
“How Your Disability Shaped Your Decision to Study the Program you Chose”

What is the ideal classroom design for students with autism?
I believe that neurodivergent students should learn in environments that accommodate their
needs and emphasize their interests.
My name is Willow Salsky, I am an autistic student going into my second year at Queen’s
University for a joint degree program in Con-ed (teaching) and Fine Arts with a minor in French
Studies!

I was diagnosed with autism a month before my 18th birthday. Prior to that, I did not have the
appropriate vocabulary to express why certain aspects of life were so challenging for me and
seemingly natural for other people.
Learning about my disability has introduced challenges and beauty. Recognizing my needs has
been life changing, something as simple as letting my body move the way it wants has given me
so much freedom and authenticity. I have an understanding of why my interests feel so powerful,
and accepting such traits has helped me make connections and friendships with like-minded
people. Receiving the diagnosis has been challenging as now I finally have an explanation for the
meltdowns, shutdowns, social confusion, and sensory discomfort, even with accommodations,
they are permanent, and not something I can keep telling myself I will grow out of.

Receiving this diagnosis has been powerful for me, labels hold importance and my identities of
being queer, nonbinary, and autistic has helped me understood how to accommodate myself in a
society that is not built for such identities. Being open and honest about my identities has
connected me to like-minded friends and peers as well as educational and professional
opportunities where a supportive, enriching, prideful, understanding environment is built. I have
been wondering and experimenting with the question of what an ideal classroom design for
autistic students would be like.

During my first experience working and learning in the educational field, my supervisor
supported my enthusiasm and interest in autism advocacy. I created and presented information
about autism awareness/acceptance to students, it was dazzling to facilitate their learning and
create a supportive environment where the autistic students in the class felt represented.
As a student in elementary and high school I struggled a lot academically and socially, I want to
develop my understanding of autism, so I can help limit the challenges I faced for future
generations of disabled students.
This past April, I was a student teacher at an alternative education school. During summers, I got
the fantastic responsibility to coach horse back riding lessons, be a cabin councillor, and run
various activities; I loved creating an atmosphere to help neurodivergent campers make



connections and achieve personal growth. Next month I am deeply thrilled to be working at a
camp focused on providing a space for queer, trans, and neurodivergent Jewish youth!

Queen’s program of Education and Fine Art has given me the opportunity to pursue my interests
in an academic setting that provides me with a knowledge based to bring to various career
settings. After graduation, it is my goal to help other neurodivergent youth and artists thrive with
an emphasis on their interests and accommodating their needs in either a classroom, therapeutic,
or guidance environment.
I believe that autistic and LGBTQ+ people should have access to safe, sensory accommodating
environments with supportive people in which they can exist unapologetically. I believe that
schools should recognize the differences in their autistic students and provide such spaces to
show that even with differences, you are still accepted in this world.

I am passionate about helping people enjoy aspects of life, as well as sharing and learning
knowledge about accessibility and disability. Queen’s provides me with a program where I can
explore my interests in artistic expression, and disability accommodation in the educational field
to transform diverse needs into an inclusive setting. If granted this scholarship, I will be able to
pay for art supplies and sustain my educational practice during teaching placements.

The ideal classroom design for autistic learners is abstract and important. Within the con-ed and
fine arts programs at Queen’s, I can discover my educational pedagogies with an emphasis on
inclusion and accommodation.
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