Accommodating Students with Learning Disabilities 

What Are Learning Disabilities? 
For someone diagnosed with a learning disability, it can seem scary at first. But a learning disability doesn't have anything to do with a person's intelligence - after all, such successful people as Walt Disney, Alexander Graham Bell, and Winston Churchill all had learning disabilities.
	Learning disabilities are problems that affect the brain's ability to receive, process, analyze, or store information. There are many kinds of learning disabilities. Most students affected by learning disabilities have more than one kind. Learning disabilities can make it difficult for a student to read, write, spell, or solve math problems.
Students with Learning Disabilities 
It is estimated that learning disabilities occur in 10% of the general population. Due to early recognition and support in the school system, more students with learning disabilities are successful in gaining admission to post-secondary institutions. This creates a challenge for instructors since learning disabilities are diverse and, at times, difficult to understand.
	Individuals with learning disabilities have problems processing certain types of information, such as visual or auditory, due to a known or assumed permanent neurological deficit. For a diagnosis of a specific learning disability to be made, a significant discrepancy between academic achievement and assessed intellectual capacity must be seen, with deficits in one or more of the following: 
	receptive language (reading, listening)
	language processing (conceptualizing, integrating)
	expressive language (writing, spelling, talking)
	mathematical computations and reasoning
Signs of Learning Disabilities 
Learning disabilities typically first show up when a person has difficulty speaking, reading, writing, figuring out a math problem, communicating with a parent, or paying attention in class. 
	A parent or a teacher notices a kid can't follow directions for a game or is struggling to do work he or she should be able to do easily or they learn to cover up their learning disability so it isn’t discovered till later in life. 
	Most learning disabilities fall into one of two categories: verbal and nonverbal.
	People with verbal learning disabilities have difficulty with words, both spoken and written. 
	People with nonverbal learning disabilities may have difficulty processing what they see. 
	A behavioural condition called attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is often associated with learning disabilities because people with ADHD may also have a hard time focusing enough to learn and study. 
What Causes Them? 
No one's exactly sure what causes learning disabilities. But researchers do have some theories as to why they develop. They include:
	Genetic influences. Experts have noticed that learning disabilities tend to run in families and they think that heredity may play a role. However, researchers are still debating whether learning disabilities are, in fact, genetic, or if they show up in families because kids learn and model what their parents do.
	 Brain development. Some experts think that learning disabilities can be traced to brain development, both before and after birth. For this reason, problems such as low birth weight, lack of oxygen, or premature birth may have something to do with learning disabilities. Young children who receive head injuries may also be at risk of developing learning disabilities.
	 Environmental impacts. Infants and young children are susceptible to environmental toxins (poisons). For example, you may have heard how lead (which may be found in some old homes in the form of lead paint or lead water pipes) is sometimes thought to contribute to learning disabilities. Poor nutrition early in life may also lead to learning disabilities later in life.

Behavioural Characteristics 
http://www.ldac-taac.ca/InDepth/child_behavior-e.asp 
Diagnosis and Testing Process 
Learning disabilities must be diagnosed by a professional, typically a registered clinical psychologist, on the basis of standardized test results. 
	Due to the demand for assessment, there may be some delay in getting confirmation of a learning disability, and this can result in diagnoses and recommendations for accommodations not being made until late in the academic year. 
	If assessment results indicate the presence of a specific learning disability, then recommendations for appropriate accommodations are made, consistent with identified areas of weakness. 
Instructional Strategies
select well-organized texts with aids such as chapter summaries, glossaries, indexes
	make book lists and other materials available well in advance
	provide a role model for organization: present overall plans for the course, unit and lecture
	preview the material to be covered, provide the information, and then review the most salient points
	indicate main points before viewing videos or films
	clearly indicate the main points of your lecture, using written and oral techniques to emphasize them
	emphasize the relationships between ideas, using visual as well as verbal methods (e.g. concept maps, diagrams)
	use overhead projections, diagrams and charts whenever possible to supplement your oral presentation of information (lecture)
	explain assignments clearly, both orally and in writing, with set deadlines and criteria for grading / evaluation
	modify test questions to avoid double negatives, extremely complex sentence structure, and questions embedded within questions
	encourage group work when feasible (e.g. brainstorming, assignments)
	do not pressure students to read aloud
Technological Accommodations 
	Allow recording of class lectures for students who have difficulty processing auditory information and/or listening and writing at the same time.
	Permit the use of spelling aids or calculators for students who understand the concepts, but struggle with sequential processing and rote memory.

Assignment Accommodations
It is helpful to give students written and oral information about their assignments, to be very clear regarding expectations, to provide examples of good and poor quality products, to be willing to discuss the assignments and look over drafts (class size permitting), and to offer choices whenever possible (e.g. oral presentations, essays, group format, etc.). Students who chronically struggle with the work load may do better to take fewer courses at a time, or extend their degree program over an additional year or two.
Examination Accommodations:
	extra time for tests and exams
	writing exams in a smaller room with fewer distractions
	writing exams alone to allow for talking aloud, even fewer distractions
	access to a computer to allow for spell checking, sequencing written material, and production of legible results
	consideration (no penalty) for spelling or grammar mistakes when a spell-checker was not used
	a reader to read aloud the test questions and, infrequently, a scribe to write answers.
	answering multiple choice questions on the exam paper.

Although a diagnosis of a learning disability can feel upsetting, it's actually the first step in resolving the condition. 
There's no cure for a learning disability. And you don't outgrow it. But it's never too late to get help. Most people with learning disabilities learn to adapt to their learning differences, and they learn strategies that help them accomplish their goals and dreams.

