
Chapter 7  n  Individuals With  Learning Disabilities 215

A Brief History of the Field
Learning disabilities is an evolving and ever-changing field. Over the years, it has 
been influenced and significantly shaped by eminent individuals, various movements, 
governmental policies, research findings, and theoretical debates and has benefited 
from the activities of various advocacy/interest groups. The collective outcome of these 
sometimes competing efforts has been the present-day concept of learning disabilities.

The origins of the field of learning disabilities are international, multicultural, and 
multidisciplinary (Hallahan, Kauffman, & Lloyd, 1999). In fact, according to Hallahan 
et al. (1999), over the past century, several different groups and professions have been 
involved, to varying degrees, in influencing the growth of the field. These influences 
include medicine, law, education, psychology, and advocacy groups, among others.

Lerner and Johns (2015) divide the development of the field into three distinct 
historical periods spanning almost two hundred years. These phases, illustrated in 
Figure 7.1, are discussed in the following sections.

Foundation Phase
Although the modern-day concept of learning disabilities traces its origin to an address 
given by Samuel Kirk in 1963, the roots of this concept lie in the studies of brain 
functions conducted in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Neurologists and 
other physicians of this era were interested in detecting which areas of the brain control 
specific activities such as speech or reading. By investigating adults with brain dam-
age, these early pioneers were able to identify regions of the brain that appeared to be 
associated with particular cognitive impairments such as aphasia (inability to speak). 
James Hinshelwood, for example, was a Scottish medical researcher who was intrigued 
by a young boy’s inability to learn to read. Despite apparently normal intelligence and 
vision, this child exhibited a severe reading disability that Hinshelwood called “word 
blindness.” He attributed this problem to a defect in a specific area of the boy’s brain.

These pioneering efforts paved the way for later scientists such as Kurt Goldstein, a 
physician who studied soldiers suffering from traumatic brain injuries acquired during 
World War I. He noticed that many of these young men exhibited perceptual impair-
ments; they were highly distractible, unable to attend to relevant stimuli, and overly 
meticulous. He hypothesized that these behavioral and perceptual impairments were 
the consequence of damage to the brain. Goldstein’s theorizing was later expanded 
on by Alfred Strauss, a neuropsychiatrist, and his colleague Heinz Werner, a develop-
mental psychologist. Both men fled Nazi Germany and joined the research staff at the 
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  FIGURE 7.1  Phases in the Development of the Field of 
Learning Disabilities

SOURCE: Adapted from J. Lerner and B. Johns, Learning Disabilities and Mild Disabilities, 12th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/
Cengage Learning, 2012), p. 30.


