Introducing Sophia 

1. Sophia is young for her age:  chronologically 15, developmentally 6 to 10, academically 8.  Like other teens, she’s highly attuned to what is cool and trendy, loves shopping, and flirts with boys more than she should.  At first impression, she seems normal, but her world-understanding is limited, and what is obvious or interesting to other teens is often not obvious or interesting to her.  In private, she likes to play with Barbies, watch Blue’s Clues, and color in preschool coloring books..
2. Sophia likes school as a social place, but academics are hard.  A low IQ and learning disabilities get 
in Sophia’s way.  Most 1st graders know more math facts than Sophia.  She can multiply 25 x 4 (it takes a minute or two); but if you give her 4 quarters, she knows instantly they make a dollar.  When she shops, she puts her money on the counter for the clerk to count. She knows lunch is at noon, but she doesn’t know noon means 12:00.  Sophia isn’t a reader either, but she enjoys picture books like I Spy, kiddie comic books, and teen magazines full of celebrity pictures.  Writing a paragraph of 25 to 50 words is a real chore. On the other hand, she is prolific at writing “I love you” messages to family and boyfriends.  Her handwriting is laborious and childish in appearance. Embarrassed by her dysgraphia, she wants to hand her papers directly to the teacher and not let other kids see her work.

3. Sophia is a social butterfly, a real party girl, and a great hostess.  Nothing makes her happier than planning a special event. She loves being in the thick of things and has a hard time being alone for very long.  At school, her sociability means she enjoys participating in collaborative learning activities, group discussions (if not too language intensive), role-plays and drama, games (but not too competitive), and other social/interactive activities.  When she feels left out (often because she doesn’t understand what’s going on), she seeks inappropriate attention.

4. Sophia has a high need for stimulation, which can be satisfied through interactive activities, field trips or other novel experiences, see-and-do or hands-on activities. If you ask Sophia to sit still, she will have to focus her attention and mental energy on stillness rather than on the lesson you want to teach. 

5. Sophia has language-based deficits.  Both receptive and expressive language are affected.  Her weaknesses impact her listening and understanding, explaining her thoughts, use of language, and all aspects of literacy.

Sophia is talkative about the here-and-now and enjoys engaging in conversations on familiar 
topics; however, she is often left in the dust in discussions of unfamiliar, abstract, or complex topics.  In class, she may be able to stay attentive to conversations that are interactive, accompanied by visuals or demonstrations, but listening can be fatiguing. Tuning out is a sign that Sophia is being sidelined by language processing deficits and difficulty in sustaining attention.
 
As a social butterfly, Sophia wants to be in the midst of every human interaction in her sphere; this means that when she is capable of participating, she is a full participant.  When she cannot participate, she gets bored and is typically faulted for being off-task (if she is quiet) or disruptive (if she tries to change the subject or distracts other students. 

Vocabulary is a relative strength for Sophia, especially if it is explicitly taught. Word subtlety or multiple meanings are problematic. She doesn’t get most jokes (especially when word play is involved), and can’t explain what happened in a movie she watches. (She’ll give an out-of-sequence set of jumbled sentences that leave the listener confused.  If asked for clarification, Sophia is likely to say, “I don’t know” or “Never mind” and shut down.)

When Sophia doesn’t respond to questions that require thoughtfulness or reflection, people assume she isn’t paying attention or doesn’t know, but as one therapist said, “If you wait a long time, a very good answer will come out.”  (But who will wait a couple of minutes while she ponders?)

Documentaries or dramas would seem, on the surface, to be suitable for Sophia in the classroom because they are visual.  However, they can also be too word-based, too slow-paced, or not dramatic enough for her to sustain attention — unless they are interrupted for class discussion every couple of minutes.  At home, Sophia falls asleep or leaves the room for many TV programs that normal children her age (or younger) would watch. High drama, high emotion, slapstick, and cartoons keep her attention.


Sophia needs frequent comprehension checks, not just for academic purposes, but to ensure she understands rules, reasons, expectations, etc.  She often thinks she understands — and adults think she understands — but then something goes wrong and she gets in trouble; you’ll be angry with her, and she’ll be angry with you. Don’t ask her if she understands — instead make her demonstrate, perhaps by asking her to explain or paraphrase whatever is important. 

6. Sophia loves art projects.  Such activities can stimulate her creative side and calm her.  Coloring, making posters, creating dioramas, making 3-D maps, etc. would be good learning activities for Sophia.  She also loves show-and-tell, with the emphasis on show.  Taking away word-dependent activities gives her wings.

7. Sophia is not a pencil-and-paper learner, not a  book learner.  For a few minutes at a time, work sheets can be useful, but their lack of real-world meaningfulness makes them mind-numbing activities.  If the goal is for Sophia to actually learn something she can use in life, then the learning activity needs to be based on real-life activities, such as cooking; shopping; using maps, bus schedules, and telephone books; filling out forms; writing grievances or love letters, etc.

8. Sophia needs a calm, structured, but flexible environment.  When things are busy, fast-paced, loud, crowded, or emotionally-charged she can get overstimulated and anxious, which may result in disruptive behavior.   

9. Sophia is highly distractible, in part because of her high need for stimulation, and in part because of inability to sustain attention on mentally-taxing activities.  

10. Sophia is great with little kids.  She likes to play with them and at the same time she can be a good role model for them in terms of following rules or staying safe.

11. Sophia says things that may not be accurate or true.  While she does lie to get out of trouble, many times she says things that she does not intend as lies. Sometimes, especially if she is upset, she will tell you what she wishes had happened, but she will present it as if it actually happened — even when the evidence doesn’t support it.  Sometimes she has fanciful thinking (maybe as a form of self-entertainment?).  Sometimes she feels compelled to answer, so she gives an answer, but for her it is merely a way to please you or satisfy a social need to respond.  Such behavior angers adults who feel that she is deliberately lying.  Here’s an interesting explanation that sounds a lot like Sophia: http://specialchildren.about.com/od/behaviorissues/a/truthiness.htm
