
 learn the difference between an invisible and 
visible disability; recognize the fact that having an invisible 
disability does not make them inherently stupid or bad.

Objectives/Aims

Not Stupid, Not Bad

Materials
white board with markers

Overcoming Disabilities

30 min.

The students will:

Time:

primarily through their behavior or performance on specific tasks.

When a student has an invisible disability, such as a learning difference or ADHD, they often think 
that they are stupid or bad, respectively.  They don’t realize it is often a symptom of the disability 
that causes the problems.  And because these disabilities are invisible, it can be much harder for the
child to accept these challenges.  It can also make it harder for the child’s peers and friends to 
understand and accept a child’s behavior who has an invisible disability because they can’t see it.
This problem is often compounded by the fact that the invisible disability is often kept ‘secret’ for 
the sake of confidentiality.

Group Activity
1.  Say, “Some disabilities are known as ‘visible’ while others are known as ‘invisible.’   A visible 
disability is one that you can see.  For example, the person might be paralyzed, be missing a limb or
look physically different, as is the case in Down’s Syndrome (a form of mental retardation).  There
might also be some kind of mechanical aid, such as a wheelchair, that makes the disability even 
more visible.  On the other hand, a person with an invisible disability, looks like any other child on 
the outside.  The only way you can tell this person has a disability is how they behave (e.g. people
with ADHD are usually very distractible and highly active), or how they perform on specific tasks (e.
g. people with dyslexia have trouble reading and writing).

2.  Put the heading ‘Visible’ and ‘Invisible’ on the board.  Have the students name various disabilities
and decide as a group under which heading the disability belongs.  Briefly discuss the characteristics
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Illustration
Some disabilities are easier to accept 
because we can see them.  Invisible 
disabilities are just as real, and just as
hard, if not harder, to deal with as a 
visible disability.

Background Information
For the sake of this lesson, a visible 
disability is defined as one that has 
readily observable physical 
manifestations (e.g. paralyzation, 
Down’s Syndrome) or uses some 
observable mechanical aid (e.g. cane, 
thick glasses) to help mediate the 
disability.  In contrast, a child with an 
invisible disability/learning difference 
looks, for all intents and purposes,
looks like any other child on the
outside.  Their disability is known
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Group Activity (continued)
of each disability before deciding, by a show of hands, whether it is invisible or invisible.

Visible Invisible
Blindness Learning differences
Paralyzation ADD & ADHD
Down’s Syndrome Speech impediment
Scoliosis Severe allergy

Asthma
Deafness

Group Discussion Questions
1.  Do you think invisiable disabilities are harder for a person to accept then visible disabilities?  
Why?

A:  Lead the students to the idea that invisible disabilities, in particular learning differences and
ADD and ADHD, can be the hardest for a person to accept and deal with because they are 
unseen.

2.  People with learning differences (e.g. dyslexia, dysgraphia) will sometimes think that they are 
stupid even though research has shown that they are generally above average in intelligence.  Why
do you think that is?

A:  Because the disability is invisible, in their brain, so they don’t understand why it is harder for
them to learn something that appears so much easier for their friends.

3.  Why do people who have ADHD sometimes think they’re bad?
A:  Students with ADHD tend to be impulsive in their behavior, meaning they do things without 
really thinking about the consequences of their behavior.  This means that they can get in 
trouble with their teachers or parents, or do inappropriate or mean things to their peers and 
friends.  They also can begin to feel that nobody likes them, and will strike out at others in their
anger and pain, setting up a vicious cycle.

Conclusion
Say, “Because learning differences and ADHD are invisible, it is sometimes hard for students that 
have these disabilities to accept and deal with them.  This can also make it hard for their parents 
and friends to accept their special challenge.  In addition, these conditions are often kept private, or
secret, to protect that student’s privacy making it hard for their friends to understand.”
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Some disabilities are easier to accept because we can see them.  Invisible disabilities are just as
real, and just as hard, if not harder, to deal with as a visible disability.
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