sensory 
hypersensitvity

• What are other ”wiring” differences?
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Inflexibility and routine

You process differently. Life is constantly 
changing. 

You need routine and predictability to handle 
the constant unexpected ”curve balls” of your 
environment.

Your thinking may be black and white and 
rule-focused (”the” rules or your own).
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Inflexibility– How We Help

Provide structure.

Preview changes.

Expect difficulty with transitions, prepare.

Understand non-compliance, what’s the 
underlying challenge?
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Inflexibility

Explain rules explicitly, especially 
unspoken rules.

Understand and validate the child’s 
perspective before introducing other 
ideas.
(Ross Greene)

Explain the idea of context. Who makes 
rules? Who enforces them?
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Language

You understand language literally; you miss 
what’s inferred. You need ideas clearly and 
specifically stated.  

Being very detail oriented, you pay 
attention to everything.

You might say too much.

You might process more slowly. 

Copyright Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021



Cognitive style: weak 
central coherence

Help identify main idea.

Understand she thinks 
in details. 

Clarify understanding.

Focus on details

Trouble with short answers, 
summarizing, 

“Can’t see the forest for the 
trees.”

Confused and stressed when 
they misunderstand

Copyright Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021



Answering a 
simple question if 
you’re too detail 
oriented
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Language

Be clear and concrete.

Say what you mean – she will.

Don’t expect inferred understanding.

Give specific directions.
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Language

BE PATIENT! Allow her to share her 
thoughts her way.

Be clear about main ideas and priorities.

Be sensitive to processing speed; use 
written backup.
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Sound

Visual

Touch

Smells

Sensory seeking - movement

Sensory Differences



Sensory issues

Some children need to move to listen.

Some children need sensory stimulation.

Have sensory tools for self-calming –
fidgets, putty, soft squishies, chewies. 
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Sensory issues
.
Accommodate auditory sensitivity: 
(headphones, earplugs, quiet space)

Accommodate other sensory needs: 
florescent lights, visual complexity, 
scents, textures, etc. 
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Emotional regulation is often not under 
choiceful control. There’s a difference 
between a meltdown and a tantrum: 
being overwhelmed.
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“It feels miserable to have a 
meltdown. It’s a tornado of 
feelings. It’s too late to stop 
and redirect. The child needs 
a safe place to be. It’s 
important to be kind and it’s 
not time to be critical or 
shame the child.”

“Schools always assume 
meltdowns or shutdowns are 
a choice.”
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Emotional regulation isn’t one size fits all, except 
everyone needs acceptance. 

Sensory 
Techniques Mindfulness Breaks

Processing Self calming 
tools 

Alternative 
tasks

Copyright Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D. 2021



They might have learning differences
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Dysgraphia Dyscalculia Reading 
comprehension Writing

Executive 
Functions



They might have co-existing conditions
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ADHD Sleep 
disorders Anxiety

Depression Auditory 
Processing

Eating 
Disorders



Know her triggers.

Social triggers and challenges.

Sensory profile.

Challenges with pace and load.

Need for clarity, literal understanding.

Need for space or a break.
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Validation and Respect
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Validate their experience. Then have 
the child help problem solve.

“Difficult” children have their 
experiences invalidated all the time. 



Focus on recognized diagnoses.

Talk about triggers, stress and 
pacing.

Talk about the child’s experience. of 
school. 

Know that what happens at home 
reflects the experience at school.
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What do we do when we 
talk to the school??



“Strength based learning positively 
impacted a student’s sense of 
belonging, confidence and self-
esteem, health and well-being, 
social relationships and 
interactions, and activities and 
participation. “
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from a viral 
Facebook post 
by teacher 
Karen Hope 
Blacher: 
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When we treat autistic children the way 
the world tells us to treat neurotypical 
children, they suffer.

But I have never encountered a single 
human being, of any age or neurotype, 
who doesn't thrive when treated like an 
autistic person. 

And that got me thinking that maybe 
neurodiverse people aren't the only ones 
who've been misunderstood and 
mistreated all this time.


