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ABSTRACT
An overview of learning disabilities in adults is

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 sensory
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 learning strategies are offered for working
with learning-disabled 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 sutler from learning disabilities demon-
sti atrad severe disorder in at least one of the learning
procesSes needed for pioticiency in speaking, writing,
reading, and mathematical skills. These disuiders,
which have usually persisted since birth, are not
riddled to intellectual ability, ho\vever; leorning-
thsolded adults ore of average intelligence. The ;21feet
of the disabilities, though, is often that of severe
under achievement in one or more academic UaS.

111111V1(111,11s with learning dis,ihilities thus usually have
a history of repeated school failufc, and molly drop
out of school as soon Is they illn Icgtllly able to do so.
Repeated failures often cause the individual to have
a poor self-concept, physical ailments, emotional dis-
orders, mar nal pr oblervis, poor groi-rung holuts, and
pool n)otivotion. Not unextwctedly, unemployrnimt
is also o cornmori problem for adults with learning
(11501)) h ties.

White tedium(' clisobilities cannot be corrected, they
con he understood; :111(1 1:0111(),:11,d11011 1:,)(1 in: mode

through appropriate education !;0 (11;11 the adult
be able to make some ocodornic ocluevernents. The
instructions used in the erlur:otionot process should be
oriented lovard life skills and experiences and should
he ge.ren m d One-to-one, personalized relationship

DETECTION

Alt hbi igh Ir :arning-rhs,bie,i adults have ed
(1111en5e0 and moruptilotive techniques since childhood
to covet up their learning problem;, thew ore tort tam
observable chat octer istics that these adults possess.
The chometeristics

V ISI(11 pl ()1,10111,ti iSIL)II-1 pi Ohlenth
111c11.1(le the ill,ibil.ty to use 0,,/(!`.: together;
nicaeoiling beginnings, oarlings, or middles
of %voids; and a decreasing ability in conl
pieherision even with incwased tune spent
reallipg or studying. In addition, the eyes
nisi Pe nu!, ,.vater yind crusted, orld the
erne. -idool may cornploin of frequent hi:od-
or:He..

LA tr,///001/S VOrd/S0(//1//5 1.\11111(!

1:111Itlq, Oi 10,111iitiq-diSdided ,Molts
(110y prodlIcA! vocal sound:; that (1,11)

111 ,1.1011 1111'.(1 tic '4.111111k with 1.VI1(1011

Yy'1111101S,

inability to match sot/oils to synibols or to
distinguish l'ettvet?ii similar sounds Tlicw
!symptoms 1:311 IP. detected through writing
efforts, in which adults leave out or substi-
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tote letters or excessively erase, rem Ito, or
cross

Confusion about sequential order Confu-
sion about the sequential older of such items
as days of the week, months of the year
aid so forth may indicate o lock of visual
memory or some disorder in the stitaluie
in which information is organi/ed 01 :owed.

Inability to simultaneously integrate basic
sensory channels for learning The ,cult
not able to integrate molly !nodes of infor-
mation that must be received, analyzed,
anti synthesized.

Low level of frustration Learning disabled
adults fiequently become easily frustioted
as a result of stresses, strains. and frustro-
nous of not being able to integrate sensory
funetioirs. In torn, repeated husn orlon
contributes to o poor sill nnayc.

Negative self-image Resulting from repeater.]
fat Imes ,ind lack of self-confidence caused
by o .vor Ill of confusion and disorder the
neciotive self image. is of ten manifesteil in
oppearonce, Oehovior, and self-description
of learning-disobled adults. Consequently,.
adults with learning disabilities have diffi-
culty accepting proise about how they are
performing on tasks.

o /'ocrr concept or time Leorning-disabled
adults have o poor- conception about 110V1
much time is required to complete a task
anti, therefore, their goals are freglICItIV
111(:(111'.1!duilt with

o Physical conditions resulting from ne.tal,
o/ism problems Frequently, leorninu-
disabled adults hove physical problems
resulting from an mthrilonce in Ohm
rrietoludisin. Thase problems may con-
tribute to inconsistent behrivioi and won-.
patterns, nervous conditions, feelings of
fatigue, short attention span;, and prub-
lem:; vith Cr mplexMo and hail.

DIAGNOSIS

These area voiiely of itiognostic pi or:crimes, ,tub !h,".0
[troy he toimol (using (:onventronol assessments) or
inforrnol tobser sal',10i1 311(1 (1111!1'.'101.\').

For the inrlividuol suspected of tidying ,1
the' following should 110 perlornied:

o Observe the student and hewn to for nuirote
hypothesis of the lrarnirut prol)len10.
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Interview the student so as to gain 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 self-
appraisal of academic skills as well as educa-
tional and occupational goals for the adult
education program sought.

If it is felt learning problems do exist, the
student's consent should be requested so
that screening 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:

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

The information gained from the diag-
nosis shotild be used to develop a learn-
ing plan. Specific information should be
included about how the adult processes
information and what the learning activ-
ity goals are. This plan will help deter-
mine which materials to select for use,
what modes of input to use, irnd how
to help the student integrate the prod
essing and evaluation of new informa-
tion within the environmental condi-
tions.

The student's progress should be continu-
ously observed. As necessary, the plan
should be altered to help the student
avoid frustrating experiences and rein.
forcement of a negative self-image.

STRATEGIES

Some general learning strategies recommended in
working with learning-disablecladults

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

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

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;

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

giving clear and concise instructions;

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;

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

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

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.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

This Overview is based on information from the
following two works:

Vaillancourt, B. A Special Project for the Develop-
ment of Assessment and Educational Programming
Techniques Serving the Adult Basic Education
Student with Learning Disabilities. Final Report.
Palatine, I L: William Rainey Harper College, 1979.
(ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED
193 433).

Weisel, L. P, Adult Learning Problems: Insights,
Instruction, acrd Implications. Columbus: ERIC
Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational
Education, The National Center for Research in
Vocational Education, The Ohio State University,
1980. (ERIC Document R eproduction Service
No. ED 193 534).

OTHER RESOURCES

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

This Fact Sheet was written by Francine Mays and
Susan Imo!, ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career,
and Vocational Education, and edited by David
Tipton.
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