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pejorative labels. When schools elected to serve 
these students, many of whom were experienc-
ing significant academic difficulties, they were 
often incorrectly placed in classes for pupils 
with intellectual disability or, in some instances, 
in settings for children with emotional prob-
lems; others received services from remedial 
reading specialists. Some pupils were denied 
help because school authorities were unable to 
classify them using the then current disabilities 
categories necessary for placement in a special 
education program.

The integration era witnessed the enact-
ment of PL 91–230, the Specific Learning 
Disabilities Act of 1969, soon followed by the 
landmark “Bill of Rights” for children with dis-
abilities, PL 94–142, now referred to as IDEA. 
Other milestones included the establishment 
of the Association for Children with Learning 
Disabilities in 1964, followed four years later 
by the birth of the Division for Children with Learning Disabilities (DCLD) as part 
of the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC). In 1982, a group of DCLD mem-
bers withdrew from CEC over policy issues and created an independent association 
also concerned about individuals with learning disabilities, the Council for Learning 
Disabilities. Also in 1982, other former DCLD members began a new division under 
the auspices of CEC, the Division for Learning Disabilities.

Twenty-First-Century Issues
For the past few decades, the field of learning disabilities has been impacted by several, 
and sometimes controversial, forces. Some special educators view this as a period of 
turbulence (Hallahan & Mercer, 2002). Mercer and Pullen (2009) believe that the 
field will be buffeted by a variety of social, political, economic, and professional forces. 
The question is “How will the field respond to these challenges?” Some of the con-
temporary challenges or issues identified by Lerner and Johns (2015) include concerns 
about full inclusion, how best to serve culturally and linguistically diverse learners, and 
the impact of assistive technology, along with issues of high-stakes assessment, RTI, 
universal design for learning (UDL), and several other matters. Many of these topics 
will be addressed elsewhere in this chapter.

Prevalence of Learning Disabilities
Recent statistics compiled by the federal government suggest that approximately 2.30 
million pupils ages 6 to 21 are identified as learning disabled (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2015). Thus, learning disabilities make up by far the largest category of 
individuals with a disability, accounting for four out of every ten students (39.5%) 
receiving a special education in the 2013–2014 school year. This figure represents 
about 3.4 percent of the school-age population.

Over the past few years, there has been a gradual, but steady, decrease in the 
number of students identified as learning disabled (McLeskey, Landers, Hoppey, 
& Williamson, 2011). In fact, between 2002 and 2011, the number of individuals 
identified as learning disabled declined by 18 percent (Cortiella, 2014). Possible 

The field of learning disabilities is currently confronted by a variety of complex 
challenges and issues.
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