      Understanding Learning Disabilities (Video 1)

      >> FANTINE: Hello.

      I'm Jeff Fantine, director of the Central Southeast ABLE Resource

      Center at Ohio University.

      The purpose of this first training video for the learning disability

      core training series is to provide you with an understanding of what

      learning disabilities are.

      We'll first take a look at some of the characteristics common among

      those with learning disabilities and then we'll look at the definition

      of learning disabilities, but before I do that I would like to mention

      a few statistics on learning disabilities.

      The Learning Disability Association of America reports that 15 percent

      of the general population have learning disabilities.

      As Denise mentioned, the National Institute for Literacy suggests that

      anywhere from 50 to 80 percent of the students in our ABLE programs

      have learning disabilities.

      Many of them are undiagnosed.

      A recent study out of the Seattle Work Force Development Council

      reports that about 40 percent of those receiving public assistance or

      TANF benefits have learning disabilities, and the US Department of

      Corrections reports that anywhere from over 50 percent up to 90

      percent have learning -- of incarcerated persons have learning

      disabilities.

      These statistics confirm that learning disability is a significant

      factor among the students we serve in our ABLE programs.

      Therefore it is our responsibility to understand learning

      disabilities, build the necessary supports in our programs to

      effectively and appropriately serve those with learning disabilities,

      and help those students progress through our system so that they can

      achieve their goals.

      Now I'd like you to consider the characteristics that you observe in

      the classroom when students are struggling in the skill areas such as

      reading, writing, and math.

      Many of these characteristics that you observe are common among those

      with learning disabilities.

      It's important to remember, however, that these characteristics are

      also common among students with other types of disabilities or other

      special learning needs.

      So let's first look at the area of reading.

      If someone has a learning disability in the area of reading, some of

      the characteristics that you might observe are maybe they have trouble

      identifying or distinguishing sounds in words, or word recognition

      problems.

      It may be, however, that the student is able to read every word but

      not understand what they're reading.

      In most cases a student with a learning disability in the area of

      reading has a limited toolbox of strategies for reading.

      In the area of writing students with disabilities may have very

      disorganized writing.

      They may have persistent problems with spelling, or their handwriting

      may be very difficult to read.

      Often students with disabilities in the area of writing may have very

      labored and undistinguishable writing.

      The words may float upwards on the page or drift downwards, maybe

      dropping off the page completely.

      Many of the letters in the words may be disconnected, or the size of

      the letters may be very inconsistent.

      In the area of listening, students with disabilities may have very

      limited oral vocabulary.

      It may be that they have difficulty processing spoken language,

      remembering the conversations that they have with others.

      In the area of speaking, often students with disabilities will use the

      wrong word.

      It's that I've got it on the tip of my tongue situation.

      The word is somewhere in -- filed in their brain, but they can't

      locate it,

      difficulty with word retrieval.

      They may have difficulty organizing what they want to say.

      In the area of math, students with disabilities often have visual

      spatial problems.

      They may confuse math operations, or have difficulty processing

      language.

      And in the area of critical thinking many students who are struggling

      in this area have difficulty synthesizing ideas.

      They may make impulsive decisions or react impulsively or they have

      problems with abstract reasoning.

      These are, again, just some of the characteristics that are common

      among students with disabilities.

      Now let's take a look at what learning disabilities are.

      Learning disability is a general term for a group of disorders, so

      it's sort of an umbrella term, and there are many types of learning

      disabilities.  Usually it's manifested with difficulties acquiring

      basic skills, such as reading, writing, and math, those skill areas

      that we just looked at.

      They're part of the person's being, meaning they're not going to go

      away.

      What we know about learning disabilities right now is that they are

      part of the person.

      We know that it's a neurological processing disorder.

      It is part of the brain, which means it's part of the central nervous

      system.

      It may be discovered at any time, meaning students who come into your

      program may have learning disabilities but they may have been

      undiagnosed at this point.

      Learning disabilities are sensory information processing disorders.

      They affect language processing and they're usually manifested through

      visual, auditory, and gross motor spatial disorders.

      A discussion of learning disabilities is not complete without a

      discussion of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or often

      referred to as AD/HD.

      It is also a neurological disorder, but it's a behavior disorder, and

      the reason that it is discussed often with learning disabilities is

      because AD/HD significantly affects those -- significantly affects

      learning.

      It causes disordered learning and disruptive behavior, and it can

      manifest itself in one of three ways:  Either hyperactivity, a person

      could be very distractible, meaning they're distracted by all the

      things that are in the room, which affects their concentration and

      focus, or they could be very impulsive.

      As educators, it's important to look at the types of learning

      disability in terms of the skill that is affected.

      For example, processing the language, often referred to as reading

      disability, that's called dyslexia.

      Many educators are familiar with this type of learning disability.

      If math skills are affected severe enough to cause a learning

      disability, dyscalculia is the term for that.

      Written expression learning disability is dysgraphia, and for learning

      disabilities affecting fine motor skills is dyspraxia.

      Most of the students in your program will have visual or auditory

      processing disorders of some degree and severity.

      And of course AD/HD, as I mentioned earlier, affects concentration and

      focus.

      Just as important as understanding what learning disabilities are,

      it's important to understand what learning disabilities are not.

      Problems with behavior, now, I just mentioned that AD/HD is a behavior

      disorder that is lumped together with learning disabilities because it

      affects learning so significantly.

      Generally speaking, however, behavior problems are not learning

      disabilities.

      Neither are social or emotional problems.

      These behaviors, social, emotional problems, may exist as a result of

      having a learning disability because of the anxiety, the frustration,

      the confusion about one's self, of having a learning disability, but

      they're not the learning disability.

      It's important to distinguish that as the information processing

      disorder in the brain.

      That is the learning disability.

      In the training support materials that accompany this video there is a

      description of the other special learning needs areas.

      It's important to note these so that you have an understanding of

      learning disabilities and these other areas that can significantly

      affect learning, for example, vision and hearing function problems.

      Someone who is unable to see or hear may need glasses or a hearing

      aid, but that's not the processing disorder in the brain or the

      learning disability.

      Lack of intelligence, mental retardation, developmental disabilities,

      these are special learning needs that affect one's or a student's

      cognitive ability.

      A learning disability does not relate to cognitive functioning, and

      it's important to know that also in your understanding of learning

      disabilities.

      These other special learning needs areas may exist with a learning

      disability, however, so often a learning disability may just be one of

      many or several factors that you're dealing with for many of our

      students.

      Another way to think about learning disabilities is to consider the

      diagram -- the circle diagram that is included in the support

      materials with this video.

      Really this diagram can be thought of as the LD circle diagram.

      What does the D stand for in LD?

      Is it differences, difficulties, or disabilities?

      The larger circle in this diagram really represents all of us,

      learning differences, or preferred styles of learning.

      We all learn differently.

      We all have preferred styles of learning.

      So everyone really fits in this larger circle.

      Some people, however, have difficulties in some area, but it may

      always be a challenge, it may be something that's difficult, but we

      can learn enough to get by.

      That is the middle circle.

      That is not everybody has a difficulty in certain skill areas, but

      some of us do.

      This inner circle, when the learning difficulty is severe enough that

      you can't learn enough to get by, that it affects learning in other

      areas, that is often when a learning disability exists.

      This inner circle, in other words, represents that 15 percent of the

      general population that I mentioned at the beginning of the video, or

      can translate into the 50 to 80 percent of the students in your ABLE

      program.

      We need to understand that learning disabilities do exist.

      It's more than a difference or a difficulty.

      Students with learning disabilities have a right to, number one, know

      that they have a learning disability that's probably the cause for

      many of the struggles that they've had in their learning, and, two,

      they have the right to equal access to ABLE services.

      We need to be comfortable using the term learning disabilities so that

      our students are comfortable hearing it.

      Yes, it's a condition that affects learning, but it can be dealt with

      with appropriate adaptations and accommodations in the classroom.

      In many cases it is the answer many of our students have been waiting

      to hear for a lifetime, to know that there is a reason for the

      problems that have affected their learning for so long.

      Another look at learning disabilities that I'd like to end with is a

      good example for educators to think about in their understanding of

      learning disabilities.

      When we learn something new, we use -- generally uses lots of

      conscious thought and energy to perform the new skill or new task.

      In effect we are using the cognitive part of our brain, which is the

      upper left part of our brain.

      As we become proficient at this task or skill, we use less energy.

      It requires less focus, and as we get better at doing something, it

      almost becomes automatic.

      It goes from being a cognitive task when we learn it to being an

      associative task when we become proficient at it.

      The reason that I mention this is many students with learning

      disabilities are often always using that cognitive part of the brain,

      so during learning tasks or in learning skills they are often using a

      lot of energy and they require a lot of focus to be able to do.

      So this is an example that may help you as teachers understand the

      learning difficulty or the struggles of someone -- with students who

      have learning disabilities.

      So now I hope you have a better understanding of learning disabilities

      and this will further assist you in determining the strengths of your

      students, to provide them with the most appropriate services so

      they're able to succeed in your ABLE program.

      Thank you.

