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A scoping review was conducted to examine current Canadian research 
on learning disabilities (LD). Ninety-six articles were found in LD spe-
cific journals that were written by researchers from Canadian universities 
between 2013-2023. Their research could be incapsulated into 10 themes: 
(a) reading and literacy, (b) language and linguistics, (c) mathematics, 
(d) neurological and cognitive processes, (e) education and intervention, 
(f) social and environmental factors, (g) assessment and diagnosis, (h) 
psychological factors and well-being, (i) developmental and lifespan per-
spectives, and (j) research methods and theoretical frameworks. This re-
view provides an overview of the research being done on LD in Canada 
and identifies areas in need of further investigation. 
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IntroductIon

The Landscape of Learning Disabilities in Canada
According to the Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (LDAC), one 

in ten Canadians have a learning disability (LD) (LDAC, n.d.). Moreover, according 
to Statistics Canada, the total population estimate for the country is 38,516,138 (Sta-
tistics Canada, 2023). Taken together, these figures suggest that nearly four million 
Canadians have a LD. These individuals can experience various challenges over their 
lifetimes, including persistent difficulties in at least one or more of the following ar-
eas: reading, written expression, and math (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). 
Additionally, they often experience lower self-esteem (Peddigrew et al., 2022) and 
self-efficacy (Goegan & Daniels, 2022) compared to their peers, and require various 
accommodations to support their learning (Morris et al., 2023). However, a compre-
hensive understanding of their lives is missing from the existing literature on LD and 
is instead fragmented according to individual researchers’ interests and priorities. As 
such, the purpose of this scoping review was to examine the current state of Canadian 
research examining LD to provide a comprehensive picture of what is currently being 
done, and areas where more research is needed. 

The term “learning disability” (LD) was first used in 1963 by Samuel Kirk, 
an American psychologist and educator (Waber, 2010). He used this term to refer to 
children who were identified as having normal intellectual ability but continued to 
experience challenges with learning. This timing coincides with the LDAC’s assertion 
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that they began in 1963 as a support group of parents sharing resources about their 
children with LD (LDAC, 2024). From there, LDAC was incorporated in 1971, and 
at present, includes nine provincial and one territorial associations with a network 
of chapters within more than 30 communities in Canada. But LDAC is not the only 
voice for those with LD in Canada, as other organizations over the years have formed 
at the national (e.g., Dyslexia Canada) and local levels (e.g., Learning Disabilities & 
ADHD Network). These organizations provide a voice for advocacy, offer program-
ing to support individuals with LD and their families, and raise awareness on impor-
tant issues for those with LD in Canada. 

Two important milestones in the history of Canada in relation to LD are 
important to highlight to contextualize our scoping review. The first is the Putting 
a Canadian Face on Learning Disabilities (PACFOLD 2004-2007) project. This was 
a nation-wide research initiative done in partnership between LDAC and research-
ers across Canada. They were interested in examining what it meant to be a person 
with LD living in Canada (see www.pacfold.ca for more information). This project 
resulted in several concerning conclusions. For example, the research team found 
that when compared to the general population, individuals with LD in Canada were 
more likely to be unemployed, earn less, report their mental health status as fair or 
poor, were less likely to have a secondary school diploma or certificate, and were more 
likely to be part of a low-income family. These results were met with a call to action 
for supporting those with LD in Canadian communities. The second milestone event 
was the Moore vs. British Columbia (Education) Supreme Court Judgment that was 
rendered in 2012 (Case # 34040, 34041). Jeffery Moore was a student with LD who ex-
perienced barriers to accessing the necessary supports and services for his education. 
The ruling of the court was that students with disabilities should have meaningful 
access to public education (Brodsky, 2013) and that access to adequate special educa-
tion is not “a dispensable luxury” (Moore vs. British Columbia, 2012). 

Building on the important work that was, and is being done in Canada, we 
performed a scoping review to analyze the research being conducted by Canadians 
on LD from 2013-2023. A scoping review was preferred over a systematic review as 
the nature of the literature could be broader and incorporate a wider range of study 
designs and methodologies (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Pham, et al., 2014). More-
over, scoping reviews provide a more descriptive overview (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), 
offering information on the volume of the literature, the studies available and an 
overview of their focus (Munn et al., 2018). Our aim was not to critically evaluate 
the studies, but rather provide an overview of what exists in Canada to inform the 
current state of research, identify gaps, make recommendations for future research, 
and inform conversations about how we can continue to support individuals with LD 
living in Canada today (Tricco et al., 2026).

The Current Study
This study utilized a scoping review framework (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) 

to examine the peer-reviewed literature published by Canadian researchers in LD 
specific journals from 2013 to 2023 (encapsulating the decade after the Moore vs. 
British Columbia ruling). For the purposes of this scoping review, we defined a Ca-
nadian researcher as one who was employed at a Canadian postsecondary institution 
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or organization within Canada. Arksey and O’Malley (2005) identify four common 
reasons for conducting a scoping study, and we align the current project with two of 
these reasons. First, “To examine the extent, range and nature of research activity” (p. 
6), we posed three specific research questions:

1. From 2013 to 2023, how many Canadians are publishing in LD specific 
journals and what percentage of articles include Canadian authors?

2. From 2013 to 2023, which provinces or territories are Canadian authors 
who publish in LD specific journals from?

3. From 2013 to 2023, who are the Canadian authors publishing in these 
journals?

Second, “To identify research gaps in the existing literature.” (p. 7), we posed 
two additional research questions:

4. What are the most common areas of research from the Canadian au-
thored articles from LD specific journals from 2013-2023?

5. What are the areas that appear to be of lesser focus or missing from the 
Canadian authored articles from LD specific journals from 2013-2023?

Methods

The scoping review method includes five stages: (a) identifying the research 
questions, (b) identifying relevant studies, (c) study selection, (d) charting the data, 
and (e) reporting the results (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). We also followed these stages 
with consideration of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Me-
ta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist (https://www.
prisma-statement.org/scoping). With the research questions outlined above, we be-
gin our outline of the methods for identifying relevant studies.  

Identifying Relevant Studies
The research team initially identified nine LD specific journals to search for 

articles that included Canadian researchers: (a) Journal of Learning Disabilities, (b) 
Learning Disability Quarterly, (c) Learning Disabilities: A Multidisciplinary Journal, 
(d) Learning Disabilities: Research & Practice, (e) Learning Disabilities: A Contem-
porary Journal, (f) British Journal of Learning Disabilities, (g) International Journal 
for Research in Learning Disabilities, (h) Annals of Dyslexia, and (i) Dyslexia. The 
British Journal of Learning Disabilities was removed from the list prior to data col-
lection as per their website “Learning disabilities here refers to intellectual (global) 
disabilities and not to specific learning disabilities like dyslexia,” making it outside 
the scope of the current study (John Wiley & Sons Inc, 2024). Moreover, Learning 
Disabilities: A Multidisciplinary Journal was also removed due to unresolved registra-
tion errors when trying to access article information. Therefore, seven journals were 
included to identify relevant articles. 

With these seven key journals identified, a research assistant (RA) searched 
the online archives on the journals’ specific websites. The RA specifically searched for 
articles published between 2013-2023, that included one or more Canadian authors. 
Hand-searching of key journals was applied to the scoping review as we were unable 
to locate a database that allowed for filtering articles based on the location of authors. 
For example, for the Journal of Learning Disabilities, the RA located the journal’s 
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website and then accessed the “All Issues” section under the heading “Browse Jour-
nal.” From there, the RA was able to navigate through the various volumes and issues 
by year, as organized on the website. The RA examined the years 2013-2023, opening 
each volume and article published during that time and reviewing the author details 
to determine Canadian affiliation.

Study Selection
One RA was responsible for finding all articles within our parameters. When 

an article was found that article was added to the database. We collected the following 
information for each article: title, authors, location (e.g., university affiliation), key-
words, and abstract. A second RA reviewed all the articles found to ensure accuracy 
and completion. In total 1,549 articles were located, of which 96 included Canadian 
authors.  

Charting the Data
Next, we began ‘charting’ key items of information obtained from the ar-

ticles. The research team developed a standardized form for collecting information 
about each of the articles, consistent with established practices in scoping reviews 
(Pham et al., 2014). The research team determined which variables to extract from 
the articles to answer each research question (Levac et al., 2010). The standardized 
form included information about who the Canadian authors of each article were, 
where they were publishing, and the key words from the article. This would allow us 
to answer our research questions identified above. 

Reporting the Results
To aid in the transparency of our analysis (Munn et al., 2018), Appendix A 

includes the APA reference for each article included in our scoping review (N = 96). 
Each of our identified research questions are addressed below.

The Number of Canadians Publishing in LD Specific Journals from  
2013-2023

Table 1 includes information about the number of Canadian publications 
and authors by LD specific journals. Of the 96 articles located, 39 articles were from 
the Journal of Learning Disabilities, which included 116 Canadian authors. Learn-
ing Disabilities Quarterly included five articles by Canadian authors, including seven 
authors. Learning Disabilities: Research & Practice published five articles, including 
13 Canadian authors. Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal published sev-
en articles, with 19 Canadian authors. International Journal for Research in Learn-
ing Disabilities published 5 articles including 10 Canadian authors. Annals of Dys-
lexia published 20 articles with 56 authors identified as Canadian. Lastly, Dyslexia 
published 15 articles that included Canadian authors with 43 authors identified.  
This finding demonstrates that Canadians are publishing in a variety of LD specific 
journals. 
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The Location of Canadian Authors in LD Specific Journals from 2013-2023
Of the 10 provinces and three territories in Canada, the authors were only 

from seven different provinces, including Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, New-
foundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Quebec. Moreover, the three 
most common provinces where authors were located included 34.5% from Ontario, 
26.1% from Alberta, and 14.4% from British Columbia. For more information about 
where authors are located, see Table 2.

Table 2. Number of Canadian Publications Per Learning Disabilities Specific Journal 
(2013-2023)

Province / Territory # of Authors # of First Author 
Articles # of non-First Authors

Alberta 69 18 51
British Columbia 38 12 26
Manitoba 9 5 4
New Brunswick 0 0 0
Newfoundland and Labrador 1 0 1
Nova Scotia 29 10 19
Ontario 91 22 69
Prince Edward Island 0 0 0
Quebec 27 7 20
Saskatchewan 0 0 0
Northwest Territories 0 0 0
Nunavut 0 0 0
Yukon 0 0 0
Total 264 74 190

The Names of Canadian Authors in LD Specific Journals from 2013-2023
Of the articles, 139 of the 264 authors (53%) were cited once across the 96 

articles. The remaining 125 authors cited were 34 distinct authors who had each pub-
lished 2 to 11 articles. Indeed, nine authors had five or more citations (Chen, Daniels, 
Deacon, Georgiou, Geva, Goegan, Kirby, Parrila, and Siegel), representing five differ-
ent postsecondary institutions. 
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Keyword Word Cloud Analysis
The keywords from the 96 articles were compiled into a singular list and en-

tered into an online word cloud program (https://www.wordclouds.com) to examine 
the types of words and the frequency of the words in the list. Word cloud analysis is 
a quick and simple way to analyze words and the frequency of those words, and it is 
gaining popularity in data analysis (e.g., DePaolo & Wilkinson, 2014; Hinkle et al., 
2020; Meehan & Howells, 2019). Words that occur more frequently in the list are 
larger and positioned towards the middle of the cloud, with less frequent words en-
compassing the perimeter. The word cloud generated is presented in Figure 1. 

THE STATE OF RESEARCH ON LEARNING DISABILITIES IN CANADA: A SCOPING 
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Figure 1 

Word Cloud Representation of Keywords from Articles 

 

  

 
  Figure 1. Word Cloud Representation of Keywords from Articles
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From the word cloud generated, the research team reviewed the word cloud 
to develop 10 themes that captured the key themes across all the words: (a) reading 
and literacy, (b) language and linguistics, (c) mathematics, (d) neurological and cog-
nitive processes, (e) education and intervention, (f) social and environmental factors, 
(g) assessment and diagnosis, (h) psychological factors and well-being, (i) develop-
mental and lifespan perspectives, and (j) research methods and theoretical frame-
works. While we present the themes here as separate, it is important to acknowledge 
that there is overlap in the themes, and the words within them. For a sample of key 
terms within each theme, see Figure 2.
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Figure 2 

Themes and Sample of Key Terms 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Themes and Sample of Key Terms

Reading and Literacy
Perhaps not surprisingly, words related to reading and literacy were pre-

dominant in the word cloud generated. The high number of reading and reading-
related terms (e.g., reading development, reading fluency) may be connected to the 
rates of individuals with LD who specifically have difficulties in reading, as reading 
disabilities are more common than those related to the areas of writing and math-
ematics (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). This theme included basic reading 
skills, higher-level reading comprehension, and reading difficulties. Moreover, we see 
several terms related to writing, in particular spelling and orthography, since read-
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ing challenges often coincide with writing challenges. Taken together, these words 
highlight the significant role reading and literacy play in learning and development 
of individuals with LD.

Language and Linguistics
A second important theme in the word cloud generated was language and 

linguistics, which included a variety of language-related topics which we conceptual-
ized into two general categories: (a) broader aspects of language and (b) multicul-
tural considerations. Broader aspects of language consists of terms such as language 
difficulties, morphological awareness, articulation, and expressive/receptive language 
difficulties. The multicultural consideration category considers the multilingual na-
ture of the terms in the word cloud. For example, there were several references to 
bilingualism (e.g., bilingual students), particularly French (e.g., French immersion 
and French as an additional language). This aspect of the research is significant for 
Canadians, as Canada is a bilingual country with two official languages: English and 
French. Furthermore, multilingual elements are evident in the international collabo-
ration researchers are engaged in, encompassing terms such as Chinese, Arabic, and 
Greek. This category speaks to the diversity of individuals with LD and the need for 
multicultural considerations.

Mathematics
While a significant proportion of the words connected with reading and 

language-related themes, there are also several words related to mathematics, suggest-
ing a theme of understanding mathematical concepts and addressing difficulties in 
mathematical learning. This theme centers on individuals with LD and their under-
standing of mathematical concepts and interventions aimed at improving their skills 
and knowledge in this area. This theme is significant because individuals with LD 
often face challenges in mathematics, such as individuals with dyscalculia (American 
Psychological Association, 2022), who may experience difficulty with number sense, 
number facts, calculation, mathematical reasoning, and problem-solving. Therefore, 
while there were fewer words related to mathematics, this may be proportional to the 
number of individuals with LD who have challenges in mathematics.

Neurological and Cognitive Processes 
While there were specific terms related to the main areas of reading, lan-

guage and mathematics, some of the key terms were broader, resulting in the neuro-
logical and cognitive processes theme. For example, authors included the terms neuro-
plasticity, cognitive skills, metacognition, executive functions, and working memory. 
These key terms highlight important considerations for individuals with LD, who 
can often struggle with one or more of these processes (e.g., American Psychological 
Association, 2022; Chevalier et al., 2017; Deng, et al., 2022). Moreover, these words 
highlight the complexity of the challenges individuals with LD may experience, as 
these challenges can transcend a single specific area (e.g., reading).
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Education and Intervention
From the terms included in the word cloud, many pertained to educational 

practices, interventions, and strategies for addressing LD in various settings (e.g., 
K-12 education and university education). These terms highlight important practices 
that promote equity and accessibility for individuals with LD. Within this theme, we 
also see the importance of providing students with accommodations (e.g., Morris, 
et al., 2023), such as extended time (Goegan & Harrison, 2017). Within the terms 
related to accommodations, we also see a focus on technology and assistive tools to 
support individuals with LD (e.g., online learning, assistive technology). However, we 
foresee the need for a greater focus of future research on technology, particularly in 
response to the growth in the use of artificial intelligence (AI) possibilities. Moreover, 
the importance of teachers is also depicted in the key terms, highlighting the impor-
tance of ensuring that teachers have adequate knowledge and instruction in the area 
of LD to support the students in their classrooms (e.g., teacher preparation, teacher 
knowledge).

Social and Environmental Factors 
We created the theme of social and environmental factors based on the key 

words from the articles to capture the people and spaces that support individuals with 
LD, and to emphasize the need for collaborative partnerships between home, school, 
and community. In terms of social aspects, we see key concepts (e.g., social capital, 
social integration), and the relationships individuals with LD have with others (e.g., 
parents, teacher-child interaction). Moreover, the environment can vary in scope 
depending on the specific article (e.g., university, community). This theme further 
highlights the complexity of LD by considering not only the individual but also social 
and environmental elements.

Assessment and Diagnosis
The theme of assessment and diagnosis was also present in the key words 

from the articles, highlighting a focus on evaluating and diagnosing LD and relat-
ed difficulties. Within this theme there are various types of LDs that Canadian re-
searchers are examining (e.g., dyslexia and nonverbal learning disabilities). Within 
the words, we also see the importance of early identification and universal screening. 
This is an important area of research as individuals with LD must be properly identi-
fied to be supported accordingly. We also see connections to other diagnoses in the 
terms of co-morbidity, with a particular emphasis on attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD). Several of the articles included individuals with LD and ADHD, 
which is consistent with the finding that these two disorders have a comorbidity rate 
of roughly 45% (DuPaul, et al., 2013). 

Psychological Factors and Well-being
From the terms included in the key words, several fit within the theme of 

psychosocial factors and well-being, highlighting the importance of addressing the 
health and well-being of individuals with LD. Within this theme, there are several 
terms related to the self, such as self-acceptance, self-compassion, self-efficacy, and 
self-perception. Within the words, we also see terms related to overall well-being in-
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cluding but not limited to stress, fatigue, anxiety, depression and mental health. The 
terms within this theme highlight the importance of focusing on the individual, and 
their well-being, when supporting them.

Developmental and Lifespan Perspectives
Articles addressed the experience of living with LD, highlighting the experi-

ences of children and adults. This was another important theme identified in the key 
terms from the articles. The participants from the articles published by Canadian 
authors range from young children, to adolescents, and adults, highlighting not only 
the consideration of LD across different stages of development and into adulthood, 
but also the importance of understanding lifespan trajectories and transitions. As 
learning disabilities are lifelong (American Psychological Association, 2022), it is 
not surprising to see representation of participants from the K-12 formal education 
years, as well as postsecondary education. One of the topics that appears to be lacking 
in focus from the list of terms is the workplace. Individuals with LD can have various 
challenges in the workplace (e.g., Lerma & Chen, 2020), but there is little information 
from a Canadian perspective. This is an area where more research is needed.

Research Methods and Theoretical Frameworks
Several of the key words were related to various research methods (e.g., me-

ta-analysis, match design, phenomenology, structural equation modeling) suggesting 
that Canadian researchers who are examining topics related to LD are incorporating a 
variety of research methodologies into their projects. Moreover, we see that Canadian 
researchers are utilizing different theoretical frameworks or approaches to their re-
search. For example, the authors of these articles mention models (e.g., double deficit 
model, triangle model of reading), hypothesis (e.g., lexical quality hypothesis, cascad-
ed processing hypothesis), and theories (e.g., simple view of reading, PASS theory) in 
their key words, suggesting a breadth of scientific inquiry. 

LIMItatIons and Future dIrectIons

While the results from our scoping review provide important information 
about the current state of LD research in Canada, there are two important limitations 
that should be noted. First, a scoping review provides breadth over depth in analysis, 
and we cannot speak to the quality of the content of the articles. The goal here was 
to examine overarching themes and trends in the articles rather than critique their 
methodologies or results.

Second, it is possible that important Canadian research was not captured 
within our scoping review, as we limited ourselves to LD-specific journals and what 
was openly available on their websites to ensure feasibility in our investigation. Ark-
sey and O’Malley (2005) suggest that a scoping review can be performed as an initial 
mapping of the literature to determine the potential for a systematic review. Given 
the lack of a database that can filter by author location, we do not see this as viable. 
An initial attempt to extend our findings to Canadian LD researchers more broadly 
produced articles from an extensive number of journals, including Developmental 
Science, Journal of Child and Family Studies, Canadian Journal of Public Health, 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, and Human Brain Mapping. Therefore, a 
systematic review would require further parameters. 
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Conclusion
Ninety-six articles were found in LD specific journals that were written by 

Canadian researchers from 2013-2023. Our scoping review determined that these au-
thors are from across Canada, with their research incapsulated into 10 themes: (a) 
reading and literacy, (b) language and linguistics, (c) mathematics, (d) neurological 
and cognitive processes, (e) education and intervention, (f) social and environmental 
factors, (g) assessment and diagnosis, (h) psychological factors and well-being, (i) 
developmental and lifespan perspectives, and (j) research methods and theoretical 
frameworks. 

Overall, reading and literacy play a significant role in the learning and de-
velopment of individuals with LD, and it is a field of research that Canadians have 
actively pursued. While there has been considerable research on the K-12 student 
population and postsecondary students, more research is needed to examine LDs 
across the lifespan. For example, Canadian researchers should explore ways to sup-
port adults as they transition into and remain in the workforce, with a focus on work-
place accommodations, assistive technology, and AI possibilities. Researchers should 
also further investigate the complexities of LDs, including the intersection of mental 
health comorbidities and the interconnected nature of social categorizations such 
as race, class, and gender. These considerations are crucial for understanding how 
individuals with LDs can remain actively involved in community life. This research 
is essential to gaining a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of Canadians 
with LD.
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