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Why Are Kids So
Complicated? Autism,
ADHD and LD

Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D

¢ Autism-1in 31
*ADHD-1in9
* Learning Disabilities—1in 12

Neurodiversity is
common.

Overlap is the rule, not the
exception.

* 30% - 45% of children with
ADHD have a LD

* 30% - 50% of children with LD
also have ADHD

* 40% - 70% of children with
autism have ADHD

* 25% of children with ADHD
have autism
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* Most children don’t present
with one clean profile.

What gets missed?

* When ADHD is diagnosed,
behavior and learning
differences get attributed
to attention.

« Autism diagnoses may
mask learning differences

* ADHD is often diagnosed,
missing autism.

Processing Differences

¢ Autism, NVLD, and ADHD aren’t
just diagnoses. They are different
ways of processing the world.
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Profile of strengths and
What do we
learn from Poor measure of language,
neuropsych social skills , EF
testing?

Averages can hide extremes.
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Reductionism
When we reduce kids
with neurodiversity to We miss who they are.
the skills we test
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What we miss:

\

» We don’t see the connections among skills, strengths and
weaknesses and how they play out in the environment.
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Too often, once we have a label, what we see
is what fits our expectations.
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So often:

* We get a string of diagnoses.

* We DON'’T get a holistic
understanding of the child.
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What’s the function of
labels?

* Needed to get services
» Not a description of the child

* A description of behavior, not an
explanation

13

3/10/26

Why do we intuitively
resist labels?

* Because we don’t want to be
putin boxes.
* Because too often people think

a labelis what you can
accomplish.

* Labels don’t tell you what it
feels like to be that child.




Like that you work harder

but accomplish less.

* You get frustrated.
* You feel different.

* You often get defined by
your deficits, not your
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strengths
16
« Constant effort to keep up
Chronic Stress * Frequent mistakes
* Frequent criticism
« Social misunderstanding
* STRESS IS PHYSIOLOGICAL
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Cortisol Level

Typical Cortisol Response to Stress

Baselife

Recovery
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Repeated Stress

Pathological Stress Response: Cortisol Escalation Without Return to Baseline
40
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Stress Response No Return to|Baseline
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Behavior is often
misinterpreted as being

avoidant, oppositional, or
unmotivated.
Often, the real issue is
overload.
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By afternoon, a child has
been holding it together
allday

He may go home and fall
apartorgointoa
comfort zone to recover.
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What’s happeningat < == \

home?

« Exhaustion

* Anxiety

* Meltdown

* Depression

* Emotional collapse

Copyrigt MarsaEckerd 2025 ‘
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Mom and Dad become
the homework police.
Does that work for you
or your child?
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Differences in Different cognitive Repetitive
social relatedness styles behavior/interests

Sensory
hyper/hypo
sensitivities

Needs
predictability

‘copyright 2025 Marcia Eckerd
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ADHD: brief overview
Attention ..
regulation Impulsivity Restlessness
Executive
function 'S\leo;z:y
problems g
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AuADHD means the child is autistic
AND has ADHD.
What does
AuADHD
mean?
The child doesn’t experience two
diagnoses . The child experiences one
brain.
27



Visual- spatial
processing

Social
understanding
and pragmatics
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NVLD Core Understanding Motor
part-whole T
Challenges relationships coordination
roscl:sv;in Executive
£ 2 functioning
speed
28
Strong Rote verbal
verbal memory
NVLD Core Detail-
Honesty . .
Strengths orientation
Loyal and
empathic
29

NVLD and
Autism:
Shared

Processing
Profile

'd

« Social perception, rules

* Needs predictability

* Detail focus

* Miss inferences

» Sensory and motor challenges

* Honest and trusting

N\

\
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Why it’s Children can look alike.
Confusing_ Different profiles, similar behaviors

copyright 2025 Marcia Eckard -
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* You get a child who’s pulled in opposite
directions and confused.

Overlap of
NVLD/Autism
and ADHD

* Wants to have order but can’t stay orderl
* Wants predictability but needs novelty

« Issues with social relationships
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Everyone has executive functioning challenges

Initiating ’ Shifting ’ Inhibition ’ Part/whole

relationship

Organization . Distractibility ‘ Time ‘ Sustaining
management effort

33
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* Reading comprehension

All can have

* Inferences

problems with « Literal
higher level Mainid
lan uage * Main iaeas
guag * Sequencing
|
/
-

All can have
problems with
processing speed-

« Listening
* Reading

* Writing

* Note-taking

* Participation
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Strength-based r
learning

* Don’t build a schedule
around deficits.

* Lean into competencies &J
{

A\
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Validation and
Respect

Validation comes from
| understanding the child’s
experience.

Then we problem-solve,
respecting the child.
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« Sensory tools

* Environmental changes
* Breaks

* Workload adjustments
« Self-regulation supports

copyright 2025 Marcia Eckerd
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We need:

*Structure + flexibility:
*Personalized Supports

*Build on strengths and interests

copyright 2025 Marcia Eckerd
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What dowe do? pio 4 core What
works for
challenge this child?
Setting up Needed
for Accommo
success dations
\ Using /
strengths
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The bottom line is unders

The question is

The question isn’t “How do we help
“What is wrong this child
with this child?” succeed?”
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Contact information

Marcia Eckerd, Ph.D.
eckwestoff@gmail.com

¢ www.marciaeckerd.com
* www.diagnosingautisticwomen.com

42

14


mailto:eckwestoff@gmail.com
http://www.marciaeckerd.com/
http://www.marciaeckerd.com/
http://www.diagnosingautisticwomen.com/
http://www.diagnosingautisticwomen.com/

