Part one

What Are Learning Disabilities?
What Are Learning Disabilities?
Learning disabilities (LDs) are very common – an estimated 5-10 percent of Canadians
have LDs, and approximately 50% of students receiving special education have LDs.
However, learning disabilities are not widely understood. This confusion has much to do
with the fact that LDs are very diverse and complicated disabilities. We hope that this
package helps clarify the nature of LDs and how learning is affected by them.
What Are Learning Disabilities?
“Learning Disabilities” refers to a variety of disorders that affect the acquisition, retention,
understanding, organization, or use of information. This information is not only academic
information – LDs can affect any information: social information, physical information, and
verbal information.
These disorders result from impairments in one or more psychological processes* related
to learning, and affect specific areas of learning in one person, rather than all areas. People
with LDs have average (or greater) abilities for thinking and reasoning.
Learning disabilities range in severity and interfere with the acquisition and use of one or
more of the following important skills:
Oral language (e.g., listening, speaking, understanding)
Reading (e.g., decoding, comprehension)
Written language (e.g., spelling, written expression)
Mathematics (e.g., computation, problem solving)
Organization (e.g., planning, follow-through) Social
Skills (e.g., social perception, interaction)
Dyslexia and Other LDs You May Have Heard Of
Certain specifically named learning disabilities, like dyslexia, are more widely understood than
others; but as we learn more about LDs, these catch-all categories come to matter less than
the specific manifestations of a person’s LDs.
Learning disabilities can appear in any number of combinations, and to greater and lesser
degrees: LDs are complicated! Don’t be surprised if you find different explanations of the
categories of LDs online and elsewhere. This definition was written to be wide enough to
encompass this great variety.
* these processes are explained on the second page of this article
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