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CHALLENGES
One of the most important messages we can give kids with learn-
ing disabilities is they can be successful both inside and outside the 
classroom. 

Learning strategies lead 
to success

A
fter being diag-
nosed with dys-
lexia and ADHD, 
I came to under-
stand that learn-
ing disabilities 
don’t come with 

an owner’s manual.  This, more or 
less, is the short answer to why some 
2.5 million students are struggling 
each year in America’s schools.  I 
know you’re probably hoping I can 
tell you how to quickly unleash your 
child’s potential, but if you want to 
help a child succeed with a learning 
disability, then you should probably 
avoid any advice that sounds like a 
“quick fix.” Why? Learning disabili-
ties are lifelong adventures. What 
can make all the difference is know-
ing how to self-advocate and find 
allies when you reach a hurdle. 

I grew up among the first genera-
tion of students who were given the 
label “learning disability.” In fifth 
grade,  I didn’t know how to read—or 
at least not very well. I’d been diag-
nosed with dyslexia and ADHD and 
felt the weight of those labels as 
failures.  Did I think I’d one day go 
to Brown University? No. I was just 
hoping to make it to sixth grade.    

 We in the “Republic of People 
Who Learn Differently” simply rep-
resent a paradox.  We drop out of high 
school at twice the normal rate.  We 
are overrepresented in the federal 
justice system, accounting for up to 
42 percent of prisoners.  But on the 
flipside we represent an exception-
ally high number of CEOs, entrepre-
neurs, and A-list actors. We include 
Steven Spielberg, Whoopi Goldberg, 
Steve Jobs  and Tom Cruise.  

So we don’t “kind of” fail. We fail 
miserably. And we don’t “kind of” 
succeed.  We really succeed. 

Of course, in fifth grade I didn’t 
know how to be Tom Cruise, and 
since learning disabilities don’t 
come with an owner’s manual,  I had 
no idea how to empower myself as a 
learner.  Part of the reason I made it 
through school is that I finally came 
around to being proud of the way 
my mind does work with its gifts 
and flaws.  I stopped trying to over-
come dyslexia—dyslexia doesn’t go 
away— and started making the most 
of learning strategies that allowed 
me to succeed.   

To empower kids and put them on 
the best possible track toward reach-
ing their full potential, consider 

as a start these three things that 
students with learning disabilities 
absolutely need: 

An early diagnosis
We need to know how our brain 

works so we can find learn-
ing strategies that are effec-

tive for us. 

Accommodations
From audio books and spell-

check to extra time on writ-
ten tests, we need tools 

that support our learn-
ing style. 

Allies & mentors
We need people who 
can teach us when and 

how to ask for help. 
I hope that you will 

keep these three things in 
mind and take advantage of 

the insights and resources 
on the pages that follow, 
because together we can 
work to empower every stu-

dent who learns differently.

DAviD Flink

editorial@mediaplanet.com

Andrew Friedman 
president and ceo 
of learning Ally, a 
conversation on 
providing accessible 
digital audiobooks to 
students with learning 
disabilities
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CHaLLeNges News

mediaplanet’s business is to create 
new customers for our advertisers by 
providing readers with high quality 
editorial content that motivates them 
to act.

often a child’s teacher will 
notice the first symptoms of 
a specific learning Disabil-
ity (slD). parents may also 
notice different symptoms 
from those the teacher sees. 
That’s why it is so important 
for teachers and parents to 
share notes on the devel-
opment of a child. These 
conversations may lead to 
an evaluation for a diagnosis 
of slD and eligibility for spe-
cial education services. 

Teachers might see basic word con-
fusion,  consistent reading and spelling 
errors,  or difficulty learning basic  math. 

Parents might see problems 
doing homework, dreading school 
days, or trouble learning numbers 
and the alphabet. 

The child may be given help in an 

early intervention support process 
called Response to Intervention 
(RTI). Each school can implement 
RTI differently, but parents should 
always be involved in the process.

According to Federal law, Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA),  parents have the right to 
write a letter to the school principal 
requesting a special education com-
prehensive evaluation for their child. 
A sample letter can be found on the 
Learning Disabilities Association of 
America,  ldaamerica.org. 

individualized education plan
If a child is eligible for special educa-
tion services, the parent(s) and the 
school team develop an Individual-
ized Education Plan (IEP) based on 
the child’s Present Levels of Perfor-
mance. The plan contains specific 
techniques for the special education 

teacher to use in teaching the child 
and instructional methods for the 
general education classroom. 

Specific Learning Disabilities are 
brain-based, often complex,  and not 
easy to understand or resolve.  Some 
schools prefer to have children with 
disabilities taught in the general 
education classroom with the spe-
cial education teacher co-teaching 
with the general education teacher. 
This system is called “inclusion.”  It 
is thought by some that children 
with learning disabilities respond 
well in this system. However, many 
more may not learn and progress. 

A number of children with SLD 
and/or ADHD may need special edu-
cation services using intense,  direct, 
explicit instruction, delivered in a 
special education classroom, one to 
one or in small group instruction.  
Parents have the right to request that 

their child is taught in that setting.

Goals and objectives
Teachers should frequently test the 
child and compare the child’s prog-
ress to the Present Levels of Perfor-
mance on the IEP.  As the child pro-
gresses,  new goals and objectives are 
written into the plan. This process 
continues until the child reaches 
grade level.  Some children need con-
tinued Special Education services to 
provide ongoing support with read-
ing,  math, written language, home-
work,  and organizational problems. 

Parents and teachers working 
together and comprehensive special 
education services are the secret to 
success for many children with spe-
cific learning disabilities.

what to expect when your child 
has a learning disability

Patricia LiLLie

editorial@mediaplanet.com

don’t miss!

Unique brain wiring

■ We should embrace a strength-
based approach to learning differ-
ences like ADHD and dyslexia, an 
approach that recognizes major 
assets and challenges. For exam-
ple, when I tell a child they have 
ADHD, I say, “...you have an enor-
mously powerful brain. It’s like a 
Ferrari engine, [but one problem 
is it] has bicycle brakes.  I, how-
ever, am a brake specialist and can 
help you strengthen your brakes.” 
I now tell people, “I do not treat 
disabilities,  I help people unwrap 
their gifts.”  This is what we all 
should be doing,  parents, teachers 
and doctors alike.

edward (Ned) HaLLoweLL, M.d.

editorial@mediaplanet.com
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Tips for parents and educators  
■ Encourage oral language from 
cradle to grave.
■ Provide varying degrees of 
“sca	 olding”—a paper or foam 
hand nearby to encourage who, 
what, where, when, why, how 
responses with writing, speaking,  
and listening tasks.
■ Go back to the “point of break-
down” to avoid the “Swiss Cheese” 
e	 ect, fi lling in gaps of skills and 
concepts.

■ E n c o u r a g e 
metacognition: Help 

students know what 
they know,  what is easy 

for them and not so easy.  
And ask “why”?

SALLY GRIMES 

editorial@mediaplanet.com

NEWS

Every country’s great-
est asset is its human 
capital—human capital that 
must become literate and 
educated, both of which are 
the gift of freedom a country 
endows its future. Alarm-
ingly, today, America is fail-
ing its future by producing 
functionally illiterate and 
uneducated young people.

SEEDS is the acronym for all 
students who are at risk for 
attaining proficient grade-level 
reading and literacy abilities—
abilities that are the building 
blocks for academic success. 
SEEDS comprises a variety of 
student representatives from 
all communities in society: 
Struggling readers of all eth-
nicities and social groups, 

Economically disadvantaged 
youth, English language learn-
ers, students with Dyslexia and 
those diagnosed with a Specific 
Learning Disability.

Proper reading and     
instruction
Research has shown that the 
largest barrier to the academic 
success of SEEDS students is 
the failure to receive proper 
reading instruction and 

support.  It is not the child’s 
fault when they do not graduate 
high school ready for college 
and the workforce. Most likely 
the student was never taught 
the necessary skills required 
for reading development which 
later translates to lifelong 
learning literacy, a skill that is 
mandated by today’s fast-paced 
society.  

In watching the global econ-
omy rapidly out educate, out 
hire, and out perform America, 
this fact must change NOW for 
the health of the nation and its 
entire population. There is no 
time left for America—the writ-
ing is on the wall already. 

  CINTHIA COLETTI HAAN

editorial@mediaplanet.com

READING REFORM TO 
BUILD A LITERATE NATION Today’s parents have con-

siderable say about where 
their children go to school. 
Kids do not all attend their 
neighborhood school, as 
they did in the past. 

Most districts allow students to 
attend any of their schools and 
any school outside the district,  
provided space is available. Public 
school options may also include 
charter schools and magnet 
schools. Families can consider pri-
vate schools, some devoted to the 
education of children with learn-
ing disabilities, others with well-
established special education ser-
vices. Homeschooling is increas-
ingly popular,  and there are many 
high-quality online schools.  

Where do you start? You know 
you have specifi c requirements for 
a school. Your child needs special 
services, informed and sympa-
thetic teachers and administra-

tors, and a suitable atmosphere 
for learning. How will you fi nd the 
school that suits your child best? 
What rights does your child have 
for special education services, par-
ticularly if you’re looking at private 
schools? You need to know what 
your state o	 ers because school 
choices vary from state to state. 
Most important, though, are the 
things you and your family fi nd 
most valuable in a school.

What your child needs from 
school is probably more important 
than any other factor.  Consider 
what you know about how your 
child learns best, what her or his 
major learning challenges are,  any 
social issues that get in your child’s 
way,  your child’s interests and pas-
sions, and teaching techniques or 
strategies that help your child 
succeed. 

BONNIE Z. GOLDSMITH

editorial@mediaplanet.com

How parents can choose the right 
school to meet their child’s needs

TIPS

4
HELP INITIATE 

CHANGE

2
TIP

for them and not so easy.  
And ask “why

sions, and teaching techniques or 
strategies that help your child 

“It is not the child’s 
fault when they do 
not graduate high 
school ready for 
college and the 
workforce.”

EARLY IDENTIFICATION
Since strong reading skills 
form the basis for learning 
in all subjects, it is impor-
tant to identify those who 
struggle with reading as 
early as possible.
PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO.COM
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iNsPiratiON
As an adult with a fifth grade reading level, Molly Reno understands 
that dyslexia is not a curse. Rather, it is a gift that makes life 
oh-so-much more interesting and entertaining. 

i might have ended up like bart simpson
over the years i have 
been a carhop at A&W 
root Beer, a theater dork, 
snorkeling instructor, 
tri-athlete, and a fashion 
stylist. i have had around 
20 jobs, failed more 
things than succeeded, 
lived in five states and 
two countries, and got-
ten lost about a billion 
times—all while having a 
fifth grade reading level.

In the fourth grade I was diagnosed 
with dyslexia; from there I was 
introduced to Learning Ally (for-
merly Recording for the Blind & Dys-
lexic).  I used Learning Ally to help me 
get through elementary and middle 

school and beyond. It changed my 
way of learning and ended a con-
stant battle with my parents, who 
never stopped trying to get me to sit 
down to read my schoolbooks. I can’t 
even imagine how I would have gotten 
through education without Learning 
Ally.  I might have ended up like Bart 
Simpson and be stuck in fourth grade 
for the past 20 years.

 Living life as a dyslexic took many 
years and many tears to come to 
terms with. I have met my fair share 
of people telling me I can’t, you’ll 
fail, you’re not smart enough, you’re 
wrong, and straight up ‘NO.’  One day, 
I realized that trying to be perfect is 
never going to happen and frankly, 
no one is perfect; it’s just way too 
hard. So many fun things happen 

when you make honest mistakes, 
which allow me to embrace all my 
imperfections and personality 
quirks.  It makes me very proud to be 
a dyslexic.

Molly Reno found out she was dys-
lexic in elementary school. She’s written 
a humorous book about her experiences, 
and her Dummies for Dyslexia blog is a 
repository of wit and positive attitude 
about “being different.”  

A member of Learning Ally through 
grade school, high school and college, 
Molly has gone on to do professional work 
in the design field, is a ferocious tri-ath-
lete, and jumps at any chance to speak out 
on behalf of dyslexic students. 

For more information and testimoni-
als, please visitLearningAlly.org.

editorial@mediaplanet.com
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nourishing your child’s Assets

spark a commitment to learning
■ set daily homework guidelines for chil-
dren and provide a place for them to study.

■■ let children read to you every day as 
they learn to read. show them that you are 
excited and proud about their reading.

■■ help children find ways to learn more 
about subjects that really interest them.

■■ Plan an “educational” side trip during family 
vacations to connect the child to history.

Develop social competencies
■ encourage children to use words—
rather than just actions—to communicate.

■■ encourage children to develop more 
skills in areas that interest them.

■■ Find ways for children to spend time 
with people who look, act, think, and talk 
in different ways.

Affirm positive identity
■ When children are facing problems or dif-
ficult times, help them think of all the possi-
ble ways they could deal with the situation. 
then help them pick what they want to do.

■■ encourage children to find inspirational, 
positive role models.

■■ talk with children about what gives your 
life meaning and a sense of purpose.
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“so many fun things 
happen when you make 
honest mistakes, which 
allow me to embrace all 
my imperfections and 
personality quirks.”
Molly reno
Author of dummies for dyslexia blog

P
h

o
to

: i
s

to
c

k
P

h
o

to
.c

o
m

WArrior DAsH
Molly runs 
through a fire 
obstacle during 
a 5k race in 
illinois.
Photo: 

Brightroom EvEnts

ReadingMadeEZ.com
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i might have ended up like bart simpson
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top 10 areas of support for 
college students with learning 
differences
The following are 10 key 
areas of support that can 
help this population transi-
tion successfully to college 
and careers.

■ 1. Executive functioning 
and scheduling. Each student 
should work to develop orga-
nizational and follow through 
strategies for his/her academic 
schedule.  By working in small 
groups and using visual prompts 
to support these skills, young 
adults can learn how to succeed 
into their college classes, the 
workplace and daily life.

■■ 2. scheduling tutorials 
and study groups. Individual 
and group tutoring sessions 
that meet throughout the week 
keep students on track. Rou-
tine, personalized support helps 
students to build a competency 
in writing and math required 
in college classes and beyond.  
Consistently attending tutoring 
sessions brings stability and the 
ability to predict and plan for 
challenges. This also helps stu-
dents avoid last-minute cram-
ming and “all-nighters.” 

■■ 3. social competency. The 
social learning difference is 
the most abstract of all learn-
ing differences. Students need 
to interpret what others are 
thinking and feeling by assum-
ing another’s perspective. Inter-
preting facial expressions can be 
especially a challenge for indi-
viduals on the autism spectrum, 
and appreciating alternative 

perspectives can be a challenge for 
students with ADHD or Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder. By partici-
pating in small group sessions to 
discuss perspectives and practice 
real-life social situations, stu-
dents can gain explicit training in 
social learning. They can work on 
essential skills including recipro-
cal conversation, eye contact and 
spatial awareness.

■■ 4. sensory integration.   Stu-
dents with processing delays or 
attention deficits benefit from 
having a holistic understand-
ing of their sensory issues and a 
key sense of the environmental 
factors that affect their perfor-
mance. Finding the best seat in 
their classroom, identifying dis-
traction-free environments, pre-
paring for sensory triggers such 
as heat, cold, or noise can help 
students be calm and receptive 
for the start of class. 

■■ 5. internships. Internship 
placement serves as a bridge 
for a student’s transition from 
college to work and directly 
supports development of the 
skills necessary for real world 
success. Counselors, educa-
tional therapists and teachers 
can help students by assessing 
their interests and by matching 

their skills and goals to fit new 
opportunities. 

■■ 6. Community service.   This 
activity allows students to net-
work with non-profit profession-
als. Through community service, 
students gain a sense of accom-
plishment, exposure  to diverse 
fields and people, and achieve 
personal growth by contributing 
their time to help  others.

■■ 7. Wellness. A healthy life-
style can help a person both 
reduce stress and elevate their 
level of healthy functioning. 
Awareness and a practice of exer-
cise and a good diet increases 
energy and promotes positive 
social behaviors.

■■ 8. reframing. Reframing is a 
practice that helps students con-
nect the dots between behavior and 
emotion. Reframing is a themed 
pro-social activity that aid students’ 
self understanding and provides 
daily structure to their lives. 

■■ 9. relationship develop-
ment.  Students with learning 
differences may have had limited 
exposure to intimacy and healthy 
relationship development. Many 
students with learning differ-
ences need basic instruction in 
common strategies such as ini-
tiating friendships and conver-
sations, and learning how and 
when to be intimate.

■■ 10. individual therapy. 
Therapy is a critical component 
for students with learning dif-

ferences who need support with 
social, anxiety,  and sensory issues. 
Each student arrives at college with 
a unique set of challenges. Many 
come to college without a sense of 
how to ask a teacher for help, work 
in a group,  or develop typical college 
friendships. Individual counseling 
utilizing cognitive behavior therapy 
strategies can be very effective in 
assisting students to deal with their 
emotions and to independently 
solve problems.

As the number of students being 
diagnosed with learning differences 
increases, post-secondary institutions 
need to develop curricula and supports 
that provide them with a variety of com-
prehensive and individualized services 
so they can transition successfully to 
adulthood.

MicHaeL P. McMaNMoN, ed.d.

editorial@mediaplanet.com

must reAd

Why are assistive 
technologies 
and services so 
important? 

We know there are millions of indi-
viduals with learning differences,   
and for so many of them,  the 
inability to read in a print-based 
world is a barrier to their success in 
education and progression in the 
workplace.  But we also know (and 
science now confirms) that having 
a reading disability is by no means 
a reflector of intelligence or poten-
tial to succeed. 

Kids with learning differences 
like dyslexia,  for instance,  can be 
incredibly bright, hard-working 
and capable of original,  out-of-the-
box thinking. They simply need a 
different way to access their educa-
tional content—and once you give 
that to them, they flourish. 

Today’s assistive technologies 
make it possible to deliver educa-
tional materials in accessible,  digi-
tal formats that people can enjoy in 
the midst of daily life. 

Countless voices in the commu-
nity have challenged us to make 
educational content accessible 
on mainstream devices like iPad, 
iPhone, MP3 players, Macs and 
PCs. The technology frees parents 
from always having to be read-
ers for their children, teachers are 
delighted to use it in the classroom, 
and best of all, kids themselves 
embrace learning and get on an 
equal playing field with their peers, 
which does wonders for their con-
fidence and self-esteem.

aNdrew FriedMaN

President and Ceo of learning Ally

editorial@mediaplanet.com

Dr. Michael 
McManmon
has an inside 
perspective as 
he himself was 
diagnosed with 
Asperger’s syn-
drome. 

TiME MAnAGEMEnT.
A Cip instructor holds a Bookends 
Executive Functioning skills Group 
class where students learn to organize 
and manage their time. 
Photo ProvidEd By ciP
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■ learning disabilities (ld) are 
a group of varying disorders 
that have a negative impact on 
learning. they may affect one’s 
ability to speak, think, read, 
write, spell or compute. the 
most prevalent ld is in the area 
of reading, known as dyslexia.

■■ currently 2.4 million students 
are diagnosed with ld and 
receive special education ser-
vices in our schools, represent-
ing 41 percent of students with 
disabilities.

■■ they are life long and cannot 
be cured; however, the effects 
of an ld may be mitigated to 
support learning, living and 
earning, particularly when 
identified early and dealt with 
effectively.

■■ intellectual disabilities (once 
referred to as mental retarda-
tion), autism, deafness, blind-
ness, behavioral disorders, and 
Add/Adhd are not learning 
disabilities; however, these 
conditions are frequently con-
fused with ld.

■■ While students with ld con-

tinue to represent the largest 
group served by individuals 
with disabilities education Act 
(ideA), the special education 
law (42 percent ), the number of 
school-agte students identified 
with ld has seen a decline dur-
ing the past 10 years.

outcomes
■ While some educational 
outcomes for students with 
ld have shown improvements 
in recent years, overall they 
remain unacceptably low. 

■■ close to half of secondary 
students with ld perform more 
than three grade levels below 
their enrolled grade in essential 
academic skills (45 percent  in 
reading, 44 percent  in math). 

■■ 64 percent  of students with 
ld graduate from high school  
with a regular diploma vs. 74 
percent  of students in the gen-
eral population.

■■ 22 percent  of students with 
ld drop out of high school  vs. 
8 percent  of students in the 
general population. 

■■ 10 percent  of students with 

ld are enrolled in a four-year 
college within two years of leav-
ing school, compared with 28 
percent  of the general population. 
■ Among working-age adults 
with ld versus those without 
ld: 55 percent  vs. 76 percent  
are employed; 6 percent  vs. 
3 percent  of adults are unem-
ployed; and 39 percent  vs. 21 
percent  are not in the labor 
force partly because of lack of 
education. 

Provided by NCLD.org
editorial@mediaplanet.com

set the record strAight

what are learning disabilities?




