
 

PRACTICAL TOOL: THE NEURO-COGNITIVE OBSERVATION 
PROTOCOL 

 

SUBJECT: High School Classroom Observation for Neurodivergent Traits (AuDHD/ASD/ADHD) 
USER: Educators / Guidance Counselors / Learning Support 
OBJECTIVE: To differentiate between "behavioral defiance" and "neurodivergent processing." 

 

PART 1: THE TEACHER'S OBSERVATION CHECKLIST 

 

Instructions: Observe the student over a 5-day period. Check for the "Paradox 
Pattern"—where high ability co-exists with specific, baffling deficits. 

 

A. The Executive Paradox (High Intellect / Low Output) 

 

●​ [ ] The Missing Middle: Student participates brilliantly in oral discussion but turns in zero 
written work or incomplete assignments. 

●​ [ ] The Time Warp: Student finishes a 1-hour test in 15 minutes (hyper-processing) OR is 
still on question #3 when the bell rings (perfectionism/paralysis). 

●​ [ ] The "Lazy" Genius: Aces the complex final exam but fails the class due to missing 
"easy" daily worksheets. 

 

B. The Social/Sensory Paradox (High Awareness / Low Compliance) 

 

●​ [ ] The Justice Warrior: Publicly corrects the teacher or challenges a rule if it is logically 
inconsistent (perceived as rude; actually a distress response to illogical systems). 

●​ [ ] The sensory Shield: Wears hoodies, headphones, or sunglasses indoors. Resists 
taking them off not out of vanity, but out of panic. 

●​ [ ] The Parallel Player: Prefers to work alone. If forced into a group, either takes over 
completely (control) or shuts down completely (withdrawal). 



 

C. The Physical Paradox (High Energy / Low Movement) 

 

●​ [ ] The Stimmer: Doodles elaborately, taps pens, shakes leg, or rocks in chair while 
listening. Note: If they stop moving, they often stop listening. 

●​ [ ] The Gaze Avoidance: Looks at the wall/desk while the teacher is speaking but can 
repeat the lecture back verbatim. 

 

PART 2: THE INQUIRY PROTOCOL (LOGICAL VS. LITERAL) 

 

Use these prompts to test how the student processes information. Neurodivergent students 
often process via Bottom-Up Logic (details first) rather than Top-Down Intuition (gist first). 

 

MODE A: LOGICAL THINKING PROBES (Testing for Systemizing) 

 

Target: To see if the student requires a "Why" framework to engage. 

Sample Questions to Ask the Student: 

1.​ "You seem stuck on this assignment. Do you understand why we are doing this, or just 
how to do it?" 
○​ ND Signal: "I don't see the point. It's busy work. The rule doesn't make sense." 

2.​ "If you were the teacher, how would you restructure this rule to make it more efficient?" 
○​ ND Signal: Immediately offers a complex, logically consistent alternative system. 

3.​ "Does this historical event fit a pattern you've seen elsewhere?" 
○​ ND Signal: Connects the event to a totally unrelated field (e.g., Physics, Gaming Lore) 

using abstract logic. 

 

MODE B: LITERAL THINKING PROBES (Testing for Semantic Precision) 

 

Target: To see if the student is getting tripped up by ambiguous language or metaphor. 



Sample Questions to Ask the Student: 

1.​ "When I said 'Get to work,' what exactly did you think I wanted you to do first?" 
○​ ND Signal: "You didn't say what to do. You just said work." (Paralysis due to lack of 

specific steps). 
2.​ "Read this poem/passage. What is the author actually saying?" 

○​ ND Signal: Focuses strictly on the factual text. Misses the sarcasm, irony, or 
emotional subtext. 

3.​ "Is there a word in this question that is confusing you?" 
○​ ND Signal: Fixates on a single ambiguous word (e.g., "Discuss") and cannot proceed 

because they don't know the parameters of the word. 

 

PART 3: COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS (THE MATRIX) 

 

 

SIDE BY SIDE: THE NEUROTYPICAL VS. THE NEURODIVERGENT RESPONSE 

 

SCENARIO TYPICAL STUDENT 
RESPONSE (Top-Down) 

NEURODIVERGENT 
STUDENT RESPONSE 
(Bottom-Up) 

Vague Instruction: "Write 
a page about how you 
feel." 

Writes a generic paragraph 
about their day. Uses 
intuition to guess what the 
teacher wants. 

Panic. "Define 'feel'. Define 
'page' (single spaced?). 
What is the rubric? Why?" 
(May refuse to work). 

Rule Violation: "No hats in 
class." 

Takes hat off. Complains to 
friends later. 

Debate. "Why? It doesn't 
affect my learning. If I have 
a sensory issue, this rule 
violates my 
accommodation rights." 

Metaphor: "It's raining cats 
and dogs." 

Understands it's raining 
hard. 

Visual/Literal. Imagines 
animals falling. Disrupted 
by the absurdity. "That is 
physically impossible." 



Correction: Teacher 
makes a factual error. 

Ignores it or whispers to a 
neighbor. 

Correction. Interrupts the 
class to correct the error 
immediately. Cannot let the 
"wrongness" stand. 

 

TOP TO BOTTOM: FROM ABSTRACTION TO BEHAVIOR 

 

(Use this to understand the flow from Brain to Action) 

1.​ Neurology (Top): The student has a Low-Context communication style (needs explicit 
data) and a High-Justice sensitivity (needs logical consistency). 

2.​ Processing (Middle): The teacher gives a vague command ("Be respectful"). The 
student analyzes this command, finds it subjective/illogical, and rejects it. 

3.​ Behavior (Bottom): The student rolls their eyes or argues back. 
4.​ Teacher Perception: "This student is rude." 
5.​ Reality: "This student is confused and seeking parameters." 

 

BOTTOM TO TOP: FROM OBSERVATION TO ROOT CAUSE 

 

(Use this when you see a problem behavior) 

1.​ Observation (Bottom): Student is staring at the blank paper for 20 minutes. 
2.​ Investigation: Ask a Literal Question: "Are the instructions clear?" 
3.​ Data Point: Student points to step 1 and asks, "What does 'elaborate' mean in this 

specific context?" 
4.​ Root Cause (Top): Executive Dysfunction (Initiation) caused by Literal 

Interpretation. The student is not lazy; they are waiting for the algorithm. 

 

PART 4: THE INTERVENTION TOOL 

 

FOR THE TEACHER: 
When you identify these traits, shift your language from Social/Implied to Logical/Explicit. 
●​ Don't say: "Behave yourself." (Too vague). 
●​ Do say: "Please sit in your chair and listen silently for 10 minutes. Afterwards, you may 

stand up." (Explicit, time-bound, logical). 



●​ Don't say: "Why didn't you do the homework?" (Invites shame). 
●​ Do say: "I noticed the work isn't done. Was the roadblock starting it, or understanding 

it?" (Diagnostic). 

Next Step: 
Would you like me to generate a "Student-Teacher Contract" template that uses this logical, 
explicit language to set clear expectations for an AuDHD student? 
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