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LEARNING DISABILITIES IN ADOLESCENT AND ADULT POPULATIONS: 

A SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS--PART II 

Until recently, the amount of data-based literature available concerning 

the assessment and remediation of learning disabilities in adolescents and 

young adults has been small (e.g., Deshler, 1978a; Wiederholt, 1978). With the 

inception of the University of Kansas Institute for Research in Learning 

Disabilities (KU-IRLD)*, which has targeted the LD adolescent and young adults 

for study, this literature has expanded greatly. In a previous article in 

Focus on Exceptional Children (Deshler, Schumaker, Alley, Warner, & Clark, 

1982), the results of the KU-IRLD regarding LD adolescents• achievement, ability, 

and cognitive processing; the demands of the regular secondary curriculum; and 

the interventions that are being developed to help LD students survive the cur-

riculum were reviewed. The purpose of this article is to summarize some 

additional findings related to how LD adolescents learn and whether their 

learning deficits extend to other realms besides the academic area. 

As stated above a great paucity of empirical information exists on LD 

adolescents and young adults, in particular, and underachieving adolescents, 

in general (Deshler, Warner, Schumaker, & Alley, in press). As such, most 

field practices for these adolescents have been based largely on clinical beliefs 

and nonvalidated models of assessment and instruction. Therefore, the major 

mission of the KU-IRLO has been to develop effective means of identifying LD 

populations at the secondary and postsecondary levels and to construct inter

ventions that will have an impact upon school performance and life adjustment. 

*The authors of this manuscript wish to acknowledge the instrumental role 
that Dr. Edward L. Meyen and Dr. Richard Schiefelbusch, have played in the KU
IRLD. Their leadership and direction during the early years of the institute 
were instrumental in setting a pattern for our overall efforts. Dr. Meyen is 
Associate Vice Chancellor· of Research and Development and Dr. Schiefelbusch 
is Director of the Bureau of Child Research at the University of Kansas. 



The KU-IRLD adopted as its primary research strategy the development of a 

comprehensive epidemiological data base. This epidemological data base was 

created during the initial years of the institute (1977-79) for the purpose of 

analyzing data from a variety of sources (parents, teachers, students, adminis

trators, peers, etc.). The goal was to describe both the learner and the set

tings or conditions under which learning and failure occurred. This research 

strategy was seen as critical to developing a data-based profile of the older

aged LD individual as well as a data-based profile of the learning environ

ments for these individuals. 

After the epidemiology base was in place, the focus of our research 

activities shifted to the design of intervention procedures. The direction of 

our intervention research was determined by the epidemiological findings. The 

majority of our work during the 1980 and 1981 school years was in the develop

ment of a comprehensive intervention model for LD students in secondary settings . 

The final phase of our research strategy will be to examine procedures that 

enhance the generalization of skills across settings and conditions. Our re

search has been conducted in both school and nonschool settings since older-aged 

LD individuals must be studied in those settings that become increasingly im

portant with the passage of time. Therefore, in addition to school settings, 

we have studied LD individuals in such settings as the Military, Job Corps, 

employment settings, adult basic education settings, and juvenile courts. 

The purpose of this article is to present a synopsis of some of our 

major findings during the past four years. As a result of our research, we 

have a clearer, but by no means definitive, sense of what the condition of 

learning disabilities means in adolescent and young adult populations. Hope

fully, program decision-making will be enhanced by these data. This article 
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has been organized under four major areas of findings . In the first two sections, 

two areas highly related to learning will be reviewed. If LD individuals are 

to use newly-learned skills outside of training settings, they must generalize. 

Their ability to generalize will be explored in the first section. If they 

are to overcome a history of failure, they must be motivated. Ways to moti

vate LD adolescents will be reviewed in the second section. Next, in the 

third section, the finding regarding the relationship of learning disabilities 

and social skills will be reviewed. Finally, in the fourth section, the question 

of whether the condit i on of learning disabilities continues to impact the 

lives of LD individuals once they leave high school will be explored. Each 

of these major areas of findings will begin with a statement of the problem and 

the issue(s) that will be addressed. This will be followed by a discussion of 

some of our major findings related to each issue. Finally, implications for 

education will be presented. Readers are encouraged to write to the KU-IRLD 

for the detailed research reports on any of the studies cited in this article.* 

GENERALIZATION 

Generalization of learned behavior across time and settings is one of the 

most important considerations in the development of interventions for learning 

disabled individuals. Yet too often it is treated as an afterthought or ignored 

entirely . If an intervention is to be successful, it must promote the use of 

the newly-learned skills outside the setting in which, and the conditions 

under which, those skills were trained . In other words, the learner must 

incorporate the new skil l s within his/her repertoire to such a degree that 

* Information on obtaining research reports from the KU-IRLD can be ob-
tained by writing to Donald D. Deshler, University of Kansas Ins t itute for 
Research in Learning Disabilities, 313 Carruth-O'Leary Hall, Lawrence, 
Kansas 66045. 
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she/he can use the skills long after they were learned--in other classes, in 

response to other teachers• assignments, in out-of-school settings (e.g., at 

work), and under differing conditions. To date, little is known about the 

generalizing ability of learning disabled individuals. Few of the users of 

interventions designed for LD individuals have measured whether or not general

ization has taken place nor have they programmed for generalization. 

From its inception, one of the three major missions of the KU-IRLD was an 

investigation of the phenomenon of generalization as it relates to the LD 

adolescent. Studies conducted thus far within this mission fall into three 

categories: generalization across time {skill maintenance); generalization 

across conditions; and generalization across settings. The tentative research 

conclusions which can be derived from the results of these studies and the 

supporting evidence will be discussed below. 

LD Adolescents Can Retain Skills Across Relatively Short Periods of Time 

In a number of studies conducted through the KU-IRLD, LD adolescents 

have been trained in various sk i lls. As a continuation of this research, the 

same adolescents were tested at a later time to determine whether they had 

retained their newly-acquired skills . Students participating in these investi

gations had been trained in strategies for gaining information from a text

book chapter (Schumaker, Deshler, Denton, Alley, Clark, & Warner, 1981), 

word identification (Lenz, Deshler, Alley, Schumaker, & Warner, in prep . ), 

social skills {Hazel, Schumaker, & Shelden-Wildgen, 1981a), and two reading 

strategies--visual imagery and self-questioning (Clark, Warner, Alley, Deshler, 

Schumaker, Vetter, & Nolan, 1981). The period of time between students• 

mastery of the skill and later testing ranged from two to eight weeks. 

Only in the case of the social skills training were regular reviews of the 

skills scheduled. In all cases, the LD students retained use of the skill 
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at or close to their mastery levels. These results indicate that the in

structional steps used to teach these skills (Deshler, Alley, Warner , & 

Schumaker, 1981) are sufficient to promote short-term maintenance of the skills. 

LD Adolescents Can Generalize Skills Across Differing Task Demands 
(Conditions) within the Learning Setting 

In several studies, LD students have been asked to apply their skills to 

materials or situations that were different from the cond i tions under which 

they met mastery in the skill. For example, students who mastered the 

textbook reading strategy in reading materials at their abi lity level were 

later asked to use the strategy in grade-level textbooks (Schumaker et al . , 

1981) . Similar tests were administered to students who mastered the visual 

imagery strategy and the self-questioning strategy (Clark et al, 1981), and the 

paraphrasing strategy (Alley , Schumaker, Denton, Warner, & Deshler, in prep.). 

Most of the LD students were able to apply the strategies to the more diffi-

cult materials . On comprehension tests over the information covering the more 

difficu l t readings, the students who were ab l e to use the strategies received 

scores comparable to those obtained on tests over the easier readings . The 

small number of students who could not genera l ize to the more difficult material 

exhibited a gap of six or more years between reading level and grade level. 

In another study, LD students who learned a paragraph organization strate-

gy also showed generalizati on across conditions (Moran, Schumaker, & Vetter, 1981). 

After learning to write one t ype of paragraph, an enumerative paragraph, some 

students showed no generalization while others showed varying degrees of gen-

eralization when asked to write a second type of paragraph, a sequential para-

graph . By the time they had mastered the second type of paragraph, all stu

dents showed considerable generalization when asked to wri te a third type of 
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paragraph, a compare and contrast paragraph. In addition, each time the students 

were asked to write a type of paragraph they had learned previously, they were 

assigned a new topic. Their success on new topics demonstrated generalization 

across paragraph topics . 

In several social skills studies (Gorney-Krupsaw, Atwater, Powell, & 

Morris, 1981; Hazel et al., 1981a; Whang, Fawcett, & Mathews, 1981), LD students 

learned social skills to mastery in the training situation which involved having 

the students practice the skills while role playing . Later, the students were 

tested usi~g situations different from the ones used in the practice sessions. 

For example, a student might have been trained to accept criticism in a practice 

situation where his mother gave him criticism about his messy room. Later, 

the student was tested using a different situation, e.g., a teacher criticizing 

the student for coming later to class. In all three studies, the LD students 

showed that they could generalize their use of newly learned social skills 

across role-playing situations . 

Taken together, these studies indicate that LD adolescents can generalize 

across different task demands once they have mastered a strategy through 

the use of the instructional steps implemented in these studies. The only 

exceptions were the cases in which students were not able to read the material. 

LD Adolescents Exhibit Difficulty Generalizing Across Settings 

In two studies showing LD adolescents' mastery of social skills, the 

students were observed in other settings to determine whether they applied 

the skills to those settings. Whang et al. observed the students in their 

employment settings, and Gorney-Krupsaw et al. observed them in their regular 

classrooms. Minimal generalization occurred in that students either used a 

small percentage of the components of a skill or used the entire skill very 
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infrequently. In these studies, it was unclear whether the low generalization 

noted was due to the few opportunities for using the skill or whether the stu

dents really were not generalizing. 

In a more recent study (Schumaker & Ellis, 1982), LD students were trained 

in social skills outside the resource room and were presented opportunities to 

use the skills within the resource room. The opportunities were programmed as 

part of the regular resource room activities, and students were not told in ad

vance about the opportunities. For example, a student learned to ask for more in

formation outside the resource room. On a later day, the student's resource room 

teacher asked the student to complete a task using vague directions. The directions 

were deliberately vague so that the student was unable to complete the task 

without asking the teacher for more information. The student was observed to 

determine if he/she applied the skills learned outside the resource room to this 

"real-life" situation. The results were mixed. All three students in the study 

showed generalized use of a. social skill in at least one "real-life" situation. 

However, all of them also failed completely to use a skill in "real-life" situ

ations. It is unclear what factor(s) might have been responsible in this failure 

to generalize, that is: (a) whether the students did not recognize the situa-

tion as one in which they could use the skill, (b) whether the training did not 

emphasize generalization enough, (c) whether the students were not motivated to 

use the particular skill, and (d) whether the situation was too "emotionally 

charged" to allow use of the skill. 

In an recent project studying LD adolescents' use of writing strategies 

in their regular classrooms, Schmidt, Deshler, Alley, and Schumaker (in prep.) 

found that LD high school students did not use the strategies in the regular 

classroom to the level that they used them in the resource room. In fac t , 
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some students failed to use them entirely. Some students showed partial 

use. These researchers found that generalization training activities were 

necessary to boost the students' performances in regular classrooms to their 

performance levels in the resource room. Generalization activities took the 

form of making the student aware of opportunities for strategy use in regular 

classrooms, and giving the student verbal feedback on his/her use of the strate

gy in regular classrooms. If these activities were not successful (as 

happened with two of the eight students in the study), the researchers found 

two other kinds of activities useful in promoting generalization: verbal cues 

from the regular teacher to use the strategy and self-control procedures 

(i.e., the student set his goals, recorded his own progress, and reinforced 

himself). 

Educational Implications 

The studies described above portray a favorable picture for LD individuals' 

ability to generalize. According to these findings, LD adolescents can general

ize across short time spans and task demands with a minimum of instructional 

attention devoted to these types of generalization. However, to date it is un

known whether LD students remember and maintain their use of skills over long 

time spans. Further research should focus on this question to determine 

whether instructional time should be devoted to such maintenance. The difficulty 

students exhibit in generalizing across settings appears to apply to academic 

as well as social skills. The finding that students did show some generali

zation across settings in all the studies cited here is a positive sign. Never

theless, educators should be cautious since LD adolescents' generalization 

across settings can be inconsistent. Instructional time may be most effectively 

devoted to teaching the students how to recognize opportunities for using the 
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skills, to giving the students rationa l es for why they should use t~ skills, to 

having different people present a variety of 11 natural 11 opportunities for using 

the skills, and to giving students feedback about their reactions to these 

opportunities. Only after an LD student shows that he/she can generalize the 

use of a skill across time, conditions, and settings can the teacher be assured 

that the skill is fully incorporated within the student's repertoire and, con

sequently, that the intervention has had a meaningful impact on the student•s 

1 i fe. 

MOTIVATION 

Learning disabled students are described in the literature as poorly moti

vated (e . g., Deshler, 1978; Henker, Whalen, & Hinshaw, 1980; Marsh, Gearheart, 

& Gearheart, 1978; Wong, 1980) and externally oriented to the causes of behavior 

(e.g., Hallahan, Gajar, Cohen, & Tarver, 1978). The major issue involved here 

is whether LD students• motivational style is determined by a choice to be 

helpless (e .g., Pearl, Bryan, & Donahue, 1980) or is 11 paralyzed by his in

ability ... 11 (Siegel, 1974, p 18). Related to this issue is the question 

of whether or not LD students can be taught to manage arrangements of learning 

environments using self-control skills (e.g., Haring & Bateman, 1977; o•Leary & 

Dubey, 1979; Stephens, 1977) in view of their inferior attention to task and 

inadequate use of study behaviors (Schumaker, Sheldon-Wildgen, & Sherman, 1980). 

Recent studies at the KU-IRLD have focused on each of these issues in an 

effort to design programming for secondary-level LD ado l escents appropri ate 

for their school and post-school needs. The conclusions reached to date along 

with suggested implications for educational practitioners follow. 
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LD Adolescents Are Similar to Their Peers in Their Orientation to the 
Cause of Their Behavior 

Tollefson, Tracy, Johnson, Borgers, Buenning, Farmer, and Barke (1980) 

studied 35 junior-high school LD students• perception of internal and 

external causality as explanatory of school success and failure. Using the 

Intellectual Achievement Responsibility Questionnaire (IAR) (Crandall, 

Katkovsky, & Crandall, 1965) and the Task Attribution Questionnaire, developed 

by the investigators for this study, they found that LD and a group of un

differentiated nonhandicapped adolescents made comparable numbers of internal 

and external effort attributions. They concluded that LD students attributed 

success on easy tasks to external causality (ease of task); success on moderately 

difficult tasks to effort; and failure on difficult tasks to their own lack 

of ability or the difficulty of the task. 

Mehring and Alley (in prep.) also used the IAR in applying aptitude-treat-

ment interaction techniques to study the interaction among cognitive style/ 

aptitude variables and a learning strategy. The junior-high LD students in 

this study were found to make internal attributions comparable to those of the 

nonhandicapped group in the Tollefson et al. Study. These results were ob

tained from two school districts differing in respect to size and SES variables. 

Consequently, LD junior-high school students appear not to differ from 

their nonhandicapped peers in their attributions of the cause of their behavior. 

This conclusion is generalizable across districts with differing student popu-

lations and SES levels. 

Goal Setting and Self-Control Systems can be Effective Strategies for 
Enhancing LD Adolescents• Cognitive/Academic Performances 

Four intervention studies recently conducted by researchers at the KU-

IRLD focused on strategies for enhancing the cognitive/academic performance 

of LD students. Foster, Dennis, and Maxwell (1981) developed a written, 
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self-instructional package to teach self-control to LD seventh-grade students 

who demonstrated a low rate of school assignment completion. The package pro

vided information regard ing three components: self-recording, goal selection, 

and self-administration of reinforcers. Three comprehensive tests were used to 

determine students' acquisition of the self-management system which was delivered 

through the instructional packet. Results indicated that LD students could learn 

self-recording in one pass through t he packet . However, one pass was not suffi

cient to teach the concepts of goal selection and sel f-administration of reinfor

cers. 

Seabaugh and Schumaker (198la) developed a self-control system for in

creas i ng production of completed lessons in programmed self-instructional 

materials in the basic ski l l areas of reading, writing, and mathematics. The 

system was introduced within a series of teacher-student conferences to 

secondary-level LD students enrolled in an alternative school. Results showed 

that LD students were able to set goals in reading, writing and mathematics 

and to reach t hese goals using a behavior contract , self-recording, self-rein

forcement and evaluation. The authors also reported some generalization of 

the training : 11 
• • • when a student finished a sequence of lessons between con

ferences, and established new goals without adult prompts, the student was 

exhibiting a type of generalization as a result of training 11 (p. 27). 

In another study, Seabaugh and Schumaker (198lb) studied the effective

ness of parent-teacher conferences and student-teacher conferences on in

creasing productivity in programmed materials simi lar t o those of the study 

described above. Conference frequency varied or conferences took place 11 aS 

needed. 11 The results showed that both types of traditional conferencing 

situations produced immed iate, but minimal, increases in productivity. A great 

deal of variability was noted after the initial increase, and increases in 
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productivity were neither generalized across skill areas nor maintained across 

time. This finding suggests that a conference is not sufficient to increase 

or generalize productivity or to maintain increased production. 

Tollefson, Tracy, Johnson, Buenning, and Farmer (1981) designed a program 

for teaching LD junior-high school students to set realistic goals. Use of 

feedback and personal responsibility were stressed as components of the moti

vational system used. LD students were found to represent a variety of goal

setting patterns. After being provided with effort attribution training, LD 

students made a slight change in the orientation of their causation for success 

toward internalization. 

In a study which has implications for the areas of reinforcement and self

control, Mel lard and Alley (1981) studied junior-high school LD students' per

formance on a Discrimination Learning Task (DLT) which is sensitive to develop

mental differences of cognitive development and to the effects of reinforce

ment conditions. While LD adolescents were found to demonstrate inferior per

formance on the DLT, the study also revealed that reinforcement conditions 

did not differentiate LD students from a nonhandicapped group matched for age 

and sex. All students demonstrated improvement under the reinforcement 

condition. Finally, in a second experimental session, LD adolescents performed 

at an inferior level compared to nonhandicapped adolescents under the conditions 

of reinforcement and response cost. In the post hoc analysis, Mellard and 

Alley noted that LD and nonhandicapped adolescents were more consistent in their 

hypothesized problem solution choice and performance choice without reinforce

ment for correct solutions. Based on these findings, it appears that LD junior

high school students require more than reinforcement or reinforcement/cost con

ditions to improve their cognitive problem solving. 
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The findings described in this section show that goal setting, self-control 

systems, and reinforcement as used in these studies have equivocal effects on 

the cognitive/academic performance of LD adolescents. It appears that goal set-

ting and self-control systems, in some instances, can enhance the performance 

of LD adolescents. 

Educational Implications 

Based on the research of the KU-IRLD, the focus of motivational program

ming for adolescent LD students should be on allowing them more responsibility 

for their own behaviors by using self-control or goal-setting management 

systems . The self-management system that appears to work with LD secondary 

students includes several integrated elements : 

1. Setting realistic specific weekly goals 
2. Developing plans to meet the goals 
3. Self- recording of milestones that progress toward the goal 
4. Self-administering reinforcer(s) when attaining the goal 
5. Conferencing with a staff member once a week to evaluate progress 

toward goal(s), and setting new goals and plans 

Implementation of the self-management system requires that the teacher or pupil 

personnel staff member consider the following suggestions of Tollefson et al. 

(1981) and others : 

1. 

2. 

Setting Realistic Specific Goals 

Setting a time for doing 
homework 

Answering a certain percentage 
of study/test questions correctly 

Setting Incremental Goals 

Answering 70% of test questions 
correctly rather than 50% 

vs . 

vs. 
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Vague Goals 

Spending more time 
on homework 

Doing better on tests 

Summative Goals 

Answering 100% of test 
questions correctly 
rather than 50% 



3. 

4. 

Developing Plans Which Account 
for Problems 

if the school is closed and 
I cannot get to the 
library, use the public 
library. . . 

vs. 

Setting Goals Which are Recordable vs. 

answer all American History 
study questions by Tuesday 
at 10 : 30 p • m. . 

5. Having Students Generate 
Their Own Reinforcers 

vs. 

6. 

upon reaching my weekly goal(s), 
I will take Julie to a movie 
on Friday night. If I don't, 
I'll stay home Friday night . 

Scheduling a Specific Time For 
Goal Setting Session 

Teacher: 11 Let's schedule a speci
fic time to meet each Monday morn
ing to evaluate your progress to
ward last week's goa ls and set goals 
and p 1 ans for the next week.'' 
11 7:45? 11 11 Fine, let' s record that 
time so we don't forget. 11 

vs. 

Not Accounting for Problems 

get all resources from 
school library 

Not Recordable 

make sure to have 
studying done ... 

Selecting Teacher-Generated 
Reinforcers 

upon reaching my weekly 
goal (s), I will read four 
chapters in Evergreen. 

An 11 0n cal1 11 schedule 

Teacher: 11 If you need any help 
I'm always here 11

• 

In order for this motivational/management system to function , the LD 

student must be discontent with his/her present poor performance(s). If the 

LD student is content with inferior performance, the consequences of this 

option along with others must be explored with the student. 

SOCIAL SKILLS 

One of the major issues remaining unsettled in the field of learning 

disabilities concerns the social behavior of learning disabled individuals. 

Are they socially distinct from their non- learning disabled peers? Does 

their social behavior constitute a handicap whi ch must be remediated before 

they can hope to compete successfully and be . satisfied with their lives? 
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These questions have led to a number of research studies which until 

recently, were mostly centered on the elementary-aged student. Results of 

these studies have depicted LD elementary students as less popular than their 

peers (e.g., Bruininks, 1978; Bryan, 1974; Bryan, 1976) and less socially 

skilled than their peers (e.g., Bryan & Pflaum, 1978; Bryan & Wheeler, 1972). 

Consequently, some authors (e.g., Bryan 1978) have argued for the inclusion 

of deficits in social behavior within the definition of learning disabilities 

to encourage programming in this area. Nevertheless, no empirical data were 

available to substantiate whether the social deficits found in elementary LD 

children were characteristic of LD students or of low-achieving students in 

general; nor did existing data indicate whether these social deficits obtained 

at maturity and/or what effects they might have on the general life functioning 

of LD individuals. Obviously, answers to these questions are necessary before 

the programming issue can be settled. Recent studies conducted through the KU

IRLD have shed some light on these issues and suggested some tentative con-

elusions. The conclusions and a brief description of the data supporting each 

now follow. 

LD Adolescents Are the Lowest of a Group of Low Participators in 
Social Activities 

Our epidemiological study of 246 LD, 215 normally-achieving (NA), and 

229 low-achieving (LA) adolescents, in which survey data were collected from 

the youths, their parents, and their teachers (Schumaker, Warner, Deshler, 

& Alley, 1980), presents a number of interesting results. First, of a total 

of thirty variables related to the students' relationships with peers and 

their involvement in extracurricular activities, only three differentiated 

LD from LA students: LD students go out less frequently with friends who 

ask them; LD students ask other students to go somewhere less frequently; 
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and LD students go to sports events less frequently as spectators (Deshler, 

Schumaker, Al l ey, Warner, & Clark, 1981). The normal achievers were signifi

cantly different from both the LD and the LA students on a number of variables. 

Although the LD and the LA adolescents report hanging around the neighborhood 

once a week, the NA students report doing so once a year. Also, they 11 hang 

around 11 with friends and have friends over to their homes less often. Normally

achieving students were found to participate in an average of 3.7 types 

of school activities compared to an average of only 1. 5 types for both LA and 

LD students. The NA students spend an average of 8 hours per week in these 

activities, while LD and LA students spend 2;81 hours per· week and 3.6 hours 

per week, respectively. The NA students stay after school for activities about 

once a week while the LA and LD students stay after school less than once a 

month. Finally, the NA adolescents take part in an average of 1.4 out-of-school 

activities while the average for LD and LA students is . 8 out-of-school 

activities. 

In spite of these differences, the three groups of students did not 

differ on a number of other variables. They receive phone calls from 

friends equally often, they call friends as often, they report equal numbers 

of close friends, and teachers report that they interact with peers equally 

well. 

Thus, on the one hand, we can conclude that LD adolescents are not 

social isolates. They have friends and engage in activities with their 

friends. They do not appear to be socially distinct from others who are having 

difficulty in school. Consequently, social deficits may not be related to 

LD per se but to low achievement in general. However, on the other hand, LD 

adolescents appear to be members of a low social participating group. Their 
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social activities are not of the organized type. Furthermore, they are the 

lowest participators among this low participatory group. 

LD Adolescents Have Been Observed to Interact with Peers at Rates 
Equal to Those of Their Non-LD Peers 

The study described above included information on how the youths were 

behaving in the social arena. To determine how closely this information re-

fleeted their actual behavior, Schumaker, Sheldon-Wildgen, and Sherman (1982) 

observed LD junior-high school students and normally-achieving students in their 

classrooms . Among the behaviors measured were the numbers of times students: 

(a) initiated interactions with peers, (b) were the targets of peer initiations, 

(c) responded to peer initiations, and (d) engaged in conversations with peers . 

Also measured were the numbers of different peers with whom each student inter-

acted. No si~nificant differences were noted between the LD and normally-

achieving groups of any of these measures. In fact, as the LD students matured, 

they appeared to engage in more interactions with peers than the non-LD stu-

dent comparisons who spent their time in class working. Again, it can be 

concluded that LD adolescents are not social isolates; they interact with peers 

at rates equivalent to those of non-LD peers. 

The Quality of LD Adolescents• Social Interactions Is Similar to 
That of Non-LD Youths with Social Problems 

While the observational data reported above focused on the rate of LD 

students• social interactions, no information was provided on the quality of 

their interactions. A study by Hazel, Schumaker, and Shelden-Wildgen (1981a) 

compared the quality of interactions of eight LD students and two groups of non-

LD students. The non-LD students, in this case, were a group of eight juvenile 

delinquents and a group of eight adolescents who were attending an alternative 

high school . Both comparison groups were considered by the authors to have 
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been referred to their respective agency (i.e . , the group social skills train

ing program and the alternative school) for social problems. A social skills 

assessment device (Hazel, Schumaker, Sherman, Sheldon-Wildgen , 1981b) was used 

to test the adolescents• ability to perform six basic social skills: giving 

positive feedback, giving negative feedback, accepting negative feedback, re

sisting peer pressure, negotiating conflict s i tuati ons, and solving social 

problems. Each youth•s skills were tested in a series of six short role

playing situations. As the youth performed the skill, he/she was observed to 

determine what percentage of the crucial steps of the skill were performed 

satisfactorily. Results showed that the three groups of students performed 

the skills similarly. 

Later, a different group of 119 LD high school students from two school 

districts were tested using the same assessment device, (Hazel, et al. 198lb); 

this time testing eight social skills ·(Schumaker, Hazel, Sherman, & Sheldon, 

1982). Their data were compared to the test results of a group of 57 juven

ile delinquents (JD) specifically referred by their probation officers for 

soci al skills training. The average LD student profile across six of the 

skills is similar to, but slightly higher than, the average JD profile across 

these six skills. On two of the skills (giving negative feedback and conver

sation) the JD youths performed slightly better than the LD youths. Ten 

or fewer percentage points of difference were found between the means of the 

LD and JD groups on any given skill . These data also indicate that social 

skills deficits are not characteristic of every LD student, just as they are 

not characteristic of every juvenile delinquent. Some LD students performed 

as high as 76% of the ski ll steps required by the test. When a subsample of 

25 females and 25 males was randomly selected from each group (JD and LD) and 
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their performances compared~ no statistical differences were found between 

the groups on seven of the eight· skills. The LD students performed signifi

cantly higher than the JD group on only one skill: resisting peer pressure. 

These data suggest that LD students as a group do not perform better than 

.juvenile delinquents and other students with social problems on some basic 

skills. One important addition to this discussion is the fact that some LD 

students in our samples were highly skilled in social interactions. 

The Quality of LD Adolescents' Social Interactions Differs from 
Tha~ of !4ormal Achievers in Specific Social Situations 

The same researchers (Schumaker et al., 1982) compared the social skills 

performance of the 119 LD high school students to the performance of 60 normal 

achievers. The normal achievers were members of the high school band and were 

required to be passing all courses in school to participate in band activities. 

On the test of eight social skills in role-playing situations, the average LD 

student performed 12% fewer social skills steps than the normal achiever. 

Average differences between the two groups ranged between 6% and 18% on par-

ticular social skills, with the normal achievers performing higher than the 

LD students in every case. When a subsample of 25 fema l es and 25 males was 

selected out of each group and their performances compared statistically, the 

non-LD students' performances were found to be significantly higher than the 

LD students on seven of the eight skills. There was no significant difference 

between the groups on the skill of fo l lowing instructions. 

Another similar device was used in comparing the quality of these two 

groups' social interactions in occupationa l situations (Mathews, Whang, & 

Fawcett, 1980). Students individually performed social skil ls in a series of 

ten role-playing situations. The students' performance was observed to 

19 



determine what percentage of the important steps were performed well. Both 

the LD and the non-LD youths were found to perform poorly in the role-playing 

situations. The LD students performed significantly worse than the non-LD 

students on the following four skills: participating in a job interview, ac

cepting criticism from an employer, providing constructive criticism to a 

co-worker, and explaining a problem to a supervisor. All four of these skills 

are important in obtaining and maintaining a job. Consequently, when competing 

with a non-LD youth for a job, the LD adolescent's job interview performance is 

more likely to disqualify him/her for the job even if all other variables are 

equal. 

In a study designed to investigate the social commun i cations of LD and 

normally-achieving adolescents, Banikowski and Alley (1981) found no differences 

between the two populations on either quantitative or qualitative measures of 

interactions. No differences between the two groups may be attributed to the 

conditions under which the data were collected. That is, students were asked 

to interact with each other under "contrived, 11 highly-structured conditions 

which may have resulted in different communication patterns. On the other 

hand, since the level of communication observed in each group was not as 

sophisticated as hypothesized, these results may be indicative of the unique 

interaction patterns that typify communications among junior high school 

students. Regardless of explanation, this study underscores the complex 

task of understanding t he social interactions of LD students. 

The Social Problems of LD Individuals Obta in Past High School 

Two recent studies have yielded information regarding the lives of LD 

individuals after they leave high school. White, Schumaker, Warner, Alley, 

and Deshler (1980) reported a comparison of matched LD and non-LD (NLD) in

dividuals who had been out of school for a period of between one and seven 

years. They found that t he two samples were similar in many ways. These 
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similarities included the number of close friends both groups reported having. 

However, in terms of their contacts with parents and relatives, LD young adults 

were significantly less satisfied than the NLD young adults . Also, the LD 

young adults reported that they engaged in recreational and social activities 

significantly less frequently than the NLD group. The NLD group, in turn, re

ported belonging to significantly more community clubs and groups than the LD 

group. Although the difference was not significant, the NLD group reported 

having more friends with whom they could go places or share activities than 

the LD group. 

In a second study, Vetter, Deshler, Alley, Schumaker, and Warner (in 

prep.) found that significantly more LD young adults reported dating problems 

than did NLD young adults . The same difference was noted in reports of how 

they occupied their free time. Significantly more LD young adults reported 

watching television in their free time. 

The results from these two studies indicate that the social problems 

exhibited by LD adolescents continue to have an impact on their later lives in 

such a way as to influence the activities in which they choose to engage and 

the number of friends with whom they share these activities. 

LD Adolescents Can Learn to Use Complex Social Skills and Apply These 
in Novel Role-Playing Situations 

Based on results of the studies reported above, it is apparent that LD 

adolescents exhibit some social skills deficits, presumably caused by their 

failure to learn social skills within the naturally-occurring social environ-

ment . To investigate whether or not LD adolescents would have difficulty 

learning social ski l ls in a program specifically designed to teach these 

skills, three separate groups of researchers within the KU-IRLD have used 

basically the same procedures to teach different social skills to LD 
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adolescents. Whang et al. (1981) taught occupational social skills; Gorney

Krupsaw et al . (1981) taught social skills for interacting with teachers; and 

Hazel et al. (1981a) taught the six general social skills described above. 

All studies arrived at the same conclusion: LD adolescents learned the 

social skills very quickly. Furthermore, they were able to apply the skills 

(generalize) to new role-playing situations . 

LD Adolescents May Have Difficulty Applying Newly-Learned Social 
Skills Within the Natural Environment 

Both Whang et al. and Gorney-Krupsaw et al. reported testing the students' 

use of the skills in the natural environment after the students had met cri-

terion in training. Whang et al. measured the skill usage at an employment 

setting, while Gorney-Krupsaw et al . measured it within the regular classroom. 

Both groups of researchers found little transfer of the social skills. This 

was not particularly surprising since neither group of researchers had speci

fically designed their training to ensure generalization, nor had they pro

grammed opportunities for use of the skills in the natural environment. 

Schumaker and Ellis {1982) extended this work by injecting opportunities 

within the natural environment for specific kinds of social interactions. 

Teachers and other students participated in presenting opportunities within 

the naturally-occurring classroom environment to three project subjects before 

and after training on three or four social skills . Subjects were not aware 

of the teachers' and other students' roles in participating in the tests. 

Schumaker and Ellis found that sometimes the LD students generalized to the 

natural environment and sometimes they did not. There was no particular 

pattern for predicting generalization . They also found that the students' 

performance in novel role-playing tests did not necessarily reflect how they 
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would perform in the natural environment. They might perform poorly in a 

role-play test but do well in the classroom on the same skill. They might do 

well on a role-play test and then do poorly in the classroom on the same 

skill. Schumaker and Ellis concluded that generalization training including 

use of newly-learned skills in the natural environment should be a part of any 

social skills training program for LD adolescents. 

Educational Implications 

Results of our social skills studies to date indicate that social skills 

deficits cannot be classified as a characteristic solely associated with 

learning disabilities. Other non-learning disabled youths exhibit similar 

social deficits. Nevertheless, the social deficits of some LD individuals are 

evident and appear to have an impact on their lives, even after they leave high 

school. These findings point to the need for social skills curricula and 

social skills programming for these individuals. It follows that practical 

assessment devices are needed to identify social skills deficits of individuals. 

Social skills programming need not be l imited to LD individuals but should 

include anyone experiencing difficulties in the social realm. The benefits of 

such programming are promising since LD adolescents seem not to exhibit dif

ficulty learning social skills. However, care should be taken to emphasize 

generalization to the natural environment. LD students may have to work on 

such generalization more than other students, although this assumption has not 

yet been specifical ly validated. Only with social skill assessment and pro

gramming can LD individuals hope to compete within the social realm, hope to 

compensate for academic deficits wi th social finesse, and hope to live full and 

satisfying lives. 
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LEARNHJG DISABILITIES At~ONG YOUNG ADULTS 

All students who graduate from high school experience feelings of self

doubt, insecurity, and anxiety (Siegel, 1974). Such feelings are common to 

most persons who reach a crucial developmental juncture. To assist a person in 

coping with these feelings, accompanying feelings of hope and success usually 
. 

intermingle with the less positive emotions. 

Unfortunately, low-ach ieving students, who drop out of school or some-

how manage to graduate, arrive at this crucial juncture without a success 

history or the support of hope from their classmates. For example, 

it was always the others \vho were chosen "most likely t o 
succeed," became· the school athletes, got elected to student 
councils and office, had dates, belonged to cliques and clubs, 
had places to go and things to do, and were recognized by their 
teachers as having academic abilities and leadership qualities. 
(Siegel~ 1974, p. 95) 

Learning disabled students are among this group of low achievers. As such, 

they evaluate their options of further training, occupational placement, and 

daily living environments with little hope and anticipation of success. 

Limited empirical data exist to confirm Seigel's picture of the LD young 

adult, primarily for two reasons. First, the category of learning disabilities 

within the field of special education has existed little more than a decade . 

Thus, students who graduated in 1981 may not have received LD services because 

of inaccessibility to trained LD teachers or trained personnel who could 

ident i fy LD individuals. Furthermore, secondary-school programming for 

LD students existed in only a few districts prior to 1976. Second, the 

support agency for handicapped adults in Rehabilitative Services Adminis

tration (RSA) which includes state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies 

did not have an eligibility classificati on for LD persons until 1980. Thus, 

LD programming at the secondary level and vocational rehabilitation program

ming are still in the earliest stages of development. 
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Existing followup studies of LD adults (i.e., Schwartz, Gilroy, & Lynn, 

1976; Lehtinen & Tuomisto, 1977; Kirk, Kliebhan, & Lerner, 1978; Blalock, 1981) 

have not yielded consistent results on the long term effects of learning dis

abilities in adults. This ambiguity is due, in large part, to the variance in 

the population definitions and the procedures used for selecting the sample 

populations. Some study groups were drawn from client populations of univer

sity-based clinics (Blal9ck, 1981), while others were sampled from the popu

lation of school failures (Hardy, 1968; Lehtinen & Tuomisto, 1977). In ad-

dition, researchers used a wide variety of diagnostic procedures, identifi-

cation procedures and methods, and criteria more appropriate for classifying 

learning disabilities in children than in adults (Blalock, 1981). Furthermore, 

most adult studies have measured occupational achievement and social adjustment 

in a restrictive sense and, thus, failed to measure the broader array of fac-

tors known to be indicative of personal, social and vocational success. 

Recent studies conducted by the KU-IRLD (Alley, Brownlee, Deshler, & 

White, 1982; Harnden, Meyen, Alley, & Deshler, 1980; White et al, 1980; Harnden, 

Alley & Deshler, in prep . ) provide empirically-based conclusions which more 

clearly delineate the issues of learning disabilities among adults. The con

clusions and a brief description of the data supporting each conclusion are as 

follows. 

Learning Disabilities Can Be Found Among Young Adults in Several 
Training Settings 

In a recent pilot study (Harnden et al., 1980) it was found that 29 . 2% of 

LD high school students qualified for enlistment in the Army based on perform

ance on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB), Form 5. Since 

these results indicated that some LD individuals might qualify for service in 
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the Army, Harnden et al. (in prep.) also studied the prevalence of learning 

disabilities among U.S. Army enlistees. Their sample included 514 enlistees in 

basic infantry training. The identification battery they used consisted of: 

(a) the Self-Rating Checklist (SRSC) (Alley, Deshler, & Warner, 1982) which was 

modified for administration to young adults in the Armed Forces; (b) Raven's 

Progressive Matrices, Standard Form (Raven, 1956); and (c) the Writing Cluster 

of the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery (Woodcock & Johnson, 1977). 

This battery was administered to all enlistees, and those who met the LD cri

teria (4.5%) were classified as LD for the purposes of this study. The re

maining enlistees were classified as non-LD. When the LD enlistees perform

ances in basic training were compared with the performances of non-LD en

listees, it was found that the LD group's performances were statistically 

comparable to the non-LD group in every area measured except for the "Run, 

Dodge, Jump" activity of which their mean score was statistically inferior to 

that of the non-LD group. 

In another study designed to identify learning disabilities among young 

adults, Alley et al. (1982) selected a sample of 560 Job Corp members as they 

were being oriented to the training center. The investigators used the same 

battery as was used with the U.S. Army recruits. However, the cutoff points of 

the identification measures used were arbitrarily modified to account for the 

demographic profile of the Corps members. Using these three criteria, 21% of 

the Corps members were categorized as LD. A fourth criterion, a grade equi

valent greater than third grade, fifth month on the reading subtest of the 

Stanford Achievement Test was added. When this fourth criterion was added to 

the preceding three criteria, 9.0% of the Corps members were identified as LD. 
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While these two studies of the prevalence of learning disabilities in two 

adult training centers must be viewed as initial probes, they do support the 

conclusion that LD persons are most likely found in various adult settings. 

LD Young Adults Encounter Difficulties When Coping with Daily Living 
and Career-Vocational Demands and Personal Goals 

An investigation conducted by White et al. (1980) was designed to deter-

mine the current status of 47 young adults identifi ed as LD during their 

school career when compared to that of 59 young adults not identified as LD. 

The subjects had been out of school from one to seven years. Several significant 

differences were reported between the groups. In the area of vocational adjust-

ment, LD students were found to be holding jobs with less social status and to 

be less satisfied with their employment situations compared to their non-LD peers . 

Socially, the groups differed mainly with respect to the degree of involve-

ment in recreational activities and social organizations and degrees of satis-

faction with parental contacts. More prescription drugs and a greater number 

of arrests and criminal convictions were reported for LD young adults than for 

non-LD young adults, although the differences were not statistically significant. 

In addition, LD young adults were found to be less satisfied with their school 

experiences, to have lower aspirations for future education and training, and 

to entertain fewer educational plans. LD young adults also reported receiving 

less support from parents and relatives and more from professional counselors. 

In spite of these differences, the groups were very similar in a number 

of other areas. Individuals from both categories were holding approximately 

the same number of full-time jobs, were earning about the same salaries, 

and were spending about the same amount of time being unemployed. Both groups 

had a number of friends, more persons in both groups liv€d at home than in 

any other place, and most had frequent contact with parents and relatives. 
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No difference was found in the amount of al cohol and drugs (other than prescrip

tive drugs) used, or in the number of arrests or time served in jail. 

Conclusions based on these results must be considered as tentative; 

however, several trends emerge. First, the LD sample seemed to be adjusting 

as well as the non-LD sample in a number of important areas (e.g., getting and 

maintaining employment, having friends, etc.). Second, in terms of 11 quality 

of life, 11 LD young adults reported that they were significantly less satisfied 

with their employment situation as well as their contacts with parents and 

relatives. They were also less involved in recreational and social activities. 

Few had goals for further education or training. 

In their study of the adult adjustment of persons identified as LD during 

their school career, Vetter et al. (in prep.) found that LD adults considered 

daily living skills less important than did non-LD adults. They also found 

that LD adults were less satisfied with their dating patterns, less likely to 

generate future goals, and more likely to describe themselves in positive terms 

when compared to the non-LD group. However, no differences were noted between 

the two groups of adults in the way they judged importance of knowledge of 

basic academic skills, career-vocational perceptions and social interactions. 

In contrast to the results of Lehtinen and Tuomisto (1976), White et al . , 

(1980) and Deshler (1978b), Vetter et al. found no difference in the proportion 

of LD adults reporting dissatisfaction with their current jobs. 

Educatonal Implications 

Based on the presence of learning disabi l ities among adult populations and 

the relationship between prevalence and sett i ng, one may expect to find a 

greater proportion of LD persons in settings such as the Job Corps than in four

year colleges and universities . Also, LD persons represent the lowest academ

ically-functioning persons among those of near average, average, and above 
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average conceptual ability. 

Adults who had been classified as LD while attending secondary school 

appear to possess a lower quality of life standard than their age peers. The 

LD adults are less satisfied with both their social interactions and occupations. 

They also are neither setting long range goals nor planning their activities 

beyond a "day-to-day" bas i s. 

In addition to the findings reported in this section, the following 

paradox is documented in secondary LD students. While LD persons are neither 

perceived (Skrtic, 1980) nor observed (Schumaker .et al., 1980; Banikowski & 

Alley, in prep.) to be dramatically different in social interactions than their 

nonhandicapped age peers, their self-perception tends to be one of a dramatic 

difference in this area. Consequently, the need f.or counseling of LD secondary 

students and LD adults is indicated . Such counseling should involve: (a) 

career awareness and exploration, (b) problem solving, (c) reality checks, and 

(d) continuing education. 

The most appropriate setting for counseling and the activities which must 

be integrated into such a program may be the area community college, which can 

offer the LD young adult both vocational and academic options. Other settings 

include: area vocational technical schools, state job centers, Armed Forces, 

Job Corps, Adult Basic Education Centers, private and state colleges and 

universities, etc. Because of its history of coordinating services for other 

disabled adults, the agency most appropriate to coordinate the programming for 

the LD young adults is the Rehabilitation Services Agency (RSA). Finally, one 

of the most appropriate professionals for serving the LD young adult•s needs 

may be the vocational rehabilitation counselor. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Traditionally, for most LD students, attention has been focused on factors 

related directly to their academic success in a resource room setting. Issues 

such as what to teach and how to teach LD students have received primary re

search and program development attention. Certainly, these considerations are 

very important for the LD individual •s success but they are not sufficiently 

powerful to insure the integration of the LD individual into the mainstreamed 

curriculum or the world of work. 

Perhaps the critical index of any intervention•s success is the degree to 

which the targeted skill is generalized across conditions and mainstreamed 

over time. This index of success is extremely important for the older LD 

student who is expected to compete in a very diverse and demanding set of 

environments. 

Many practitioners and researchers who have studied learning disorders in 

older populations have stressed the concomitant social interaction difficulties 

that often beset these individuals . Such problems are potentially more of a 

hindrance to success and adjustment in life than is the mastery of certain 

academic concepts. Our research suggests that some LD adolescents possess 

problems in social interactions. Since similar social skill deficits are 

found in other low-achieving adolescent populations as well, LD professionals 

face difficult decisions regarding the format, agent, and location of any 

social skill intervention efforts. 

Finally, the KU-IRLD has conceptualized learning disabilities as a 

condition that is not specific to an age group or to the school setting. In

dividuals with learning disabilities continue to experience difficulty in the 

secondary school setting and beyond--in employment, training, military 
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settings, and in life adjustment in general. Although our understanding of 

older LD individuals and the settings in which they must function is growing, 

it is not yet complete. 

The challenge of understanding the learner characteristics, setting 

demands, and the interaction between these in an attempt to address the needs 

of the older-aged LD i ndividual is great. Like most other problems in the 

field of learning disabilities, gaining resolution on the major problems 

facing the LD adolescent and young adult demands the very best thinking and 

leadership for meaningful solut i ons. 
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