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a retardation, disorder, or delayed development in one or more of the processes 
of speech, language, reading, writing, arithmetic, or other school subject resulting 
from a psychological handicap caused by a possible cerebral dysfunction and/or 
emotional or behavioral disturbances. It is not the result of mental retardation 
[intellectual disability], sensory deprivation, or cultural and instructional factors. 
(Kirk, 1962, p. 263)

As you will see, elements of this definition, which is an umbrella concept encompass-
ing a multitude of educational “sins,” appear in later definitions of learning disabilities, 
including subaverage academic performance, processing disorders, and the exclusion of 
certain etiological possibilities.

Federal Definition of Learning Disabilities
After the Education for All Handicapped Children Act was enacted in 1975, the U.S. 
Office of Education spent two years developing the accompanying rules and regula-
tions for identifying and defining individuals with learning disabilities. The following 
official federal definition of learning disabilities was published in the Federal Register 
in December 1977:

“Specific learning disability” means a disorder in one or more of the basic 
psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spo-
ken or written, which may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, 
speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations. The term includes 
such conditions as perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunc-
tion, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. The term does not include children 
who have learning disabilities which are primarily the result of visual, hearing, 
or motor handicaps, or mental retardation, or emotional disturbance, or of 
environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage. (U.S. Office of Education, 
1977, p. 65083)

A learning disability is an umbrella concept covering a wide range of difficulties.
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