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Using the 
webinar 
tools

#NB  Ensure you set your ‘chat 
box’ to “ALL panelists and 

attendees”

You can open the chat window and pop it 
on the side of your screen

Chat window

Type here to answer or ask a 
question and click enter
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In what capacity are 
you attending?

Something about you…

What interests are you 
passionate about?
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Webinar 
intentions

Explore the difference between 
a strengths-based approach 

and a deficit-based approach

Look at how to assess and 
implement an interest-based 

approach to learning

Discuss the benefits of utilising 
the interests of our young 
people in their education

This webinar utilises content created and 
delivered by Dr Tom Tutton and Craig Smith 

as part of Aspect Practice workshops
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“The Children’s Clinic founded in 1911 by a 
physician, school teacher, and social reformer 
named Erwin Lazar. His approach to special 
education would still be considered innovative today.

Instead of seeing the children in his care as flawed, 
broken, or sick, he believed they were suffering from 
neglect by a culture that had failed to provide them 
with teaching methods suited to their individual 
styles of learning. 

He had an uncanny knack for spotting signs of 
potential in every boy and girl no matter how difficult 
or rebellious they were alleged to be”.
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Over time, strengths became reframed as negatives -

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual:
“Highly restricted, fixated interests that 
are abnormal in intensity or focus”
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Deficit and Disorder approach

A ‘deficit’ approach is focused on 
what people find difficult or cannot 
do at the present time. It is an 
approach that identifies attributes 
that are considered ‘wrong’. 

“Autism research is gradually 
shifting towards a strengths-
based focus that counteracts 
the predominant deficit-based 
disability framework’’

July 2, 2020 –
Griffith University
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Goals based on deficits:

“Michael will not call out in class”

“Thomas will join in with others at recess 
and spend less time playing alone”

“Kate will reduce the number of times she stands up 
from her desk and seeks out distractions in the room”
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“When all that is known about 
someone is what they cannot do, 
it is not surprising when others 
struggle to envision a place for 
people in workplaces, community 
groups or social networks.”

Carter et al, 2015
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Strengths and Interests

Strength: Any skill where someone does something well (for them)

Interest: Activities that give joy. They are things that people 
naturally choose to do whenever they have the time and access
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Benefits of Strengths and Interests

• Strengthened relationships

• Increased motivation and engagement

• Social skills and communication

• Task completion and skill acquisition

• Motivation to engage in activities that are less-preferred
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Goals based on 
strengths and interests:

“Tim will work on his ‘Weather’ project 
at least three days a week, and 

will share the finished product with 
the class at the end of term”

“Teachers in Year 8 will be made 
aware of Caitlyn’s interest in mountain lions 

and will ensure to ask her about them 
in between lessons across the day”
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Autistic interests should be included 
within an educational framework.

They represent the motivational 
foundation on which the education of 
the autistic child should be based.

Mottron (2017)
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Range of Interests

Animals / Dinosaurs
White goods
Music
Water
Sports 

Maps
Arts & Craft
Video games
Car registration numbers
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Girls and Interests

21

The internet and interests
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Robert
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Robert
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Assess 
Strengths 

and 
Interests

Set a Goal

Get 
Creative

Implement

Planning for 
Interest Based Learning
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Assess 
Strengths 

and 
Interests

Planning for 
Interest Based Learning
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Speak to the young person about their 
strengths and interests.

Speak to their parents and their teachers.

Observe the young person – what do they 
like doing, what do they like talking about?

What gives them a sense of purpose and 
contributes to their quality of life?
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“Our son, like so many with autism, has an ‘affinity’ — in his case, a deep 
connection to the Disney movies he’s watched countless times 

to make sense of an often-bewildering world.

When we first shared Owen’s story, we thought he was one in a million. But 
the responses we received showed that Owen was one among millions”                                               

lifeanimated.net

Owen
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Interview Prompts
• If you had some free time to do anything, what would you choose?

• Are there activities that you are usually good at?
• What do you like? What do you enjoy doing?

• Are there times when you totally relax?
• What do you get excited about?

• What makes you laugh or smile?
• When do you learn the best?

• What do you get complimented on?
• Are there things they usually succeed in doing? 

• Are there activities that make you feel more capable or confident?
• Are there activities where you get so involved you lose sense of time?
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Assess 
Strengths 

and 
Interests

Set a Goal

Planning for 
Interest Based Learning
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Set a Goal

S – Specific
M – Measurable
A – Achievable
R – Realistic / Relevant
T - Timed

Think about deficit-based goals vs strengths-based goals.

Be clear with what you want to achieve, in dialogue with the young person.

Set a SMART goal to help ensure its success:
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Goals based on 
strengths and interests:

“Tim will work on his ‘Weather’ project 
at least three days a week, and 

will share the finished product with 
the class at the end of term”

“Teachers in Year 8 will be made 
aware of Caitlyn’s interest in mountain lions 

and will ensure to ask her about them 
in between lessons across the day”
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Interest Based Learning
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Minecraft
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Minecraft
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Minecraft

38

Minecraft
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Minecraft
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Minecraft
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Minecraft
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Soccer Disney Horses

Garbage Trucks Pokémon Music
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Planning for 
Interest Based Learning
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Implementation Checklist
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Barriers to implementation - real world quotes
How do you problem solve these challenges?

1. He is happy to talk about his interest but won’t do any work 

2. It isn’t age appropriate & might lead to rejection from peers

3. She has no strengths or interests

4. Their interests change over time

5. They want to do it all day everyday – I don’t want to encourage it any more

6. We have a curriculum to deliver 

7. It’s really tiring to listen to the same topic over & over 
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Challenges with Preferred Interests 

Sometimes preferred interests can impact on a young person’s 
quality of life and participation in everyday activities. 

1. Understand why it is a challenge
2. Reduce stressors, including the sensory environment 
3. Manage anxiety and relaxation opportunities
4. Increase structure and predictability 
5. Offer choices 
6. Set boundaries
7. Build on the interest in new ways
8. Use the interest to support skill development 
9. Engage with the young person and build rapport 
10.Demonstrate how you manage your own interests
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