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What’s Right with Gavin? Examining
Literacy Practices of a Neurodiverse Youth
From an Ethics of Care Perspective
by Kristen L. White
While Gavin ate his dinner, I sat quietly beside him
as he navigated a tablet reading about Super Mario
from the Wikipedia website. Intrigued at his intense
focus, I inquired about his research. He turned my
way and provided a comprehensive historical overview
of Super Mario including the name of the corporation
that created what is referred to as a “platform video
game” as well as its headquarters location in Kyoto,
Japan. Next, he told me that Shigeru Miyamoto
(enunciated perfectly), created Super Mario. At the
time, these facts were unbeknownst to me. Continuing
to engage with Gavin in this lively discussion, I shared
with him my own experiences playing Donkey Kong
growing up in the 1980s. Once finished with dinner
and impressed with my gaming history, he invited me
upstairs to watch him play Super Mario on a multimodal device. I watched him play and then asked if
I could join him; he welcomed my participation and
patiently provided step-by-step instruction. Together
we played several rounds of Super Mario (he praised
our teamwork).
Later that evening when our time ended, I left for
home intently focused on conducting my own research
about Nintendo and Super Mario, including the
pronunciation of words I had not heard before this
evening. Although Gavin was inquisitive, in retrospect
I realized that I am surrounded by and participate
in contexts and cultures focused on what neurodiverse
youth like Gavin cannot do; thus, I was convinced
that it was unlikely he read and comprehended the
information about gaming accurately. I learned that I
had false assumptions about his reading abilities based
on conceptions of what he could and could not do that
were shaped by the language that describes the threefold labels he bears. Do you know any neurodiverse
students who, like Gavin, are vivacious and curious
and, with the right support, fully capable of decoding
and comprehending texts that are of interest to them?
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In this project, by learning with and alongside a student who has a specific learning disability and a neuro-atypical mental health makeup (Smagorinsky, 2011,
2014), I closely examined how Gavin (all names are
pseudonyms) practiced everyday literacies in his everyday life outside school. Commonly, noneducational
and educational settings characterize and treat “atypical
mental health conditions” as “disorders” (Smagorinsky,
2011, p. 1702). On the other hand, neuro-atypical is
an alternative word choice that refers “to people who
have uncommon makeups in a manner that is less
judgmental than mentally ill, mentally disordered,
socially deficient, ... and other deficit-oriented terms”
(Smagorinsky, 2014, p. 16). I saw Gavin’s neurological
makeup in a setting that privileged literacy practices
that both made him knowledgeable and developed his
potential. In contrast to studying what Gavin cannot
do, and thus adhering to a deficit-oriented mindset
(Dudley-Marling, 2007; Gorski, 2011; Smagorinsky, 2014), I sought to illuminate what he can do to
challenge and counteract the all too common cultural
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practice of examining what’s not right with neurodiverse youth. Seeking data across the contexts of home
and play purposefully supports the notion that literacy
is a social practice rooted in social, historical, cultural, and political contexts of use (Larson & Marsh,
2015). Thus, Gavin’s home allowed me to see him as a
neurodiverse youth engaging in literacy practices in a
culturally and socially supportive context.
There is a paucity of research that has investigated the
diversity of literacy practices of emerging adolescent
students ascribed a variety of terms for “kinds of disabilities” (McDermott & Varenne, 1995) that includes
autism spectrum disorder (ASD)1, dyslexia, and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). According
to the National Institute of Mental Health, autism
spectrum disorder is defined as persistent deficits in
social communication and social interaction in multiple
contexts (n.d.). Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder is characterized as difficulty with staying focused
and paying attention as well as with controlling one’s
behavior (National Institute of Mental Health, n.d.). It
is sometimes accompanied by hyperactivity. The International Dyslexia Association (IDA) and the National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development
(NICHD), define dyslexia as:
A specific learning disability that is neurobiological
in origin. It is characterized by difficulties with
accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by
poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of language that is often unexpected
in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary
consequences may include problems in reading
comprehension and reduced reading experience
that can impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge. (Definition of Dyslexia, n.d.)
The focus of these definitions is on what children
cannot do; however, a neurodiversity paradigm is
centered on reconstructing contexts that fully support,
include, and appreciate the full range of neurological

conditions. For the purposes of this study, I was interested in what this student could do around literacy and
not on the labels that have been used to define him.
I have concerns about the definitions and labels that
society and U.S. schools use to define physical and
cognitive characteristics of individual children, youth,
and adults. I provide these definitions to illuminate the
problematic discourse that shapes the ways in which
neurodiverse humans may be viewed and as a rationale
to advocate a radical change in the language that is
used to increase the inclusion of more students. This
change or shift is referred to as a neurodiversity paradigm. The neurodiversity paradigm, according to Walker
(2013), is articulated by three basic principles: 1. The
diversity of brains and minds is “a natural, healthy,
and valuable form of human diversity.” 2. A “normal”
human mind is a social construction and does not
exist. 3. When the dynamics of social power relations
embrace neurodiversity, it acts as a source of creative
potential (p. 3). Consciously using words like “neurodiverse” instead of “autism spectrum disorder” moves
away from conceiving of some individuals as having a
“disorder” or “illness.”
Similarly, I used an ethics of care (Noddings, 1995,
1999, 2013) stance because I am concerned that youth
who fall “outside the diagnostic mental health norm”
are in jeopardy of being perceived as “in deficit” (Smagorinsky, 2014, p. 15) both within and outside institutional settings. An ethic of caring claims that “there
is a form of caring natural and accessible to all human
beings” (Noddings, 2013, pp. 27-28). With the ethic of
care for neurodiverse students in society and school, the
following questions guided this single-case-study design
(Dyson & Genishi, 2005) using ethnographic methods
(Britzman, 2000):
Research Question 1: How did experiences at home
support the literacy practices of a student who has been
formally diagnosed with ASD, dyslexia, and ADHD?
Research Question 2: In what ways, if any, did his
parents search for school-based literacy practices

I do not support these labels or their corresponding definitions. Rather, I contend that the diagnostic and medicalized discourse that permeates schools and society disrespects the whole child.
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in contexts outside the home that situated him as
“knowledgeable?”
In this article, I will first provide a rationale for the
ways in which an ethics of care stance builds on the
belief that all children possess strengths and possibilities
(Noddings, 1995, 1999; Souto-Manning & Martell,
2016) in a context that is supportive of difference;
second, I will describe the research methods used and
findings; and finally, I will offer ideas about how educators might better understand and develop the language
and literacy practices of neurodiverse students in the
classroom. Rozema (2015) asserts that, given the latest
2014 statistic by the Centers for Disease Control that
1 in 68 children is on the autism spectrum, the time to
examine the literacy practices of an “increasingly present but still misunderstood group” (p. 60) is now. In
other words, this paper argues that notions of normalcy
should be (re)considered to provide more inclusivity in
society and classroom spaces for a broader range of the
prevailing human diversity.

Theoretical Framework

Noddings’ (1995) ethics of care argues for a reorganization of the school’s curriculum around themes of care.
In asserting that schools ought to teach themes of care,
Noddings (1995) suggests that to achieve success, all
children must first believe that they are cared for as
well as learn to care for others. I argue that children,
particularly those who are neurodiverse and not properly cared for or included in educational settings, may
perceive their language and literacy practices as inadequate. Being perceived as not “normal” may eventually
lead to a self-fulfilled prophecy and a reduction in
students’ overall educational pursuits and attainments
throughout schooling and life. In fact, Vygotsky’s
(1993) work on defectology referred to a “secondary
disability” that some extranormal2 children develop
(Smagorinsky, 2012, p. 10; emphasis in original). The
secondary disability is produced through the social construction of disability and leads to feelings of inferiority
(Smagorinsky, 2012, 2014; cf. McDermott & Varenne,

1995). Vygotsky (1993) considered the secondary
defect the most damaging for people with physical or
mental difference (Smagorinsky, 2012, 2014). Extranormal people may not perceive themselves as deficient
or “abnormal” until others or the context make such
distinctions clear.
Similarly, Noddings (1995) contends that an educational goal necessary for developing caring, competent,
and loving people “demonstrates respect for the full
range of human talents” (p. 2). The natural variance
among children means that every child has potential
and deserves educators, a curriculum, and a context
that are committed to developing their full capacity
by first understanding who they are, where they come
from, and what matters to them. On the contrary, the
notion that the variance or range of difference amongst
humans creates binaries that some are “normal” while
others are not, is a pervasive medical model paradigm
that shapes “school and societal response to persons”
etched with a “disability” label (Baglieri & Shapiro,
2012, p. 20). Consequently, a desire to make the individual more “normal” persists, instead of examining the
environment or those who inhabit it.
Students like Gavin who qualify for special education
services are a marginalized population, in part because
school psychologists have had to rely on a traditional
medical model to conceptualize and deliver professional
services to identified students, which has promulgated
the medical model paradigm (Sheridan & Gutkin,
2000). For instance, in an interpretive phenomenological analysis of 20 students with Asperger syndrome
(AS), Humphrey and Lewis (2008) documented how
the special education medical model for diagnosis
pursues difference as a route to find a fix, cure, or
remediation. In their qualitative case study, the adolescent participants (e.g., ages 11-17) interpreted their
educational experiences through a desire to “fit in.”
For instance, when discussing his own feelings about
his autism, one student commented, “It’s like I have a
bad brain” (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008, p. 31). Another
remarked, “Sometimes it’s like, ‘make me normal’”

Smagorinsky (2012) uses the more inclusive term “extranormal” to suggest additional possibilities for those possessing a
“sensory or cognitive makeup outside the ‘normal’ range” (p. 2).
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(p. 31). These statements provide evidence that the
students in this study have developed a secondary disability by self-identifying as inferior (Vygotsky, 1993;
Smagorinsky, 2011, 2014). Thus, critical scholars in the
field of special education have begun to question the
pervasive medical model because of its incessant search
for difference that is then most often interpreted as
deficit (Connor, 2013).
What is Literacy and Who is Literate?
Literacy, as defined by Larson and Marsh (2015), is
“the ability to decode, encode, and make meanings
using written texts” (p. 5). In addition, the plural
form “literacies” is used increasingly across educational policy, practice, and research to highlight the
multiple ways meaning is made with digital sources
(Larson & Marsh, 2015). “Literacies” then represents
the multiple contemporary communicative practices
in which children and youth engage with a range
of multimodal texts and artifacts (Larson & Marsh,
2015). According to Kress (2003), new information
and communication technologies continue to change,
therefore, so too does the ability to fully participate
in society (as cited in Larson & Marsh, 2015). Along
with care theory, a more contemporary conception

of literacy allowed me to view Gavin’s literacies in a
context that constructed him as a fully literate and
participating member of society.

Method
Participants
Gavin was a 10-year-old, emergent neurodivergent
adolescent, White male formally diagnosed with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and dyslexia. Notably, in each of these terms, Gavin is pathologized. At
time of the study, he was a fourth-grade student at a
public elementary school. He passionately researched
subjects he became interested in (e.g., Super Mario,
spies, Pink Panther, colonization, maps), spending
time with friends conducting science experiments,
reenacting wars, and watching James Bond movies.
Gavin was affectionate, and during our visits together,
he often took my hand and led me to an activity such
as playing the Wii or spies in his bedroom. Additionally, when I saw Gavin outside his home, he smiled
and initiated communication whether through a highfive, hug, or to report about his latest research project.
Although Gavin was the focal participant, his mother
provided additional information and insights.
Researcher positionality. As a former
teacher, teacher educator, and doctoral
candidate studying curriculum and teacher
education as well as literacy, I do not consider myself to be on the ASD spectrum,
nor have I or any of my immediate family
members been formally diagnosed with a
learning disability. Thus, I recognize that
I do not fully understand the experiences
of youth or their caregivers who bear these
labels. As a public-school teacher for over
10 years, as well as a professional development provider across the U.S. with
a national institute for five years, I too
participated, at times, in the reinscription
of a problematic discourse that pathologizes
neurodiverse students. I came to this project
as a White, middle-class, female; therefore,
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my own experiences working alongside and knowing
autistic children and their caregivers affect my analysis.
Data Sources
Throughout the course of the study, I observed and
interacted with Gavin on four occasions at his home
during the winter and spring of his fourth-grade year.
These occasions lasted between 60 and 120 minutes.
On one of those occasions, Gavin, his reading tutor,
and parents agreed to my observation of a 45-minute
tutoring session for reading. I interviewed and audio
recorded Gavin, his mother, and his reading tutor
separately on three different occasions. The semi-structured interviews (Glesne, 2016) lasted 25-40 minutes.
During the interview with Gavin I focused on his
methods for conducting his own research about things
that interest him as well as how to play Super Mario,
activities he very much enjoys. These focal moments of
activity in an organic context allowed me to examine
Gavin in situations wherein he adopted an “expert”
stance (e.g., when he taught me how to play Super
Mario on the Wii). I also had field notes from my
time with him and personal communications between
his mother and me, which I analyzed to gain insight
into his language and literacy practices outside school.
Additionally, I collected artifacts including pictures.
Together these experiences and artifacts allowed me to
learn about Gavin’s literacy practices in the context of
his home.
Data Analysis
Developing codes. I analyzed the data from this study
in two phases. First in phase one, I read through the
field notes and listened to each interview once, recording initial thoughts and reactions in memos before
transcribing each interview in its entirety (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). In analyzing the data, I reread these
memos regularly as part of the analysis process and
identified patterns and themes. For example, Gavin
shared his knowledge of maps during one of my visits
and showed me several books and websites that he used
to learn about the countries he named. Therefore, his
quest for knowledge became a theme.
Next in phase two of the study guided by my research

12

questions, I used open coding (Emerson, Fretz,
& Shaw, 2011), noting words or phrases, such as
“research” or “knowledge.” These words signaled the
ways that Gavin pursued his many interests at home
using a variety of texts that may not meet dominant
school expectations. These emerging codes were
recorded, and two broad a priori categories for coding
of interviews and field notes, based on Noddings’ethics
of care that caring entails a continual search for competence across the full range of human talents, were
developed (Katz, Noddings, & Strike, 1999).
Code one was quests for knowledge. I coded the data
under this category when it appeared that Gavin
used various literacy practices and texts for a specific
purpose. Next, I returned to Noddings’ ethics of care
and analyzed the coded data again to make sure that
I had considered multimodality (Kress, 2003) and its
application to the wide-ranging literacy practices that
Gavin used to learn about the topics he was interested
in. Multimodality, according to Cope and Kalantzis
(2000), occurs when “written-linguistic modes of
meaning are part and parcel of visual, audio, and spatial
patterns of meaning” (p. 5). Thus, borrowing from
some of the theoretical tenets of New Literacy Studies, I looked for the ways that Gavin engaged in social
practices in everyday interactions across the contexts
of home and play (Larson & Marsh, 2015). In other
words, literacy is inextricably linked to the everyday
social and cultural practices in use and for a specific
purpose (Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street,
1984). By engaging with multimodal and written texts
that were relevant to his interests and purposes, Gavin
made meaning and thus practiced literacy.
Code two was in search of institutional literacy. I coded
the data under this category when it was apparent
that Gavin’s parents looked for ways that he would
be perceived as competent. In contexts and cultures
outside the home, this entailed more traditional and
institutionalized notions of what counts as literacy and
knowledge. I did not pay attention to what Gavin was
not interested in or what literacy practices were not yet
observable. Rather, I analyzed the data for examples of
the ways that Gavin’s interests anchored his developing
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language and literacy practices in everyday life as means
to accomplish goals rooted in social and cultural practices. Noddings (1999) suggests that children need the
“continuing attention of adults who will listen, invite,
guide, and support them” (p. 13). Gavin’s emerging
interests were nurtured by the continuing attention of
his parents—the adults in Gavin’s life who listened,
guided, and supported him as his literacy practices
flourished (Noddings, 1999). Thus, throughout the
analysis, an ethics of care guided my interpretation of
the data.

Findings
My research questions focused on Gavin’s everyday language and literacy practices in an out-of-school context
and the ways that his parents searched for school-based
literacy practices that situated him as knowledgeable.
I present my findings by first describing how an ethics
of care lens allowed me to see how the adults in his
life challenged traditional definitions of language and
literacy practices. In doing so, I foreground the multiple literacies that I observed. Then I describe how an
ethics of care in the context of his home empowered
him intellectually, socially, and emotionally, and thus
mobilized him as “knowledgeable.”
(Re)imagining Context: Language and Literacy
Abounds
In her ethics of care theory Noddings argues, “Caring
implies a continuous search for competence” (1995, p.
2). She suggests that children require ongoing attention
from adults who will not only listen, but nurture their
endeavors (Noddings, 1999). On every occasion, I
observed Gavin’s unlimited access to a home furnished
with sources of literacy—books, magazines, electronic
devices, numerous materials for arts and crafts, toys,
and a range of ingredients for conducting science
experiments, and, most importantly, caregivers entirely
committed to him and the construction of such an
environment. Thus, the context of home was a place of
care that positioned the process of developing Gavin’s
language and literacy practices from one of potential
and ability. In other words, the caregivers in Gavin’s

home recognized and approached his plethora of interests as resources for developing his language and literacy
practices.
During my visits with Gavin in his home, I witnessed
many instances of his quest for knowledge that he was
encouraged to pursue with a vast array of materials. For
instance, when he became interested in a topic, Gavin
independently conducted countless searches (e.g.,
Super Mario, maps) on the Internet using an iPad or
Kindle Fire HD in which he read and acquired as much
information or knowledge as he uncovered. During
an interview that took place while Gavin was playing
Super Mario on the computer, I asked him what he
would want people to know about him as he worked
alongside me, in his own words, as a “research assistant”
for this study.
Researcher: What would you like people to know
about you as my research assistant?
Gavin: That I have a mind of science.
Researcher: Can you tell me more about that?
Gavin: That I could help them with scientific
research.
Researcher: Is that something you would want to
help people with?
Gavin: Yeah, scientific research and technological
advancements.
In this transcript, Gavin identifies as a scientist. He
positions himself as an expert who could help others
engage in research as well as a developer of technology.
Notably, in the context of home, Gavin was not positioned as, nor did he position himself as, someone with
deficits in social communication and social interaction
as the definition of an autistic person on the spectrum
describes. He also comprehended what he read without
a reduction in his reading experience. Contrary to the
definition of dyslexia as a learning disability that can
impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge, Gavin displayed an enormous amount of background knowledge and vocabulary. As I watched him
knowledgeably navigate multiple tablets, his reading
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experience was not visibly reduced. In fact, I saw and
interacted with an enthusiastic youth who could hardly
wait to share his interests with me.
During an interview, I asked Gavin to describe the
book that, with his mother’s help, he selected for an
upcoming book report for school.
Researcher: Would you be willing to tell me a little
about the book that you have here and about your
book report?
Gavin: Candy Bomber.
Researcher: Candy Bomber?
Gavin: It’s about the Berlin airlift.
Researcher: What is that?
Gavin: A lift of air. No (laughing), it was after
World War 2 when the Soviets blockaded Germany
and making them have and wanting them to live
under communism and that was bad so the United
States and Britain delivered stuff and the Candy
Bomber was the one when they dropped candy over
places kind of like leaflets during the war years.
This exchange suggests that Gavin not only comprehended the text that he read for his book report, but he
humorously responded to my inquisition about Candy
Bomber. While I do not know whether he read the
book independently and decoded every word on his
own, I argue that what is important to recognize is that
he comprehended the text and, I believe, made a joke
about the silliness of my question because of the obviousness of the answer. There is no indication from our
conversation that his enjoyment of reading the book
was compromised in any way. A reading experience
with a written text can be undertaken using a variety of
tools (e.g., tablets). Thus, the experience of reading and
comprehending a text only becomes cumbersome when
the context does not recognize the multiple ways in
which meaning can be made, particularly in an ever-increasing digital world (Kress, 2010).
Catherine, Gavin’s mother, mentioned that the tablet
is helpful when he requires assistance with decoding
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a word. Further, he has a keen interest in social studies and, on one occasion, provided me a detailed and
accurate oral history lesson about the changing boundaries that, through colonization, took place throughout
European history over many centuries.
Catherine told Gavin that she pulled a map out for
him to show me. It was a blank map of Europe without names of countries, cities, or capitals. Gavin sat
down on the floor with me. She asked him if he would
tell me the names of the countries. (I was amazed but
not at all surprised) as Gavin pointed to and named
every country on the map of Europe, he further went
on to explain the continent’s history of colonization.
(Field notes, 2/12/15)
This example illustrates Gavin’s ability to read a map
and spatially locate country borders that he easily and
correctly recalled from previous reading. Through
the language practice he pronounced the name of
each country as well as orally conveyed the history he
learned about the colonization across the corresponding
area of the European continent. Gavin engaged me in a
pedagogical moment that positioned him as an expert
of the history of maps, borders, and colonization while
I was the student. From a cultural perspective, this
example turns the cultural order of disability around.
In other words, Gavin is not disabled in his home and
his neuro-atypicality remains in the background. This
socially situated literacy event suggests that Gavin used
his quest for knowledge along with several other skills
to make meaning of a variety of written and multimodal texts despite the neurobiological limits implied
in the definitions that articulated his “disabilities.”
Similarly, in an interview with Catherine, she affirmed
how Gavin’s language was not perceived as “developmentally appropriate” in mainstream society until he
entered a preschool program at the age of two-anda-half that was designed specifically for children with
ASD. She suggested, however, that before entering
the program they [she and Gavin’s father, Douglas]
assumed that Gavin possessed many deficits. While
discussing an environment with a non-traditional view
of language, Catherine noted:
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A child who doesn’t speak, you assume doesn’t
think or do, you don’t know what they’re thinking,
or they don’t know or … So, when he was finally
put into an environment where they recognized
language as all kinds of different things… You’d be
amazed what the kid could do… So, we knew he
knew what a dragon was or a dinosaur.
Catherine’s statement demonstrates relief when they
discovered a setting wherein, although Gavin’s language
practices were different from other children his age, he
was not arbitrarily compared against other children’s
experiences. As Noddings (1995) observes, caring educators provide and plan carefully for the steady growth
of the children with whom they work. The preschool
program Catherine discussed seemed to operate on a
belief that language is “all kinds of things” so as not to
exclude children like Gavin who might otherwise be
conceived of as not having “developmentally appropriate” language or literacy practices. Instead, the preschool
recognized Gavin’s potential, meeting him at that point
and building on. As Catherine stated, “So from early
on, it was interesting. I should’ve always known he
would’ve taken some different path as a learner.”
In Search of School-based Literacy and Knowledge
Across Contexts
Although I have already offered many examples of
Gavin’s literacies in the context of his home, as I
further analyzed the data another theme, a search for
dominant forms of literacy in different contexts as well
as a resistance to them, emerged repeatedly. Whenever
Catherine and I discussed Gavin’s abilities regarding
literacy in a context other than home, such as school,
tensions arose. By this, I mean that Catherine conveyed feelings of pressure and worry as she continually
searched for ways to assist Gavin in meeting school
standards against which he was repeatedly measured
(e.g., Developmental Reading Assessment). I do not
mean to suggest that the school was not caring. On
the contrary, Gavin navigated school literacy expectations and the curricula with the help of a caring and
committed elementary school staff that advocated for
him daily. Care theory, according to Noddings (1999),
argues for a differentiated curriculum that emerges

as schools not only work closely with students, but
also are moved by their unique interests and needs.
However, when Gavin entered kindergarten and a new
school, Catherine, in the following excerpt from an
interview, discussed an experience with a standardized
view of reading comprehension.
In the elementary school Gavin attended, a popular
book at the time was recommended to all incoming
kindergarten caregivers to encourage reading comprehension development in the home. Catherine
described her fears while reading the book as she realized that Gavin’s dual diagnoses of dyslexia and ASD,
might prevent him from demonstrating the reading
comprehension standards and skills expected in the
context of school. She wondered what type of success
he would possibly have with these, in her own words,
perceived “deficits.”
Catherine: I feel pressure from society, from school,
um... I think I told you about that “Seven Steps of
Reading Comprehension” [book] or whatever. And
when you have a kid who has, you know, is somewhere, falling somewhere on the spectrum, a lot of
how you comprehend a book…are their natural
deficits.” (Interview, March 19, 2015)
This example vividly depicts how dominant culture
may inadvertently and unknowingly create a context that marginalizes students who are marked with
learning disabilities. Before Gavin even entered kindergarten, Catherine worried about the ways in which
his own ways of using language and making meaning
would be viewed.
In a different part of the interview, Catherine and I
talked about the pressure she felt with the constant
competition amongst students in school, particularly
because her own son might not do well in that setting.
Catherine: … Everyone wants their kid to do well. And
when you’re surrounded by kids doing well, then you feel
like, you know, that gap. You feel that gap more acutely, I
think.” (Interview, March 19, 2015)
The notion that there is a binary that some kids do
well in school while others do not exemplifies the
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cultural construction of disability. However, Noddings’
(1995) ethics of care argues that caring relations are
marked by “a commitment to receptive attention and
a willingness to respond helpfully to legitimate needs”
(p. 265). A care perspective in the contexts of home
and school recognizes that the context can and should
adapt to students.
In another attempt to search for Gavin’s competency in
more dominant forms of school literacy, Catherine discussed Gavin’s enjoyment of audio books and whether
it counted as “real” reading. Interestingly, in the
following conversation, she raised the question about
who gets to decide if reading a book independently or
listening to it is the same.
Catherine: Well, so we had talked about this weeks and
weeks ago where, did my kid actually read a book if he
listened to a book? And I would have to say, “yes.” Because
why do we read? We read for enjoyment. We read to get a
great story. … And who gets to decide that reading a book
on your own or having it read to you, I mean, who’s deciding? ... And if my kid’s able to take, you know, History
101 at the university level someday, and the best way he
gets that information is through headphones … then so be
it, right? (Interview, March 19, 2015)
In both examples, the pressure from mainstream
culture about what counts as reading and knowledge
is in many ways implicated in the argument about
what counts as “literacy.” Catherine worked endlessly
to ensure that Gavin’s abilities or competencies were
recognized and supported in school. She did so by navigating the IEP process annually from the time Gavin
entered kindergarten.

Discussion and Conclusion
As the title of this study suggests, in this work I identified what’s right with Gavin, a neurodiverse 10-year
old who abounds with literacies and knowledge in the
context of his home. With an ethics of care lens, two
themes surfaced: (re)imagining a context that promotes
language and literacy practices in multiple ways, and
a search for what counts as “literacy” in school and
society. Moreover, Gavin’s parents navigated main-
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stream culture to search for his language and literacy
practices in ways that recognized him as knowledgeable. Although Gavin’s ascribed “disabilities” impact
school and society’s perception of his abilities to decode
printed text (i.e., in the traditional sense that does not
include digital technologies), socially interact, and focus
or control behaviors, at home, his family “responded
helpfully to legitimate needs” (Noddings, 1996, p. 265)
in such ways that he was not (dis)abled. I argue that
with access to digital technologies and multimodal texts
that he was interested in Gavin did decode printed text,
Gavin did communicate, and Gavin did focus on language and literacy practices. He did so through pursuit
of his own interests on multimodal devices; thus, he
shared with me numerous facts about the game Super
Mario and detailed information of its developers as well
as the geography of Japan where it originated. In this
study, I argue that it is the culture in an environment,
what happens outside the cognitive or physical makeup
of a person, that conceives of the way the world should
be and, therefore, has the potential to construct some
individuals in particular contexts as “disabled” (McDermott & Varenne, 1995). Therefore, in the caring
and supportive culture that permeated the context of
Gavin’s home, he engaged in varied literacy practices
that might not have been possible due to accessibility
or that a more formalized environment like school may
not have recognized as literacy (e.g., listening to a book
on a tablet).
I witnessed Gavin’s mother Catherine question whether
listening to a book counts as “really” reading. This
questioning of a multimodal text that Gavin enjoyed,
operated independently, and learned from, exemplifies
the power of the dominant culture’s stringent controls
of identifying what materials count as text. These tight
constrictions reify the deficit perspective of difference
in not only materials such as text (Collins & Blot,
2003), but also in human beings that do not appear as
normative. In the contexts of home and play, Gavin is
perceived as literate and knowledgeable. Next, I close
with what I believe to be an example that illuminates
the power of context and culture.
At the outset of an observation that took place during
Gavin’s tutoring session for reading, he asked why
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“people” were watching. I was surprised by this comment, knowing that the “people” Gavin was referring
to was me because I was the only other person in the
room. Gently, I reminded him of our agreement about
his position as research assistant for this study. Gavin
replied that he (emphasis added) was a researcher and
not an assistant. At the time, his change of mind was
both unexpected and puzzling. Perhaps Gavin recognized that as researcher, I, had mistaken difference as
deficit, creating an uneven distribution of power in
which he had received a lesser position in the study.
During the other visits, Gavin and I established a
routine in which we interacted and played, yet this
occasion was quite different. It is possible that the
combination of tutoring, wherein he had to learn
school literacy, and the gaze of an observer simulated a
context that focused only on what Gavin had not yet
learned, and, thus, he became self-conscious, confused,
or upset. Regretfully, I did not inquire whether Gavin
was bothered with my presence and if so, why. This
finding remains a possible, albeit tentative, question for
further exploration and introspection as a researcher,
particularly in relation to conducting research with
neurodiverse children.
In conclusion, Gavin had it right. He was the principal
investigator in the study and I was the privileged assistant learning alongside him all the while. As Noddings
(1999) declares, “Care cautions us to look at individual children before we recommend a remedy and to
listen to those whose aspirations, interests, talents, and
legitimate values may differ from our own” (p. 15).
A care stance provides schools a perspective in which
the context and practices adjust to better support and
include neurodiverse youth. Yet doing so is no easy task
because of state and federal policy mandates; therefore,
I provide practical steps and resources that may help
readers do what they can to shift conceptions and contexts of “disability” to “ability”, both inside and outside
of school. In this essay, I argued that listening to Gavin
through an ethics of care lens in a context that situated
him as knowledgeable through his language and literacy
practices did not position him as “disabled.” Rather, it
was the culture of the context and the people within
3

who cared for him that saw him as a vibrant, neurodiverse youth, as did I.

Reconstructing Inclusive Spaces
for Neurodiverse Students
•

Establish a partnership early on with the caregivers3/families that is focused on what their child
can do. A statement as simple as, “Tell me about
student X’s strengths and interests.” can quickly
assist in building a respectful and trusting relationship that will benefit the student and convey an
inclusive classroom and school environment.

•

Identify the strengths and interests of neurodiverse
students by communicating directly with them but
on their own terms. For example, in what ways
do they prefer to communicate (perhaps caregivers can offer recommendations)? What do they
enjoy? What are they good at? Seek opportunities
to incorporate their interests into the curriculum
(Armstrong, 2012; Rozema, 2015). Imagine inclusivity instead of isolation. Consider how teachers
might seek information about the genres and
multimodal texts that neurodiverse students regularly engage with. Perhaps an informal interview
with a student and/or caregivers can provide ideas
about genres and multimodal texts not previously
introduced or available in the classroom and school
library. A familiar genre of a neurodiverse student
may reposition them as expert wherein peers can
learn alongside and engage with them in authentic
ways. The Burke Reading Interview, for instance,
can be adapted for use with students of all ages.
Students can respond to questions in oral or written form with the option of a Google Doc https://
support.google.com/docs/answer/87809?hl=en or
creating a YouTube video!

•

Resist the deficit talk that is used to describe neurodiverse students by acknowledging the politics of
language and use it only when it benefits students.
On the one hand, classroom and special education
teachers must understand and use a particular set

“Caregivers” is an inclusive term that recognizes and respects the variation in who cares for children.
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of terms to ensure that some students have access
to services (e.g., speech and language, special education) that are potentially helpful for neurodiverse
students. On the other, they can disrupt its longstanding use and acceptance by introducing more
inclusive vocabulary whenever possible. According
to Armstrong (2012), the following examples of
words are regularly used to describe some students:
disability, disorder, deficit, and dysfunction. Alternatively, there are several other options that can be
used in communications with caregivers/families,
other staff members, and students in the classroom
that honor the whole child. Some examples are:
neurodiverse, neuro-atypical, extranormal, extranormal sensory or cognitive makeup, neurominority
(Smagorinsky 2011, 2014; Walker, 2012).

18

•

Once you have established a relationship with
students and have knowledge of their interests,
provide them with opportunities to pursue these.
The ability to explore a topic in extraordinary
detail is a strength of individuals with an atypical
neurological makeup and can be an asset in the
classroom by positioning students as knowledgeable (Rozema, 2015; Smagorinsky, 2014). This can
be done by incorporating multiple genres, and if
possible technologies, into the classroom for reading, including those that neurodivergent students
may already enjoy in contexts outside of school
(e.g., comic books, manga, Wikipedia, magazines)
and may also be potential teaching tools for all
students (Rozema, 2015). However, remember that
not all students are alike, so what one neurodiverse
student enjoys will surely be different from another.

•

Technology. Research available tablets, Google
Chromebook, and apps that can easily be downloaded for a nominal fee to assist students with
language and literacy in the classroom. For example, Catherine (Gavin’s mother) felt that Read and
Write for Google Chromebook, specifically its
voice recognition software, has been particularly
helpful for Gavin.
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