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Children may experience difficulties in learning new skills and concepts. Areas such as understanding printed material or comprehending what is read may be a problem.  For others coordinating eye, hand and other body movements may present problems when playing, dancing, or writing.  Some young people have problems understanding how to use number facts resulting in problems with math reasoning and calculation.  While some children may express themselves orally with ease these same youngsters may have problems following or recalling directions.  Others may follow directions but have problems with oral expression.  In addition, some children may experience difficulty understanding the order in which things happen or are unable to organize materials for study or work.  Some loose things, can’t sit still, are easily distracted, or have a short attention span.  Learning disabilities present themselves in different ways.  Recent literature suggests that as many as one in ten school children have a learning disability

(American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 1999).

Difficulties such as these may stem from a neurological disorder that is called a learning disability.  This term stems from a federal law that includes guidelines for identifying and giving help to children with learning problems.  The law defines a learning disability as having two parts.  First, there is a deficit that impairs one’s ability to receive, process or give information.  Secondly, the inability to process has a significant impact on the ability to function.  The federal law says both of these things must be happening before a child is determined to be learning disabled.  Tests are used to determine if there is a significant difference between the child’s ability or capacity to learn and what the child has already learned.  

If you believe your child has a learning disability, what can you do?  Check to see if your child is rotating or reversing numbers or letters when he/she writes.  Say words to see if your child can repeat them when you speak in a normal tone.  Give your child directions to see if he/she can follow them.  Observe if your child can stay focused on a task or sit still for a reasonable period of time (this varies by age).  Get an eye and hearing exam to be sure there are no medical problems.  If there are no eye problems or hearing problems apparent from the medical exams, then your child may have a processing problem.  To determine this, ask for a conference at your child’s school.  Mention what you have observed and share the results of the medical exams.  Discuss the possibility of getting school staff to evaluate your child’s cognitive abilities and performance levels.  This will give everyone more information on what problems exist and in what areas.  The school may also want to have the school counselor, speech therapist, psychologist, or other specialists talk with your child and you about other issues that may impact your child or family.  All of these steps will help guide the creation of a plan that best addresses your child’s needs. The results of the evaluation will be shared with you and can be used to improve your child’s chances to meet success in school.  By having a plan that is supported by school and family, your child’s chances for having academic success, positive self-esteem, confidence and healthy development are increased.  

What are some other ways you and the school can help a child with learning disabilities?   Once it has been determined that your child has a learning disability, the school will create a plan with you.  This plan will be a tailored educational program for your child’s particular processing needs.  Help may come through a special education program or through the regular education program.  The kind of help varies.  Some children may work with a speech and language therapist, while others may need to take medication.  Your child may need neither of these.  The school is required by federal law to create a program that is appropriate.  This will occur in a setting that is as close to normal as possible.  The school staff will work with you to develop intervention strategies using your child’s learning strengths to improve areas of weakness.  An ongoing process of talking and planning will assure you and the school staff that your child is making educational progress.

A family’s role includes working closely with the school to manage learning and behavior.  At home it is also important to have appropriate behavior management strategies that are carried our firmly and consistently, as well as family fun.  

1. Let your child help set family rules and consequences, when appropriate.  Be sure the family clearly defines expectations and the child’s role.  Use role-play to help children learn how to behave appropriately in a situation.  

2. Look for opportunities to “catch your child doing good”.  Praise and reward the good actions.  Short comments like, “I really like the way you are sitting quietly while we are watching the video” can go a long way to encouraging similar behavior.  

3. Design opportunities for your child to plan and lead a family activity.  Give whatever support is necessary to ensure success.  Remember to emphasize the parts that are done co rrectly and well.  

4. Praise and reward progress, however small.  Create a scrapbook of successes to review together whenever frustration levels are high.  

5. Avoid public corrections whenever possible.  Try to have short private talks instead.  When your frustration levels are high, walk away until you are calm. Then discuss problems.  

6. Avoid comparing children within families.  Review tests, homework and report cards individually rather than in a family group.

Do not expect learning disabilities to go away.  People with disabilities learn to compensate.  When this happens problems with processing and organizing are not as apparent.  Those who forget can learn to write information down for example.  Compensation skills will be taught to your child as a way to lessen the impact of the disability.  You can expect your child to lead a normal life; participate in learning after high school and work.
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