
A Systematic and Holistic Approach to 
Educating Students with Mild to Moderate Dyslexia, 
Dysgraphia, ADHD, and Executive Function

What Is the Applewild Center for Learning Support (ACLS)?

What Is Applewild’s Approach to 
Learning Disabilities?

1

As a preeminent independent preparatory school, Applewild has the well-earned reputation of  serving motivated and 

academically oriented students. We are proud of  serving these students; we have a less well-known but enduring tradition of  

aiding students with a variety of  learning differences and disabilities. We think of  learning obstacles as only one small part of  

the whole student. Through the innovative Applewild Center for Learning Support, the school meets the needs of  students with 

a range of  challenges, including mild to moderate learning disabilities.

It is important to note that children can experience their schooling in a variety of  ways. For a few, it can mean seeking 

additional academic challenge. For others, it can mean experiencing difficulty at different points and at different levels during 

their education. At Applewild, we offer a thoughtful and personalized system of  academic responses. The first level is always 

the classroom teacher. Beyond standard classroom practice, teachers may offer extra help or enrichment before or after 

school, or at extra help sessions during the school day. For those needing targeted support, the highest level provides them 

with individualized systematic intervention in our ACLS.

We are able to support students experiencing learning 

challenges for many of  the same reasons we  are able to 

serve gifted and talented students. Our approach focuses 

on developing and internalizing the needed skills for long 

term academic success. Being understood and valued 

within an especially enriching environment leads students 

to success they may not have imagined. 

For all of  our students, we take a metacognitive 

approach, which at its very essence honors the ability 

within each child to develop the skills to monitor and 

adapt their approach to learning how to find success. 

We teach our students how to approach learning in a way 

that acknowledges both their strengths and challenges. 

This aids them in finding ways to understand, embrace, 

overcome, and work with their challenges. 

While Applewild offers specific additional support for 

students with learning obstacles, the school’s general 

approach to education offers support within our 

overarching program. Key elements include:

Center for Learning Support

Pyramid of Academic Support
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Multisensory Approach
Applewild faculty understand that children learn best when they approach material in a multisensory manner. Small class 

sizes, paired with flexible and empathetic teachers allow for hands-on exploratory instruction.

Ms. Emily Chamas, Science Teacher, uses all 

senses in many of her science units. In the leaf 

project, for example, students listen to lectures, 

go and collect leaves, touch the bark of the 

trees, develop poems about leaves, design a leaf 

portfolio, etc. 
 

She also has her students design skits, which 

tap into listening, speaking, acting, and writing 

about the concepts she is teaching. 

In one unit, she takes students on a virtual 

archaeological dig for fossils where they 

experience fossil hunting using every sense. She 

even teaches her class how to make cheese!

Student as ProtagonistOpportunities for Growth across Multiple 
Disciplines

Environment & School Climate

Chunking Information

We see our students as the protagonists in their own 

education. We seek to give students agency in the 

outcome of  their studies by teaching them the skills 

associated with making choices, then offering our 

students choices in how to pursue an assignment. This, 

combined with the metacognitive skills to understand 

their own learning, allows students to recognize their 

own strengths and weaknesses. Throughout their journey, 

students engage in a rich process of  reflection that is 

weighted nearly equally with the comprehension of  new 

material.

All students benefit from broad and rich arts, athletics, 

and leadership development opportunities. Arts deepen 

the academic experience, allow for creativity to develop, 

and teach students to think in 3-dimensions, plan, 

compose, and persist. Athletics teach our students 

collaboration, teamwork, stress-management, healthy 

living, and sportsmanship. We honor and cultivate these 

non-academic talents because human potential comes 

in many forms. Students have multiple opportunities to 

acquire leadership skills from student council, leading 

a sports team or enlisting the support of  peers on a 

service-learning initiative. All students learn public 

speaking skills from telling jokes in the dining hall to 

present a 3-5 minute speech in the “This I Believe” 

judged contest.

Applewild provides an expansive campus with ample 

opportunities for physical movement (recess is daily 

for ALL grades), a relaxed classroom environment, and 

an inclusive and welcoming community. Extra help is a 

standard part of  instruction as needed. We provide all 

students with explicit practice in study skills.

Faculty members are cognizant of  how much information 

students can absorb at various developmental 

phases. Information is parsed into “chunks” for easier 

consumption. Assignments are also thoughtfully broken 

into chunks so students can more easily see the path 

to completion and learn how to organize their time and 

cognitive energy.

Faculty members are cognizant of  how much information 

students can absorb at various developmental 

phases. Information is parsed into “chunks” for easier 

consumption. Assignments are also thoughtfully broken 

into chunks so students can more easily see the path 

to completion and learn how to organize their time and 

cognitive energy.

Students learning to make cheese in science class.
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Review & Practice
Material is frequently reviewed to solidify understanding; students are provided with opportunities to practice new skills to 

achieve mastery.

My Child Doesn’t Have a Diagnosis but I Suspect a Learning Disability—How Can 
Applewild Help?

It is very frustrating for a parent to witness their child’s disengagement, anxiety, or general dislike of  school when the 

school is unable to help. Sometimes a child may have a learning concern and the school is unable to offer additional 

resources beyond the interventions of  the classroom teacher. Alternatively, a public school may have provided a 504 or 

IEP, but the child still isn’t thriving. Parents feel powerless as they watch their once ebullient and optimistic child become 

disengaged with formal education. In these cases, parents often make the strategic decision to course-correct and find a 

school that is better matched to their child’s learning profile.

At Applewild, we are able to offer a personalized education due to our small size and our commitment to individualizing 

our program to support each child’s learning needs. The first step along the journey to create a personalized program is 

conferring with the admission team to identify and clarify your child’s specific needs. It is helpful to share any academic 

or neuropsychological testing the child has had. Oftentimes the overall Applewild environment is enough to  inspire 

struggling students to re-engage in school, and improve both their outlook and performance. Our admission team will 

recommend the ACLS for students who would benefit from it; parents may directly ask the admissions team to consider 

their child for this program.
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How Does the ACLS Identify and Support Students?

If  you are concerned about your child’s progress or already know your child needs additional support for a learning obstacle 

or learning disability, we encourage you to share this information with the admissions team. This process will help you 

consider the school in light of  what your child needs to be successful. We consider our ability to partner with parents to 

be one of  our many strengths. This partnership is particularly powerful for those students who begin to show evidence of  

learning interferences, because early assessment and intervention are key to understanding how to help children learn best. 

If  progress does not match innate ability once a student is at Applewild, the ACLS works with both the faculty and family to 

identify the areas of  interference. Then, the ACLS develops strategies and an academic plan, which often includes an outside 

educational evaluation.

That evaluation helps identify the student’s strengths and areas of  needed growth. It is shared with appropriate school staff, 

so that an effective support plan can be implemented. Leaning differences and instructional gaps that require additional 

support are identified, so students can develop the skills for academic success. The ACLS Coordinator schedules the support 

plan and communicates with families about the logistics and fees involved in helping students to develop their talents and 

interests, while learning to understand themselves as successful learners.

A student’s ACLS personalized academic plan might include individual or small group instruction, tutoring in a specific 

subject area, reading and/or mathematics scaffolding, or general organization/executive function support. The goal of  this 

plan is to build needed skills, while supporting students as they develop their talents and interests, and learn to understand 

themselves as successful learners.
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How Will I Know if My Child Is Appropriate for the ACLS?

Motivated students with average to superior cognitive ability and learning challenges are excellent candidates for the ACLS. 

The ACLS is best suited for students with the following mild to moderate learning challenges:

Dyslexia

Dyscalculia

Executive Function

Dysgraphia

ADHD

The International Dyslexia Association reports that 

15% to 20% of  the population as a whole has some 

indication of  dyslexia. Difficulties may manifest 

themselves as struggles with phonemic awareness, 

decoding, reading connected text, deep reading, spelling, 

and literacy within the content areas. Some children 

without dyslexia may also experience reading weaknesses 

that need to be remediated.

Students with dyscalculia have difficulty understanding 

and doing math. Researchers estimate that 1 in 20 

students has dyscalculia, a less understood disorder than 

dyslexia. It is estimated that 43% to 45% of  students 

with dyscalculia also have dyslexia.

Although weakness in executive function skills is not technically a learning disability, such challenges typically result in less 

than desirable academic performance. These patterns may carry over into dissatisfaction with other aspects of  a student’s 

life experience.

Students with dysgraphia have difficulty with written 

expression, including: handwriting, spelling, and 

composing written pieces. The Clay Center for Young 

Healthy Minds at Massachusetts General Hospital reports 

that anywhere from 8% to 15% of  school aged children 

are affected by some sort of  writing disorder.

Children with attention control issues are predisposed 

to having other learning challenges. Intervention for 

attention issues often involves work in other areas of  

academic and executive function skills.
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My Child Has Dyslexia—How Can Applewild Help?

The International Dyslexia Association has identified that children with dyslexia have: “slow or inaccurate reading, poor spelling, 

poor writing, or mixing up similar words. Not all of these will qualify for special education, but they are likely to struggle with many 

aspects of academic learning and are likely to benefit from systematic, explicit, instruction in reading, writing, and language.” (IDA) 

Given the prevalence of  this condition, Applewild has made it a priority to apply Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to 

provide systematic reading instruction. UDL’s three principles are:

We use the term “reading” to describe any complex system of  deriving meaning from print that requires all of  the following:

As the above description highlights, teaching reading to all children is a complex undertaking, and a more challenging 

prospect for children with neurobiological conditions, such as dyslexia or other related language-based learning disabilities. 

Applewild is a progressive school, which has always valued teaching methods that are proven through scientific and academic 

research. We follow the US Department of  Education’s definition of  the term “essential components of  reading instruction” to 

mean explicit and systematic instruction in:

Interventions are implemented based on the specific needs of  each individual child. Applewild uses systematic, research-

based interventions as appropriate for each student. These may include best-in-class methods such as: Orton-Gillingham 

Multisensory Reading Intervention System, Wilson Reading System®, Visualizing and Verbalizing (Lindamood-Bell), 

Fundations®, and Read Naturally. 

We believe in assessing children for dyslexia early in their school careers, as current research shows that early identification 

and intervention lead to better outcomes long term. This means we may begin interventions starting as early as kindergarten.

1.  The skills and knowledge to understand how phonemes, or speech sounds, are connected to print

2.  The ability to decode unfamiliar words

3.  The ability to read fluently

4.  Sufficient background information and vocabulary to foster reading comprehension

5.  The development of appropriate active strategies to construct meaning from print

6.  The development and maintenance of a motivation to read

1.  

2.  

3.  

Multiple means of representation-give learners various ways of acquiring information 

and knowledge

Multiple means of expression-provide learners alternatives for demonstrating what they know

Multiple means of engagement-tap into learners’ interests, offer appropriate challenges, and 

increase motivation

1.  Phonemic awareness

2.  Phonics

3.  Vocabulary development

4.  Reading fluency, including oral reading skills

5.  Reading comprehension strategies
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My Child Struggles with Executive Function (and/or ADHD)—How Can Applewild Help?

Applewild’s approach is innovative in that we believe in a holistic approach to addressing these issues in partnership with 

parents. Research by The Center for Disease Control and Prevention indicates that 11% of  children 4-17 years old are, or 

could be diagnosed with, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Given the prevalence of  these conditions in the 

student population, Applewild believes in embracing the best-practices and methods available to help these children reach 

their fullest potential.

We encourage students to look beyond the frustrations these conditions present during school, as we believe there are 

inherent gifts with being wired this way. Our goal is always to help children realize and play to their strengths.

ADHD and Executive Function (EF) are tightly linked but are not the same. Students with ADHD will have EF. Both conditions 

make it exceedingly difficult to complete tasks and stay organized, but EF impacts nearly all goal-directed behavior. Given the 

overlap between the two conditions, we use the terms somewhat interchangeably. Many students with insufficiently developed 

executive function struggle with the following:

Self-Awareness
Simply put, this is self-directed attention.

Non-Verbal Working Memory
The ability to hold things in your mind. Essentially, visual 

imagery — how well you can picture things mentally.

Emotional Self-Regulation
The ability to take the previous four executive functions 

and use them to manipulate your own emotional state. 

This means learning to use words, images, and self-

awareness to process and alter how we feel about things.

Impulsivity/Self-Restraint
Knowing when to apply “brakes” on behavior.

Verbal Working Memory
Also known as self-speech, or internal speech. Most 

people think of  this as their “inner monologue.”

Self-Motivation
How well you can motivate yourself  to complete a task 

when there are no immediate external consequences.
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Planning and Problem Solving

Planning and Problem Solving

Experts sometimes like to think of  this as how we play 

with information in our minds to come up with new ways 

of  doing something. By mentally taking things apart 

and recombining them in different ways, we’re planning 

solutions to our problems.

Our ACLS staff  teaches students how to develop their 

planning and organization skills. This includes: reviewing 

materials and practicing class assignments; clarifying 

lesson instructions, expectations, and teacher comments; 

brainstorming, outlining, and preparing drafts for written 

assignments; and learning new homework strategies.

Metacognition
We teach students to evaluate their learning approaches 

and to learn how to make decisions regarding which 

cognitive skills to employ. This includes time management, 

and how to plan, initiate, and monitor goals.

Classroom Accommodations & 
Coordination:
The ACLS Coordinator will work with your child’s tutor 

and teachers to identify and deploy techniques that allow 

your child to learn best.

Student Skills
The ACLS team in conjunction with your child’s teachers 

will teach your child how to study, strengthen writing 

skills, and practice other “student skills” that are 

imperative to long term academic success.

Academic Self-Monitoring
The ability of  an individual to assess progress on an 

assignment, to identify what changes, if  any, need to be 

made, and to make those alterations.

Home - School Processes
Our ACLS team works with parents to address common 

problems such as homework battles, organization for 

school, etc. We also work to help parents set appropriate 

expectations and to understand their child’s learning 

needs.

Memory & Attention Training
Many advances have been made in our understanding 

of  the brain. These allow us to help children develop 

stronger working memory, increase processing speed, 

and attentional skills by utilizing a range of  strategies 

and techniques.

Assist with Diagnosis & Pharmaceutical 
Supports
Our staff  will discuss your child’s profile at length 

with you to discover if  additional neuropsychological 

testing is needed. We are happy to provide referrals to 

professionals with whom we have long-term consulting 

relationships. We are also able to refer parents to 

practitioners for further evaluation for traditional 

pharmaceutical and naturopathic support. Our first 

goal is always to support your child without medication. 

However, many families find that a relatively short course 

of  medication can help a struggling student to experience 

success and reduce frustration. Medication does not cure 

ADHD or Executive Function, however it can help a child 

be more able to access other supports.

Unfortunately, modern lifestyles do not positively contribute to children developing robust executive function skills. This is 

one of  the reasons Applewild focuses specifically on teaching metacognitive and study skills to all students. For a subset of  

students, further specific intervention and remediation is called for; the ACLS offers a holistic and student-centered approach 

to helping students with these challenges.

What Is Offered by the ACLS for Executive Function and ADHD?
Interventions provided by the ACLS include:
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Other elements of  our program that help students with ADHD / Executive Function include daily recess for all grades, an 

expansive campus with ample opportunities for physical movement, a relaxed classroom environment, and an inclusive and 

welcoming community. Extra help is a standard part of  instruction as needed; we provide all students with explicit practice in 

study skills.

It can be a long journey to teach a child to understand and manage their Executive Function or ADHD. The good news is 

that with time and specific interventions, children become creative, confident learners who are optimistic about their future 

possibilities.

My Child Is “Twice Exceptional” (Gifted with a Learning Disability)—How Can 
Applewild Help?

Will My Child Be Treated Differently?

Many children with learning disabilities have superior cognitive abilities. Students with this profile often experience their 

schooling with a heightened level of  frustration. They often are able to create strategies which effectively mask their disability 

from the adults around them until some stressor brings the issue to the surface – this often occurs during the middle school 

years. Applewild is uniquely positioned to support the special needs of  this subset of  student. The individualized learning 

plan for the student will encompass both academic enrichment and the necessary remediation and teaching of  skills to 

address their challenges.

No, the goal of  the ACLS is to provide strategies to students with learning differences while integrating these students into our 

standard program as much as possible. Being known well and having strengths affirmed are key motivators for all students. 

Involvement in all aspects of  our program provides multiple ways for that accomplishment and recognition to occur. The goal 

is the same for all students – that they become successful learners. Students enrolled in the ACLS participate in all arts and 

athletics offerings available to all students.
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Does Support Change over Time?

Are ACLS Resources and Expertise Available to Students Who Enroll at the 
Devens Campus?

What Does Matriculation in the ACLS Cost?

Outcomes

Yes, we find that many learning differences can be accommodated in the standard Lower School (K-5) classroom due to 

small class sizes and teachers who are well-versed in early literacy. On occasion, Lower School students require intervention 

individually or in small groups; this is done with existing faculty during normal class time. Extra help is a standard part of  

instruction as needed in all grades. Staff  from the ACLS are engaged to do an assessment if  a child needs support beyond 

what is typically offered. Individual tutoring in the ACLS is often scheduled during world language instruction or at other 

mutually convenient times. Dyslexic students in the younger grades are often taught with Orton-Gillingham or Wilson methods 

by a trained tutor during reading time.

Yes, the same resources are available to our Devens students.

The cost varies widely based on the individual needs of  your child. In addition to tuition, most families can expect to 

pay between $4,000 and $18,000 for ACLS services. We recognize the additional expense on top of  tuition represents a 

significant investment for most families and honor that commitment by working diligently to deliver an exceptional experience 

for your child.

Applewild graduates who participated in our ACLS go on to a wide range of  secondary schools; 100% go on to complete 

college. The secondary schools that receive our students say that ACLS students are in tune with their learning profiles, 

comfortable in seeking the support they need to be academically successful, and are all-around contributing members of  

their high school communities. 
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Our Mission

Core Values

Core Competencies

At Applewild, we believe that the ages of  4 to 15 are the most important in a child’s education; they are the foundation upon 

which all further education is built. Here, students discover their passion for learning and engage in the pursuit of  excellence 

in academics, arts, and athletics in a supportive environment. The core values we promote and the relationships among all 

the members of  our community prepare our students to be confident learners and responsible citizens.

To provide this academic climate and achieve these goals, we promote the following values as the basis of  our relationships 

with each other as adults and students:

The magic of  Applewild is derived from a coherent, intentional plan in which our Core Values are interwoven with our Core 

Competencies.

These strengthen and guide our developmental approach and unite us as a community of  learners who are actively involved 

in, and responsible for, healthy growth. Students graduate from Applewild as accomplished young people who know how they 

learn. They are poised to accept the challenge of  rigorous academic work and are confident that they can make a difference in 

the world.

Throughout our Applewild curriculum, therefore, we teach our students to:

What Parents Are Saying

“Our child knows he struggles with ADHD, 

and his Applewild tutor has helped him 

get and stay organized so he now feels 

confident in his schoolwork.”

“Our child was falling off the radar at his 

old school—he now comes home happy 

and feels part of a broader community.”

“We didn’t know what was wrong initially, 

we just knew our son didn’t like school. 

The ACLS staff helped us obtain his 

dyslexia diagnosis and now he’s thriving.”

“The richness of life outside the classroom 

combined with supports tailored to our 

daughter have made all the difference.”

BE RESPECTFUL: exhibit a courteous regard for oneself, others, and property

BE FAIR: demonstrate impartial and thoughtful behavior and decision-making

BE RESPONSIBLE: be reliable, dependable, and accountable in word and deed

BE COMPASSIONATE: act with kindness, empathy, and sympathy

BE COOPERATIVE: work together toward common goals

BE HONEST: be truthful in words and actions

BE CIVIC-MINDED: participate actively in promoting the well- being of the community
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Be Reflective to know oneself and one’s strengths; to decide how to use that knowledge 

effectively in a learning environment and the world

Think Critically to independently consider, connect, and extend knowledge and 

understanding; to be open-minded, flexible problem solvers able to distinguish fact from 

opinion and identify bias

Communicate to express oneself effectively in a variety of modes, to listen carefully to others, 

and to be empathetic

Create to cultivate the innate sense of wonder and imagination by doing – design, develop, 

build, produce, generate, perform

Persevere to continue pursuits of value even in the face of adversity and to know when to ask 

for help 

Collaborate to participate actively, to share responsibility, and to celebrate group 

accomplishments

About Applewild School
Founded in 1957, Applewild School is a coeducational, independent day school for preschool through grade eight. Applewild’s 

main campus is located on 26 rolling acres in Fitchburg, MA with an additional campus in Devens, MA offering preschool, 

kindergarten and first grade. At Applewild, we empower students to discover their passion for learning and pursue excellence 

in academics, arts, and athletics in our supportive environment. The Core Values and Competencies we promote prepare our 

students to be confident learners and engaged citizens.

Call 978-342-6053 x 163 for more information and to schedule a private tour.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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