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Twice-Exceptionality (2e)
What it is and a Strengths-Based Approach

WI FACETS Spring 2025

Please have a 
piece of paper 
and something 

to write with
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● Introduction

● Establish common language of 
neurodiversity

● Build a foundation of understanding 
of what 2e is and and isn’t

○ Role it plays in our children’s 
lives at home

○ In school

○ Strategies 

Tonight’s Objectives

Discussions, 
Resources and 

Community
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Introduction
Teresa Nair

Cognitive Diversity in Education and Certificate in 2e Education
20 Years in Education, Teacher

Parent Community Program Manager - REEL
Mother and ND Individual
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Our Mission

REEL strives to ensure twice-exceptional and 
neurodivergent students thrive in school by 
raising parent and educator awareness and 
understanding through resources, tools, events, 
and services. 
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“
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Human beings not only have the 
potential to be great in their own unique 
way, but also need to be great in their 
own unique way. They need to be great 
and relevant in order to be happy, to be 
psychologically healthy, and to have a 
strong sense of self-worth.

- Dr. Yong Zhao (2018)
© 2023
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2e
You will need paper & a pen or pencil for this exercise.

When I say ‘begin,’ you will have 2 minutes to write as much 
as you can, in paragraph form, about your typical morning 
routine. You must handwrite. Do not type. Use full sentences 
and do your best work!

NOW…Writing Simulation  (Word Choice & Spelling)
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2eYou cannot use the following words:

a and    be   to  for

have in of that the

AND

While spelling words, substitute:

“t” for every time you would use the letter “b”

“a” for every time you would use the letter “o”

NOW…Now let’s do it again…

This time, hand write a paragraph about something you love or are passionate about. 
However, there are a few simple rules you must follow:
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Notice the difference in length between the two paragraphs. 
Why is one shorter than the other?

Even though you had more to say, you were challenged to express it. 

Following the rules and writing with all of those restrictions made it challenging to be 
fluent. Looking back and forth between the screen’s rules and your paper made it 
challenging to be fluent. 

That is meant to mimic what it is like for students with processing challenges - they 
are constantly out of flow as they struggle to recall spelling, word choice/retrieval, etc.

That gap between what you know and what you are able to produce feels frustrating, 
and is a great example of how many ND and 2e students feel throughout the day.
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Did you notice a difference in handwriting?

Most folks get larger, messier, more spacing between words. Occasionally participants 
get neater, because they are going much slower.
 
In either case, when students aren’t able to be fluent, their handwriting changes - and 
usually for the worse.
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How did the second exercise make you feel? 
Did you behave differently?

Often the second exercise is when participants laugh, or crack jokes.

It is a natural reaction to feeling frustrated or confused to deflect with humor or other 
behaviors.
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Did others distract you more easily during the second exercise? 
Did the presenter/teacher distract you?

When we find the work more challenging, it is harder to tune out distractions. Less 
engaging work is harder to focus on, especially if you have ADHD.

Things which may not bother an NT child may be very distracting for another child.

Words meant to be encouraging or motivating may have the opposite effect - ‘your 
parents will read this!’ or ‘you will be reading these in front of the class’ can be very 
demoralizing for some students.
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What if we had changed the rules so that you could have written without 
restriction first, and then gone back to replace words and letters? 

When we are clear on a lesson’s goals, we can be flexible about allowing options for 
achieving those goals.
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Introduction to Neurodiversity and 
Twice-Exceptionality
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Definition of Neurodiversity
NEURODIVERSITY

An umbrella term that recognizes 
that we all have unique brains - that 

among us, there are a variety of 
neurotypes, such as:

Neurotypical

ADHD

Autistic

Dyslexic

Dyscalculic

Dysgraphic

… and more

}
Neurodivergent

14
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(van Schaik, n.d.)

MEDICAL MODEL

Disability is a problem - we need to 
fix/cure it

Identify, diagnose, eliminate

SOCIAL PARADIGM

Society is the problem - not the people 
with disabilities

Support & accommodate

NEURODIVERSITY MOVEMENT

Differences are the norm - affirm them

Support wellness as defined by 
neurodivergent individuals

How We Think About 
Disability Matters

© 2024 15
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Old Time Playground
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Magical Bridge, Inclusive Playground
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SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT

AGE-BASED 
EXPECTATIONS

PROCESSING 
SPEED

WORKING 
MEMORY

VOCABULARY WRITINGREADING LEVEL / 
FLUENCY

MATH 
REASONING

MATH 
PERFORMANCE

EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION

SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL 
SKILLS

EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTION SKILLS

ACADEMIC SKILLS

Neurotypical Development: “Expected” Profile
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SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT

AGE-BASED 
EXPECTATIONS

PROCESSING 
SPEED

WORKING 
MEMORY

VOCABULARY WRITINGREADING LEVEL / 
FLUENCY

MATH 
REASONING

MATH 
PERFORMANCE

EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION

Learner Variability: Dyslexic Student

Social/ 
emotional skills

Executive 
function skills

Academic skills

© 2024
19



© REEL, 2024

AGE-BASED 
EXPECTATIONS

Asynchronous Development - “Jagged” Profile 
Autistic + ADHD 2e 

SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL 
SKILLS

EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTION SKILLS

ACADEMIC SKILLS

SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT

PROCESSING 
SPEED

WORKING 
MEMORY

VOCABULARY WRITINGREADING LEVEL 
/ FLUENCY

MATH 
REASONING

MATH 
PERFORMANCE

EMOTIONAL 
REGULATION
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1 in 5 children have a learning or attention difference such as Dyslexia or 
ADHD

Almost 9% of children with ADHD are identified as gifted (twice the # of 
gifted children in the general population)

Almost 19% of gifted underachievers met referral criteria for 
ADHD-Inattentive type

39% of identified ADHD students also experience anxiety, 
37% learning differences, and 14% are autistic

ADHD By the Numbers

© 2024
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(Cornoldi et al., 2023; Maddocks, 2020; McCoach et al., 2020; 
Michaelson et al., 2021; Uddin, 2022; ed-data, org; cdc.gov; 
ncld.org)
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1 in 22 California 8 years olds are identified as autistic

30% increase in anxiety for autistic students as compared with 
non-autistic peers as “ability measures” increase

2% to 20% of autistic learners are identified as gifted; gifted 
autistics have a higher likelihood of being diagnosed late and 
experiencing higher anxiety

(cdc.gov; Cornoldi et al., 2023; ed-data, org; Maddocks, 2020; 
McCoach et al., 2020; Michaelson et al., 2021; ncld.org; van 
Steensel & Hemman, 2017; Uddin, 2023)

Autism By the Numbers

© 2024
22
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What’s Twice-Exceptional (2E)?

2e
Distinguishing strengths

High abilities or potential 
in one or more areas

Complex challenges

SLD, ADHD, ODD, GAD, 
ASD, and others

2e individuals have distinguishing strengths and complex challenges at the same time. 
Their strengths and challenges combine and interact, requiring support which differs 

from those with only one of these exceptionalities.

© 2024 23(Bridges 2e Center for Research & Development)
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Miss Diagnosed, Mis-Diagnosed, Misunderstood

© 2024
24
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The Lion is Always in the Room

© 2024
25
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What’s Executive Function?

© 2024
26

● Executive function 
includes 
○ working memory 
○ inhibitory control
○ cognitive flexibility
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Executive function includes 

○ working memory
■  Holding information in your head long enough to use it (e.g., remembering directions while doing them).

○ inhibitory control
■ The ability to pause before reacting, resist impulses, or avoid distractions.

○ cognitive flexibility
■ Shifting between tasks or ideas; adjusting when plans or rules change.

What’s Executive Function

© 2024
27
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What’s Executive Function

© 2024
28

Age Key EF Skills Emerging Support Still Needed

2–5 Inhibition, basic attention, short-term memory Co-regulation, simple routines

6–8 Early planning, rule-following, self-talk Visuals, reminders, modeling

9–12 Goal-setting, time awareness, self-monitoring Structured scaffolding, feedback

13–18 Prioritizing, flexibility, emotional control Coaching under stress, 
accountability

18–25 Long-term planning, impulse control, 
independence

Mentorship, occasional structure

“Typical” Developmental Ages and Skills
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What’s Executive Function “2e”

© 2024 29

Examples of Ages and Skills

Age Strengths Common EF Challenges Support Strategies

2–5 High curiosity, early 
verbal skills

Big emotions, difficulty 
following routines

Co-regulation, playful structure

6–8 Advanced questions, 
early academics

Task initiation, transitions, 
attention

Visuals, short tasks, emotional 
support

9–12 Abstract thinking, 
special interests

Organization, flexible 
thinking, anxiety

Strengths-based EF tools, 
reframing “inconsistency”

13–1
8

Creativity, leadership 
potential

Emotional regulation, 
long-term planning

Coaching, low-stakes practice, 
mental health support

18–2
5

Independent thinking, 
advocacy

Sustained effort, life 
balance, self-monitoring

Autonomy with scaffolds, 
strength-centered planning
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Twice-EXCEPTIONAL!

© 2024 30

Strengths

Strong verbal 
expression

Big vocabulary and 
love of words

Insightful perspective 
for their age

Highly creative

Deep interest in 
storytelling and 
mythology

Forgets steps 
when writing 
essays

Task initiation - 
Avoids starting 
writing 
assignments

Loses materials

Overwhelmed by 
multi-step tasks

Comes up with 
brilliant ideas but 
can’t organize 
them and get 
them on paper

Deeply engaged 
in topics they 
love but can’t 
focus on less 
interesting tasks

Quick thinking

Struggles
2e
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Twice-EXCEPTIONAL!

© 2024 31

Reflection Prompt:

● What are 2–3 areas where my child excels?
○ Think general
○ Think EF skills

● What are 2–3 areas where my child struggles with executive functioning?
○ Think general
○ Think EF skills

Optional Prompts to Guide Reflection:

● What’s something my child loves to do but still finds difficult to manage?
● When does their brilliance get in the way of their follow-through?
● Where do others misunderstand their behavior due to this overlap?

Take-Home Tool:
● EF and 2e Vocabulary Cheat Sheet

Look at where these two areas overlap - places where strengths and struggles coexist, collide, or confuse. This 
is often where the complexity of 2e shows up.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/13ZVVjGff3LUKKu9wGDTL2fy_GQCo9tpMFwtFeugdmNE/edit?tab=t.0
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EMBRACE 
FLEXIBILITY

ATTEND TO 
STRENGTHS

DEVELOP 
CONNECTION

E
A

R
D

REFRAME 
BEHAVIORS

THE DEAR REEL 
MODEL

34
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Mindshifts

DDEVELOP 
CONNECTION

How does this kid’s battery work? 
● What charges this kid up? 
● What drains them? 
● What sustains them?

EMBRACE 
FLEXIBILITY

E

What’s the core goal of this 
assignment / project / experience?

ATTEND TO 
STRENGTHSA

How can I shift energy towards being 
a talent scout?

R

REFRAME 
BEHAVIORS

Kids do well if and when they 
can: What’s getting in their 
way? How can I help?
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Reframing
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(Responding to Autism, 2022) 38

Reframing
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Mindshifts
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Mindshifts
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Mindshifts
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“
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“Providing curriculum activities based on the 
strong interests of autistic children can have a 
reciprocal, enabling impact on school staff, leading to 
a decrease in effortful but ineffective prompting and 
a switch to more positive instructions on their 
part….the emphasis shifted…to acceptance and 
relationship-forming, considered to be key 
components of teacher well-being…and effective 
educational inclusion….”

- Wood (2019)
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Intently 
focused on 
details

Knowledge, 
skill, passion, 
& motivation in 
interest areas

© 2024

Logical thinker, 
honest

Identify Autism By Its Strengths

43
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Identify ADHD By Its Strengths

Enthusiasm, 
dedication, & 
drive

Creative, 
out-of-the-box 
thinking

Risk taking, 
adventurous, 
novelty seeking, 
curious

44
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With curiosity, compassion, 
understanding, and resources the 

lens of 2e can change, helping 
children to thrive.
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Thank you!
Teresa Nair, Reel2e.org

Teresa@reel2e.org


