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A Lot of Smart Kids Have Trouble in School

Learning Disabilities—
What Are They?

Estimates suggest that between 5%
and 15% of school-aged children have
learning problems significant enough
to be termed a disability. Learning
disabilities are ahidden handicap that
interfere with a person’s ability to
processinformation and learn. Asour
soci ety continuesto place greater and
greater emphasison learning and edu-
cation, awareness of such disorders
isincreasing. The personwith alearn-
ing disability usually has average or
above average intelligence and may
be very bright. However, for some
reason there is a gap between poten-
tial and achievement.

Dydexia(adisability inreading or
verbal skills) and Attention Deficit
Disorder aretwo learning disabilities
receiving much attention today. But
people can have disabilitiesin many
areas, such as memory and learning,
non-verbal or visual-spatial abilities,
and the comprehension and integra-
tion of information. Learning disabili-
tiesmay occur in many forms: visual,
auditory, motor control, verbal, com-
prehension, memory, reading, math,
attention/concentration, etc. Specific
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learning disabilitiesareaweaknessin
the psychological or neurological
process of understanding or using
language, spoken or written, which
may manifest in aproblem in the ability
to listen, think, speak, read, write,
spell, or do math calculations.

Finding the Problem

A child with alearning disability
may look healthy, see correctly, and
act normally. Specia tests are neces-
sary to identify learning disabilities.
Thesetests can determinewhat anin-
dividual can do well and what areas
areweak. Psychological testscantell
why achild is not getting the grades
he or she should, and can help ana-
lyze and explain learning difficulties.

The assessment of learning disabili-
ties requires an approach that inte-
grateshistorical information about the
individual, behavioral observations,
and psychological test results. The
diagnosisisestablished based onthese
sources of information. Recommen-
dationsfor the management of learn-
ing disabilities proceed from such an
assessment.

Professionalswho are qualified to
offer such assessments include psy-
chologists and school psychologists.
A comprehensiveevauationinvolves
several hours of testing followed by a
careful analysisof the datato develop

an understanding of the individual’s
strengths as well as weaknesses.

Finding the Solution

Knowing what is wrong is not
enough. Once the individuals's
strengths and weaknesses are known,
follow-up with parents, schools, and
health professionals is important to
achieve the improvement that is
needed. Special techniques, based on
the results of the evaluation, are
implemented to overcome the ob-
staclesto learning. Special education
plans for teachers, skills groups, tu-
toring, counseling, and specia accom-
modations are additional ways that
children with learning disabilitiesmay
be assisted in making progress, once
the specific problemsareidentified.

Finding Help

Professional assessmentisoftenthe
best answer to finding out why aper-
sonishaving difficultly—whether in
learning, relationships, work, or emo-
tions. And counseling or therapy can
help a person to do better in manag-
ing life'schallenges.

Every person is different. In my
practice, | develop aspecia program
of testing or therapy for each indi-
vidual, to meet his or her unique
needs. | focuson strengthswhile seek-




ing to develop skillsin needed areas.
Resources such as family, spiritual,
personal strengths, school programs,
and others are involved and utilized
to give further support.

Services offered include compre-
hensive assessments, limited assess-
ments for specific questions or pur-
poses, consultations for reviewing
previoustesting or making decisions
about educational matters, school
consultations, inservice training for
educators and health professionals,
and support services.

Testing for learning problems usu-
ally covers several domains such as
intellectual strengthsand weaknesses,
academic achievement in reading,
spelling, math, writing, etc. verbal and

non-verba memory, visua -perceptual-
motor development, speech and lan-
guage devel opment, attention and con-
centration, behavior, and social and
emotional development. A selection of
tests is administered to objectively
measure individual abilities in each
domain. From this, aclinical picture
develops which identifies the causes
of learning difficulties, targets of
remediation, and strengthswhich can
beutilized.

Following the testing, the evalua-
tor meets with the client or parent to
go over theresults of the assessment.
Identified problemsare explained, as
well asstrengths, and specific recom-
mendations are offered for improve-
ment. Follow-up may include the
evaluator serving as a consultant to

Symptoms of Learning Disabilities

theindividual tested, the parentsand/
or family, and school.

If you think your child or a child
or adult you know could be doing
better in school, you may beright. But
help may be needed to find out what's
getting intheway of hisor her doing
better, to get over stumbling blocks,
and provide guidance along the way.
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The symptoms of learning disabilities are many and diverse. Only acomprehensivetesting and eval uation can deter-
minethe presence and nature of alearning disability. However, any person who evidences anumber of thefollowing
symptoms may well be experiencing alearning disability. Thisisjust asampling of the symptoms of learning disabili-
ties. In many cases, alearning disability is very difficult to spot. Testing and a thorough evaluation are required to
identify and explain aperson’slearning problem.

Most common:

Short attention span

Poor memory

Difficulty following directions

Trouble discriminating among
letters, numbers, or sounds

Poor reading ability

Eye-hand coordination difficulty

Difficultieswith sequencing

Disorganization

Reading:

Readsvery slowly

Reading isnot enjoyed

Can’t remember what just read

Skipswords

Has trouble sounding out words

Mistakes one word for another

Has difficulty understanding what
reads

Spelling:

Frequent spelling errors

Rotates |etters (e.g. b for d)
Reversals (e.g. gril for girl)

L etters often out of sequence
Very inconsistent or poor speller

Writing:

Has troubl e organizing thoughts

Freezes or blockswhen trying to write

Producesvery littlewhen writing

Difficulty sequencing or devel oping
ideas

Mechanics and structure are weak

Math:

Reversesnumbers

Difficultly with concepts
Problemswith basic calculations
Many careless errors and oversights
Troublewith word problems

Speech:

Trouble pronouncing unfamiliar
words

Trouble getting points across

Difficulty reading aloud

Hesitancy in speech

Difficulty understanding spoken
language.

Attention/Concentration:

Very distractible

Mind wanders

Trouble focusing or sustaining
attention

Failsto follow through with tasks

Disorganization

Forgetful

Bored easily




