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Perspective-taking abilities are vital for kindergarten through fifth grade

children’s social and academic success (Lecce & Devine, 2022). Children

are not born with the ability to explicitly consider how other people see the

world differently or think differently from themselves. These are skills that

must develop over time. Toddlers learn that other people have different

desires than they do. Preschoolers start to understand that others think,

believe, and feel differently from themselves and that those thoughts or

beliefs can be incorrect (Peterson et al., 2005). Older school-aged children

start to learn and use more complex skills that involve reasoning about

others’ thoughts or beliefs such as sarcasm, figurative language, and

deception (Peterson et al., 2012). 

Children’s books provide rich contexts to spark discussions about others’

thoughts, beliefs, emotions, reasons, and motivations (Farkas et al., 2020).

Focusing discussions on characters’ cognitive and emotional states can

help build children’s understanding of these concepts, which they can then

apply beyond literacy settings. A number of studies have shown the

effectiveness of using storybooks to improve children’s understanding of

others’ perspectives (e.g., Ornaghi et al., 2011; Grazzani et al., 2016). These

interventions are particularly effective when coupled with enriched

language conversations encouraging children to actively use cognitive or

emotion words (e.g., think, believe, feel, become angry). For example, after

reading a book together, teachers asked the children questions to

encourage them to think and converse about the emotions of the

characters: “How do think the little rabbit felt in this story? Do you ever 
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get mad when someone takes your favorite toy? What do you do when you

get mad?” (Ornaghi et al., 2017).

For neurodivergent children, perspective-taking skills also can be

supported through storybook-based interventions (Hodges et al., 2018;

Dodd et al., 2011). Deaf and hard of hearing children, autistic children, and

children with Developmental Language Disorder and Down Syndrome have

all been shown to benefit from direct instruction and modeling the

vocabulary and syntax associated with cognitive and emotion words (e.g.,

Durrleman et al., 2019, 2022; Na & Wilkinson, 2018). However, when going

through these types of discussions, professionals should be aware of how

they are presenting these topics. Rather than presenting a specific thought

process, emotion, or cognitive experience as the only “right” answer, these

discussions instead can be framed more as comparisons of how different

individual brains function. For example, a neurotypical person might

interpret a character with their head down or a slumped posture as being

lazy or sad, whereas a neurodivergent person might interpret the

character’s same body language as exhaustion from having to mask all day.

Masking is a term used to describe when people intentionally or

unintentionally hide aspects of themselves in order to avoid harm that can

be physically tiring (Miller et al., 2021). Masking is frequently discussed in

reference to autistic people but is also used by people with other kinds of

neurodivergence, such as ADHD.
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Discussing different inferences and viewpoints of the same characters’

expressions can help children understand that other people think

differently from them and that these discussions of differences should be

embraced rather than avoided. 

One way to naturally encourage these discussions about how someone’s

neurocognitive functioning might affect how they interpret and express

thoughts and emotions is to read storybooks with neurodivergent

characters. If the main character is autistic, as with See Me (Petrovic, 2022),

knowledge about the neurotype of the character can help inform

inferences about his thoughts and motivations for actions. In this book,

David (an autistic man) wrote a story inspired by his experiences in high

school. In the book, David is very excited about being invited to eat lunch

with Nick. However, David was so overwhelmed to be invited to sit with a

group of people for lunch that he did not participate in the conversation.

Because Nick knew that David was autistic, he used that knowledge about

David’s neurodivergence to inform his interpretation of David’s actions.

Therefore, Nick did not infer aloofness or rudeness from David’s lack of

conversation and instead allowed David the space (over the course of

many subsequent days) to become more comfortable. Eventually, David

was able to participate in the ongoing conversation. 

Discussions can reflect characters’ thoughts, assumptions, inferences,

expectations, and feelings throughout events such as those described

above. This allows children with similar and different neurotypes to explore

a variety of perspectives within the relative safety of discussing book

characters, rather than their own first-person experiences. See the table

(below) for example books featuring neurodivergent characters that can be

incorporated into literacy activities. 
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Book
Neurodivergence
Represented

Cook, J. (2018) Uniquely wired: A story about autism
and its gifts (A. DuFalla, Illus.). Boys Town Press.

Autism

Moore, A. (2020). ADHD is my super power and it
comes with super strength (W. Sehat, Illus.). Winn

Publications.
ADHD

Petrovic, D. (2022) See me: The invisible autistic boy
(D.Petrovic, Illus.). (S. Petrovic, Ed.).

Autism

Rudolph, S.& Royer, D. (2015). All my stripes: A story
for children with autism (J. Zivoin, Illus.). Magination

Press.
Autism

Rudolph, S. & Vukadinovich, M. (2021). Brilliant Bea: A
story for kids with dyslexia and learning differences (F.

Lee, Illus.). Magination Press.
Dyslexia

Russell, N. (2021). My busy, busy brain: The ABCDs of
ADHD, a resource and children’s book about ADHD (A.

Thomas, Illus.). Wise Ink Creative Publishing.
ADHD

These books may help foster discussions to explore various neurotypical

and neurodivergent expressions of cognitive and emotional perspectives. 
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Increased representation of all kinds of diversity within children’s books

(including neurodiversity) can help children learn to consider others’

thoughts, beliefs, emotions, and experiences and how those might differ

from their own. Consideration of others’ perspectives is thought to be a

critical component of reading comprehension (e.g., Kim, 2020) and can help

both neurotypical and neurodivergent children develop a deeper

understanding of characters and texts (Dodd et al., 2011; Hodges et al.,

2018). Including books that feature neurodivergent characters can help

support children as they learn to consider other perspectives than their own

and may increase acceptance of others. It also may contribute to

improvements in children’s own self-esteem to see characters like

themselves represented in stories. 
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     Neurodivergent children have differences in neurocognitive
functioning. This includes autistic children, children with ADHD,
language or literacy disabilities, Down syndrome, visual impairments,
and cerebral palsy as well as those who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

     A note on terminology: Person-first language refers to mentioning
the person and then their disability (e.g., a person with autism), whereas
identity-first language refers to the identity as a part of the person (e.g.,
autistic person). Different groups of people and different individuals
have their own preferences for terminology. As a whole, deaf and hard
of hearing individuals and autistic individuals generally prefer identity-
first language, and so I will use their preferred language here.
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