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sounds and certain letters that make up words (Lyon, 
Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003; Simmons, Kame’enui, 
Coyne, Chard, & Hairrell, 2011). In other words, 
letter–sound recognition is impaired.

Phonemic awareness, or understanding that 
words are constructed of small units of sounds 
known as phonemes, is another important ele-
ment of learning to read. Some pupils, for example, 
may experience reading problems because they are 
unable to decode the word cat into three distinct 
phonemes—/c/ /a/ /t/—while other students might 
experience difficulty isolating beginning, middle, 
and ending sounds. For example, “What is the first 
sound in the word rabbit?” (Simmons et al., 2011).

Mathematics
Researchers estimate that about one out of every 
four pupils with learning disabilities receives assis-
tance because of difficulties with mathematics 
(Lerner & Johns, 2015). Students who experience 
this problem are unique; not all children exhibit the 
same deficiency or impairment. In some instances, 
pupils may have difficulty with computational 
skills, word problems, spatial relationships, or writ-
ing numbers and copying shapes. Other classmates 
may have problems with telling time, understand-
ing fractions and decimals, or measuring. Problems 
that begin in elementary school generally continue 
through high school and may have debilitating 
consequences in adulthood.

Written Language
Many individuals with learning disabilities exhibit 
deficits in written language, including spelling, 

handwriting, and composition (Vaughn, Bos, & Schumm, 2014). Researchers ( Jennings, 
Caldwell, & Lerner, 2014) speculate that a link exists between these areas of deficiency 
and a person’s reading ability. The association between reading and writing impairments 
should not be too surprising, as both may arise from a lack of phonological awareness.

Poor penmanship may be due to the absence of the requisite fine motor skills 
needed for legible handwriting and/or a lack of understanding of spatial relationships 
(for example, up, down, bottom), which may contribute to difficulties with letter for-
mation and spacing between words and sentences (see Figure 7.2).

Children’s writing changes as they mature. According to Hallahan et al. (1999), 
the focus of a youngster’s writing “shifts from (1) the process of writing (handwriting 
and spelling) to (2) the written product (having written something) to (3) communi-
cation with readers (getting across one’s message)” (p. 396). Early on, pupils focus on 
becoming competent in mastering the mechanical aspects of composition—spelling 
and handwriting; in later grades, they learn to organize and present their ideas in a 
lucid and logical fashion. Children who are learning disabled, however, lag behind their 
typical peers. Investigators have observed that individuals with learning disabilities 
use less complex sentence structure, incorporate fewer ideas, produce poorly organized 
paragraphs, and write less complex stories (Hallahan et al., 2005).

phonemic awareness: The ability 
to recognize that words consist of 
different sounds or phonemes.

phoneme: Smallest unit of sound 
found in spoken language.

Reading difficulties are very common among students with learning 
disabilities.
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