
Adapted from: Kluth, P. (2023). “You’re Going to Love This Kid”: Teaching Autistic Students in the Inclusive Classroom (3rd ed.). Brookes.

The way that we talk, think, and write about our students undoubtedly affects our work in the classroom. Our
words and attitudes can also strengthen or damage our relationships with families. Consider the experience of
parent Sheila Webster-Heard (2008) describing one of the first meetings she ever attended with her son’s
teaching team:
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Assessing & Sharing What Matters

Shifting uncomfortably, I sat in my son’s individualized education plan meeting trying hard to conquer
fatigue. I was near tears and trying desperately to project an appearance of strength. My very first question
was, “What are Darius’ strengths?” In complete silence sat the principal, the psychologist, the speech
therapist and her assistant, along with Darius’ teacher, the case worker and the occupational therapist. My
7-year-old son had been in their presence six hours a day for a little over a month and none of them was
able to think of anything good to say about him. Their obvious displeasure showed on their faces. (p. 61)*

It is painful to read this account and consider that so many families can relate both to the feelings
and the moment of resistance that this mother describes. Families should not have to advocate in this way.

Reading Heard’s story reminded me of my first teaching job. Before school began, I was told I would be working
with a student named Jay. Then I was given dozens of files to review. I marveled at the stacks of reports,
evaluations, observations, clinical assessments, work samples, and test results. I couldn’t believe a child so small
could have so many “credentials.” As I reviewed the files I moved from feeling stunned to overwhelmed to
terrified. Jay’s paperwork was filled with information about his inability to be a student or a learner. The
documents detailed his challenging behaviors, skill deficits, and communication problems. I was devastated to
read so much about this individual yet find so little about his abilities, gifts, and strengths. Jay ended up having a
great year at our school. In truth, it took a lot of brainstorming, home-school collaboration, and planning to get
through the first few weeks but Jay made steady progress, and he began to succeed and then to thrive. No
matter how much progress he made, however, I was never able to get the words from his file out of my mind,
and I hoped it was not negatively impacting my support and perceptions of my young student.

As these stories illustrate, the way that we talk, think, and write about our
students can impact work in the classroom and beyond. In addition, our
understandings of learners (and the ways in which we communicate about
those understandings) can serve to strengthen or damage our
relationships with families.

For these reasons, I began using a simple document called Strengths &
Strategies Pages when I planned with teachers, families, and students.
This document (co-developed with my colleague, Michele Dimon-
Borowski) can help educators focus on the abilities and strengths of
learners instead of only on their difficulties and areas of need.

*Webster-Heard, S. (2008). God’s special child. In The Healing Project (Ed.), Voices of autism: The healing
companion (pp. 121–124). LaChance Publishing.
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What is “Strengths & Strategies”?

Strengths and Strategies is an assessment of sorts, but a unique one in that it focuses on
strengths instead of on struggles. Strengths & Strategies Pages are lists that provide positive
and useful information about a learner. One list contains a student’s strengths, interests,
gifts, and talents. The other list answers the question “What works for this student?” This list
should contain strategies for motivating, teaching, supporting, encouraging, and connecting
with the learner.

We created this informal assessment to help teams who have seemingly “tried everything” to respond to a
behavior challenge, create a positive inclusive experience, or support a successful transition. We wanted those
teams to have a reservoir of resources that could be repeatedly reviewed and considered in the development of
both behavior and learning supports.

Who Completes This Tool?

The tool is intended to be completed by a collaborative team, not by a single
professional or family member. Your team might include family members, a school
leader, a previous teacher, a therapist, and, potentially, the student. As you form
your team, it may be especially helpful to include those who have experienced
some type of success with the learner you are discussing (e.g., a recess monitor who
shares the student’s interest in soccer, an art teacher who mentors the student). 

Once the team is assembled, they create two lists. One list is dedicated to a student’s strengths, interests, gifts,
and talents. The other answers the question, “What works for this student?” and features strategies for
motivating, supporting, encouraging, helping, teaching, and connecting with the learner. Try to get at least 20
items on each list. If the student’s situation is particularly challenging (e.g., an inclusive placement is being
threatened, the learner is experiencing behavior that is dangerous), expand the exercise; look for 30, 40, or 50
strengths and 30, 40, or 50 strategies. 

This process is designed to bring the knowledge of individuals to the group. A paraprofessional may have a few
unique ideas for motivating the student that no other adult in the school has tried and a caregiver may know
about interests and gifts that have never been shared with the school or classroom teacher. The other purpose
of this exercise is synergy. When group members hear the strengths and strategies being shared by others,
creative new ideas are often the result. For this reason, I always recommend that this process is completed by a
team sitting down together; it is significantly less effective if the assessment is posted or shared with the group
(e.g., on a Google doc) and team members individually add items throughout a day, week, or month. 
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We Are Ready! How Do We Get Started?

At first, this process is quick and easy. Typically, the most obvious and observable ideas (e.g., a student’s special
interests, an individual’s academic talents) are shared first. The most helpful items on the list, however, often
come after the participants have generated ten or more strengths or strategies and are listening to and
responding to the offerings from others at the table or meeting. For instance, a student, Davonte, who had
previously been described as loud, hyper, and “sometimes silly” was described during this process as joyful and
as the “life of the party” by a therapist. A teacher hearing that description said, “I would not have thought to use
that type of description as it’s not usually something you hear in a student meeting, but it is absolutely true. He
is the “life of the party” and I’ll add that he is one who likes to bring people to the “party” in that he loves for
others to join the fun, laugh, or enjoy a moment.” A few moments later this teacher smiled and said, “I really like
seeing Davonte like this. All these things we are saying are both true and helpful.” The conversation continued
with others chiming in with similar strengths and related strategies (e.g., make learning social when possible).

When Do I Use “Strengths & Strategies”?

While this tool is not complex and does not always provide a team with new information, it can help educators
organize the information they have and understand it in a new way. The focus on positive language and abilities
can prompt educators to think and talk about students using a generous and optimistic lens. From a practical
perspective, it can help teachers make changes in planning and in their daily practice.

Strengths & Strategies Pages can be used anytime for any purpose. They can be a “warm up” for IEP
development or a jumping off point for creating a behavior plan. Once all the information is recorded and
discussed, it can be referenced (and updated) throughout the year. For instance, you might reference this tool
when

One of the smartest uses of the assessment is as an inspiration for problem solving. Once it’s created, it can be
reviewed when a student is struggling. Team members can then consider, “Are we honoring these strengths and
abilities right now? Can we improve on this?” They can also examine strategies and look for ideas that have not
yet been implemented. See below for Strengths & Strategies Pages that have been completed for a student in
middle school and for worksheets that can be used to create your own pages.

Some teams prefer to create two separate lists during this exercise. Other educators I have supported like to
link these two lists. So, they generate the list of strengths first and then consider strategies that might be
generated for each.

designing or redesigning a student’s schedule
or daily routine;
planning curriculum and instruction;
brainstorming accommodations;
creating curricular adaptions;

developing student goals and objectives;
designing supports for challenging situations;
preparing for a transition;
meeting with families; and
teaching a student about self-determination.

Permission is granted for non-commercial use of this article. Please contact me before reprinting for a large
group or sharing in a newsletter or other publication (contact@inclusionrules.com).



loves basketball (e.g., playing, watching games, watching videos)

knows a lot about basketball

favorite team is the Milwaukee Bucks

has a basketball card collection

enthusiastic student in PE; has loved basketball, badminton, etc.

wants to be with peers/classmates

favorite part of the year was the talent show

enjoys being with his new lunch table group

likes humor, jokes, pranks, laughter, games, and tricks

likes other people to have fun and will ask “Are you happy?”

eats lunch without support

is very neat and tidy

keeps materials very organized

likes to help other people create organized spaces (e.g., teachers)

likes to have classroom or school jobs (e.g., making announcements)

is independent on the bus, in the bathroom & in hallways

will advocate for his independence (e.g., “I don’t need help now”)

has a strong self-concept

knows his strengths & helped to make this list

has led two IEP meetings with support

can read/decode at grade level

has an interest in languages and language learning

loves “doing flashcards”

can work independently in the class for 10-15 minutes at a time (w/ adapted work)

uses 3-4 item checklists with great success

interested in AI

has successfully used AI to get support in math (e.g., chat bots)

he loves “turn and talk” and “jigsaw” structures in the classroom

very close to his little sisters

loves to teach others about Ramadan
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Strengths
What are Hasan’s Gifts, Talents, Interests & Abilities?



using basketball as a teaching tool (e.g., use statistics to teach math)

getting him involved in intramural basketball

giving him extra time to play basketball (e.g., before school, lunch) esp. after long breaks

providing authentic encouragement

teaching him affirmations and demonstrating how/when to use them

giving him choices (e.g., “Do you want to do lab notes first or a notebook entry?”)

being calm and soft-spoken in difficult moments

modeling regulation

using an age-appropriate voice tone

using humor and playfulness and appreciating his playfulness

using active learning techniques when possible (e.g., “turn & talk”, cooperative learning)

giving him opportunity to serve as a “co-teacher” on occasion

giving him leadership roles in the classroom (e.g., teaching about Ramadan, having a class job)

providing him time to organize his backpack/locker at day’s end

setting up peer tutoring activities during study hall (e.g., playing flashcard games)

fading adult support throughout the day---especially in art, Spanish, and ELA

bringing peers into the process; if you need to teach or show him new or expected behaviors (e.g., hallway

expectations), have other kids explain it or model it

using video modeling or sharing YouTube videos to learn new skills or routines

making videos as an assessment option or for class projects (e.g., vlogs); he loves to be “on screen”

setting goals with him vs. for him

working with him to collect data for any IEP objectives (when relevant and appropriate)

giving him opportunities to support others with self-determination goals (e.g., letting him make videos of

tips for peers)

offering flexible seating, if possible

providing clear guidelines for new games, tasks, and jobs (e.g., checklists)

listening to music during stressful moments or novel situations

break tasks or assignments down into small “chunks”

having general education teachers provide redirection

writing it down (e.g., reminders, feedback) vs. telling him

engaging in short “check-ins” when he seems frustrated

using visuals (e.g., schedule app, assignment board)
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Strategies
What Works for Hasan?
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’s Strengths, Gifts, Interests, & Talents

Strengths & Strategies Profile
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Effective Strategies that Work for

Strengths & Strategies Profile
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