APSC AAOQ Essay 288: Understanding Specific Learning Disabilities and

Their Management

Learning disabilities have been recognized for more than a century, but only in 1886 did
William Pringle Morgan formally describe a case of congenital word blindness, now known as
dyslexia. Later, in 1962, Samuel Kirk coined the term ‘learning disabilities’ to encompass a
range of neurobehavioral disorders that manifest as difficulties in reading, writing, and
mathematical abilities. Specific Learning Disabilities (SpLD) include dyslexia (reading
difficulty), dysgraphia (writing difficulty), and dyscalculia (difficulty with mathematical
concepts). These conditions occur despite conventional instruction, normal intelligence, and

adequate opportunities for learning.

Types of Specific Learning Disabilities

1. Dyslexia: The most common learning disability, dyslexia, is characterized by unexpected
difficulties in reading among children who possess normal intelligence, motivation, and
learning opportunities. Children with dyslexia may read slowly, mispronounce words,
confuse similar-looking letters, and struggle with copying from the board.

2. Dysgraphia: This condition affects writing skills. Children with dysgraphia may produce
illegible handwriting, use incorrect pressure while writing, and struggle with spacing
between words and sentences.

3. Dyscalculia: A condition characterized by difficulties in understanding numbers,
calculations, and mathematical logic. Children with dyscalculia may struggle with mental

arithmetic, confuse symbols, and rely heavily on counting with fingers.

Causes and Diagnosis

The exact cause of SpLD remains unknown, though research suggests genetic and
neurological factors. Dyslexia, for example, is associated with disruption in left hemispheric

brain function and increased activation in the frontal region. Early diagnosis is critical in
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preventing academic failure and emotional distress.

ldentifying SpLD in preschool children is challenging, with conclusive diagnosis possible only
by ages 8-9. Red flag signs for dyslexia include language delays, difficulty recognizing

rhyming words, and a family history of learning disabilities.

Multidisciplinary Assessment of SpLD

A thorough evaluation of a child suspected of having SpLD requires a team of specialists,

including:

» Paediatric Neurologists: To rule out medical conditions such as hypothyroidism, lead
poisoning, or cerebral palsy.

= Counsellors: To assess environmental factors affecting learning.

= Clinical Psychologists: To conduct intelligence tests and rule out intellectual
disabilities.

= Special Educators: To assess academic achievement in reading, writing, and
mathematics.

» Child Psychiatrists: To diagnose comorbid conditions such as Attention Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or depression.

Management Strategies
The management of SpLD involves remedial education, accommodations, and counseling.
1. Remedial Education: An individualized educational plan (IEP) is designed to strengthen

a child’s learning capabilities. Specialized teaching methods, such as phonics-based

instruction for dyslexia or multi-sensory approaches for dyscalculia, are effective.
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2. Accommodations: To help children cope in mainstream schools, accommodations such
as allowing extra time for exams, exemption from spelling errors, and using technological
aids (e.g., computers with spell checkers) are provided.

3. Counseling and Guidance: Emotional and psychological support is essential to help

children with SpLD build confidence and cope with academic challenges.

Conclusion

With early identification, appropriate remedial education, and supportive accommodations,
children with SpLD can successfully complete mainstream education. The effectiveness of
interventions depends on the severity of disability, the age at which support begins, and the
presence of associated emotional problems. A well-structured support system involving
parents, teachers, and specialists can empower children with SpLD to reach their full

potential.
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