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In the Learning Differences Programme, we envision a  

world where students with learning differences are agents 

of their own learning success and are supported by  

educators and environments that expect, embrace and  

respond to diverse learner profiles. 

We support teacher development, student engagement and 

parental understanding to enable students to follow their 

own individual paths to lifelong learning success. We seek 

partners who design and create learning environments that 

are informed by student voices, neuroscience, personalised 

learning best practices and universal design concepts.

Learning Differences
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NOT UPDATED

In 2017, the Learning Differences  
Programme (LDP) continued to  
pursue its longterm goal to serve  
students with a wide range of learning 
profiles to achieve success in public 
schools and during the transition to  
and through college and other  
post-secondary opportunities. 

This year, the LDP welcomed a new  
director, Heather Graham, and a new  
programme officer, Bethiel Girma  
Holton. We said goodbye to Stacy  
Parker-Fisher, who had been with  
LDP since 2009 and Kelli Joyce who  
had served since 2011. The team also 
began three learning processes:  
an evaluation of its grant-making  
to increase the capacity of teachers  
to understand and support students 
with learning differences; the  
development of an Impact  
Measurement Working Group for LDP 
partners; and a racial equity assessment 
and recommendations.

 The LDP strategy is based on a set  
of core beliefs:

1.  Each learner possesses a diverse  
 set of cognitive, social and  
  emotional assets, knowledge, skills,   
interests and preferences. These  
characteristics interact to form unique 
learner profiles that may evolve   
over time.

2.  Students, particularly those with  
 learning differences, can achieve   
 greater academic success when they  
 understand how they learn and use   
 that knowledge to plan for, and   

xx

Reflections
 adapt to, learning environments. 

3.  Educators should be prepared   
 for,  and have the tools to respond   
 to diverse learner profiles in order   
 to better serve students with  
 learning differences in general  
 education environments.

4.  Parents should have the knowledge  
 to understand their child’s unique   
 learner profile and the tools to  
 advocate for him/her.

5.  Education systems should define  
 student success, using accountability  
 frameworks with multiple indicators  
 of academic performance as well  
 as measures of social and emotional  
 wellbeing, persistence and  
 engagement.

We envision a world where students  
with learning differences are agents  
of their own learning success and are  
supported by educators and  
environments that expect, embrace  
and respond to diverse learner profiles.  
We support partners who:

1.  strengthen teacher capacity;

2.  engage students;

3. enhance parents’ knowledge  
 and  support;

4.    personalise learning environments;

5.    build demand for responsive  
        learning environments; and

6.   explore learner profiles.

Through these strategies, we will  
continue our efforts to improve the  
lives of those with learning differences 
globally.

grants were made 
by the Learning 
Differences  
Programme in  
2018, totalling  
USD xxx million. 

Find out more at  

www.oakfnd.org
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Global  
engagement,  
local impacts 

People need to feel like they belong, 
have a purpose, understand and are 
understood. The best learning environ-
ments meet these needs for students 
and teachers, by cultivating self- 
reflection and connection – necessary 
pathways to true learning. However, all 
too often schools can be places where 
students feel they do not belong.
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Metacognition  
is the under-
standing of how 
one learns. It is a 
critical skill  
to have for those 
who learn  
differently.

Lessons from  
a global network 
of teachers: how 
to help students 
understand 
themselves as 
learners 
The Learning Differences Programme 
partnered with Teach For All to host 
the third annual Reaching All Learners 
fellowship, an innovative learning expe-
rience for educators. 

The fellowship took place in Monterrey, 
Mexico in October and brought together 
more than 20 alumni and second-year 
teachers from from Argentina, Australia, 
Bulgaria, Ghana, India, Lebanon, Malay-
sia and the United Kingdom. Five fellows 
from Oak’s partner organisations also 
joined: the Friday Institute, Transcend, 
Compass Academy, YouthBuild Interna-
tional and the Relay Graduate School of 
Education.

Through virtual learning opportunities, 
an in-person convening and the devel-
opment of action research projects, 
the fellows analysed the intersections 
between metacognition, identity and 
learner variability. Metacognition, or 
the understanding of how one learns, is 
a particularly critical skill for students 
who learn differently. Knowing one’s 
own strengths as a learner and which 
areas need support  can be transforma-
tional for students, leading to narrowing 
achievement gaps and building self- 
understanding and agency.

The fellowship also developed educa-
tors’ understanding and skill teaching in 
ways that accept and affirm students’ 
cultural identities, while developing 
critical perspectives that challenge 
inequities in schools. This practice, often 
referred to as culturally-sustaining ped-
agogy, coupled with a focus on knowing 
oneself as a learner, builds student 
self-awareness, engagement and sense 
of belonging in the classroom – neces-
sary precursors to academic success.

Fellows looked at metacognition and 
reaching all learners through the lens of 
the local education context in Mexico. 
Facilitators led them through activities 
to reflect on and interrogate the sim-
ilarities and differences of what they 
observed in Mexican schools, compared 
with schools in their own respective 
countries. Rich discussions deepened 
the learning and helped bring out what 
is common across borders and how stu-
dents everywhere can be supported to 
achieve their potential.

The fellows debated how metacognition 
and culturally-sustaining pedagogy can 
support the development of agency and 
awareness among teachers and students 
in ways that increase the opportunity 
for all learners to reach their personal 
goals. “This fellowship has been really 
thought-provoking for me,” said one 
Oak Fellow. “It has broadened my defi-
nition about what kinds of conditions 
need to be set for deeper learning to  
begin taking place. I also have a renewed 
energy for the way I am approaching 
how we raise this bar at my school.”  

"Our dream is to equip 
all learners with the 

tools they need to thrive 
inside and outside of the 
classroom, allowing them to 
achieve their own vision of 
success later in life."

 
Heather Graham,

Director
Learning Differences Programme

In this year’s Annual Report, we  
highlight two of our partnerships with  
global networks – Teach For All and the  
Inclusive Design Research Center (IDRC) 
at the Ontario College of Art and Design 
(OCAD) University. Their work strength-
ens educational and social-emotional 
outcomes for students who learn  
differently. While the focus of their 
efforts differs, they share a common 
commitment. They work to strengthen 
teachers’ and youths’ skills to design 
school and community engagement 
efforts in ways that are inclusive of all 
learners. Their work promotes authentic 
engagement with academic content, 
personal interests and community 
needs.

"This fellowship  
has broadened my  

definition about what kinds  
of conditions need to be set 
for deeper learning to begin 
taking place."

 
Oak Fellow,

Reaching All Learners

Through these projects and the unique 
ways fellows are sharing their learning 
with their colleagues back home, the  
potential for impact extends far beyond 
20 individual teachers.  With this in mind, 
Teach For All is gearing up for the launch 
of the fourth Reaching All Learners  
cohort. The 2019 fellowship will  
continue to focus on metacognition,  
but this time will bring together teach-
ers who provide professional develop-
ment to other teachers to build their 
skills and competencies. 
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Engaging youth 
who learn  
differently 
through  
social justice
 
Youth with learning differences are  
significantly over-represented among 
vulnerable youth and in social safety 
nets that address homelessness, hunger 
and unemployment. They are far more 
likely to be involved in the criminal  
justice system than their peers who 
do not have learning differences. 
Where there are gaps in human rights 
protection, they are most vulnerable 
to exploitation: for child labour, sex, 
crime and terrorism. When these young 
people are given a chance to tell their 
stories, a common thread is a loss of 
faith in their ability to learn, and in the 
value of education.

Youth movements can provide  
a cathartic and productive outlet for  
the frustration, anger and disappoint-
ment felt by youth with learning  
differences who have disengaged from 
education. These movements can  
channel energies toward productive 
change. They also provide powerful  
opportunities for authentic learning.  
If they are supportive and welcoming 
of youth with learning differences, they 
can provide a pathway out of the vicious 
cycles of marginalisation. However, it  
is all the more important that learning 
opportunities are designed inclusively, 
or, in the words of one young person, 
they can be one more “set-up for  
failure.”

Many youth-led or youth-engaging 
movements around the world provide  
a safe, productive way for youth who 
have left school before earning  
a diploma to contribute to their  
communities. Because youth who have 
dropped out of school are more likely 
to have learning differences than those 
who graduate, it is critical that youth 
movements, such as social justice  
or environmental protection groups,  

are designed in ways that support  
students’ learning differences.

The Inclusive Design Research Centre 
(IDRC) at OCAD University started the 
Social Justice Repair Kit in partnership 
with a network of organisations and 
youth movements across the globe  
to help the youth groups use technology 
tools and design practices to support 
full engagement of  students with  
learning differences. Groups such  
as Taking IT Global, Fundacion Karisma, 
SMARTlab, Tecnologico de Monterrey, 
Fundación Universitaria Tecnológico 
Comfenalco (FUTCO) and dozens  
of youth movements have participated 
in developing, testing and using  
resources in the Repair Kit.

One such group is based in Colombia,  
a country that has experienced decades 
of civil conflict and where it is common 
for violent gangs to prey on and recruit 
vulnerable youth. At the same time, 
Colombian public infrastructure for 
environmental protection is virtually 
non-existent. 

El Guardia Ambiental, also known  
as the “the Guardians of Peace and  
the Environment,” or the Environmental 
Guardians, based in Cartagena,  
Colombia, is a burgeoning youth  
movement that engages youth  
in monitoring and protecting precarious 
natural ecosystems. The Guardians  
provide many opportunities for youth  
to develop and practice important  
portable skills and competencies  
in environmental preservation and  
restoration, as well as skills in sharing  
inspiration and results through persua-
sive speech, art and storytelling.

Juan David López, shared his own self- 
assessment with the Guardians when 
he was invited to join, “I personally told 
them I was the worst of the worst of the 
garbage of this town.” 

The Guardians provide experiences  
for young people such as Mr Lopez, 
which help build their self esteem and 
confidence and re-connect them to the 
community. The sense of belonging  
to the organisation also protects  
vulnerable youth from predatory  
recruitment into violent gangs. Often, 
the programme’s engagement in data 
collection, public speaking, and other 
more academic activities, paves a way 
back for young people to engage in 
productive learning as well. It certainly 
did for Juan David, who reflected on his 
transformation, “Now the garbage has 
become a disciplined commander who 
is respected, valued and admired,” he 
said, “All the people who have been hurt 
by me have seen me change and have 
forgiven me for my mistakes. Thanks 
to the Environmental Guard I am a new 
human being.”

"I personally told 
them I was the worst 

garbage in town."
Juan David López

Participant
Environmental Guard, Colombia

The Guardians reach out to young  
people who have disconnected from 
school and their communities. The 
programme provides pathways back to 
engagement, academic activities and 
self-confidence. One young man,  

"Now the garbage has 
become a disciplined 
commander who  

is respected, valued and  
admired. The people who have 
been hurt by me have seen me 
change and have forgiven me. 
Thanks to the Environmental 
Guard I am a new human  
being."

Juan David López
Participant

Environmental Guard, Colombia

The Social Justice Repair Kit team  
at IDRC  is working with local partners  
in Colombia, including Fundación  
Universitaria Tecnológico Comfenalco, 
to support the Guardians in welcom-
ing and engaging youth with learning 
differences. Ultimately guided by the 
Guardians, the youth themselves and 
local partners; the IDRC is providing 
scaffolds, tools, resources and aware-
ness training to ensure that youth with 
learning differences can participate fully 
in the activities. 

El Guardia  
Ambiental  
is a burgeoning 
movement in  
Colombia that  
engages youth in 
protecting natural 
ecosystems.
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The photographs throughout the LDP  
section of this report have been  
provided by our partners and illustrate  
various teaching practices and learning  
environments.

Branching Minds
USD 500,000 (24 months)
To bring personalised  
learning support to millions  

This is a list of grants approved in 2018.  

For a comprehensive list and full  

descriptions, please visit our website at 

www.oakfnd.org

Grants
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Among the tools and resources that 
have already been integrated is a func-
tion called “Learner Options”, which en-
ables the personalisation of the Guard-
ians’ website to match users’ personal 
needs and preferences, such as text-to-
speech, “simplification” to support focus 
and text spacing. The Guardians have 
also integrated an accessible, personal-
isable learning management system and 
are co-creating applications to analyse 
and understand data in a way that sup-
ports people who may have math  
disabilities or other ways of learning 
that make data analysis difficult.

"Being part of the  
Environmental Guard  
has changed my life, 

because it has allowed me to 
help young people who have 
faced problems, and they have  
gone on to help in their  
communities. 
   Maylin Tapias,

Head of Education
El Guardia Ambiental

These inclusive design aspects are not 
only nice to have, they are critical to full 
engagement by all young people, irre-
spective of their academic experiences 
or success. Young adults who may never 
have seen themselves as good students 
feel a sense of pride in being a part of 

the group and working on social and 
environmental justice. It is not just the 
lives of young people who are shaped 
by the Guardians. Adults partnering with 
the Guardians report being inspired by 
young peoples’ ability to transform their 
lives when given the opportunity.  

Maylin Tapias, head of education and 
director of Ambientarte said, “Being 
part of the Guard has changed my life, 
because it has allowed me to help young 
people who have faced problems, and 
they have gone on to help in their  
communities.”  

The Guardians 
provide  
experiences for 
young people that 
help build their  
self esteem and 
confidence and 
re-connect them to 
the community.


