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The Brain’s Role in Learning: A New
Perspective on Educational Inclusion and
Diversity 
The topics of inclusion and diversity persists as a key focus amid the
education conversation.  Schools and educators are striving to provide
students with equitable learning opportunities, ensuring that every child,
regardless of their background or challenges, can fully participate in and
benefit from the learning process. 

There is a dimension not often discussed within these conversations: the
brain. Research in neuroscience and cognitive psychology has shown that
learning is a deeply personal and individualized process. Each student
brings a unique cognitive profile to the classroom shaped by their
genetics, environment, and experiences. This profile directly influences how
students process information, solve problems, regulate emotions, and
engage with learning. Recognizing the significance of this element of
diversity can play a direct role in fostering more inclusive classrooms.  

Understanding Cognitive Diversity 

Cognitive diversity in the classroom refers to the different ways students
think, learn, and interact with the world. These differences underscore the
degree to which students acquire academic skills and  include more subtle
factors such as how they process social information or manage their
emotions. Just as cultural and linguistic diversity enrich the classroom,
cognitive diversity brings its own value.  

For educators, recognizing cognitive diversity means understanding that
no two students engage in learning the same way, that they each have a
unique cognitive profile, made up of networks of discrete functions. These
cognitive functions are responsible for processes such as attention,
memory, and critical thinking, non-verbal communication.  
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Cognitive Functions and Their Role in Learning

Cognitive functions are the mental processes that allow students to
acquire knowledge, think critically, and engage with the world around
them. Key cognitive functions include: 

Auditory memory – the ability to retain and recall spoken information 
Nonverbal thinking – interpreting body language and social cues
Planning and execution – organizing thoughts and actions effectively 
Critical thinking – evaluating and analyzing information logically
Conceptual understanding – grasping abstract ideas and
relationships
Sequential language – structuring thoughts logically for
communication
Motor planning – developing skills necessary for reading, writing, and
speech

Read more about these cognitive functions and their role in learning here.

Keep in mind, these cognitive functions exist on a continuum, meaning
students will demonstrate strength in one function and a weakness in
another. Recognizing this variability is key to understanding students’
through a cognitive lens, and can play a role in fostering a heightened
sense of empathy, compassion and tolerance. 

Neuroplasticity: The Brain’s Capacity for Growth 

One of the most powerful insights from neuroscience is neuroplasticity—
the brain’s remarkable ability to change its structure and function in
response to experience and learning. This concept reinforces that cognitive
capacities are not fixed, and research has proven that through targeted
practice, students can strengthen and enhance the cognitive functions
responsible for their learning, social and emotional well-being, and self-
awareness. 
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For educators, this means every student has the potential to grow and
develop the capacity to learn independently. Rather than viewing cognitive
challenges as limitations, neuroplasticity offers a more actionable
approach: with specialized cognitive programs embedded into the school
day, students can strengthen their cognitive profiles, enabling them to
engage more fully with academic content and social interactions. 

Moving Beyond Physical Presence: True Inclusion 

Inclusive education is about more than ensuring students are present in
the classroom—it’s about actively engaging them in the learning process.
True inclusion means equipping all students with the cognitive profile
necessary to contribute actively along with their peers. A neuroplastic
approach invites educators to change their students’ core capacity, rather
than changing the curriculum, the classroom, the expectations or teaching
styles. This view supports all students in their ability to learn, engage, and
thrive. 

Creating an Inclusive and Equitable Classroom 

Inclusion and equity in education requires a comprehensive approach. A
cognitive perspective enables educators to move beyond modifying the
curriculum or lessening expectations. Instead, providing cognitive and
academic programs creates a holistic view: strengthen the brain’s ability to
learn, and provide the skills, material and experiences for that brain to learn
with greater ease, efficiency, and even joy. 

Ultimately, the brain is the ultimate equalizer. Understanding – and
harnessing – the complexity and potential of the brain – can explain
diversity, build inclusion, and create a truly equitable educational
experience, one that empowers all learners.  
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