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The Effect of Asymmetry on 
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In educational practice, for the evaluation and diagnosis of learning dis-
abilities (LD), it is advisable to use standardized tests together with obser-
vation questionnaires. When observation questionnaires are used in the
study of LD, Cohen’s (1960) kappa coefficient (κ) is frequently applied as
a measure of agreement between two raters when they independently clas-
sify a sample of subjects in several categories. In practice, a good interpre-
tation cannot be made if the conditions surrounding the calculation are
not taken into consideration. This investigation presents a study of asym-
metry and its effect on the κ interpretation. In Study 1, the importance of
symmetry is highlighted by means of several examples that show agree-
ment between two raters when classifying 60 subjects in one of two cate-
gories. From these examples the interpretation of κ is complemented with
the information given by (a) asymmetry analyzed by descriptive and
graphical methods and hypothesis tests; and (b) other values, such as max-
imum observed agreement, maximum reachable agreement, and maxi-
mum unreachable agreement. In Study 2, the concepts of Study 1 are
applied to examples of LD.
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A
mong the oldest and most persistent questions in the field of learning difficul-

ties (LD) are its definition and assessment. The definition of LD is a complex

task for educators and researchers alike, due in large part to the plurality of its his-

torical roots, perspectives, and theoretical models. The debate surrounding the def-

inition of LD means that its research and assessment must be re-examined, for var-

ious reasons. One reason worth noting is the advisability of defining (a) the proper-

ties of the measures, methods, and requirements to optimize the diagnostic process;

and (b) the type of instruments, strategies, or assessment approach suitable for

applying information in the treatment and determining its needs (Jiménez, 1999).

Thus, if the models and assessment measures are reliable, they may serve to throw

light on the definition of LD and its connection with instruction in an effort to pre-

vent or improve LD. In educational practice, the most suitable assessment model is

one that combines a static or standardized assessment with a dynamic or observa-

tional assessment (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1996).

The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD, 2006)

defines LD as a general term referring to a heterogeneous group of disorders mani-
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fested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of listening, speaking,

reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical skills. These disorders are intrinsic to

the individual, presumably due to a central nervous system dysfunction, which may

occur at any time in life. Problems in self-regulatory behaviors, social perception,

and social interaction may exist in individuals with LD, but do not by themselves

constitute a LD. Although LD may occur concomitantly with other handicapping

conditions (e.g., sensory impairment, mental retardation, serious emotional distur-

bance) or with extrinsic factors such as cultural differences, inappropriate or insuf-

ficient educational instruction), they are not the result of such influences or condi-

tions.
This definition agrees with the definitions proposed by other associations,

such as NACHC (National Advisory Committee on Handicapped Children), ACLD
(Adults and Children with Learning and Developmental Disabilities), ICLD
(Interagency Committee on Learning Disabilities), and also with that given in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (Pichot, Lopez-Ibor, & Valdés, 1995). Besides, it is
widely accepted among professionals and researchers in the field of LD. This defini-
tion is based on the acquisition of skills (in reading, writing, mathematics, etc.)
implicit within a model of assessment centered on abilities and the product (i.e., a
static assessment). Static assessment is characterized as being a standard assessment
of psychological abilities or diagnostic procedures. This makes it possible to detect
individuals with LD and distinguish their condition from other pathologies.
However, to a great extent, it is disconnected from educational intervention
(Hammill & Larsen, 1978). The work of Shapiro, Buckhalt, and Herod (1995) is an
example of static assessment. The authors examined the performance characteristics
of school-identified students with LD using the DAS battery (The Differential
Ability Scales; Elliot, 1990) by individual measure of aptitude and achievement lev-
els (verbal, space, reasoning, spelling, reading of words, memory, etc., subtests)
defined for individuals ranging in age from 2 years 6 months to 17 years 11 months.
The study of Reynolds (1998) is also worthy of mention, in which the TOMAL (Test
of Memory and Learning; Reynolds & Bigler, 1994) was applied to a sample of ado-
lescents with LD to assess their performance in memory and learning; TOMAL is a
standardized test administered to children ages 5-19 years old.

Another definition of LD is upheld by the National Information Center for
Children and Youth Disabilities (NICHY, 2000) and the Learning Disabilities
Association of America (LDA, 2006). Here LD is defined as a neurological disorder
that affects one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understand-
ing or using of the spoken or written language. The disability may manifest itself in
difficulties related to listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, spelling, or
doing mathematical calculations (LDA, 2006).

This definition is closer to the first definitions favored by some authors,
pioneers in the study of LD (Bateman, 1965), and comes closer to an assessment
model based on the psycho-educational process (González, 1997); that is, dynamic
assessment. Dynamic assessment, less used in the study of LD, is based more on
observational assessment (of teachers and/or parents) of the processes involved in
children’s learning. This type of assessment facilitates differentiation between LD
and other disorders. Further, it links the diagnosis to intervention and instruction
by facilitating the detection of the needs of students with LD (Kavale & Forness,
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