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to achieve a successful education and life of learning
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CHaLLeNges News
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 
A conversation on 
providing accessible 
digital audiobooks to 
students with learning 
disabilities and visual 
impairment.
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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

BECOME A 
sElF-ADvOCATE

net to CHICAgo trCHICAgo trCHICA Ibune

BECOME A

1
Tip

“learning 
disabilities are 
lifelong adven-
tures. What can 
make all the 
difference is 
knowing how 
to self-advo-
cate and 
find 
allies 
when 
you 
reach a 
hurdle.”

David Flink
executive Director 
& Co-Founder of 
Project eye-to-eye 
national

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.

editorial@mediaplanet.com
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