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One should not necessarily paint a bleak picture for adults with learning disabilities. 
Many of these individuals achieve success and enjoy a life of quality. Successful adults 
establish goals, work hard, and exhibit a high degree of perseverance while also acknow
ledging their limitations (Scanlon, Patton, & Raskind, 2011; Wiener & Timmermanis, 
2012). Table 7.4 identifies some of the characteristics exhibited by successful and unsuc-
cessful adults with learning disabilities.

Postsecondary educational opportunities are becoming increasingly common for 
adults with learning disabilities. Researchers estimate that about 21 percent of students 
with learning disabilities were enrolled, at some point in time, in four-year colleges or 
universities. Likewise, an additional 50 percent attended, at some point after high school, 
two-year institutions such as community colleges while 36 percent were enrolled in 
vocational/technical schools (Cortiella, 2014; Newman et al., 2011). These figures rep-
resent a dramatic increase in the number of students with learning disabilities seeking 
postsecondary learning experiences. Unfortunately, many young adults with learning 
disabilities do not fully consider their postsecondary options. The Americans with 
Disabilities Act (PL 101–336) along with Section 504 of PL 93–112, which prohibits 
discrimination against individuals with disabilities, requires colleges and universities 
to offer reasonable accommodations to students with learning disabilities (and other 
impairments). Accessing support and services, however, requires that individuals self-
disclose their learning disability—which some students may be reluctant to do. Typical 
accommodations for college students with a learning disability include extra time on 
exams, taking exams in a different format (for example, substituting an oral exam for a 
written one), waiving or substituting certain course requirements (for example, a foreign 
language), and using volunteer note takers for lectures (Hallahan et al., 2005).

Success in college obviously requires more than just course accommodations. 
Students must exhibit appropriate social skills, learn time management and orga-
nization skills, and develop self-discipline, effective study habits, and, perhaps most 
important, self-advocacy. Most institutions of higher education have an office of dis-
ability support services that provides students with disabilities with an array of special 
services designed to meet their unique requirements and enhance their chances of 
earning a degree.

  TABLE 7.4  Characteristics of Successful and Unsuccessful Adults With Learning Disabilities

Successful Adults Unsuccessful Adults

Maintain perseverance in dealing with life events Do not understand or accept their learning disability

Develop coping strategies and know how to reduce stress Fail to take control of their lives

Maintain emotional stability Maintain a sense of learned helplessness and fail to assume 
responsibility

Have and use support systems Seek and promote dependent relationships

Demonstrate motivation and persistence Exhibit a lack of drive and motivation

Pursue careers that maximize their strengths and minimize their 
weaknesses

Fail to establish social support systems

Develop creative ways to compensate and problem-solve Drop out of secondary school

Maintain a positive attitude toward learning

SOURCE: Adapted from C. Mercer, Students With Learning Disabilities, 5th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997), p. 400. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Education, 
Inc., Upper Saddle River, NJ.




