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ABSTRACT 

Issues from the field of learning disabilities and the field of educa

tion in general which impact the learning disabled individual are dis

cussed as they relate to research with learning disabled adolescents 

and young adults . Based on this knowledge of the context in which the 

LD adolescent is required to function, a research model that allows 

a commitment to programmatic research leading to the va l idation of 

interventions as well as the generation and investigation of new re

search questions is presented. Critical questions within the three 

research areas of the Institute epidemiology, intervention, and 

generalization-- are di scussed as they relate to this research model. 



A MODEL FOR CONDUCTING RESEARCH 
WITH LEARNING DISABLED ADOLESCENTS AND YOUNG ADULTS 

Learning disabilities is a discipline which at this time is 
focusing on a number of researchable problems that must be addressed 
through programmatic research procedures. As Cruickshank (1977) 
pointed out, the field of learning disabilities 11 possesses an 
inadequate research base 11 (p. 58). It is also widely misunderstood 
among researchers in related fields as synonymous with 11 educational 
remediation in general 11 (p. 59) . In addition, he stated, 11 there are 
absolutely no adequate data of either an epidemiological or demo
graphic nature to provide a base for adequate programming 11 (p. 61) . 
The absence of such data 11 Continues the basis for confusion in state 
and federal legislative houses 11 (p. 61). Without agreeing with each 
point of his indictment, many professional persons working in the 
field might agree with Cruickshank 1 s opinion that 11 the status of 
learning disabilities in the public schools of this nation is one of 
educational catastrophe 11 (p. 64). Cruickshank 1 s strongly worded 
summary of his vi ew of the field of learning disabilities suggests 
several practical issues for research. 

First, researchers who would employ learni ng disabled students 
as subjects are fo rced to select from among a variety of definitions 
used by state departments of education, few of which include specific 
operational criteria. In a fie ld that has enjoyed a decade of remark
able development in terms of teacher training and provision of a 
continuum of public school programs, it is not expected that the 
fundamental issue of definition should remain. Yet the continuinq 
search for explicit criteria in a useful and commonly accepted defini
tion is the foremost research opportunity as the status of learning 
disabilities is assessed at the present time . 

A second problem, closely related to the f irst , is that pragmatic 
approaches to research on interventions for the learning disabled are 
hampered by the high incidence figures resulting f rom non-operational 
definitions. Using the classification of learning disabilities for 
underachievers in general, or even for those learners who are not 
achieving in a single academic subject, has rendered research on 
methodology virtually useless. Who are the learners for whom a speci
fice method or material or service delivery system may be said to be 
effective? The failure of generalizability of many research findings 
can be directly traced to problems of definition and prevalence. The 
state of the art which confronts the researcher who would address 
relevant issues in the field of learning disabilities might be summa
rized in the words of \~allace (1976): 11 There is little chance that 
problems associated with who should teach, and what should be taught, 
will ever be settled if there is no aareement on who should be 
taught 11 (p. 60). -



Any discussion of research directions to be taken by an institute 
devoted to investigations of learning disabilit ies, then, must begin 
with an overview of relevant research opportunities in identification . 
Although a review of the literature can yield dozens of unanswered 
questions (Mercer, Forgnone, and Walking, 1976), the relevant ques
tions for The University of Kansas Institute for Research in Learni ng 
Disabilities are those which relate to ident ification issues surround
ing the adolescent. Examination of 88 definitions (Fass, 1976) , which 
have evolved since the term was coined i n 1962, failed to yield 
references to age factors in defining learning disabilities, yet an 
analysis of the literature reveals a growing awareness that 11 the 
emphasis on both early identification and secondary programming might 
establish chronological age as crucial to a functional definition of 
L.D. '' (Mercer et al., 1976). The implication here that a single 
definition may not apply to both elementary and secondary students 
is a challenginq one. Investigations of characteristics associated 
with young learning disabled children have not established that ado
lescents share the same attributes. In contrast, there is consider
able anecdotal evidence to suggest that learning disabi liti es are 
qualitatively different as manifested by the adolescent (Hagin, 1971; 
Siegel, 1974). The question of how a disability may vary as a func 
tion of age is critical. 

Equally critical to the field is the question of whether the 
secondary learning disabled population can be identified by presentl y 
available instruments. Alternatives to the strict criteria of cut
off points on psychometric measures have been investigated by Deshler 
and Alley (1977), who found that Bayesian procedures using probabil ity 
weightings for f i ve component disabil ities could distinguish secondary 
learning disabled students. Deshler and Alley have also designed a 
checklist for use by regular classroom teachers based on the same 
probability ratios. Projected studies using these techniques offer 
promise of providing identification procedures feasible in public 
schools . 

Although there have been a variety of changes in emphasis regard
ing characteristics considered to be central to the concept of 
specific learning disability, extant definitions remain centered upon 
attributes of the learner alone and, thus, focus upon intrinsic 
behavioral or cognitive causes of disability (Mercer et al, 1976 ) . A 
promisi ng area of research wi thin the field is suggested by this 
commonality among definitions and by recent studies involving a 
clinical teaching or interaction assessment of the learner's status 
(Lerner, 1976). Haring (1974) is among those who have acknowledged 
the need for assessing interactions among conditions surrounding the 
learner and the interface between learner variables and the task that 
is being undertaken. 

Intervention studies with adolescents offer unlimited research 
opportunities. There are few materials or curriculum guides for ado
lescents (Wiederhol t and McNutt, 1977} and available reports of 
response to instruction are anecdotal (Siegel, 1974). Although they 
are not described in the literature as mutual ly exclusive, three 
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distinguishable orientations have emerged for approaching the teaching 
of basic academic skills to the secondary learning disabled student. 
What might be called the traditional orientation is that of a basic 
remediation approach to building academic skills (Goodman & Mann, 
1976). The assumption underlying this approach is that materials for 
content-area instruction should be modified to match the learner's 
reading or mathematics skills level, so that skills mastery, rather 
than intellectual functioning level, dictates the level of content 
materials. A second orientation is to specify and teach those compe
tencies which are functional in terms of economics and educational 
success and to teach them directly to the learning disabled adolescent 
as tools for school and post-school adjustment (Wiederholt, 1976). 

The third option is a learning strategies model (Alley & Deshler, 
1979) that advocates teaching information storage and retrieval pro
cedures which cut across content areas to provide means for learning 
any academic subject matter. Included in this approach are strategies 
which have been tested empirically and proven successful, such as 
verbal mediation (Whimbey, 1976), clustering (Winne, Hauck, & Moore, 
1975), visual imagery (Lesgold, McCormick, & Golinkoff, 1975), and 
scanning (Egeland, 1974). Other types of problem solving methods 
subsumed under the learning strategies approach are yet to be tested 
with learning disabled students. This approach has the advantage of 
being consistent with the average or above average intellectual func
tioning of the learning disabled student. 

Investigations of the learning strategies approach include stu
dies of problem solving in arithmetic (Lee, 1977) and reading (Warner, 
1977) in addition to a study of monitoring skills across content ·areas 
(Deshler, Ferrell, & Kass, 1978). The focus of such studies is upon 
the mainstreamed adolescent since all secondary learning disabilities 
programs surveyed by Deshler, Lowrey, & Alley (1979) involved some 
type of integration and the use of adopted texts. 

Because problems in the area of reading have tended to constitute 
the major academic skills problem of learning disabled students 
(Abrams, 1976 ; Lerner, 1976) and because reading disability i s highly 
correlated with dropping out of school (Artley, 1968) and court con
tact (Murray, 1977), the question of reading status of the LD adoles
cent is crucial . Attempts to define literacy in terms of a specific 
instructional reading level have proved futile because of the number 
of variables involved, yet attempts have been made to establish types 
of reading competency for secondary students (Alley & Deshler, 1979 ) 
on the basis of reading levels below grade three or between grades 
three and six . Since reading comprehension i s the crux of a secondary 
academic program (Strang, 1967 ), interventions in this area should be 
undertaken. A related question of current research interest is the 
role of language learning as related to reading and writing skills 
(Wiig & Semel, 1975; Moran & Byrne, 1977) . 

The relati onship of reading problems and other specific disabil
ities to dropping out of school and contact with the courts is 
currently a topic of research interest (Murray , 1977). The number of 
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juvenile delinquents who are also learning disabled has been reported 
as 25 percent of the adjudicated population (Congressional Record~ 
March 7, 1977). Because an estimated 700,000 young people each year 
leave secondary schools before they graduate (Anderson, 1970), inter
ventions which take place outside the school settings are also 
relevant to learning disabled adolescents. 

Teaching family models such as Achievement Place (Kirigin~ 
Phillips, Timbers, Fixsen, & Wolf, 1977) for pre-delinquents or those 
in contact with the courts have been influential in the literature 
on home-style rehabilitation and group treatment. A series of related 
approaches to improving conduct and academic performance through inter
ventions carried out in the home have been reported by Schumaker~ 
Hovell, and Sherman (1977). Such intervention strategies address 
themselves to the realities of the total life setting for the learning 
disabled adolescent (Braukmann~ Kirigin~ & Wolf, 1976). The sociolo
gical perspective toward learning disabilities advocated by Kronick 
(1976) offers a number of opportunities for investigations of inter
actions between the learning disabled adolescent and the many communi
cation and learning settings in which he is expected to function 
(Siegel, 1974). 

An emerging concern, for those whose focus for the learning dis
abled adolescent is post-high school functioning, is career education. 
As it is defined in the literature associated with learning disabili
ties, career education is seen as much broader than vocational prepar
ation for a specific job. Recent literature has moved away from the 
concept of narrow vocational training for learning disabled youth~ 
but there are many unanswered questions about the range of occupa
tional options which can realistically be offered to them as well as 
the roles of "type" and "severity" of disability, progress in acade
mics, and parental expectations (Kronick, 1976) . 

ln addition to the many factors which must be taken into account 
within the field of learning disabilities, systematic research efforts 
must take into consideration the many school and societal influences 
that affect learning disabled youth. The nine issues proposed by the 
National Society for the Study of Education as crucial to secondary 
schools must be taken into account (Van Til, 1976). Other concerns 
emerge from a review of the literature on secondary schools. The 
proliferation of action schools and alternative schools (Haworth~ 
1976) will have an effect on secondary education. Competency testing 
for exit from high school is a trend which undoubtedly will affect 
the learning disabled adolescent. Changes in the juveni l e justice 
system also have implications for learning disabled youth. 

Research on the learning disabled adolescent takes place, then, 
not only within the current i ssues in this area of special education, 
but also within the larger framework of trends in secondary education 
and in society. To as sure attention to the complexity of educational 
and societal trends impacting the LD adolescent, a research model has 
been designed to illustrate the process followed by the University 
of Kansas Institute for Research in Learning Disabilities to assure 
relationships among research activi t ies. 
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Pl"oces s Res ea-rc"h Mocfe 1 

Two requirements are central to the purposes of the Institute. 
These are: (a) the commitment to programmatic research designs 
leading to validation of interventions and (b) the generative function 
of identifying new research questions and adding to the existing body 
of knowledge on learning disabled individuals. Figure 1 represents 
the process model to be employed. 

Philosophy 

In recent years, spurred by a heightened national concern for 
equity, there has emerged a recognition that the handicapped deserve 
(and legally must be afforded) rights and opportunities equivalent to 
those enjoyed by all other American citizens. Previous federal legis
lation, progress made at the state level and in the courts, as well as 
the comprehensive nature of PL 94-142 have developed a solid foundation 
upon which improvements in educational opportunities for the handi
capped can be built. 

The learning disabled adolescent stands to benefit from these 
advancements as much as other handicapped individuals. However, there 
is a significant set of problems confronting the adolescent with 
learning disabilities that may make the goal of independent functioning 
within the regular classroom and adjustment to the world of work 
particularly difficult to achieve. Among the problems to be considered 
in meeting the needs of the LD adolescent relative to identification 
.and intervention concerns are the following: 

1. Learning disability in adolescent populations is more than 
just a school related problem. Many adolescents with learning 
disabilities are found in nonschool environments and, thus, 
identification and intervention efforts must be comprehensive 
to address the entire scope of the presenting problem. 

2. The major emphasis of resources and research with LD popula
tions has tended to focus at the young ages; consequently, 
there is a limited set of knowledge relative to identifying 
characteristics, identification procedures and intervention 
methodologies to draw upon concerning the LD adolescent. 

3. The problems manifested by the LD adolescent include not only 
the typical cognitive factors but also those factors along 
personal and social dimensions. 

4. The American culture is becoming increasingly complex and 
every changing. Technology, mobility, and demands for 
increased competence (often measured by state-sanctioned 
competency exams for basic skills) add additional require
ments for successful adjustment by the LD adolescent. 
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The success with which these problems are addressed will depend 
upon a clear delineation of learner attributes and development of 
successful intervention strategies. A significant factor in address
ina the needs of the LD adolescent can be educational research and 
development. While research and development will not be the sole 
determinant of progress on behalf of the LD adolescent, it can make 
a substantial contribution through an insistence upon rigor in the 
formulation of problems and explanations as well as in the systematic 
collection of empirical evidence. 

The primary mission of this Institute is to conduct research 
designed to produce practical, effective , and cost-efficient identi
fication procedures and interventions for LD adolescents . A key 
function of the Institute is to coordinate research projects and 
resources. The Process Research ·Mo.del (.see Figure 1} is applied to 
insure that research is conducted in a systematic fashion. ·This model, 
adapted from Bl ackhurst (1977), is designed to promote a continual 
interface among all research activities within the Institute as well as 
to insure that key areas of research receive approximately equal 
attention and that they are conducted in concert with other research 
in the Institute. The eight major components of the Process Model are 
described below. 

Components 

Research Monitoring and Communication. As research progresses 
at each point of the process model, joint planning of research by 
relevant members of the research staff is necessary. Such planning 
requires intensive communication of information to researchers working 
at every point in the research model . In some cases the same persons 
are working at various points in the model. However, this i s not 
always the case so maintaining processes for planning and information 
exchange is a critical aspect of the overall research process. Addi
tional monitoring and communication functions involve apportionment 
of support to functions at various points in the model and mediation 
of conflicts among persons who may be working at different points in 
the model. 

Population Identification. A major issue confronting profes
sionals in the field of learning disabilities centers on isolating 
the learner characteristics which differentiate adolescents with 
learning disabilities from their non-handicapped peers. The problem 
is complicated by the lack of agreement on which learner character
istics or constellation of characteristics constitute a diagram of 
learning disabilities and the degree of severity or deficit associated 
with learning disabilities. Resolution of this problem is a necessary 
condition for future progress in remediation and/ or prescription. 

Since Kirk (1962) suggested the term learning disabilities (LD) 
there has been an onslaught of definitions, characteristics, and 
measures to identify LD persons. Confusion and di vision among 
professionals and parents has resulted. The federal government 
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recognized this problem and directed USOE-BEH to: (a) provide a 
definition of LD, (b) list characteristics of LD persons, and (c) 
identify procedures to identifyLD individuals. Regulations to meet 
this legislative mandate were distributed on November 29, 1977 and 
subsequent public hearings have suggested that the issue is still not 
resolved. The Institute staff is investigating the degree and extent 
to which the eight characteristics provided by USOE-BEH are associated 
within the LD adolescent population. Other cognitive, affective, and 
psychomotor variables that have been associated with LD but are 
excluded in the USOE-BEH listing are also being investigated. The 
LD identification formula provided by USOE-BEH has come under attack 
by professionals. Several members of the Institute are considering 
the USOE-BEH procedure as well as several others to determine their 
relative merits. These identification studies are being undertaken 
in a vareity of both in-school and out-of-school settings. 

Specification and Classification of Objectives. Public Law 
91-230 suggests in general terms the intervention objectives for 
learning disabled individuals. The suggested objectives involve 
improved ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell and do 
mathematical calculations. However, for specific interventions a 
further delineation of objectives is required. These objectives 
must be tailored to fit the student population and the particular 
setting in which the intervention is to be conducted. Four basic 
procedures are being used to specify and develop important objectives 
for intervention. The first procedure involves a careful review of 
literature concerning the critical . problems of adolescents with 
learning disabilities. The second procedure involves interviewing 
learning disabled adolescents and the significant persons in their 
lives (teachers, parents, peers, work supervisors, etc. ) to determine 
what they consider to be the important problems. The third procedure is 
direct observation of adolescents with learning disabilities as they 
perform in critical natural situations such as the classroom, home, 
work, and recreational activities. When available, standardized tests 
are also used to isolate critical deficits. 

The first two procedures are used to identify gross objectives 
for populations of adolescents with devel opmental disabilities. 
Direct observation and testing are procedures which further refine 
the objectives for individual adolescents in specific intervention 
settings. These measures also serve as a validity check on the 
objectives as derived from interviews with significant persons. When 
a number of possible objectives for intervention have been identified 
these obj ectives are given priority weightings according to (a ) their 
congruence with the official objectives implied by PL 91-230, (b) 
their importance to the persons directly involved, and (c) the 
severity of the deficit as indicated by observations and testing. 

After the objectives have been selected and gi ven priority wei ght.s 
the research staff will identify, select, and develop measures to 
evaluate the effectiveness of interventions in achieving behavi or 
objectives. No doubt, some of the measures will be the same 8easures, 
or modifications of measures , which were used in selecting the 
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objectives. However, other measures will need to be obtained that 
are more directly related to the specific intervention being used. 
In some cases no appropriate procedures for evaluation exist. When 
this is true, evaluation procedures will be developed by measurement 
and intervention specialists on the research staff. 

Selection or Development of Interventions. Interventions stu
died within the context of the Institute necessarily began with 
decisions concerning the content of the interventions. Such decisions 
were based on prior research and clinical experience as well as on 
well-specified objectives. 

The examination of intervention options has taken into account 
the findings reported in the literature concerning learning disabili
ties and intervention attempts . In addition to surveying relevant 
journal articles and books, those researchers selecting or developing 
intervention strategies have reviewed the products and activities of 
pertinent federal and state agency funded research and demonstration 
projects as well as university departments of special education. 

Options are also directly examined via research within the 
Institute context. Some research is designed to study and compare 
intervention processes and components. For example, several inter
vention processes are compared on a variety of dimensions in order to 
facilitate decisions on which processes should be incorporated into 
larger intervention strategies. Other research is designed to compare 
existing overall strategies to determine which, if any, produce signi
ficant effects. The effective strategies are then further exami ned 
to determine important component processes. Information thus gathered 
on individual and groupings of processes is useful in designing and 
implementing intervention strategies. 

The designers of interventions also make decisions concerning 
what curriculum methods and materials to employ or adapt and in what 
setting(s) the intervention should be implemented. As stated above, 
these decisions are made taking into account: (a) surveys of existing 
literature and intervention efforts, (b) the results of comparative 
Institute research, and (c) the objectives identified for the specific 
individuals to be treated. In addition, several specific criteria 
are employed in the selection or development process . One selection 
criterion is the probable generality of the proposed intervention (and 
research), i.e., its judged relationship to theory, principles, and 
broader applications. A second criterion is its probable effective
ness in changing behavior. Other important criteria include the 
probable cost-efficiency of the intervention, the practicality of the 
intervention (i.e., could it be readily used in school or existing 
relevant social settings), and the extent to which the interventi on 
is likely to satisfy the various consumers of the intervention 
including the student, his or her parents, and the teacher(s) involved. 
Any intervention that does not produce consumer satisfact ion i s 
likely to be of limited utility. 
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The application of important effectiveness and practicality 
criteria is faci 1 ita ted by 1 iterature and agency surveys and by well
designed background research. This approach should result in the 
choice of appropri ate interventions for further study, refinement, 
and dissemination. 

Implement Selected Interventions. Once the objectives have been 
selected, the 1nterventions prepared, and the setting selected, the 
interventions are implemented. Despite all the careful planning and 
advanced preparation with personnel in the intervention setting, major 
tasks still remain. These tasks involve communicating the exact 
nature of the intervention to be implemented and obtaining permission 
from agencies, parents, and students for implementing the interven
tion procedures . Once these entry tasks are accomplished, the inter
vention agents (students, parents, teachers} must be trained. This 
training may be extensive, including presenting formal written and 
oral materials, modeling a procedure, role playing, and monitoring 
the intervention agent as he or she executes the intervention . When 
intervention agents have been trained, monitoring throughout the 
intervention is maintained to determine if the procedures are carried 
out and to provide feedback to the researcher so that ineffective or 
adversive procedures may be modified. 

Evaluate Intervention. The Institute staff includes investiga
tors who have chosen a variety of research designs to study issues 
associ ated with LD. Some investigators are us i ng several group designs 
(Campbell & Stanley, 1973) to investigate specific research questions . 
Others are applying single-subject designs (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 
1968) in their studies . A t hird group has chosen a probablistic 
model (Bayesian) to design their i nvestigations. 

Cost effectiveness is built into the research designs described 
above. However, evaluation approaches specific to cost effectiveness 
are also included . One method popular among school administrators is 
PPBS. However, others exist includ ing systems analysis, cost-benefit 
analysis, performance contracting and the discrepancy model, to name 
several better- known approaches. 

It is also important to obtain consumer satisfact ion with any 
intervention. It is an assumed variable in most evaluations. Such 
information should be included. It can be obtained by interview, as 
the Delphi Techni que (.Cyphert & Gant, 1973) or by using the goal-free 
evaluation method (Scriven, 1973). 

Refine and Revise Interventions. The collecti on and analysis of 
evaluation data on implemented interventions indicates the quality of 
those interventions and allows functional decisions concerning 
whether the interventions should be continued, and if so, in what way 
they should be refined or revised . The importance of shaping programs 
and ·procedures on the basis of detailed feedback on prior efforts has 
been emphasized i n t he applied research and dissemination literature 
in such diverse fields as education, agriculture, and medicine 
(Havelock, 1969) . Sensitive evaluation systems should pr ovide data 

9 



on the basis of which revisions and refinements of interventions can be 
carried out and in addition should permit feedback on the degree to 
which the revisions and refinements improved the interventions (e.g., 
in regard to effectiveness, cost-efficiency, and consumer satisfaction). 

Dissemination . A major role in the Institute is the dissemination 
of methods and materials that are effective in teaching adolescents 
with learning disabilities . Persons working in the dissemination not 
only have an obligation to disseminate but also to consult with and 
advise researchers at other points in the process model concerning 
the nature of materials and methods which are readily disseminated. 
If such advice is to be useful it must be based on sound evaluation of 
the dissemination process itself. Every attempt will be made in 
dissemination to describe not only the uses but also the l imitations 
or constraints on the use of products and methods. 

CONTENT MODEL 

The ultimate goal of the Institute research staff is to develop 
products to be used in a wide range of school and nonschool settings 
to alleviate the problem of adolescents with learning disabil iti es. 
A wide range of interrelated research activities contribute to the 
achievement of this goal. The content of these research activities 
generally involves three functions: (a) defining and describing the 
characteristics and epidemiological factors related to learning 
disabilities, (b) developing and implementing sound intervention pro
cedures, and (c) replicating and evaluating the generality of inter
ventions across different populations, settings , and content. In view 

· of the rather natural breakdown of functions, three critical research 
areas have been designated as shown in Figure 2. Researchers engage 
in a high degree of collaborative work and in many cases, a researcher 
functions across designated areas . Nevertheless, a breakdown into 
these areas is meaningful and allows assignment of responsi bilities 
so that the overall mission of the Institute may be accomplished . 
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Programmatic Research Areas 

. Epidemiological Studies . Institute investigation c.oncerns five 
areas of epidemiological studies. These areas address the issues of 
characteristics and identification procedures, the effect of learning 
disabilities on the performance of adolescents, factors that influence 
the degree of disability, and learner characteristics in relation to 
specific interventions. Emphasis is given to: 

1. Evaluating the existing method for defining and identifying 
learning disabled adolescents. The present definition of 
LD is overly general and serves social, economic, and 
political purposes . For a definition of a specific popula
tion to be useful to research teams, the definition must 
provide both objective and specific criteria. A group of 
Institute investigators is testing the current definition 
for its utility as a research definition. 

2. Developing a probability method for defining and identifying 
characteristics of the learning disabled adolescent. Investi
gative work has already begun to develop an objective com
ponent disability method (Alley, Deshler, & Warner, 1977; 
Deshler & Alley, 1977). The investigators are continuing to 
develop the component disability method to define and identify 
learning disabled adolescents for research and service pur
poses. 

3. Determining student characteristics related to the adolescent 
with learning disabilities. Issues associated with the effect 
of learning disabilities on the adolescent are being studied. 
It has been reported, for example, that dropping out of school 
and j uvenile delinquency are closely related to the incidence 
of learning disabilities. However, data to provide definitive 
support to this theory have not been provided. The goal of 
some investigators is to provide data-based evidence which 
objectively describes these relationships. 

4. Determining contextual factors that contribute to the dearee 
of disabilitv experienced by the learning disabled adolescent. 
The type and degree of handicapping condition varies for learn
ing disabled adolescents, particularly in terms of context. 
Some contexts accentuate disabilities, while others serve to 
conceal or minimize them. Attenti on is being given to the 
study of learning disabled adolescents in various contexts to 
determine which factors accentuate and minimize disabilities. 

5. Conducting clinical studies of the learning characteristics 
of the adolescent population cl assified as learning disabled. 
Simpl y to define and characterize learning disabilities is 
not sufficient to understand the complex interaction between 
learning disabilities and the acquisition, organization, and 
retrieval of information. Some investigators will direc t 
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efforts toward a better understanding of the learning disabled 
adolescent in various learning environments. Study results 
will provide intervention agents with knowledge of specific 
learning characteristics which form a basis for selection or 
design of appropriate interventJons . 

Intervention Studies. The Institute is directing a major portion 
of its resources and efforts to research designed to produce a system 
of interventions which will reduce the effects of learning disabili ties 
in adolescent populations. A major objective of research in this area 
is to identify intervention strategies that are administratively feasi
ble in school systems and nonschool settings. 

Intervention studies are being conducted along four dimensions . 
First, a set of studies has been designed to determine the effectiveness 
of different intervention methods, modes, and formats. These investi
gations study the vast array of possibilities currently available for 
providing interventions for the LD adolescent. The efficacy · of both 
traditional approaches and new combinations of methods, modes and 
formats is being studied. Second, studies to determine the learner 
specific objectives for purposes of interventions (e .g ., curriculum 
content, learning strategies) are being implemented. This research 
is designed to investigate the nature and scope of curriculum appropri
ate for the LD adolescent. Third, facto rs for determinina effective 
agents or combination(s) of agents are being studied. As - the learning 
disabled individual enters adolescence, the type and relative influence 
of significant others in his/her life becomes an important considera
tion in the intervention process. The interface between teachers, 
parents, peers, supervisors, self, and the intervention system is 
being studied. Finally, a set of studies is being designed to deter-

. mine the effectiveness of ameliorative arrangements or settings . The 
setting or arrangement itself can be the intervention independent of 
methods, formats, modes, curriculum or agent, or it can be a secondary 
factor in determining the general intervention climate . The ameliora
tive influence of these varied conditions is being researched. 

Generality of Intervention Studies 

The aim of Programmatic Research Area II is to produce inter
ventions which are effective in eliminating problems of adolescents 
with learning disabilities. The aim of Programmatic Area III is to 
determine the generality of the effects of interventions which have 
proven successful in intervention studies. In an institute desi gned 
to produce methods and materials which can be widely used in public 
schools or homes, such research is extremely important. Research 
efforts in the field of intervention have frequently led to methods 
and materials which have produced dramatic results; but these 
methods and materials were often practical and effecti ve only with a 
very limited range of students under highl y unique and often unspeci
fied conditions. The staff of the Institute is attempting to determine 
the limitations of generality of intervention procedures in three ways. 
First, interventions are carefully controlled and described. 
Second, the type of students who were the subjects of the intervention 

12 



are clearly designated . Third, such setting factors as physical arrange
ments, financial resources, and attitudes of personnel are carefully 
evaluated. Once these conditions are met, meaningful replications can 
be introduced to determine the generality, and limitations in the 
generality, of interventions. The replication studies evaluate three 
aspects of the generality of interventions. They are: 

1. Generality of intervention procedures across levels of 
severity and constellations of disabilities 

2. Generality of intervention procedures across settings or 
conditions within settings 

3. Generality of intervention procedures across content areas 

Establishment of Programmatic Research Data Bank~ 

An important function of the Institute is to develop data banks in 
each programmatic research area, i.e., epidemiological studies, inter
vention studies, and the generality of intervention studies . The 
data bank constitutes the cumulative result of systematically conducting 
interrelated research in program areas . The intent is to identify 
variables generic across research projects within each programmatic 
research area. Particular attention is given to collecting, storing, 
and analyzing data on variables that have properties calling for a 
longitudinal approach. In other words, the value of the data increases 
in significance as it is added to over time. The data banks are not 
intended to standardize research designs or to restrict the scope of 
research conducted. Computerized data banks increase the probability 
and accessibility of the data and provide the capability for efficient 
and fast statistical analyses. Furthermore, once data banks are com
puterized, then "integrated" data banks can be generated from the 
results of longitudinal analysis across banks. The goal is to identify 
the kinds of data which warrant inclusion in a data bank. This element 
of the Institute approach to research represents a major resource for 
other institutes in learning disabilities . The data banks are being 
designed and described so as to maximize accessibility by other insti 
tues . Each research proposal is examined to determine those aspects 
of the proposed study which can be structured to collect data for the 
banks. The following discussion on programmatic research areas intro
duces the data bank concept as a secondary emphasis of each area . 

Epidemiological Studies 

Secondary Emphasis on Data Banks. Integral to research activities 
designed to identify and substantiate learner characteristi cs which 
differentiate learning disabled youth from nonhandicapped peers is an 
examination of those conditions whi ch contribute to the level or evi
dence of learning disabilities . Except for those studies that are 
clinical in nature, studies focusing on identification are conducted 
in naturalistic settings. Attention is given to examining those 
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conditions which influence the performance of the LD youth. An attempt 
is made to develop a data base from which inferences can be drawn 
regarding implications for the design of interventions. The intent 
of most interventions is to remediate learner information or to 
enhance the development of learning disabled adolescents. Thus, in the 
process of conducting research related to learner characteristics, data 
on the context in which LD youth are found adds to the efficiency of 
the Institute. 

A similar approach has been followed in establishing a data base 
on learner characteristics. Attention has been given to retrieving 
data across studies focusing on procedures for the identification of 
learning disabled adolescents and studies concerned with differentiating 
learner characteristics. 

Intervention Studies 

Secondary Emphasis on Data Banks. A major feature of most educa
t ional intervention invol ves the intensity of instruction. This feature 
is also frequently ignored in research on interventions in favor of 
assessing the effects of intervention designs on the performance of 
subjects in knowledge or skill acquisition. Intensity refers to an 
array of variables which collectively center on the learner ' s response 
to concentrated instruction. Included are variables such as time 
engaged in special instruction, level of learner response required , 
attention rate, tolerance for stress, and consequences of response. 
A related variable pertains to the degree of correspondence between 
the objective of the content taught through the intervention and the 
learner's needs. The assumption is that the closer the relationship, 
the more intense the instruction. 

Procedures have been designed to collect data systematically on 
the effectivenss of selected design features relative to performance 
of learning disabled adolescents and intensity of instruction in terms 
of intervention. This data base approach has not unduly influenced 
study design in this program area . The procedure for collecti ng data 
generalizes across studi es and is not the focus of particular studies. 

Generalization of Intervention Studi es 

Secondary Emphasis on Data Banks. An analysis of educational 
interventions reveals that there are a number of intervention modes, 
formats, or models which are generic. They become uni que when applied 
to particular populations or when used to teach curriculum content and 
skills. While the primary benefit to be derived from researching inter
ventions centers on the impact of an intervention for changing learner 
behavior in prescribed ways, it is also important to examine the power 
of those generic intervention modes. For example, it may be that 
learning disabled adolescents do not respond to peer teaching or 
tutorial ··-tervention modes as effectively as they do to interventions 
embedded in the format of instructional materials designed for inde
pendent use. As intervention studies are conducted, a data base is 
being compiled regarding the generic modes or intervention formats. 
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The emphasis is on collecting data pertaining to the structural 
features, i.e., modes of intervention, rather than the content 
taught through interventions. 

Computer Implementation of Data Banks 

The primary objectives for computerizing the data banks mentioned 
in previous paragraphs can be summarized as follows: 

1. To provide a data base design whereby users who perceive the 
same data differently can employ them in different ways 

2. To protect the intellectual investment of the Institute by 
not having to redesign programs and logicial data structures 
when changes are made in the data base 

3. To minimize the cost of storing, analyzing, and updating data 

4. To provide fast and efficient access to data 

5. To allow users to gain access to data in a simple fashion by 
hiding the complexity of data banks with the data base 
management 

6. To make available a reference system whereby it would be clear 
to users what data were available to them 

7. To increase the flexibility of data usage by providing access 
to the data base through different access paths 

8. To increase the efficiency of satisfying unanticipated 
requests for data, without having to write application pro
grams, by means of a high level query language 

9. To provide a system whereby data are quickly made available to 
users 

SUMMARY 

An examination of the complexity of the environment in which the 
LD adolescent is expected to function at home, at school, and in the 
community as well as an awareness of the issues surrounding the 
identification of learning disabilities necessitated the development 
of a research model that assured relationships among all research 
activ ities. The research model is based on a commitment to programmatic 
research designs with an epidemiological foundation. Information 
derived from these initial studies is used to identify new research 
questions leading to the validation of interventions . Thus, all 
research serves to generate new activity and to expand the field of 
knowledge regarding learning disabled individual s, especially the field 
of knowledge related to learning disabled adol escents and you ng adults . 
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