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[image: visual thinker]When I was a special education teacher, most of my students had difficulty with academic tasks involving either words or numbers (or both).  However, many of these kids were gifted artists, cartoonists, Lego experts, mechanics, visualizers, and in other ways demonstrated competence in visual-spatial thinking.  Now, an exciting new article by a Duke researcher makes a strong case for doing more in our schools to develop and utilize the visual-spatial abilities of  our students.
In his collaborative study, Jonathan Wai, a research scientist with the Duke University Talent Identification Program used longitudinal data from multiple data sets across 50 years to show that spatial talent (in addition to math and verbal talent) is important, especially for success in STEM domains.   Among the top 1% in spatial ability, 70% of these students were not in the top 1% for either math or verbal talent.  Since the schools mostly value those with math and verbal skills, students with spatial intelligence often have their gifts neglected and never have the chance to shine.
Here are 11 ways to help spatially intelligent students use their visual thinking skills in mastering academic subjects:
· Allow time after teaching a concept for students to close their eyes and visualize what they have just read or learned (e.g. ”picture in your mind’s eye how the main character we’re studying in this novel might respond to his car breaking down”) .
· Let students draw pictures of the material they are learning (e.g. making spelling words into pictures, drawing images of their vocabulary words, using pictures to illustrate a project etc.)
· Use computer software or apps that are highly visual and interactive to teach academic subjects (e.g. let students illustrate their ideas with draw and paint software or study history using The Oregon Trail software program).
· Allow students to demonstrate their understanding of a concept by building a model of it (e.g. clay figures to illustrate a story they’ve read, a diorama to show an historical event, pipe cleaners or commercially-made construction materials to show the structure of a molecule etc.).
· Make mathematics visual by using math manipulatives, by letting students create sketches to show their mathematical thinking, and by demonstrating new mathematical concepts through highly visual-spatial  demonstrations (e.g. learning the formula area = length x width by measuring the classroom).
· Show videos to accompany material being learned (e.g. watching the movie To Kill a Mockingbird either before or after reading the book by Harper Lee).
· Schedule brief ”visual thinking” breaks for students which might involve solving visual-spatial puzzles, playing visual-spatial games (e.g. Pictionary), or doing imagination exercises (like imagining what their ideal school would look like).
· Allow students to keep visual-thinking journals where they can record images, visual thoughts, and other spatial inspirations that come to them during the school day.
· Show students how to use the Internet to gain access to highly visual material related to a specific academic skill  (e.g. entering vocabulary words into Google Images provides a wide range of pictures that vividly illustrate each word).
· Let students use mind-mapping as a way of taking notes (e.g. Kidspirationis a great app for mind-mapping on a computer).
· Use heavily illustrated reading material for academic subjects  (e.g. books published by Dorling Kindersley are especially helpful for visual learners).
Keep in mind that Einstein used to do ”thought experiments” in his mind during his class time, and out of his imagination he created the general and special theories of relativity, which literally changed the way we think about the universe.  By bringing more visual-spatial learning into your own school, you can make sure that the little Einsteins in your classroom will thrive!
For more information on visual-spatial approaches, especially for students with special needs, see my book Neurodiversity in the Classroom:  Strength-Based Strategies to Help Students with Special Needs Succeed in School and Life.  
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