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The 1977 federal interpretation also specifies that a learning disability cannot be due 
primarily to sensory impairments, intellectual disability, emotional problems, or environ-
mental, cultural, or economic disadvantage. This language has come to be known as the 
exclusionary clause. This concept has generated considerable concern in some circles 
because it seems to suggest that students with other impairments cannot be considered 
learning disabled as well. Mercer and Pullen (2009), however, believe that the word pri-
marily suggests that a learning disability can coexist with other exceptionalities. We believe 
that what is important is that professionals recognize that a pupil is experiencing learning 
difficulties, regardless of their etiology, and thus is in need of some form of intervention.

Association for Children With Learning Disabilities
The federal definition of learning disabilities has had its share of criticism and accom-
panying controversy. As a result, in 1986 the Association for Children with Learning 
Disabilities (now known as the Learning Disabilities Association of America) pro-
posed a definition that incorporates several key elements not found in the IDEA 
definition. This substitute definition stresses the lifelong aspect of learning disabilities, 
addresses issues of socialization and self-esteem, eliminates the exclusionary language, 
and suggests that adaptive behaviors (daily living skills) may also be compromised by 
this disability. This group’s definition is as follows:

Specific Learning Disabilities is a chronic condition of presumed neurological 
origin which selectively interferes with the development, integration, and/or 
demonstration of verbal and/or nonverbal abilities. Specific Learning Disabilities 
exists as a distinct handicapping condition and varies in its manifestations and in 
degree of severity. Throughout life, the condition can affect self-esteem, education, 
vocation, socialization, and/or daily living activities. (Association for Children 
with Learning Disabilities, 1986, p. 15)

The Continuing Debate
After reading these two definitions, you may believe that the field of learning disabilities 
is in a continual state of confusion and raucous debate over what a learning disability is. 
You may be partly correct. It is perhaps best to envision learning disabilities as a family 
or syndrome of disabilities affecting a wide range of academic and/or behavioral perfor-
mance. The key elements of these definitions are summarized in Table 7.1.

  TABLE 7.1  Common Components of Definitions of Learning 
Disabilities

•	 Intellectual functioning within normal range

•	 Significant gap or discrepancy between a student’s assumed potential and actual achievement

•	 Cognitive processing deficits

•	 Inference that learning disabilities are not primarily caused by other disabilities or extrinsic 
factors

•	 Difficulty in learning in one or more academic areas

•	 Presumption of central nervous system dysfunction

•	 Lifelong condition

exclusionary clause: In regard to 
learning disabilities, the elimination of 
possible etiological factors to explain a 
pupil’s difficulty in learning.


