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The Invisible Difference: How Schools Ignore Children with Learning Differences 

This is my artist statement for my final comic/paper for Ant 101. I will detail the sources 

I used and why that I could not fully explain in the comic itself, explaining how they relate to the 

main topic of invisible learning differences being ignored by school systems and thus the state. 

I picked The Ones That Walk Away From Omelas as a source because I found the 

parallels between it and my own experiences very interesting. The Ones That Walk Away, starts 

by telling the tale of a fabulous utopia called Omelas, and describing in particular a holiday they 

were having. It then later shifts to talk about a young child who lives trapped beneath the city, 

and constantly mocks them and their squallor. It also says that once the children reach a certain 

age they are taken down to see the little child, and after that some decide to stay in Omelas, and 

some walk away, thus the title of the story. The interesting part is where they detail and talk 

about how bad it would be if they brought the child to live on the surface with everyone else. It is 

said that if someone were to do this, they would be sacrificing the happiness of all the people in 

Omelas just so that this one child could be a little happy. It is even argued that the little child 

would be incapable of learning how to live a proper life in Omelas anyways, so what is the point 

of giving them the chance? I see now in my experience with the public school system, like the 

child in Omelas, it was thought that if I got an IEP and proper accommodations it would be a 

nuisance for the people who worked at the school and would take resources away from them and 

the other children who did not need extra help. Of course it is not nearly as extreme as the child 



in Omelas, I was not publicly ostracized for my learning disabilities and had a typical upbringing 

for the area. But still, like the child all of my problems were assumed to be unfixable and my 

fault, I was not trying hard enough or my parents were coddling me too much, or as one high 

school teacher once put it “Katie is a B student, not an A student or a C student, and that’s just 

the way she is.” (For context this from a discussion of my spanish grades, a subject I have 

trouble in due to the same brain issues as I do in english, was at a totally different school, and I 

was an A student besides this one class). Time and time again if my needing extra help 

inconvenienced someone they would opt to try and ignore the problem or shift the blame onto 

me, a much more subtle and minor form of the same treatment the child from Omelas was 

experiencing. Of course, not every teacher was like this, many of my teachers were good people 

who wanted to help the best they could, but the ones that did act this way made an impact. 

In Dispossession and the Environment: Rhetoric and Inequality in Papua New Guinea by 

Paige West, it mostly discusses how people in Papua New Guinea (PNG) are constantly 

dispossessed, and how the perception outsiders have of them as “primitive” hurts them in various 

ways. One way is how PNG people can not get loans, despite already having successful small 

businesses, without using land as a collateral, because it is assumed that they do not know how to 

handle money and will simply spend it all and never pay the bank back. This is highly 

problematic for multiple reasons, but the one relevant to this paper is how outsiders tend to 

assume that, despite success, PNG people are all corrupt or “primitive” as a default. This is 

similar to how the child from The Ones Who Walk Away was treated, and assumed that he would 

never be proper because he lived underground for so long. Of course these are two very different 

subjects, PNG people are not trapped underground for years never learning how to speak, but the 

same sentiment of assuming that a person is one way and not giving them any further chance to 



prove themselves is there. This is relevant as well to this comic in terms of how a child is 

assumed to be at a certain level of intelligence that is inert, and disregard any nuance to it, like 

being “smart” in some fields but not in others, or needing help in most fields but good at 

something else. The assumptions made about people as “lazy” or “smart” in both cases allow the 

state to take away resources like loans, land or accommodations. Again, the discrimation that 

PNG people face is very different than those with invisible learning differences, but in both cases 

the state is trying to dispossess people, maybe so they gain more land, maybe so they have a 

better control over them, and maybe so they have to spend less resources and money on 

something, and can transfer that to something that benefits the state more than the person. In 

public schools by spending less on individual children who need help, they can better give 

resources to themselves or their benefactors, perhaps they give the money to their top sports team 

or make the food in the cafeteria better, or maybe even just funnel it back into the classes so that 

they can have more field trips or better equipment. None of this spending is necessarily bad on 

its own, but by taking away these resources from kids who need it, a few are hurt, so that the rest 

can prosper. This is the essence of colonialism, exploiting marginalized people so that the rest 

can prosper, and the highest authority may gain more wealth and power. Of course, there is a 

major difference between genocide, slavery, cultural apporation and more and discrimnation in 

the schooling system, but still, schools are apart of the colonial state and one gear in the system 

that prepares people to live under it for the rest of their lives. 

Speaking of colonial systems, one that is very similar to schools is prisons. The Echo By 

Macario Garcia is a short story about a prisoner in a prison, and uses storytelling to tell us how 

prisons dehumanize and take the prisoners life over and over again. In it the unnamed prisoner 

talks about how their life is constantly taken again and again by the echo of the prison doors 



slamming shut, and how they are trapped with their guilt being relentlessly tortured by their time 

in prison. Prisons and schools are both about structure and regimen, everyone in them 

experiencing the same schedule every day with little room for variation. In schools this is to 

prepare children to work in a possibly monotonous job, doing the same thing day in and day out 

without question. In prisons this is to reform someone who has broken the laws of the state, to 

reshape them into a proper citizen. In both cases, it is to control you and keep people in their 

place. In prisons, if someone had a different schedule or permissions, perhaps because they have 

a health condition, it could threaten the regimen and power the prison has over the other 

prisoners. It's less expensive and time consuming as well to not give differing schedules, the 

more variation you give the more freedom people have, and the more time and resources spent 

making sure everything is neat and tidy in each variation of this schedule. It’s the same with 

schools, giving some kids a different set of permissions or schedules may rile up the others and 

make them question why they don’t get the same variation of choice. The more variations you 

give in each case, the more things needed to be accounted for and people need to spend more 

time drawing out the plans. It is easier and more efficient to try and minimize variations, so in 

both cases only the most extreme, most visibly obvious cases will be picked out to gain the 

things needed for them to live at the same standard as everyone else. Anyone not chosen, either 

due to being a minor or being incarcerated, has no ability to speak up for themselves, and must 

have another person with power, often family, speak for them. If they do not have these 

resources then they are out of luck, and are stuck either learning or living at a subpar level, 

because it is easier and it is unlikely an outsider will notice or do anything about it. 

In chapter 3 of Being There: The Fieldwork Encounter and the Making of Truth, “The 

Suicidal Wound and Fieldworkamong Canadian Inuit” by Lisa Stevenson, the Inuit sucide 



epidemic is described by Stevenson. She tells the reader how Inuits thought differently than 

westerners who were obsessed with the future, while Inuits think more of the flow of life and the 

day to day, which for them, death happens to be a natural part of. There is nothing wrong with 

this line of thinking, but yet it is problematized by many Non-Inuit people especially in sucide 

prevention, where having a plan for the future is a major tool to stop people from committing 

sucide. Instead of the reasons why someone may commit sucide being looked into, many of 

which were likely due to the state or other systems in place, and instead problematize the 

individual, by saying that their unwillingness to look to the future was the issue, instead of any 

other reason they might have for wanting to end their own life. Suicide is a major issue, and is 

very different than seemingly invisible learning differences, but the issue of problematizing the 

individual is present in both. Many times someone who has learning differences may be 

categorized as “lazy” or “not working hard enough”, when in reality they are not the issue, the 

environment they are learning in is. By drawing attention away from the issues from these 

systems negatively impacting people, and placing blame on the person instead, the state can 

deflect blame and responsibility from the matter. This happens in both cases, and by flipping the 

narrative and controlling it, the state also controls how much and what kind of help is allotted to 

people. The issue might be flipped from being poor being why someone is suicidal to not 

thinking to the future enough, or a brain encoding and decoding words differently from the norm 

to being lazy. The problems and causes of sucide and learning differences may be different, but 

in an overview sense the way they are treated in how both problematize the individual to lighten 

the state’s and other’s shoulders is the same. 

I hope after reading this artist statement my reason for picking each of my sources has 

become clear, along with their relationship towards the topic of invisible learning differences. 



This is a topic I would love to learn more about and dig into if I had more time, and although I 

do not know how to fix this issue of schools ignoring some children with learning differences, I 

hope that by dissecting it some and giving it a little more awareness, I have made a step, however 

small it might be, to figuring out that answer. 
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