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Guest column

This is an exciting time to be teaching different learners. The academic
world and the general public have become more aware that everyone learns
differently, and that “learning disabilities” do not mean students cannot
learn, but just that they have different ways of processing information. New
brain research and diagnostic tools have made it possible to more accurate-
ly define the actual processing difficulties that students face. This in turn
allows teachers to tailor instruction to meet the needs of a wide variety of
learning styles.

Use of instructional technology in the classroom can be a key compo-
nent in creating a rich learning environment. Teachers must still first define
the students’ needs, and then determine what technology best serves them.
Just buying technology and putting it in classrooms does not help unless
teachers are trained to provide instruction that takes advantage of the mul-
tiple layers of assistance possible. For instance, the first SMART Board that
we installed at Hill School was placed in the classroom of a teacher who
expressed a strong commitment to developing his skills in use of this tool
for specialized instruction. His enthusiasm and creativity has been evident
in highly interactive lessons for world geography students that have made
this one of the most popular classes on campus.

Which brings us to a key element in any classroom, for any type of learn-
er: positive relationships between teacher and student. This is a basic prin-
ciple for teaching that is as current today as when Hill School was founded
35 years ago. Our high school division head described it this way: “The only
way to have success with students is to make a connection. Teachers must
listen to students to develop a relationship of trust – once you have a rela-
tionship, you can interpret what they say to determine strategies to help
them reach their goals.”

Private schools can be beneficial for students with learning differences
for several reasons. With the advantage of smaller classes, teachers have
time to develop those relationships that help identify strengths and weak-
nesses. Additionally, at schools such as Hill, teachers have specialized train-
ing and experience to interpret diagnostics and create appropriate learning
strategies.

Working in an environment with other students who face similar chal-
lenges can be very empowering for students, as well. A Hill student at a
recent workshop said, “We all work together with no judging – we’re in the
same situation.”

The future of education for students with learning differences is bright –
the more we learn about brain functioning, the better we become at pin-
pointing specific processing issues and designing appropriate educational
strategies. Technology in development includes neurofeedback programs
that “train your brain” to focus more effectively, visual aids that assist
dyslexic students with new reading options, and better voice recognition
systems to help students with dysgraphia transfer their thoughts to a written
format.

The key to implementation of all of these strategies will continue to be a
community of caring, knowledgeable teachers who are committed to pro-
viding the best possible education to every student.

Greg Owens is the executive director of Hill School, a private school that
teaches students who learn differently. For more information, visit
www.hillschool.org.
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