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When Bright Kids Can't Learn:
Strategies to Build Confidence and Joy
by: Dr. Deborah Ross-Swain and Dr. Elaine Fogel Schneider

All children deserve
to experience
confidence and joy in
order to grow,
achieve and blossom
into their human
potential.
Photo Credit: Sylwia Pietruszka

American classrooms are full of very bright
children who, despite their very best efforts,
struggle with learning core subjects of reading,
spelling and math. These struggling bright
children have learning differences that challenge
their ability to learn with traditional teaching
methods. A learning difference is just that—a
difference in learning. It is not a disorder or a
disability, but a different way of learning. Because
of their differences, they struggle every day to be
successful with academics and, at times, social
skills. Everything that looks so easy to their sameaged peers is, for them, a monumental challenge.
Over time, the daily struggles and lack of success
will result in unhappy children, eroding their
confidence for learning. Discouragement and low
self esteem are a parent’s worst nightmare as
they watch their once happy and confident
preschoolers experience ongoing learning
struggles that rob them of confidence and joy.

Confidence and joy are like air is to life when it
comes to the emotional and psychological
development of a child. All children deserve to
experience confidence and joy in order to grow,
achieve and blossom into their human potential.
It’s the responsibility of parents, as well as
professionals, to help our children grow from
little people to big people with confidence and
joy in their hearts. But for thousands of bright
children who struggle in school, they also
struggle to achieve any sense of confidence and
joy.
These children are often misunderstood and
frustrated by their learning differences and
struggles. They are misunderstood because of
their brightness. They “look smart” and should be
able to learn and achieve like their peers, but
when this doesn’t happen, the children are
labeled as “lazy,” “inattentive,” “unmotivated,”
and “disorganized.” In reality, they're none of
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these labels. They are simply bright children who
have learning differences. Sadly, they often feel
that they are stupid or dumb when, in fact, they’re
not. They have to go to school each day and
struggle with the same thing they did the day
before, and the day before that. This pattern only
makes them feel worse about themselves.
Children with learning differences often
experience “confidence and joy robbers.” While
no one purposely intends to rob a child of his or
her confidence and happiness, they just don’t
realize how their daily comments or interactions
can do just that. The overuse of comments such
as: “You need to try harder,” or “I’ve told you a
hundred times,” or “You’re being lazy,” or “You
just don’t want to do it” are examples of
confidence and joy robbers for the learning
different child.
A lack of success is another confidence and joy
robber. Children with learning differences need
more Vitamin S: Success! As goes success, so goes
confidence. Excessive negative consequences are
a huge confidence and joy robber for children
with learning differences who cannot (but would
if they could) change the way their brains work.
They’re often found finishing classroom
assignments in the school office; or staying in the
classroom while their class is outdoors at recess
because they couldn’t complete their assignment
during class time. They may be assigned extra
homework in order to become better at a subject
they struggle with.
The biggest confidence and joy robber is
expecting a child to do the same task over and
over, day after day in order to finally “get it,” but
the child never gets to experience success and
mastery.
Building confidence and joy in all children is
essential to a child’s emotional, psychological and
overall well being. It’s even more so with children
who have learning differences.

Too often too much emphasis is placed on
academic achievement, with little concern for a
child’s confidence and happiness.
Providing opportunities for success so that a
child can build his or her confidence can
completely change a child’s relationship with
the challenges of learning differences. Parents
and professionals can build confidence and joy
in children with learning differences by using
DEAR strategies:
Detect: Put on a detective’s hat and discover a
child’s learning style, interests and areas of
natural talent.
Encourage: Get them involved in activities or
events to use their natural talents. Create
learning experiences that allow these children
to use their learning style and natural gifts.
Advocate: Go to bat for your child in order for
him or her to experience success, confidence
and happiness.
Repeat: Repeat activities in order to allow
mastery of skills, a sense of wellbeing and
feelings of success. Confidence and joy are
natural by-products of success.
Every child wants to be successful and every
child deserves to be a confident and happy
child. Confident and happy children become
confident and happy grown-ups!
Learn more at confidencejoy.com.

Providing
opportunities for
success so that a child
can build his or her
confidence can
completely change a
child’s relationship
with the challenges of
learning differences.
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