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Chapter 5: Varieties of Students 

 

“Passion will move men beyond themselves, beyond their shortcomings, beyond their failures.” 

—Joseph Campbell 

 

Chapter 4 explored how to understand students as a whole. However, there are student 

populations that many presenters have concerns about teaching. Some are nervous working with 

students who are differently-abled. Others find that there are “problem students” who leave them 

drained, let down, or worried about if they reached them. In this chapter we will look into not 

only how to work with these populations, but how to use what are perceived as challenges as 

blessings in disguise. 

 

Personalities and Possibilities 

We’ve all had them. The dreaded “trouble students.” The Loudmouth, the Joker, the Know-It-All 

student who knows more than you do about the topic and is dead set to prove it to you and the 

world. I have seen passionate presenters who are teaching from their heart quit over having 

broken a student’s heart with one wrong word, or having faced a room full of blank stares and 

been convinced they “knew they never should have tried to teach.” 

I’ve been there. You are not alone. However, I came to a realization a while back that with some 

breathing, reframing, and quick-footedness, I could turn almost any classroom personality into 

an opportunity for compassion, learning, or growth. Not just for myself, but for my other 

students as well. Instead of going to battle with our students, or thinking of them from the get-go 

as trouble, we have the power to think of them as possibilities.  

It doesn’t work perfectly every time. I’ll warn you of that in advance. Sometimes a personality is 

not a good fit with your educational style, or with the format that you are offering. We do not 

always reach everyone. However, there are other educators out there, and they can try where we 

left off. This is why we need more quality educators, with strong and unique voices—to reach 

different students in different ways. 

Eventually, most of us will run into these personalities. Or you might find that you are one of 

these personalities when you go to classes presented by others. When we become aware of the 

possibilities that may face us (in the classroom or in the mirror), we have the capacity to be more 

prepared.  
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In addition, not all of these issues are cases of problem students or personalities. Some are 

behavioral habits—ones that can be lovingly pointed out after class as to avoid social shaming. 

Not everyone realizes that their behavior is disruptive and holding them back from their own 

higher potential. The person who was the Fidgeter this week, who keeps playing with their 

shoelaces in class, could end up being your favorite writing assistant next week after you ask 

them privately to bring a sketchpad or some knitting to keep their hands busy.  

 

The Silent 

They just keep starting at me. The whole room. I ask a question, and they just blink. What have I 

done wrong? 

Breathe. The silent or non-reactive audience or audience member has many different reasons 

why they may be non-responsive. 

 They don’t understand your slang or the meaning of your question.  

Check your language, try reframing, and try doing so in a different tone. 

 

 They are intimidated or scared.  

Scared of their own failure. Intimidated by someone “like you” asking them a question, 

especially if you are one of their idols. Scared of being wrong in front of a crowd of their 

peers. Asking questions with a small smile may help, or pointing out if there are not 

“wrong answers.” If there are wrong answers, consider general audience solicitation in 

case the student falls into one of the “Underachiever” categories below. 

 

Though not technically intimidated or scared, there are individuals out there with social 

anxiety challenges who may only be saying a small amount of what they want to say, for 

various reasons. Instead of calling on them and putting them on the spot, consider asking 

if they have anything to add to a topic that has already been broached. They may just be 

looking for a “gifted” opening. 

 They are shy in large groups.  

Consider breaking the classroom into smaller units who can discuss the issues and come 

back to the room with ideas that have been collected by each group. 

 

  They are processing. 

Some people who come off as shy are in fact formulating their thoughts. Leaving a few 

seconds for the audience to respond, or asking for additional thoughts about the material 

covered at the end of the presentation can help these students share what they had been 

considering earlier on. 
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 Learning culture 

The local community has a learning culture that is used to the lecture/listen model. If this 

is the case, you actually asking them a question might just baffle them. You’re the expert, 

right? What do they know, they may think. If this is the case, you may need to slowly 

train the room to start speaking up in class. Start with informing the class early on that the 

class is dependent on their involvement, and you really want to hear their thoughts on the 

subject when you ask them for those thoughts. They may also be encouraged to share if 

they are given examples of the types of things to share, or by planting folks in the 

audience who can be the first to respond to questions if needed. 

 

 It’s early/late/after a meal.  

There are certain times of day where we are more likely to encounter the silent treatment. 

If their blood is in their stomach processing food, they may just not be on their top game. 

Or, if they only had two hours of sleep they may see your 9:00 a.m. class on corsets as a 

chance to get in two more hours’ worth of nap. Don’t take it personally. This is not a 

reflection on you. Consider getting their bodies up and moving, then try again. If the 

room is smaller because it is in a time slot that is likely to have fewer students, move the 

chairs in closer to help engage the audience that did show up. 

 

 Interpersonal drama or trauma.  

I once asked folks to share personal stories about their relationships in a class, then 

witnessed a darting of eyes back and forth across the room. Whole segments of the room 

did not want to talk all of a sudden. After class I asked a peer what “that was all about.” 

They pointed out that there was a well-known couple who had recently broken up, and 

they were in the room. No one wanted to hurt their feelings.  

 

We will not always know what the local emotional conflicts are, but if you see the eye 

darting thing, it’s often a good bet that there is some sort of backstory. One choice is, 

with love and mild humor, to call it out. If you do so, be prepared for a potential 

floodgate of emotion or information, and potentially spin-off conversations after class. 

Another is to provide your own examples to the question, and then ask, “Do you have any 

different experiences?” Seeing you open up may lead others to be brave. 

 

 The topic was not a match.  

When you are teaching a “discussion-based” class, make sure you have more discussion 

topics than can fill the time slot, since some topics may get people talking and some may 

not. At the beginning of the presentation, asking the room what they were hoping to learn 

can also help engage The Silent, as they will have an investment in what is being taught. 

Also, be prepared to convert from “discussion” to “lecture” if you have a group that 
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simply won’t be drawn into a discussion.  

 

 They are there for entertainment.  

Sometimes students come not to learn, but to watch, be shocked, offended, titillated, or to 

simply see or hear something new. If you try to actively engage every few minutes, and 

no one bites, know that this might just be “one of those groups.” Put on your best 

performer face, and deliver your information with excellence. Maybe next time they will 

have warmed up to an interactive style. 

 

The Talkers 

Talkers come in many shapes and sizes. Some of them have a lot of information. Some like 

hearing themselves talk. Some are trying to impress someone else in the room. Everyone has 

their own reason. Breathe, assert your control with a calm, cool hand, and consider some of the 

following techniques and options for working with them rather than against them. 

 The Over-Sharer  

“So, yeah, this one time…” and five minutes later they still have not come to the end of 

their story. Or, every time you ask for an example, they say, “Oh my God! That happened 

to me, too!” Every. Time. 

  

The Over-Sharer may be well-intentioned, often very sweet, actually. I have actually had 

hard times shutting down some of this population because, well, they really are well-

intentioned. They may have no other place to share, or perhaps they are just enthusiastic 

and passionate. And I have a soft spot for passion. I realized my challenge came with the 

idea of “shutting them down.” Instead, I created frameworks for them: 

o (Sneaking in between words) “That sounds ____ (intense, beautiful, sexy, 

challenging), thank you for sharing. Does anyone else have thoughts on this 

concept/issue?” 

o Before the next time folks are asked to talk, let them know there is a one minute 

maximum on stories. 

o “You sound really passionate about this—if you could summarize your lessons 

learned from the encounter you are describing, what would they be?” 

 

I have also asked Over-Sharers to not share personal details or names of other characters 

in their stories, a great opportunity to cut in for a good reason: sharing other people’s 

profoundly personal details without their explicit consent is not cool. The whole 

community does not need to know the size of their ex-husband’s penis, the name of their 

former rapist (especially if they never pressed charges and are using this as a platform for 
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libel), or the details of where other people work, go to school, etc. 

 

 The Tangent Specialist 

Some tangent specialists are in the autism spectrum or have some sort of mental construct 

that does not allow them to see that what they are doing is in fact a tangent. Others do not 

understand the notion of time limits, that the class is only 90 minutes and their five 

minute tangent is not appreciated. Some like hearing themselves talk. Some are really 

excited about the tangent and see some sort of connection between the tangent and the 

subject matter.  

o Take a snapshot. This is especially effective if 2-3 students have formed a group 

tangent journey together, especially if it is an issue that is unlikely to resolve in 

the next five minutes. “Okay, I’m taking a snapshot of this discussion, and 

making a note here in my notes that if we have time at the end of the class, we 

will come back to this topic. I wish we could keep discussing _____ (consent, 

civil rights, abortion, religious doctrine, etc.), but we only have 30 minutes to get 

a few more topics in.” 

o Invite them to continue after class. Set up a space where the point can be 

discussed over a meal perhaps. Volatile topics especially don’t go over well on an 

empty stomach, and if there is a concern about civility, public restaurants help 

keep people on their best behavior. Of course, if you want it to go passionate and 

uncivil, private hotel suites, homes, etc. are a great option. Think twice about 

having the conversation in the social area of a conference—folks who were not 

part of your class and thus do not have a framework will be present and perhaps 

get riled up. 

o Dodge. “Great comment, thanks. All right—next.” Sometimes going down that 

path of engagement is just not a good idea. 

o Time limits. If there was a tangent in class already, or if your topic is prone 

towards them, let students know you would prefer if they kept stories down to 

their essential elements and short. 

 

 The Center of Attention 

All eyes must be on them. They are, after all, the center of the known universe. Some 

take on this stance as a way to obscure deep-seated insecurities and personal feelings of 

uselessness. Others are trying to impress their partner, friend, or you. Some are socially 

awkward and don’t know how to interact with others in a meaningful and productive 

way.  

 

There can be a temptation for some other students to “fight” them for the spotlight. 

However, in the case of some Centers of Attention, this is just more fuel for their fire, 

more spotlight shown on them.  
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The Center of Attention comes in a few major forms: 

o The Know-It-All 

o The Joker/Class Clown/Fool 

o The Diva/Peacock 

 

My personal recommendation for these personalities is to create an alliance with them. 

Become the straight-man for The Joker, building comedy gold between you that is 

focused on the education, rather than distracting from it. A quick note slipped to them, or 

a side comment during a break of “work with me” and a wink can go a long way. They 

feel special, helpful, and seen. 

 

Divas and Peacocks can be used as fantastic examples. Ask them for their opinion, and 

have them open up the conversation topic with you following fast on their heels with, 

“Yes, exactly! That is what I am talking about, but I found it fascinating that you alluded 

to ____ (your frailty, fear, sensitivity, trauma) with what you shared. Can anyone else 

talk to me about their (frailty/fear/sensitivity/trauma) around this issue?”  

 

Know-It-Alls are an amazing resource if I use them as a knowledge resource for my 

classes, rather than handing my class over to them. If I know someone is a font of 

information who has a habit of over-sharing that information, I will ask them before class 

starts to please raise their hand if they have information on a topic I am covering. I will 

also let them know that I have a route I am taking with the information, and I may not 

call on them right away if I have not yet hit my “punch line.”  

 

If I do not know the Know-It-All is in the room, I have to act on the fly. I am a fan of 

thanking them for that point of information and going on, or taking that point they shared 

and rolling it into the next thing I wanted to share. If they keep sharing, I let them know, 

sometimes with a bit of sternness and a smile mixed, that I plan on covering a lot in the 

class today and that though their information is valuable, if they could wait until the end 

to share it, it would be appreciated. In fact, it can be helpful to many students to create a 

framework at the start of class to let them know how long class is, and that you will be 

stopping at the end of each segment for questions, or if you take questions/comments 

throughout, or if there will be ten minutes at the end for discussion. 

 

 The Sensitive/Emotional Student 

These easily triggered students often have the same (or similar) issues every week. Every 

story of woe that they share gets worse. The heartbreak bubbles to the surface with even 

discussions about hair care products or our favorite type of food. Sometimes they are 
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emotionally sensitive and prone to concerns like depression, bipolar disorder, or other 

challenges, while others are a sub-category of the Center of Attention.  

 

Your class may be therapeutic, but it is not therapy. Thus, unless your course is 

specifically slated to be a round robin discussion of personal woe and pain, don’t let it go 

there. Even if it does, develop tools for bringing hope and potential by the end of the 

discussion. If the Emotional Student tries to out-suffer each person with escalating 

stories, consider the techniques mentioned for the Tangent Specialist. Offer them a tissue, 

and let them know that if they need to cry for a while they are welcome to, but that the 

class will be continuing forward while they collect themselves. You have a roomful of 

students, and stopping for 45 minutes to hear all their troubles is not what they signed up 

for.  

 

If visiting a region, I recommend talking with your local producers and organizers about 

resources for emotional concerns in your area if you will be discussing volatile topics that 

are likely to produce strong emotions. Not everyone is suited for these conversations, and 

if they are Sensitive, having crisis lines, local therapy programs, or discussion/support 

group information may be helpful for them. I personally advise against allowing 

Sensitive Students the opportunity to hyper-attach as their only support system, lest you 

become part of their tale of woe. I am also a big believer that getting upset at them does 

not help—it feeds that story of suffering as well. Breathe, nod with understanding, 

breathe again, and lovingly move forward. This lets the student know that they have been 

heard. 

 

I encourage you not to say you are “sorry for their woes” or anything similar. This can be 

a fast way to lead into the many directions of rant an emotional student can take the word 

“sorry.”  

 

However, sometimes what we perceive as an Emotional Student is simply someone who 

triggers our own challenges and issues. They are acting as a mirror for our inner 

experience or past life history. Owning if this is the case is important, even if you never 

say anything out loud, as it can affect a student’s learning if their honest concerns and 

stories are being read as being overly sensitive. 

 

The Distracted 

Huh, what? Were we doing something? Sorry, I was checking my Twitter stream. Could you 

repeat that? 
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This population takes a number of forms (such as the Mumbler, the Multi-Tasker, the Fidgeter, 

and in some cases can be read as the Center of Attention), and it is important to understand why 

they might be distracted. 

 They are bored. 

I almost flunked in first grade. Why? Because I was bored out of my skull, having 

attended an advance education pre-school and kindergarten. My mother and my teacher 

sat down and devised a plan. They could not bounce me forward another grade for social 

adjustment reasons, so they gave me more work! I was assigned to the exchange students 

and told that their grades would reflect upon mine, and I was to help them out any way I 

could. 

 

I was ecstatic. Their grades improved, my grades improved.  

 

Consider giving the bored extra homework. During the hands-on exercises they already 

know, have them be your assistants helping other students. This lets them learn new 

things through teaching the skill. We do, after all, learn things by seeing them, hearing 

them, doing them, repeating them, then teaching them. With each level we retain new 

details, find new nuances. 

 

The bored attendee may also transform into the Multi-Tasker. This is the student who is 

logged onto the internet making a blog post while knitting while sharing their story. For 

some students, this is okay. It really isn’t about you. Multi-tasking, giving their hands 

something to do while they listen, actually is helping them focus. For the bored and the 

Multi-Tasker alike, removing their “distractions” can actually be harmful to their 

learning. If you are uncomfortable with their multi-tasking, ask first (before pointing out 

your discomfort) what they are working on. Often times I have found that an attendee 

will tell me at this phase that they are doodling because it helps them listen better. Cool, 

ignore it then (unless it is distracting other students) and move onto larger classroom 

concerns. 

 

 Medical/health reasons 

Attention Deficit Disorder is a real concern for many of our students. Others are on pain 

medication that affects their ability to process information, or are suffering through “fibro 

fog,” the mental cloud that settles over many living with fibromyalgia.  

 

For these individuals, removing outside distractions from the room can be very helpful. 

Teaching spaces with random trains or traffic going by are surefire challenges for these 

students. If they are seated next to someone who is a source of distraction, consider 

offering them a different seat in the room. Don’t play the background music if it has 
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lyrics in it or has emotional associations. Keeping your body facing forward and 

maintaining extra eye contact with these students may be helpful. 

 

I also find that keeping stories thrilling, answers mysterious, and adding a sense of drama 

to my education helps ADD spectrum students. They want to tune in for the reveal, for 

the exciting stuff. Playing attention-boosting games like “Mirror” where one student 

faces the other and mirrors behavior or stories back and forth can help students be more 

in the moment. 

 

With pain and clouding health concerns, providing notes and handouts, during class or 

afterwards, or doing a recap every 30 minutes (or at least once during the class) with the 

key points discussed, can be helpful. If they missed something, they can go back and look 

up the key points. Learning may take more time for them, but they will often appreciate 

the effort if you do it with a smile and don’t make a big deal out of it. Making a big deal 

out of it can transform the Medically Distracted student into the Emotional Student in 

some cases. 

 

Some students in pain, or who have challenges focusing for medical reasons, transform 

into the Center of Attention as a way to deal with their own insecurities. If they hurt 

inside, why not try to laugh on the outside by being the Class Clown or by making 

themselves smile for a few minutes by being the Diva, they think. Work with them, give 

them space to have these needs met if possible, and see above for ways to help them be 

your allies rather than a distraction for other students. 

 

 Head is elsewhere. 

Their mother is in the hospital. They just broke up with their partner of seven years. They 

just watched a really intense movie on the Rwanda genocide. These folks may physically 

be in the room, but their minds and spirits are not there with you. There are a few major 

routes to consider. I prefer doing these quietly on the side of the class, instead of “calling 

out,” in case it is an emotional concern when possible: 

o Hi. (Wait for response.) Where are you right now? 

o You seem distracted, can I help? 

o Would you like to sit out on this exercise? No? Well, I’m going to need your head 

in the game for this exercise. We are doing stuff that has a safety element I need 

to know you are present for. 

 

Instead of asking the single student, I can also do exercises to help focus the whole class. 

These include group breathing or movement, folks pairing up and thus needing to look 

each other in the eyes, or anything with high energy. In other cases, especially when most 

of the room is elsewhere (such as with the death of someone in the community), it can be 
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useful to actually acknowledge the elephant in the room: “There are many of us whose 

hearts and minds right now are not in the room due to our community’s recent loss, and I 

respect that. With that in mind, I ask that we leave space in class today for a few tears to 

fall if they need to, as we move forward with the lesson plan.” 

  

 Other Students are the Distraction. 

Fabulous outfit in the room stealing everyone’s attention from the presentation? Former 

partners sitting across from one another, staring angrily at each other? A front row 

student keeps smacking her gum at high volume? These things happen. Some are doing it 

as a way to be the Center of Attention, causing a chain of events leading to students being 

distracted around them. Consider options such as: 

o Let the fabulous outfit wearer come up, take a spin, and then sit down. All the 

students will now have seen it, and not keep peering over to see it. 

o A chair rearranging game to get the exes to stop staring at each other. 

o Offer a mint or non-chewy gum to the gum smacker. This is often enough of a cue 

to let them know they are loud. If they say no, they are good, then lovingly ask if 

they could then keep their current volume down that it would be great. 

 

 Naturally fidgety. 

There are just some folks who fidget. They are not distracted, they just have physically 

active bodies that just keep going. These folks are highly served by hands-on learning 

opportunities, kinesthetic body exercises, and being granted permission to move around 

as needed. I often encourage these folks to sit near the sides, that way if they need to 

move from their chair, to sitting next to the wall, to standing, to pacing, they are less of a 

distraction for the room. By actively giving them permission at the start of the class, they 

can do what they need to do without disrupting the room or making others feel 

uncomfortable.  

 

If this is not an option, or is a distraction still for other students, I am fond of giving 

assignments of how they can help me or the room. They can keep my water refilled, be 

my writing assistant, pass out handouts or note cards, or distribute props of other sorts to 

the room. However, some fidgeters are just not served in lecture-based education. Thus, 

knowing or being able to research resources of where they can obtain physically-based 

learning on the same topic can be helpful to these attendees. 

 

The Underachievers 

When we set our goals for a presentation, some students do not rise to those goals. The reasons 

vary, but it can sometimes feel like we, the educators, are at fault  
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What, did I just say that? Yes, I did. Sometimes we could do more to help. I certainly have times 

where I feel like I gave up sooner than I “should” have. It wounded my spirit, this feeling of 

failure. That is because our passions are something we are emotionally invested in, and when 

others do not “get” the topic, it can feel like they do not “get” us. 

This is a form of “shoulding” all over ourselves. Just because one student does not understand a 

lecture on your topic does not mean you are a bad presenter, or that your topic does not hold 

value. These kinds of thoughts can creep inside your skin and made you seriously doubt whether 

this calling was supposed to be your calling. Thinking like this can bring us down. Hundreds of 

students who were successful, and one that was not, can still make us feel like this. 

However, I have developed a series of ways to look at this Underachiever population, and really 

see where I can help, and where I cannot. Yup, where I cannot. I cannot do it all for them, I 

cannot force a student to learn, and to think otherwise is a form of madness. I can spoon-feed 

information, I can make it accessible, I can do a lot—but I cannot do it all.  

I was crestfallen at first when I realized this, but then had one of these students come back into 

my life a few years after I first met them. They talked to me after a class, and thanked me for 

teaching them years earlier. They had not been ready to learn back then, they explained, but that 

the seeds I planted did eventually sprout. And now, four years later, they were back, with a new 

attitude and having experienced a lot in their life, to try again. 

I realized I do not always know a student’s story. I don’t know what is happening in their life. As 

a student, this has been driven home by a current year-long course I am taking online. It’s 

amazing material. I’m fascinated. And I am swamped. I have no way to dedicate myself to the 

work in a way that will satisfy my perfectionist streak, and thus have gone silent in the class. I 

am saving each homework assignment, each file, and each email exchange. I am saving them to 

look at it again in a few months. To try when I, the learner, am ready. 

I never know when a message may finally reach a student. 

 The Frustrated or Confused 

“Dude, this is confusing.” “Okay, so left over right, then what?:” “You lost me.” “Gah, 

why do I even try?” 

 

Sometimes the Frustrated are in over their heads. Other times, you are using slang or 

descriptions that do not make sense to them or their life experiences. In the case of tying 

a square (or reef) knot described above, I have done the tie next to them, done it opposite 

them, done it slow, described it in different ways, showed the flow of movement for each 

rope independently… and eventually pointed out that two granny knots on top of one 

another gets the job done. The point of the class was not to learn a square knot. The point 

was to tie the bondage. 
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Thus, step back. What does the student really need to leave class with? Do they need to 

know a specific technique, or have confidence that they can do something at all? Okay, 

so they can’t do this one thing—who cares? When we make a big deal out of it, the 

students have a possibility of apply that big deal to their own egoic inadequacies.  

 

Some Frustrated students are that way due to the setting or circumstances. They may 

respond better to personal relationships, mentorship, or extended learning compared to 

the fast-track learning that often takes place at large conferences or events. What needs 

does this student have? Would a one-on-one or small group setting be more helpful to 

them? This applies for some of The Silent and The Distracted as well. Some students are 

just not easily reached in auditorium seating venues, while others need that degree of 

anonymity to feel safe to explore “on their own.”  

 

 The Just Don’t Get It 

Of course, if a technique truly needs to be mastered, for health, safety, or prerequisite 

reasons to build upon later, we need to dig deeper. 

 

What other skills or talents does this student have that might be creatively applied? In the 

case of one rope student, they could not understand a square knot. I found out they did fly 

fishing. I asked them to show me how they tie lines off. They did so, and I told them with 

glee, “THAT, do that, but with fewer twists!” They looked at me and asked why I had not 

said that in the first place. At least the job got done. 

 

Ask other students to give examples or show how they do it. I have learned some of my 

best techniques from students who showed me, the presenter, a smarter way of doing it. 

 

Offer to show them after class. Forty-nine students do not want to sit around and wait for 

you to have student 50 get it perfect. Reduce the chance for creating feelings of 

resentment by moving the issue out from affecting the other students.  

 

Try another approach. If you were using a metaphor, try an analogy, then try a concrete 

example, then try slang—then move on. Try another learning style as well. If the student 

is a visual learner, and you are doing nothing but talking, they may be feeling equally 

lost. 

 

 The Accident-Prone 

These are the students who may be enthusiastic, but hurt themselves every time they try 

physical exercises. Rationally, it makes no sense how someone would manage to sprain 

their wrist in a drumming class, but these folks do. Some do it because they are the 
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Center of Attention or the Emotional Student, but most of the Accident-Prone who I meet 

have poor physical coordination or poor luck. Choices to address their issues are: 

o Offer less physically intensive options for the exercise. 

o Provide examples of other activities that achieve similar goals. 

o Partner them with someone who has high physical aptitude, patience, and 

compassion who can be their activity buddy. 

o Have a sense of humor and warmth to their experience. They are not hurting 

themselves to make you mad. 

o Have an icepack available. 

 

That last one is only partially a joke. Because sometimes, the Accident-Prone are 

insistent on trying, and trying, and trying. And they get hurt, physically and/or 

emotionally.  

 

 The Unmotivated 

“Whatever.” 

 

This form of energetic sink-hole can be draining, especially for new educators who have 

not built up walls to not take it personally. This population is not to be confused with the 

Bored. The Bored at least want to learn something somewhere in their lives. The 

Unmotivated have no interest in anything. Some are clinically depressed, others are 

burned out. Some have been drained dry by other parts of their lives and have nothing left 

to give towards learning exciting new things—no matter how exciting they are. 

o How does this apply to their life? Give concrete examples. 

o Can you send them home with information? Perhaps finding the handout a few 

months from now after the malaise passes will help get them enthused about the 

topic then. 

o Let others around them have a good time without taking the behavior of the 

Unmotivated personally. It is not about the other students, and those students 

should not feel bad for being into what you are doing. 

o Give them space for their experience. 

o Offer what resources and time you can, but be honest about your own capacity for 

giving when it feels like a vortex is sucking away your energy. 

o Set limits for yourself. Not every student will get it. Breathe, give them time to 

process information at their rate, and make space for them to be their own kind of 

student—stepping in where you can, in fact, assist.  

  

If for some reason your passions and drives do call that you must be their one and only 

teacher on this topic, and it is important that they get it—think outside the box. Examine 

what will actually serve the goal in mind, and look at the whys behind that goal. What do 
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they truly need to understand, and how wide of a range is this thing called “you?” Can 

“you” include online research, field trips, or discussions with others? Can “you” include 

divination, rituals, watching movies, reading fiction books on the topic to get inspired? 

Or are “you” getting in the way of your own student’s success, and it might be time to 

arrange for someone else to step in?  

 

 

The Latecomers 

In an ideal world, I wish late comers would enter quietly, take a seat near the back, 

acknowledge that they missed stuff but ask questions about what they missed after class 

or quietly from an understanding neighbor. They would close doors quietly behind them 

instead of letting the door slam.  

That said, I have seen a number of approaches to Latecomers over the years: 

 Don’t teach the class twice. 

No, seriously. Don’t do it. People paid good money (or time, or energy, or whatnot) to be 

here, and it’s not a fair use of their time. Try not to hit replay on the first thirty minutes of 

the class just because they were running late. 

 

 Speed recap. 

For presenters who want everyone caught up, a speed recap is great about 15-30 minutes 

into class to make sure everyone is on the same page. This also helps ADD and fibro fog 

students make sure they are on the same page. Repetition is also incredibly helpful for 

auditory learners, helping them anchor key concepts in their minds. 

 

 The Blue Man Group approach 

I went to a Blue Man Group performance in Las Vegas. Someone came in late. The 

whole show stopped, they pointed the video camera at the late pair, they made a spectacle 

and show out of it. 

 

 Use your assistant. 

Have the assistant do the speed recap, hand them the handout, whisper what they missed 

to the late student. 

 

 Offer to show folks after class. 

If a late student starts to ask a question that has already been covered, this approach 

loving points out that this information was covered earlier, but you would be happy to 

show them after class if they desire. 
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 Assume the best.  

I had it announced that the class I was doing on sexual realities and practices of 

individuals was a no late entry class so that we could help respect the confidentiality of 

all students in the room. And yet, the door kept opening. It was in the program, in the 

pocket guide, posted on the door, and yet the door kept opening. Five minutes after start 

time, I went out in the hall to ask security to tell people to not enter. 

 

Two minutes later the door opened again, and I snapped. I said, “No late entry, you are 

seven minutes after start time, I am sorry, please leave.” In a huff I smiled flatly at them 

and closed the door on them. 

 

It did not register to me until a minute later that the person was on crutches. 

 

There had been an elevator backup and they had been unable to get up the stairs like 

everyone else. The head of the event told them it would be okay, I would understand, go 

in anyway. And I had closed the door in their face. 

 

I tried to find them at the event but had no success. Over email the next day I apologized 

profusely, and emailed them a copy of all of my notes. I also offered to work with them 

one-on-one. 

 

My frustration was understandable, and yet I had not assumed the best in my students. I 

am thus relearning this lesson and approach. 

 

The Unintended Challenges 

They should be fine, right? These folks are not by definition classic “challenge students,” and yet 

they are personalities that will affect our teaching experience.  

 Your Idol/Teacher 

Stop handing them your class. Seriously. I know you respect and admire them, and they 

influenced your passion for this thing you do, but they are in your audience now. Do not 

hand them your class. Do not point them out beyond in passing and put the spotlight on 

them unless you know they actually enjoy that. They may actually be there to learn from 

their student. 

 

Other people just get nervous in front of their Idol. “OMG, I can’t believe THE Fakir 

Musafar is here, in MY Body Piercing class! The grandfather of the urban primitive 

movement!” Calm down. Breathe. You know your craft. You know what you are 

teaching. You may even want to consider pretending they are not there, or that they are 
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like any other student. 

 

 The Accidental Expert 

Like the Idol, these folks know a lot. However, the difference is that they either are 

stepping up and showing they have knowledge, or other students are pushing to have 

them share what they know. Sometimes Your Teacher becomes The Accidental Expert if 

the whole room swings around and wants to hear what they think of their student’s 

words.  

 

A word to Accidental Experts—give the teachers a chance to do their craft. I am a big fan 

of saying, “That’s a great question, (insert name of teacher) what do you think about that? 

I’m curious about this from your perspective.” Putting the power back in the hands of 

new educators helps build their confidence, and the audience’s confidence in them. 

 

That said, timeframes and rules are your friends. If you don’t know something that the 

Accidental Expert does that could improve the learning experience for the room, and they 

seem comfortable with it, frame the question with rules attached. An example would be, 

“(insert name), could you explain for us in a few sentences what the mechanism is for 

that action within the body?” This lets them know that they are only on the spot for a few 

sentences, and it also makes them an extension of your educational vision and will rather 

than having it seem like you are handing over your authority in the classroom to them. 

 

 The Ringer 

A Ringer, Shill, or Plant is a person that you, the educator, have planted in the audience 

who knows what you want. These are the folks who you ask to answer questions first if 

no one else will, to be a backup volunteer if no one steps up, to be the first person on the 

dance floor as it were. In performances that require audience response, having a few 

Ringers can be useful. They are folks who know the basic script and will be awed at the 

right time, shout responses when they are expected. These are audience members who 

help other audience members have a more streamlined experience, and help you keep the 

ship steered towards your goal. 

 

Ringers are dandy to have—if they can do their job. Unexpected challenges arise when a 

Ringer forgets they were supposed to be a Ringer, or worse, gets so caught up in their 

role that they become the Center of Attention. This can also cause hard feelings if your 

Ringer is always chosen, even above other volunteers and student voices that want to 

participate or be heard. Suddenly the Ringer is now seen as a form of nepotism, and 

neither you nor your Ringer will be as appreciated. 

 

 The Socially Awkward or Dysfunctional 
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These well-meaning folks often do not understand that when the nice person next to them 

politely looked the other way, it did not mean to walk around to the other side and ask to 

partner with them again. If you become aware of Socially Awkward students, consider 

acting as their social interaction system for them. When it comes time to partner up, 

consider acting as an intermediary to ask compassionate, tolerant people with good self-

sustained boundary systems if they are willing to team up with the individual. Consider 

having folks change partners with each exercise. Try out random number-generated 

pairings.  

With all of these Personalities, it is important to keep in mind the difference between audience 

control and audience management or awareness. Controlling our audience can often feel 

dictatorial, hard, unyielding. Management, however, is developing systems for easy flow within 

the system at large. I know people who choose both approaches, and more power to them. 

However, a few audience management tools that I have seen implemented at the beginning of 

classes or exercises include: 

 “My hand goes up, your mouth goes shut. So if you see my hand go up, raise your hand, 

go silent, and wait for the whole class to do the same.” 

 “When you hear the music stop, please return to your seats.” 

 “If the lights switch on and off three times, it is time for our discussion groups to wrap up 

and present our findings to the group.” 

These kinds of systems, or whatever works best for you, can be far more elegant approaches than 

yelling over the din of the audience at full roar to be heard. 

 

Students with Disabilities and Specific Needs 

As presenters, we will have students whose needs may not be what we are used to working 

with—students who are Deaf, blind, or work with mobility devices, for example. Perhaps you 

just found out you have a few differently-abled students in class, and are panicking a bit because 

this is a new experience. Many new presenters  can be a fear that we will mess up horribly, 

offend our students, or simply be unable to reach them. 

The exciting thing that I learned with most “modifications” I have made over the years to work 

with special needs students is that they actually helped most of my students, not just the ones 

who “needed” the modifications! When I stopped mumbling, not only did it help my hard of 

hearing student, but helped the students in the sixth row. Thus, when I come into a space I do not 

loudly declare, “You, special needs student, I can help you.” This only serves to alienate 

populations and make our learners be annoyed at us. Instead I try to make myself open to hearing 

the needs of any student, whether they would be considered special needs or otherwise.  
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Most students will let you know what will help them (a deaf student letting organizers know 3-4 

weeks beforehand that they need an interpreter, for example), but other times I have had students 

simply come up and let me know they are visually impaired. I tend to ask if we will need to 

modify the class in any way to better help them learn. I do not assume I will have to change 

anything—they may just be letting me know. It is also important not to assume that if you have 

worked with a student with Tourette’s Syndrome that you will know how to address all needs of 

all individuals with Tourette’s. No two people, or how they work with whatever special needs 

they have, are the same. 

Here are some of the systems that I and others have used to help maximize the success of my 

differently-abled student. These are just a few ideas, not a complete guide to work with all 

students with all specific needs or disabilities to potentially make their learning experience more 

effective. But really, don’t stress about it. Just read over them and keep them in the back of your 

mind as ways to make your classroom a better environment for everyone. As a note, though, 

remember that different students will refer to themselves in different ways. The below terms are 

ones that I am using for sake of conversation, but may not be the way that your student self-

identifies. In addition, not every specific need group is listed below—be willing to work with 

students to find out what will help them best. 

 

Hard of Hearing (HoH) 

 Face forward. This means not talking to your dry erase board or into your demo model. 

Some of your HoH students may want to see your lips to be able to read them, though lip 

reading is a less-effective tool than, say, having you switch to a microphone to increase 

clarity—while still facing forward. 

 

 Annunciate clearly and avoid “rushed” speaking. This actually helps everyone, but is of 

special concern when working with HoH populations. 

 

 Don’t block your face. Some presenters have a habit of doing this with their hand, their 

water bottle, or their notes. 

 

 Awareness of room echoes. How does your voice sound in the back of the room? Side of 

the room? Center? Would your students be better served with you on a microphone? If 

they have audio devices, might it be useful for you to put their portable microphone 

around your neck while teaching? Consider as well whether their Hearing Assistive 

Technology (HAT) might be patched into your audio system giving them their own feed 

from your microphone. 
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 The room itself is important to keep in mind concerning sounds, not just echoes. Are you 

near a train track? Overhead cooling system on the fritz? These may be difficult for all 

students, but especially Hard of Hearing ones. Try to eliminate background noises. 

 

 Keep the noise down in class. Side conversations, even whispering, can be challenging 

for some Hard of Hearing students. 

 

 CART (Communication Access Real Time) is a modified court reporter system that 

projects onto a laptop or screen, in real time, and may be requested (usually many weeks) 

in advance by some Hard of Hearing students. If this is not an option for students who 

request it, consider providing a transcript, detailed outline post-class, or a video recording 

that can be shared on YouTube or a similar place using Google’s auto-captioning 

software. 

 

Deaf 

 What is their level of need for assistance? This can be an awkward question to ask, but 

when some people say they are deaf, they mean they are hard of hearing, and thus the 

cues above apply. Other people will need an interpreter, or a recording of the class to put 

into their computer software at home later, or may be happy reading lips even if they are 

entirely deaf as long as they are sitting front row center. Many of the listed ideas above 

for Hard of Hearing students may apply to deaf students. 

 

 Don’t take away their hand movement. Deaf populations communicate with their hands. 

Telling a deaf person to sit on their hands, have their hands bound, or in other ways limit 

their hand movement is the same as gagging a speaking individual. 

 

 Work with the ASL translator. American Sign Language (or BSL if working in England) 

is another language, not simply a one-for-one replacement of words for visuals that it is 

often perceived to be. I have learned a lot working with ASL interpreters when it comes 

to clever new ways to explain what I do. I try to talk with the interpreter before class to 

give them a copy of my notes, my plans for the class, and find out where I can best be 

positioned—and best position them. Often deaf clients are best served able to see you, 

your actions, the notes, and the interpreter, visually going between them, so see what will 

work best in the space you have. 

 

 A lot of educators are concerned that translators will distract other students. More often, 

hearing students are actually able to learn new nuances through the translator. It is 

another form of media in the classroom! Visual learners are especially aided by ASL 

translators being present—often intuitive physical representations moving just after you 
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speak a work acts as repetition of information, helping some students anchor information. 

 

 Do not, however, try to “involve” the translator in your class. They are there to translate, 

not to be your demo model or a learning partner for the deaf student. In fact, the 

professional code of conduct makes it highly inappropriate to do such things, especially 

in any adult-themed classes.  

 

 Try to avoid metaphors when expressing sexual material when working with 

translators—students need to be clearly informed that you are talking about fellatio, not 

“an intimate kiss.” This is also useful for English as a Second Language students and 

anyone who just does not “get” euphemisms. 

 

 Work with the Deaf community. If there is one in your area, get ahold of them. In the 

Leather community, there is an entire Deaf Leather community and culture, many of 

whom are more than happy to help you provide your deaf students with the best possible 

quality of education.  Be forewarned, Deaf culture and community has its own 

personality from region to region. 

 

Blind 

 Let them touch stuff. Those working with limited to no vision have often developed a 

form of compensation by learning things through their fingertips. Pass around props, let 

them try them out, let their hands provide them additional information. This is useful for 

all students to develop multisensory wisdom. 

 

 Try their hands on yours. If teaching physical skills, consider offering to have their hands 

follow along atop yours. This lets folks feel exactly what it is that you are doing. But 

please, ask before touching anyone or moving their body, let alone curling up behind 

them and “helping them out.” Some may appreciate it, but others will not, and you can’t 

go wrong with offering before doing. 

 

 Try not to use loud background music. Visually impaired students may be tracking the 

position and movement of other students using the sound of their clothing and footfall 

noises, and taking this away can be frustrating. This includes encouraging students to 

speak one at a time so that students can track conversation. 

 

 If giving out handouts, consider making it electronically available so they can use text to 

voice recognition software later at home. High contrast (i.e. black text on white 

background) .txt, .doc, and .html files are best for most readers, though some software 
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can work with other formats. 

 

 When writing things on boards, say them out loud at the same time to allow students 

without vision to follow along. 

 

 If students have a service animal, find them a space where the animal can be with them 

but not in the way. Outside aisles and at the front of the class may work well, but not 

having the animal in main walkways where late or inattentive students might step on 

them. 

 

 Do not assume what role the service animal has in their life. I have seen a sexuality 

educator stick their foot in their mouth by suggesting that their service animal could bring 

them their safer sex supplies. The student was appalled at the assumption that their 

animal would be with them in the bedroom, as there were some other inferences they read 

into the remark.  

 

 Don’t move their mobility devices. Ever. It may seem sweet to move someone’s cane out 

of the way to “clear space” in the class—but don’t. You may unintentionally be taking 

away their capacity to move freely in the world and have independence. If you need the 

space cleared, politely ask them to move their cane because you need that space open. 

Most students are more than happy to comply. 

 

 If you do move something out of a blind student’s path, quietly let them know that you 

did. They cannot always tell that you opened the door or moved that chair out of the way, 

and they may still be moving based on the information that the object is there. 

 

Visually Impaired 

 Look at the list above for blind students for ideas. 

 

 Put all printed materials (signs, PowerPoint, handouts) on high contrast text with large 

block lighting. How much can any of us read of small white font on light green 

background, anyway? 

 

 Have enough light in the room for all students to be able to read white boards and other 

writing in the classroom. 

 



106 – Presenting Our Passions v4 – © PassionAndSoul.com 

 

 

 

Mute 

 Consider using writing systems for communication. Index cards for asking questions help 

not just mute students, but shy ones as well. 

 

 Ask them what system they would prefer for communication with other students or with 

you. Many mute students come with their own system that works well for them in 

classroom settings. If that system is a translator, see the notes on working with translators 

and deaf students. 

 

Mobility Challenges and Alternate Systems of Mobility 

 Leave large enough aisles for individuals with wheelchairs, crutches, and other assistive 

aids. 

 

 Respect personal space—adaptive technology included. This includes not touching, 

moving, or interacting with students or their technology without their consent. 

 

 Do not assume functionality (or lack thereof) below the waist, or what their sex life may 

look like. 

 

 Get students to brainstorm their own ideas on how they can modify the approaches to the 

work to best serve them, modify positions, or in some cases, how their alternate mobility 

may be a bonus. Almost all exercises and practices can be modified to be done from a 

seated position. However, not everyone wants the practice modified. 

 

 Don’t assume the role of their adaptive technology in their life—some may be cool being 

bound *to* their chairs, others may freak out and be upset. 

 

 Make sure chairs of some sort are available in the room, even if the entire class is 

supposed to be done standing or on the ground. Not everyone has the capacity to be on 

the ground or standing for the length of a class. 

 

 If you do know the names of adaptive technology artists who can work in your field (i.e. 

whips for folks without gripping capacity, gliding sex support frames for paraplegics), 

bring the information with you to class or offer to email that information (and follow 

through) to students who are interested in it. 
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English as Second/Third Language 

 Just because someone does not speak English does not mean they do not know things 

about the topic you are teaching. Do not base knowledge on linguistic capability.  

 

 Ask questions beyond those requiring only a “yes” or “no” response. Some who lack 

fluency may shake their heads, meaning they do not understand, not agreeing or 

disagreeing with you.  

 

 Let students reframe answers in their own words. This is helpful for checking 

comprehension of a topic for students of any language proficiency level. In fact, 

sometimes we as educators have a chance to learn new perspectives (or words to explain) 

a concept. 

 

 Talking louder does not make them understand you better. Really. Enunciation and 

clarity may help, as well as avoidance of euphemisms and slang, but being a loud 

American does not help. 

See the Deaf section concerning working with interpreters. 

 

Cardio and Respiratory Challenges 

 For students with respiratory and cardio challenges, especially asthma, be aware of 

coercion or pressure concerns around participation in breathing and physical exercises. 

More than one individual has pushed their body further than desired due to fear of social 

shaming. 

 

 Check the temperature. Students with circulation issues and low blood pressure may have 

a hard time in cold rooms.  

 

Low Strength/Energy Level 

Every day is different. Whether we are looking at chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, folks 

undergoing chemotherapy, people on high pain killers, a student may have a different number of 

“spoons.” Spoons are slang from the fibromyalgia community for increments of how much 

energy (physical or emotional) they can spend on a given day. And each day has a different 

amount. 

Thus, just because they could do “it” yesterday, does not mean they can today. The reverse is 

also true. Treat each day as a new one. 
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 Do not assume age or outside visual cues reflect internal reality. In general, it is best to 

trust a student on what their capacity is today. Assuming that someone who is in their 20s 

is in peak health or that someone in their 90s has low energy is unfair to both populations. 

 

 Don’t make a big deal about how well or how poorly they are doing today. Both can be 

equally embarrassing for some students. 

 

 Encourage students to take their own breaks as needed, or get up and stretch in the back 

of the room. Thus, wide side aisles or space in the back of the room can be useful. This 

can be helpful for ADD students as well. 

 

 Have pillows available or accessible. For some students, the ability to pad out those 

uncomfortable conference center chairs or sit on the ground for a while is enough to be 

able to keep going. 

 

Size 

 Sturdy chairs without arms. Bar stools, chairs with arms, and folding chairs all have 

challenges for larger students. 

 

 Make sure all frames and props students can get on will hold them safely. Most cheap 

massage tables are only rated for 200 static pounds, and thus are not good choices for 

many of our students, especially if they will be moving around. 

 

 For standing exercised, let students know that they can modify the exercise to suit them if 

desired or needed.. 

 

 Some students of size may have challenges with nudity or being scantily clad in classes 

that are focused on body acceptance, Tantra, or other such classes. This may be for 

emotional or physical reasons, but this is not a rule. In fact, this has nothing to do with 

size, as there are just as many people of all body types who are more comfortable clothed.  

Authentically believing in the beauty of all students and acting accordingly can go a long 

way, as can letting individuals move at their own rate towards disrobing. Let each student 

choose whether to dress or undress. The alternate option is to have all students be nude, 

but if that will be the case, make sure your pre-class advertisings and introduction state 

that clearly so that there are no surprises. 

 

Neurological Non-Normativity 
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 Some of your students may have ticks, body spasms, make random verbal declarations, or 

have modified speech or behavior. There are many causes for this including epilepsy, 

Tourette’s Syndrome, cerebral palsy (CP), and more. These are not impediments upon 

intelligence. It is best to base our behavior as educators for interaction with all students 

on an assumption that students have typical mental capacity in all cases, no matter how 

their voices or behaviors may manifest. 

 

 Most physical ticks only get in the way of other students if you as the presenter make a 

big deal out of them.  

 

 Verbal ticks come on a case by case basis. Some presenters will find a need to see to the 

needs of their overall class if a verbal tick is being distracting. Keep calm, remember that 

a tick is not their choice, and that they are not doing it just to be challenge students. It is 

likely causing them more of a problem than it is for you. 

 

 Remember to talk *with* people, not *at* people. 

 

Mental/Emotional Disorders 

 If someone is upset, we do not know their story. This could be from a lifetime of 

challenge, or a one day occurrence from a really hard experience. 

 

 We do not know how an experience is affecting an individual. Thus, try to avoid 

statements that invalidate their experience such as “This is not that hard.” It may be said 

for support, but can do a disservice. Instead consider reflective statements such as “It 

seems like this is challenging for you” instead if called to comment. 

 

 When possible, give space for folks to feel how they need to feel, take the breaks they 

need to take, etc. without the classroom turning into a therapy session or these needs 

causing an overt distraction to other students. 

 

 Avoid orders on how to behave (i.e., “Go take a break and you’ll feel better.”). Instead 

offer proposals (“Would you like a glass of water”) or open ended questions you can 

actually deliver on (“What would serve you best right now,” as compared to “How can I 

make you feel better?”). 

 

 Ask before touching. 

 

 Do not “force” students to tell their story if they are not called to. 
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 Try not to make a class “about” someone in the room if that was not what the class was 

slated to be about. 

 

 Be aware of topics and stories that are likely to trigger your students, and consider 

warning them in advance (i.e. “The following story is about trauma/rape/incest.”). Stating 

triggering stories in first or third person (I or they) can be less targeting than second 

person (you) storytelling. 

 

 If you are not a therapist, I would discourage you from trying to cure someone of their 

mental and emotional disorders or help them have a “breakthrough” in your one hour 

class that has no support network for it afterwards. 

For depressed students, see the earlier section on The Unmotivated previously in the chapter. For 

mania, anxiety, and more, see ADD below and The Distracted earlier for ideas. That is not in any 

way to say that these are equivalent issues, but that similar approaches can sometimes be helpful.  

 

Attention Deficit Disorders (ADD) 

 Many sources say that the adult attention span is 10-15 minutes long before we need 

something else to do. Some slate this as closer to seven minutes. The attention span for 

folks with ADD is often less. Keep changing up the means of transmitting information 

and levels of student activity and involvement (see Chapters 2 and 3 for ideas). 

 

 How much do you need to cover? Trying to speed-cram four hours of material into a two 

hour class can be very challenging for ADD students to track. 

 

 Do not punish students for taking breaks that they need. Options available after class for 

handouts, notes, transcripts, or discussions of missed material can help students who 

needed to take care of themselves. 

 

 Hand out pens and paper for self-regulation. Something to take notes on can help students 

stay on task, or doodle if they need to multitask. Knitting, crochet, and other crafts can 

also help student focus by keeping their bodies busy while they listen, as can something 

as simple as squeezing a stress ball. Thus, do not take people doing such things as any 

sort of personal statement. Folks get to choose what classes they want to be in as adults, 

and they are likely doing these things because they help them or because they bring them 

pleasure of some sort. 
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 Allow students to use personal media/music players during individual assignments (such 

as journal writing) to help keep themselves focused during these exercises and drown out 

background noise that may distract them. 

Other ideas have already been discussed in the earlier section The Distracted. 

 

Autism spectrum 

 If a student seems shy or not fitting in, avoid the desire to put that student in the spotlight, 

drag them up to be a demo partner, hug them, etc. Instead, consider asking a different 

student to answer a question, then ask the Asperger’s student if they have anything they 

might want to add. 

 

 Use intense fascinations to your advantage. If they are focused on the details of a material 

product, asking them to talk about what they like can be a jumping off point for the group 

to discuss the pros and cons of various materials. 

 

 Many folks in this spectrum find comfort in systems. Thus, being able to hand them any 

systems, rules, checklists, or guidelines you have found helpful for what you are 

teaching, may help them sort and organize the information you are sharing in the rest of 

the class. These sorts of lists can help many other students as well. 

 

Learning Disorders and Disabilities 

 Every single learning disorder and disability has its own points. However, this is fairly 

universal: do not treat students like they are stupid.  

 

Allergies and Sensitivities 

 Scent allergies  

Try your best for a scent-free classroom, and maintain a low-to-no scent level on all body 

products. Also be aware of high allergy food products (such as containers of nuts) whose 

particles can go airborne. If you must use incense, scented oils, etc., ask in advance if 

there are individuals with allergies who will have issues, especially in enclosed spaces. 

 

 Touch allergies 

Point out potential allergy concerns when trying out lubes, lotions, or passing around 

props (i.e. hemp rope used for binding can trigger hay fever or dust allergies). 
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 Touch sensitivity  

Not everyone handles touch well, for a variety of reasons. If an activity requires touch 

and a student does not want to participate, letting them sit out is often best. If your class 

is “participants only,” discussing this with them privately is best instead of putting them 

in the spotlight for their lack of touch participation. 

 

 Sound sensitivity  

Some noises register differently for different individuals. If a student plugs their ears 

during loud music, they may just be trying to regulate the volume. 

 

No matter what someone’s different needs are, it is important to consider what ways I can help 

THIS individual student. Not every Visually Impaired individual has identical needs. In addition, 

balance out the needs of one student with the needs of the whole room. Luckily, many things we 

might do, like face forward when presenting before Hard of Hearing students, actually helps 

everyone! 

Sometimes our students’ needs are invisible. I cannot tell at a glance who has fibromyalgia, 

which students are neurologically non-normative, or which are living with depression. Assuming 

that because someone is young, has no obvious adaptive technology, and seems just fine does not 

mean they may not need you to modify your work to reach them best. If a student asks for 

assistance, take their request seriously. Even if we cannot “see” their need that does not mean it 

is not real. And for some students, it may have taken a lot of bravery to ask to have their needs 

met in the first place—the least we can do is honor their voice. 

The best resource for an individual with specific needs or disabilities is the person themselves. 

People often know what they will need. Make it clear in class (or better yet, in advance) that you 

are open to hear the needs and concerns of all students, and oftentimes students with special 

needs will feel more free to speak up by not being singled out. If you have students with specific 

needs that you do not know how to address and the student does not know or does not feel 

comfortable sharing that information, there are many places to turn for more information. Most 

major cities have Independent Living Centers that can assist in coordinating needs for folks with 

a variety of disabilities. There are also a number of books and resources out there, and many sub-

communities have disability and accessibility groups. 

The main thing to consider is that your job, as a presenter, is to present. Yes, we do this best by 

understanding our students, where they come from, their needs, their personalities, and how to 

help them if they have specific concerns… but we need to present. To get ideas and concepts out 

of our heads and into the heads of others. Empowering our students to manage their own needs, 

as adults, can also help us do that. 
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When we piece together our individual students into an audience, we now have a body who is 

ready and wanting to learn. You know your voice, you have an awareness of effective and 

ineffective presentations, you have prepared, you have met your students… now, it’s time to 

speak and have your voice heard. 
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