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Practical Recommendations and Interventions: Mild Learning Difficulties


MILD LEARNING DIFFICULTIES: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GENERAL CLASSROOM TEACHERS

Maintain a predictable classroom – keep a similar schedule every day making sure to announce when things are going to be different and explain the reasons for the change.  Also, be sure to announce transitions and help to guide students with learning problems through these transitions to avoid confusion.

Recognize that although mental age is an indicator of learning ability, chronological age is an indicator of motivation and interest levels.  Thus, try to ensure that selected materials are of high interest to the student and have a controlled vocabulary to help reduce frustration and increase instruction and enjoyment.

Recognize that students with mild learning difficulties are most likely to learn new skills from concrete materials that have meaning to them and their environment.  The student’s own experiences should provide the structure for selecting academic materials.  Therefore, emphasize the learning of practical real-to-life skills.

Encourage students to be active in the learning process (are often passive learners – learned helplessness). Make the abstract concrete (see it, touch it, do it), encouraging active learning. 

Embed learning strategies (e.g., KWL, Cornell notetaking system, SQ3R, mnemonics etc.) within whole-class and pair learning activities - use learning strategies in multiple settings to facilitate generalization.  

Eliminate dead time between tasks. 

Because students with learning difficulties often approach many learning situations with an expectancy to fail, it is important to program for success.  This can be done by providing immediate reinforcement.  Break learning tasks down into small, attainable units. Sequencing learning, and allow opportunities for the student to experience learning for self-enjoyment.
Provide opportunities for learner success. Students will increase their self-worth through mastery of a skill or task, and through perceived respect from peers. Successful experiences will help build self-esteem. 
Acknowledge their competencies. Give credit for going about the answer in the right way even if it’s the wrong answer. Recognize their strengths and build on these. 
Offer frequent explanations. Check regularly for understanding. Revise frequently. Build in over learning (e.g., use drill and practice where appropriate).     

Allow students to demonstrate their learning in multiple formats (e.g., poster, presentation, written report, skit etc).  

Individualize comments (descriptive reports) and give some marks for effort rather than exclusively using standard grades. 

Beware of negative labeling effects and setting low expectations (e.g., self-fulfilling prophecy). Adopt the ‘nurture’ view and help ensure their success in the general education curriculum.

Because students with learning difficulties need continuous feedback during the initial skill learning stages, the student should be informed as soon as possible whether or not a response is correct.  When the response is appropriate, positive reinforcement (praise, attention, token, etc.) will strengthen the skill.  If, however, the response is incorrect, repeat the trial and prompt the student toward an accurate response.

Since students with mild handicaps often remember material best when it is presented in small segments, their word lists, stories, and other academic exercises should be divided into manageable work units.  This allows the student to experience closure on each activity and achieve a feeling of success.

Give extra time to complete tasks. These students often take longer to learn the same material as others and they may not remember it (in the long run) as well as others. For example, to help a student with memory problems, one should give them extended opportunities for practice to reinforce new learning.  
Have clear step-by-step instructions. Be careful of the number of things being taught at once. Write out instructions also (multiple presentation methods). 

Poor retention of previously learned skills can be alleviated by periodic review beyond criterion.  Practice should be distributed throughout the school day by giving the students frequent opportunities to exercise both new and previously learned skills.

Many students with learning difficulties have problems transferring concepts, and as a result, skills may be learned in isolation.  By providing a variety of learning experiences and relating academic skill exercises directly to reading or other academic tasks, the teacher can help the student generalize a concept’s application.

Help students make linkages between information (e.g., use course, unit, and lesson organizers). An orderly arrangement of concepts helps students learn by allowing the mind to see complex relationships. Use advance organizers and nonlinguistic representations [e.g., graphic organizers- word web, Venn diagram (graphically identify similarities and differences) and cause/effect patterns]. These help to illustrate hierarchical and linear relationships. Encourage students to eventually create their own graphic organizers.
Increase attention and reduce distractibility by providing stimulating learning experiences in a variety of learning modes.  For example, visually demonstrate oral directions or give the student concrete materials such as an abacus.

Use scaffolding - teacher support at the initial stage of task, eventually fade to guided and independent practice. Modeling and guided practice is often more effective than independent learning. 

Teach “big ideas” and focus on critical concepts.    
Use teacher-led think-aloud strategies to demonstrate and model metacognitive skills, especially important to use in secondary education (e.g., summarizing, questioning, clarifying, and predicting when reading textbooks). 

To improve a student’s comprehension and attending abilities, stand near the student when giving instructions.  This way, the teacher’s voice stands out above other noises and the student can see the teacher’s facial expression and body gestures.  Also, place the student so that he/she can view the board and the teacher without turning in his/her chair.

Avoid giving multiple directions or be sure to give simple one step cues when repeating directions to the class.

Talk students through a task, even if this is done from across the room.  Include in your talking positive reinforcement to help students from becoming frustrated and to encourage them to stay on task.

Use cooperative learning and peer-assisted instruction.  Through this type of learning, students will work together to attain a common goal.  This requires students to depend on one another for positive rewards and has been found to increase interaction between handicapped students and non-handicapped students during free time.

Help students, especially those in secondary education, take charge of their own learning. They do not have effective ways of dealing with new tasks. They employ hit and miss strategies, not planning or monitoring their own performance (Westwood, 2003). Thus, they should be taught to self-regulate and ‘how to learn’ (procedures that will empower them to accomplish important academic tasks, to solve problems and complete work independently).  

Promote feelings of self-control (power over their destiny) and help them to respond constructively to failure. 
Help set learning goals. Use ongoing student appraisals and check sheets. Use goal-setting forms for student self-assessment and learning focus. (e.g., a 4-week period), such as: 


I do this well _______________________________________________________

I’m ok, but I’d like to improve on ______________________________________

Help, I need to work on this ___________________________________________

Use contingency contracts and promote home / school co-ordination (goals set, teacher ticks, signed at home).  

See additional recommendations on Attending.
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