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Our Mission: to make the world a more 
inclusive world.

Supporting you to recognise a learning 
difficulty and then respond to it.

Improve teaching through an awareness 
of neurodiversity and its impact on 
learning.



A Dr of Psychology’s 
Viewpoint
Dr Sue Wilkinson Cognitive Psychologist - working in 
Psychology, Education & Special Education Needs.

Ensuring that your training programmes and apprenticeship 

schemes are accessible to, and  

inclusive of all individuals is no longer an added bonus, but 

a key necessity.  With a growth of apprenticeships, more 

individuals with additional learning needs will be accessing 

apprenticeship schemes, and to ensure that they succeed, 

they will need support and tailored intervention.

CognAssist is designed to help you to understand these 

learners and to tailor your support and  

training to help them to achieve their potential. CognAssist 

aims to help you to better appreciate  

the different ways in which people learn, and how cognitive 

impairments can impact on a  

learner’s ability to develop key skills needed in the 

workplace, and also in their personal lives.   

People learn differently, there is no right or wrong.  The key 

to supporting individuals with  

additional learning needs is having an awareness of how 

their cognitive system operates, so that  

you can adapt your support accordingly.
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Dr Sue Wilkinson is a Cognitive Psychologist with experience of working within teaching and 
learning in Higher Education, and supporting and advising students with disabilities and 
cognitive impairments.  She has previously worked as a Senior Educational Developer, and 
is currently working as a Lecturer and Subject Leader in Psychology, Education and Special 
Educational Needs.  Dr Sue gained her PhD in Cognitive Psychology 9 years ago from 
Cardiff University.

  
In this booklet, Dr Sue briefly outlines 8 of the cognitive domains associated with thinking & 

learning and provides tailored interventions that can be used to support individuals identified as 
falling within one of these 8 domains. Dr Sue explains why each intervention is appropriate, referring 

when necessary to how the individual’s brain is likely to be responding to certain stimuli. These interventions can be used by 
training assessors to support apprentices who have been identified as having a difficulty within one or more of the cognitive 
domains covered.  



Neuroscience allows us to explore and begin to understand how the human brain functions. The 
knowledge we gain can be applied to help us to understand how people learn and develop, so that 
we can support them to achieve their goals.

The human brain is extremely complex, and everyone is different in terms of their cognitive capabilities and neurological 
make-up. We need neuroscience to understand why and how certain cognitive impairments impact on an individual’s 
ability to learn and progress. The more you recognise and understand cognitive functions, especially what happens 
when an impairment is present, the better you will be able to tailor your teaching and support to ensure appropriate and 
effective learning. 

Throughout this document we have used terms which are unusual outside the field of neuroscience but are necessary to 
help you understand the science behind thinking and learning. A glossary is given below to help the non-Neuroscientist 
readers to get the most from the document.

The Neuroscience of Learning

Verbal
memory

LiteracyNon-verbal
memory

Verbal
reasoning

Visual information
processing speed

       Glossary
Encoding:  This is the first stage of the learning process 
and is when we process incoming information. The brain 
converts the information into something meaningful 
that is stored in the brain and recalled later from either 
short or long term memory (depending on the purpose 
of the information and the extent of the rehearsal - see 
definition below). Information is encoded, i.e. converted, 
visually, acoustically, or semantically (meaning).

Modality:  Learning modalities are ways in which 
learners use their senses to learn information - auditory, 
visual, kineasthetic (movement), and tactile (touch). 
Teaching through different modalities will maintain 
learner interest and account for learner variation in 
learning modality preference.

Overload:  Cognitive overload refers to instances 
when the brain struggles to process high volumes of 
information and complete multiple tasks at once. Our 
working memory can only ‘work with’ a limited amount 
of information at once and we can only expect to be able 
to perform a limited number of tasks at once. When we 
demand too much from our cognitive system, we call this 
overload, and this leads to inefficiency and a breakdown 
in cognitive function.

Pathways:  Neural pathways connect parts of the brain 
together with a collection of neurons (brain cells that 
carry information via electrical and chemical signals). For 

example, a visual pathway refers to neurons that carry 
visual information from the eyes to the brain, and an 
auditory pathway refers to neurons that carry auditory 
information from the ears to the brain.

Recall:  Recall is one of the core processes of memory, 
and refers to the process our brain goes through when we 
need to retrieve information from our long term memory 
(facts, events). When we ‘remember’ something, we are 
‘recalling’ this information from our memories. Recall is 
also referred to as retrieval, and describes the process 
our brain undertakes when we access information we 
have previously learned.

Recognition of Information: This refers to how 
well we recognise information that we have previously 
encountered. Recognition does not require much 
cognitive effort (unlike recall, which requires a much 
deeper level of processing).

Rehearsal: This refers to techniques that a learner uses, 
for example, repeating information over and over again, 
in order to improve their memory of this information. 
The better the rehearsal strategies, the more likely 
it is that this information will be stored in long term 
memory. There are different types of rehearsal strategies 
depending on the purpose of the information (i.e. whether 
it is intended for short or long term memory).

Executive
function

Visual
perception

Numeracy
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Verbal Memory

Verbal recall/verbal memory difficulties lead to slower learning of verbal information, less recall of the learned 
information, and reduced recognition of this information when it is encountered again. Verbal information can be 

information received audibly and also information which is read to oneself (spoken and written).

The retention of information and the retrieval of this information may well be normal, but a deficiency in verbal 
memory tends to be caused by less efficient rehearsal and encoding mechanisms. If the new (verbal) information is 

not encoded correctly, it will cause errors or difficulties in recall.

Due to the fact that the main issue with poor verbal memory is in the acquisition of new information, it can be 
especially important to understand how to address this in a learning environment.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Breaking tasks down

Present information in small ‘chunks’ rather than in long complicated sentences, pause between the delivery of each 
information chunk to allow the individual the time to process and encode the information efficiently.

2. Limit verbal information

Limit the amount of verbal material the individual is expected to deal with at any one time by giving less information overall, or 
using some of the strategies below (e.g. use of keywords, supporting verbal information with visual aids or written text).
Reducing the cognitive load on memory will allow the individual to focus on more efficient encoding of the verbal information. 
Tasks that are longer, harder, or require more complex processing will be more problematic to the individual.

3. Give written directions/instructions or visual cues in addition to 
verbal information

An individual who has difficulties with verbal memory may score highly on visual memory, and therefore presenting 
information in a way that suits the individual would enhance learning.

Allow the individual to look at written bullet points while they are being told verbally what is required of them, or while 
they are being taught about a particular topic. Demonstrating what is being talked about by using visual aids (pictures, 
diagrams and flow charts) is another way of supporting the processing of verbal information.

This will help the individual’s learning because there is less reliance on verbal memory, meaning that they will be able 
to process the information in more than one modality (visual as well as auditory).

4. Repeat information

Rehearsal of information facilitates encoding, so the more repetition the individual is exposed to, the more they 
will efficiently encode new information. This will in turn reduce the impact of their poor verbal memory.

Give the individual information a number of times, but phrase it in a slightly different way, or use different words 
to convey the same message. Repetition of content but with subtle differences will enhance the message and 
give the individual more opportunities to correctly process and encode the information.

Another strategy is to revise or summarise each topic before moving on the next, or ‘testing’ the individual’s 
understanding of the information before progressing.

9
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5. Use keywords or association

This will reduce the amount of verbal information an individual would need to retain at a given time.

Visualisation and association can help make basic mental links between existing concepts which can aid learning.

Often those with poor verbal recall will convert verbal information into visual information to make sense of it. This can be 
supported by using descriptive language to convey concepts and providing the individual with time to process this information 
accordingly before moving to the next piece of information or process.

Using opportunities to redefine verbal information into visual information will allow the individual to process this through their 
nonverbal pathways, which is likely to benefit the learning process.

Rather than repeating large amounts of verbal information, build up a bank of keywords or phrases that the individual 
recognises and that imply further or more detailed knowledge/information. Using direct visualisation techniques or 
substituting words/objects would also work here. For example, the substitute word technique can be used to convert the 
phonetic sound of a word to a more meaningful image in a memorable way.

6. Give the learning materials meaning and make links between items 
of information

Encoding will be more efficient if there are more links.  Also, the more neural networks that exist, the more fluid recall will 
be when prompted.

7. Use categories

Teach the individual new information in categories. Coding acts as a trigger for learners. Linking the new information to 
something that is already familiar will make it easier for the individual to remember. Associate a feeling, place, person, or 
situation to the new information.

This information is then encoded at a deeper level, with this association in place. When the individual needs to recall this 
information, there are more neural networks to activate, which will increase efficiency of recall. This is because the brain can 
learn and remember the new, unfamiliar, information more easily if it is connected to already familiar information.

8. Use routines

Making use of routines can reduce the need for the individual to rely on verbal memory as there is less new information 

needing to be processed.

9. Encourage practice in small bursts

Learning is more effective if done little and often rather than trying to cover too much in one go. This will overload working 
memory capacity.

11
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Non-verbal Memory

A large proportion of communication is conveyed non-verbally, and therefore an individual who has difficulties in this 
area requires support to succeed. They will find it difficult to adapt to new situations, and non-verbal signs/cues (such 

as facial expressions, body language and hand gestures) will be difficult to read.

They may experience poor visual recall (remembering pictures, diagrams, written information and events), and faulty 
spatial perceptions. Individuals may experience difficulties socially, as they may struggle to correctly interpret non-

verbal communication, such as personal space or body language.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Present information verbally and offer additional verbal explanations

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties gathers their information verbally, often by asking questions. Expect them 
to ask many questions and try to answer them using clear and unambiguous language. Most of what they learn is via verbal 
communication, so offering additional verbal explanations will support and enhance the rate of their learning.

They are likely to score highly on verbal intelligence and have an advanced level of verbal vocabulary. This can sometimes 
create the illusion that they are more competent than they actually are.

2. Simplify abstract concepts

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties will translate text and speech very literally as they struggle to make sense of 
abstract concepts or inferences. Metaphors, idioms, slang, sarcasm, and colloquial terminology will pose great challenges and 
will be interpreted literally due to their inability to correctly decipher this type of language. If using this type of language, the 
individual will need additional explanation to ensure they understand.

They may also be unable to read between the lines, so communication must be explicit. If an instruction could potentially be 
misinterpreted, it is useful to pre-empt this by giving the individual a detailed verbal explanation.

Abstract concepts should be broken down and simplified. Start with concrete concepts and images that are easy to understand 
and slowly progress to more abstract concepts.

3. Stick to a routine

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties relies on routine, due to the problems experienced with deciphering 
non-verbal cues. They will struggle to adapt to changes in routine and are unable to ‘wing it’. They are often fearful of 
new information or new situations due to the difficulties associated with accurately interpreting others’ intentions and 
emotions (due to the lack of awareness of non-verbal communication).

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties will rely on consistency, so it is important that they are familiar 
with schedules and situations enabling them to respond accordingly. It is advisable not to surprise them with new 
approaches or situations. Due to the fact that an individual with non-verbal memory difficulties will have issues with 
the internal organisation of ideas and thoughts, they will need extra time to learn how to react to new situations.

Try to follow a regular schedule, and if changes are necessary, introduce these slowly giving the individual plenty of 
notice to allow them adequate time to adapt.

13
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4. Support any requirement to arrange visual information

The ability to arrange materials in a visual-spatial manner will be compromised for an individual with non-verbal memory 
difficulties. Items such as maps or graphs will pose problems for the individual and will need supporting. It is useful to 
accompany these items with clear and concise verbal explanation.

5. Rehearse physical orientation tasks

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties is likely to struggle with visual-spatial orientation, coordination, and the 
concept of direction. If they are required to find their way around a physical space (a lab, a workshop, an office building, etc.) 
they are likely to get lost and struggle to orient themselves. To support this individual, rehearse with them how they should get 
from point A to point B, using verbal markers to help them locate themselves.

6. Revise past information before introducing new topics

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties is likely to struggle when required to apply information and rules they have 
previously learned, to new situations. They are unable to generalise information or concepts in new contexts. This can occur 
even if the new situation is only slightly different to a previously experienced one. 

To support the individual it is helpful to constantly revisit old information or previously encountered situations, and 
make it clear how it differs or how it is similar to the new information or a new situation. It is also useful to indicate where 
generalisations could be made. This should all be done verbally.

To develop their learning further, discussing cause and effect relationships of situations or events with the individual will help 
them to learn how outcomes are related to causes.

7. Number instructions and present them in a sequence

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties cannot visualise themselves carrying out instructions, and so the only way 
they can remember them is to try to memorise each word. When following a string of instructions, most people will visualise 
themselves doing the actions, and then recall this when required to act.

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties cannot do this due to the way their brain is processing the information; 
because they will struggle to retain all the verbal information, they will usually remember a few of the steps, but perhaps in the 
wrong sequence.Numbering them, keeping them as clear and concise as possible, and presenting them a few at a time will help 
the individual to retain the information.

It is also helpful to regularly check with the individual that they are still following the instructions.

8. Encourage questions

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties will ask a lot of repetitive questions, and they may struggle to let go of an 
idea until they feel that they have fully understood. This is due to the fact that this individual learns through verbal information 
rather than through observation or active involvement in an activity.

It is important to the individual’s learning experience that they are constantly engaged in verbal communication so a key 
support mechanism is to encourage the individual to ask questions.

9. Avoid sensory overload

An individual with non-verbal memory difficulties may experience hypersensitivity to sensory stimuli (visual, tactile, auditory 
and olfactory). They will find it difficult to process stimuli to different senses simultaneously (for example visual and auditory) 
because this is a function that is carried out in the right hemisphere of the brain.

Individuals with non-verbal memory difficulties have deficiencies in right hemispheric function. The individual will almost 
always prefer auditory stimuli to any other.

Avoid overloading the individual’s senses by minimising distractions and focussing on one sensory stimulus at a time. This 
individual will not respond well to multimodality teaching (e.g. visual and auditory input simultaneously).

15
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Verbal Reasoning

Verbal reasoning difficulties will impact on an individual’s understanding of what they are reading and what they 
are listening to. When they write and speak, they are demonstrating how much they have understood. So verbal 
reasoning skills are linked to all four skills, and difficulties will be evident through all channels. Verbal reasoning 

requires the individual to make sense of the information they are given (through written or spoken language) and use 
this to enhance their understanding.

Verbal reasoning usually refers to complex cognitive tasks such as the ability to evaluate, analyse or synthesise 
information. They will often struggle to solve problems or form concepts involving new information or procedures, 

make inferences, and generalise ideas. They may give seemingly ‘random’ answers to questions.

An individual with verbal reasoning difficulties may struggle to make predictions, identify similarities and differences 
in objects and situations, recall and explain experiences in sequence, and categorise objects.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Encourage reading for work and pleasure

Encourage the individual to read as much as possible. This will increase their knowledge and vocabulary, which will help them 
when they need to make sense of new information. Any exposure to language will increase their ability to reason.
Many individuals with verbal reasoning difficulties have poor general knowledge, this impacts on their ability to recognise 
information and use existing knowledge to help solve new problems and process new information. Limited vocabulary will also 
negatively impact on their comprehension of new materials.

2. Focus on the detail

An individual with verbal reasoning difficulties may struggle to identify all of the words in a question or problem. They may 
have a tendency to skim read a text, missing vital detail needed for their understanding. Encourage the individual to focus on 
the detail of the document/text and give them plenty of time to absorb the information. Reading a question or problem several 
times will help.

3. Discuss similarities and differences

Individuals with verbal reasoning difficulties will struggle to identify similarities and differences in objects and situations. 
Specifically highlighting where similarities and differences occur will enhance their awareness and knowledge, which will in 
turn aid their learning.

4. Encourage thought around predictions and justifications

An individual with verbal reasoning difficulties will struggle to make accurate predictions or justify certain solutions to 
problems. Ask the individual questions to encourage them to think about what might happen in different circumstances, 
or ask them to explain why they think a certain solution or approach works best. They may struggle to answer these 
questions and therefore need further prompting.

5. Provide support with vocabulary

Give the individual a glossary of terms that are commonly used, and encourage them to learn new vocabulary related 
to their subject area or work.

17
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6. Link new information to prior knowledge

When teaching new information, link this to information previously learned. If the individual can use familiar knowledge when 
trying to make sense of new knowledge, this reduces the amount of new information that needs to be processed. An individual 
with verbal reasoning difficulties will struggle with any new information presented to them in writing or orally.
Activating already existing knowledge by revising or summarising before introducing the new information will support their 
learning.

7. Use semantic mapping

Create maps of words that visually display the meaning based connections between words or phrases, or sets of words or 
concepts. Individuals with verbal reasoning difficulties will struggle to understand the meaning of words they read or hear, and 
displaying these words visually according to the meaning, will support their learning.

8. Repeat information in different ways

Provide alternative explanations and repeat the same information using different vocabulary. This is particularly 
important with questions or instructions, where the misunderstanding of a keyword or phrase could impact on the 
individual’s action as a result.

9. Allow thinking time

It will take an individual with verbal reasoning difficulties more time to process information, so when asking questions it is 
important to allow them sufficient time to think.

10. Use visual aids

Using visual aids to support verbal communication will support the individual by providing cues that are recognisable when 
perhaps certain items of vocabulary are not.
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Literacy

Literacy refers not only to the ability to read and write, but also to the application of these skills in order to carry 
out tasks and understand the world. It also includes being able to view, listen and speak effectively in order to 

communicate with others.

Poor literacy skills in an individual can impact on their quality of life, work skills, success, and life functionality. It is 
not just the ability to read and write, but how these skills are used in order to function as an effective member of 

society.

Literacy can be described as being both task based and skills based. The former focuses on the literacy tasks an 
individual needs to be able to perform, and the latter refers to the knowledge and skills an individual needs in order 
to be able to perform these tasks. These include being able to read and write, and also being able to use information 

to draw conclusions and make inferences from information.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Use readable handouts/worksheets

Think about the layout, font type, and font size that is used on worksheets or handouts. Using clear fonts that are not at an 
angle, size 12 or higher, and 1.5 or double spacing will make it easier for individuals with poor literacy to read.

Numbering paragraphs also helps individuals to separate out the information, and using colour and other visual aids (such as 
pictures or symbols) will also aid comprehension.

Do not put all of the text in capital letters, in italics, or underlined. If something needs emphasising, use bold or colour 
highlighting.

Use bullet points rather than lengthy paragraphs. Make sure the print is lined up to the left margin and be consistent in this 
approach.

2. Support any writing that is required

Individuals with poor literacy will find it difficult to write fluently. Support should be offered whenever they are required to 
complete a writing task. Provide them with checklists, partial sentences that they can complete, useful phrases they can use in 
their writing and a glossary of terms and words they can draw on.

They would also find it useful to have writing templates that have a structure already in place where they can insert 
information. This means that the individual can focus on the quality and content of their ideas, rather than spending too much 
processing time trying to communicate these ideas effectively.

3. Support spelling development

Individuals with poor literacy are likely to have poor spelling. This can be improved by introducing mnemonics (aide 
memoires) to help them to remember. Make learning memorable by using multisensory teaching methods whenever 
possible (e.g. use of a whiteboard, use of physical objects, colour).

Awareness of what constitutes a word and how it needs to be altered in order to change its meaning will also help the 
individual to understand how and why words are spelled in a particular way. Letters are added or removed from the 
root of a word in order to change its meaning. For example, if you take the word ‘easy’, remove the ‘y’ and add the 
letters ‘-ier’ then it becomes ‘easier’, so it changes from an adjective to an adverb. Similarly, you could add ‘-ily’ instead 
to make it ‘easily’. Adding an ‘-s’ creates a plural, adding ‘-ing’ turns the adjective into a verb, etc. If they understand 
the rules behind how a word is formed and therefore why it is spelled in a particular way, they are more likely to 
remember it.

21



8. Repeat verbal instructions

Ask the individual to repeat any verbal instructions given to them. This will help with comprehension and ensure they do not 
misunderstand what they are required to do. An individual with literacy difficulties will need support in processing information, 
and asking them to repeat instructions is a useful way of checking their understanding of the task before they begin.

9. Pause between verbal instructions

If giving a list of verbal instructions or directions, pause between each one to allow the individual to go through the process 
mentally. An individual with literacy difficulties will struggle to remember a string of instructions, but allowing them the time 
to visualise themselves carrying out that step of the task before telling them the next one, will allow them to understand what 
they need to do. This will increase the chances of them remembering each step.
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4. Reading support

An individual with literacy difficulties is likely to struggle to read aloud any written text. This may be instructions, or even notes 
they have made themselves. Give them time to practice reading aloud, and ask them to read aloud any written instructions they 
are given. Reading fluency is linked to confidence, so time spent on improving reading fluency will benefit the individual greatly 
in terms of their overall confidence.

Give the individual time to think before requiring them to respond to any verbal or written instructions or questions. This is 
especially important for written questions, when the individual may need extra time to process and decode the words before 
they can construct their answer.

Encourage the individual to verbalise their understanding of a particular task or topic. This avoids any misunderstandings that 
might occur if they miscomprehend written materials they are given.

5. Encourage the individual to read

The more someone with literacy difficulties reads, the faster they will improve on these skills. Incorporate regular reading and 
comprehension tasks into their study schedule.

6. Avoid distractions

If an individual is asked to copy text from a board, keep this to a minimum or respond in writing to written materials, then it is 
important not to talk to the individual while are trying to complete this task.

Individuals with literacy difficulties will need a greater level of concentration when processing information, as skills that are 
automatic for those without literacy difficulties (such as reading and writing, and making inferences) take extra processing 
power for those with difficulties.

7. Engage in regular discussion to improve vocabulary

Individuals with literacy difficulties are likely to have a limited vocabulary. To increase this, it is helpful to engage in regular 
discussions with the individual about things they have read or seen, or things they have found interesting or useful to their 
work/study. Ask the individual questions about their interests and why they like them. Use this as a basis to introduce new 
vocabulary and encourage the individual to explore new and unfamiliar terms.
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Numeracy

Limited numeracy may present itself as difficulty in measuring, ranking information, understanding ratios or planning 
times and appointments. A significant number of the tasks involved in modern employment require some form of 

number comprehension and can be unduly complex where a numeracy difficulty is present.

In daily life the individual may have problems in calculating or managing time and punctuality, recognising value in 
special offers or comparing two similar products. They may also struggle when estimating a required need given 

specific circumstances or planning ahead in their task.

Individuals with numeracy difficulties may also struggle to identify and analyse patterns, apply logical reasoning 
to operations, and recognise the links between operations. They may struggle with facts about addition or 

multiplication, or the names that are given to certain mathematical operations (e.g. division, square root). They are 
also likely to have difficulties with carrying out procedures for concrete operations, and also may lack a conceptual 

understanding of the operations or principles and how they relate to one another.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Limit the amount of information given

Limit the amount of information that an individual is required to hold in their working memory at any one time. If they are 
required to carry out any calculations with numbers, encourage them to write down each step to ensure that they do not lose 
track of what they are doing. 
 
They will struggle to process numbers and will need more time to interpret what the numbers mean.

2. Put the information into context and use simple language

Linking numbers or mathematical concepts to real situations will help the individual to make sense of the numbers, and they 
will be able to remember the numbers more easily.  
They will also struggle to understand abstract terminology (e.g. multiply, difference) so only use this once they have an 
understanding of the concept. Perhaps use less formal terminology until they have mastered the concept and then introduce 
the formal terminology.

3. Use diaries and schedules

An individual with numeracy difficulties is likely to struggle with time management and planning. Their concept of time is not 
accurate and they may underestimate the length of time a task may take. This will impact on the organisation and planning of 
their working day. Using diaries and schedules with reminders is a useful way to support the individual. Help them to identify 
how long tasks may take, and ensure that they set reminders for any appointments. They may have a tendency to ‘lose track of 
time’ and therefore miss appointments or arrive at an incorrect time.

4. Use a variety of visual and kinaesthetic resources

Individuals with numeracy difficulties will struggle to form mental concepts of numbers or operations. To support this, 
use a variety of visual and/or kinaesthetic resources (objects, images, models, etc.) to facilitate this information. This 
allows the individual to manipulate the resources and solidify the concept in their mind. Drawings and representations 
will also support their learning.
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5. Verbal discussions

Encourage the individual to verbalise the steps of a problem involving numbers and break each component down into smaller 
manageable chunks. Encourage them to talk about what is going on in their mind, and why. This will help them to make sense of 
the numbers and interpret them more accurately.

6. Give clear instructions

Give the individual clear models of how a solution is arrived at (for any problem that involves numbers, sequences, time, order, 
etc.). Then demonstrate how this solution applies to other examples of the problem and give feedback regarding accuracy.

7. Give clues to help recognise patterns

An individual with numeracy difficulties may struggle to identify and predict patterns, which is a vital skill in problem solving. 
Encourage the individual to approach the problem in steps: read or listen to the problem, identify the key information 
necessary to solve the problem, write it down or draw pictures/diagrams, then decide how to solve the problem (e.g. which 
operation), carry out the calculation (whether it is mental arithmetic, or a written problem), then interpret the result in the 
context of the problem.

The individual should ask questions as this will help them to think of their own problems. Using images to interpret the problem 
can also help.

8. Demonstrate practical tasks

Individuals with numeracy difficulties may struggle with direction, position and movement. The concept of left and right, 
and clockwise and anticlockwise may be difficult to master. They may therefore misunderstand instructions based on these 
concepts.

To support the individual, physically demonstrate practical activities, and give them diagrams or images to support their 
understanding.
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Visual Information 
Processing Speed

Visual information processing speed refers to how fast an individual can look at and process non-verbal information 
(e.g. pictures, images, diagrams). They will struggle with simple tasks such as identifying similarities or differences in 

objects.

Slow visual processing can negatively impact on reading speed because letter recognition becomes difficult, and it 
can cause the individual to have a slow writing speed because they struggle with letter formation and word spacing.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Use a guide when reading

An individual with slow visual processing speed will struggle to read at speed, and may even skip lines when reading. This will 
have a negative impact on comprehension and learning. Using rulers and other reading guides will help the individual to avoid 
losing their place when reading.

2. Time management

An individual with visual processing difficulties will struggle to finish tasks in the time allocated. It will take them longer to 
process the information and will therefore need extra time to complete tasks. If forced to rush they will make mistakes that are 
not reflective of their ability, just of their difficulties with processing information at speed.

It will take them longer to formulate sentences and write documents.

3. Pause frequently to allow time for note taking

An individual with slow visual processing will not be able to listen or take notes while someone is speaking to them. The 
cognitive load involved when they are required to process information in more than one modality simultaneously will be too 
great.

Similarly they will struggle to read and take notes simultaneously, for the same reason  
(requirement to process information in more than one modality at any one time).  
Give them time to listen / read, process the information, and then take notes.

4. Providing thinking time

Individuals with slow processing speed will find it difficult to perform relatively simple cognitive tasks automatically. This 
is further impacted when higher levels of concentration are needed.
Give the individual plenty of time to think after they have been given information. They will need extra time to 
understand materials given to them before they can make decisions based on this information.
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5. Highlight salient information or use physical markers

An individual with visual processing difficulties will struggle to recognise even simple visual patterns and will need extra 
time when asked to identify visual objects in a scene. To help speed up this process, highlight salient information in texts or 
documents, or use labels and markers in their environment.

6. Use routines but give extra time for learning

Individuals with slow processing speed will need additional time to learn new routines because it will take them longer to 
process the information necessary to understand and follow those routines. They are able to understand the procedures, but 
they need extra time to learn them.

7. Don’t put them on the spot

Thinking on the spot or responding quickly are not skills that an individual with slow processing speed can develop. The 
additional time they need to process what is happening around them means that they will often miss out due to being too slow 
to respond. 
 
It is also useful to give them advanced warning regarding what you expect from them, and give them plenty of time to 
formulate their responses when asking them questions.

8. Use templates that contain key information

Reducing the amount of information the individual has to process will help with speed efficiency. Use templates that contain 
keywords or phrases so that there is less visual information the individual has to process.

9. Use a number or coding system

An individual with slow visual processing speed will find it difficult to put visual information in order at speed. Using a number 
or coding system (e.g. colour) that the individual is familiar with will help them to process the information more quickly.
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Visual Perception

Visual perception is the ability to recognise, analyse and assign meaning to visual information around us. If an 
individual’s perception of information around them is inaccurate, that person will have issues with spelling, reading, 

maths and comprehension.

Visual perception allows a person to organise information they see and interpret it/give it meaning. Without 
adequate visual perception, tasks like reading are difficult.

Limited visual perception will lead to difficulties learning, including copying from a board, learning to read, giving 
or following directions, visualising past experiences or objects, integrating visual information with other senses to 

enable skills like catching, throwing, riding a bike and demonstrating good hand eye coordination.

Without accurate visual processing, information that is received cannot be integrated with other senses, which then 
distracts from and interferes with the learning process.

When visual perception is accurate, it reinforces learning experiences.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Accompany any visual information with a verbal explanation
Visual perception difficulties can include an inability to remember letters or words, and recognise them when seen for a 
second time (visual memory. This will inevitably cause issues with reading, and so accompanying any written information with 
verbal information will help to reduce the impact this has on a person’s learning.

2. Avoid presenting too much visual information at once

Present information in small chunks where possible and organise these chunks in a logical linear process. Reduce visual clutter 
on documents and in learning environments to avoid visual overload, maintaining good space between different types of 
information, (diagrams and text for instance), or between different chunks of information.

3. Develop checklists that will help the individual with organisation

Break down tasks into smaller processes, and discuss these verbally, pausing between each point to highlight a chunk of work. 
Ask them to check off each component as they move through.

Encourage the individual to start the session by producing a checklist of what will be covered in their session and the 
outcome of each stage, ensure this is in the same order as the session content and that each topic is marked as complete 
once completed.

4. Give verbal cues when teaching something new and encourage 
discussion

Where a visual perception limitation is present there is a risk that information may be learned incorrectly, or indeed, in 
many cases, will hinder the whole learning experience due to misunderstandings of the information as a whole.

When presenting visual information about a new concept/topic, this should be accompanied by verbal cues that 
the individual can use to support their understanding of the information. Verbal cues are keywords or phrases that 
summarise the meaning of the visual material being used, for example if demonstrating a flow chart each section 
should be explained verbally to the individual, or assign a single word to represent each stage of the flow chart.

Discussion around new information is helpful for individuals with poor visual perception as it allows them to process 
the information via the verbal pathway. Frequently asking them to communicate their understanding verbally will 
reinforce learning and comprehension.
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5. Documents and notes: Use larger text (min. size 12) with double line 
spacing and encourage the individual to do the same

Graph paper may help with spacing of letters or provide a framework to separate information.

Spacing text out provides more space around the target object (the words they are reading for example so reduces the 
interference of surrounding irrelevant objects.

Visual perception difficulties can impact on foreground/background differentiation. This means that the individual may 
struggle to focus on a target object, or may not be able to ignore irrelevant images around the target.

6. Information given to the individual should flow from left to right and 
should be clear of irrelevant or superfluous detail

The ‘flow-direction’ of a visual process may impact the individual’s ability to comprehend accurately; flowcharts should read 
from left to right, for example. Mind maps that begin in the centre may be awkward for someone with visual perception 
difficulties to interpret, but can be compensated by managing the flow-direction clock-wise.

If an individual’s visual processing system is overloaded with images this may cause frequent hindrance to an already 
compromised system and act as a further distraction from learning.

7. Encourage the individual to hold information directly in front of them 
and upright, in order to avoid visual distortions

The angle and orientation of images, including text as an image, can cause additional overload when viewed from an unusual 
viewpoint; for instance rotating paper away from you turns a square into a diamond. Viewing information at angles may cause 
the individual to struggle to recognise the form of the image, and impede their ability perceive the information correctly.

8. Provide templates that contain keywords and information

Using recognised keywords that the individual understands accurately throughout presented information will reduce the 
amount of visual information and help support accurate understanding.

Adding verbal explanation and or discussion would further support the learning process.

9. Number the steps of a process you are trying to teach and give clear 
examples regarding what each step refers to

Typically, those with visual perception difficulties have trouble seeing objects in a particular sequential order (referred to 
as visual sequencing). Numbering items in a sequence and giving an example of each step/item will help the individual 
create meaning and increase the chances of them learning the information and recalling it accurately.

10. Use concrete objects or provide templates for any drawing/
charts/ graphs that might be needed

An individual with visual perception difficulties may struggle with spatial relations; this is the ability to recognise where 
objects are positioned in space.

Using concrete objects or puzzles can help to reinforce the idea that small pieces make up the whole and allows the 
individual to focus on the individual components of an object and their relation to the whole.

Being able to appreciate how an object is put together will help the individual to place each component accurately. For 
example, difficulties with spatial relations impacts on reading as the individual may struggle to recognise where one 
word ends and another begins, or where one line ends and the next begins.

Any practical or hands on resource will help the individual to recognise the spatial relations, and improve their 
understanding of an object/concept.
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Executive Function

The central executive is a component of working memory that is involved in most complex cognitive tasks 
(including problem solving, multi-tasking and planning). The central executive is associated with several executive 

processes that organise and coordinate the functioning of the cognitive system.

These processes include focussing attention or concentration, dividing attention between two tasks, and switching 
attention between different tasks. Limitations within the central executive will cause an individual to have 

numerous cognitive difficulties; such as planning and organisation, starting tasks, flexible thinking, prioritising, time 
management and issues with working memory.

Executive function controls what gets done, how it gets done and when it gets done. It controls mental skills that 
allow an individual’s brain to organise information and use that information to inform behaviour or action.

If an individual has a weakness in executive function, they will struggle with any task that involves the above skills. 
It will be difficult for them to make plans, prioritise their work, multi-task, finish tasks on time, analyse information 

and solve problems.

Domain Summary

Appropriate Interventions

1. Use calendars and planners

Since an individual with executive function difficulties is likely to struggle to plan their time and complete tasks on time, it is 
useful to use diaries and planners. Map out with the individual what work they need to do and when they need to do it. Be 
specific and set mini deadlines for each task in addition to a final deadline. This will help the individual keep on track.

Use a number of planners/calendars, which will each reinforce the other. Using electronic calendars with reminders is also a 
very useful strategy, as the individual may not think to consult the planner, and may need a reminder that the calendar exists 
and is necessary to keep them on track with their work.

2. Prioritise tasks

Prioritising workload and tasks will also be difficult for an individual with executive function weakness, so go through what 
they are required to do and discuss the importance of each task with the individual. Once it has been decided as a team which 
tasks are more important, and which tasks can be left to complete later, colour code or number these tasks (depending on 
the individual’s personal preference) in order of highest priority. This should then be consulted regularly by the individual to 
ensure they are working on correct tasks.

3. Make a checklist to help with task initiation

Individuals with executive functioning difficulties will struggle with starting a task. A lot of this is due to a lack of planning and 
prioritising, as without a plan it is difficult to get started with something. This is often misinterpreted as procrastination.

In order to support the individual with getting started on work or tasks, ask them to list the steps that are involved in that 
task. This is the first stage of planning. A checklist of all the steps they need to address also acts as a visual reminder to the 
individual of where they are at and how far they have progressed through the task.

If they tick off the steps as they work through them, it will also help them to get back on track if they get distracted 
along the way (which is quite likely because concentration/attention difficulties are common in an individual with poor 
executive function).
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8.Ask the individual to explain a concept/topic to you

Having to explain or ‘teach’ something to someone requires the individual to make sense of the information and organise it 
in their memory. Asking them to explain what they have been taught will help them to organise the information and make it 
more meaningful, and thus more memorable.

9.Control impulses or distractions through use of fixed routines

An individual scoring low on executive function capabilities is likely to suffer from constant distraction and impulsive 
behaviour. This can be controlled to some degree by using fixed routines. Encourage the individual to have specific times of 
the day for specific tasks and not to deviate from these. Over time, these routines should become habitual for the individual, 
which will help them to manage their time more efficiently in all aspects of their life.

10. Try one new strategy at a time

Do not try all the strategies above all at once. Too many changes to the individual’s routine will cause confusion and 
negatively impact on their learning. This is especially important for individuals who struggle to concentrate and devote 
attention to more than one task at a time. Identify the most helpful strategies for the individual concerned and introduce 
them one at a time.
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4. Assign a time limit for each task

Time management is particularly difficult for an individual with executive function difficulties, and therefore it would be 
helpful if they could be supported by assigning a time frame for each of their tasks. This strategy can be incorporated into the 
above intervention and used alongside the checklist.

Some individuals will benefit from having a timer that will notify them when they need to move on to the next task, or when 
they are approaching the end of the time assigned for that component of the task. This will also increase their awareness of 
time.

5. Master sub-goals before progressing to other goals

Take a graduated approach to building skills and knowledge with the individual. Ensure they have mastered sub goals before 
moving onto harder goals. Increase the complexity of a skill in clear, well defined steps. Due to difficulties with attention and 
concentration, it is likely to take an individual with poor executive function longer than average to grasp concepts and build 
on knowledge.

It is also important to ensure that the individual is stimulated enough for them to want to engage with the work required. If 
they are not challenged enough, they may find it harder than usual to focus their attention on the task in hand. Ensure the 
learning material is at an appropriate level to maintain the individual’s interest.

6.Focus on one task at a time and complete one before starting another

Individuals with poor executive function will struggle to focus on more than one task at a time (multi-tasking). They are not 
able to divide their attention between two tasks, whether those tasks are similar or completely different in nature. Only ask 
the individual to think about one task at a time, otherwise their inability to divide attention will lead to frustration and have a 
negative impact on their learning.

They will also struggle to switch their attention between tasks. To avoid confusion, complete one task before beginning the 
next. Working on more than one task simultaneously will have a detrimental effect on their learning.

7.Use numbers before listing directions/items

An individual with poor executive function will have deficiencies in working memory. Working memory is used when we need 
to manipulate information that is stored in our short term memory. Therefore, following and learning directions requires an 
efficient working memory. To help an individual to follow and learn directions it is helpful to refer to numbers. For example, 
before telling an individual the items you want them to consider, tell them how many items they will be asked to think about; 
i.e. “There are four steps to this process, these are: one…, two..., etc.”.




