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ABSTRACT
High school students with learning disabilities face more difficulties completing their
education successfully and acquiring competent life skills compared to others without
learning disabilities. In Canada, few studies have collected and analyzed the experiences of
high school students with learning disabilities and none focused on those attending Prince
Edward Island (PEI) high schools. This study, as the first research conducted on this topic in
PEI schools, provides important and necessary data towards bridging that gap. The purpose
of this study was to explore the experiences of a sample of PEI high school students
diagnosed with learning disabilities, focusing on how their challenges, barriers, and support
affect their academic and social lives. Phenomenological design guided by Vygotsky’s
socio-cultural theory of human learning was adopted for this study. Students with learning
disabilities in this study encountered many academic challenges and barriers, such as note
taking, comprehension ability, difficulties applying for post-secondary education, and
enrollment in French Immersion classes. More importantly, the lack of understanding about
learning disabilities as expressed by the students themselves, as well as teachers, peers, and
others became apparent as the biggest academic and social barrier. Advice from these
students to future students, teachers and staffs were also presented and discussed. This study
provides valuable information for parents, educators, policy makers, and researchers on the
supports identified as important for students with learning disabilities to be successful
academically and socially in high school.
Key words: Learning disabilities, challenges, barriers, supports, Prince Edward
Island
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1.0. Chapter 1: Introduction
Students with learning disabilities are the one of the largest groups of students with
special educational needs in inclusive classrooms (Clark & Artiles, 2000; Blake, 2016;
Singley, 2018). According to the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth
(1994-2001) (NLSCY), prevalence rates of school-age children (ages 6 to 15) identified as
having a learning disability are estimated at 4.9% (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2016).
Students with learning disabilities have been reported to experience different challenges,
often including significant academic issues as well as social emotional difficulties (Asghar,
Sladeczek, Mercier, & Beaudoin, 2017; Estell, Jones, Pearl, & Van Acker, 2009; Graham,
Collins, & Rigby-Wills, 2017; Haager & Vaughn, 2013;). While considerable research has
been completed on the challenges faced by students who have learning disabilities in Canada,
most of these studies have been conducted on university students. Jorgensen et al.’ (2005)
longitudinal study of college students’ performance among students with and without
disabilities in Quebec indicated that students with learning disabilities had challenges with
their course loads and graduating on time. According to Mullins and Preyde (2013), students
with dyslexia were less likely to report that they have a positive attitude and relationship with
their institution. Throughout the study, students with invisible disabilities (including dyslexia)
reported that they wished their specific disability was known to others so they would acquire
more understanding and awareness from the public (Mullins & Preyde, 2013). Abreu-Ellis’s
(2007) research shared the experience of university students who were diagnosed with a
learning disability after they entered university. They could not access support for their
learning difficulties until an official diagnosis. Without accommodations or any academic
supports during the time they were not diagnosed, they faced significant challenges. Their
poor academic performance may have been the reason why students with learning disabilities
drop out of university.
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While there is ample research on university students with learning disabilities, the
number of studies involving high school students with learning disabilities is scarce. In fact,
there is a lack of information both in Canada and worldwide specifically related to high
school students with learning disabilities. In Prince Edward Island (PEI), the smallest
province in Canada, it appears that no research has been conducted exploring the experience
of high school students with learning disabilities and their own understanding of the support,
barriers and challenges they face both in school and in their social lives.
Since the 1960s, there has been consensus among educators and clinicians that
learning disabilities are neurobiologically based and affect learning (e.g., cognitive process)
(e.g., Bahri, Mirnasab, Noorazar, Fathi-Azar, & Asadi, 2016; Budd, Fichten, Jorgensen,
Havel, & Flanagan, 2016; Calder Stegemann, 2016; Hakkarainen, Holopainen, & Savolainen,
2016; Lewandowski, Wood, & Miller, 2016). One of the major goals of schools is to prepare
all students in core competencies (i.e., reading, writing, mathematics, organization) so they
will become successful when they graduate. However, some students with learning
disabilities struggle to advance with their same age peers even though they have average or
above-average IQ (intelligence quotient) scores (Learning Disabilities of Association of
Canada (LDAC), 2002). Consequently, students with learning disabilities may require
interventions, such as evidenced based programs like Solve It, in order to succeed in school.
The Concrete Representational Abstract (CRA) approach; Spelling Mastery program, and
Read Well are reported to be helpful for students with learning disabilities (Marita, & Hord,
2017; Williams, Walker, Vaughn, & Wanzek, 2017).
A growing body of research demonstrates the importance of student’s awareness of
learning disabilities. High school students with learning disabilities face many challenges,
including: higher rates of absenteeism (Wagner, Blackorby, & Hebbeler, 1993); lower
grade-point averages (Boyle, 2012; Cortiella, & Horowitz, 2014;), higher course failure rates
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(Cortiella, & Horowitz, 2014), more prevalent feelings of poor self-esteem (Wagner,
Blackorby, & Hebbeler, 1993), and higher rates of inappropriate social behaviours than the
student population at large (Schumaker, 1992). Along with these challenges, it is more
difficult for high school students with learning disabilities to successfully complete education
beyond high school (Foreman, Dempsey, Robinson, & Manning, 2001).
Boyle (2012) provided an overview of the challenges faced by 40 middle-school
students with learning disabilities in content-area classes. Lecture with note-taking and
learning activities are two main methods employed by high school teachers (Robinson, 2002).
The skill of taking notes for high school students is key for acquiring more detailed course
content (Boyle, 2012; Boyle, Forchelli, & Cariss, 2015; Quintus, Borr, Duffield, Napoleon, &
Welch, 2012). However, multiple concepts, large vocabularies, and the fast pace of the
instructor may be a difficulty for students with learning disabilities (Scruggs, Mastropieri, &
Okolo, 2008). For example, according to Marino’s (2010) review of literature, scientific
concepts and processes taught in science make it is one of the most difficult subjects for most
students with learning and other disabilities.
According to a number of studies, although some students with learning disabilities
work hard, master skills, and feel good about their achievements in high school, a great
proportion of these students do not master basic academic skills (i.e., reading, math, writing,
and problem-solving) or independent living skills (i.e., self-care skills, social skills) before
they graduate (Kochhar-Bryant & Greene, 2009; Osgood, Foster, Flanagan, & Ruth, 2005).
During school time, if students with learning disabilities were involved in an
intervention program specific to their type of learning disability, their academic skills might
be improved due to the intervention. Guterman (1995) investigated the effects of special
education placement for students who were classified as learning disabled at Hunter Eastman
High School in a Midwestern city in the United States. This study noted that the nine students
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who received services in a tutorial program and individualized education programs did not
view these services to be socially or academically effective. More importantly, all the
participants conveyed that they had not mastered basic academic skills in the program.
Research concerning implementations designed to assist students with disabilities in
schools and other testing settings were controversial and presented significant challenges.
According to D’Intino (2017), “a review of official government documents from all of the
Canadian provinces and territories concerning the use of accommodations for students with
LD [learning disability] indicates that much variability exists among Canadian provinces and
territories concerning the definition of LD, as well as best practices regarding
accommodations for students with LD” (p. 237). Students with different needs may not
“demonstrate their skills under typical testing conditions (Lovett & Lewandowski, 2015, p. 5.
Therefore, reasonable and accurate accommodations must be provided to the students with
learning disabilities to help them reach expected goals like their classmates without
disabilities. In general, there is a lack of research indicating which accommodations for
students with learning disabilities are evidenced based (Lovett & Lewandowski, 2015). Due
to these difficulties, students with learning disabilities are less likely than their peers to
complete their schooling. This phenomenon raises the question: How do students with
learning disabilities experience their disabilities in high school?
PEI is a small province both geographically and population wise. The majority of
students attend public schools, and are educated in inclusive classrooms. While there are
services and supports for students with learning disabilities, the lack of research specifically
related to PEI high school students means that there could be a considerable gap between best
practices and what is currently offered to students with learning disabilities. According one of
PEI’s psychologists and the Director of Learning Disability Association of PEI (LDAPEI),
there has been no research conducted on students with learning disabilities in PEI, and
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therefore, no data is available (L. Hawley-McAleer, personal communication, 2016/11/08;
Martin Dutton, personal communication, 2016/06/03). The small number of studies on high
school students with learning disabilities in Canada, and absence of phenomenological and
ethnographic studies on learning disabilities of PEI high school student suggest any
additional research on this topic is valuable.
1.1 Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this study is to capture the experiences of a sample of PEI high school
students diagnosed as having learning disabilities. The goal is to focus on the supports
offered, as well as the challenges and barriers that they face. Specifically, this research aims
to emphasize and name some of the supports, challenges, and barriers students face. Also,
this study intends to provide further suggestions on additional accommodations that may be
beneficial for these students. Interviewing students with learning disabilities allows these
youths to speak for themselves while remaining anonymous. It is hoped that this study will
contribute to the general knowledge about PEI high school students with learning disabilities
by closely exploring the issues related to having such a diagnosis, and pointing to the need
for further research in this area. Teachers will benefit from understanding the diverse learning
needs of students with learning disabilities as they can better prepare students for furthering
their education. Additionally, this research can provide an overall picture for scholarship
about the lives of PEI high school students who have been diagnosed as having learning
disabilities. This study can offer useful information for teachers, parents and others about the
supports that have been helpful, or are missing, for students with learning disabilities in PEI
schools.
1.2 Research Question
The overarching question of this research and sub questions are:
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What are some of the barriers, challenges, and supports that PEI students with learning
disabilities experience in high school academically and socially?
•

What, if any, are some of the challenges that students with learning disabilities
experience in high school academically?
What if any, are some of the challenges that students with learning disabilities face
in high school socially?

•

What, if any, are some of the barriers that students with learning disabilities face in
high school academically?
What, if any, are some of the barriers that students with learning disabilities face in
high school socially?

•

What, if any, are some of the academic supports that are in place for students with
learning disabilities in high school?
What, if any, are some of social supports that students with learning disabilities
have in high school socially?

In line with the research purpose and questions, this study was conducted by using a
phenomenological research design supported by Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Under such
a research framework, the researcher interviewed 10 high school students with learning
disabilities who shared information on how their learning disabilities influenced their
academic and social lives.
1.3 Personal Background: Emergence of the Research
As a researcher, it is important to examine my personal connection to the research and
consider how my own life influences the way I view the experiences of students with learning
disabilities.
In Canada, inclusive education is widely adopted in provincial educational systems
(Aylward, & Bruce, 2014; Bancroft, & Underwood, 2015; Bunch, 2015; McCrimmon, 2015;
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Mooney, & Lashewicz, 2015; Sokal, & Katz, 2015). I am Chinese, and growing up in China
there were never students with physical or learning disabilities in my classrooms. Until I went
to university in China, I did not know there exists a special education system that consisted of
separate classrooms or schools for students with diverse needs. Even though China adopted
an educational policy in 1986 for children with disabilities. Due to China’s cultural traditions
and political beliefs, only included students with visual, hearing, intellectual, physical,
psychiatric and multiple impairments are covered under this policy (Fei, 2007; Kritzer, 2011;
Xu, Cooper, & Sin, 2017). Children with learning disabilities, autism spectrum disorder, or
other types of severe disabilities who were extensively included in the regular classroom in
Western countries are excluded from regular classrooms in China (Deng & Harris, 2008).
Lack of accessibility and appropriate accommodations are noted as reasons why certain
students with disabilities are excluded from mainstream schools (Deng & Zhu, 2007).
Conducting research on learning disabilities in China is difficult because an official
definition for learning disabilities does not exist (Kritzer, 2011). However, in the last 20 years,
Chinese researchers have been showing more interest in research on learning
disabilities among college students (He, 2005; Liu, 2000; Wang, 2003; Yao, 2009; Zhang,
Wang, & Tan, 2011).
In Canada, there is sparse research on high school students with learning disabilities
and apparently none focusing on PEI high school students. This is not due to the fact that
there are no students diagnosed with learning disabilities; instead, it is because no one has
chosen to complete research in this particular area. Since exploring the perspective and
experiences of high school students with learning disabilities is the stated purpose of this
study, my research will provide important and necessary data about the experiences of high
school students with learning disabilities. As this will be the first data collected on this topic
in PEI, I wanted high school students to share their experience on what it is like to live with a
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learning disability so the public is able to gain more knowledge about learning disabilities,
and more importantly, that individuals appreciate how difficult it is for students with learning
disabilities to succeed in school.
This study will provide information to assist teachers further develop their
understanding of learning disabilities in general, and the specific supports, challenges and
barriers that have been identified by the 10 students who were interviewed. In personal
communication, one school psychologist in PEI is deeply concerned that some teachers in
PEI still need to develop their skills in meeting the needs of students by providing them with
the appropriate accommodations necessary for their specific needs. Moreover, new teachers
who work with students who have learning disabilities are often concerned about their lack of
sufficient knowledge to teach these students (Mastropieri, 2001). According to Nes (2000)
and Haugh (2003), it is important that the knowledge of inclusive education received by
pre-service teachers in a training program be maintained when they are teaching in an
inclusive classroom. Additionally, there is a general agreement (e.g., Hinder, 1995; Lombardi
& Hunka, 2001) that education program graduates should be knowledgeable about learning
disabilities. Furthermore, lack of information and experience in teaching students with special
challenges can have a significant influence on teachers’ performance (Ahsan, Sharma,
Deppeler, 2012). Since this research is highly related to PEI high school students’
accommodation at school, which is provided by school teachers, it is hoped that the PEI
Teachers’ Federation, UPEI Faculty of Education, and the Department of Education, Early
Learning and Culture in PEI will seriously consider the importance of this research.
In addition, information gathered from students who have diagnosed learning
disabilities can help educators have a better understanding of the barriers and challenges
experienced and supports students have named as beneficial to their success. Giving students
a chance to express their concerns may assist teachers in engaging their students in learning.
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Research that amplifies student voices provides important information for teachers.
Interactions between teachers and students can help the teacher know more about their
students in order to help those with diverse needs and learning styles (Ontario Ministry of
Education, 2013). In this research, the perspective of PEI high school students with learning
disabilities can provide valuable information to educators, parents, policy makers and
researchers on the necessary supports needed for these students to be successful academically
and socially in high school.
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2.0. Chapter 2: Review of Literature
Learning disability is the most prevalent disability among students in Canada (LDAC,
n.d.). While there is a great deal of literature on learning disabilities in general, there is sparse
literature available on the perspectives from high school students diagnosed with learning
disabilities.
This chapter begins with a brief definition of learning disabilities followed by the
research of students with learning disabilities in primary schools, transition programs, and
college/universities. A number of themes connected with the research literature on learning
disabilities including current learning disabilities definition across Canada, current statistics,
diagnostic criteria; interventions, and daily challenges and barriers faced by students will be
reviewed. The chapter concludes with identifying some of the gaps in the literature and a
rational for the current study.
2.1 Current Learning Disabilities Definitions Across Canada
There is a great deal of variability in the way learning disabilities are defined within
the provinces and territories in Canada. Each province and territory are responsible for their
education system (Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, 2004), and has the power to
define and mandate what services and accommodation are appropriate to individuals with
learning disabilities (Calder Stegemann, 2016; D'Intino, 2017). Such flexibility in control
over education decisions leads to inconsistent definitions, intervention programs, findings,
and diagnostic criteria of learning disabilities (Kozey, & Siegel, 2008; Stegemann, 2016).
The most widely accepted definition of learning disability comes from LDAC. This
definition specifies that learning disabilities are due to genetic and/or neurobiological factors
or injury that alters brain functioning in a manner which affects one or more processes related
to learning, and learning disabilities not due primarily to hearing and/or vision problems,
socio-economic factors, cultural or linguistic differences, lack of motivation or ineffective
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teaching (LDAC, 2002). Individuals with learning disabilities must be of average or
above-average intelligence.
A learning disability may interfere with the abilities of oral language (e.g., listening,
speaking, and understanding), reading (e.g., decoding, phonetic knowledge, word recognition,
comprehension), written language (e.g., spelling and written expression), and mathematics
(e.g., computation and problem-solving). Because genetic or neurobiological injury changes
the function of the brain that is related to the process of learning, learning disabilities are
therefore ongoing challenges students face (LDAC, n.d.).
Generally, there are four categories of learning disabilities (LDAC, n.d.):
1.Dyslexia: difficulty in processing language (e.g. letters and words may be written or
pronounced inaccurately).
2.Dyscalculia: difficulty in math skill and concepts (e.g. difficulty learning to count
by 2s, 3s, 4s).
3.Dysgraphia: difficulty in written expression (e.g. illegible handwriting, difficulty
organizing ideas, getting thoughts on paper).
4.Dyspraxia: difficulty in fine motor skills (e.g. trouble with scissors, buttons,
drawing, and writing).
An individual may be diagnosed with more than one nonverbal learning disability and
learning disability at the same time (Gross-Tsur, Manor, & Shalev, 1996).
Lack of a consistent definition of learning disability across Canada has implications
for the identification and accommodation of students with learning disabilities. According to
the LDAC (2015), learning disabilities refer to “a number of disorders which may affect the
acquisition, organization, retention, understanding or use of verbal or nonverbal information.
(para. 1)”. Currently, students with learning disabilities reveal a tremendous diversity in age,
ability, language, culture, and prior education (Hurtado, 2001). While a diagnosis of learning
disabilities may have its challenges, it is no longer unusual for students with learning
disabilities to attend graduate school and have very successful careers (Hadley, 2017; Madaus,
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2006). In fact, the research literature specifically on high school students with learning
disabilities in Canada is scarce. This is problematic for a number of reasons. For example,
most scholars engaged in research on learning disabilities study students from primary
schools, transition programs, and college/universities (i.e., Erickson, Derby, McLaughlin, &
Fuehrer, 2015; Kane, Roy, & Medina, 2013; Lazarus & Ogunsola, 2016; Loizou, 2016; May,
& Stone, 2014; McGregor, et al., 2016; Richards, 2015; Skues, Cunningham, & Theiler,
2016; Sniatecki, Perry, & Snell, 2015; Weis, Dean, & Osborne, 2016).
Despite the limitations, some of these studies are particularly helpful in illustrating
learning disabilities among primary-aged students. The research of Erickson, Derby,
McLaughlin, and Fuehrer (2015) has focused on examining the effectiveness of a reading
program, Lead Naturally. Three primary school students with learning disabilities (two
students in Grade three; one in Grade four) who participated in this research showed an
increase in their overall mean fluency and confidence in the reading. The transition from
middle school to high school may make young students with and without learning disabilities
nervous because of an unfamiliar environment and bigger buildings, new teachers, new
students, and new academic demands (Queen, 2002). High academic expectations including
increased homework, workload demands, and new schedules may lower the learning
motivation of students with learning disabilities. Moreover, as academic, social and
extra-curricular requirements may also increase during high school, the involvement and
influence of parents may decrease. Students tend to be given more responsibilities during
their high school years. Additionally, young adolescents may feel embarrassed when parents
are around them in front of their peers. Nevertheless, students with learning disabilities in
transition from secondary to college/university levels encountered different challenges. Shaw
(2006) indicated that it is difficult for students to disclose and document their disabilities in
college in order to have accommodations. Because of as university/college students,
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disclosing their own disabilities is not mandated. Additionally, students with learning
disabilities are more likely to drop out in higher education than other students (Newman et al.,
2011).
All of these researchers above have stated how experiences of the students with
learning disabilities were examined in different school levels other than high school.
Additionally, no research related to high school students with learning disabilities was
conducted in PEI. The goal of this research was to explore the experience of a small group of
PEI high school students with learning disabilities socially and academically in order to
understand their challenges, barriers, and supports.
Both quantitative and qualitative research methods have been used to collect data on
individuals diagnosed with a learning disability. Quantitative research focuses on collecting
data through objective measurements or statistics (Gorard, 2008). One common quantitative
research method for collecting information is surveys. Research conducted by Rabren, Eaves,
Dunn, and Darch (2013) examined whether the participants with disabilities (specifically
those with learning disabilities) were satisfied with their post-school (postsecondary
education, training, or employment) outcomes, and whether the satisfaction is about
engagement of post-school activities. Rabren, Eaves, Dunn, and Darch (2013) adopted these
data from the Alabama Post-School Transition Survey. This survey is about “former students
with disabilities who received special education services while in high school and who had
been out of school for one year during 2007 and 2008” (p. 16). 1341 former students
responded to this survey research in 2007 to 2008; more than half of the students, 808
(59.7%), were identified as having learning disabilities. The main result demonstrated that
participants with high education/training scores showed that both education and training (or
employment) had a strong influence on postsecondary satisfaction for participants with
learning disabilities. Specifically, the participants with high education/training (employment)
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scores had higher satisfaction scores than others. However, all these data were based on yes
and no responses as well as three-point type Likert Scale much, some, and none response. No
specific detailed answers, such as from interview conversation within a qualitative research
method were used.
Another research study measured the effective outcomes of using a computer to assist
reading comprehension of nine students with learning disabilities from an urban high school
in the United States. Students used their computers to perform all tasks associated with the
study (Stetter & Hughes, 2011). After this study was over, the participants took a 13-question
survey which included 10 questions based on the 4-point Likert Scale (number one means
strongly agree, number four means strongly disagree) and three open-ended oral questions.
Even though the students repeated that they enjoyed the activity, the results of daily quizzes
indicated negative outcomes due to little or no improvement in reading comprehension.
However, the detailed students’ experience during this particular research is unknown. These
two examples reflect that questionnaires are more likely to gather structured information
from participants, rather than explore the detailed experience of participants
Different intentions can produce very different results from diverse perspectives. The
results of these two studies utilizing a survey method were not about the participants’ real
experiences even though the Likert Scale can deliver plenty of information about students
with learning disabilities. As the purpose of this present study is to listen to the stories of the
students with learning disabilities to achieve proposed objectives and to suggest improvement
strategies, (e.g., an interview based on a qualitative research design) is a better method for
this study (Beail, & Williams, 2014; Kelly, 2007; Niesz, Koch, & Rumrill, 2008; Pierson,
Carter, Lane, & Glaeser, 2008; Rabren, Eaves, Dunn, & Darch, 2013; Stetter & Hughes,
2011).
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Understanding the connections between past and present is important to obtain a clear
understanding on learning disabilities, which is not only useful but also essential for students
with learning disabilities, teachers, and also scholars. The next few sections will provide an
overview of the importance of writing about the lived experiences of students with learning
disabilities.
2.2 Current Statistics
Prevalence rates of learning disabilities are inconsistent and poorly measured in
Canada (D’Intino, 2017). The best estimate of the prevalence of learning disabilities among
children is 3.2% (Brennan, 2009; D’Intino, 2017). LDAC claims that among every 10
Canadians, one is diagnosed with a learning disability (LDAC, n.d.). This means that
approximately 3.3 million Canadians have a learning disability. This assertion is difficulty to
verify as there are differences in statistical reporting across the country. The Learning
Disabilities Association of Ontario (LDAO, 2015) claimed “estimates of the incidence rate of
LDs [learning disabilities] range as high as 10% or more of the population, but there is more
statistical evidence from demographic sources for a range of 4 to 6 %” (para. 65). The LDAO
(2015) stated that 6.87% of students in publicly funded school systems in Ontario are
receiving special education programs or services because of learning disabilities (LDAO,
2015). According to the Canadian Survey on Disability, 2012, 33% of Canadians aged 15
years and older with learning disabilities who were currently not attending school had not
completed high school program as compared to 13.1% of individuals without learning
disabilities (Statistics Canada, 2012). Nor do these statistics provide us with definite numbers
on how many students in a given population have learning disabilities. It is important to note
that this survey was based on self-reporting, and some of the participants may have
intellectual disabilities, which may have influenced the results. For instance, LDAC
conducted a research project, Putting a Canadian Face on Learning Disabilities (PACFOLD,
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2007). Results indicated knowledge about learning disabilities within the general population
is still not clear, even for people with diagnosed learning disabilities who perceived stigma
associated with self-disclosure. It is difficult to get accurate statistical data on learning
disability. It is not hard to make assumptions that some people who have learning disabilities
do not want to disclose that they have a learning disability. Also some individuals may not
believe they have a learning disability(ies).
In the context of this study, the absence of official statistics of the population of
students diagnosed with learning disabilities over recent years in PEI is problematic.
However, the lack of literature on the experiences of high school students with learning
disabilities in PEI provoked my interest in pursuing this topic. I strongly believe that this
research will deepen PEI educators and parents’ understanding about the experiences of high
school students with learning disabilities. Being educated about learning disabilities is
important for all students. Students who have a diagnosed disability can then access the help
they are eligible to receive. Students who struggle with learning will be aware of the steps
they need to take to find appropriate services to support for their challenges or be further
assessed concerning their challenges. These students can also support their peers who have a
diagnosis and develop empathy for the struggles they might encounter. Through individual
interviews this study grants students the opportunity to talk about their experiences both
academically and socially, and what accommodations they believe are important/unimportant
for their success in high school.
2.3 Diagnostic Criteria for Learning Disabilities
The criteria and concepts for diagnosing learning disabilities are evolving with time
as the educational policies and/or research directions are constantly in flux (Silver et al.,
2008). In 2000, 8 of ten Canadian provinces and one territory defined learning disabilities
with traditional approaches, such as “IQ-achievement, IQ cutoff with low achievement, or
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low achievement” (Klassen, 2002, p.163). Only two provinces, “Quebec and Prince Edward
Island, reported not using this learning disabilities construct to identify children for special
education designation” (Kozey & Siegel, 2008, p.163). The documents and policy from
Yukon and Nunavut are not current available (Kozey & Siegel, 2008). Quebec uses Adapting
Our Schools to the Needs of All Students: Policy on Special Education (1999), PEI adopted
Students Assessment Process: Standards and Guidelines (2004), and Northwest Territories
provided NWT Ministerial Directive on Inclusive Schooling (2017). Even though PEI and
Northwest Territories provided “a noncategorical approach” to identify students with special
needs (including students with learning disabilities), they do not provide a formal definition
of diagnosis of learning disabilities (Kozey & Siegel, 2008, p. 166). The general learning
disability diagnostic process in Canada was briefly introduced, and PEI’s was specifically
discussed in the latter.
It is not surprising that the diagnosis of learning disabilities represents a vital practical
problem and challenge for individuals, educators, and researchers (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes,
Lipsey, & Roberts, 2001; Harrison & Holmes, 2012). In Canada, according to LDAC (n.d.),
school authorities are supposed to offer a “comprehensive educational evaluation” and
“assessment tests” for a student, who may have some challenges in learning, as noticed by
their parents or teachers. A comprehensive educational evaluation is composed of many steps,
such as “interviews, direct observation, reviews of [the] child's educational and medical
history, and conferences/discussions with professionals, who work with [the] child” (LDAC,
n.d.). In the following section, psycho-educational assessment for the diagnosis of learning
disabilities was presented.
2.3.1. Psycho-educational Assessment
A psycho-educational assessment is a multi-layered and complex approach that
contains three parts: tests of overall cognitive ability (i.e., Wechsler Intelligence Scale for
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Children-V), tests of academic achievement (i.e., Wechsler Individual Achievement Test) and
tests for specific cognitive deficits (i.e., “phonological awareness and rapid automatized
naming” (Meteyard, & Gilmore, 2015, p. 2). Typically, psycho-educational assessment
involves several processes to collect assessment data that include background information
(e.g., child’s early development, school history, social and emotional functioning, or family
medical history), and educational history (e.g., any assessment report from early data school
records). It is worth mentioning that the person who diagnoses learning disabilities has to be
an accredited professional with the required training and skills. For example, in most
Canadian provinces (such as in Ontario), psychologists are professionals capable of
diagnosing individuals with learning disabilities and suggesting appropriate accommodations
for them to improve their academic and social life (Gyenes & Siegel, 2014; LDAO, 2015).
After psychologists collect all these data, possible learning disabilities can be identified and
recommendations suggested for the student (Bell, 2002; Grigorenko, 2009).
In educational IQ classifications, the average intellectual score is 90 according
the Fifth Edition of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-V) (2014). This test
is the most wildly utilized intelligent test in the world. According to LDAC (n.d.), students
with learning disabilities should be average or above-average intelligence. The students
should have an IQ score of at least 90 based on the WISC-V. The Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM) is a handbook utilized by the mental health
professionals, clinicians and researchers in the United States and elsewhere (LDAC, 2015), to
diagnose and classify mental disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013 (APA), para
9). According to the DSM-5, an average IQ of 70 +/- 5 is considered an average of
intellectual functioning (APA, 2013; Benet, 2016), which is also called Borderline
Intellectual Functioning. Hence, how to diagnose a student who achieves an IQ score
between 70+/-5 to 90 is a significant gap within the two criteria of IQ for students with
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learning disabilities. Thus, when school psychologists assess individuals with learning
disabilities, flexibility is needed for accurate and careful diagnosis.
Therefore, broader points of view such as “intellectual and cognitive processing
abilities, executive functions, neuropsychological profile, learning styles and strategies and
social-emotional status in addition to academic basic skills” (LDAC, 2015, p. 15) should be
considered in diagnosis assessment of the students with learning disabilities.
A discrepancy between IQ and achievement tests is generally used for identifying
students with learning disabilities. An IQ test, accompanied by an achievement test, can help
to determine the nature of a child’s challenges (Association of Test Publishers, 2014). An IQ
test can demonstrate students’ intellectual potential, while an achievement test can measure
the scale of accomplishment by the student with learning disability.
Assessors compare the results of an IQ test and an achievement test to identify
patterns of students’ strengths and weaknesses in areas across the two tests for diagnosing
learning disabilities. However, IQ-achievement discrepancy is controversial due to
psychometric flaws in the concept (Fletcher, Morris, & Lyon, 2003; Meyer, 2000; Reschly &
Hosp, 2004; Restori, Katz, & Lee, 2009; Stage, Abbott, Jenkins, & Berninger, 2003;
Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2002; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000).
Even though the IQ-achievement discrepancy model is a traditional method to
diagnose learning disabilities; it has been criticized for having several limitations (Aaron,
1997; Lyon et al., 2001; Sternberg, & Grigorenko, 2002). The IQ-achievement discrepancy
model does not easily diagnose children with learning disabilities at a young age (Restori,
Katz, & Lee, 2009). Unfortunately, those students struggle with learning for many years until
they are diagnosed. Also, since a student is assessed only once, a number of researchers have
questioned the validity of these tests (Hoskyn & Swanson, 2000; Stuebing et al., 2002;
Vellutino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000). Lyon et al. (2001) synthesised the most frequently
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identified class of disabilities among students in public schools in U.S. in a report that
concluded, “the IQ- achievement discrepancy, when employed ‘inappropriately’ as the
primary criterion for the identification of LD [learning disabilities], may well harm more
children than it helps” (p. 266).
LDAC (2015) pointed out that the controversy between definition and diagnostic
criteria affected many overlapping sectors within society (i.e., education, law, advocacy, and
medicine). Additionally, LDAC (2015) indicated a flaw in identification of learning
disabilities using an IQ test, i.e., students with high IQ scores were “over-identified” and
students with low IQ were “under-identified” (p. 8). Furthermore, O'Brien (2001) argued the
intelligence test has this shortcoming:
Test results in one child can vary according to mood, motivation, and fatigue, while
the tests themselves show prominent rehearsal/learning effects, generally assume a
degree of literacy, and are largely framed to suit Western cultural requirements, with
consequent immense implications for interpretation (p. 570).
The above-mentioned argument highlights the disadvantages of intelligence tests to diagnose
students with learning disabilities, especially those from diverse cultural backgrounds, or
different socio-economic environments, or with inadequate education.
Furthermore, diagnostic decisions of learning disabilities might be less consistent,
reliable, and valid because different of diagnostic models with a range of clinical reasoning
that clinicians would adopt for diagnosis.
Further complicating this issue is that clinical decision-making relies on more than
just a strict adherence to a particular diagnostic model with clinical judgment also
playing an important role in the process (Schroeder, Drefs, & Cormier, 2017, p. 218).
Based on this idea, it appears that clinical decision-making reduces the accuracy of diagnosis
for the individual who is facing learning challenges. However, it is difficult to decide which
mode should be the “standard” one for diagnosing learning disabilities (Schroeder, Drefs, &
Cormier, 2017).
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Although the terminology and diagnostic procedures differ between provinces and the
different fields, the process of identifying learning disabilities is ultimately the same across
Canada (Elkins, 2007; Rosenblum et al., 2010; van Kraayenoord, 2016).
2.3.2. Student Assessment Process in PEI
In 2004, the Department of Education, Early Learning and Culture of PEI offered a
Handbook for educators to guide them in assessing students’ abilities. The main purpose of
this handbook was as follows:
Special Education means programming and/or services designed to accommodate
students within the public school system whose educational needs require
interventions different from, or in addition to, those which are needed by most
students. Assessments of students are the basis for determining appropriate special
education programs and services. These programs and services may involve the use of
adapted or modified curriculum, materials and facilities, and/or alternative
methodologies, and/or additional assistance from student support staff within school
settings (p. 1).
Surprisingly, the Department of Education, Early Learning and Culture in PEI still continues
to use the term “special education” instead of “inclusive education” to refer to the idea that
all students attend the public school regardless of their different needs under the belief that
inclusion in the regular classrooms in a community school is better than exclusion. Inclusive
education requires all students to be taught in a regular classroom instead of in separate
classrooms/schools. According to Booth (1998), the public should reject using the term of
“special education” replacing it with “inclusive education”. However, in PEI, the Department
of Education still uses ‘special education’ to describe the students who are failing in inclusive
assessment.
In the manual Student Assessment Process (2004), the approach and standard to guide
educators about assessment in PEI includes several regular steps, including “collection,
integration, and documentation of information from several sources, such as observation,
interviews, and informal and formal testing” (The Department of Education PEI, 2004, p. 7).
There are no details about the assessment process for the diagnosis of learning disabilities.
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The procedure required for a referral for students to see a psychologist for a psycho
educational assessment for a possible learning disability can be found in the Student Services
Handbook.
In a conversation with one of PEI’s school psychologists, it was emphasized that
psycho-educational assessment is also commonly used as a part of the diagnosis of learning
disabilities (L. Hawley-McAleer, personal communication, 2016/11/08). In addition,
collecting learning, medical, developmental information and genetic information from the
family are also required. A psychologist takes into consideration the students’ performance on
the standardized academic tests as well as intelligence testing to determine whether an
individual has a learning disability or not.
Additionally, the psychologist emphasized that there is no longer a cut-off used in PEI
for students. In some of other Maritime provinces, a standard IQ score of 90 would be used to
identify students with learning disabilities in order to qualify for a number of learning
disabilities programming. In fact, the intention of diagnosis is supposed to help students with
learning disabilities receive services. The main purpose of the psychologists administering
assessments for students in PEI is to clarify whether students need extra help for learning. For
example, psychologists investigate the reason why a student has difficulty in learning in order
to find what the teachers/psychologists can do to help them to be successful. In PEI, a student
does not need an official diagnosis of learning disabilities in order to receive accommodation
or services.
Students in PEI may wait up to four years for a psycho-educational assessment
because of the high demand. There are also long wait lists for psycho-educational
assessments in many other places in Canada. In the meantime, school psychologists
implement a consultation processes for students who need help before an official diagnosis
can be made in PEI.
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Psycho-educational consultation is a flexible, collaborative process that involves the
school psychologist, school personnel (e.g., classroom teacher, resource teacher, school
counsellor, and/or administrator), and at times, parents and/or the student. A consultation is
conducted in order to review a student’s history in school and how he/she is currently
performing in school. The consultation helps educators to develop an intervention plan and
make other recommendations, as appropriate, to better assist a student in making successful
progress in school. The consultation process is also used to assist in determining if a student
requires a psycho-educational assessment. (Public School Branch (PSB), No date, In
Reference Guide to School Psychology Services, p. 6).
When teachers and parents have a concern around a particular student about learning
disabilities or no clear reason for why that student is struggling, psychologists, teachers, and
parents will gather all the information from the student. For example, psychologists may ask
for resource teachers to do standardized academic testing for the student and also to gather
historical documents (such as report cards). Moreover, psychologists can request the
classroom teacher to provide work samples from the student. Parents may be asked to offer
historical developmental information on their child and disclose family medical history. Then,
they will sit together as a consulting group, and the psychologist will make some
recommendations based on the student’s strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, educational
consultants will follow up with both students and the consulting group to evaluate the
students’ response to the accommodation provided. To sum up, various members of a school's
student support team (school counsellor, resource teacher and administrator) discuss the
student's learning profile before and after a referral is put forth for further academic
assessment.
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2.4 Interventions
Early identification and timely specialized assessments are important in diagnosing
individuals with a learning disability. Interventions may be put in place to remedy a student’s
specific learning disability. These interventions should be based on an individual’s strengths
and needs, which should involve home, school, community and workplace settings (LDAC,
n.d.). According to LDAC (n.d.), interventions should, at minimum, include the provision of
“specific skill instruction, accommodations, compensatory strategies, and self-advocacy skills”
(LDAC, 2015, para. 8). In this section, a common accommodation and intervention program
in PEI will be introduced briefly.
2.4.1 Individualized Education Plan
In the PEI context, an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) is defined as:
a written record that documents the collaborative process for the development of an
individualized plan for a student with special educational needs. This planning is a
continuous and integrated process of instruction, assessment, evaluation,
decision-making and reporting. The IEP outlines support services and educational
program adaptations and/or modifications (The Department of Education of PEI, 2005,
p. 6).
The development of an IEP is designed to support students with learning disabilities while
addressing their academic and/or social challenges (The Department of Education of PEI,
2011). According to the Handbook of Individualized Educational Planning by Department of
Education of PEI (2005), if the students do not have interventions at school, the school-based
Student Services Team should first gather information based on severity of need to create an
action plan for students, which may include adaptations, modifications or an IEP. An
adaptation is defined in PEI as “a documented process that allows a student with special
educational needs to participate in a prescribed curriculum (course) with changes in format,
instruction strategies and/or assessment procedures but still retain the learning outcomes of
the curriculum” (Department of Education of PEI, 2005, p. 9). If a student continues to
experience challenges after adaptations have been implemented, teachers and parents may
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move to the next step in the individualized planning process for accommodation (Department
of Education of PEI, 2005). Modification is “the appropriate response if the student is able to
take part in some of the regular program but needs substantial changes to one or more
academic areas” (Department of Education of PEI, 2005, p.10). Both teachers and parents are
involved in making the decision “to modify a student’s program” (The Department of
Education of PEI, 2005, p. 11).
Once the student is determined to need an IEP, the principal will establish, and
coordinate, the student, parents, and professionals involved in the development of the IEP
(The Department of Education of PEI, 2005). The evaluation of the students’ achievement
will be reviewed annually. (The Department of Education of PEI, 2005).
2.4.2 Supports Intervention Programs
Many students struggle with reading comprehension and written expression, which
require a level of reflection, knowledge, and involvement of the content (Harris, Schumaker,
& Deshler, 2011; Swanson & Sáez, 2003). There are numerous intervention programs for
students with learning disabilities in Canada. Every school and private or public organization
has the right to choose appropriate intervention programs for their students. There is no
specific time requirement for each intervention because the length of the program should
depend on individual needs, strengths, and weaknesses. Basically, there is no one-size-fits all
programs for all students.
In PEI, how each high school provides their resource programs varies based on the
levels of the students involved, what intervention program the school can offer and whether
the current students would benefit from available programs. PEI does not have any official
data about students who have learning disabilities. But based on one PEI’s psychologist’s
experience, who has worked in this field more than 14 years, the majority (about 80%-85%)
of students learning disabilities is in the area of reading, otherwise known as dyslexia (L.
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Hawley-McAleer, personal communication, 2016/11/08). A number of reading intervention
programs commonly used in PEI for high school students are Wilson Reading Program,
Rewards Reading Intervention, and Reading Horizons.
Wilson Reading Program (WRP), a research-based reading and writing program for
students with dyslexia, focuses on word studies, spelling, fluency and comprehension. The
aim of the WRP is to teach learners the skills of fluent decoding and encoding of words.
According to Mather and Goldstein (2001), WRP is an effective intervention program for
students with learning disabilities. It is used in numerous schools for intervention (Wilson
Language Training, 2016). However, there is not much existing independent research on the
long-term effectiveness of this intervention program.
The second program, Rewards Reading Intervention (RRI), enhances decoding
accuracy and fluency. Mullaney et al. (2014) conducted a case study to examine the effects of
RRI on two high school students in the United States. One student had a learning disability,
and the other a learning disability and autism speculum disorder. One was a fifteen-year-old
boy with learning disabilities in the areas of reading, writing, and math. His reading, writing,
and math were at a second, third grade, and fourth grade level respectively. Another
participant was a fifteen-year-old high school student with learning disabilities, also
diagnosed with another health impairment and Autism Spectrum Disorder, whose reading and
writing were in a fourth grade level, and math was in a fifth grade level. After 25 lessons in
the RRI program, the boys who have learning disabilities demonstrated a very positive result,
which indicated increased skill in reading of long words.
The last program commonly offered in PEI is Reading Horizons (RH), which is a
reading program that can be delivered by a teacher or via software. The multi-sensory nature
of RH intervention is created to help students with reading disabilities. Teachers adopt RH
based on teaching “42 sounds of the alphabet, 5 phonetic skills, and also 2 decoding skills
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(para. 2)” through “an explicit, systematic, and multi-sensory approach” (Reading Horizons,
2016, para. 3). Unfortunately, there is not much independent research based on RH
intervention program yet.
2.4.3 Assistive Technology
According to Watson, Ito, Smith, and Andersen (2010) assistive technology has the
most significant effect for helping students with learning disabilities on their IEP. Assistive
technology (AT) for students with learning disabilities refers to any device that helps to
compensate students’ challenges in a specific learning area (Adebisi, Liman, & Longpoe,
2015; Lewandowski, Wood, & Miller, 2016; Quenneville, 2001). AT can assist “academic
achievement in written expression, reading, mathematics, and spelling, while improving the
organization, and fostering social acceptance in students with learning disabilities”
(Quenneville, 2001, p. 167). The tools of AT can be very simple (i.e., a tape recorder) or
complex (i.e., a complementary communication device); the consensus reached in the
classroom should be attributed to the joint efforts of both teachers and AT specialists (Adebisi,
Liman, & Longpoe, 2015). The PEI Council of People with Disabilities (2018) suggests
assistive devices and technology including Premier Assistive Technology-Reading made Easy,
Assistive Technology Solutions, and Technology for your Home Work & School, etc.
2.4.3.1 Advantages of AT for Students with Learning Disabilities
Technology-based improved learning has a great influence on the participation of
students with learning disabilities (Altınay, Cagiltay, Jemni, & Altınay, 2016). Applying
current and new technology to support students with learning disabilities allows them to
compensate challenges in learning (Adebisi, Liman, & Longpoe, 2015). AT can be very
different depending on the individual needs. In PEI, the LDAPEI recommends several forms
of AT for students, such as Spark Space, Claro Read, or Audio Notetaker, Echo Smart Pen,
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etc. The following research based AT programs are introduced in order to have a better
understanding of what technology students can adopt for their learning.
Graphic organizers are visual and spatial displays that can make connection between
facts and concepts (Gajria, Jitendra, Sood, & Sack, 2007; Hughes, Maccini, & Gagnon, 2003;
Kim, Vaughn, Wanzek, & Wei, 2004). Students with learning disabilities usually have
difficulty relating to new material featuring abstract knowledge, because textbooks are edited
above their grade-level reading ability (Gajria et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2004). This factor
creates more challenges for students with learning disabilities. Therefore, they need
assistance to help improve their reading outcomes. Graphic organizers have been suggested
as significant software to support students with learning disabilities to develop an
understanding of abstract knowledge (Bos & Vaughn, 2002; Hughes, Maccini, & Gagnon,
2003; Ives & Hoy, 2003; Kim et al., 2004; Nesbit & Adesope, 2006). Dexter and Hughes
(2011) conducted meta-analysis and quasi-experimental studies to test how students used
graphic organizers to learn core contents (English/reading, science, social studies,
mathematics). These studies involved 808 participants from grade 4 to grade 12. Dexter and
Hughes’ research (2011) was followed by “55 standardized mean effect sizes” (p. 51), which
were extracted from 16 articles including 808 participants (upper-elementary, intermediate,
and secondary students with learning disabilities). The outcome of their study was promising.
The meta-analysis demonstrated that graphic organizers improved the comprehension of the
students with learning disabilities. Additionally, graphic organizers were useful to enhance
the vocabulary usage and inference comprehension of students with learning disabilities.
Higgins and Raskind (2005) investigated how effective the Quicktionary Reading Pen
II (the “reading pen”) was for students with learning disabilities in the age range of 10-18
years. The students were given two weeks to use this device to decode single words. Results
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were very positive as students found it easy to use the pen in compensating for their reading
disabilities.
Quinlan (2004) examined how Speech Recognition Technology (SRT) could improve
the writing ability of 41 students with learning disabilities (ages 11 to 14). These students
spent six hours in class learning how to use SRT in a computer lab using four Windows-based
PCs. Students’ writing by hand was then compared with the writing using SRT. Results
showed that writing tasks via SRT resulted in higher outcomes than the tasks completed by
handwriting.
Adapting various technologies to help students with learning disabilities can develop
their academic abilities (Adebisi, Liman, & Longpoe, 2015; Luiselli, & Fischer, 2016;
Quenneville, 2001). According to these researchers, AT does not cure any learning challenges,
but provides the help for students to capitalize on their strengths and bypass difficulties.
2.5 Challenges
There is a great deal of research literature naming the various challenges that students
with learning disabilities may face in life. Some of these challenges include: high
unemployment rates; a lack of higher education; the inability to live independently; limited
social experience; and difficulty making friends (Izzo, Hertzfeld, Simmons-Reed, & Aaron,
2001; Janiga, & Costenbader, 2002; Letrello, & Miles, 2003; Wells, Sandefur, & Hogan,
2003).
Along with general challenges during their lives, students with learning disabilities
face significant challenges when they are in class. They have to train their high-level thinking
and problem-solving skills in order to be able to deal with listening comprehension, writing,
and reading simultaneously (Boyle, 2012; Mason &Graham, 2008; Schumaker & Deshler,
2009;). Usually, schools provide programs such as a resource class for students with learning
challenges in order to address their difficulties of understanding content during the class time.
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However, if they do not master the skill to cope with their learning disabilities, acquisition of
new content would be extremely hard for them. Even though students with learning
disabilities have challenges learning, secondary teachers are still expecting them to meet the
same standard as these students’ peers without learning disabilities, such as learning
independently (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2001).
2.5.1 Neurological Challenges
Walcot-Gayda (2010), names three types of neurological challenges that students may
encounter in secondary level schooling. The first challenge is language processing difficulty
with learning new vocabulary. The second challenge involves phonological processing, which
includes difficulty with decoding. The third challenge is visual spatial processing.
In addition to neurological challenges, students with learning disabilities face
difficulties and challenges acquiring the social skills that impact their overall functioning
(Durlak, Weissberg, Dymenicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011; Estell, Jones, Pearl, & Van
Acker, 2009; Vaughn, Elbaum, & Boardman, 2001). Research literature on social skills
suggested that for students or adults with challenges, having a best friend can have a strong
influence both in their academic and social lives (Lee, Rojewski, Gregg, & Jeong, 2015;
Mason, Timms, Hayburn, & Watters, 2013; Potter, 2015). Many students with learning
disabilities have difficulty establishing and maintaining high quality friendships (Bauminger,
Edelsztein & Morash, 2005; Bryan, Wong & Donahue, 2002). According to Rose (2016),
many factors influence the quality of friendship, including language and cognitive abilities,
social skills, personality, and temperament. As long as students are in school, high quality
friendships can reduce the rate of being victimized by peers to some degree (Fox & Boulton,
2006).
Unfortunately, students with learning disabilities may face challenges taking notes
during a fast paced lectures (Boyle, 2010, 2012; Boyle, Rosen, & Forchelli, 2016; Scruggs,
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Mastropieri, & Okolo, 2008; Marino, 2010). The five top difficulties indicated by participants
in this survey were writing fast enough, paying attention, making sense of notes, deciding
important information to note, and understanding the teachers. These difficulties might cause
poor performance and eventually poor scores. Considering teachers basically speak about 110
words per minute during a lecture but students’ pace for absorbing is approximately 17 to 20
words (Boyle, 2010), it is not hard to assume that taking notes is recognized as a challenge
for students.
Furthermore, Estell, Jones, Pearl, and Van Acker (2009) examined friendships of 55
students with learning disabilities among 1254 peers in general classroom settings across late
elementary school during a two-year study in a Midwestern US city. The research showed
that the students with learning disabilities were often socially rejected by their classmates and
hardly maintained friendships with their peers. This research supports the hypothesis that not
only academic supports need to be provided for students with learning disabilities, but
support for learning social skills is necessary as well. According to Wiener and Schneider
(2002), students with learning disabilities tended towards higher levels of conflict in their
friendships.
Students with learning disabilities may experience several setbacks in learning due to
a lack of awareness of their learning disabilities (Lau, Ortega, & Sharkey, 2015;
Poon-McBrayery, 2012). It is important for students with learning disabilities to clearly
understand their learning disabilities and the challenges if they are to succeed in their social
lives (Bryan, Burstein, & Erqul, 2004). For example, some students receiving special services
are embarrassed around their peers who do not have learning disabilities because they do not
understand exactly how their disabilities would impact them (Roffman, as cited in Lau,
Ortega, & Sharkey, 2015). Additionally, if the students with learning disabilities
misunderstood their poor performance as caused by disapproval of teachers or parents rather
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than understanding their challenges, the negative and weak interaction among teachers,
parents, and peers would restrain students’ motivation and can be a barrier to education
(Poon-McBrayer, 2012). More importantly, the students with learning disabilities encounter
many strong negative feelings of frustration, anger, sadness, or shame which may cause
anxiety, depression, loneliness or low self-esteem (Bryan, Burstein, & Ergul, 2004).
In addition, several studies on negative emotions (such as anxiety, depression, or
loneliness) that compared students with and without learning disabilities revealed that the
students with learning disabilities more frequently experienced them (i.e., Pavri & Luftig,
2000; Wiener & Schneider, 2002). For example, Pavri and Luftig (2000) studied 15 students
with learning disabilities and 68 students without disabilities enrolled in a sixth-grade urban
school class to determine any differences in their social interaction. The results showed that
the students with learning disabilities were “less popular, lonelier, and more controversial
than their peers” (p. 13).
However, not much information is known about how students with learning
disabilities develop their understanding of challenges (Abernathy & Taylor, 2009; Higgins,
Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 2002). If students do not understand their own challenges, it
will be very difficult to become aware of how the challenges impact their learning lives. For
example, students with learning disabilities may not be able to manage time optimally to
compensate for their challenges, which would negatively influence their self-esteem and
attitude (Ahrens, Dubois, Lozano, & Richardson, 2010; Alesi, Rappo, & Pepi, 2012). If a
student does not have an accurate understanding about their challenges, they will have
difficulty advocating for what they need in terms of having a successful future (Reiff, 2004).
Awareness of their strengths is also important. In this research, one on one interviews
collecting students’ experience on learning disabilities including the awareness of their

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

38

challenges will be explored. This information may provide a clear picture on how they think
and how they feel about learning disabilities.
2.6 Barriers
A major barrier can be the lack of resources that students with learning disabilities
need, but a school cannot offer. For instance, students with learning disabilities need extra
help in learning not only from a resource teacher but also from other supports such as
assistive technology. However, some schools cannot afford to provide AT for students with
learning disabilities. Also, one learning challenge can impact other areas of academic
learning for students (Steele, 2010). For example, a specific learning disability in reading (or
writing) can impact a student’s performance in mathematics (i.e., algebra and geometry
textbook assignments, or writing geometric proofs in paragraph format in order to complete
an assignment). Additionally, some students with learning disabilities lack an ability to select
the appropriate strategies for their homework and projects (McNamara, 2007). Similarly, as
Steele (2010) pointed out, even though the students with learning disabilities have mastered
various strategies to solve problems in learning, they may not understand how and when to
select the appropriate strategy method for each problem.
Even though all students experience academic and social challenges when entering
high school, those with learning disabilities in middle school can encounter more difficulties
which would have a greater impact on learning (Letrello & Miles, 2003; Wiles & Bondi,
2001). Students with learning disabilities in middle school when transferring to high school
may encounter even more challenges (Smith and Diller, as citied in Letrello & Miles, 2003;
Wiles & Bondi, 2001). According to Letrello and Miles’ research (2003) in an exploration of
transition program for students with learning disabilities from middle school to high school,
the transition can have an impact on students learning. Repetto et al.’s (2011) exit survey on
2,520 students with and without disabilities across 40 schools reported that 25% of high
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school students with disabilities were not satisfied with their preparation on reading, writing,
and math.
Moreover, the shifting definition of learning disabilities also has a great impact on the
types of intervention recommended for students. A learning disability is a neurological
disorder instead of visual, hearing, intellectual impairment or cultural, economic
disadvantage (LDAC, n.d.). According to Poon-McBrayer (2012), for decades the
identification of learning disabilities would be based on a discrepancy between IQ test scores
and achievement levels. This requirement was eliminated according to the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act in 2004 (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). U.S. based
legislation does not apply directly to the jurisdiction of this study. “Response-to-intervention
(RTI) is the key model to determine identification and intervention for individuals having a
learning disability” (Poon-McBrayer, 2012, p. 1910). In other words, if a student with a
learning disability reaches the expected goal at an average or above average level, this
student is assumed not to need further intervention. If students are successful with the
assistance of an intervention program and have learned coping skills to deal with the
academic problem in order to achieve at an average level, the students’ success would be
impacted by the loss of any protection of interventions. Because students with learning
disabilities reached goals, they would no longer require interventions (Poon-McBrayer, 2012;
Townsend, 2007). However, a learning disability is a life-long condition. Students with
learning disabilities need continued instruction on how to keep managing their learning
disabilities in academic and social learning.
2.7 Summary and Rationale
This literature review presents an overall review of the current literature available on
learning disabilities. When the term learning disability emerged in the 1960s, learning
disabilities became the fastest growing diagnosis among students in inclusive education. In
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the Canadian Survey on Disability (Statistics Canada, 2012), 33% of Canadians aged 15
years and older with learning disabilities had not completed a high school. However, the
research collected on the experiences of high students with learning disabilities is rare.
Particularly, no previous research based on high school students’ perspective has ever been
conducted in PEI.
Students with learning disabilities can be diagnosed through the administration of a
psycho-educational assessment. Following diagnosis, students are able to receive support
from school and board based personnel, and receive accommodations such as adaptations,
various intervention programs and/or assistive technology.
In the current research regarding the experience of students with learning disabilities
on learning, there are a great deal of challenges and barriers reviewed. Students with learning
disabilities usually have difficulties in language processing, phonological processing, and
spatial processing. Due to these neurological challenges, students with learning disabilities
have difficulties academically learning new vocabularies, decoding context and dealing with
symbols, pictures, and distances. Consequently, activities such as note taking can be
particularly strenuous for students with learning disabilities.
Additionally, students with learning disabilities may have difficulty with social
functioning which may be problematic in the development of friendships. Because of these
challenges, students with learning disabilities deal more frequently with anxiety, depression,
or loneliness. These series of problems for students with learning disabilities related to
learning and extreme negative emotion may cause more serious long-term outcomes (such as
dropping out of school, or development of mental health issues). This cycle of repetitive
negativity could have a greater impact on the students’ futures. Fortunately, different
interventions and accommodations can assist students with learning disabilities improve their
academic and social skills.
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The review of the literature was structured to offer a “road map” of profiles and
experiences of students with learning disabilities. From reviewing the literature, it appears
that there is a gap that needs to be addressed by this research under the context of PEI. A lack
of information related to research on high school students diagnosed with learning disabilities,
and specifically in PEI, led me to complete this research.
It is important for students, parents, and the public to recognize and to develop their
understanding of PEI high school students with learning disabilities. It is also important that
these student’s experiences are better understood so that policy makers and professionals can
examine what is currently offered and make changes if necessary. Therefore, it is necessary
and timely for this study to shed some light on this topic.
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3.0 Chapter 3: Methodology
The experiences of high school students diagnosed with a learning disability in PEI
have not been explored. This study provides an opportunity for a sample of PEI students with
learning disabilities to share their experiences regarding the supports, challenges, and barriers
facing them in high school, and in doing so begins to address the gap in scholarship in this
area.
This chapter provides a detailed explanation of the theoretical framework, research
design including research methodology, sample and research site selection, data collection
methods, procedures for data analysis, and the trustworthiness of the strategies utilized in this
study.
3.1 Theoretical Framework
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of human learning was chosen as the theoretical
framework for this study in order to analyze the lived experiences of students with learning
disabilities. Sociocultural theory adopted in this research asserts two major themes regarding
the More Knowledgeable Other, and the Zone of Proximal Development.
3.1.1 Vygotsky Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky (1993) defined learning disorders as the result of some organic defect.
Scholars have called this approach defectology, the “study of defect” (Gindis, 1999, p. 334).
Vygotsky also believed that children with disabilities should be educated in classrooms
alongside their peers (inclusive classrooms) rather than be separated from them. If children
with and without disabilities were separated from one another, he argued, the development
processes of each group of children with and without disabilities would be different. In other
words, children with disabilities placed in a separate classroom “would inevitably lead to the
creation of a special breed of people” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 178) and “once branded a fool or
handicapped, the child is placed in completely new social circumstances and his or her entire
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development proceeds in a completely new direction” (p. 153).Vygotsky’s ideas implied that
social interaction in the development processes of children plays a significant role among
peers, and it can lead students to recognize social cues among the peers. Thus, the importance
of inclusive education is very significant for the development of students with and without
disabilities. Inclusive education provides interdependence and high interaction for all the
learners and so all students may learn to be more aware and accepting of one another.
According to McPhail (1995), although Vygotsky’s theory was advocated before the
earliest definition and diagnosis of learning disabilities, his “socio-cultural perspective
addresses many of the same concerns as phenomenology relative to the study of human
beings and their culture” (p. 164). Hence, it is quite suitable to adopt Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory to support the study of how students with learning disabilities experience their high
school academic and social lives.
Sociocultural theory emphasizes that learning is a social process, where individual
development occurs through interactions between people and the culture in which they live
(Gindis, 2003; Kozulin, 2003; Lantolf, 1994; Smagorinsky, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky
systematized and applied sociocultural approaches based on social cognition (the ability of
thought) and language (the ability of speech) development (Vygotsky, 1987). He believed that
interaction and communication can develop human cognitive development, the biggest
difference between human and animal cognition:
Signs and words serve children first and foremost as a means of social contact with
other people. The cognitive and communicative functions of language then become
the basis of a new and superior form of activity in children, distinguishing them from
animals (p. 28-29)
Social interaction plays a fundamental role in the development of cognition and language.
Hence, as they grow, children will experience changes along with any types of assistance
within a newer learners’ developmental zones.
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Vygotsky described two of these zones as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
(potential development zone) and Zone of Current Development (ZCD). A further key
concept is More Knowledgeable Others (MKO) (supporters and tools). Two main concepts of
ZPD and MKO were chosen to explain more about individual development. Within different
experiences of individuals with learning disabilities, there are various accommodations to
help them reach the potential/actual development zone so that they can complete learning
requirements.
3.1.2 Zone of Proximal Development
Vygotsky argued that development has dimensions. The first, the zone of current
development (ZCD) is a child’s actual development. The ZCD is the level of functioning that
a child has at a given moment. Alongside ZCD, the potential zone of children in social
interaction for both language and thought development is known as a “zone of proximal
development” (ZPD). Vygotsky argued that the ZPD is “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers” (1978, p. 86). In other words, ZPD may be applied to the child’s
learning process in order to understand their potential development. In the classroom, a
teacher’s role is to assist in learning (scaffolded learning) by drawing on their own
knowledge to construct and guide the students’ new knowledge in a particular subject area.
Moreover, different teachers and students weave complex social relationships and cultural
values, which can co-construct and re-shape the two developments (i.e., cognitive and
language) with each other (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996).
Therefore, children who engage with different society and culture, first interact with
more experienced peers, adults, or more knowledgeable others around them and learn with
assistance, and then the knowledge they have gained continues to develop on an internal level
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(John-Steiner & Souberman, 1978; Valsiner, 1987). For example, a student with learning
disabilities might read (or listen to) an article with a resource teacher (or Assistive
Technology) who (that) can provide different reading strategies and also can guide the
student on the right track to reach her/his reading goal. After several interactions of reading
the same material, the students are supposed to understand the reading material by
themselves. That means the knowledge has first been constructed through new learning
experience among interaction, followed by learning within an internal level. Vygotsky
remarked “…what is in the zone of proximal development today will be the actual
developmental level tomorrow-that is what the child can do with assistance today, she will be
able to do by herself tomorrow” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87).
3.1.3 The More Knowledgeable Other
Along with ZPD, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory also includes the concept of the
more knowledgeable other (MKO). Vygotsky (1978) defined MKO as someone who is more
knowledgeable or has better understanding of specific topic than the learner. The MKO can
be a person (i.e., instructor, resource teacher), a tool (i.e., computer, reading pen) or some
resources (i.e., books, dictionaries), which can provide not only access to knowledge for the
learners but also stimulation in order for them be successful in their future achievement
(Cicconi, 2014; Safia & Mala, 2012)
Undoubtedly, teachers play the role of MKO, since they pass on new knowledge to
students to expand their students’ ZPD (Cicconi, 2014). Technology is also used in classroom
in the role of MKO, which has dramatically increased the opportunities for students with
learning disabilities.
Modern technology, such as the Internet, is being heavily used as MKOs in 21st
century education. For instance, according to Antonacci et al. (2008), students who are
learning in the virtual world increase social interactions because of anonymity and comfort
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for students who are shy, quiet, unsocial, or anxious. In similar cases, students with learning
disabilities can learn optimally and have better outcomes with learning than they do without
support on technology. Hence, students’ learning process and goals are affected by their
potential development (ZPD) and the supporters who (or which) motivated, supported and
inspired them. In this study, MKO can be a type of technology as digital scaffolding to help
students with learning disabilities in compensating for their challenges. Overall, adopting
these two concepts will enable the researcher to interpret the students’ experience of the
challenges, barriers, and supports they encountered.
3.2 Research Design
The purpose of this study is two-fold: 1) to explore the challenges, barriers and
support of a sample of high school students with learning disabilities in PEI with respect to
their academic and social life; and 2) to understand how these participants perceive the
experiences of their own challenges, barriers and supports.
3.2.1 Phenomenology
A phenomenological research approach is chosen for this study. Phenomenological
research is designed to understand “people’s perception, perspectives and understandings of a
particular situation or phenomenon” (Offredy & Vickers, 2010, p. 100). A phenomenological
research method was undertaken in this thesis in order to obtain a deeper understanding of
high school students with learning disabilities in PEI, and to uncover commonalities among
the participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2003, 2007; Johnson, 2014; Starks & Trinidad, 2007;
Savin-Baden, & Major, 2013; Sokolowski, 2000).
In order to understand this particular phenomenon among students with learning
disabilities in high schools, individual interviews showing the students’ construction of
knowledge and the way they perceive their learning experiences will be most effective. As
Creswell (2013) noted, phenomenology is used to uncover several individual participants’
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experiences of a phenomenon in common. Phenomenological researchers not only describe
the experience of the participants, but also look into how these participants perceive their
own experiences (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). It is hoped that the analysis of these
individual experiences will help inform educational decisions in PEI and provide a
foundation for further research on high school students with learning disabilities in Canada.
In this research, the interview between participants and researcher can guide the
conversation more deeply and beyond the surface appearances of the interview questions so
that the participants’ unique experiences and thoughts could build more understanding about
their personal and social lives (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Moreover, phenomenology has long
been applied in the research to seek the meaning and features of human life through
individual experiences (Starks & Trinidad, 2007; Patton, 2002). As a phenomenological
researcher, I do not make the assumption that individuals are totally different. Instead, I look
for the commonalties as well as the differences between my participants’ experiences. Indeed,
the various experiences of high school students with learning disabilities are the
phenomenon.
3.2.2 Sample Selection and Research Site
Purposive sampling is adopted for this research as it “the research specifies the
characteristics of the population of interest and locates individuals with those characteristics”
(Johnson, 2014, p. 264). In this research, students with learning disabilities in high schools
are targeted with specific details required for potential participants (such as having diagnosis
of learning disabilities) According to the website of the PEI Home and School Federation,
there were 19250 students enrolled in PEI schools (K-12) in 2017. If the 'best estimate' of
3.2% of the population were used, 616 students in PEI schools would be estimated to have a
LD. If this number were narrowed to 3.2% of the high school population, 196 high school
students would be estimated to have diagnosis of a learning disability. In this study 10
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interviews were conducted which is a 5% sample of estimated number of students with LD in
PEI high schools. According to Patton (2002), there are no criteria for the number of the
participants required for a qualitative study utilizing a phenomenological approach. Due to
the limited time frame available for this research, and financial consideration, a maximum of
10 participants diagnosed with specific learning disabilities by a psychologist was determined
to be the proper number for this study. Maximum variation sampling is used to capture and
describe important common themes or principal outcomes of the interview data (Patton,
2002).
After the ethics application was approved by the University of Prince Edward Island
Research Ethics Board (see Appendix A), an email was distributed to The Executive Director
of the LDAPEI who sent out the email to all contacts on LDAPEI mailing list. Included in
this email was a recruitment poster about this study that defined the criteria for participants
for this research (see Appendix B). These criteria included: having a diagnosed learning
disability; and having an interest in participating in an approximant 60 minutes interview
sharing personal and educational experiences about challenges, barriers, and supports
associated with having a learning disability. In order to best represent students from all
counties in the province, decisions concerning participation in the study were made according
to the participants’ geographic location. The students who were interested in participating in
the research were required to directly contact the researcher. The researcher provided detailed
information to see whether they individually were still interested in taking part in the
interviews.
As the researcher could not obtain enough individuals interested in participating in
this research through the distributed email by LDAPEI, an application was submitted to the
Ethics Board of UPEI to modify the method of participant recruitment. Once approved,
another ethics application for the Public School Branch (PSB) was submitted to obtain
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permission to recruit individuals for this research study (see Appendix C and D). After having
obtained permission from the PSB to approach high school principals, an information letter
concerning the research was sent by email to administrators of 10 high schools across PEI for
the specific purposes of having them assist the researcher in recruiting participants for the
study (see Appendix E). However, this endeavour still did not result in obtaining enough
participants, and so school administrators were contacted by phone to request support. Four
administrators declined the opportunity to participate in this research resulting in reducing the
numbers of possible participants. Principals in the six participating schools approached
resource teachers in their schools who then emailed/called/talked to parents, and high school
youths over 18 years old in order to engage students for this study.
After the confirmation of interest from the targeted potential participants, a letter of
information and consent form (see Appendix F1 and F2) were sent by email to both the
participants and their parent(s)/guardian(s) (if participants’ ages are younger than 18 years
old). This ensured the student’s voluntary participation in the study. The interviews were
conducted outside of the high school hours, at a time and location mutually convenient for
the individuals involved (such as in a private room of a school’s library).
Before the interview, the researcher read the informed consent aloud to the participant
to ensure that they were participating willingly rather than being pressured from their
parents/guardians or the LDAPEI. After the participants and their parents/guardians signed
the consent forms, they were collected and each participant was interviewed individually
regarding the protocol.
The interviews were digitally recorded, which allowed the researcher to take field
notes throughout the interviews. Additionally, a “stop” sign was brought to the research site
to help the participant indicate their unwillingness to continue the interview. None of the
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participants used it. Once completed, the interviews were transcribed by the researcher.
Together with field notes, these transcripts were carefully read and analyzed.
3.2.3 Data Collection
In this study, 10 high school students with learning disabilities are interviewed
concerning the intervention programs, supportive people and tools, as well as academic and
social interactions. Each of interviews is arranged after school time.
Semi-structured in-depth interview were conducted because they provided detailed,
reliable, comparable qualitative data among different interviews (Boyce & Neale, 2006).
In-depth interviewing is a technique in qualitative research, which can explore participants
experience on different points of view (Boyce & Neale, 2006). This type of interviewing also
allowed the researcher to prepare the questions ahead of time and permitted the participants
the freedom to express their own unique views in their particular ways.
The interview has two parts. Part one contains general questions to warm up students
for the interview and also provides some background information for the researcher. The
second part addresses the overarching research questions. The main research question is
supported by six sub-questions that guide or prompt participants’ perceptions of their unique
experiences explicitly, focusing on academic and social life.
•

What, if any, are some of the challenges that students with learning disabilities
experience in high school academically?
What, if any, are some of the challenges that students with learning disabilities face in
high school socially?

•

What, if any, are some of the barriers that students with learning disabilities face in
high school academically?
What, if any, are some of the barriers that students with learning disabilities face in
high school socially?
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What, if any, are some of the academic supports that are in place for students with
learning disabilities in high school?
What, if any, are some of social supports that students with learning disabilities have
in high school socially?

Semi-structured questions are designed to initiate conversations with the participants to assist
them with sharing their experiences. Specific questions are also posed to each participant
exploring their experience being a high school student. The following aspects of discussion
are raised including awareness and diagnosis of their learning disabilities, intervention,
interactions, others with learning disabilities, advice for future students and teachers and staff.
These questions focus on the challenges, barriers and supports they encounter in high schools,
and which they perceive to influence their academic and social lives.
3.2.4 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis is utilized by the researcher for “identifying, analysing, and
reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). In this study, use of
coding and comparison are adopted to analyse the interview data that resulted in the
development of themes (Berg & Latin, 2008; McLeod, 2001). Braun and Clarke (2006)
offered a six-phase model for thematic analysis: it begins with investigating raw data and
ends with a complete analysis of all relevant data. The six phases are presented below (Braun
& Clarke, 2006, p. 87)
1. Familiarizing yourself with your data. Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and
re-reading the data, noting down initial ideas.
2. Generating initial codes. Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic
fashion across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.
3. Searching for themes. Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data
relevant to each potential theme.
4. Reviewing themes. Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
(Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.
5. Defining and naming themes. Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each
theme, and the overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and names
for each theme.
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6. Producing the report. The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid,
compelling extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the
analysis to the research question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the
analysis.
This type of thematic analysis is useful for identifying similarities and differences revealed
from these data (Burns, 2002). Interviews were transcribed, then coded to identify themes
from the original data instead of from a pre-determined framework of codes or to test a
hypothesis (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012).
Data refinement and categorization are generated based on previous research, theory,
and inductive to new categories extracted from these data directly. Early categories are
revealed, merged, polished and analyzed again. Part of the responsibility of the researcher is
to represent these data authentically so direct verbatim quotes were adopted throughout the
analysis. Wellington (2000) emphasized that verbatim quotes can bring lively descriptions in
order to demonstrate the key themes accurately.
3.3 Limitations
The study has some limitations. Since all participants are white (100% of the students
disclosed race), more information is needed on non-white students’ challenges, barriers, and
supports. Furthermore, high school students in the four schools that decline the opportunity to
participate in this research did not have a chance to take part in this study. Additionally,
because the design of this study only considered high school student’s views, perceived
support might have been limited due to some participants not fully understanding some of the
terminology used in the interviews. Terms such as intervention, even after further explanation,
were not understood and therefore participants could not provide an answer to the question.
Finally, since English is the researcher’s second language, participants may not have
understood all questions asked in the interview.
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3.4 Trustworthiness
In order to provide a reliable, worthy, and valid research, proof of trustworthiness in
qualitative research method is required. Schwandt, Lincoln and Guba (2007) recommend
several approaches to establish trustworthiness for solid research including: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Frequent debriefing sessions, member
checking, thick description, detailed data collection, and triangulation of data were adopted
for this study.
Shento (2004) suggested frequent debriefing sessions can be used to address
credibility for qualitative research. He stated that “through discussion, the vision of the
investigator may be widened as others bring to bear their experiences and perceptions”
(Shento, 2004, p. 67). Transcripts, data analysis, and themes are shared honestly with the
researcher’s thesis supervisor in frequent and regular meetings. Member checking is also
adopted to ensure researcher credibility in this study; the interview transcripts are sent to the
participants’ parents for review. Two transcripts were slightly adjusted based on the
participants and their parents’ requests.
According to Schwandt, Lincoln and Guba (2007) transferability refers to the
results/findings in qualitative research that can be generalized or transferred in other contexts.
Transferability could be ensured by thick description of findings in the study. Shento (2004)
stressed that “it is also important that sufficient extensive description of the phenomenon
under investigation is provided to allow readers to have a proper understanding of it” (p. 70).
Providing clear and detailed descriptions of participants’ unique personal experiences in the
findings and discussion in this research helped to ensure transferability.
In addressing the issue of dependability, the researcher offers an unambiguous
description of data collection for this research. Shento (2004) emphasized that “in order to
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address the dependability issue more directly, the processes within the study should be
reported in detail” (p. 71).
To ensure confirmability of this study, triangulation is adopted. “The role of
triangulation in promoting such confirmability must again be emphasized, in this context to
reduce the effect of investigator bias” (Shento, 2004, p. 72). During each of the interviews,
notes are taken to write everything down on the researcher’s notebook regardless of the
participants’ body language and facial expressions (Knox & Burkard, 2009). Interview notes,
data recording, and transcripts sent to participants and parents are examples of triangulation
of data for cross verifying the same data collected (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).
3.5 Conclusion
This chapter introduced the theoretical framework adopted for this study and how the
research was designed including sample selection, data collection, data analysis, limitations
of this research, and how trustworthiness would be addressed. In the next chapter, the
findings and thematic analysis of these finding will be presented.
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4.0 Chapter 4 Research Findings and Discussion
In the previous chapter, the ways PEI high school students with learning disabilities
experience their academic and social lives during their school years were presented.
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory was used to analyze different types of student’s challenges,
barriers, and supports. The purpose of this research is to provide each student a platform to
explore their own descriptions of their experience.
In this chapter, the main themes emerging from the analysis of these data will be
introduced and discussed. These include the five challenges facing students with learning
disabilities; three main barriers; and three main supports for students with learning
disabilities.
4.1 Four Main Challenges Facing Students with Learning Disabilities
There were four main challenges identified by students with learning disabilities
interviewed in this thesis; note taking, comprehension information, paying attention or
maintaining focus and written expression Despite the fact that all the participants in this study
have successfully completed their middle school academic journey, learning in their own
words was “difficult”, “challenging”, “depressing”, and made them feel “anxious”.
Participants put forth their best efforts to pass all the exams and achieve their academic goals.
Each of the four challenges will be discussed in the following section.
4.1.1 Note taking
The first challenge experienced by students in this study was a difficulty with note
taking. As Quintus et al. (2012) mention, “Note-taking is a difficult skill, but it is an
important skill, especially considering the pervasiveness of lectures throughout
middle-school, high school and college classes” (p. 27). Many challenges faced by the
students with learning disabilities in this study are similar to the challenges encountered by
all students in high school. However, students without learning disabilities can learn and
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assimilate information quicker than this study’s participants who always experienced
frustration taking notes.
Kevin reported feeling down during his learning experiences in high school. This was
stated in relation to his difficulty with note taking. He said, “[I] copy and paste the notes from
the board”. After he was asked about what kind of feelings he had while taking notes, he said,
“Like… a depressed feeling almost”. Elizabeth also had difficulty taking notes in class as she
hardly understood what she wrote. She stated:
I found it’s difficult because I can’t … I’m not good at spelling. If they [teachers] are
just speaking to me, and I had to write it down. I’d spell it wrong, and later on when I
look at it, I’d be like, what is this [laughing]
Elizabeth also reported that teachers made comments that were not on the slides, which is a
big difficulty for her when taking notes in the class:
Yeah. Like, a lot of teachers do write… like have a thing on the board, like a slide
show. We can look, copy, look, copy. Also, they will speak to you. But sometimes, the
teachers, they’ll add extra things, like, this is slide show, then they’ll be like, oh, add
this. Sometimes, they’d write on the board. But other times, they’d just say it. And
I’m like, what? (laughing)
Liam shared, “In Biology, there was a day that I wasn't keeping up on notes. I couldn't write
that fast, and my writing was like … non-readable”. Anna found it challenging when her
teacher switched slides too fast. Since most of their time is spent in class listening to lectures,
some of the biggest challenges of high school students are not having an ability to write notes
clearly and quickly enough to keep up with a teacher’s pace, and not being able to copy the
notes off the slides or what a teacher stressed verbally.
Reported difficulties in taking notes included writing fast enough to keep up with the
teachers’ speaking speed, paying attention, making sense of notes, deciding important
information in their notes, and understanding the teachers (Boyle, 2010, 2012; Boyle, Rosen,
& Forchelli, 2016; Kirby, Silvestri, Allingham, Parrila, & La Fave, 2008; Marino, 2010;
Scruggs, Mastropieri, & Okolo, 2008). The students with learning disabilities participating in
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this study reported that they face additional challenges taking notes in class, such as not being
able to copy or write the notes off slides provided by the teacher, or writing additional notes
from the teachers lecture. Boyle (2012) demonstrated that students with learning disabilities
frequently missed important points taking notes during lectures. Hence, the difficulty of
note-taking has a close connection with students’ performance on learning new knowledge.
Additionally, difficulty taking notes also affects a person’s emotional state. One student
described having “a depressed feeling” to indicate his thought about his struggle with note
taking.
Note-taking is an essential skill for students. Generally, students take notes in every
class no matter what the subject. Because of different learning disabilities, students often
encounter different challenges during taking notes. For example, Kevin has dyslexia, which
causes difficulty in processing language (words may be written inaccurately) (LDAC, 2002).
When he takes notes during class, he writes notes that are different than the information he
heard from the teachers’ lectures. Elizabeth has a writing disability that affects her spelling
ability. Because of this, when she takes notes in class, she faces a big challenge reviewing
and deciphering her notes.
One particular reason behind the challenge of note taking not established in the
literature was that the teacher added extra notes orally instead of writing on the board during
the class. From what Elizabeth shared during the interview, she needs both verbal and visual
support at the same times while taking notes. Current literature has indeed focused on the
challenges of students with taking notes (e.g., Kirby, Silvestri, Allingham, Parrila, & La Fave,
2008). One of the most problematic hurdles for these students with learning disabilities is that
they cannot process verbal information effectively without visual cues (such as the points on
the slides for lectures). This presents a specific concern for students with learning disabilities.
Even though students can get accommodation for this difficulty by being provided printed
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notes or slides, off-the-cuff tips (or ad lib points) incidentally tossed out by teachers have a
big possibility of not showing up in students’ notes. This may affect students’ learning
outcomes in a general education setting where teachers often reference their notes in exams.
4.1.2 Comprehension Ability
The second major challenge identified in achieving a successful learning experiences
stressed by all students was difficulty with comprehension. As Kevin mentioned during the
interview, “When I read, a lot of time I have to re-read because when I read it the first time, it
doesn't make sense to me”. Some of the others expressed difficulty with comprehending the
questions during tests. Emma pointed out that “I had a science test yesterday. … I couldn't
understand any of the questions, the teacher came up and she … kind of broke it down to
wherever I was able to understand it”. Emma emphasized this difficulty again when I asked
her if there were any barriers in her learning experience. She replied:
Even though sometimes they [the teachers] need to break it down for me, but I still
can’t understand it. So those are probably the most difficult times for me. I'd be like,
everyone else knows how to do it, and I don't even know what I’m reading or looking
at.
Even though the teacher assisted her with the questions, Emma still did not understand them.
From her description, one could sense her frustration. When students are not able to do what
they are required to do, a sense of frustration develops. This becomes even more problematic
for students with learning disabilities when they still cannot do what is expected of them even
after receiving extra assistance.
When Olivia was asked how she felt about getting a peer helper, she stated a strong
feeling of “hating on myself”, specifically because of her poor comprehensive ability:
Because I was like, why can’t I do this math, why doesn't it make sense to me. Like,
other people are just like speaking out this problem, and I’m like this, times that
equals this, and I’m just sitting there. It just goes in one ear and out another, like I
don't understand.
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From the interview with Olivia, it is very clear to see that poor comprehension ability
affected her strongly, and she tried hard to hide her difficulties because she felt embarrassed
to have this disability.
Henry’s comprehension difficulties were linked to English class: “I don’t know, I
found it so difficult. I just had a hard time to grasp what they [teachers and students in the
English class] were talking about”. When asked the reason why he failed his English course,
Henry pointed out the one of the challenges related his ability to comprehend:
I wasn't getting my work in because… I didn't really know what to do like … on my
work. I could never have started some work I felt like, it wasn't what they [teachers]
wanted. Then you will continue a circle of that.
Participant Lucas did not easily understand teachers’ talking, which was the specific reason
that he wanted more attention from teachers. He said, “Because a lot of time, I’m not …
exactly understanding things. I’m just like be kind of like … shy to ask about it … this and
that …”. He also stressed he had a hard time understanding daily tasks of learning in high
school. Anna also mentioned having struggled with comprehension issues.
Many participants in this study indicated that their poor capacity of understanding
expository reading material, assignments, or teachers’ speaking, affected their performance
with learning. Comprehension issues also impacted their feelings about themselves or with
learning. Students reported feeling down and frustrated, and found it hard to focus when they
did not understand the requirements of assignments.
The second sub-theme identified in the transcripts of the interviews related to
comprehension ability. According to the literature reviewed, a learning disability interferes
with comprehension (LDAC, 2002). DSM-5 states that one of the difficulties faced by an
individual with a specific learning disability is the process involving the ability to understand
(APA, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2010;). The literature indicated that reading
comprehension plays a significant role in success of academic learning for all students
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(Dodge, 2012; Menachem, 2015; Stetter & Hughes, 2011). In this study, all of the students
stressed that they have a challenge with reading comprehension during learning because it
mostly affects test results, which are directly connected to their grades. For example, Emma
could not understand any questions if the teachers did not break them down so she could
understand and answer them. Not comprehending the questions leads to an inability to
correctly answer test questions, which in turn leads to lower marks. This situation can result
in a teacher’s misunderstanding and consequently judging the student as lazy. For example,
as Olivia said:
A lot of my friends dropped out of school. A lot of friends failed a lot of classes and
that was a lot of the difficulty because they just don't care anymore. Because they
were like, I can’t do it, I don't care. And with an education system, a lot of… you
don't get a lot of help, a lot of times school thinks you are just lazy. And you don't
want to do things.
School psychologists suggest appropriate accommodations for the students diagnosed with
learning disabilities in order to enhance students’ academic learning (Gyenes & Siegel, 2014).
However, even though students receive specific accommodations, this does not mean that
they have success academically. In this study, Emma brought up an important point that was
not mentioned in the literature reviewed. She indicated that even though school teachers
broke a sentence down for her, she still could not understand it. If this failure understanding
simple questions on quizzes or daily tasks is faced frequently, this may result in very negative
emotions.
Another example of the participants’ challenges with comprehension was noted
during the interviews. I had to break questions down for students so they could understand
what I was asking. After answering “unsure” by participants, one student showed some signs
of being anxious (by constant rubbing hands and fingers). Poor comprehension does not only
affect students with learning disabilities at school, it affects their social lives as well.
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4.1.3 Attention and Focus
The third difficulty noted for students with learning disabilities was the ability to
concentrate to the task at hand. Being able to concentrate is extremely difficult for students
with learning disabilities, especially those who are also diagnosed with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). According to APA (2018), ADHD “is a behavioral
condition that makes focusing on everyday requests and routines challenging” (para. 1).
Behaviors associated with ADHD include hyperactivity, fidgeting, acting without thinking,
and daydreaming. In addition to having learning disabilities, five of the 10 students
interviewed also were diagnosed with ADHD. Henry expressed his biggest challenge with
learning in high school as:
Just going back to focus. Focus is a really big thing. I could be looking at them
[teachers], and listening to the teachers, and I look over, then when I turn back, I have
no idea what they are talking about.
Liam has been diagnosed with ADHD and learning disabilities. Based on observation during
his interview, he had difficulty consistently listening to questions asked of him. He pointed
out this difficulty as well.
Even though half of the study’s students do not have ADHD, focusing is still a main
challenge among all the participants. Students with learning disabilities take a longer time to
learn than students without learning disabilities. One of the participants who does not have
ADHD stated, “I got distracted easily with people getting up, and moving around things like
that” (Olivia). Kai expressed her difficulty with concentrating as well: “I found it’s harder to
work in the classroom because I’m easy to distract”. In addition, to the interview question
regarding the specific challenges she’s facing, Emma, who does not have ADHD, stressed
that concentrating is very difficult. She said, “probably, not being able to focus. That was like,
that’s the biggest one”.
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Students with learning disabilities often have problems with paying attention
(Gargiulo, 2004; Forness, & Kavale, 2001). When their attention issues are severe enough,
they may be diagnosed as having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) by a
psychologist or physician (APA, 2013).
Participants in this study have shared issues with focusing as well as having other
mental health concerns (such as depression and anxiety). Many participants who do not have
ADHD described extreme difficulty in focusing, which had not appeared in the literature
reviewed prior to this research. This may be because the literature reviewed only focused on
students with learning disabilities instead of comorbidity with other disorders. Forness and
Kavale (2002) found that between 10% and 25% of students with learning disabilities also
have ADHD. In this study, 50% of students with learning disabilities also have a diagnosis of
ADHD. ADHD is not a learning disability, but it interferes with learning. In this study, the
students without ADHD also indicated difficulties with attention. Three participants who do
not have a diagnosis for ADHD emphasized that they get distracted very easily during
learning.
One of the students in this study not diagnosed ADHD emphasized that being focused
is the biggest challenge in their lives. Another student with learning disabilities shared that
she spends three hours on completing a task that only takes her peers 15 minutes. This
additional time needed to complete her work every day results in great frustration for her. It is
not hard to assume that not being able to learn and understand easily would cause more
attention issues for students with learning disabilities. Also, at least three students in this
research struggled with keeping their focus during their one-hour-interview.
4.1.4 Written Expression
Writing is a language process in which students need to narrow general ideas down to
specific ones, organize language output, and determine the writing style that should best

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

63

convey their abstract thoughts on paper. Three sub-themes were identified as challenging to
participants with learning disabilities: writing process, handwriting, and spelling. Liam
explicitly expressed difficulty with challenges in writing. For example,
It was a daily journal that we had to do that I remember, and I never write anything
down because … I couldn't … put my ideas to words … this kind of thing.
And Tom indicated a challenge with editing which is related to writing thoughts down on
paper and submitting a final product. When Anna was asked to provide a specific example
that describes her need for extra time to complete writing assignments, she noted:
Because it takes a while, because like, everything takes me a long time to do, that …
coming up with an idea takes really long. So, by the time … if you are writing an
essay about like a certain topic, I only figure out what I want to write it about, the day,
the night before, and I write the whole thing at that night.
When Kevin explained the challenge he faced with writing, he said, “Writing … like a lot of
time, that I can’t spell the words. So, like, [I] misspell them”. Participant Henry said his
handwriting, “It's very terrible”. He personally believed his handwriting was the only-barrier
he faced academically. After he was asked for an example, he said, “you see the other
people’s writing, you see how neat or bigger it is. Just look at mine. It’s … like that”. He felt,
“like I’m not doing as good as them”. Liam encountered difficulty with handwriting as well:
It’s a strenuous new activity for me. So, if I wrote … my writing is humongous. Like I
couldn't have filled that form there. And after I write about one page, like … I
physically can’t write anymore.
When Elizabeth was asked about taking notes, she said it was one of the reasons why she had
major problems in classes: “I found it’s difficult because I can’t … I’m not good at spelling”.
During the interview, she mentioned this issue a couple of times. For instance,
And like, sometimes, it’s embarrassing. Sometimes, I have to put people’s names, and
I’m not good at spelling right. And I can’t really sound stuff out. So, like, it’s
embarrassing for me sometimes …
Other students similarly expressed how spelling impacted on their ability to write well.
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Students with learning disabilities often have difficulties with processing language,
math concepts, written expression, and motor skills (LDAC, 2002; McCurdy, Skinner,
Watson, & Shriver, 2008; Walcot-Gayda, 2010). In this study, most of students with writing,
reading, and mathematic disabilities indicated writing as their biggest learning challenge,
specifically the writing process, handwriting, and spelling.
It is very hard for students with learning disabilities to come up an idea for writing in
a short time. Liam said he was not able to put any ideas on the paper for his daily journal.
Another student, Anna, stressed that coming up with an idea about her essay was hard and
took a lot of time. Sometimes she requires the whole day to come up with an idea before she
can write the essay. However, this particular student was diagnosed with a reading disability
and not a writing disability. According to Steele (2010), one learning difficulty may affect
other learning aspects for students. Hence, it is not hard to assume that her reading disability
may limit her ability to decode assignments’ questions and answer them in writing. This
limitation often overwhelms students with reading disabilities, resulting in both poor reading
and writing skills. Both reading, and especially writing require vocabulary, sentence building,
and the ability to connect previous knowledge with new ideas. Additionally, students with
limited reading skills may not develop the extensive vocabularies of readers with superior
reading skills, which may also be connected to poor writing skills.
The participants in this study honestly and bravely revealed the problems they had
with writing and how they wrote and how they felt during writing process. Two participants
showed me the way they write words. One student’s letters were very large while others were
very tiny. Henry used “terrible” to describe how he writes; and he explained “I’m not doing
as good as them [other students]”. Motivation to write seemed connected to how the two
students viewed their writing. More importantly, this self-judgment has affected the students’
self-esteem and self-worth in all areas of their development. Liam indicated to me “I couldn’t
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have filled that form there”. With this feeling of lifelong task failure, students with learning
disabilities expressed negative emotions (such as anxiety or depression) and low self-esteem
more frequently than students without learning disabilities (i.e., Banks & Woolfson, 2008;
Pavri & Luftig, 2000; Wiener &Schneider, 2002).
Misspelling was common among students with learning disabilities (LDAC, 2002).
This was also true for participants in this study. Elizabeth indicated that misspelling not only
affects her academically, it impacts her job performance at a café. She is required to write the
names where of her customers. She works at a café and is required to write the names of each
customer on the cup so other employees can deliver the order to the correct person, but is
unable to always do this correctly. She felt very embarrassed about her challenges associated
with spelling. When students with learning disabilities need to write a paper, finish an exam,
or even fill out a questionnaire in a shopping mall, correct spelling is important.
4.2 Three Main Barriers for Students with Learning Disabilities
The second theme arising from these data was the barriers that exist for students with
learning disabilities. Three barriers identified from the findings are: a) stigmatization of
learning disabilities, b) major choices for post-secondary education, and c) learning a second
language.
4.2.1 Stigmatization of Learning Disability
Participants in this study shared their understanding of learning disabilities, how they
developed awareness of learning disabilities and how teachers and peers perceived their
learning disabilities. As described below, these misconceptions were characterized by a lack
of understanding and unawareness of learning disabilities terminology.
4.2.1.1 Self-awareness and Understanding of Learning Disabilities
Liam didn't understand what the diagnosis of learning disabilities meant in his early
school years. After a year, Liam understood his disability diagnosis by researching his
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learning disabilities on the Internet. “They [his parents] just told me that I have this [learning
disability]. I didn't … I found it little later what it was”. Olivia stressed this point as well:
What would’ve made it easier … umm … if they would’ve explained it to me. When I
was diagnosed, they just told me the name of it [learning disability]. That was it. It’s
not explaining like, what it is to me. So, I was just kind of like… they just told me the
name and said it [learning disability] had to do with the numbers. And that was it.
When asked a question regarding types of learning disabilities, Emma answered, “So, I have
ADHD, which is kind of… well, you do have to take a medication for it because you can get
distracted very easily”. When describing her learning disability diagnostic process, she
pointed out one medication that works for learning disabilities. But there is not a single
medication for learning disabilities. She said, “I was on Adderall, which is very popular for
people with learning disabilities to take”. Another participant, Henry, also believed his
prescription medication is for both his ADHD and learning disabilities.
Having a clear understanding of self-learning disabilities is a crucial aspect for
compensating for challenges and barriers in students’ lives (Bryan, Burstein, & Erqul, 2004).
In this study, five students had been diagnosed with ADHD comorbid with learning
disabilities (Elizabeth, Emma, Henry, Liam, and Lucas; see Appendix H); one participant
reported the additional medical condition of having epilepsy (Emma). Two participants
reported having their learning disabilities exacerbated by anxiety and depression (Olivia and
Anna). Participants indicated that they were aware of their learning challenges as early as
grade one (Lucas and Tom), seven reported awareness from grade two to grade four (Kevin,
Elizabeth, Emma, Olivia, Kai, Liam, and Anna), and one stated awareness began in grade six
(Henry). All participants had noticed they learned differently from their classmates before
their diagnosis.
Surprisingly, two of the participants who were diagnosed with ADHD believed they
needed to take medication for their learning disabilities. They also believe their ADHD is a
learning disability. Previous chapters indicated that learning disabilities are a lifelong issue
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and not medically resolved (LDAC, 2002). These two students mixed up the definitions of
learning disabilities and ADHD, a common occurrence regarding these two different
disorders. All students with ADHD have attention issues, but not all students with learning
disabilities do. Because students with learning disabilities often do not know the differences
between these two diagnoses, they may inadequately advocate for themselves. One student,
Elizabeth, specifically mentioned that:
I’m not exactly sure what my disability is. I may not need that, but I personal felt like,
if I had like technology or something else to help me with school. It would be easier.
She did not have a clear understanding of her learning disability, which causes her not to
know what adaptions (see Appendix G) or specific accommodations she could apply for. If
students with learning disabilities have such ambiguous understanding of their own learning
challenges, they may have difficulty advocating for what they need to successfully perform in
school (Reiff, 2004).
Two participants particularly did not understand the exact meaning of their
disability(ies). If Olivia’s parents had explained her learning disability to her instead of just
telling her she had a learning disability, she said that everything would have been easier.
Those two students obtained more exact information about their disabilities after they looked
up information on the internet. One student in this study indicated that she did not know that
she could use technology as her accommodation at school. Conversely, Kai’s parents offered
a lot of explanation about learning disabilities and accommodations. Kai’s parents also did a
lot of research seeking any support their daughter could have both at school and home. Even
though different parents have very different approaches for dealing with their children
regarding learning disabilities, it is not hard to see those parents’ approaches have a strong
impact on their children’s understanding of their disabilities and the support they may
receive.
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4.2.1.2 Peers’ Awareness of LD
Peers in the same class provide a different and powerful learning environment that
influences the behavior of students with learning disabilities. Elizabeth indicated feeling that
her peers were aware of her needs in class because of the accommodations put in place for
her: “But sometimes, leaving the classroom, the kids would be looking at you like, oh, why
can’t I go [out of the classroom like you do?]. It just like, a little uncomfortable”. Because of
a lack of peer understanding, their peers’ views of learning disabilities differed from the
participants. Elizabeth mentioned the situation of peers’ jealousies more than three times:
Umm … like, in Junior high, kids like understood more easily, they are just like
jealous because we get to leave the classroom and they would just be like, that’s not
fair. Because if you have a learning disability, you would go pretty much every time.
So, other kids would be like, but they go every day. But it's like they need extra help.
Sometimes, you would be just like, uncomfortable.
Participants indicated different degrees of their peers’ knowledge and understanding.
Elizabeth said that there was a time that her peers felt she was very stupid because she could
not spell words. However, when Elizabeth explained why she could not spell, her peers
would not readily believe her because she looks “normal.” She also explained her peers
thought this because they believed learning disabilities were a kind of “physical disability”.
Anna had the same reaction when she told her friends that she has a learning disability. Her
friends did not understand it. Instead, they thought it was a kind of “dumb-ish”. Elizabeth
received a lot of comments about her disability from her peers:
They were like students. But not now because everyone is mature. But, like, when
you were younger, you couldn't spell, and people would be like, oh, you are so stupid.
But I was like, no, I have a disability like … I’m doing the best I can.
Elizabeth indicated an important point of having learning disabilities was that other students
did not understand the difference between physical disabilities and learning disabilities. Liam
noted that “I was given like … the resources and classes … the students see me differently
because of that”. Liam said that because he didn't get any information about his diagnosis of
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learning disabilities, he was confused about their meaning and available resources. He
pointed out that his teachers and peers do not fully understand that learning disabilities are his
biggest barrier in doing well academically.
Anna indicated that her friends could not understand her disabilities. She said, “Well,
I’ve told my friends that, and some of them are like, still don't get it. And … can still make
me feel kind of like, umm … I don't know, like dumb-ish”. When Elizabeth was asked if she
believed her diagnosis was important, she responded yes. However, it is not because of the
resources available to her, instead, she believed it was because she finally could prove she is
not lazy.
I do. Umm … a lot of people like… don't believe you when you say you have a
learning disability because they are like… oh, you are just lazy, you don't want to do
the work. But, it’s like, no, I am actually … I have proof that I have a learning
disability.
When the participants described their feelings about their diagnosis, they felt “stupider” or
“slower” than other kids, and Anna terrified to go to school every day. There are some
examples below:
I never really had too much negative feelings. Sometimes, it can make you feel like
different. Like maybe stupider than other kids because they are like doing their work
fine, and you are like … doing it like, with extra help. (Elizabeth)
I don't even know what that is, but you’re reading kind of … it just like, what, it’s like
third grade work, and I’m like that’s like high school work to me. You know, so …
things that would come extremely easy to other students, but it’s very hard to me.
(Elizabeth)
Students in this study have struggled with people’s initial misunderstanding of their
disabilities, but they accepted it as a part of themselves. Awareness of learning disabilities
was an obstacle for them during their academic and social lives.
Peer verbal aggression can trigger negative emotional and poor academic
performance (Hartley, Bauman, Nixon, & Davis, 2015; McNicholas, Orpinas, & Raczynski,
2017). Hartley et al. (2015) noted that students with invisible disabilities (e.g., ADHD and
learning disabilities) are often excluded from peer interaction because their peers believe the
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students with learning disabilities fake disabilities in order to avoid schoolwork. In this study,
when students described their early awareness of learning difficulties, they stressed that they
thought they were “stupider” or “slower” than their classmates. Participants felt they were not
as smart as their classmates due to their need for extra help from teachers or parents to
complete simple tasks. Additionally, some participants tried very hard to hide having learning
disabilities because it made them feel embarrassed when their peers questioned why they
needed extra help with learning.
If the peers/classmates of students with learning disabilities do not understand what
challenges the students face on learning, it will be challenging to support and develop
empathy for students with learning disabilities. These words also can reflect peers’ lack of
acceptance, which can have a significant influence on the students’ emotional development,
possibly causing loneliness and isolate students with learning disabilities during their school
lives (Georgiadi, Kalyva, Kourkoutas, & Tsakiris, 2012).
The literature review stated that receiving special services makes students with
learning disabilities feel embarrassed because they do not understand clearly the importance
of understanding what they need (Roffman, as cited in Lau, Ortega, & Sharkey, 2015).
Having self-awareness of strengths and weaknesses and understanding them is an essential
component of students’ successful academic life. Fortunately, all participants have come to
realize they must strive harder to overcome the effects of their learning disability challenges.
For example, Henry mentioned that “just work[ing] hard” would help other students with
learning disabilities. Kai expressed that even though learning disabilities gave her a lot of
difficulties, she felt the only difference in learning for her is the extra time she needs to work
on various things.
Elizabeth described a situation about a friend she met on social media. Her friend
posted a short video on Snapchat (which is a mobile app that allows users to send and receive
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photos and videos) and received very negative comments (calling her “stupid”) due to words
misspelled in that video. Derogative comments like these surely affect a person’s emotional
state. Being labeled with negative words, such as “stupid,” “slow” and “lazy,” can affect a
student’s learning performance, and cause low self-esteem and other emotional issues
(Georgiadi, Kalyva, Kourkoutas, & Tsakiris, 2012; Sowards, 2015;). Furthermore, if students
have an emotional disorder along with a learning disability(ies), both disorders could
contribute to affect the students’ academic and social development (Sowards, 2015). Students
with learning disabilities already experience massive difficulties with learning. A lack of
social interactions and having a feeling of rejection are influential in developing a poor sense
of secure, educational performance and attitude in their lives.
4.2.1.3 Teachers’ Understanding of Learning Disability
While many teachers have a good understanding of learning disabilities, data from
this study indicated that some students did not believe teachers understood them and their
specific challenges. There was one feeling of having a learning disability discussed during the
interview with Emma that surprised me. Emma stated “Like, a lot of my friends they have
learning disabilities. They feel like they are babied”. Then she explained it with more detail:
Yeah, like the voice would be a certain way and there would be like a cuddle you …
It's like … I don't know how exactly to explain this. They were like … they treated
you different sometimes. They don't mean to, but they are trying to explain something.
But the way they are speaking to you just makes you feel like they are treating you
like a baby. So, it's just kind of uncomfortable. And you were like, oh, I am … my
age … like, don't treat me as a baby, just give me the extra help … this kind of
thing … Like I’m not five, I just don't understand. [laughing]
Tom experienced that his teacher did not agree with his argument that his learning disabilities
was enough reason to explain why he had eight assignments incomplete at the end of the year.
Even though he had received assistance from a tutor and his family, this teacher still failed
him. After I kept asking whether he showed the diagnosis to that teacher, he said,
Yeah. He actually … likes of my disability, and … he would pick out all the bad
editing, and then …drop my grades because of it. He would also … he gave the class
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a certain amount of time, but that wouldn't fit for me, so it would be like, I will be like,
Yeah, I’ll try to hand it in by that day, but probably won’t. He would take even more
[marks]off because of like, even though I was working on to the best of my ability.
Then he’d hand me another one on top of it, another, umm …. project on top of that
one. So, I wouldn't have one finished, and then he hands me a new one. He’d say, you
gotta work on this.
Anna said something similar about her teachers’ misunderstanding of her learning disabilities.
Her teacher believed she did not put enough effort into learning, disparaging her by saying,
“you are being lazy” or “you need to try harder next time”. Teachers play a vitally important
role in helping students with learning disabilities achieve their goals.
Some of students also reported that there are a few teachers who are not accepting
students’ learning disabilities as a direct cause of their course failures.
So, for example, this semester, I ended up dropping the class because in the beginning
of the class, my teacher was just like saying something instead of writing it down. He
was like, giving us spitball ideas. So, he just says something, you had to write it down.
He’d be like, oh, what do you think about this. But I … wouldn’t be able to catch on
to what he was saying. But I need to visually read it. So, I was so confused that I felt
like I couldn't do the class, so I felt like I needed to drop it. I talked to him about it.
He was like, I won’t be teaching like that a lot, just sometimes. But like, that doesn't
work for me. Like, I need a certain way to … like, I need to learn a certain way if I
can’t learn that way, then I’m not able to pass the class. (Elizabeth)
My general teacher, like what I had for the class. She didn't know anything about
computers. And she was … very like … weird about how my learning disability, and I
found out sometimes that … Yes, it’s just like avoid facing the fact that I have a
learning disability… (Kai)
I found a lot of regular teachers not to be very supportive. (Liam)…Recently, I asked
to do the test during another period because I need more time doing that test. And the
teacher wouldn’t let me. And like … I legally need to… (Liam)
The negative, the negative thing was I failed probably two classes … Umm … well,
in grade 10, I had a teacher who…umm…I don't think he’d agree with my
disability …. Yeah, I also missed a lot of school, this year. He also didn't think he
thought I was putting an effort in. (Tom)
Teachers are supposed to help all students’ learning in the school. However, if teachers do
nothing regarding students’ disabilities, it is hardly possible for students to learn positively.
Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about learning disabilities have a direct influence on students’
performance on learning output and progress.
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Teachers’ understanding on learning disabilities, ranging from having an awareness of
students’ difficulties on learning performance to the ways of supporting the students for their
challenges, have been well documented in educational research. How high school teachers
who work with students with learning disabilities understand the concepts of learning
disabilities and evaluate students’ performance and behavior was not illustrated in the current
literature as much as the way in which teachers’ support students.
As discussed above, the negative words, such as “lazy”, “being weird of my learning
disabilities”, or “not agreeing with my disability” etc. are reported during the interviews by
participants in this study. According to Buchanan, St. Charles, Rigler, and Hart (2010), many
teachers fail to understand that students with invisible disabilities (such as ADHD) have
special learning needs. More importantly, teachers who believe in their students have a great
influence on them (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges, & Jennings, 2010; Whitley, 2010).
According to Bruning, Schraw, Norby, and Ronning (2004) and Schunk, Pintrich and Meecce
(2008), teachers’ reactions to successful outcomes have strong influences on students. It is
very important for educators to clearly understand the importance of their attitudes on
students. The attitudes shown to students with learning disabilities may be directly perceived
as the result of their performance on a specific task (Stuart & Wilma, 2011). With this
knowledge, it might help students with learning disabilities achieve their goals in learning.
Beside the emotional support of students with learning disabilities, most teachers in
Canada may not be optimistic or have high expectation on their abilities to deal with the
students with special needs in the classroom. There is a national research project (an online
teacher survey) conducted by Canadian Teachers’ Federation that collected 434 respondents
from 4,368 educators in 12 participating Canadian Teachers’ Federation Member
organizations in Canada (2011). Among those teacher participants, only a minority of
respondents “are ‘very’ satisfied with their ability” to accommodate “students with special

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

74

educational needs. (P. 8)” Without an optimistic understanding, attitude, and action from their
teachers, students with learning disabilities may not feel supported in school, which could
cause low self-esteem and negative views on schooling and learning. Two participants in this
study shared similar views. Anna stated “…I didn't like go to school because I know I wasn't
going to do well…”, and Elizabeth shared that she did not like school either. There is no
doubt that teachers’ disapproving attitude and misunderstanding about learning disabilities
affect students’ motivations for learning. Students with learning disabilities in this study have
encountered learning challenges during most of school life. Things may have been
significantly different if students felt teachers were fully supportive and understanding of
their challenges academically and socially.
4.2.2 Difficulties Applying for Post-Secondary Education
Some participants are not able to take certain academic classes in high school for
various reasons and therefore enroll in general or open courses. This decision has prevented
them from applying for post-secondary education:
There is a barrier like with post-secondary education because I have a lot of trouble
figuring it out like what I want to go to school for because everything requires Grade
12 academic math, like most programs to get in require that. Because I wanted to go
to be a pathologist. (Olivia)
I want to do that [post-secondary education], but I needed advanced chemistry, and I
needed the highest-level calculus class, and I couldn't do that. And so that kind of shut
that down for me. So, I had to kind of figure out something else I’d be interested in
doing, something that wouldn't have to do with math, where if I took my history, I
don't need math in history. (Olivia)
While students with learning disabilities have the capacity academically to register for
academic courses, some end up in general classes because a general level course has been
recommended by school personnel. Others choose general or open courses because it is just
easier for them. As a result of choosing a general course over academic ones, students may be
limited in their ability to register in certain post-secondary programs. According to the LDAO
(2015), students with learning disabilities should begin planning for postsecondary
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institutions by the end of Grade Nine. Some high school students with learning disabilities
may not believe themselves capable of completing advanced academic courses if they have
met many difficulties in learning without any resources and support. If students with learning
disabilities obtain the support they need, they should be able to complete the courses
successfully before they enter postsecondary institutions. In this study, four students indicated
that they have been accepted into a postsecondary institution in Canada. Students with
learning disabilities should be capable of attending higher education if they have received
proper accommodation to compensate for their disabilities academically and socially in high
school. It is very important for professionals and parents to inform students with learning
disabilities about their options for post-secondary study early on so that the students can
prepare accordingly during high school.
4.2.3 Barriers of Being in French Immersion
French Immersion in Canada was created to meet the demands of English-speaking
parents who wanted their children to develop French-English bilingual literacy skills
(Lambert & Tucker, 1972; Hammerly, 1989). According to Wise (2011), early French
Immersion programs starts in Senior Kindergarten or Grade one.
In terms of learning disabilities, young students (K-4) who confuse basic words, make
reading and spelling mistakes frequently, and remember facts slowly etc. in their early school
years would be considered to have the signs of learning disabilities and may require further
assessment (LDAC, 2015). Ideally, the students who indicate problems with learning in
French Immersion programs should receive accommodation in order to help them achieve
French language literacy. Sadly, students who experienced difficulties in early French
Immersion do not obtain timely accommodation services (Genesee & Jared, 2008; Mady &
Arnett, 2009; Wise & Chen, 2010).
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There is no doubt that learning a second language is not easy; however, when students
with learning disabilities encounter difficulties in French Immersion within some academic
areas (such as specific terminologies in science or mathematics), they still experience those
challenges when they transfer to the English stream if extra supports are not offered (Mady &
Arnett, 2009).
Many studies have discussed the “at risk” students’ advantages and disadvantages of
being involved in French Immersion (Arnett, 2003; Genesee, 2007; Mady & Arnett, 2009;
Mannavarayan, 2002; Wise & Chen, 2010; Wise, D'Angelo, & Chen, 2016; etc.). Some
studies found that students who switched into an English program showed a significant
academic improvement and positive attitudes towards schooling (e.g., Halsall, 1994;
Mannavarayan, 2002). However, the research on accommodations that support students with
learning disabilities in French Immersion is limited. None of them are related to the PEI
context.
Students with learning disabilities should have the same access to support in French
Immersion as they receive in English classes. While there may have been improvements to
schools understanding of supports needed for students with learning challenges, it was
problematic when students interviewed in this study were in elementary school. Three
participants in this study were switched to the English stream because of the lack of support
in French Immersion and the anxiety it caused. Here are some examples of students’
statements regarding barriers they encountered while in French Immersion/classes:
I was failing in a French class. Like they were like reading and writing in French.
(Tom)
No, umm … I would say because of my disability that I can barely read and write in
English, at that point, it means it’s more hard for me… (Tom)
…I was in the French Immersion for so long, that they took me from the French class.
Then… switch to English to grade five… umm… to help my learning disabilities
because French umm… causing a lot of stress and extra work. (Kai)
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I used to be French Immersion in grade one. And they decided to put me in English
because I was very bad at French which I found kind of funny because my family is
French, they speak French and stuff. So, I went to English. (Emma)
Tom experienced a lot of difficulties reading and writing French, so he dropped French class
after his parents agreed. Emma was pulled out of French Immersion, despite the fact that her
entire family speaks French. In order to receive proper academic support, the only alternative
seemed to be to transfer to an English stream rather than staying in French Immersion
without any accommodations (Newfield, 2016).
While many students lack support in French Immersion, when Anna talked about her
favorite teachers, she named her a French teacher because this teacher always helped and
understood her.
If I don't understand, I’ll go up to the teachers. They will talk to me, like, my French
teacher like, well try, so I know you are not like, just using me for answering some stuff,
and I will help you and like that. A lot of teacher are very like nice to me, they will help
me if I need it. If I need, they will explain. And they really want me to succeed, really
help me. (Anna)
This case illustrates that having proper support, students with learning disabilities could be
successful in French Immersion.
4.3 Three Main Supports for Students with Learning Disabilities
The third theme noted in these data from this study was the types of supports in place
for students with learning disabilities. Participants discussed accommodations which they
received for learning in high schools. All participants indicated they received different level
of supports. These data described below are divided into three different categories: supports
in school, supports from family, and supports from friends.
4.3.1 School
There are various supports available to students based on their needs. In this study,
four types of support that participants recognized as most helpful to them at school were: 1)
extra time, 2) technology, 3) teacher supports, and 4) having received a diagnosis.
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4.3.1.1 Extra Time
Seven of the 10 participants reported that having extra time to complete work
assignments was essential to support their academic learning experience. Students who have
difficulties in processing usually need a time extension on tests, assignments or any projects
in order to receive a grade.
Kevin was asked what would have made his challenges in learning easier for him. He
answered immediately, “If I have more time to like … complete the stuff …” (Kevin). Olivia
responded that the most helpful accommodation for her was being allowed to have extra time.
Henry stressed, “Like they [teachers] stayed on one topic just for little bit longer, so I can
actually get through it”. Kai expressed her awareness of her learning disabilities. Even though
she has some difficulties, these could be addressed by being given extra time, “There is a
reason like I’m not as like … It’s not as like I’m not capable but I take longer. Just like that”.
Others expressed the same opinions:
Some of them would give me extra time to work on it. So, if it was due the next day,
they would be like ok, [you] just hand it in when you are able to hand it in. (Emma)
Extra time. Time for not so much what the teacher thinks, the time it should take to do
a project, but the time it actually takes to get it done. So, for students, like me, having
a disability, they are like, hey ... you have to … do this next Thursday. And see it's
Friday. And you got done in a week, but you missed it by one day. You get dropped
10-15%. (Tom)
When you have to do assignments, so like, reading essays or doing tests. It takes me
longer than anyone else. If I have extra time, I don't feel I’m rushing to do it. (Anna)
Students with learning disabilities process certain information more slowly than the students
without learning disabilities (Zuriff, 2000). From these data presented above, if the students
with learning disabilities in this study need extra time to allow them to absorb knowledge or
complete assignments, they may achieve as good results as students without learning
disabilities.
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Time extensions, whether during exams or for projects, for students with learning
disabilities will allow them to demonstrate their knowledge (Costello & Stone, 2012). Extra
time on tests or with projects is the most common accommodation for students with learning
disabilities (Abreu-Ellis, 2007; Lewandowski, Cohen, & Lovett, 2013; Sokal & Wilson,
2017). Different students’ needs are met by various supports offered by the schools. In PEI,
each school has a student services team which is comprised of an administrator, resource
teacher, school counsellor, and others. These teams offer support for academic plans and
accommodations based on students’ needs. As stated in previous chapters, no research has
been completed on high school students with learning disabilities on PEI. It is very hard to
make comparisons between current literature and the findings of this study. Most of the
students with learning disabilities participating in this research reported that extra time is
necessary for their academic achievement. For some students who have been diagnosed with
both learning disabilities and ADHD, or mental health issues (such as anxiety and depression),
intensive timed tests and crowded classrooms result in students easily losing the opportunities
to demonstrate what they have learned and their true potential. Therefore, it is very important
for students to have appropriate time extension accommodations. Kevin reported candidly
that he needs more time to complete his tasks. Olivia also mentioned the most helpful
accommodation for her is time extension on tests. The student with neurological challenges
may face processing challenges in learning (Walcot-Gayda, 2010). This does not mean that
students with neurological challenges are not able to finish the tasks. Therefore, students with
learning disabilities often only need more time for learning or processing in order to complete
tasks.
4.3.1.2 Technology
Assistive technology is an important technological tool which can help students with
learning disabilities. The term assistive technology refers to any item or product which can be
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used to support individuals who have learning challenges (Adebisi, Liman, & Longpoe, 2015;
Lewandowski, Wood, & Miller, 2016; Quenneville, 2001). In this study, seven of 10 students
illustrated that technology is needed to help them work more independently and effectively.
For example, Kai stressed several times the importance of having technology to help her with
learning. “I’ll use speech to text. So, I have made adaptations I guess for myself to be able to
more efficiently do my homework and stuff”. Liam used a computer to type assignments
instead of writing them because he found typing and spelling check can help him reduce
spelling mistakes. Students use assistive technology as an efficient tool to complete all their
reading, Ann said, “For like learning disability. Like, if you have to read an article, they have
a reader on it, so it will just read a text to you…”. Participants also used technologies as tools
to help them catch up to their peers:
… I’m not into technology too much. I don't have internet at my house because it is
not very big in my family. But I do find apps [cell-phone], like school apps are helpful.
(Elizabeth)
We tried Dragon Naturally Speaking for a while, but I mostly just used the Google
one because there is a ChromeBook. I was using Kurzweil 3000 for a while for all my
grade 4 and 5 … (Kai)
There is growing interest in technology for all students, especially for students with learning
disabilities. The literature reviewed emphatically indicated that technology has a significant
influence on students with learning disabilities (Altınay, Cagiltay, Jemni, & Altınay, 2016;
Jones, 2012; Kaur, Koval, & Chaney, 2017). Computers are a ubiquitous technology for
students, including those in this study who use adapted technology to compensate for the
learning challenges (such as Chromebook).
However, assistive technology use can be very different due to the various special
needs of different individuals from different schools and families. In this study, seven of the
students emphasized the importance of technology in their lives. Liam reported that
“supplying with the resources that school didn't … like a laptop” is very important to help
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him type notes or assignments during the class. Only one participant, Kai, mentioned that her
parents did a lot of research to find out what support she could use to help her learning
outcomes.
My dad did a lot of research on programs and stuff like that. And … umm … different
tech I can use. Umm … he got a lot of umm …tech for himself that he wanted to try.
And he figured out that it would work probable really well for me. Umm … and he
just did a lot of research and got a lot of recommendations for umm … different ways
that I could cope with my learning disabilities. (Kai)
It is worth noting that her father tried many types of assistive technology which might prove
useful. During the interview, Kai also stressed her father researched many types of assistive
technology and shared with her the ones he thought might be useful. He instructed her on the
details of any accommodations he thought might better her academic performance. This
might be the reason why she knew and adopted multiple programs and had very clear and
accurate approaches to cope with her disabilities. Parents’ approaches regarding the offers of
accommodations and supports were a particular point not established in the literature and
could be considered for future study.
4.3.1.3 Teacher Support
Teachers play significant roles throughout students’ whole experience in school.
Students described a number of ways in which teachers assisted them in school. Explaining
questions in different ways, having patience with them, and scribing for them were all
mentioned as helpful. One of the other most important things identified by participants was
the teachers’ attitude toward their academic performance.
Students with learning disabilities are able to use verbatim scribing as accommodation
at school if it is required (The Department of Education, Early Learning and Culture of PEI,
2016). In this study, some participants encountered learning challenges with comprehension.
They did not understand questions very clearly during tests, and this would result in lower
grade. However, participants were assisted by scribes during the tests in order to share their
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knowledge about the specific subject being examined. Scribing, a specific accommodation
for students who need help during the exams, is appropriate for compensating students with
learning disabilities (D’Intino, 2017). For example, Emma related that her poor
comprehension ability affected her learning outcome but a scribe compensated for this
weakness.
Like, I had a science test yesterday. I barely knew…I couldn't understand any of the
questions, the teacher came up and she … kind of broke it down to wherever I was
able to understand it. And she said, yep, that’s right, that’s right …What is that
answer … yeah … that’s right. So … it was more easier to work on stuff. (Emma)
Participants indicated teachers offered a lot of help to them in their classes and in school. For
example, Lucas said, “Yeah, mostly teachers like … helping … like interacting with me
helping me with my work”. Some students also indicated that their teachers’ attitude of
accepting learning disabilities also has a positive effect on the students.
In Grade 11, I had a math teacher, she was very understanding that I had troubles. And
then I would get frustrated. And she would be like … sit down, and say like I could
have extra help like stay after class with her. Or if I got something wrong, she would
sit down and talk it out with me and kind of explain how the problem works and she
would sit there until I understood what it was instead of just giving up on me. (Olivia)
She (the teacher) knows like, it takes me longer to do the stuff. Like … she tells the
other kids that they hand it in by like… this time. But she just says to me like … you
can hand this in whenever you finish. (Kevin)
Yeah. If you have a learning disability, you would just probably get extra help with
like … teachers with your work. They would modify … So, there would be some
questions on the tests, they would like, cross off somethings which you don't need to
answer. Something like that … (Emma)
Anything that I struggled with, the teacher would help me right away. Or they
[teachers] would say you don't need to do that question, like, don't worry about it.
Like, you won’t be marked on it whereas other people would be marked on it.
(Emma)
All the students in this study discussed their challenges on learning. As high school students,
they spend most of the daytime in the school with teachers in different subjects. Students'
learning outcomes could expand significantly based on teachers' support academically and
emotionally. The pattern of teacher's positive responses may send an encouraging message to
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students which may help improve students’ academic performance, raise their self-esteem,
and motivate them to learn.
A scribe is a teacher/helper who writes down every word as the students dictates and
breaks complex sentences into small chunks so students can understand the questions during
tests. In this study, half the students indicated this academic support, as offered by schools, is
essential for them. Using a scribe enables the students to demonstrate their knowledge and
understanding of the material learned in class. Most students with learning disabilities have
processing issues and may need assistance from teachers to break information down into
small chunks or use different ways to express the meaning of questions during tests. Besides
scribing, the students also experienced encouragement from their teachers.
Emotional supports also have a significant influence on students’ performances.
Students who participated in this study generally received a positive reaction. The teachers
who taught them were very understanding and supportive. For example, “I had a math teacher,
she is very understanding that I had troubles”; “But she just says to me like … you can hand
this in whatever you are finished”, “They would like, cross off something which you don't
need to answer, like, don't worry about it. Like, you won’t be marked on it where as other
people would be marked on it”. These words, shared by participants, express strongly the
importance of teachers’ awareness and attitude to students with learning disabilities.
4.3.1.4 Feelings Associated with Being Diagnosed with a Learning Disability
Students with learning disabilities in this study had a great deal to express about how
they see their learning disabilities and their official diagnosis. Three students expressed
positive feelings about their diagnosis of learning disabilities. The students explained why
they learn differently and were ensured they would have accommodations afterwards.
Once again, being able to work with someone and being able to explain it to you. And
like understanding that you need a little extra time. Like, oh, I don't understand this.
Then, they’d explain this, and then you’d be like, could you explain this in a different
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WAY. And then, if they did, then you’d be like, ok, I got it a lot better because you
explained it to me differently. And that’s just a better feeling. (Elizabeth)
Positive feelings probably would be like… there are different ways to deal with it, and
ways for umm … it’s for studying … work to be easier. Like, sometimes, I would
have to be in … a quiet room, like, I remember I can never study in my bedroom
because there are so many objects there, and colourful things. (Emma)
Positive feelings … umm … I have an explanation for things. And I guess … it's
just … a part of me … a part of like … how I work and how I function … a part of me.
(Kai, Line 233-234)
Just given that resource that I need understanding … (Liam)
Just like, now I have like, the support I need, and like adaptations I need to succeed
and umm … do better in school and stuff like that. (Anna)
While certain students were more positive about being diagnosed with a learning disability,
all the participants shared painful experiences of being teased, bullied, or misunderstood by
other students, teachers, or other people. Even though the students still have negative feeling
of being diagnosed with learning disabilities, but they all accepted it as a life-long situation.
Higgins, Rashkind, Goldberg, and Herman (2002) conducted a 10 years study of people with
learning disabilities from childhood to adulthood. Higgins et al (2002) discovered that the
participants who were considered successful in their adulthood had a strong positive
acceptance of their learning disabilities.
Being diagnosed with a learning disability supported the students’ feeling that they
were intelligent yet learned differently from their peers. How students with learning
disabilities see themselves can be very different because they are based on individual
experience and may lack generalization. Teachers, parents, and other students with learning
disabilities should derive from this research how significantly important diagnosis is for
students with learning disabilities. The diagnosis supports their need to have accommodations
put in place for their learning, and it also provides a reasonable explanation to students, since
they question themselves about being “different” or “stupid”. Thus, giving the best
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explanation of their specific diagnosis at a young age has significant influence for the
students both in academic and emotional areas.
4.3.2 Family and Friends
Family and friends are two very important parts of an individual’s life. All
participants mentioned how important it was to have their parents and friends support them.
Since the findings from the students’ parents and friends were similar in this category, these
two sections are combined. However, three sub-themes emerged out of the participants
different responses. These were: offering resources, understanding, and having a role model.
4.3.2.1 Resources Available
All parents want their children to be successful in school, and many students with
learning disabilities are successful. Parents have the responsibility to convey their knowledge
of learning disabilities to their children so that the children can have more resources than just
those offered in the classroom. Children with learning disabilities need to feel their friends’
and families’ support and understanding. One participant said,
My sisters helped me a lot. Both my sisters, like my older sisters are really good at
school. Like, if I couldn't spell something, and I will be like, hey, guys, help me.
[laughing]. (Elizabeth)
When Kai parents talked to her about learning disabilities, they were knowledgeable and very
positive. Kai said,
They just offered a lot of explanation. And they were like … okay, this is what
happened. We can deal with it. This is a good stepping stone to … umm … making
accommodations and a lot of explanation. (Kai)
Also, when Kai and Liam met some teachers who did not understand much about learning
disabilities, their parents would go to school and convey this information to the teachers.
My parents would come in and talk to teachers. (Kai)
She [mom] was really supportive I remember. If a teacher didn't understand what it
[my learning disability] was, she [mom] would usually go to school and tell them
what it was. (Liam)
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Most of the participants’ parents are not only emotionally supportive but also offer resources
for the students. For example, Liam’s parents provided a personal laptop for Liam to use at
the school so that he can type in every class instead of writing his notes:
Supplying with the resources that school didn't … like a laptop (Liam) … Like … in
biology, if I had trouble studying, like diagrams, they would help me, like work me
through it. (Liam)
From Anna’s perspective, parents’ support is very important to her. During the interview in
her home, Anna was the student with the most negative attitude on learning disabilities, even
though her mom was present and encouraged her all the time. From her quotes, we can see a
basic picture of how her parents’ positive attitude influenced her:
They are very helpful. So, they said they were gonna get anything they need and stuff
like that. Like if the school doesn't do what I need them to do or going to university
whatever… my needs aren’t being met, they are gonna fight to do whatever it takes to
help me. (Anna)
Parents spent a lot of time and found plenty ways to help their children with learning
disabilities. Instead of only telling them how to finish “today’s” homework, parents used
different learning strategies and technologies to teach their children and to provide very
effective support.
4.3.2.2 Understanding
In this study, most of participants’ parents had a supportive reaction to their children’s
diagnosis. A Parents’ understanding of their child’s diagnosis has a significant influence on a
child’s development at an early age. Generally, parents should try to understand their
children’s challenges. It is important to help their children surmount challenges and boost
their children’s confidence and self-esteem. It is also understandable that the parents might be
stunned or overwhelmed by a diagnosis of their children’s learning disabilities. Kai recalled
her parents’ reaction. She said, “It was a supportive reaction. Like … Okay, we can do
something about this” (Kai). Henry also indicated that “We all took it great. Like, we found

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

87

out about diagnosis, no one was upset or anything. We were just like oh … ok” (Henry).
Olivia and Anna were also given much support by their parents regarding their disabilities:
Yeah, my mom is really supportive about everything. And my mom used to like try to
bribe me to try to go out of the house. Because I only wanted to sit in my room and
watch TV and do my own thing. But she always wants me to try to make friends.
(Olivia)
Well, my dad got me a therapy to deal with the whole … like everything, and he is
very supportive and trying to get me to be more confident. So, going to the doctor and
all the stuff and things like that. And my mom, like helps me, if I didn't get the
support that I need like, if the school won’t provide for me, she would be like, no, you
need to get your … like all the stuff. (Anna)
For parents, encouraging their children to express their emotions and being aware of any
available resources to assist their children are very important. It is obvious from participants’
remarks that parents’ knowledge and attitude about learning disabilities influences their
children’s confidence in their abilities.
4.3.2.3 Role Model
Two of 10 participants indicated that they have role models who guide and influence
them and while this number is low, it caught my attention because of the powerful influence
these role models have on these adolescents minds. One participant has ADHD and failed
English class last year; however; he was not down on himself because he has a role model to
provide him with direction.
My dad influenced me a lot. Because he had ADHD, he actually had to do Grade 7
three or four times because his teacher didn’t pass him for English because of ADHD.
So, it’s always been like … I feel like this … my dad like … oh yeah, I remember
how that is, well I did this, and it helped me learn. (Tom)
Emma dreams of being a singer or actress. She has a role model who showed her what her
life could be like in the future. This also shows how friendship supports the participants all
the time:
She [my best friend] influenced me a lot because, you know, I kind of … I told her
before, I think of her as my role model because she is exactly same age as me, but she
is out there living with her dream, and being an actress. You know, and I am out here
kind of, working on my music career even though I don't have one, then she was like,
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oh, come on, you have one, you are gonna do amazing, like… so my friends
influenced me in so many ways. Basically, the entire universe, kind of influences me.
(Emma)
Being understood is very important. Children with learning disabilities, ADHD, or other
disabilities need more understanding regarding their special needs. Positive reinforcement for
children with learning disabilities is very influential in the development of young students
(Costello, & Stone, 2012; Short, 2007). In Chapter 2, a section on the family’s reflection on
their children’s diagnosis of learning disabilities was not included. However, in this study,
most students with learning disabilities brought up their parents’ supportive reaction about
their diagnosis of learning disabilities, which I believe it is a very powerful invisible
reinforcement for their children. When Henry recalled the memory of his parent’s reaction for
his diagnosis, he said “No one was upset [or] anything”. Kai reported her parents saying,
“Okay, this is what happens. We can deal with it”, and “Okay, we can do something about
this”. These simple words are admirable, especially from parents who may be overwhelmed
by their child’s diagnosis.
Besides giving emotional support, students’ parents acted to protect/make sure that
their children would be understood at school. For example, two participants related how their
parents supported them. One said, “My parents would come in and talk to teachers” and
another stated “If a teacher didn't understand what it was, she [my mother] would usually go
to school and tell them what it was”. Parents play a central role in the lives of their children;
they influence their children’s social, academic and emotional lives (Murray & Greenberg,
2006). Parents’ support – in thought and action – delivered positive influences on their
children when as young students they received their diagnosis. Based on data from the
interviews, students did not clearly remember the process of assessment; however, they still
remembered their parents’ attitude when facing this diagnosis when they were in grades
Three to Six.
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4.3.3 Making Friends
Nine of 10 students indicated that it is very easy to make a friend, even though three
did not have a close friend. Moreover, two of these three stressed that they have difficulties
making new friends. For all the students, friendship is a vital aspect of school life and
emotional development.
In this study, eight participants emphasized that their friends checked on them and
offered help when they met learning challenges. For example, Kevin said “No, he is just
like … a sort of notice that I’m struggling. Then he just helped” (Kevin). And Elizabeth and
her friend helped each other when both of them were in the same resource class:
Yeah. She is good at listening and typing but I’m not. So, if she catches something, if
I ask, we can do the notes on Chrome Book. She can type them and send it to me. I
can print it out and re-read them. So, that’s really helpful. (Elizabeth)
Liam also noted that his best friend can see the signs when he is learning challenged: “She
can realize that … I have a difficulty thing. And she would ask me how I’m doing it” (Liam).
Tom has a close friend who also has learning disabilities. While the interview, he was very
confident and relaxed when we started to talk about his friend: “And lot of projects because it
was like, well, we both kind of have some learning disability, let’s make it easier for
ourselves and … beat other people. [Laughing a little]”.
For a student with learning disabilities, having friends can reduce the stress and also the
feeling of loneliness. However, some of students in this study have trouble making friends
during the school. Olivia said, “I don't really have best friends” and “I’m not good at social
aspect. I would rather just like learn and not have to see people”. Henry also indicated the
difficulty of making a new friend. When he was asked the reason behind it, he explained:
Because I don't really know how to approach people. If I go to talk to them, and make
some jokes, but other than that, I really don't know how to approach people. (Henry)
One student in this research has two best friends, but they live in Montreal. She showed how
her long-distance friendships worked for her when she experienced challenges of learning.
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Even though she has diagnosed depression and anxiety, she related that when she talks to her
best friend, she feels less anxious and smiles a little bit more. She said, “Yeah. If she can’t
physically help, she just like be there for you” (Anna).
Students with learning disabilities may encounter challenges in having and
maintaining a close friendship because of lack of the abilities needed to do so. Research
literature indicates that social skills, personality and cognitive abilities are important factors
in building friendships (Bauminger, Edelsztein & Morash, 2005; Bryan, Wong & Donahue,
2002). In this study, three students espoused the attitude that they did not need a best friend,
or they could not maintain that relationship. For example, Olivia said that “I don't really have
best friends”. Kai indicated that:
I don't necessarily have a best friend. I have a lot of people that … I’m like … friends
with. Umm, but … umm … when I talk about stuff like that, I don't necessarily talk to
all of them outside of school. (Kai)
These students with learning disabilities showed very strong confidence and determination to
learn. Olivia emphasizes several times during the interview that she does not need any help
on learning.
Because I want to like… I want to show that I can do it on my own without the help.
And I never failed the class. And I always had good grades. So, I always just want to
push myself and not have to sit there with special help. (Olivia)
The reason behind it may be embarrassment; however, this internal pressure and having no
close friends would make her more isolated at school.
The involvement of family and friends is highly important for the development of
students with learning disabilities. Furthermore, these two influencers can affect students’
academic performance and emotions.
The literature review indicated that having a best friend can have a strong academic
and social influence on students with learning disabilities (Lee, Rojewski, Gregg, & Jeong,
2015; Mason, Timms, Hayburn, & Watters, 2013; Potter, 2015). Eight students indicated that
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their friends helped them every time they experienced challenges with learning. It is easier
for the students’ best friends to notice when the students are facing a challenge and needs
help. Some participants have best friends who also have learning disabilities, and they face
their problems together. Most students who answered questions about interacting with their
best friends seemed relaxed.
When Tom talked about his best friend, who he met in a science activity, he said,
“And a lot of projects because it was like, well, we both kind of have some learning disability,
let’s make it easier for ourselves and …beat other people.”. When Henry discussed his best
friend, he seemed very confident with his friendship: “It was like, a presentation. So, I asked
them to help me, do some research, type it up. Then they said yep. Just right away, yep”. This
emotional and academic support, built in high school through friendship, conveys to students
with learning disabilities that they can survive hard times and has a significant influence on
their personalities and confidence.
4.4 Advice from Students with Learning Disabilities to Others
Learning strategies are vital for improving the performance of students with learning
difficulties. In this study, 10 PEI students revealed some ways they learned to deal with their
different learning disabilities. Additionally, to address the challenges and barriers facing by
students with learning disabilities in PEI high school, the following suggested themes for
future students were derived from participants’ interviews. Suggestions for students who have
or will be diagnosed with a learning disability include: asking for help, keeping a positive
attitude, and learning about their learning disabilities. The advice offered by participants to
teachers and staff include: checking on students, paying more attention to students with
learning disabilities, and gaining more awareness and more understanding of learning
disabilities.
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4.4.1 Advice for Future Students
Participants identified many of the challenges and barriers they faced and the support
they received during their high school experience in previous sections. During the interview,
they also provided different suggestions for future students. The three themes that emerged
from the findings are presented below.
4.4.1.1 Asking for Help
Seven of the 10 students in this study enthusiastically provided many suggestions for
new high school students with learning disabilities and teachers based on participants’
experience, especially regarding how students should ask for help directly from teachers. The
students noted:
But like, talking to your teachers, they are not gonna criticize you. They rather help
you than have you fail, and are not understand and frustrated and confused. Like, I
always hate asking because I felt like bothering them. But like, they rather me ask
them so I can understand and get good mark because they don't want you to be failed.
Like, you have to help yourself. You have a learning disability, you can't rely on
everyone else to help you and you do nothing like, if I just relied on my teachers, they
are not goanna know when I need help. They can’t read my mind. Like, you need to
tell them. (Elizabeth)
I would say just … you know, be patient, like, ask for help for sure. Like ask the
teacher for maybe some extra help after class, ask for a peer helper. Those are all very
useful things. (Lucas).
I think you need to talk with like, your teacher and set up a time like, this is what I
struggle with, and this is what I need. And if it’s not gonna be done for you, you can
talk to your parents, talk to the school about getting it done for you because, if you’re
gonna like, have to go to school for your entire life, like you might as well as like get
a good education and get what you need to do, well instead of like, oh, I can’t do it
and struggling why … Probably just like, trying to be like applicate for yourself,
speak up what you need to (Anna).
Most of the students had a fear of asking questions when they began high school. However,
they suggested future high school students should. Some students in this study have applied
to a post-secondary institution. When the students were asked whether they are still afraid to
pose questions to teachers when they met learning challenges, all answered no.

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

93

4.4.1.2 Keep Positive Attitude
Students with learning disabilities have different learning issues. One participant
indicated that she usually spends three hours trying to finish one project while other students
without learning disabilities take 15 minutes, and so it is important to keep a positive attitude,
otherwise, frustration would set in. Most of the students get frustrated with their learning
experience. Three of students in this study offered advice for future students as related to
having a positive attitude. For example:
Don’t be afraid to ask for help and not put yourself down. It’s hard when you don't
know why it is this way for you. But it’s really good not to put yourself down and hate
on yourself about it. (Olivia).
If … if I actually met someone like … someone here, like has learning disability, I
would say … keep you … keep your head up … it will get better. But … and just
work hard … and do what you can if you need help, just ask for help… (Henry)
4.4.1.3 Learning about Learning Disabilities
The students with learning disabilities should better understand which learning
disability they are challenged with, because that will positively influence the process of
achieving an optimal performance both in academic and social aspects. Two students
indicated that students with learning disabilities need to learn about their specific disability in
order to know what accommodations they could access. Having studied their learning
disabilities, they positively demonstrated that they knew more about themselves when
compared to the participants who hadn’t learned about their disability. These two students
have been accepted by a post-secondary institution.
If they feel like they have a learning disability, something hard to speak up and ask to
be evaluated instead just letting it brush off. And to ask for the help and not shut down.
And use all the resources to like your full advantage. (Olivia)
Learn about your learning disabilities. Know what you need and what
accommodations you think would suit you and for going into high school, make sure
you set it up that your teachers know and that you go talk to people that … are like …
who do like … who work with students on that kind of thing. And just kind of set it
up like … before … umm … while you’re at the very beginning, set it up that you
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are … you have learning disabilities that you do need these accommodations and
don't just let it slide by because you have to put the work into it too [laughing]. (Kai)
4.4.2 Advice for Teachers and Staff
To some degree, students believed if they had received this support early on, they
might have done better with their learning outcomes and been more confident. Three
sub-themes in the support area have been identified by study participants: checking on
students, gaining more awareness, and gaining more understanding.
4.4.2.1 Checking on Students
Interestingly, half of students in this study reflected that they had hoped high school
teachers would have proactively checked on (or paid more attention to) students with learning
disabilities, instead of having to ask for help by themselves, or silently struggle with their
difficulties.
If the teacher knew about it, then they should like, pull the kids aside one day and be
like, hey, I know you have a learning disability, like, what do you NEED for help.
Like, something I could do for you to give you the best possible way for me to teach
you. My teacher did that, she took adaptation sheet, and like, what would you like.
Because I found that it is easier the teachers to come to me personally. (Elizabeth)
I’d just say, pay more extra attention on them, you know. Make sure that they are not
having many struggles yet. Make sure that they fully understand like what they are
doing and if they are struggling, then help them. You know, extra help. (Lucas)
Don't …. necessarily do the stuff for them. But ask them if they want stuff done. So,
it’s like … Oh, do you want an extension for this project … no, not this one, it’s ok.
Or yeah, I do need it for this one. Umm … or like, do you need a scribe for this test.
Or do you feel that you can write it on your own. Or do you think you need someone
to help you. I think that’s very necessary for a teacher. (Tom)
4.4.2.2 Gain More Awareness
Four of 10 students illustrated that teachers need more awareness of learning
disabilities at school. The students identified characteristics of teachers who did not
accommodate their academic needs very well. They desired that these teachers develop
awareness of “invisible disabilities”, accommodations, and knowledge. The following
suggestions were offered by participants:
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A lot of teachers ... once again … to be aware … if I do bring my resources to another
classroom, like a laptop, they won’t be … will be kind of skeptical to see if I’m
actually cheating on a test or something. But I wouldn't do that. (Liam)
Yeah. You should have basic information on learning disabilities. Like, be aware of
them. Don't have like… any mentalities, like, they do exist. You have to be aware that
you probably have kids in your class who have learning disabilities. And there will be
accommodations that will need to be made. Don't fight about it [laughing]. They exist.
(Kai)
Probably it's like, being more like, aware, and like notice if something’s wrong, what
they need because some students may find it very difficult to go up and ask for help.
Umm …so, just being nicer and go up to them if you think they need help. (Anna)
Listen. Listen to the kids. Like the teachers need to listen and they have to be ready to
make these accommodations if it suits their class while teaching. (Kai)
Participants related that some teachers do not have basic knowledge and awareness of
learning disabilities. They suggested that teachers need to have/gain more awareness of
learning disabilities in order to be knowledgeable and supportive when teaching these
students with these difficulties.
4.4.2.3 Gain More Understanding
Five of the students hoped their teachers had a better understanding of learning
disabilities. Even though no one can assume that understanding can totally change attitudes
and behavior, understanding plays a significant role supporting and influencing students’
behavior.
Be more understanding, like, being a teenager is hard enough. [laughing]. So, it
makes it even harder when you have learning problems because you have everything
else going on in your life, where a lot of times, teachers just pile on work, pile on
work, pile on the work. Like, they need to realize that, like it’s hard enough for kids
especially when you have trouble learning. You are trying to learn but also at this time
like on edge, like trying to develop, like everything is changing for some people.
(Olivia)
It would be … umm … don't give up hope on your students … you see they are
struggling … don't assume like they are just being lazy … like actually go and see
like … they are having a lot of trouble. And help with your best ability. (Henry)
Personally, I’ve had a lot of health issues. Umm ... I got something going on in my
stomach, don't know what it is yet. Umm … the teachers have been picky about
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attendance. They won’t accept the late stuff for me because maybe I missed that
day … umm … I’ve sort of been like that since grade six. (Tom)
Probably like, be very patient with the way that they learn because sometimes they
would be very distracted, like even if it is some little thing that happened in their day.
They would be distracted by that. So probably just like you know be very patient with
them when they try to figure out the question and answer for something. And you
know, they learn differently. So, they would need help on the easiest thing. (Emma)
4.5 Summary
When sharing their learning experiences, participants in this study held an array of
negative perspectives on their experiences. The findings of this chapter were derived from
challenges, main barriers, supports, and other details drawn from analyzing the interviews
(such as providing advice). Additionally, students’ feelings about having a diagnosis of a
learning disability were discussed. Participants experienced several challenges, including
note taking, poor comprehension ability, attention and focus issues, and written expression
challenges. Participants also expressed a lot of negative experiences related to lack of
awareness of learning disabilities by teachers and peers. These students with learning
disabilities noted that many barriers exist because of the lack of awareness and understanding
of their peers, themselves, and others so that their suggestions for teachers and staff involve
breaking down these barriers within education. Applying to post-secondary education and
taking French Immersion, emerged during the interviews as other important issues.
The last theme revealed in this study was the support for students with learning
disabilities, which includes three perspectives: school, family and friends. Students shared
their supports or accommodations that included extra time, technology (e.g., computer), and
teachers’ help (e.g., scribe). Family and friends were two significant aspects of experiences
students shared. In this study, resources, understanding, and role models were noted as
positive influences by the participants. In conclusion, all students offered their advice to
future students. They stressed the importance of asking for help, keeping a positive attitude,
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and having teachers check on students, and educating themselves about learning disabilities
so they gain more awareness and understanding.
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5.0. Chapter 5 Conclusions and Recommendations
In the previous chapter, these data gathered during 10 extensive interviews were
presented. And different quotes from participants were used to identify sub-themes and
express emotions and voices as well.
Then the findings were explained, interpreted and discussed in the previous chapter.
In this chapter, the use of Vygotsky’s theoretical perspective to guide this research analysis is
identified as an effective strategy to interpret qualitative data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).
Based on the findings and analysis, recommendations for students with learning disabilities
and their teachers are provided. Finally, the conclusion for this research including purpose,
research questions, methodology, findings and discussions, and recommendations are briefly
summarized in the last section.
5.1 Findings in Relation to the Theoretical Frameworks
The notion of the ZPD and MKO was created by Vygotsky (1978). He stated that
ZPD is “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem
solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.
86). In other words, even though students are in a ZCD, being assisted by others who are
knowledgeable may help students to reach their ZPD.
The term “scaffolding” did not exist in Vygotsky’s theory, but MKO parallels
Vygotsky’s notion of “scaffolding,” which has been used by different researchers (such as
Aljaafreh & Lantoff, 1994) in order to offer support to students so that they can achieve the
next level of their developments (i.e., cognition and language). Scaffolding allows students to
build knowledge with the people who are around them. As students master knowledge
through MKO’s guidance (for example, the teacher as scribe or the laptop), they can reach
their ZPD which they could not achieve without this specific help.
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In this research, students with learning disabilities experience a lot of challenges, such
as note-taking, not being able to focus, and not being able to understand. When
knowledgeable teachers, parents, or peers offer help, the students with learning disabilities
are able to complete challenging tasks or tests. Without appropriate help, chances of reaching
their ZPD can be very limited for students with learning disabilities. These supports can be
obtained from MKO (such as teachers, parents, peers, and technologies). For example,
several students emphasized they were able to answer exam questions because their teachers
broke them into small chunks that they could understand and respond to. Moreover, one
student with learning disabilities stressed that she used Kurzweil 3000 (assistive technology)
for her learning in grades 4 to 5. Typing on a computer to reduce misspellings is very helpful
for her learning as well. The assistive technology, speech to text, allows her to learn faster in
order to catch up to students without learning disabilities. Hence, MKO can support students
to achieve their ZPD.
Vygotsky emphasized the importance of interaction and he believed learning from
MKO would contribute to increasing skills and learning experience. MKO allows students
with learning disabilities the support needed to complete the tasks and reduce the frequency
of mistakes. Although the research participants have less than regular social interactions, they
still have some with other students, teachers, and their friends at school. For example, one
student indicated that “Yeah, mostly teachers like … helping … like interacting with me
helping me with my work”. (Lucas). Olivia remembers one particular teacher when she was
in Grade 11. She said,
In Grade 11, I had a math teacher, she is very understanding that I had troubles. And
then I would get frustrated. And she would like … sit down, and say like I could have
extra help like stay after class with her. Or if I got something wrong, she would sit
down and talked out with me and kind of explain how the problem works And she
would sit there until I understood what it was instead just giving up on me.
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This specific interaction between students and teachers creates a special bond that contributes
to boosting learning outcomes and confidence to learn for students with learning disabilities.
The findings of this study have also shown the importance of the social environment
to encourage students to be confident learners, ask questions and improve mental health and
learning outcomes. Vygotsky's theory demonstrated that learning does not occur in isolation;
instead, learning occurs through interactions between people and through an appropriate
social culture (Gindis, 2003; Kozulin, 2003; Lantolf, 1994; Smagorinsky, 1995; Vygotsky,
1978). Furthermore, Vygotsky stressed that the individual’s development would be
constructed first, than developed at an internal level. In other words, the development of
learning does not occur in isolation, but through a process of internalizing what knowledge
students absorb. Social interaction in an appropriate social environment is essential for
students with learning disabilities. However, students reported they endured a great amount
of misunderstanding from their peers, friends without learning disabilities and teachers. For
students with learning disabilities who are afraid to ask questions when needed, their current
social environment may not be appropriate.
5.2 Recommendations
Based upon the findings of this study, several recommendations for future
actions towards improving the experience of students with learning disabilities in PEI high
schools have been formulated. These include: the necessity for further research on the profile
of individuals with learning disabilities who have other disorders or disabilities, the
importance of Universal Design for Learning, self-advocacy, and consideration for the
development of a National policy on learning disabilities.
A range of needs have to be considered for students with learning disabilities. Not
only are students’ voices and needs important, but teachers’ and parents’ intentions for these
teens are too. Those needs and issues associated with the practice of offering an inclusive
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educational environment in the class indicated that it is very important to consider providing
supports/accommodations for all students instead of only for students with disabilities.
Therefore, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) has been introduced below (section 5.2.2)
in order to support all students’ needs in classrooms. The concept of UDL is recommended
and hoped will be applied in the classrooms in the future. To implement these would allow
educators to better support all students to develop their potential.
5.2.1 Future Research
The present study sought to gain a better understanding of PEI high school students
with learning disabilities and what was noticeable in the study was the number of students
who had other challenges with attention and/or mental health concerns.
A number of students found with attentional issues were not diagnosed as having
ADHD, but some were. This research study indicates that the comorbidity of ADHD and
learning disabilities is fairly common between both groups. However, the review of students
with learning disabilities found very few considerations for the needs of those high school
students who have both disorders. Students who have learning disabilities and ADHD not
only have difficulties with learning, but also have issues of attention, hyperactivity, mental
health and executive functioning. The combination of those issues would increase learning
challenges and the need to alleviate them in order to help students with learning disabilities
academically and socially. Hence, future research should address the comorbidity pertaining
to individuals with learning disabilities as they could have additional challenges. It is
imperative to identify strategies and existing evidenced based intervention programs to
support students with learning disabilities, ADHD, and mental health issues as these
individuals have significant learning and behavioural challenges in high school. If such
programs do not exist, these should be developed.
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Since this research only focused on students’ perspectives, parents’ and teachers’
views on these students are not included. Because parents’ and teachers’ attitudes and actions
have a great influence on younger students with learning disabilities because they spend most
of the daytime with students at school, research in this area would be important.
Parents usually play a role in making a decision and providing support for their
children across a range of significant choices in their early years (such as the choices of
assistive technology). Hence, finding a suitable and tailored intervention program/assistive
technology to meet their children’ demands may be very challenging academically and
financially for the parents. More importantly, not all the parents would know the different
types and available interventions/technology that may be useful for their children. From this
study, it is easy to notice that parents’ options on choosing appropriate program/assistive
technology to help their children’s learning would affect their academic outcomes and
positive attitude to some degree. Surprisingly, during the process of signing a consent form
for students to take part in this study, parents showed different beliefs concerning their child’s
learning disability. Some parents wished to have their children’s transcript and reports of
interviews. Some parents refused to receive these materials when they signed consent forms.
Future research should explore the differences among teachers, parents, and students on
perceived challenges, barriers and support on PEI for students diagnosed with learning
disabilities.
5.2.2 Universal Design for Learning.
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is commonly cited in literature as an inclusive
learning framework to support all students (Corbett, 2017; Gore, 2010; Hardman, Drew, &
Egan, 2010; Narkon & Wells, 2013; Salend & Whittaker, 2017). The UDL framework is
composed of three principles: multiple means of representation, multiple means of expression,
and multiple means of engagement (Rose & Gravel, 2010).
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Using UDL allows teachers to share the same teaching information in different ways,
using digital text or assistive technology, to increase the accessibility of acquiring knowledge
for all students, including students with learning disabilities.
While UDL was first introduced in the 1950s, however, in PEI, the concept of UDL is
still new (Stephanie, 2007; Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST), n.d.). The issues
identified in this study, especially the need for extra time, taking notes, and writing
expression, can be addressed by applying UDL principles in PEI high school classrooms. By
using multiple means of representation, teachers can present content in a variety of ways. For
example, material presented both visually and orally was very supportive for students in the
class (Madaus, Scott, & McGuire, 2003). Variability with instructions, strategies, and
learning projects to demonstrate students’ learning creates an opportunity for students to
illustrate what they have learned so they can be evaluated for their performances on different
tasks, such as presentations. This permits teachers to adopt different practices to increase
students’ motivation to learn (Rose & Meyer, 2006). One approach to motivate one student to
learn does not mean it will work for all students (Rose & Meyer, 2006). Students with
learning disabilities might have poor motivation for learning due to their difficulties and
employing technology-based tools can improve all students’ access, including students with
learning disabilities, to a greater understanding of the lesson’s content (Marino, 2009).
Having students receive an education that can meet their different needs is a more
effective approach than ‘a one size fits all’ approach that creates many challenges for students
with learning disabilities. However, preparing different lesson plans for the students with and
without special needs leads to much more work for teachers. Simply put, UDL can provide
both teachers and students with several ways to teach and learn effectively, creating a way for
all students to choose various learning paths and demonstrate what they have learned.
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More importantly, professional development (PD) should be made available for
educators on learning disabilities, UDL, and assistive technology in order to support students
with learning disabilities. It is essential to have professional training on UDL, learning
disabilities, and assistive technology in order to optimize learning benefits for every student
with and without learning disabilities on PEI.
5.2.3 Self-advocacy
Advocacy was a significant point for each student taking part in this study.
Students need to understand what they need to be successful as well as how they could
best learn. They need to share their thoughts with their parents and teachers who are able to
provide for different accommodations for their specific needs.
Asking for help is a direct and effective way for any individual to receive
accommodations. However, this study found students’ shied away from asking for help
because they were embarrassed. Sometimes students are too shy to talk with their teachers.
However, talking to teachers about their needs helps their teachers understand quickly what
works best for students with learning disabilities. Therefore, students need to be aware about
how important it is to advocate for themselves, to identify their learning disabilities and
possible mental health problems in order to address them effectively.
School psychologists and educators also have a significant role in supporting students
regarding self-advocacy. School psychologists are professionally trained in the fields of
education and mental health. After students receive a learning disability diagnosis, the school
psychologist should make sure to go over the psycho-educational assessment reports with
every student they assess, even younger students. Students with learning disabilities need to
understand the challenges they have and effective ways of supporting their difficulties. By
doing this, as students get older, they may advocate for themselves earlier instead of
struggling with these challenges silently.
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Teachers need to be given more information on a student’s specific learning
disability(ies) and various accommodations that may assist the student achieve academically.
Students with learning disabilities need to know when to ask and where to go for help.
Students with learning disabilities need to understand what accommodations they require to
support their learning.
5.2.4 National Policy on Learning Disabilities
Seeing there is a lack of consistency in diagnosis, coverage, service provision in each
of the provinces and territories, and given increased inter-provincial migration - especially
but not only of new immigrants and military families throughout Canada, consideration be
given for a National policy to be developed around learning disabilities. A National policy
may bring clarification to some of these issues.
5.3 Conclusion
This phenomenological study on student’s learning disabilities in PEI uncovered a
number of challenges, barriers and supports which need to be reviewed and addressed in
order to continue to support students’ success in schools academically and socially.
The students in this study recommended that asking for help directly is a very
effective way to get help for their challenges. Keeping a positive attitude was identified by
participants as key to academic emotional and social success in school and remaining
motivated to deal with challenges that might arise. More importantly, awareness,
understanding, identification, and appreciation of individual differences was named as an
important factor in addressing the challenges facing students with LD.
Teacher is key in supporting students’ success in high school. Therefore, it is essential
for educators to be informed about learning disabilities and evidenced based accommodations.
This awareness could decrease misunderstanding and establish more information in schools
about learning disabilities in order to facilitate a positive learning climate. For having a clear
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and accurate statistics of students with learning disabilities, the Department of Education,
Early Learning and Culture of PEI may need to start collecting data on learning disabilities in
PEI schools (such as types of learning disabilities or prevalence, etc.).
Universal Design for Learning was recommended as a way to address the many
concerns of students with learning challenges. From the overall picture of this research,
future areas to investigate have been suggested. Information collected from this research may
be used to highlight some of the supports currently offered to students with learning
disabilities, as well as increase awareness of learning disabilities. This research clearly
showed a need for all students, educators, and parents to think differently regarding high
school students with learning disabilities in PEI, and so it is the researcher’s hope that this
study will provide an overview of the lives of these 10 high school students and offer a
window for future exploration.
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Phone: (647)-996-7957
Email: lililiu@upei.ca
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To:

Lili Liu
Faculty of Education

Protocol Number:

REB Ref # 6006856

Title:

Voices of High School Students with Learning Disabilities on Prince Edward Island:
Focusing on Barriers and Challenges

Date Approved:

January 30 (2 amendment)

End Date:

October 19 2017

nd

The amendment of this research proposal has been reviewed and approved by the UPEI Research Ethics
Board. Please be advised that the Research Ethics Board currently operates according to the Tri-Council
Policy Statement 2: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (2014) and applicable laws and
regulations.
It is your responsibility to ensure that the Ethics Renewal form is forwarded to Research Services prior to the
renewal date. The information provided in this form must be current to the time of submission and
submitted to Research Services not less than 30 days prior to the anniversary of your approval date. The
Ethics Renewal form can be downloaded from the Research Services website
(http://www.upei.ca/research/forms).
Any proposed changes to the study must also be submitted on the same form to the UPEI Research Ethics
Board for approval.

The Research Ethics Board advises that IF YOU DO NOT return the completed Ethics
Renewal form prior to the date of renewal:
• Your ethics approval will lapse
• You will be required to stop research activity immediately
• You will not be permitted to restart the study until you reapply for and receive
approval to undertake the study again.
Lapse in ethics approval may result in interruption or termination of funding.
Notwithstanding the approval of the REB, the primary responsibility for the ethical conduct of the
investigation remains with you.

Lyndsay E. Moffatt, Ph.D.
Chair, UPEI Research Ethics Board
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PUBLIC SCHOOLS BRANCH
PO Box 8600
Charlottetown, PE C1A 8V7
February 14, 2017
Lili Lui
#6, 44 Palmers Lance
Charlottetown, PE
Dear Lili:
This letter is in response to your request to conduct your research study within the Public Schools Branch during
the 2016-2017 school year entitled, “Voices of High School Students with Learning Disabilities on Prince Edward
Island: Focusing on Barriers and Challenges” involving 10 high schools in PEI and participation is voluntary. On
behalf of the External Research Review Committee, I am pleased to inform you that your request to conduct
your research study has been cleared. School participation is at the discretion of the principal. In documentation
that was recently provided you described the procedure for recruiting research participants. Please proceed in
this manner and let the principal/s know that your research has received clearance to proceed from the Public
Schools Branch and Department of Education, Early Learning and Culture.
Please note the following:
•
•
•
•

Observe the section of Board Regulation LC-R – Research requests from External Agencies that address
the responsibilities of researchers. Refer to a copy of the board regulation at the following web page
http://www.gov.pe.ca/edu/elsb/files/2013/03/lc_r.pdf
This letter of clearance for your project expires on the same day as your approval from the Research
Ethics Board expires.
Approval is pending receipt of approval from the Research Ethics Board of your university. Please send a
final copy of the certificate with the REB ref# as soon as it is received.
Upon completion of your study, please furnish this office with a summary report.

Best regards for your research project.
Sincerely,
Elizabeth Costa
Chair, External Research Review Committee

140

THE VOICES OF HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

141

Appendix E
Dear Administrator/Resource Teacher,
My name is Lili Liu, and I am a student in the Master of Education, Leadership in Learning
program within the Faculty of Education, University of Prince Edward Island. I am currently
working on my research thesis: The Voices of High School Students with Learning
Disabilities: Focusing on Challenges and Barriers, and Supports and am supervised by Dr.
Carolyn Thorne. University of Prince Edward Island’s Research Ethics Board and The Public
Schools Branch have approved this research.
The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of high school students with learning
disabilities in Prince Edward Island, and it is mainly focused on the challenges and barriers
both academically and socially.
Since there are sparse studies in the literature regarding this topic, this research would
contribute to the greater understanding of learning disabilities from a student’s perspective,
as well as assist Island educators gain a deeper insight into some of the challenges and
barriers students with learning disabilities face in high school. Such research may lead to
valuable insights for current education practice and provide recommendations (i.e., services
and interventions) for the future.
In order to conduct this study, I am requesting your permission to contact (i.e., email, call or
talk) the parents/guardians of these identified students to see if any of these students would be
interested in participating in this research. The administrators will inform resources teachers
in each school. After that, the resources teachers will email/call/talk to parents and high
school youths who are over 18 years old in order to engage students for this study.
Any participants are required contact directly with the researcher. When the interested
participants email/call the investigator for more information, an information letter and
consent form will be distributed. The researcher will negotiate with each of the participants
about location and time for the interviews. If there are more than ten interested participants,
the researcher will choose only ten participants randomly. Each participant will receive a $10
gift card from Tim Hortons at the end of interview. The participants will be asked to respond
to a set of interview questions.
Each one on one interview would last approximately one hour. The interviews will be
conducted outside of school hours, at a time and location mutual convenient for the
individuals involved and researcher. This research will not be conducted in schools during
school time.
All of the information collected will be confidential. Pseudonyms will be used to protect the
identity of all individuals and the school they attend. The research data will be protected from
unauthorized access, use and dissemination. Access to all interview transcripts will be strictly
limited to the researcher and her supervisor.
These data will be stored in a locked cabinet in my residence during the research process. In
the process of collecting data, if the transcripts are printed out as hard copies, these printed
transcripts will be stored in a locked cabinet in my residence as well when not in use. All data
will be kept securely for five years. Once this time period has expired, the original data
(including hard copies of data) will be destroyed. No information about individual
participants will be made available to anyone else.
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This study will provide the Public Schools Branch and the Department of Education, Early
Learning and Culture PEI with documentation concerning the experiences of high school
students with learning disabilities, and will offer important information that may help to
assist students with learning disabilities on PEI navigate their academic and social lives. Such
research may assist educators and support families who have children with learning
disabilities.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (647) 996-7957 or at
lililiu@upei.ca. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. Carolyn Thorne at
cmthorne@upei.ca, or (902) 566-7022.
Thank you in advance for your consideration of this request and I look forward to your reply.
Kind regards,
Lili Liu
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Appendix F1
Topic: The Voices of High School Students with Learning Disabilities: Focusing on
Challenges and Barriers, and Supports
Date:
Dear parent(s)/guardian(s):
My name is Lili Liu, and I am a student in the Master of Education program in Leadership in
Learning University of Prince Edward Island in the Faculty of Education. My supervisor is
Dr. Carolyn Thorne. I am inviting high school students diagnosed with learning disabilities to
participate in a research study. Involvement in the study is entirely voluntary and you have
the choice of whether or not let your son or daughter participate. This form is designed to
explain my study, and I encourage you to ask questions about the research should you feel the
need. I will be happy to answer any questions you may have related to the research or explain
anything in greater detail. Anyone participating in this research may refuse to answer a
question or withdraw from the interview without consequence. Each participant will receive a
$10 gift card from Tim Hortons at the end of interview.
The literature within the field of high school students with learning disabilities describes
studies of students’ experiences in higher education and the factors that guide them to be
successful. However, little research was found regarding the experiences of high school
students with learning disabilities. Importantly, there is no research available concerning the
voice of high school students with learning disabilities in Prince Edward Island. As a part of
this research, I will use a digital voice recorder to record interviews. Each student will be
asked to share some of the barriers and challenges they may have experienced while
attending high school due to being diagnosed with a learning disability. The interview will
take approximately 60 minutes.
In any articles I write, or any presentations I make, I will use pseudonyms (fake names) for
the student, and I will not reveal the high school the students attend. I am requesting
permission to use quotes for direct reference as appropriate. In order to maintain
confidentiality, all digital audio recordings, transcriptions, and notes will be stored in a
locked cabinet in my residence during the research process. Participants will receive a copy
of transcription for review and to verify the accuracy. The transcript accurately reflects what
your child said in the interview. Your child will have an opportunity to add, alter, and delete
information from the transcripts as appropriate. I will be the only person with access to the
student’s identity. The original data will be kept until the completion of the research study
following which they will be destroyed. All the original data will be kept five years after the
research study published, then all the original data will be destroyed.
One of the benefits of participating in this study is when the study’s results are published you
will have an opportunity to explore more about other high school student’s experiences. The
published study’s results may lead to some improvements in students’ academic and social
lives. Moreover, you may explore the significance of the student’s own voice in order to learn
more about learning disabilities. This study also helps educators gain understanding into
experiences of students with learning disabilities, which may lead to valuable changes in
teaching practice in high schools and higher education settings.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (647) 996-7957 or at
lililiu@upei.ca. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. Carolyn Thorne at
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cmthorne@upei.ca, or (902) 566-7022. Finally, if you have any concerns regarding the
ethics of this study, you can contact the UPEI Research Ethic Board at REB@upei.ca or by
calling (902)-620-5104.
Name of Participant: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------Pseudonym: --------------------------------------------------------------------Address: -------------------------------------------------------------------------Phone number: -----------------------------------------------------------------Email: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------The time at which I prefer to be called: ------------------------------------Please check YES if you agree with these statement; check NO if you disagree.
YES NO Statements
I agree my child to participate in this study.
I understand that I and my child are free to withdraw from this study at
any time without any consequence.
I understand that my child’s identity will remain confidential.
I wish to have my child’s interview audio taped.
I wish to have my child’s transcript of the interview.
I understand my child will have an opportunity to add, alter, and delete
information from the transcripts as appropriate.
I understand that the transcript accurately reflects what my child said in
her/his personal interview.
I understand that these quotations will be attributed to a pseudonym and
not my child’s real name.
I wish to receive a summary report at the conclusion of the study.

Signature of participant’s parent/guardian: -----------------Thank you very much. Your child’s participation is greatly appreciated!
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Appendix F2
Topic: The Voices of High School Students with Learning Disabilities: Focusing on
Challenges and Barriers, and Supports
Date:
Dear students:
My name is Lili Liu, and I am a student in the Master of Education program in Leadership in
Learning at University of Prince Edward Island in the Faculty of Education. My supervisor is
Dr. Carolyn Thorne. I am inviting high school students diagnosed with learning disabilities to
participate in a research study. Involvement in the study is entirely voluntary and you have
the choice of whether you participate or not. This form is designed to explain my study, and I
encourage you to ask questions about the research. I will be happy to answer any questions
you may have related to the research or explain anything in greater detail. Anyone
participating in this research may refuse to answer a question or withdraw from the interview
without consequence. Each participant will receive a $10 gift card from Tim Hortons at the
end of interview.
The literature within the field of high school students with learning disabilities describes
studies of students’ experiences in higher education and the factors that guide them to be
successful. However, little research was found regarding the experiences of high school
students with learning disabilities. Importantly, there is no research available concerning the
voice of high school students with learning disabilities in Prince Edward Island. As a part of
this research, I will use a digital voice recorder to record interviews. Each student will be
asked to share some of the barriers and challenges they may have experienced while
attending high school due to being diagnosed with a learning disability. The interview will
take approximately 60 minutes.
In any articles I write, or any presentations I make, I will use pseudonyms (fake names) for
you, and I will not reveal the high school the students attend. I am requesting permission to
use quotes for direct reference as appropriate. In order to maintain confidentiality, all digital
audio recordings, transcriptions, and notes will be stored in a locked cabinet in my residence
during the research process. Participants will have a copy of transcription for review and to
verify the accuracy. The transcript accurately reflects what you said in the interview. You will
have an opportunity to add, alter, and delete information from the transcripts as appropriate. I
will be the only person with access to your identity. The original data will be kept until the
completion of the research study following which they will be destroyed. All the original data
will be kept five years after the research study published, then all the original data will be
destroyed.
One of the benefits of participating in this study is when the study’s results are published you
may have an opportunity to explore what your real experience was during the learning
process, which may offer some possible suggestions for improvements in students’ academic
and social lives. Moreover, you may realize the significance of your voice in order for others
to learn more about learning disabilities. This study also helps educators gain understanding
into experiences of students with learning disabilities, which may lead to valuable changes in
teaching practice in high schools and higher education settings.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at (647) 996-7957 or at
lililiu@upei.ca. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. Carolyn Thorne at
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cmthorne@upei.ca, or (902) 566-7022. Finally, if you have any concerns regarding the
ethics of this study, you can contact the UPEI Research Ethic Board at REB@upei.ca or by
calling (902)-620-5104.
Name of Participant: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------Pseudonym: --------------------------------------------------------------------Address: -------------------------------------------------------------------------Phone number: -----------------------------------------------------------------Email: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------The time at which I prefer to be called: ------------------------------------Please check YES if you agree with these statement; check NO if you disagree.
YES NO Statement
I agree to participate in this study.
I understand that I am free to withdraw from this study at any time without
any consequence.
I understand that my identity will remain confidential.
I wish to have my interview audio taped.
I wish to have my a transcript of the interview.
I understand I will have an opportunity to add, alter, and delete
information from the transcripts as appropriate.
I understand that the transcript accurately reflects what I said in my
personal interview.
I understand that these quotations will be attributed to a pseudonym and
not my real name.
I wish to receive a summary report at the conclusion of the study.

Signature of participant: -----------------------------------------------------------------------Thank you very much. Your participation is greatly appreciated!
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Record of Course Adaptation (form A)
Student’s Name:

School:

Course:

Grade:

Teacher:

Year:

Adaptation: A documented process that allows a student with special needs to participate in a
prescribed curriculum (course) with changes in format, instruction strategies and/or assessment
procedures that retain the learning outcomes of the curriculum. This adaptation may include
alternate formats, instructional strategies and/or assessment procedures. Full credit will be
granted for such courses but adaptations used will be documented and kept on file.
Please select or write in the adaptation(s) for this student in this course.
__ Extra time allotted to complete word tests
__ Taped notes
__ Photocopied notes
__ Summary sheets from Resource
__ Allowance for spelling errors
__ Calculator allowed for computations
__ Homework/notebook checked
__ Assist with organization of notes/binders
__ Quantity of assignments reduced
__ Augmentative communication
__ In-class time to begin assignments
__ Re-reading and interpretations of questions

__ Exams in Resource - interpretation
__ Exams in Resource - partial dictation
__ Oral testing
__ Different format for tests
__ Re-evaluation of tests given
__ Options for evaluation - eliminate some questions
__ Peer tutoring
__ Clarification of instructions, terms, vocabulary, concepts
__ Provide formulae, key words, symbols to alleviate
memory difficulties
__ Choice in student response
__ Fewer homework questions

__ Assessments as member of a group
__ Information in more manageable chunks
— List of word families
— Access to core sight words

__ Assistive devices - technology
__ Preview of test content
— Graphic Organizers

Other Adaptations:
1.
2.
3.
4.
Principals’ Signature: ______________________________________________________________
Teacher’s Signature: ______________________________________________________________
Parent’s Signature: _______________________________________________________________
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Record of Course Adaptation (form B)
Student:

School:

Grade:

Year:

Adaptation: A documented process that allows a student with special needs to participate in a prescribed curriculum
(course) with changes in format, instruction strategies and/or assessment procedures that retain the learning
outcomes of the curriculum. This adaptation may include alternate formats, instructional strategies and/or assessment
procedures. Full credit will be granted for such courses but adaptations used will be documented and kept on file.
Teachers:
Language Arts
___ photocopied notes provided
___ fewer homework questions
___ length/quantity of written assignments reduced
___ credit for partial completion of assignments
___ extra time
___ spelling/mechanics error allowance
___ group assessment
___ word processor (include rough draft)
— list of onset/rimes
— audiobooks
Social Studies
___ photocopied notes provided
___ fewer homework questions
___ length of written assignments reduced
___ spelling/mechanics error allowance
___ extra time
___ study guide for tests
___ word list given for tests
___ group assessment
___ oral testing

Mathematics
___ manipulatives
___ multiplication chart allowed
___ calculator allowed
___ fewer problems
___ fewer homework questions
___ extra time
___ test retakes allowed
___ resource assistance with tests

Family Life
___ photocopied notes provided
___ fewer homework questions
___ length of written assignments reduced
___ spelling/mechanics error allowance
___ extra time
___ study guide for tests
___ word list given for tests

Other Adaptations:

Science
___ photocopied notes provided
___ fewer homework questions
___ length/quantity of written assignments reduced
___ spelling/mechanics error allowance
___ extra time
___ study guide for tests
___ word list given for tests
___ group assessment
___ oral testing

Support Services:

___ group assessment
___ oral testing
Parent:

________________________________________________________________

Subject Teacher(s):

________________________________________________________________

Student Services: _______________________________________________________________
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Appendix H

Student

Grade

Notice
Diagnosis
difficulty time

Diagnosis info

Kevin

10

Grade 2

Grade 6-7

Dyslexia (Reading disability)

Elizabeth

11

Grade 3

Grade 8

Reading and Writing
disabilities and ADHD

Emma

10

Grade 3

Grade 3

Olivia

12

Grade 3

Grade 10

Henry

11

Grade 6

Not sure

Math disability, ADHD, and
epilepsy
Dyscalculia (Math disability),
Anxiety, and Depression
Writing disability and ADHD

Kai

11

Grade 4

Grade 4

Liam

12

Grade 4

Grade 4

Lucas

12

Grade 1

Grade 5

Tom

11

Grade 1

Grade 5

Anna

12

Grade 2

Grade 11

Dyslexia (reading disability)
and Dysgraphia (writing
disability)
Writing disability and ADHD
Writing, math and reading
disabilities and ADHD
Reading and writing
disabilities
Dyslexia (reading disability),
anxiety, and depression

