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Abstract
This report examines the lived reality of individuals who simultaneously experience Dyslexia and Autism Spectrum Disorder 
yet demonstrate high levels of intellectual capability and professional achievement. Despite their strengths, such individuals 
frequently encounter profound challenges within employment—particularly in structured environments such as secondary 
schools and tertiary institutions [1,2]. The paper explores the paradox of capability versus perception, identifies systemic 
barriers within educational workplaces, and critically evaluates the role of institutional leadership—especially the principal—
in shaping inclusive environments  [3]. Central to this report are integrated authorial and student voices, revealing a critical 
divergence between institutional perception and lived relational impact.
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1. Introduction: The Capability–Perception Divide
Dyslexia and autism represent neurocognitive profiles 
characterised by differences in processing, communication, 
and executive functioning [4,5]. While often framed through 
deficit-based models, individuals with these profiles frequently 
demonstrate exceptional strengths in conceptual reasoning, 
relational authenticity, and systems thinking [6]. Yet within 
employment systems—particularly education—these strengths are 
often overshadowed by expectations of:
•	 Rapid verbal fluency
•	 Administrative precision
•	 Conventional leadership behaviours [7].

The system evaluates performance style; the individual 
embodies substantive capability.

2. Lived Experience: The Authorial Voice
The author recounts repeated professional messaging that his 
writing was “rubbish,” that he would “never write properly,” and 
that his communication was difficult to understand. Such repeated 
negative framing aligns with research showing that deficit-

based feedback significantly shapes professional identity and 
self-efficacy [8]. He was described as inflexible and ultimately 
pushed out of a role based on perceived limitations rather than 
demonstrated outcomes, reflecting workplace bias frequently 
reported by neurodivergent professionals [9]. Interactions with 
academic staff were marked by impatience, dismissiveness, 
and arrogance, consistent with findings that neurodivergent 
individuals often experience exclusionary workplace cultures 
due to misunderstanding of communication styles [10].While the 
suggestion of an executive assistant emerged as a constructive 
support, such accommodations are often framed as remediation 
rather than optimisation, despite evidence that workplace 
adjustments significantly improve performance outcomes [11].

3. The Student Voice: A Counter-Narrative of Leadership
In contrast, students experienced a principal who:
• Knew every student by name
• Walked the grounds and engaged daily
• Created open access for learning conversations
Students perceived:
• Care
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• belief
• presence
• authenticity
This aligns with research demonstrating that relational trust 
and leader accessibility are among the strongest predictors of 
student engagement and achievement [12].
 

“Students are more likely to engage and succeed when they 
perceive that educators know them, care for them, and believe in 
their potential.” 

The routine of students bringing work to the principal reflects 
instructional leadership through relational proximity, a form 
of leadership often undervalued in formal evaluation systems [13].

 “Students are more likely to engage and succeed when they perceive that educators know 

them, care for them, and believe in their potential.”  

The routine of students bringing work to the principal reflects instructional leadership 

through relational proximity, a form of leadership often undervalued in formal evaluation 

systems [13]. 

 
 

4. Reframing the Paradox 

The divergence between institutional perception and student experience reflects: 

 Overreliance on performative communication as a proxy for competence [14]. 

 Systemic bias toward neurotypical interaction norms [9]. 

 Undervaluation of relational leadership [12]. 

 “Traditional workplace assessments often privilege social fluency over substantive 

contribution.”  

 

5. The Role of the Principal / Institutional Leader 

Leadership determines whether neurodivergent staff are marginalised or enabled [3]. 

An effective principal must: 

 Recognise diverse cognitive strengths [6]. 

 Protect staff from exclusionary behaviours [10]. 

4. Reframing the Paradox
The divergence between institutional perception and student 
experience reflects:
• Overreliance on performative communication as a proxy for 
competence [14].
• Systemic bias toward neurotypical interaction norms [9].
• Undervaluation of relational leadership [12].
 “Traditional workplace assessments often privilege social fluency 
over substantive contribution.” 

5. The Role of the Principal / Institutional Leader
Leadership determines whether neurodivergent staff are 
marginalised or enabled [3].
An effective principal must:
• Recognise diverse cognitive strengths [6].
• Protect staff from exclusionary behaviours [10].
• Embed inclusive workplace practices [11].
Research confirms that inclusive leadership directly influences 
staff wellbeing, retention, and institutional effectiveness [15].

6. Key Learnings for Educators
6.1 Redefine What Competence Looks Like
Educators must avoid equating communication style with 
intelligence [14].

6.2 Listen Beyond the Surface
Processing differences affect delivery, not understanding [4].

6.3 Challenge Deficit Narratives
Repeated negative messaging shapes identity and performance [8].

6.4 Recognise the Power of Relational Leadership
Relational trust is foundational to effective education [12].

6.5 Normalise Support Structures
Workplace accommodations improve productivity and inclusion 
[11].

6.6 Create Psychologically Safe Environments
Psychological safety enables participation and innovation [16].

6.7 Value Student Voice
Student perception is a valid and essential measure of leadership 
effectiveness [12].

6.8 Address Workplace Culture
Exclusionary behaviours reflect systemic cultural issues [10].
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6.9 Recognise Neurodivergence as Strength
Neurodiversity contributes to innovation, creativity, and systems 
thinking [6].
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7. Conclusion 
This paper has examined the lived reality of an educational leader 
working within the intersecting contexts of Dyslexia and Autism 
Spectrum Disorder, and has revealed a fundamental misalignment 
between institutional perception and educational impact.
At its core, this is not a story of individual limitation.
It is a case study in systemic misrecognition.
Across the authorial narrative, a consistent pattern emerges:
• Capability was judged through communication style rather than 
substance
• Leadership was evaluated through performance norms rather 
than relational outcomes
• Difference was interpreted as deficit, rather than as an alternative 
form of cognitive and professional strength
Yet when examined through the student voice, an entirely different 
reality becomes visible. Students experienced:
• A leader who was present, accessible, and known to them by 
name
• A leader who created space for learning, trust, and growth
• A leader who saw potential where others saw limitation
This divergence is not incidental—it is diagnostic.
It reveals that current institutional frameworks are often 
insufficiently equipped to recognise leadership that operates 
outside neurotypical norms.

8. Reframing Leadership Through Catalysis
The metaphor of catalysis provides a powerful lens through which 
to reinterpret this case.
A catalyst is not defined by its visibility, nor by its conformity to 
expected structures.
It is defined by what it enables.
Within this study, the author functioned as a catalyst:
• Lowering barriers to engagement
• Enabling student confidence and participation
• Creating conditions in which learning could occur
Importantly, the catalyst itself may appear unchanged—or even 
misaligned—when viewed superficially. Yet the reaction it 
produces is undeniable.
The system measured the catalyst.
The students experienced the reaction.
This distinction is critical for educational research and practice.

9. The Cost of Misrecognition
When institutions fail to recognise catalytic leadership, the 
consequences are significant:

• Loss of capable educators and leaders
• Reinforcement of deficit-based narratives
• Perpetuation of workplace cultures that marginalise difference
• A narrowing of what is considered “effective” leadership
In this case, the outcome—being pushed out of a role based on 
perceived limitations—illustrates how systemic misinterpretation 
can override demonstrable impact.
Such outcomes raise an urgent question:
How many other capable educators are lost not because they lack 
ability, but because their ability is not recognised in the form it 
takes?

10. Implications for Educational Leadership and Practice
This paper calls for a fundamental shift in how educational 
institutions define, assess, and support leadership.

 Redefining Competence
Competence must be understood as multidimensional, 
encompassing:
• Relational impact
• ethical consistency
• student engagement
• long-term influence
—not solely communication speed or stylistic fluency.

 Embedding Neurodiversity-Informed Practice
Educational institutions must move beyond awareness to structural 
inclusion, including:
• Recognition of diverse cognitive processing styles
• Normalisation of support mechanisms (e.g., executive assistance, 
alternative communication modes)
• Reduction of unnecessary administrative and performative 
barriers

 Elevating Student Voice
Student experience should be recognised as a legitimate and 
essential measure of leadership effectiveness.
In this study, it is the student voice that provides the most accurate 
account of the author’s impact.

 Addressing Workplace Culture
Dismissiveness, impatience, and arrogance within academic 
environments are not benign—they are structural barriers to 
inclusion.
Leadership must actively cultivate:
• Psychological safety
• Respectful communication
• Curiosity over judgment

 Reframing Difference as Strength
Dyslexia and autism are not barriers to leadership; they are often 
the source of:
• Systems thinking
• deep empathy for learners
• authenticity in relationships
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• resilience and persistence

11. Final Reflection
This paper ultimately challenges a deeply embedded assumption 
within educational systems:
That effectiveness must look a certain way in order to be recognised.
The evidence presented here suggests otherwise.
The author was told:
• That his writing was inadequate
• That his communication was flawed
• That his leadership did not meet institutional expectations
Yet the students came.
They came not for perfection, but for presence.
Not for performance, but for understanding.
Not for conformity, but for connection.
“Still they came.”
This refrain is not merely poetic—it is empirical.
It is the clearest indicator of impact.

12. Closing Statement
If education is fundamentally about learning, growth, and human 
connection, then our systems must be capable of recognising those 
who enable it—even when they do so differently.
Until that shift occurs, the risk remains:
• That we continue to misjudge capability
• That we continue to lose those who make the greatest difference
• That we continue to measure the visible, while missing the 
transformative
The challenge, therefore, is not to change the individual to fit the 
system—
but to evolve the system so that it can recognise the full spectrum 
of human capability.
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