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Introduction

Specific learning disabilities represent the largest category among the 7.5 million students served
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, affecting approximately 32% of students with
disabilities nationwide (NCES, 2024). These learning differences significantly influence educational
outcomes; for instance, students with disabilities graduate from high school at only 67.1%
compared to 84.6% for all students (NCES, 2024).

These academic disparities may stem from a fundamental mismatch between the support young
people with learning differences need and what conventional education systems typically provide.
To explore this further, we conducted research investigating how these populations of young
people are being served by learner-centered environments. Learner-centered education is an
approach to education that focuses on the holistic development of learners® within and as part

of supportive communities and through unique learning journeys. Five key elements are integral
to learner-centered education:

*Education Reimagined uses the term learner to refer to young people (ages 3-22) in learner-centered environments.
Unlike “student,” which implies a passive role, “learner” encompasses the evolving ways that young people grow, explore,

and understand the world around them.



ABOUT THIS BRIEF

This briefis part of Education Reimagined’s Learning Differences Research Series, conducted with
funding provided in part by Oak Foundation. While this brief focuses on evidence-based practices
for specific learning differences, more details on the research context and methodology can be
found in our Research Study Overview. For the complete series (available in 2026), visit Learning
Differences Research Series.

Research Approach

This brief presents findings in relation to specific types of learning
differences that surfaced through

1 | a literature review of research-validated strategies
conducted by Education Reimagined in partnership
with the Institute for Self-Directed Learning, and

2 | a collaborative multi-case study conducted by Education
Reimagined with a team of practitioner-researchers.

In this research study, we utilized an inclusive definition of “learning differences” that includes

o Specific learning disabilities (e.g., dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia);

» Neurological processing challenges (e.g., attention deficits,
sensory processing, executive function challenges); and

o Youth with or without formal diagnoses who experience mismatches
between how they learn best and how classrooms are typically designed.

Our multi-case study involved three participating environments,

which were selected based on their learner-centered model designs
and practices, geographic diversity, and significant enrollment of youth
with Individual Education Programs (IEPs) and Section 504 plans (504s).



https://education-reimagined.org/learning-differences-research-overview/
https://education-reimagined.org/learning-differences/
https://education-reimagined.org/learning-differences/
https://education-reimagined.org/
https://www.selfdirect.school/

Case Study Overview

Study Design: Collaborative multi-case study

Duration: 8 months (2024-25 school year)

Research Team: 16 education leaders, practitioners, advocates, and researchers

Data Collection: Site visits, interviews, focus groups, observations, surveys, and documents

Data Analysis: Thematic analysis
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Overview of Participating Sites: 2024-2025 Academic Year

Learning Environment Location Grades & Enrollment  Learning Supports Approach

Avalon School St. Paul, 6-12 50% IEPs Project-based learning
Public charter school MN 275 learners 10% 504s with teacher-and
(Urban) learner-led governance;
serves many youth
with diverse identities
and learning needs
LaFayette Big LaFayette, 9-12 29% IEPs Real-world internships
Picture School NY 50 learners 18% 504s with community
Public school (Suburban mentors developing
within district high Rural) self-advocacy skills;

school and part
of the Big Picture
Learning network

serves many youth from
the Onondaga Nation

Norris School District Mukwonago, K-12 76% IEPs Trauma-informed,
Public school district WI 63 learners 1% 504s individualized
(Rural) approaches; serves

Using the above definition of learning differences as a foundation, we explored how these

many youth who are
highly mobile in justice
or foster care systems

learner-centered environments support youth through three main categories: 1) specific learning

disabilities, 2) neurological processing challenges, and 3) related conditions that affect learning.

After analyzing the data, we identified six dimensions of learner-centered environments that are

effective in supporting youth with learning differences. The following section explores how these

dimensions manifest as evidence-based practices across different learning differences.


https://www.avalonschool.org/
https://lafayetteschools.org/big-picture-home
https://lafayetteschools.org/big-picture-home
https://www.norrisacademywi.org/

Key Findings

Our findings indicate that the learner-centered settings prioritize and embed many
approaches identified as effective in research on learning differences. These environments
structure their model designs to emphasize flexibility, inclusivity, and holistic development,
which is evidenced by these six integral dimensions across the sites:

1 safety: Every learner feels secure, respected,
and supported by adults.

2 Community: Connections foster belonging and mutual

contribution among learners and adults.

3 Advocacy: Youth are empowered to voice their needs
and shape their learning experiences.

4  Adaptability: Spaces and systems accommodate
diverse learning needs and backgrounds.

5 Relevance: Learning experiences connect to learners’
authentic interests and real-world contexts.

6 Choice: Multiple pathways and modalities are available
for accessing and demonstrating learning.

In this brief, we organized our findings by condition for clarity. However, many youth
experience multiple, intersecting learning differences, and the studied sites recognize
that these often interact and compound one another. Therefore, rather than addressing
each condition in isolation, the learner-centered environments use coordinated, holistic
approaches to support the whole learner.

Our analysis also revealed that the practices described in this brief are broadly beneficial,
serving not only learners across multiple categories, but also supporting the learning
needs of all youth. Importantly, these practices derive their effectiveness from being
embedded within highly inclusive learning environments, as opposed to being treated as
discrete strategies. Moreover, these environments cultivate shared responsibility for all
learners with the abovementioned integral dimensions guiding their educational priorities.



Specific Learning Disabilities

Specific learning disabilities are neurobiological conditions that can interfere
with the brain’s ability to process language, numbers, and written expression.
In this category, we explore 1) dyslexia, 2) dysgraphia, and 3) dyscalculia.

DYSLEXIA

Dyslexia is a neurobiological learning disability that affects reading and spelling processes due to
difficulty manipulating sounds of spoken language and occurs in approximately 5-10% of the population
(Roitsch & Watson, 2019).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research shows that youth with dyslexia often experience higher anxiety and lower self-esteem,
underscoring the need for support that extends beyond academics (Zuppardo et al., 2023).
Adaptive instructional strategies that flex with individual learner needs significantly enhance
the learning experience and satisfaction of youth with dyslexia (Alghabban & Hendley, 2020).

In particular, integrating speech-based response modalities into instruction and assessment
has been shown to strengthen learning outcomes for this population (Wilschut et al., 2025).

Our study revealed that one-on-one support is provided through trusting relationships in the three
learner-centered environments, allowing for stigma-free assistance that is rooted in learners’ interests

and real-world contexts. The low adult-to-learner ratio in these settings helps create safe environments
where learners feel secure enough to reveal challenges like reading struggles. In these supportive contexts,
educators are able to look past literacy barriers to discover what each learner actually knows.

The environments also prioritize multiple formats for learners to access and demonstrate knowledge,
reducing their reliance on text-based information. This approach is further supported by flexible pacing
that allows learners to practice independently while having immediate support available when needed.
Additionally, project-based learning and authentic assessment reduce reliance on reading-heavy
evaluations, while peer mentoring opportunities, like Reading Buddy programs, enable learners with
reading challenges to build confidence by teaching others.

These practices exemplify the choice, adaptability, and safety dimensions, while relevance through
interest-based contexts strengthens learning outcomes.



DYSLEXIA (CONT.)

What We Heard

“Sometimes they have me read it by myself so | can learn. But if | really am struggling ...
| go to them and they help me with my reading. ... People aren’t judgy here.”

Learner with |IEP for reading disorder
LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL

“I’'ve had several examples of kids where I’'ve had that ‘aha’ moment like, ‘Oh, that’s
why they’re not doing their work. ... They can’t read the instructions.” Our ratio

of adults and staff members to learners is such that we can generally get two adults
in the room and have somebody work with that young person. ... | think as a staff we
do a good job of getting kids over that hump, that hurdle.”

Educator
NORRIS SCHOOL DISTRICT

The three learner-
centered environments
allow for stigma-free

assistance that is rooted

in learners’ interests

and real-world contexts.



DYSGRAPHIA

Dysgraphia is a specific learning disability that results in unusual difficulty writing legible letters automatically
and consistently (Berninger & Wolf, 2016). While handwriting challenges impact an estimated 10-30% of
children, dysgraphia represents a more persistent and specific form of these difficulties (Kushki et al., 2011).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

For youth with dysgraphia, research indicates that when they are able to utilize their verbal, creative, or
conceptual strengths, they experience increased levels of inclusion and affirmation in their learning abilities
(Tomlinson, 2014). Learners with dysgraphia also benefit when given flexible modes of expression that
emphasize content over form, which reduces the cognitive load associated with writing (MacArthur, 2009).

To further support their development as writers, assistive technologies (e.g., speech-to-text software, keyboard
accommodations, and graphic organizers) can be employed to compensate for handwriting challenges,
enhancing written output when tools are appropriately matched and instruction is provided (Edyburn, 2020).

Across the studied sites, competence over written output alone is prioritized to create validating, confidence-
building environments. This is accomplished by offering multiple formats for learners to demonstrate knowledge
and understanding, such as hands-on demonstrations, oral presentations, and collaborative work. Learners with
dysgraphia are also supported through assistive technologies like dictation software and graphic organizers,
which help them communicate their ideas and organize their thoughts before writing.

Scaffolded project processes (e.g., proposals, check-ins, final deliverables) were also observed. These processes
offer structured opportunities for learners with dysgraphia to practice their communication skills in safe, low-
stakes settings. One educator recounted a learner with written expression challenges who, after graduating,
successfully applied for a job as a sheriff’s deputy. This was a goal the learner had shared when he first enrolled
at the school. Although it seemed out of reach at that time, his success demonstrates how focusing on learners’
strengths and providing needed support can lead to meaningful outcomes.

Approaches such as these demonstrate how advocacy, choice, and relevance dimensions create conditions
where learners develop communication skills, with safety emerging through validating environments.

What We Heard

“We have a meeting so the parent can discuss how “[Before Avalon,] I'd never felt like someone cared
dysgraphia impacts their child—as dysgraphia can about what my child struggles with and how we
show up in so many different ways. We allow the parent can get them to graduation and not destroy their

to tell their child’s story so we are better prepared self-confidence, or their sense of self, while doing it.”

and can help their learner in the best way possible.” . .
Parent of learner with ADHD, autism,

Site leader dysgraphia, and dyscalculia
LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL AVALON SCHOOL



DYSCALCULIA

Often referred to as “math dyslexia,” dyscalculia is a learning disability that impairs someone’s ability to
understand numbers and mathematical concepts and affects approximately 3-7% of school-aged children
(Butterworth et al., 2011).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research suggests that explicit, step-by-step instruction improves math performance for learners with
learning disabilities by providing concrete frameworks from which they can then engage more effectively
with abstract principles (Gersten et al., 2009). Digital interventions can further address key numerosity
processing deficits underlying dyscalculia, helping learners develop the building blocks of mathematics
(Butterworth & Laurillard, 2010). When these methods are paired with data-based individualization and
progress monitoring, outcomes improve for learners with dyscalculia (Lemons et al., 2018).

The environments in the study translate this research into practice by providing real-world mathematical
applications, interest-based projects, and mentorship. These approaches help learners, particularly those
with dyscalculia, develop positive relationships with math. For example, one site offers a “workplace math”
class to prepare learners for algebra, teaching them about budgeting, finance, and interest.

In these environments, flexible pacing and individualized support are prioritized, creating opportunities
for learners to engage deeply with mathematical concepts without time pressure. This approach seems

to counteract prior negative experiences with math. While employing these strategies, the sites attend

to learners’ individual processing needs and styles, offering multiple ways to access, practice, and
demonstrate mathematical understanding. For instance, all of the sites emphasize gamifying mathematical
practice, using tools like playing cards to help learners with dyscalculia engage with concepts in a safe,
collaborative, and low-stakes environment.

These approaches reflect the relevance, safety, and community dimensions working together,
with adaptability enabling individualized mathematical engagement.

What We Heard
“There’s a student who has significant difficulties “When | was younger ... | never did math.
with math but loves sports statistics. We used [ was not good at math. But here, math is
game scores to provide mathematical instruction my favorite subject.”

as a way to soothe the math anxiety and make Learner enrolled for 4 months

the learning of the mathematical concept more NORRIS SCHOOL DISTRICT
comfortable. It worked beautifully.”

Site leader
LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL



Neurological Processing Challenges

Neurological processing challenges involve differences in how learners take in, organize,
and respond to information, affecting their ability to access and engage with instruction.
In this section, we explore: 1) attention regulation challenges, 2) executive function
challenges, 3) sensory processing disorders, and 4) dyspraxia.

ATTENTION REGULATION CHALLENGES

Attention challenges are primarily associated with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD),
a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent patterns of inattention and impulsivity that affects
an estimated 7 million (11.4%) children aged 3-17 years in the United States (CDC, 2024; Thomas et al., 2015).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research demonstrates that providing meaningful choices and promoting self-regulation can increase
motivation, academic success, and overall well-being for learners with ADHD (Frolli et al, 2023). Choice and
autonomy tap into learners’ intrinsic motivation, increasing their focus and improving not only learning
outcomes but also their engagement in the learning experience (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Additionally, physical
activity interventions and sensory support are shown to strengthen cognitive functions like working
memory, inhibitory control, and sustained attention in youth with and without ADHD (Arenas et al., 2024).

The studied sites integrate these principles through flexible, adaptive structures that benefit all learners

and are especially impactful for youth with attention and engagement challenges. They offer choices in
learning projects, modalities, and formats; integrate movement as a regulation strategy; and honor individual
learning patterns to channel learners’ energy into productive learning. For example, one educator worked
with a learner who was in “refusal mode” by having them write a proposal for a project on bowling physics,
thereby channeling their energy into an interest-based project.

Another educator regularly plays chess and cards with learners to build relationships and help them self-
regulate before moving on to academic content. These relationship-centered approaches reflect a broader
philosophy across the sites: behaviors that are often labeled as “disruptive” are reframed as signals of unmet
needs rather than problems, fostering collaborative problem-solving between young people and adults.

This reframing of behaviors exemplifies the safety and advocacy dimensions, while choice in projects
and adaptability through flexible structures channel learners’ energy productively.
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ATTENTION REGULATION CHALLENGES (CONT.)

What We Heard
“I could not sit down. So, we’d go in the gym and play basketball

for 15 minutes to get what | needed so that | could move along.
... It teaches you about yourself—knowing when you need
to take that time to go away or get out of a situation.”

Graduate with ADHD
NORRIS SCHOOL DISTRICT

“ADHD is a superpower. ... People with ADHD could
probably be the best at anything in the world when
provided with appropriate support.”

Learner with ADHD
AVALON SCHOOL

Behaviors that are often

labeled as “disruptive”

are reframed as signals

of ummet needs rather

than problems.




EXECUTIVE FUNCTION CHALLENGES

Executive functioning refers to a set of mental skills that allow individuals to plan, focus attention, remember
instructions, manage time, regulate emotions, and juggle multiple tasks. These cognitive processes are primarily
regulated by the prefrontal cortex, and develop throughout childhood and adolescence (Diamond, 2013).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

For learners encountering executive function challenges, research highlights the value of explicit instruction

to build awareness and control over one’s own thinking (Meltzer, 2010). Repeated practice that exercises

and challenges one’s capacities improves executive functions and mental health (Diamond, 2013). Equally
important, “safe to fail” cultures that reflect a growth mindset offer particularly beneficial contexts for learners
to take healthy academic risks and recover from mistakes in supportive settings (Dweck, 2006).

The participating learner-centered environments bring these insights to life by engaging young people in
authentic work and supporting them with planning structures that cultivate self-advocacy and independence.
Community routines and clear expectations that are learner-driven and focused on goal-setting support
executive function development across all three sites.

Some of the environments offer on-campus internships, like a learner-run coffee shop, woodworking shop,

and accounting work, to help learners develop the social and executive functioning skills they will need to
participate in off-site internships. Such scaffolded supports enable learners to practice organizational strategies
and communication skills, while honoring their individual regulation needs. These needs are carefully tracked
through platforms such as a shared digital dashboard that helps staff track learner engagement, attendance,
and progress in real time, allowing for proactive intervention and coordinated support.

These scaffolded supports reflect the adaptability and relevance dimensions, while advocacy development
and choice in planning approaches foster independent functioning.

What We Heard

“If I go to class, and | am mad or frustrated, | would “I struggled academically ... and that’s because |
‘Make a Plan’ and go to a different lab where | could be had poor self-advocacy skills and communicating
by myself, or I could let my mind go off and just play skills. ... At this school, not only do I self-advocate
basketball. And then I’'m going to be happy again.” for myself, but I’'ve definitely picked up advocating
Lemirar for other people, too.”

NORRIS SCHOOL DISTRICT Learner

LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL
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SENSORY PROCESSING DISORDERS

Sensory processing disorders are neurological conditions that impact 5-13% of children ages 4 to 6

and interfere with the way the brain interprets and responds to sensorial information, resulting in difficulty

detecting, modulating, interpreting, and/or responding to sensory experiences (Passarello et al. 2022).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research shows that sensory processing disorders can significantly affect children’s participation in

educational settings, particularly in areas such as auditory filtering and tactile sensitivity (Tomchek & Dunn,

2007). Establishing environmental adaptations and regulatory supports can help these learners engage more

effectively in educational activities (Miller et al., 2007). Assistive technology can also augment how learners

access information via their individual processing strengths (Thomas et al., 2019).

The three sites we studied align their design with this research by creating adaptable environments that

support learners’ sensory processing needs. Prioritizing sensory regulation, and understanding its fundamental

importance in learning, can help learners understand and advocate for their unique needs.

One educator stated that they have the “flexibility to manipulate” the environment to “fit what the kids need,”

demonstrating a systemic commitment to adaptability. This philosophy translates into specific accommodations

that foster psychological safety and sensory well-being, such as quiet corners, adjustable lighting, flexible

seating, and canine therapy. All three sites also provide dedicated spaces for regulation, movement, and

exploration, including regulation rooms, fully equipped gyms, and outdoor areas.

The sites’ systematic commitment to environmental flexibility exemplifies the adaptability

and choice dimensions, with advocacy helping learners understand their unique needs.

What We Heard

“If you just need to talk to a teacher, you can get that
accommodation. If you need a quiet room where you
can just sit down calmly or lay down, we’ve got

a room for that here. If you need the room where you
can get out some anger, we’ve got a room to punch
back here as well.”

Learner with autism and ADHD
AVALON SCHOOL

“We have a hammock outside where we can sit down
and relax. We can go sit in the main office. Some
people go outside just to play basketball for 5-10
minutes if they’re overstimulated, and they’ve been
working all day, and they just need a break to cool
down to regain their energy.”

Learner
LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL
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DYSPRAXIA

Dyspraxia, also referred to as Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), is a neurodevelopmental disorder
that impacts an individual’s motor skills and ability to plan and coordinate physical movements. It occursin an
estimated 5-6% of school-aged children (Zwicker et al., 2012).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research highlights that the most effective DCD interventions prioritize functional activities that are relevant

to the learner’s daily life and personally meaningful (Blank et al., 2012). Variety in learning tasks and topics
stimulates interest, and reinforcement aids long-term memory development (Patrick, 2015). Providing additional
time to learn and practice skills and concepts, without adding undue time pressure, furtherimproves outcomes
for learners with dyspraxia (Patrick, 2015).

The learner-centered environments incorporate these principles by offering individualized pacing and emphasizing
meaningful practice that helps learners move from dependence to independence. Interest-based contexts tap into
learners’ natural motivation to develop motor skills while providing authentic opportunities for repetitive practice
that builds muscle memory. For instance, an educator worked patiently and repetitively with a learner

who struggled with tasks like scooping and wrapping items at an internship site due to motor-skill challenges.

The hands-on approaches used at these sites support both motor and academic development. For example,
a learner with dyspraxia gained confidence by teaching younger students about maple syrup production.

In addition, practices of gradual skill building and flexible timelines help learners with dyspraxia develop
independent functioning.

These individualized, interest-based approaches demonstrate the relevance and choice dimensions working
together, with community connections enabling confident skill development.

What We Heard

“I had a student ... who had some pretty severe “He needs a lot of repetition. ... You might have
executive functioning issues along with a condition to show it to him maybe 10 to 15 times, and then
known as dyspraxia. ... We started making grilled he’ll getit. ... We didn’t know if my son would ever
cheese sandwiches. ... Just the buttering of the bread be able to work without somebody supporting him.
and the flipping was a huge obstacle. But, eventually, So I’'m proud to say that this year, he is on his own,
we ended up getting more on plates than on the floor, and he doesn’t need a teaching assistant to go
and less burns, and he was very successful.” with him anymore.”
Educator Parent of learner with dyspraxia



Related Conditions that Affect Learning

While not typically classified as learning differences, there are related
conditions that significantly impact how young people learn, communicate,
and self-regulate in educational settings. In this section, we explore two of
these: 1) autism spectrum disorder, and 2) anxiety disorders.

AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent difficulties in social communication
and interaction. It can manifest as restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, with an
estimated prevalence of 1 in 36 children aged 8 years in the United States (American Psychiatric Association,
2013; Maenneret al., 2023).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

Research suggests that for youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder, smaller learning communities create more
nurturing family-like settings in which they are better able to function and learn (Goodall, 2019). Social and
learning opportunities embedded in real-life contexts are also beneficial, as they provide authentic
opportunities for engagement and allow learners to pursue individual interests (Wong et al., 2015). Research
broadly demonstrates that understanding and accommodating autistic traits supports learners’ mental health,
which in turn enhance their academic and skill development (Mukherjee & Beresford, 2023).

All of the studied environments cultivate these enabling conditions by design, adapting to support learners with
autism rather than requiring conformity. Relationship-centered approaches create safety for social and emotional
risk-taking and growth for these learners, while also prioritizing social skills development through authentic
community participation and interpersonal connections. For example, an educator helped a learner with autism
who was passionate about a radio station pursue an internship and develop confidence working in a professional
environment with colleagues.

In another case, an educator recognized that a learner with autism had extensive skills beyond what was on their
IEP. Being seen in this way allowed the learner’s confidence to grow to the point where he became an advocate
for the school after graduating and entering college. Focusing on interests as a pathway to growth is further
illustrated by a learner with autism who learned how to DJ and did stand-up comedy at his school with the entire
community cheering him on.

The relationship-centered approaches described above reflect the community, relevance, and advocacy
dimensions, while adaptability in accommodating individual differences supports authentic growth.
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AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER (CONT.)

What We Heard

“l used to be really impulsive. | was really wild. ... | did not have manners at all,
but I’'ve learned to control it. I'm not as impulsive. I’'m more calm. | can actually
maintain a stable friendship, which the last time | could say that was in third grade.”
Learner with autism

AVALON SCHOOL

“[I learned from being here] that it’s okay to be different from everybody else
and have different learning styles and have different emotions and feelings
from everyone else. This was a loving, supporting, nurturing environment.
... It’'s kind of like a family here.”

Graduate with autism
NORRIS SCHOOL DISTRICT

Relationship-centered
approaches create safety
for social and emotional

risk-taking and growth,

while also prioritizing

social skills development.
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ANXIETY DISORDERS

Anxiety disorders are mental health conditions involving persistent, excessive worry or fear that interferes with
daily functioning, affecting 11% of children ages 3-17 (CDC, 2025; Kenwood et al., 2022).

Intersection of Research and Learner-Centered Practices

For children with anxiety disorders, research shows that structured flexibility creates supportive learning
environments that reduce stress and promote inclusivity (Ruesch & Sarvary, 2024). Equally important
are warm, supportive relationships with trusted adults and peers, which are strong predictors of learner
motivation and achievement (Pianta et al., 2012). Intrinsic motivation is further enhanced when learners
have choice in learning topic, style, and modality. Moreover, exercising autonomy reduces anxiety levels
and increases their ability to be present and engaged in learning (Reeve & Tseng, 2011).

The three learner-centered environments foster these supportive conditions for youth with anxiety disorders
through relationship-centered approaches and structured flexibility. Recognizing that many youth with
learning differences have experienced educational trauma, the sites prioritize psychological safety as the
foundation for learning. Each of the environments establishes a culture of unconditional positive regard for
learners that often contrasts with their prior educational experiences.

Experiencing this culture of support can have a profound impact on learners and families. For instance,
one parent noted that their son’s daily stress was “greatly reduced,” allowing him to come off medication.
Another parent shared that they no longer have to “fight with” their child to get them to go to school every
day. These supportive approaches help transform school from a stress-inducing setting to a safe haven for
youth with anxiety.

The findings demonstrate how safety and community dimensions create healing environments,
with choice and advocacy empowering learners to reengage with education.

What We Heard

“l used to really struggle to be in school. | always “She went from crying every day to wanting to
used to get in trouble, referrals. When | came here, come to school every single day happy and joyful.
a lot of that stopped. The teachers understand me, And she feels supported, and seen, and is making
they get where | come from, and they work through plans for her life that | didn’t think she’d be

my problems with me.” making as a ninth grader.”

Learner with anxiety Parent describing daughter’s transformation

LAFAYETTE BIG PICTURE HIGH SCHOOL with anxietyafterenrollment

AVALON SCHOOL
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While research literature validates many of the strategies observed in the sites, this study also

reveals how these evidence-based practices come to life in learner-centered environments.

Across all conditions studied, the approaches were enabled by the six integral dimensions:

safety, community, advocacy, adaptability, relevance, and choice.

The findings suggest that these six dimensions work synergistically to create environments

where learning differences become strengths rather than deficits. By prioritizing these

dimensions, learner-centered environments create the conditions where learning differences

are regarded as assets rather than obstacles.

Conclusion

Our analysis reveals how these dimensions translate into specific educational
practices that consistently support youth with learning differences. Safety
manifests through trauma-informed approaches that reframe “disruptive”
behaviors as signals of unmet needs, creating stigma-free assistance delivered
through trusting relationships and low-stakes, collaborative learning
environments. Relevance emerges through interest-based projects that
connect learning to authentic contexts and real-world applications.

Choice appears in multiple formats for accessing and demonstrating
knowledge, varied assessment methods, and flexible environmental
accommodations that honor diverse learning needs. Adaptability takes shape
through individualized pacing, environmental modifications, scaffolded project
processes, and real-time tracking systems that enable proactive intervention.
Community builds through peer mentoring programs, family-like learning
environments, and collaborative problem-solving approaches between adults
and youth. Finally, advocacy develops through learner-driven goal setting, self-
regulation skill development, and meaningful opportunities for youth to voice
their needs and shape their learning experiences.

This research upholds learner-centered education as an evidence-

based approach for supporting youth with diverse learning differences.

Key stakeholders can use insights shared in this brief in several ways. Learning
differences advocates and specialized educators can use this evidence base

to champion learner-centered education for youth with learning differences.
Practitioners in existing learner-centered environments can incorporate these
practices when serving young people with diverse learning needs. Researchers
have a foundation for further investigation into how educational environments
utilize the learner-centered approach to address learning differences.

This research
upholds learner-
centered
education as

an evidence-
based approach
for supporting
youth with
diverse learning
differences.
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Areas for Continued Exploration

To build on these findings, several areas warrant continued exploration:

DEEP-DIVE STUDIES ON SPECIFIC CONDITIONS:
«  Conduct focused research on how learner-centered
practices support specific learning differences to deepen
understanding of targeted interventions.

EXAMINE INTERSECTIONALITY AND CO-OCCURRING CONDITIONS:

«  Study how learner-centered practices support youth with multiple
learning differences (e.g., dyslexia with ADHD, autism with anxiety)
and how factors like race, socioeconomic status, and language
background intersect with learning differences in these environments.

INVESTIGATE TRAUMA-INFORMED PRACTICES
FOR LEARNING DIFFERENCES:

+ Research how youth with learning differences respond to
trauma-informed approaches, particularly the relationship between
past educational trauma, current learning challenges, and recovery
within learner-centered environments.

TRACK LONG-TERM OUTCOMES AND IMPACTS:

«  Conduct longitudinal studies following graduates with learning differences
from learner-centered environments to examine their post-secondary
academic success, career outcomes, mental health, and life satisfaction.

The broader implications of this work extend far beyond individual accommodations or
specialized programs—it illuminates a clear path toward more inclusive and effective
educational systems. As one graduate reflected, experiencing “that type of care and
acceptance” transforms not just academic outcomes, but learners’ fundamental relationship
with education itself and with themselves. The evidence presented here provides guideposts
for creating environments where every young person can discover their strengths, develop
their voice, and chart their own path toward a lifetime of empowered learning.
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