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ABSTRACT

An overview of learning disabilities in adults 1is
presented to aid in detection, diagnosis, and instruction. Following
a description of learning disabilities in general, and the occurrence
in adults in particular, nine observable characteristics of
learning-disabled adults are discussed: (1) vision problems; (2)
extraneous vocal sounds; (3) inability to match sounds to symbols or
to distinguish between similar sounds; (4) confusion about sequential
order: (5) inability to simultaneously integrate basic Ssensory
channels for learning; (6) low level of frustration; (7) negative
self-image; (8) poor concept of time; and (9) physical conditions
resulting from metabolism problems. Recommendations for formal and
informal diagnostic procedures are presented including observation,
selecting an instrument, and steps to take after testing. Nine
specific teaching and learn1ng strategies are offered for working
with learn1ng—d1sabled adults. Two resources, upon which this fact
sheet is based, are listed as available from the Educational
Resources Information Center (ERIC) system. (DC)
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SOME FACTS

Adults who sufter from learming disabilitios demon-
strate-a severe disorder in at least one of the learning
processes needed for proticiency in speaking, writing,
reading, and mathematical skilis. These “lisorders,
which have usually persisted since birth, are not
related to intellectual ability, however; learming-
%1
{f

chsablod adults are of average intelligence. The offect

of the disabwlities, though, is often that ot severe
underachiovement 1t one oF more acadeimic arcas.
Indivicoals with learning disabilities thus usually have
ahistory of repeated schoo! farluge, and many drop
out ot school as soon as they are legally able to do so.
Repeated failures often cause the individual to have

a poor self-concept, physical ailments, emotional dis-
orders, manital problems, poor grooming habits, and
poor motivation. Not unexpectedly, unemployment
s also g common problem for adults with learning
disabihities,

While tearming disabilitios cannot be corrected, they
can be understood; and compensation can be made
through appropriate edacation so that the advlt may
be able to make some academic achivvemuents. The
mstractions used o the educatonal process should be
ariented toward life skills and experiences and should
be given in g one-to-one, personalized relationship

DETECTION

Althoagh fearing-disablea adults bave acquired
defenses and manipalative techmiques sinee civldhood
to cover up then hearning problems, there are e tain
observable charactenistics that these adults possess.
The characteristios are as follow:

e Vision problems  Visionsrelated problems
mclude the mabibity 1o use eyes together;
musteading begmnimgs, cadings, or middies
of wouls; and o decreasing ability in com-
prehension even with increased tme spent
reachng o studying, I addition ) the eyes
May be ted watery, and crusted, and the
uvdividual may complain ot frequent head-

achio,

o Untraneous vocal sounds \Whie teading,
caahing, o listeaing, learnming-disabled adualts
may produce vocal sounds that awsist thim
moassoctatitg the sounds with vitien
symbols.

o inahility to match sounds to symbols or to
distimguish hetween similar sounds  These
symptoms ean be detected through writing
efforts, in which adults leave out or snbsti-

Clearinghouse on
Adult, Career, and
Vocational Education

tute letters or excessively erasz, rewtite, Ol
Cross out,

e (Confusion about sequential order Confu
s10n about the sequential order of such items
as days of the week, months of the year,
and so forth may indicate o lack of visual
memory or some disorder in the strneture
in which information is organized o1 sioroed.

° [nahility to simultaneously integrare basic
sensory channels for learning  The adult i
not able to integrate many modes of infor-
mation that must be teceived, analyzed,
and synthesized.

®  Lowlevel of frustration Learning-disabled
aduits frequently become casily frustiated
as gresult of stresses, strams, and frustra-
tions of not being able to integrate sensory
functuons. In turn, repeated frustration

contributes to o poor selfamage.

®  Negative se/f-image  Resulting from tepeated
fartuines and fack of setf-confidence caused

by aworld of confusion and disorder  the
negative self-imaqge is often manifested
appedrance, nehavior, and self-description

of Tearnmg-disabled adults, Consequently,.
adults with tearning disabilities have <ifti-
culty accepting praise about how they ae
performing on tasks.

®  Poorconceptof time  Learnimg-disabled
adults have g poor conception about how
much ume is required 1o complete a task
andi, therefore, their goals are frequently
incansistentwith reality

®  Physical conditions resalting fromy metalh
oltsm problems  Frequently, learning-
disabled adults have physical prablems
resulting from an imbalancee i theu
metabolism, Those problems may con:
trthute 1o inconsistent behavior and veork
patterns, nervous conditions, feelings ot
fatrgue, short attention spans, and prob
lerms with complexion and han

DIAGNOSIS

There ate avanety of diagnostic procedane s, and theas
mdy be Tormal (using conventional posessments) o
mformal (observation and interview)

For the individual suspected of having o learming di
ability, the following <hould be performed:

®  Observe the student and begin to formuoiate
a hypothesis of the Tearning problemis).

ERIC is sponsored by the National Institute
of Education.
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® Interview the student so as to gatn his/her
insight and motivation. The atmosphere
should be one of acceptance, encouraging
the student’s support and trust. Questions
should seek to determine the student’s pre-
ferred learning setting and methods, the most
difficult kinds of learning and nature of
attendant learning efforts, degree of support
needed in the learning setting, and se!f-
appraisal of acacdemic skills as well as e¢luca-
ttonal and occupational goals for the adult
education program sought,

Ifitts felt learning problems do exist, the
student’s consent should be requested so
that sareening and diagnosis of‘learning
strengths and weaknesses may be initiated.

The types of diagnostic instruments are those that
(1) screen visual and auditory functions, (2) assess
academic abilities, and (3) identify learning strengths
and weaknesses. Care must be used to select the
most appropriate diagnostic tool and to interpret
test results accurately. After testing, the following
should be done:

o Feedback about test results should be
shared with the student immediately.
Examiners should give an overview of
what they see as being the student’s
general areas of difficulty,

e The information gained from the diag-
nesis shoutd be used to develop a learn- )
ing plan. Specific intormation should be
included about how the adult processes
information and what the learning activ-
ity goals are. This plan will help cleter-
nune which materials to select for use,
what modes of input to use, and how
to help the student integrate the proc:
essing and evaluation of new informa-
tion within the environmental condi-
tions.

e The student’s progress should be continu-
ously observed. As necessary, the plan
should be altered to hel;i the student
avord frustrating experiences and rein-
forcement of a negative self-image.

STRATEGIES

Some general learning strategies recommended in
working with learning-disabled-adults include--

e establishing a nontraditional learning envir-
onment based upon the student’s learning
needs and which is lnformdl relaxed, and
nondistracting;

e helping the student to become an active
learner, using a combination of auditery,
visual, kinesthetic, and tactile modes;

e allowing the student to summarize ver-
bally what she/he has learned, thus pro-
viding for feedback from self and others
on the accuracy of what has been learned;

e preparing well-planned and organized
lessons that can provide the extensive
structure needed by the learning-disabled
adult;

® giving clear and concise instructions;

e providing pictorial examples of what is
being discussed so that the student may
“see’” what is meant, and using tape
recorders, audiovisuals, and so forth;

e keeping the discussion focused on
matters relating only to the lesson
during its presentation;

o making the tasks short-term and per-
mitting short breaks between tasks,
offering encouragement and taking
special note of a/l successes and accom-
plishments;

o allowing students to do their work them
selves by providing responsibility,
guidance, structure, and support and,
where called for, encouraging students
to provide their own materials, ideas,
and suggestions.
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OTHER RESOURCES

Additional and related information on this subject
can be found in ERIC through use of the index terms
applied to the above two documents. See appropriate
RIF volumes.
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