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Chapter 1: Introduction

Newfoundland and Labrador’s delivery of special education services to students
with learning disabilities (LDs) has evolved over time. The Newfoundland and Labrador
education system has now shifted its focus to inclusion which is “the process of
integrating students with disabilities into general education classes” (Y ounghusband,
1999, para. 1).

The inclusion movement has been a focus of much debate, particularly since the
1996 expansion of Pathways ta Programming and Graduation to the province’s entire K-
12 system. During the last 10-12 years, this “framework that enables teachers to tailor
curriculum to meet the individual strei and needs of all students,” (Government of
Newfoundland and Labradar, n. d., para. 4,) has resulted in many discussions and
questions. In recent years, it has also § ierated controversy and media attention. Mamlin
points out that, “inclusion has been strongly supported by research, professional
organizations and parents advacacy ou  wha hold the view that students with special
needs will blend into and become a pa of the general education community” (as cited in
Younghusband, 1999, para. 2). However in order to receive supports/accommodations
from special services personnel via the I 1ways framework, a student requires the
diagnosis of an identified exceptio ity = >vernment of Newfoundland & Labrador,
2010C). Some would argue thatt requirement of a diagnosis, in and of itself, interferes
with inclusionary practices.

Pathway is used to “descrii how we plan educational programs to meet the
individual needs of all students” (Pathways Working Group of the Department of

Education and the Newfoundland and Labrador Teachers’ Association, n. d., p. 1). The















Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

While substantial literature exists regarding the field of special education and
specifically inclusion, there is surprisingly little literature available that focuses on
students’ perspectives or personal experiences. In fact, “it is rare for researchers even to
consider students’ views in their studies” (Miller, 2008, p. 389). When writing his article,
What Do Students Think About Inclusion?, Miller experienced difficulty locating studies
that asked students with disabilities about their views of and preferences regarding
inclusion.

Miller’s 2008 findings showed that, “young people today consider it right and
natural for students with learning . . . difficulties to be in their classes” (p. 391). It appears
that students accept peers with disabilitic :xceptionalities despite the fact that, “children
with profound and complex learning difficulties pose challenges to inclusion™

(Whitehurst, 2006, p. 56).

Maoving Towards Inclusion

In 1979, Memorial University of Newfoundland expanded its existing special
education diploma program to full degree status (Philpott, 2002). Not only were the
training requirements for special education teachers in Newfoundland and Labrador
changing, the field of special educationi If was changing.

Until the mid 1970’s, the only N¢  ‘oundland and Labrador students with
disabilities receiving services were those who were blind and/or deaf. These students

attended residential schools in Nova Scot  via government funding (Philpott, 2002).



“Parental pressure in the late 1960s resulted in the Schools Act stating that school boards
‘may’ accept students with disabilities. giving boards the right to refuse a child with
special needs” (Philpott, 2002, Disabilities Services Section, para. 1). In 1979 — the same
year that Memorial University e:  inded s special education diploma program to full
degree status — the Minister of Education amended the Schools Act and made education
of children with disabilities in Newfo dland and Labrador school mandatory (Philpott,
2002).

Over the last 25 years, inclusion of students with special needs in regular
classroom settings has been gaining momentum (Morgan & Byers, 2008). “The notion of
inclusion and inclusive education carries with it an assumption of entitlement for all those
included in the education system” (Crombie & McColl, 2001, p. 54).

Generally, as reported by P1__pott & Dibbon, teachers agreed with the philosophy
of inclusion but pointed out that additional resources, extra preparatory/collaboration
time and additional training are re iired (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador,
2007). Research indicated that two-thirds of regular classroom teachers support the
concept of inclusion and are will  to accept a student with a disability in their classes ’
(Omelles, Cook & Jenkins, 2007). However. “only 29% felt they had sufficient expertise
in relation to teaching students with disabilities” (Ornelles, Cook & Jenkins, 2007, p. ‘
145).

Younghusband’s research reflect  that Newfoundland and Labrador’s teachers
also felt ill equipped to meet the varying and sometimes severe needs of students in their
classrooms. She reported that “many of these teachers . . . support some inclusion but feel

unskilled, untrained and lacking in the expertise to work with mild-moderate (and



sometimes severe) disabilities” (Younghusband, 1999, para. 3). The frustration of
teachers attempting to meet the diverse needs of students was evident; Philpott & Dibbon

[T

cite Younghusband’s finding that sossible’ was a frequently used adjective to
describe the delivery of Pathways as the teachers tried to live up to the demands placed
upon them in this regard (Government of Newfoundland & Labrador, 2007, p. 206).

Concerns have been raised about the effects of inclusion on students with LDs.
“Proponents of inclusion argue that among the potential benefits for learners with
learning disabilities within the inclusive environment are increases in self-esteem and
self-worth, as learners within the inclusive environment are believed to be less likely to
be stigmatized and perceived as being less able by their peers” (Ntshangase, Mdikana &
Cronk, 2008, p.76). However, “the emotional well-being of some students with learning
disabilities in mainstream settings has been a cause for concern” (Morgan & Byers, 2008,
Background Section, para. 2).

Some research indicates that students with LDs, included in regular classroom
settings, are at risk for low self-esteem associated with the difficulties they experience
both academically and socially (Ntshangase, Mdikana & Cronk, 2008). Damage to self-

esteem can have a long-lasting and significant detrimental effect on the lives of students

with LDs.

Overview of Pathways

Pathways is a way to describe how educators deliver education programs to meet
the individual strengths and ne¢ lents. A student must have an exceptionality
to access Pathway 2, 3,4 or 5. ] y« cisionsa madebytl student’s program
planning team (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2010c, What is Pathways?
Section, para. 1).






characteristics of the children was reached — “learning disabilities” (Learning Disabilities
Association of America, 2005, Defining a Need Section, para. 2). During the past four
decades, the overall understanding of LDs has changed as knowledge has increased.
However, as pointed out by Roffman (2007), “there is no universal definition of a
learning disability” (p. 15).

Newfoundland and Labrador’s Department of Education website currently lists
the following detailed definition of alea ng disability:

According to the L.earning Dis ilities Association of Canada (2002), learning
disabilities refer to a number of disorders which may affect the acquisition,
organization, retention, understanding or use of verbal or nonverbal information.
These disorders affect learning in individuals who otherwise demonstrate at least
average abilities essential for thinking and/or reasoning. As such, learning
disabilities are distinct from global intellectual deficiency.

Learning disabilities result from impairments in one or more processes related to
perceiving, thinking, remembering or learning. These include, but are not limited
to: language processing; phonological processing; visual spatial processing;
processing speed; memory and attention; and executive functions (e.g., planning
and decision-making).

Learning disabilities range in severity and may interfere with the acquisition and
use of one or more of the follow

o oral language (e.g., listening, )eaking, understanding)

e reading (e.g., decodir phonetic knowledge, word recognition,
comprehension)

« written language (e.g., spelling and written expression)

e mathematics (e.g., computation, problem solving)

Learning disabilities may also involve difficulties with organizational skills,
social perception, social in action and perspective taking.
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available research to assist students with LDs choose programs where they are likely to
succeed; and (3) some students who receive services (for LDs) in high school do not
qualify for services at the post-secondary level.

The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) believes that,
“many students with LDs should select postsecondary education options and that they can
succeed in their pursuit of them . . . ” (1994, Introduction Section, para. 1). The NJCLD
maintains that many students with LDs fail to consider post-secondary programs because
of lack of encouragement, assist e and preparation to do so.

Many students with LDs who enroll in post-secondary programs do not succeed
during their first year largely due to difficulties with transitioning from high school to
college (Connar, 2009). Gregg (2007) sserts that, “the adalescent and adult population
with learning disabilities continues to be underserved and underprepared to meet the
demands of postsecondary education” (p. 219).

Not only are students with LDs less likely than their non-disabled peers to attend
university, they are also less likely to graduate from high school. Gregg (2007) asserts
that students with LDs are two to three times more likely to drop out of school than non-
disabled peers.

Gregg argues that there is a “professional practice of setting lower academic
expectations for these students” (p. 221). He further posits that it, “should be our goal to
provide students with learning disabilities the tools ... to meet academic standards with

rigor equal to that expected from their peers” (p. 221).
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assistive technology; and learning strate s. It also consists of a parent session (Queen’s
University, 2005).

Carleton University offers Make the CUT (College/University Transition). It “is a
transition program designed to assist students with Learning Disabilities or Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder <ea ccessful transition from secondary school to
college or university” (Carleton University, 2010, Make the CUT section), PARA.1.
Prospective students are provided with an orientation. As well, the resources available —

to students with L.LDS and ADHD — are cus of the session.
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Site/Participant Selection

This research project examined the opinions of students with reading/writing
related LDs. All participants had successfully graduated from Level III
(academic programs) and had completed at least one year of studies at Memorial
University.

Typical case sampling was used to select participants. The goal was to determine
and examine the experiences of a typical senior high student with a reading/writing
related LD whose goal was to attend Memorial University.

Potential participants were identified with the assistance of the Glenn Roy
Blundon Center; the center is directly involved with providing services/supports to
Memorial University students with LDs. “The mission of the Blundon Centre is to
provide and co-ordinate programs and services that enable students with disabilities to
maximize their educational pote: i and to increase awareness of inclusive values among
all members of the university community” (Memorial University of Newfoundland, 2010,
About the Centre section, para. 2).

An e-mail, composed by the researcher and containing a brief explanation of the
research project, was sent to The Blundon Center. On behalf of the researcher, it was then
distributed to students receiving services via the Blundon Center; a copy of the letter of
introduction and the consent form for participants was attached to the e-mail.

An e-mail was also sent to a staff member of the Learning Disabilities
Association of Newfoundland. The e-mail, outlining the research, was then forwarded to

LDANL members.
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“The Learning Disabilities Association of Newfoundland and Labrador Inc.
(LDANL) acts as the provincial voice for individuals with learning disabilities and those
who support them, and offers programs to build social competence and independence
skills” (Learning Disabilities Association of Newfoundland and Labrador, 2006,
Welcome to LDANL section, para. 1). Programs and services offered by the LDANL
include: a parent support group; a youth mentoring group; an assistive technology
orientation; and community presentations.

Individuals interested in participating in the study were asked to contact the
researcher via e-mail. Further information was then provided to potential participants. If
an interested individual met the selection criteria and was willing to participate in the
study, an interview was arranged at the participant’s convenience. Initially, seven
students were selected to participate in the study. However, one participant failed to meet
the selection criteria as she had at  ded senior high school in mainland Canada.

Interviews occurred at the Queen Elizabeth Library on the Memorial University
campus. This site was selected be:  se it contained study rooms that allowed for quiet
and uninterrupted interview locations. As well, since most participants were enrolled in
on- campus classes, the library was a convenient and logical location to meet; participants
were familiar with the location.

On the day of the interview, prio1 ) the interview being conducted, each
participant was given a brief verbal introduction to the study. As well. the consent form
and letter of introduction were verbally reviewed and the participant given the

opportunity to ask questions.
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generalizable to first year students. Nor are the findings intended to be generalized to
post-secondary students enrolled at other institutions but, instead, are specific to students
at Memorial University of Newfoundland.

My research focused, specifically, on students with reading/writing related LDs.
Therefore the results should not be. interpreted as applying to student with LDs affecting

other skill areas.

Ethical Considerations

Various measures were taken to ensure that potential ethical issues were
addressed. The consent form was reviewed with each participant prior to the interview. A
verbal summary was given and particips 3 were provided the opportunity to ask
questions before written consent was obtained. Participation in the research project was
voluntary. Students were assured that the research project would in no way affect
university grades or academic standing.

Written permission to tape record interviews was obtained prior to interviews
being conducted. Tapes were securely stored; they will be destroyed two years after the
final copy of this thesis isrelea . TI anonymity of the participants was protected. The
names of the participants were not referenced. Instead, each participant was assigned a
‘tag’ and this ‘tag” was used to reference each specific student.

Due to the researcher’s experience as a special education teacher, there is an
element of subjectivity involved. It was | :essary for the researcher to maintain an open

mind during the interview process and ¢ 1re that each participant felt comfortable
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experiencing difficulties throughout his schooling, an LD was not diagnosed until the
completion of his first year of university studies.

M2’s assessment reflected weak expressive language and phonological processing
skills; these deficits were attributed to dyslexia. M2 had completed a Business degree
during the semester prior to his interview. At the time of the interview, he was actively
seeking employment in the field of marketing.

M3 graduated in 2006. He was originally assessed at age 13, during his grade
eight year, and was re-assessed during his final year of high school. His assessment
showed a “specific learning disability related to auditory short-term memory and visual-
perceptual deficits,” resulting in weak ha writing and spelling skills. In his own words,
the “quality of writing was pretty low.”

M3 is currently completing a double major in History and Russian. He is planning
to apply to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police upon completion of his degree; he is also
interested in future employment in the a.  of foreign affairs.

M4 completed his Level IIl year 2006. He experienced difficulty with reading
and writing tasks from an early a_ ; school records indicate difficulties during elementary
school. He was assessed during his grade nine year, a few months before his fifteenth
birthday, and the assessment showed significant difficulties in the area of written output.
When M4 was re-assessed at age 16 the findings supported “the previous diagnosis of a
learning disability in the area of written output.” M4 experiences significant difficulty

writing thoughts/ideas/information in a timely fashion.
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M4 is currently completing a degree in psychology. When he began his university
studies, he planned to pursue organizational psychology but is now considering other
options in the field of psychology.

F1 graduated in 2003. She repeated grade one and was assessed during her second
year in that grade; an LD was diagnosed. An assessment completed during her Level 11
year specified her LD as dyseidetic type dyslexia. F1’s LD results in significant difficulty
with: remembering factual knowledge; reading; spelling; and mathematics. Visual testing
also showed mild visual tracking and convergence issues.

F1 is currently completing a Bachelor of Arts degree. Upon completion of this
degree, she intends to apply to the Faculty of Education. Eventually, she plans to
complete a Masters’ degree in the area of special education.

F2 completed her Level Ill stu  =s in 2004. She was originally assessed during
her grade two year; results showed “difficulties in the areas of reading, written output and
organizational skills,” which were “typical of a learning disability.” When F2 was re-
assessed during her Level Il year, results indicated that she continued “to fall within the
dysphonetic pattern of readers.”

At the time of the interview, F2 was completing her final term toward a degree in
Marine Biology (Honours). Her future plans include pursuing a Masters degree.

The most common supports received by participants, during their senior high
years, were extra time and alternate setting (for tests/exams), all participants received
these accommodations. Other supports received by some, but not all participants, were:
use of word processor during tests/exams (M1); tests/exams read aloud (F1 and F2);

copies of class notes (M3); and use of a tape recorder to record answers due to poor
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I know that there’s different levels. I know, when I was in high school, I was put in
Pathway 2 . .. but [ wouldn’t be able to tell you much more than that.
When questioned about his understanding of the Pathways framework, M3 stated:
The Pathways framework, what I know is, Pathway 1 is academic. That’s what |
know about it. It's the academic stream. Pathway 2 is, ah, they need more help,
get more help in the core subjects such as Math, English and Sciences . . .
Pathway 3 — this is what [ was told — is, like, that’s people with, like, more severe
problems in those core subjects and, then from there, Pathway 4 — what I was told
— what I thought of it was that there was a complete mental disability.
M4 indicated a minimal understanding of the Pathways framework. In fact, he
was unsure as to whether he had actually received services via the Pathways framework:
Ah . .. I'm not completely sure. It was mentioned. Like, when I was going through
school, they never told me that I was in Pathways but I guess I was.
F1 was unsure as to whether she had received Pathway 4 services (alternate
courses) during her schooling:
So, 1don’t think it was Pathway 4. But I'm not sure.
She also expressed that, during high school, she:
was kind of afraid of going to the Pathways just for the simple fact that you want
to get into university and I don’t  ow what the rules are with that.
F2’s response when asked, “What is Pathways,?” was:
Well, I don’t understand a whole pile about it. I know that’s just like, ah, I guess
more help provided, small class sizes, maybe slightly easier material depending

on what Pathway you're in.
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F2 was somewhat confused regarding the framework. She was unsure as to the
number of actual pathways to graduation (five); she was also unsure of what the
numerical value assigned to each pathway indicated.

There’s Pathway 4, Pathway 3 and, is there a 2 as well? That's where you're

almost getting into challenging needs, isn't it?

There were varying levels of understanding among participants regarding the
Pathways framework. While each participant willingly communicated his/her
understanding of the Pathways framework, none described the framework accurately.

The lack of understanding about e framework was reinforced when F1 related
the negative experience of a friend:

.. . their parents didn’t push for it and they went into Pathways. There was a

Math pathway that was below . . . like it seems like it’s a regular one but it’s not

and you can’t get into university with it and, like, one of my best friends ended up

in that and she thought, okay, that’s fine, I can still get into university with

that . . . She was on a different Pathway and she didn’t realize about the

Pathways and her parents didn’t really get involved. She never graduated with a

diploma significant enough to get into university.

Theme Two: Inclusion

All participants expressed that they were included in regular classes with non-
disabled peers. Overall, their views regarding their inclusion in the regular classroom
were positive.

M1 expressed that inclusion in tl  regular class worked well for him. He stated:
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F1 expressed that she experienced difficulty in the regular classroom setting:

I can't learn it fast enough in class . . . so my mom would have to re-teach me at

home.

She (her mother) had to re-teach me everything.

But, all of my subjects, I know Mom re-taught me almost everything. Except, for

some reason, English.

1did struggle (with keeping up in the regular classroom).

F1 did express some doubts regarding the inclusion of students with learning
disabilities in the regular classroc

If you leave them in the class and they 're doing the same program then I don't

know if the students are getting what they need . . . Socially they 're gonna feel

better. But I don’t know if they 're gonna have their requirements met.

F1 raised another point regarding the inclusion of students with learning
disabilities in the regular classroom — increased demands faced by the classroom teacher:

The teacher is bombarded with having to teach 10 different ways in one

classroom and writing up 10 ISSPs and not being able to do all those lectures and

stuff like that, so it is challenging.

F2 expressed that remaining in the regular classroom was also challenging for
her. While she did well academically, she worked hard to attain good grades:

Well, I found it a lot of work a it was really challenging . . . Like. I did well. 1

came out of high school with an 85 average. Got an entrance scholarship into

MUN . ..
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All participants expressed that, overall, they had achieved academic success while
being included in the regular classroom. However, they also identified potential
challenges associated with the inclusion of students with learning disabilities in the

regular classroom.

Theme Three: Meeting Students’ Needs

While all participants received supports/accommodations during high school,
some expressed that they had not received the accommodations needed to do their best.
Numerous participants expressed that, during their senior high years, there had been
issues/problems; issues encountered by participants varied from failing to receive
appropriate supports to an LD remaining undiagnosed.

While M1 believed that he received the accommodations necessary for academic
success in high school, in his opinion, he was not challenged by the program. When
asked if, during high school, he had received the services he required, he responded:

Except for challenge, yes.

When M2 was asked whether his needs were met in senior high, he responded:

No, not really.

In his opinion, a quiet room would have been advantageous. As well:

A reader would’ve been a bhig help.

M2 did receive extra time during assessments. However:

What they were doing was I would write in the gym with everyone else and when,

when everyone else was finished and I was the last one, they’d take me and put

34




me in another room. So, I was kind of, I was interrupted — pretty much — in mid

thought.

M2’s experience of gradi ing from high school without his LD having been
diagnosed resulted in him feelir that he was not as well prepared for MUN as he should
have been.

Maybe if I was diagnosed beforehand successfully . . .

When asked if he had received adequate supports during high school, M3 stated:

(1) got what I needed.

In his opinion, he received the supports required in order to succeed in his high
school course of studies. However, he expressed that he did not receive enough
instruction and practice in the area of writing skills:

But when it comes to writing . .. There wasn’t enough. It was on the back burner

really. There wasn’t enough . . . I wish I worked on the spelling and grammar. . .

Or be able to organize your thoughts. It’s not done enough.

According to M3, having the ability to:

organize your thoughts and put them down in a coherent way . . . it’s so vital. It’s

Just vital.

When M3 decided to move from a basic to an academic stream, he did not feel
that his teachers fully supported his decision:

I believe some did and some never.

A lot of them . . . I heard the word a lot of times — you don’t have the

Sfoundation’, you don’t have the ‘foundation’, you’re gonna have trouble . . . felt
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alot of times ... It’s not that th. . .. The teachers didn’t want you to succeed

but they didn’t want to rock the boat or anything . . .

When I wanted to go to the academic stream, they weren't like, they didn’t say,

“Oh, that’s a good idea.” They were, like, let’s keep comfortable here . . .
Overall, M3 felt that his decision was questioned and his abilities doubted. However:

If you told me I couldn’t do it, I was gonna do it, you know. It didn’t bother me. If

anything I thrived on it.

M3 also raised the issue of effective teaching styles. When discussing a specific
Science class, in which he was unable t¢  zep up with notes, he commented:

QOur teacher, 1'd say his main teaching style was just, like, get up in front of class,

notes, explain the two boards of . tes and erase it, like, constantly . . . it was a lot

of information to take in.
This style of teaching caused particular difficulty for M3 due to the large amount of
writing required.

M4 revealed that, in high school, the extra time he required to complete
assessments was not always provided. This caused him significant anxiety:

I can remember when I used to do tests without things (extra time) . . . I stressed —

having anxiety — I'd even cry sometimes.

F1 expressed that she had received the supports she needed to attain academic
success during high school:

The high school did a good job with me.

However, there had been major ¢  cerns during her grade nine year:
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The special education teacher . . . he didn’t really want to be teaching and he
ended up missing classes or just giving us stuff . . . My mother actually fought
with the school system . . .

A support F1 received during  1ior high was extra time during tests/exams. In

fact, during exams, she received unlimited time:

Actually, in high school, I was given as much time as I wanted. And that’s one
thing 1 think they should change although I loved it then. My final English exam
that 1 did — that was the public — it took me five hours. I was there all day, non-
stop . . . But the thing is, I was so used to getting as much time as I needed, that
when [ came into university — you're only allowed time and a half . . . It was a
struggle that first year.

F1 referenced that some teachers :emed to have low expectations due to

her LD:

And teachers, I think they assume that you’'re not gonna go on. I know, a lot of
times throughout my schooling, my parents were told (student’s name) is not
going to get anywhere. She's going to, you know, she likes to do her hair . . .
Maybe she can become a hair. :sser or something . . . Because I kept saying that
I want to go to university and they were trying to steer me, steer me away.

... it was just assumed that they (students with LDs) couldn’t goon . . .

F2 indicated that, during high school, she was not introduced to the use of

assistive technology. In her opinion, th ould have been beneficial:

It would have been, definitely, advantageous to have some of the programs — like

Kurzweil — but, at that point. | hadn’t even heard of them . . . Maybe even having.
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Comments by M3 reflect that stigma was more pronounced at the junior high than

at the senior high level:

Junior highwas . . . a little rough at the start . . . They used word . .. “sped,”
“romper,” “romp,” ... Ididn’t want any trouble but some of the guys got pretty
vicious.

M4 felt minimal stigma during his high school years:

I don’t make it a problem; it’s not a problem for me.

[ really don’t think there was a label.

I played a lot of sports too so I don’t think that people would label me as ‘the kid
with the learning disability.’

F1 made numerous statements flecting that her LD diagnosis had resulted in

stigmatization dur g high school:

issues.

I’ll just say it straight up. Student just look at you . . . ‘cause they don’t
understand at all.

They do look at you differently and stuff like that.

It was hard going out for tests because . . . people knew. And that was a big thing.
She also expressed that her fric  1s were, for the most part, peers with learning
She experienced difficulty connecting with non-disabled peers:

But, in terms of socially — 1 think — I ended up connecting with other people . . .
My group of friends were the other people who had disabilities.

She recollected a specific incident:

I remember, one time, one of my friends she didn’t try at all — she didn’t study at

all. And then she’'d come out and she’d say she was stupid because a dyslexic girl
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did better than she did. That was kinda, you know, hard . . . You get that, you

know.

F2 also felt the effects of stigmatization:

Kids pick on you. Especially when you 're out in separate classes and stuff. It’s

like, *'Oh, this is the sped class, or the “dumb class.”

She reported that she felt the effects of stigmatization more acutely when she
was younger:

I'was dealing with it a lot better by the time I got to high school.

There was no overall consensus regarding stigmatization at the senior high level.
While some participants were of the opii n that stigmatization was significant at the

high school level, others expressed that this was not the case.

Theme Five: Parental £-port’™ ~ort . Significant Person(s)

Each participant, when asked if parental support played a role in his’her academic
success, responded affirmatively. A number of participants identified parental support as
being a major factor in their high school :ademic success and, ultimately, in their pursuit
of post-secondary education . Other participants identified other significant person(s) -
e.g., guidance counselors, teachers - as ¢ ying supportive roles in their academic
pursuits.

When M1 was asked if parent: support had been a factor in his success, he
responded:

Yeah. It’s helped. Sometimes I think that, earlier on especially, I think that they

weren’t given as much credit for what they were saying as they should have been.
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Because, from what I can gatl | earlier on — junior high, elementary, primary —

the schools made a lot of mistakes: my parents told them that any more mistakes

wouldn’t be ignored.

M2 revealed that, despite the : :t that his LD was not diagnosed until after
completion of high school, his mother had suspected an LD at a young age:

Mom was always at it. I mean, grade three, she was trying to get me tested for

dyslexia; she got me tested for something . . . She was always there trying to give

me a hand and trying to give r zhniques to try to adapt to my style.

When questioned regarding whether parental support had been a factor in his
success, M3 responded:

Definitely. . . It would be much, much harder if my parents weren’t there to help

me out . . . Especially reading over my work and stuff like that.

In a follow up e-mail, M4 emph: zed the importance his mother had played in
his education:

My mother especially had a huge influence . . . Always talking to all the teachers

in the parent teacher conferences and letting them know what was up. She always

encouraged me (o ask questions when 1 was confused on something in cluss . . .

Always stressed that was not stupid or dumb because of my learning disability

hut that Twas just a little different and needed a little more time, etc. but she knew

that my plan was 10 go to university and she expected nothing less from me so she

helped me . . .

F1 identified her mother as playing an instrumental role in her education. Her
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parents, particularly her mother, provided a tremendous amount of home support. She
was also influenti: in ensuring that appropriate academic programming was put in place.
This is reflected by numerous statements:

. . . my mother actually fought with the school system.

But we (student and her mother) did a ridiculous amount of work in English and

stuff like that so 1 would be able to get into the regular program.

1 think I got what I needed to get because my parents worked really hard at it.

1 had parents who were . . . interested in school and could help me and I think

that’s what made my circumstan.  better and why I'm in university today.

F1’s mother continues to provide academic support with her university courses:

But I do get my mom to edit all my work for spelling and stuff.

F2’s mother requested that she be assessed at an early age (F2’s brother was
diagnosed with an LD and her mother suspected that F2 might also have an LD). When
asked about parental support, F2 responi  1:

She is a really good advocate. She did some work with the Learning Disabilities

Association and she was always there - like with the different guidance counselors

and stuff — so she was really good.

F2 acknowledged that her mother’s support had been a major factor in her
academic success:

It made a big difference. She used to sit with us when we were working on our

homework, me and my brother. She used to sit down and, when we started, she

started and, when we finished, she finished.
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F1 also identified her high school guidance counselor as playing a role in her

SUCCEss:

The guidance counselor, he’s incredible! He's still there today. He'’s the best
person I ever met! He’s really . . . He knew where [ wanted to go. He knew I had a
dream to go to university. And he was gonna make it possible for me.

M1 commented that his high school guidance counselor:

was really great about setting up a meeting with (coordinator at the Blundon
Centre) and it was really great . . .

Some participants identified that supportive teachers had played a role in their

success. M1 felt that, overall, his teachers were supportive of his plans to attend

university:

They expected me . . . to do something else besides high school . . . But thinking
back, 1 think that more of my teachers saw me as, like, an academic type person
who could do well in university as opposed to a trade.

M3 identified a teacher who had sparked his interest in the area of history and the

possibility of pursuing the study of history at the post-secondary level:

One of my teachers kind of sparked me in history. He was my Consumer Studies
teacher . . . and I kind of got an interest in it and . . . it snowballed from there. I'll

do history.

While some participants’ parents were more actively involved in their childrens’

educations than others, all participants agreed that their parents were supportive of their

educational goals. Some participants also recognized the influence of other supportive

person(s) in attaining their academic goals.
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Theme Six: Self~-awareness

Overall, participants demonstrated a high level of awareness regarding personal

learning styles. Participants were able to identify personal strengths and needs.

that:

When M1 was asked about specific difficulties caused by his LD, he responded:
For me, it’s mostly fine motor skills and spelling. My handwriting is really bad
and I cannot spell to save my life.

M2 explained his reading difficulties:

1 had tracking problems. 1 had visual convergence problems so, when 1 try to look
at something — say a piece of paj - or especially a list — sometimes [ miss lines.
So, basically, there’s a jump in my eye so, when I'm reading, I skip lines or I read
the same line over again . . . I miss the middle sometimes in lists or on my tests.

When asked what specific difficulties his LD disability cause, M3 indicated

... reading and writing are the main part of it. And a bit of . . . short term
memory sometimes. Like I would ve to . .. I get class notes because I wouldn’t
be able to write everything down and I wouldn’t be able to process it all.

M4 emphasized:

It just takes me a bit longer to write things . . . I'm not slower cognitively . . . [
understand it the same rate as anyone else does but, in terms of getting it on
paper . . . A written output problem is what I was diagnosed with.

F1, when asked about the difficulties caused by her LD disability, stated:

... Visual memory loss. ‘Cause that affects my spelling — big time — and reading.
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She also expressed that her LD had, in the past, caused difficulty with
organizational skills. However, she has learned to compensate for these organizational
difficulties:

It used to affect organization but I've kind of learned a way around it. Now I'm

over organized . . . Iwrite lots of notes. And I have, like, a big chart so I just

write, like, write everything out that I need to get done and stuff like that.

She expressed that, despite her spelling difficulties, she is a strong writer.

Yes, I can write, it’s just that sometimes spelling is an issue.

F2 demonstrated an awareness of her personal strengths and needs. She
explained:

1 find it much easier if something is read out loud. Even, sometimes, if I read it

out loud (as opposed to someone reading it to her), it’s not so bad. But, often

times, I'll pronounce words wrong ... But my writing is quite neat . . . I can
write neat but I spell things wrong all the time.

She had discovered her best studying strategy:

1 find that the easiest way for me to learn is to write everything down, like,

repeatedly.

[ have to write it down and just keep writing it and, maybe making it shorter and

shorter each time.

Despite having an awareness of personal strengths and needs, several participants
were unable to explain their learning difficulties in specific terms.

When asked about his specific diagnosis, M1 responded:

Asperger’s Syndrome with some sort of pervasive something or other.
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When M1 was asked when and how his LD was diagnosed, he was unsure:

Oh gosh. It’s in the paperwork if you look around for it.

M3 was diagnosed with an LD during his grade eight year. However, the results
of the assessment were not well understood by him at the time:

They also used words like ‘visual’ and ‘spatial’ and stuff like that at the time . . .

F2 was unsure of her exact diagnosis. When discussing the fact that both her and
her brother have LDs, she stated:

Like, I think they say he is (pause) dysgraphic and I'm dysphonic. 1 get ‘em

confused.

Theme Seven: Work ethic/Deteri  at'~—

Most participants expressed tl , in order to compensate for their reading and
writing difficulties, they developed stro;  work ethics. Academic achievement was not
easily attained and much time and effort were required in order for participants to attain
their academic goals; several participants overcame significant obstacles to academic
success.

M2 was diagnosed with a visual convergence problem during his Level II year.
An optometrist prescribed visual exercises in order to improve his visual skills. However,
these exercises proved to be very difficult:

I had tears coming down because it bothered me. It took so much. It was just so

painful.

M3 indicated that changing to the academic stream at the beginning of his Level

II year was challenging:
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But I remember, within the second month, I was like, 1 bit off more than I can

chew but I kinda just put my head to the grindstone and went at it.

M4 experienced significant difficulty taking notes during class; he re-wrote all
class notes at home — a time consuming task. This commitment to his work resulted in
legible notes for review and study.

F1 maintained her good grades by spending large amounts of time reviewing class
material at home with her mother:

She had to re-teach me everythir.

F2 dedicated a tremendous mount of time to her schoolwork in order to attain
good grades. This is reflected by several of her statements:

But the thing about it is I'd get home in the afternoon and I'd probably take 20

minutes for supper and 1'd study ‘til [ went to bed. So, you know, it’s not much of

a life like that . . .

1 used to spend hours and hours every night just trying to sift through everything

we had to go through.

All participants met with acad 1ic success during senior high school, enabling
them to pursue post-secondary studies at Memorial University. However, in the majority
of cases, their academic success was largely due to a willingness to sacrifice leisure time

to focus on their studies.

Theme Eight: Adjusting to Memorial University

Participants identified se il issues that made the transition from high school to

Memorial University particularly chal ng. Increased workload was identified by
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several participants as being a major difference between high school and Memorial
University:

M3 expressed that:

The main difference (between high school and university) — time management. No

doubt. Staying on top of it.

That'’s the biggest thing, is time management. Definitely.

M4 reiterated this point:

The workload is definitely heavier . . . Managing your time is another thing that’s

really important.

When asked her opinion regarding the major difference between being a high
school student and being a Memorial University student, F1 responded:

The workload.

F2 also referenced the demands of an increased workload:

There 's very little time to actually study . . . Every little break I got at MUN, I was

studying. As soon as I got home, I was studying. Til quite late most nights.

Several students reported difficulty adjusting to the pace of university classes. M3
referenced a specific Mathematics class, in which:

It was just, go, go, go, go, go!

F2 experienced difficulty keeping up with the pace of class notes. She expressed
that it was a challenge:

Adjusting to the speed of the classes. Writing notes was a big thing.
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Adjusting to larger class sizes an  as a result, less intimate relationships with
instructors also caused difficulty for some participants. When asked his opinion regarding
what had been the most difficult adjustment when beginning his studies at Memorial
University, M2 responded:

1 guess it would be the class sizes here. | guess, in the first year moreso than

afterwards, there was less of a connection with the professor — my prof and I then

I'd had with my teachers.

M4 also referenced the relationship between student and instructor:

. . . not knowing your teacher as well as you would in high school also played a

role ... because, usually, you know the teacher . . . They took more interest in you.

Up here, it’s kinda like, here’s a form, this is where I'm gonna be to write my test

and that’s all.

F2 stated:

You get in there and there’s the professor and the class with, like, 300 students

and the professors don’t know you . . . Being in the classroom with the same

person the entire year is completely different than being in a class with 300

people for two and a half months, three months.

F1 found the process required to obtain supports at Memorial University
problematic. She stated:

One of the biggest things I can think of off the top of my head is going and talking

to all your professors and going to the Blundon Center and getting all their

paperwork and, here you were, trying to get your textbooks and, I guess, a lot of

extra work and a lot of extra stress you don’t really want to have to deal with on
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Absolutely.

F1’s response, when asked if a transition program would be useful for students
with LDs coming to Memorial University, was:

Definitely . . . I mean you're so stressed out as it is then you 're running around

trying to do all these errands so, yeah, definitely knowing your campus and

knowing who to talk to and who to come see, especially if you 're having issues

with your professors.

F2 also thought that a transition p  gram would be beneficial:

I think it would be a good idea.

P S

Theme Nine: Advice/Recommen 15

A piece of advice offered by seve  participants was the importance of
recognizing that there is a transition period upon beginning studies at Memorial
University. According to participants, in all likelihood, difficulties would be encountered
during this transition period.

M2 stated:

That there is a transition period | ween . . . getting used to university. So, just

hang in there . . . Find out what works best for you, what doesn’t work for you.

And keep on truckin’.

This sentiment was echoed by M3:

Honestly, as cliché as it sounds, just work hard. You 're gonna have to work hard.

Work hard and don’t give up on it. You know, just because — your first semester —

you get’s 50s . .. You’ll get into the groove . . .
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Another piece of advice repeated involved completing a reduced course load at
Memorial University. F1 stated:

And, if you find things are too difficult, don’t feel ashamed to have to drop a

course. | had to drop one my first time. I started off doing fine . . . doing a

reduced course load . . . is very helpful. Don't be ashamed of it. It takes you a

little longer.

F2 also advised consideration of reduced course load:

Take a lower course load; don’t do five courses . . . Don’t do the full course

load . . . And people with learning disabilities need to take more time to do things.

Apparently, it takes me twice the time to three times the amount of time as it takes

the average person to do my w k. So I think that’s what [ would say. I would say,

“Just don’t do the regular course load . . . "

M1 recommended that first year students with LDs keep their options open:

But just keep an open mind. Be ready to completely trash what you want to do

right now because you might try it and it might not be for you. Have a backup

plan.

When asked to identify changes that need to be made in order to better meet the
needs of students with LDs, M2 stated:

[ think there has to be more proactive in trying to identify a student with a

learning disability. Maybe if [ was diagnosed in grade three instead of grade 11,

it would have helped me out a lot.
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This sentiment was echoed by M4:
Iwould like to see it be more thorough when identifying kids with disabilities. |
feel that there are a lot of kids that slip through the cracks and do not function
well in the school system because of it.
Based on his high school experiences, M3 expressed that the continuity of having
the same teacher over a period of time was helpful:
What I found good was teachers . .. Was being able to have . . . If you were able
to keep a teacher there . . . Like a teacher would show up for a couple of months
and leave again — stuff like that.
He expressed that, when a teacher remained in a position for a longer period of
time, a better teacher-student relationship was established:
And we were able to . . . I guess kind of a respect thing . . . You kind of respect
them more . . . They didn’t just 'nda, you know, go away.
F1 recommended that students with LDs take advantage of on campus services
available to Memorial University students:
Don’t be nervous about using places like the Writing Center — getting help there.
M4 also recommended that stude s with LDs:
Get educated and know your opt.  s. Get to know the tools and structures
and facilities that are available to help you and try to utilize them as much
as possible.
In regards to recommended changes to the Pathways framework, F1’s main

concern was that students be placed on the appropriate pathways:
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As long as students are put on the right pathway . . . as close as possible to the

regular.

She also recommended that, in order to ease the transition from high school to
Memorial University, students with LDs become familiar with the services available via
the Blundon Center:

Going back to advice, I was just thinking. Getting to know the Blundon Center

before . . . Because if you come in the first week and you kind of struggle to get

everything organized and it doesn’t work. So kind of getting familiarized with it if
you can.

F2 advised that students with LDs be self-confident:

Be comfortable with it. Be comfortable with yourself- You know, as far as I'm

concerned, wear it on you like a banner.

She also referenced the importance of being an advocate by:

Getting students comfortable enc th with it (LD) to be able to go up and talk to

people is a really big thing . . . | think there should be some way of getting the

students, like, comfortable with it themselves so they can talk to their fellow
classmates and say, Listen, can I get a copy of your class notes,?” . . . Generally

talking to other students, to their teachers . . .

F2 believed that a focus on assistive technology, at the high school level, would
be beneficial:

There should be something based on, like, the technologies that are available

especially if you're coming to university . . . The Adaptive Tech room down there

has the Kurzweil and Dragon . . . Things like that. I've never used it . . . Have
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someone go through all that — teach you how to use it — instead of having to learn

it all on your own while you 're doing courses.

F2 also emphasized the importance of students with LDs finding out about
various grants that could be of assistance:

1'd definitely tell them about the different grants — about the Canada Study Grant

and things like that. Like, I got my computer, my Kurzweil, my Dragon, all

through that grant . . . So look into all these things and who to talk to . . .

Based on their personal experiences, participants offered numerous pieces of
advice and recommendations. Advice/Recommendations covered a range of topics. Some
recommendations focused on areas w 1in the loci of students’ control; other

recommendations were directed toward decision makers in the educational system.
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programming options and the possible ramifications? Are they directly involved in
discussions and decisions regarding programming? Are students’ post-secondary options
being compromised because they are not fully informed of the ramifications of
programming?

It appears that some students with LDs have the misconception that Pathway 4 (an
alternate course) automatically has a negative impact on eligibility for post-secondary
studies; this is untrue. Alternate courses it focus on such areas as pre-requisite or
compensatory skills do not negatively impact post-secondary acceptance. In fact, such
alternate courses often teach students with LDs valuable compensatory skills to facilitate
academic success; these are often refe :d to as “enabling courses.”

The participants’ lack of knowledge about the Pathways framework indicates that
senior high students require more  ormation and education about the various pathways
to graduation and the implications of those pathways. Better education in this area will
facilitate more informed and direct engagement of students in the educational decision-
making process.

Based on the results of this research, it is recommended that students with LDs
(and their parents or guardians) be educa 1about the Pathways framework, the meaning
of the various pathways (1, 2, 3 . .. ) and the implications of the various pathways on
both high school graduation and post-secondary options. A variety of personnel can be
involved in ensuring that students and their families receive accurate information
regarding the Pathways framework: s; :ial education teachers; guidance counselors;

educational psychologists.
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Theme Two: Inclusion

All six participants had been included in the regular classroom. Participants had
remained in the regular classroom during instructional time and were removed only for
assessment purposes (to receive accommodations such as writing in a small group setting
or having tests read aloud). Overall, participants supported inclusion in the regular
classroom for students with LDs.

The responses of the participants suggest that they recognize both academic and
social advantages to remaining in the regular classroom. Despite having faced academic
challenges in the regular classroom, the participants identify that setting as being the most
appropriate setting. Overall, participants displayed a willingness to put forth the extra
effort required to attain academic success in the regular classroom. In M3’s case, this
meant approaching the classroom teacher when he was experiencing difficulty. In the
case of M4, notes taken during class were re-written at home — a time consuming
process. F1 received extensive re-teaching at home (her mother was a teacher). In the
case of F2, an exorbitant amount of home study was required on her part. The
experiences of these participants suggest that students with reading/writing related LDs
can experience academic success in a regular classroom setting. The experiences of
participants suggest that, in order to achieve academic success, students with
reading/writing related LDs must devote more — sometimes much more — time and effort
into their studies than non-disabled peers.

It is not only students but also regular classroom teachers who may struggle with
the inclusion of students with LDs in the regular classroom. Many regular classroom

teachers have not received formal training regarding meeting the needs of students with
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LDs. This, combined with the everyday demands of teaching and (often) large class sizes,
makes meeting the needs of students with LDs difficult for regular classroom teachers. It
is not merely the students themselves who require significant support; regular classroom
teachers also require support and training if they are to effectively meet the needs of
students with LDs in their classes.

The information presented by the participants, combined with the findings of
previous research, warrant several recommendations: consistent implementation of
effective and appropriate supports; increased collaboration between classroom and
special education teachers; increased education of classroom teachers regarding learning
disabilities; use of varied teaching and evaluation strategies; and increased support for
classroom teachers.

In order for students with LDs to be successfully included in the regular
classroom, it is vital that appropriate supports be utilized. Many students with reading/
writing disabilities struggle with everyday classroom tasks such as writing notes and
reading assigned material. In order for students with difficulties in these areas to meet
with academic success in the regular classroom, creative and effective methods of
compensating for these difficulties must be developed and put into practice.

In order for such supports to occur, increased collaboration between regular
classroom teachers and special education teachers must occur. Classroom teachers are
curriculum experts. However, in some cases, they have limited knowledge regarding the
field of LDs. Conversely, special education teachers are knowledgeable in the field of
LDs but do not have the same level of curriculum expertise as classroom teachers.

Collaboration between classroom and special education teachers must occur in order for
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appropriate and effective supports to be developed and implemented. In the current
school system, with its many demands on teachers’ time, opportunities for collaboration
are less than ideal. Efforts to combat this issue must be made.

While, as research indicates, many classroom teachers are willing to accept
students with LDs into their classrooms, unfortunately, many are ill-equipped to
effectively meet their needs. Classroom teachers require further education in the area of
LDs. It is vital that classroom teachers ize that, while an LD may interfere with a
student’s processing of information, it does not diminish a student’s intelligence.

Old school teaching methods ~ traditional chalk and talk instruction and pencil
and paper evaluations — are, in the majority of cases, not well suited to students with
reading/writing related L.Ds. Teachers must recognize that such assessments do not
reflect the abilities of students with learning LDs. Alternate assessment methods must be
encouraged, explored and used. It is vital that teachers expand their repertoire of both
instruction and evaluation methodologies in order to allow students with reading/writing
related LDs to express their true knowledge and understanding. Training and support in
this area are needed.

There are many demands on clas  om teachers. In order to meet the range of
needs of students in their classes, much : | port is required. Classroom teachers require
consultative support from individuals such as special education teachers, educational
psychologists, speech language pathologists, guidance counselors and others with
relevant expertise. As well, effective in-class support is required. The role of special

education teachers must be re-evaluated and steps taken to optimize support. Increased
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involvement of special education teachers in curriculum planning is highly

recommended.

Theme Three: Meeting Students’ Needs

Despite participants’ overall positive reports of high school experiences, a number
of participants indicated that there were programming issues/concerns during their high
school years. There was no typical response regarding the effectiveness of the services
provided at the senior high level. While some participants felt, overall, that their needs
had been met, others felt that this was not the case.

M1 expressed that, for a period of time, he received social skills training at
lunchtime. In his opinion, this was ineffective as it restricted his opportunities to actually
socialize with his peers.

M2’s visual convergence issues remained undiagnosed until Level II; his LD
remained undiagnosed during his high school years. As a result, during his Level I and
Level II years, he received minimal services. Upon the diagnosis of his visual
convergence issues, he received extra time to complete tests/exams. However, as his LD
remained undiagnosed, the services provided during Level III were not adequate. At
Memorial University M2’s assessments are read aloud. This is a gical accommodation
given the fact that he has been diagnosed with dyslexia. It is likely that M2’s academic
performance during high school was negatively affected by the fact that he was not
properly diagnosed. His experience raises questions regarding whether assessment

provided at the high school level is consistently adequate and timely.
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M3 completed basic courses during his Level I year. In order to pursue university
studies following high school graduation, he switched to the academic stream in Level II.
While, overall, he felt that the academic supports provided during his senior high
schooling met his needs, he did not feel supported in his decision to move into the
academic stream. M3 reported that some teachers questioned/doubted his ability to
succeed in the academic stream.

F1 also felt that her academic : ilities and suitability for university studies were
doubted. Some of her teachers suggested that she was better suited for a career in a
profession such as hairstyling as opposed to a career requiring university studies.

Both M3 and F1 felt that some senior high teachers had doubted their
academic abilities and, ultimately, their chances of success at the post-secondary level.
However, both participants are now succ sfully pursuing their courses of studies at
Memorial University.

While the learning styles of students with LDs may present challenges, students’
intelligence is not compromised. It is important that educators encourage students with
LDs to pursue their dreams. Students with LDs need educators to assist them in finding
ways to accommodate for their difficultic - not doubt their abilities.

The experiences of M2 and M4 reflect inconsistency in the provision of
academic supports. In each case — M2 being interrupted during assessment and M4
inconsistently receiving extra time — students did not receive effective and consistent
supports. As a result, not only was their academic performance most likely compromised,

but anxiety levels were elevated.
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F2 expressed that there was room for improvement in terms of supports she
received during high school. She was 1t exposed to assistive technology but, in her
opinion, would have benefitted from it.

It is vital, for students with LDs to be academically successful, that appropriate
supports be put in place in a timely, effective and consistent manner. Participants’
experiences reflect that this is not always the case. It is the responsibility of regular
classroom teachers, special education teachers, special services teams and, ultimately,
administration to ensure that students with LDs within a school receive the
accommodations to which they are entitled and that the accommodations are provided in
an efficient manner. All parties involved must do their parts to ensure that student needs
are met.

The participants’ responses to questions regarding the effectiveness of services
provided during high school are somewh alarming; numerous participants disputed
whether the services received had sufficiently met their needs. The participants’
experiences indicate that services received at the senior high level warrant close
examination and evaluation. Not only do the services received at the high school level
affect high school academic performance, there are long-term implications as well. Poor
academic decisions at the high school may jeopardize a student’s chances of
meeting post-secondary entrance requirements. As well, students who meet the
requirements may be ill-equipped to meet the demands of post-secondary studies.

None of the participants received Pathway 4 services (alternate courses) during
their senior high schooling; Pathway 4 is an individualized alternate course or program.

Its intent is to develop specific skills and/or knowledge (Government of Newfoundland
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Labrador, 2010a). Alternate courses, for students with LDs, often focus on such areas as
assistive technology, self-awareness, compensatory strategies and organizational skills. It
is surprising, and concerning, that no participants received alternate courses. Well
developed alternate courses may have provided participants with key skills and strategies
to compensate for their difficulties. The development and delivery of alternate courses is
an area which requires attention and examination.

Several participants expressed that, while they are currently using assistive
technology (e.g., Kurzweil, Dragon Naturally Speaking) at the university level, assistive
technology training was not provided during their high school years. Access to assistive
technology has the potential to promote post-secondary academic and career outcomes
for students with disabilities (Burgstahler, 2003); it is often an effective compensatory
tool for students with learning disabilities. An introduction to and experimentation with
various assistive tools during their high school years, in order to determine what best
suits their needs, would be of great benefit to students with LDs particularly those
pursuing post-secondary studies.

Unfortunately, many programs that work well for students with reading/writing
related LDs are costly. Kurzweil 3000 — <t to voice software — currently retails (black
and white version) for slightly less than $2000.00 (Kurzweil Education Systems, 2005).
This is not within the financial means of many families. While schools can apply for
assistive technology for students (e.g., urzweil), the process is often a time consuming
one. Months may pass from the time of i | )lication submission until the technology is

available to the student. The process is one in need of improvement.
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A further issue with assistive technology is the lack of training on the part of
many special education teachers. While assistive technology can be an extrc  :ly useful
tool for students with LDs, it is an area in which many special education teachers have
minimal training or experience. Special education teachers cannot be expected to train
students in the use of assistive technology when they have received little or no training
themselves. In order for students with LDs to receive training at the high school level in

the use of assistive technology, efforts must be made to train special education teachers.

Theme Four: Sticma

The current Pathways framework places emphasis on the diagnosis of
exceptionalities. As a result, all students receiving Pathways services must have
diagnosed exceptionalities. This, in some cases, can lead to students feeling stigmatized.
Overall, participants’ experiences suggest that stigmatization is present at the senior high
level. However, it is less severe thanat Ic  2r _ de levels.

“Students with learning disabilities may be ridiculed by their peers; they are often
the victims of overt bias, ignorance and outright hostility from peers (and, even in this
day age, from some teachers)” (I 1der, 2008, p. xi). Participants’ experiences suggest
that, at some point during their educational careers, students with LDs will encounter
stigmatization.

It would be beneficial for students with LDs to receive instruction and counselling
at a young age. It must be clearly communicated to students with LDs that their

intelligence is not compromised — that, in actuality, they are of average (or above

average) intelligence. Work must be done to develop a positive self-concept, self-
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confidence and advocacy skills in students with LDs. Without strong personal self-
understanding, students with LDs will be ill equipped to handle the incidents of teasing
and bullying that will almost certainly occur at some point(s) during their educational
careers.

In addition to developing positive self-image, students with LDs must learn
strategies for coping with teasing and bullying. Counseling and instruction in this area
would be beneficial. Students with LDs would benefit from learning to handle such
situations in an assertive but unaggressi+ manner.

Such services would assist stude;  with LDs to effectively deal with
stigmatization. Without proper education regarding learning disabilities and without
effective strategies to combat teasing and/or bulling, students with IDs will be likely to
suffer damage to their self-esteem and self-image.

V{3 FURRD SR G o} NRUE Y o NS DA..,.,‘._/.,l

Theme Five: Parental Support,

Literature indicates that parental support is key to student success. Parents can be
the most effective people in the prevention and remediation of learning problems (Hart-
Johns & Johns, 1982). This finding is supported by my research. Parental supports were
identified, repeatedly, as a factor in participants’ academic successes.

Without exception, each participant responded affirmatively when asked if
parental support played a role in his’her academic success. A number of participants
identified parental support as being a major factor in their high school academic success

and, ultimately, in their pursuit of post-secondary education.
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It is vital that parental involveme in the decision-making process be encouraged
and supported. While, in some cases, parents might not have high levels of formal
education, they remain experts on their children and the importance of this knowledge —
and of the importance of parental expertise — must be recognized. Educational personnel
— classroom teachers, special education teacher, guidance counselors. — must not only
seek to involve parents but ensure that parents are equal partners in the decision making
process.

Unfortunately, not all students with LDs have vocal and/or forceful parents. In
fact, some students (e.g., those in foster . '¢) may not have a true parental figure to fight
for their educational needs. In such cases, other members of the decision-making process
must make special efforts to ensure that the best interests of the students are the focal
point of the process.

As well, it is vital that parental demands and requests be taken seriously. As was
proven by the case of the participant whose LD remained undiagnosed until following
high school (but whose mother suspected an LD from an early age), parental instinct is
not always acknowledged. As a result, in this particular case, a participant completed 13
years of schooling without proper diagnc s.

Some participants identified another significant person as playing supportive roles
in their academic pursuits. It is apparent, from the participants’ views of their
experiences, that school personnel such as guidance counselors and teachers can play an
influential role in student motivation and success. It is imperative that school personnel

recognize that, to some students, they are very important and influential role models. The
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support of a significant person, such as a guidance counselor or teacher, can play a key
role in both the self-image and the academic goals of students with LDs.

As stated by Roffman (2007), “It’s crucial that (parents) and the rest of your
teen’s IEP transition team believe in (the) child’s potential to continue learning at some
level after high school — and that you convey that lifelong learning is a realistic goal” (p.
169). In order for students with LDs to believe in their own academic abilities, they must
feel that others believe in their abilities. Perhaps, most importantly, this belief in the

student’s abilities must be communicated to the student.

Theme Six: Self-Awareness

The majority of participants displayed a strong understanding of personal
strengths and needs. However, some participants experiences difficulty identifying and
explaining their personal diagnoses.

If students are to be actively and effectively involved in educational decision-
making, there must be a strong awareness of personal strengths, needs and learning
styles. It is of great importance that students, from an early age, be educated about LDs. It
is especially important that students learn about personal strengths, areas of need and how
to compensate for difficulties caused by their LDs.

Without high levels of self-awareness, it is unlikely that students will become
effective self-advocates. In the early years of a student’s educations, parents/caregivers
play key roles in ensuring that the educational needs of the student are met. However, as
students transition to higher levels of education, and eventually to the working world, it is

imperative that they be able to advocate for their own needs. In order to perform

68



optimally, both academically and professionally, individuals must be able to identify,
communicate and compensate for areas of difficulty.

Students’ roles as self-advocates must be encouraged and facilitated. This may
occur in a variety of ways including counseling/discussion with the school guidance
counselor and the implementation of alternate courses in the areas of self-awareness/self-

advocacy.

Theme Seven: Work Ethic/Determination

In order to compensate for their reading and writing difficulties. participants
demonstrated strong work ethics. Academic achievement did not come easily and much
time and effort were needed in order to attain their academic goals. Overall, students
invested significant time, effort and energy into their studies.

The participants’ experiences suggest that, in order for students with reading/
writing related LDs to perform well academically, they must demonstrate a strong work
ethic and high levels of motivation and determination. It is, arguably, inevitable that
students with reading/writing related I s must work harder than non-disabled peers in
order to achieve. Thus, unless students demonstrate a willingness to invest time and effort
into their pursuit of academic goals, it is likely that they will not attain success at the
post-secondary level. In fact, it is likely that they will not achieve to the level necessary

to meet university eligibility requiremen
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Theme Eight: Adjusting to Memorial University

All participants reported experiencing difficulties adjusting to the demands of
university studies. However, many of these difficulties are also faced by students without
LDs. For example, several of the participants noted that the workload associated with
being a Memorial University student is significantly heavier than that of a high school
student.

As a general rule, college students spend three to four hours of out-of-class time
for every hour spent in class. However, “for students with learning disabilities, this rule
of thumb should be doubled, given the time needed for rewriting lecture notes, reading,
listening to audio textbooks or intt  ating course materials from a variety of sources”
(Roffman, 2007, p. 185). If students with LDs are to succeed at the post-secondary level,
it is imperative that they have well-developed time management skills. Without these
skills, students with LDs will, undoubtedly, struggle to meet academic demands. A focus
on time management skills at the senior high level, perhaps as a component of alternate
courses provided to students with LDs, would be beneficial.

A factor identified by some participants as a stressor during the transition period
was the process of completing the necessary paperwork required to receive
accommodations at Memorial University; this is a stressor unique to students with LDs.
The experiences of these students suggest that the possibility of streamlining the
procedure associated with receiving services at Memorial University warrants
consideration.

Two of the participants indicated that, during their senior high schooling, they had

been given unlimited time to complete assessments. However, Department of Education
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policy now dictates that extra time is limited to time and a half. Both participants who
had received unlimited time during high school reported having difficulty adjusting to the
time and a half restriction upon arriving at university. Inconsistency, at the high school
level, in the administration of board or department policies regarding provision of
accommodations can result in increased difficulty at the post-secondary level. Thus, it is
important that — to the greatest extent possible — schools follow such policies.

All participants expressed that a transition program — focusing on assisting
students with LDs transition from high s 0ol to Memorial University of Newfoundland
— would be beneficial. Currently, such a program does not exist. The development of a
transition program, designed for students with LDs, would be worthy of further
examination and consideration. Such a program could serve to familiarize prospective
students with the campus, services offered by the Glenn Roy Blundon Center, with

various other services available (e.g., the Writing Centre).

Theme Nine: Advice/Recommenc’ — “ns

Participants’ advice for I el III students with LDs was varied. A piece of advice
offered by more than one participant was 1at students recognize that there is a transition
period and that difficulties during that transition period are to be expected.

For many students, with and without LDs, the first few weeks and
months at Memorial University are overwhelming and intimidating. Many students
struggle to adapt to larger class sizes, less intimate relationships with instructors and

increased workload. It is important that students with LDs recognize that struggling to
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adapt to university expectations is normal, not a reflection of lack of ability or lack of
suitability.

At the high school level, students with LDs should be informed of the challenges
likely to be encountered during the initial adjustment period at Memorial University.
Thus, the students will be better prepared for these challenges. As well, it would be
advantageous for students with LDs to be made aware of the Glenn Roy Blundon Centre,
its location and the services it provides for students with exceptionalities. Students should
also be informed of the process required in order to receive services at Memorial
University. As indicated by some participants, the process can be somewhat
overwhelming and stressful.

As pointed out by F2, it typically takes longer for students with LDs to complete
work than non-disabled peers. As a result, for many students with LDs, maintaining a full
course load of five courses may be challenging. Thus, for some students with LDs, it is
advisable to complete a reduced courseload. Students with LDs should be advised to
consider this possibility as well as advised of the consequences (in terms of student loans
and scholarship eligibility).

M1 emphasized the importance of keeping one’s options open. This is true of
both students with and without LDs. Many first-year students become confused when the
courses and programs they intended to pursue are no longer appealing. Counseling at the
high school level, regarding potential career choices and secondary options, is important.
As well, in the cases of students with LDs, it would be wise for university personnel to
meet with them prior to the first semester and/or year of studies to re-evaluate and,

perhaps, re-consider post-secondary options.
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Based on his experiences, M2 recognized the importance of maintaining a
proactive as opposed to a reactive approach to dealing with issues surrounding students
with LDs. Students experiencing academic difficulties should be assessed at an early age
to identify or, in some cases, rule out possible LDs. Early and correct diagnosis of
learning issues is key to effectively and proactively dealing with potential issues as well
as to making appropriate programming decisions.

M3 expressed that, when a teach remained in a position for an extended period
of time, this helped build a more respectful and productive relationship. For various
reasons, a special education teacher may remain in a position short-term (due to moving
from a part-time to a full-time position, moving from a replacement to a permanent
position, moving to a different school). Efforts must be made to support special education
teachers in their jobs and, when possible, maintain consistency.

Memorial University’s Glenn Roy Blundon Center provides many services to
students with LDs. Effectively communicating information to students with LDs, as well
as to school personnel (e.g., guidance counselors) about the existence of the Blundon
Center, its location and services provided is important.

Finding out about the availability of financial assistance to students with LDs was
mentioned (by F2) as being of importan.  Financial assistance can allow students to
access assistive technology, as well as -event students from seeking out part-time jobs
(and decreasing the time available to focus on academic studies). Guidance counselors
are key players in making students aware of available funding. Efforts must be made to
ensure that counselors remain up-to-date on funding availability and that this information

is relayed to eligible students.
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Conclusion

The author has been privileged to share the experiences of six intelligent and
insightful individuals with LDs. All participants were eager to share their stories and are
hopeful that their experiences and insights might prove helpful to other students with
LDs.

There are numerous obstacles to success for students with LDs. However, all
participants in this research have overcome the obstacles resulting from their LDs and
experienced success at both the high school and post-secondary levels. They have
developed strategies to compensate for their areas of need and accentuate their strengths.

The author has worked with many students with LDs since beginning her teaching
career. Unfortunately, many of the students did not attain the same level of academic
success as the participants in this research study. It is the hope of the author that, as a
result of this study — and, specifically, as a result of the presentation of the accounts of
students with LDs who have attained academic success — that other students with LDs
will realize that academic success is possible at both the senior high and the post-
secondary level.

Findings have numerous ramifications for students with LDs. The research results
indicate that, while academic success is attainable for students with LDs, it does not come
easily; academic success, for students with LDs, often requires considerable sacrifice.
Spending extra time with teachers, extensive home support/tutoring, re-writing class
notes, devoting large amounts of time to  udy and review are some steps taken by
participants to attain academic success. For students who are unwilling to devote extra

effort to their academic pursuits, high levels of academic success are unlikely.
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Findings may affect the views o :achers and other school personnel. As
identified by participants, teachers and other school personnel can be a source of
significant support for students with LDs. When school personnel express doubts about
the abilities of students with LDs, it can have negative and long-lasting effects on the
students.

Administrators and other decision makers in the education system would be wise
to consider the study’s findings. As identified by participants, appropriate supports and
educational programming is key to the success of students with LDs. Without such, the
struggles of a student with an LD are int sified.

Parents should take special note of this study’s findings. The influential role of
parents was a point underscored by all participants in this study. Parents, as reflected by
other studies in addition to this one, are key in the academic success of their children.

Perhaps most importantly, this study provided individuals with LDs with
something that, to date, has been lacking 1 the literature available regarding inclusion
and Pathways: a voice — a personal perspective on the difficulties associated with having
an LD and how they can be overcome.

It is encouraging that a review of the Pathways framework has now occurred and
steps to improve the framework are being taken. However, it is key to remember that the

perspectives from which we can learn the most are those of the students themselves.
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APPENDIX A
Letter of Introduction

Lori-Ann Ash

Masters Candidate

Faculty of Education

Memorial University of Newfoundland
c/o 9 Eagle Street

Paradise, NL

A1L 1G8

October 19, 2008
Dear Potential Participant:

I am a Masters student in the Curriculum, Teaching and Learning Studies Program of the
Faculty of Education at Memorial University of Newfoundland. Currently, I am
conducting a research project under the supervision of Dr. Wayne Nesbit as part of the
requirements for the degree of Masters of Education. The purpose of this letter is to
provide information regarding my research project: A phenomenological study of current
Memorial University students diagnosed with learning d*~-*"lit*~~ ~“ecting -~~ding.

I am seeking to gain a greater understanding of the senior high experiences of
Newfoundland students with learning  sabilities (affecting reading), as well as their
personal perceptions of their senior high hooling and the effectiveness of the services
received. I believe that the results of this study will provide important data which can be
used by teachers, policy makers, teact 3, students and other educational shareholders in
order to improve the services available to students with reading-related learning
disabilities.

Should you choose to participate in the study, [ would like to meet with you and discuss
your high school experiences. [ v " ar » a personal interview at your convenience at a
mutually agreed upon location. The interview will last approximately 45 minutes and will
be recorded; the recording and all information collected will be considered confidential.
In addition, at this time, I will collect pertinent documents relevant to the study including
ISSP(s) and transcript(s). Upon review of the information collected, a second interview
may be scheduled if further information or clarification is required.

During the interview, you will have the 1™ it to refuse to answer questions, stop the
interview or withdraw your participation in the project. Every effort will be made to
maintain a calm and comfortable setting. However, should recollection of your high
school experiences cause you emotio.  upset, | will direct you to appropriate counseling
services. As well, with your permission, I will contact you the day following the
interview to ensure that you are not experiencing undue or unexpected anxiety as a result
of the interview.
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Information will be collected to ensure anonymity. Each audiotape and transcribed notes
will be coded and stored in a locked cabinet. The coding information will be stored in a
separate cabinet. The information will be destroyed two years after publication of my
final report. No identifying information will be included in the report; participants shall
remain anonymous.

The results of the study will be made available to you — free of charge — upon request.
Should you have further questions, please feel free to contact me via telephone 782-1606

or via e-mail at loriannash@g¢~"-' ~1. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. Wayne
Nesbit, via telephone at 734- e-mail at wnesbit@mun.ca.

Two copies of the consent form are provided. If you decide to participate in the study, |
ask that you sign both copies of the consent form provided. Please return one copy to me
and keep the other for your personal rec: ls.

Thank you for your time and cooperation.

Sincerely,

Lori-Ann Ash
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APPENDIX B
Consent for Research Project Participation

My name is Lori-Ann Ash and | am a Masters student in the Curriculum, Teaching and
Learning Studies Program of Memorial ~ 1iversity’s Faculty of Education. I am currently
conducting research regarding students’ perceptions of senior high experiences and how
well these experiences prepared them for the academic demands of Memorial University.
Specifically, I am focusing on the perceptions of students who have reading-based
learning disabilities. I am requesting your consent to participate in my research; I would
like to meet with you and discuss your senior high school experiences.

Your contribution to the research will consist of a taped interview. The time and location
of the interview is flexible and is to be mutually decided. The interview will be
approximately 45 minutes in duration. For clarification purposes, a brief second interview
or follow up via telephone/e-mail may be required.

In addition, you will be asked to , avi ' documents relevant to your senior high and
university education. These include but may not be restricted to: ISSP’s; high school
transcript(s); university transcript(s); and assessment reports.

Anonymity will be maintained. All information — written and other — will be destroyed
upon completion of the project (as described in the letter of introduction). Participation is
voluntary and you may withdraw from the project at any time.

This research project has been approved by Memorial University of Newfoundland’s
Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics | Human Research. Should you have ethical
concerns, please contact the ICEHR at 737-8368. If you have any questions, please feel
free to contact me at 782-1606 or my supervisor, Dr. Wayne Nesbit, at 737-8606.

Your signature on this consent form indicates that you have read/been read the letter of
introduction and that you understand the project’s purpose, as well as potential harms and
benefits. You also have been informed of the steps that will be taken to protect your
rights and anonymity.
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Please sign below and indicate your preferred method of communication (mailing
address, telephone, e-mail) and necessary information in the space provided.

0 Mail (Please provide mailing address).

0 E-mail (Please provide e-mail address).

0 Telephone (Please provide telephone number(s) and preferred time to call).

Participant’s signature Date

Investigator’s signature Date
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APPENDIX C

Interview Questions
When and how was your learning disability discovered? (age at diagnosis; early
difficulties; how it was explained to the student, etc.).
What specific difficulties does your learning disability cause? How does it affect you?
Describe the school that you attended during your senior high years. (number of
students, location, grades, etc.)
What academic challenges did you experience during your senior high years?
What services did you receive at senior high? Did they effectively meet your needs?
What challenges did you face when you were in the regular classroom?
What is your opinion on including students with learning disabilities in the regular
classroom?
Do you think that having a learning disability stigmatized you during senior high?
Now?
What is Pathways?
What challenges did you face, because of your learning disability, when you made the
transition to MUN? Describe your transition.
In your opinion, what is the major difference between being a senior high student and
being a MUN student?
What services/supports do you receive at MUN?
What can be done, at the high school :vel, to better help students with LD’s prepare
for MUN?
In your opinion, did the services you received during high school prepare you for the
demands of MUN?
Some universities offer a transition program for students. Do you think that a summer
program focusing on transition to MUN be beneficial for students with LD’s?
What are your career plans?
What advice would you give a L3 student with an LD who plans to attend MUN this
fall?
The Pathways system is currently being ‘tweaked’. What recommendations would

you make? What changes should be made?
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