
Specific Learning 
Disabilities and Inclusion

an overview of specific learning disabilities 
with an emphasis on reading within the 
context of a high school social studies 
classroom.



Defining “specific 
learning disability”

The Federal Government’s definition:

• as defined under 34 C.F.R. 300.7: a disorder in one or more of the basic 
psychological processes involved in understanding or using language, 
spoken or written, that may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, 
think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations, 
including perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, 
dyslexia, and developmental aphasia.

More specifically:

• the criteria for determining the existence of a SLD under §300.541(a)(2)(iv) 
& (v) include the finding that “a child has a severe discrepancy between 
achievement and intellectual ability” in areas of “basic reading skill” or 
“reading comprehension” (to name a few.)



Types of specific learning 
disabilities in reading

• There are two types of learning disabilities in reading:

• Basic: difficulty understanding the relationship 
between sounds, letters, and words

• Reading comprehension: inability to grasp the 
meaning of words, phrases, and paragraphs

Source: http://helpguide.org/mental/learning_disabilities.htm



What causes specific 
learning disabilities?

• “Experts do not know precisely what causes them.” 
However, they are thought to be disorders of the 
nervous system. There are a number of possible 
contributors, including:

• heredity

• problems during pregnancy and birth (drug use, etc.)

• incidents after birth (traumatic injury, abuse, etc.)

• often times, there does not appear to be one specific 
cause



Article Review: 
Help! I have kids who can’t read in my world history class!

What did they do?
“the author aimed to bring together strategies that researchers have investigated and shown to be effective...”

these strategies were divided into 3 categories: vocabulary, general strategy instruction, and study support

What did they find?
strategies for helping students with learning disabilities in the classroom...

• Vocabulary development

• keyword strategy: mnemonic construction with key words and pictures to help remember new vocabulary

• word identification: use the DISSECT approach (discussed in more detail on the recommendations page.)

• General strategy instruction

• partner reading: student pairs work together to read through passages, offer clarification, and ask 
clarifying questions 

• reciprocal teaching: comprised of prediction, question generation, summarization, and clarification; CSR 
(collaborative strategic reading) was also discussed as a positive solution

• peer tutoring: the PALS (peer-assisted learning strategies) technique combines partner reading and CSR 
where students predict what they will learn in the next passage of reading and continue to summarize 
their findings

• Study support

• Computerized study aids: come in a variety of forms, but some include teacher-prepared graphic 
organizers to help with note-taking

• self-monitoring checklist: use a teacher-created checklist to walk through problems areas in class work

 Source: McClanahan, B. (2009). Help! I have kids who can’t read in my world history class! Preventing School Failure, 53 (2), 105-122.



Article Review: 
Instructional Ideas for Social Studies Teachers of Inclusion Students

What did they do?
Studied how to “reach and teach” students with SLD

What did they find?

Some strategies to try:

• Alternative assignments: oral vs. written projects, changed testing environment, give more options for 
testing

• Guided notes: preparation is time consuming for the teacher, but help students who have a hard time 
keeping up in the classroom.

• Unit Organizers: provide an overview of the unit along with guided notes

• Instructional Aids: maps, fact tables, guided notes, atlases, & spelling dictionaries can be used to enhance 
student learning

• Cooperative Learning: small group work can allow students to use their strengths to succeed-the group 
composition must be carefully planned by the teacher to promote successful performance

• Reward effort: give praise and positive reinforcement for effort, not necessarily outcome.

Conclusion: 

Not all strategies will work for all students with learning disabilities. “Students will, however, recall the teacher 
who tried to reach them with alternative approaches, who tried to understand their frustration, and who tried to 
lead them to experience the diverse community in the social studies classroom.”

McFarland, J. (1998). Instructional ideas for social studies teachers of inclusion students. Social Studies, 89(4), 150-153.



Article Review: 
Teaching Social Studies to High School Students with 

Learning Problems
What did they do?

the author summarizes different categories of disabilities and suggests modifications regarding 
textbooks, writing, memory, organization, and instruction.

What did they find (specifically regarding reading)?

• Use textbook modifications like:

• supplementary readings (historical fiction, easier textbooks, websites) to clarify topics that may be 
difficult to understand from textbooks

• Discuss useful parts of the textbook, like how to use a glossary and appendixes and the importance of headings, 
sections, etc. because social studies books are often designed differently than most textbooks.

• Study guides can help clarify difficult material before students read. It is important for the teacher to explain their 
purpose, provide assistance, and model their use of the study guide.

• Overview reading strategies, including previewing the material, reading, and summarizing.

Steele, M. (2007). Teaching social studies to high school students with learning problems. Social Studies, 98 (2), 59-63.



Recommendations

Vocabulary Development and Reading Instruction
• keyword strategy: mnemonic construction with keywords and pictures to help remember a word. 
• DISSECT approach: discover the context, isolate the prefix, separate the suffix, say the stem, 

examine the stem, check with someone, try the dictionary
• word study

• fluency

• vocabulary

• comprehension

• motivation	

Pros of inclusion:
•research has suggested that students with 
learning disabilities achieve more AND make more 
progress in an inclusive classroom than other 
learning disabled peers in non-inclusive settings.
•a greater number of students with mild SLD in 
inclusive settings had reading performance 
comparable to their general education peers, as 
opposed to other students with mild SLD educated 
in resource settings.

Cons of inclusion:
•teachers lack the time that it takes to give 
additional instruction, and the time to make 
additional plans for individual students with 
special needs
•many teachers lack the necessary training in 
working with students with learning disabilities
•students with special needs may not feel 
comfortable receiving different treatment



Recommendations
Instructional Strategies
•direct instruction: involves teacher-directed, skills-oriented small group instruction by teachers using 
carefully articulated lesson plans with smaller units.
•partner reading: student pairs work together to read through passages, offer clarification, and ask 
questions
•reciprocal teaching: comprised of prediction, question generation, summarization, and clarification
•collaborative strategic reading (CSR): prediction, vocabulary, main idea, summarization
•peer-assisted learning strategies (PALS): combines partner reading with CSR where students predict 
what they will learn in the next passage of reading and continue to summarize their findings
•peer tutoring
•alternative assignments
•instructional aids
•cooperative learning
•reward effort
•textbook modifications: supplemental reading, historical fiction, graphic novels, websites)
•tie-ins to previous knowledge
•target instruction for what good readers do (identify narrative, tap prior knowledge)
•teach cognitive strategies like self-monitoring, self-questioning, cooperative learning for task 
engagement
•explicit instruction & overt strategy instruction

auditory and language development strategies have a greater impact on reading comprehension skills of students 
with learning disabilities compared to visually question strategies involving self-instruction and paragraph 
restatements along with text-structure-based strategies yield the most significant outcomes.



Recommendations
Study support

• computerized study aids

• self-monitoring check-list

• guided notes

• unit organizers

• study guides

• graphic organizers

• discuss helpful parts of the book: show students where the glossary, index, 
and appendixes as well as chapter overviews and outlines are in the book 
and explain how they can be used

Other ideas for teachers:

• Assess the text for your students using the checklist to the right to 
determine if it is suitable for your students.

Evaluating a Text Source 
for Learners in the 

Content Areas 

____ 1. Is the text source appropriate 
for your objectives? 
____ 2. Are objectives stated, or are 
students clearly told what they are to 
learn from the text? 
____ 3. Does studentsʼ prior 
knowledge support comprehension of 
the content? 
____ 4. Is the readability of the text 
appropriate for the learners? 
____ 5. Is the vocabulary level 
appropriate for the students? Consider 
both domain-specific vocabulary and 
domain-general vocabulary. 
____ 6. Is information that is provided 
only from this text source something 
that the learners will need to 
independently comprehend? 
____ 7. Are there appropriate text-
based activities? 
____ 8. Are text supplements 
redundant or independent of the text 
content? 
____ 9. Is this text source 
commensurate with other sources that 
might be provided to either more- or 
less-able learners? 
____10. Is this text source interesting 
or motivating for the learners?



Applications
This project has reveled a number of ways in which I as the teacher can help students with learning disabilities. 
Several options that I consider exceptionally important include the following:

• discussing helpful sections of the book to show students how to effectively use all their book, not just 
the readings. This means giving a “tour” of the text by explaining the glossary and index and how they can 
help.  Explaining other features of the text would also be beneficial-many social studies texts include 
important bold vocabulary terms or phrases; there might be a word bank at the beginning of the chapter 
with the location of these terms; chapter outlines and overviews can also help students understand what 
they are learning and what to expect.

• using unit organizers or study guides will be a great help. These resources provide students with an idea 
of what the next unit of work will cover and helps provide contextual knowledge. In the same way, study 
guides can help students shape their study habits or give them specific details to look for.

• modifying textbook materials can be of great value. Of course, students will be supplied with a textbook. 
However, it may be necessary to supplement the textbook readings with outside sources. One of the 
easiest and most effective would be a website with specific information that is easy to read and 
aesthetically pleasing. Graphic novels, comics, and short readings may also help provide the students with 
additional information and context for the text. I would also consider using historical fiction as a means to 
encouraging students to read, but the reading may be a bit more engaging to them. 

• reading is still a vital part of learning, so using methods like collaborative strategic reading is one thing I 
will use in my classroom. By intentionally putting certain students together, I can use them to help one 
another through the process of reading to understand concepts and topics.

• finally, it seems like it would be helpful to provide instruction on what good readers do, or helpful tips for 
comprehension. There are a number of strategies and checklists out there, and I would need to find one 
that I like best. Having brief, written instructions on hand or posted somewhere in the classroom can help 
struggling students remember the steps to making their reading more meaningful.
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