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What we are going to 
talk about today

How I began this work / 
experience with 
Neurodiversity / 2E Overview of our 

Current Research

Overview of our previous 
research on 2E. 

Advice for educators 4

The Benefits of Talent 
Development and Enrichment 
for 2E students. 



How I began this journey
● Calls to our UConn GT center
● Friendship with Sue Baum 

(who will speak next)
● LD university program in our 

dept
● Personal knowledge of many 

smart students with 
neurodiversity



Overview of pertinent, previous 2E research 



Talents in Two places: Case Studies of 
High Ability Students with Learning 
Disabilities in a Competitive University 

We studied: 
• self-perceived academic strengths 

and weaknesses;
• specific educational intervention 

and assistance necessary to 
succeed in an academic 
environment;

• types of counseling/support 
strategies necessary to help 
realize their potential



Difficulties Encountered and Social and 
Emotional Challenges—Previous Research

Teacher Negativity 

Peer Challenges 
Retention / self-

contained special 
education classes

Inappropriate 
(remedial) special 

education program 

Difficulty in reading 
and writing

Enrollment in less 
challenging classes

Late Identification as having a learning disability

Poor self esteem 
and low confidence 

Anxiety and 
depression 



In previous 2E studies… •Parent advocates were a 
primary reason that gifted 
students with learning 
disabilities are able to 
succeed in school—they 
never gave up and knew, 
intrinsically, that their 
children had strengths and 
talents, even when all 
educators refused to see 
them. 



Our previous research..
• Neurodiverse students more often receive services 

focusing on remedial intervention 
• Effective teaching should find a balance between 

developing students’ academic strengths and 
interests and helping them compensate for their 
learning differences 
• Extra-curricular activities can be extremely 

beneficial 
• The use of enrichment and strength-based 

strategies enhance learning and healthy social and 
emotional development



Who are 2E 
students?

• Twice-exceptional learners are 
students who demonstrate the 
potential for high achievement or 
creative productivity in one or more 
domains such as math, science, 
technology, the social arts, the visual, 
spatial, or performing arts or other 
areas of human productivity AND who 
manifest one or more disabilities as 
defined by federal or state eligibility 
criteria (Reis and Baum, 2014, p. 222). 



Current Research: 
What is Project 2E-

ASD?

https://giftedasd.project.uconn.edu

https://giftedasd.project.uconn.edu/


Our 
Research 

Team



Project Twice 
Exceptional with 
Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (2E-
ASD)

U.S Department of Education, Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students 
Education Program.  Award amount: $2,587,924. 

Project 2E-ASD focuses on how to identify and teach academically 
talented and high ability high school students with ASD. 

Can you give me some advice on my college bound 2e/ASD student? Where should she go?  
Should she start at a smaller college? Have you conducted any research about this group? 
How can I help her? 

https://giftedasd.project.uconn.edu

https://giftedasd.project.uconn.edu/


Why study this 
population? 

In 2020, the CDC reported increasing 
numbers (one in fifty-four children) are 
diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD).

Little educational research exists on 
smart kids with ASD, especially 
related to effective instruction…. 

2020 

2024….



Transition to 
competitive colleges..

• Students with ASD currently enroll at lower 
rates than their peers with all other types 
of disabilities (Gelbar et al., 2015; Shattuck 
et al., 2012; Wei et al., 2016)

• They leave college programs prior to 
completion at higher rates than their peers 
(White, Ollendick, & Bray, 2011). 

• Low rate of college participation has 
significant economic and personal costs for 
youth with ASD, their families, and society 
(Wei et al., 2016)



What do disability providers believe, in their work 
with this population…

•Students with ASD experience:
•anxiety (91.2%) 
•social isolation (85%)
•loneliness (81.4%) 
•depression (62.8%)



Some Colleges and 
Universities 
Attended
• NYU
• UConn
• Cornell
• USC
• Cal Arts
• BU
• BC
• Drexel

Interviews with 40 Successful College Students Identified as 2e/ASD 



OUR FINDINGS: 

•Most participants’ academic 
talents were formally recognized 
by their teachers and parents.

• Half were identified as being 
academically talented in 
elementary or secondary school.

• Almost all knew that they had 
academic talents and strengths 
and found teachers who 
supported them.



Findings include:
• A majority of our participants (n=21; 53%) received 

enrichment and/or talent development opportunities 
and were identified as having talents/strengths.

• 90% of the sample (n=36) participated in at least one 
extracurricular activity in high school and 50% (n=20) 
had participated in at least one residential (camp or 
enrichment) experience. 

• Almost three quarters of participants took AP or honors 
courses (or courses in which they could earn college 
credit) while in high school (n=29, 73%).



Talents can be developed in these students in  high 
school… 

Talent 
Development

ID as Talented 
and Advanced 

Courses

Extracurricular 
Involvement

Residential 
Experiences

Enrichment 
Pedagogy



Molly explained:

Robotics team—I loved that as I 
struggled a lot socially growing up 
but in robotics, I liked having a 
team. It made me feel good about 
myself… I was part of the 
women’s science club. I founded a 
girls who code club. I was a math 
tutor. I am a STEM nerd. 

Which Extracurricular Activities Worked Best?
Many trials and changes…

Dylan explained:
Tennis, documentary film, senator 
for senior year, mock trial, band, 
and choir. Every year we make a 
film for a competition, there’s a 
topic, we made one about 
education declining because there 
are funding problems in my town. 
I did it for two years.



Interviews with secondary high school 
teachers, counselors, and special ed teachers. 
•Most teachers had not reflected on what they do 

with their 2e/ASD students

• Very few had clear ideas about what works well. 

• High school teachers and counselors explained that 
they have so many different types of learners, all with 
different interests and motivations. Jason, simply 
explained, “I learned that I had to treat each student 
differently.”



• All participants explained that 
having self-awareness, self-
advocacy, and time 
management/organization skills 
were essential to their success in 
college. 

• Seventeen participants (43%) 
indicated that they attended a 
community college, smaller 
regional campus, or another 
college before transferring to 
their current/final college. 



Advice for the elementary / 
middle school years 
• Find an interest–based extra-curricular 

activity
•  Have conversations about learning 

differences
• Advocate for academic modifications 

that align with students’ strengths and 
interests 

• Learn how to use compensation 
strategies, assistive technologies, and 
different techniques to enhance your 
own learning that work for you

• Find a safe haven/place in school
• Develop an interest
• Find a strength



High School 
• Advocate to be assigned to teachers that work 

well with students with learning differences 
• Have in school or out of school extra-curricular 

activities 
• Let your own voice, needs, concerns and ideas 

be heard 
• Start all meetings with a positive update from  

teachers present
• Discuss post-secondary goals early in high school 

career and plan accordingly  
• Have a transition plan– make sure you learn how 

to utilize accommodations in high school and 
college



Pamela recently graduated from a competitive 
college and completed her MS degree



Enrichment 
Pedagogy

Developed by researchers 
and  educators whose  
classrooms and practices 
have served as laboratories 
for enrichment and  
innovations that have 
subsequently become 
mainstays of our field. 



Regular

Classroom

TYPE I*
GENERAL 

EXPLORATORY 
ACTIVITIES

TYPE II
GROUP 

TRAINING 
ACTIVITIES

TYPE III
INDIVIDUAL & SMALL 

GROUP INVESTIGATIONS OF 
REAL PROBLEMS

Environment 
in General





• Treatment is not just fixing what is broken; it is nurturing 
what is best
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000



Strength-based 
Approach in 
Education



IEPs and 504 Plans focus on weaknesses and are 
designed to bring a student up to grade level

• Overview of Strengths & Needs: Katelyn is 
a bright student who enjoys creative writing 
who has difficulties with the conventions of 
writing (grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc). 
Katelyn is shy does not enjoy participating in 
class but does enjoy participating in her 
literature circle with students with whom she 
feels comfortable. Katelyn is disorganized 
and has difficulty with multi-step directions.



Treatment is not just 
fixing what is broken; it 
is nurturing what is 
best
Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000



Introducing the Suite of Tools™

Bridges 2e Center for Research 
& Professional Development

Studio City, California



IV. Times of Personal Best

Mother: When she’s involved in art, especially animation

Father: Talking politics or about movies we have seen together

Teacher: Participating in discussions. When working on an art 
project.

Student: Creating images, animations, or performing on stage



“…we believe gifted behaviors take 
place in certain people (not all people), 
at certain times (not all the time), and 
under certain circumstances (not all 
circumstances).”

The Schoolwide Enrichment Model
J.S. Renzulli & Sally M. Reis

I

C

P

T

A

U

C



Bridges Strength-based, Talent-focused Four 
Pillars Model

Engaging through Strengths: 
Connecting students’ interests 

and strengths to learning 
objectives.

Leveraging Strengths: Bridging 
from students’ strength areas to 
create learning in deficit areas.

Dual Differentiation: Targeting 
ways for learning within lessons 
by building on student strength 
areas and avoiding deficit areas.

Enrichment and Talent 
Development Opportunities 
(TDOs): Personal reasons to 
learn necessary skills in the 
pursuit of a high interest or 
passion area (“just in time 

learning”).



Engaging students 
through strengths.
What kinds of 
activities, 
resources, and 
projects did I 
include in my unit 
that align to this 
students’ profile?

What is it?
• Creating curricular units that invite engagement 

and production through strength-based choices 
in resources and performance tasks  that connect 
to both the students’ profile and learning 
outcomes.

Thinking
• If students’ have sufficient opportunity to engage 

in the topic, process learning, and communicate 
learning in ways that align to their unique brain 
wiring, learning preferences, interests, and talent 
they would be more willing to participate and 
produce even if some activities are in their deficit 
areas.

Outcome
• Mastery of unit’s objectives



Strength-based 
grouping

Talent groups
Multi-talent groups

Opinion groups
Jigsaw groups

Readiness groups
Friendship groups

Interest groups

Matrix of Strength-based Groups

https://docs.google.com/document/d/16gkCcmIebMjU2Vkl-XAFHG4RWpA1G_c4Dg9VESCuwlU/edit?usp=sharing


The 
Assignment

• Middle Ages:
• Big Idea – Interdependence
• Essential Question: How do 

elements of a system interact 
to make the system work?
• Resources: See interest 

center





Learning activity

• Represent at least four classes of the 
social system in feudal times. Your 
product must show the relationship of 
the classes.
• Use the assigned expression style. 

(Talent groups: writing, performing arts, 
building and constructing, visual arts 
(drawing)
• Your group will present your final 

product to the class for a pass fail 
evaluation.



Leveraging strengths: 
Where does the 
student already show 
some mastery of 
concept or skill that 
could be bridged to 
new area of 
challenge? 

What is it?
• Bridging from students’ strength areas 

to create learning in deficit areas

Thinking
• If students understand a concept or 

have access to a skill using another 
symbol system, domain, or context it 
then starting with that schema would 
reduce anxiety, provide familiarity. 
Through careful scaffolding that 
awareness would bridge to the skill in 
need of development. 

Outcome
• Growth in skill development



Music to teach 
graphing







Dual Differentiation
How can we address 
the students’ gifted 
needs while 
circumventing 
obstacles?

What is it?
• Targeting ways for learning within lessons 

by addressing  students’ advanced 
abilities or positive traits while avoiding 
deficit areas

Thinking
• If students  can engage in a lesson in 

ways that avoid problematic challenges 
and at the same time not feel different, 
then anxiety will be reduced and learning 
will more likely  be a positive experience

Outcome
• Mastery of lesson objective



Schader & Baum, 2021



High comprehension 
but poor decoding 
skills

A WORD IS DEAD 

WHEN IT IS SAID

SOME SAY

I SAY IT JUST

BEGINS TO LIVE 

THAT DAY



Let’s Make 
You Think



Enrichment and 
Talent 
Development 
Opportunities 
(TDOs).
What 
opportunities 
are available to 
grow talents and 
interests?

What is it?

• These are opportunities where students engage in 
experience  purposefully designed to enrich students’ 
abilities through high interest and authentic learning 
that aligns to their areas of talent and interests.  
During those inquiries or experiences students may 
require “just-in-time” learning to pursue their goals.

Thinking
• When students are working in a self-selected pursuit 

of a goal, there is high motivation to achieve their 
vision. At these times students are receptive to 
learning skills that help them overcome obstacles 
such as meeting deadlines or writing a business plan.

Outcome
• Skill development



TA L E N T  D E V E LO P M E N T  &  E N R IC H M E N T  AT  
B R ID G ES  AC A D E M Y



• E V E R Y  F R I D AY
• S T U D E N T  C H O I C E
• A C T I V E  L E A R N I N G
• G R O U P  S I Z E  =  2  T O  6  S T U D E N T S
• T E A C H E R  A S  FA C I L I TAT O R  O R  C O A C H

E N R IC H M E N T  C LU ST E RS

“ C U L I N A R Y  C R I T I C S ”  A R E  I N V E S T I G AT I N G  A N D  W R I T I N G  A  G U I D E  
W I T H  R AT I N G S  O F  K I D - F R I E N D LY  R E S TA U R A N T S  A R O U N D  T H E I R  
N E I G H B O R H O O D .



T H E  EGY PT IA N  M U S E U M
M AT H E M AT I C I A N S  A N D  B U I L D E R S  AT  W O R K



S C IE N T ISTS



T H E  EGY PT IA N  M U S E U M :  A RT ISTS  
D ECO R AT IN G  T H E  SA RCO P H AG U S



Talent 
Development and 
the Badge 
Program



Interest Exploration Badge 
Game Design
Vector math and Math for 3D Environments (in 
progress)  
Game Marketing  & Focus Groups (in progress)

Professional Development Badge  (professional-level 
skill)
Game Development with Unity 
Programming with C#  
Debugging and Troubleshooting  
3D Vector Operations

G A M E  D E V E L O P M E N T

U P CO M IN G  YO U N G  E X P E RT



M U S IC  P RO G R A M



RO B OT IC S  F IRST  CO M P E T IT IO N



TA L E N T  D E V E LO P M E N T … IT ’ S  N OT  A N  
O PT IO N .  IT ’ S  A  N EC ES S IT Y !





Taking Stock
“This child is…” beyond regular classroom

at home & in 
the greater community

Creating Possibilities

• is an avid & advanced reader

• prefers historical novels 

• thinks metaphorically

• is passionate about art

• is drawn to drama

• loves to argue

• shows leadership capacity

• primarily a creative problem 
solver / learned expert

• Encourage reading with 
historical novels, manuals, & 
graphic novels
• Include point-counterpoint 
arguments, mini debates, & 
moral dilemmas as pre-
writing
• Use visual arts integrated 
lessons
• Use Synectics to encourage 
writing
• Incorporate performing 
arts experiences
• Suggest comic books as 
products
• Allow doodling to help with 
attention & working memory

• Debate Club / Team

• Advanced Art classes

• Credits earned as teaching 
assistant in visual arts

• Drama Club

• Shakespeare Boot Camp

• Enter drawings for 
exhibit at local gallery in 
Culver City.

• Take classes during the 
coming term at Art Center 
in Pasadena (sculpting & 
drawing)

• Visit Manga exhibition 
and continue to study 
Japanese for trip to Japan 
this coming summer.

• Apply for prestigious Cal 
Arts summer program, 
Inner Sparks.

Talent Development Opportunities (TDOs)

in the classroom

Summarize and Apply





I think I will 
study eyes 
this year





Edward Hallowell (2005)

“I have learned first and foremost to look for interests, 

talents, strengths, shades of strengths or the mere 

suggestion of a talent.

Knowing that a person builds a happy and successful life 

not on remediated weaknesses but on developed strengths, 

I have learned to place those strengths at the top of what 

matters.”


