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THE DEVELOPING CHILD

Recent decades have witnessed unprecedented advances
in research on human development. In those same de-
cades there have been profound changes in public policy
toward children. Each book in the Developing Child
series reflects the importance of such research in its own
" right and as it bears on the formulation of policy. It is
the purpose of the series to make the findings of this
research available to those who are responsible for rais-
ing a new generation and for shaping policy in its behalf.
We hope that these books will provide rich and useful
information for parents, educators, child-care profession-
als, students of developmental psychology, and all others
concerned with the challenge of human growth.

Jerome Bruner
New York University

Michael Cole
University of California, San Diego

Annette Karmiloff-Smith
Medical Research Council, London
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Preface

The psychologists of my generation witnessed the birth
of two major disciplines, developmental psychology and
cognitive science. When I was in graduate school, these
fields did not exist in their present forms. I learned about
them, and contributed to them, during their formative
years, and mine. I also worked and published in the field
of abnormal child psychology. So, when Jerome Bruner
first invited me in 1977 to contribute a volume to the
Developing Child series, I chose a topic at the intersec-
tion of abnormal, developmental, and cognitive psychol-
ogy: learning disabilities.

As I read through that earlier book I can see that I was
trying to make sense, for myself, of a confusing picture.
In this book I have tried to make sense of the field—still
very confusing—for others. I try to provide guidelines
especially for parents, teachers, and students, including
those with an interest in research, each of whom may be
seeing only a small part of the picture. Many parents, for
example, will read this book in search of answers to the
question “What’s wrong with my child?” Many teachers,
for answers to “How should I handle this child?”

For the past five years I have been addressing these
questions in daily practice, as the director of the Univer-
sity of Delaware’s Consultation and Assessment service
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vi / Preface

(now discontinued because of budget cuts). I have met
with many parents, teachers, children, and college stu-
dents who believed that they, or someone they knew,
might have a learning disability. I have dealt with school
systems and learned about the sociopolitical forces that
govern decisions to classify children as learning-dis-
abled. I have direct arch in educational policy, as
well as in reading, E “httentional disorders, and
schooling in general. I have been struck by the efforts
that some teachers and other school professionals have
made on behalf of individual children, and been frus-
trated by the closed-minded density of others. I have
been able to view the entire spéctrum of development,
and in particular to study learning-disabled students of
college age. The disability in these cases is much more
sharply defined than it is in younger children, and clar-
ifies what one should be looking for. This book, then,
represents my attempt to make sense of the field not just
for myself but for others, given my new undc?rstandmg
of their spec1a1 points of entry and their vistas. - i

The book is still a personal one. It is written from a
strong sense of concern for individuals who are seeking
guidance through a confusing and often frightening do-
main. It describes the procedures that one consultation
and assessment service worked out, through studying
and experimenting with a number of alternatives, in a
five-year effort to set clients on safe paths. It contains the
broadest synthesis of current knowledge, and the clearest
practical advice, that I know how to provide.
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Points

In American public schools, the rights of handicapped
children to a free and appropriate education is a matter
of law. The term “handicapped” has traditionally re-
ferred to the deaf, blind, physically disabled, and men-
tally disabled—including psychotic retarded, and autis-
tic children. Beginning in the 1960s, the term was
extended to include a newly defined type of handicap
called a “learning disability.” As a matter of law, public
schools must now provide free education that meets the
special needs of learning-disabled youngsters.

Exactly what those needs are, and what is involved in
correctly identifying them, is the general topic of this
book. I begin with a description of the stream of events
that typically results in the classification of a public
school child as learnﬁng -disabled. These events have both
formal (legally A cfe}fed) and informal aspects.

4 ‘1

FORMAL CLASSIFICATION PROCEDURES

The process of classifying a child as learning-disabled
typically begins when a teacher or a parent, or both,
become dissatistied with the child’s performance in
school. Testing (of the child, not of the teacher or the

classroom, a point to ponder) is recommended. In the
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2 / The Learning-Disabled Child

public school system, there may be a long wait for such
testing. Private testing (at the parents’ expense) is an
alternative, but the school may not be willing to accept
the results of private testing. By law, public schools are
required to accept certain test scores (IQ scores, for ex-
ample) but not necessarily the private agency’s interpre-
tation of them.

States and school districts across the nation have dif-
ferent—sometimes very different—test requirements and
diagnostic rules. In some states, children are classified as
learning-disabled if they are reading a year or so below
grade level. In other states, the classification is based on
a sophisticated statistical measure of the discrepancy be-
tween the child’s potential and her achievement on stan-
dardized tests.

Whatever the school rules, test data of various types
are obtained. A conference is then convened, usually
called a Child Study Team meeting, or an IEP meeting.
IEP stands for Individualized Educational Program, and
obtaining the parent’s approval of that program is the
object of the meeting. By law, a parent or guardian must
attend the meeting, along with the person (usually a
school psychologist) who reports the test results; perhaps
a specialist such as a speech therapist or a reading su-
pervisor; usually the child’s classroom teacher; a special
education teacher; and sometimes even the principal. At
the meeting, the test scores are presented, the diagnosis
is delivered, and the child’s IEP is presented in written
form.

The IEP specifies the new lessons the child will receive:
extra reading instruction or a special science class, for
example. Often the IEP presents the plan in terms of
“behavioral objectives” for the child: “Billy will pass tests
at the end of each social studies chapter at the 80 percent
level.” The special education staff plays a crucial role in
these determinations.
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Each school has one or more teachers who have cre-
'dentials in special education. These teachers are in
charge of what are usually called “resource rooms.” Chil-
dren can be assigned to resource rooms for tu*tormg or
small-group instruttion.In large elementary and second-
ary schools, the special education staff may also teach
classes in social studies, science, reading, and so on.
These will be small classes, so that students can receive
more attention. Such classes nonetheless usually follow
a standardized curriculum, although one less demand-
ing than the regular curriculum. Thus the child’s educa-
tional program may not be truly individualized. A guid-
ing principle of special education placement 1s that the
child must be placed in the least redtrictive’ Sétting—
mainstreamed in regular classes to the fullest extent pos-
sible. This is a matter of federal law. 7 I\iY,

When all the information about the child has been
presented and discussed, and the parent is satisfied with
the proposed program, the parent signs the IEP, and the
meeting is ad]ourned‘jj" =

On the face of it, the classification of a child as learn-
ing-disabled, and the prescription of the remedial pro-
gram, appears to be properly doclimented and carefully
thought out. What has been happening behind the
scenes, however, may tell quite a different story.

INFORMAL CLASSIFICATION PROCEDURES

By the time a child is having classroom difficulties
serious enough to be referred for testing, a stream of
informal procedures will also have been set in ‘motion.!
The teacher will typically discuss the child with other
teachers, the principal, the school psychologist, the spe-
cial education teacher, and often with parents or guard-
1ans. Everyone tries to figure out the best way of han-
dling the situation—to help the child, and, especially if
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the child is troublesome, to help the teacher. By the time
test scores come in (usually months after the referral),
concerned school personnel will have largely decided
how to handle the problem. They will have decided, for
example, that the child should be assigned to the
resource room for special help with arithmetic*Because
the special education teacher is known for her skills in
helping children with arithmetic. For an obstreperdus
child, who makes it difficult for the teacher to devote
~adequate attention to the other children in the class, the
main objective may be to get the child out of the class
for the longest p0581b|e amount of time. Solutions may
also involve problems that parents present. If a militant
parent who considers himself an authority on reading
will be p cate y' ‘providing a child with supplemen-
tary reading instruction, then it may be provided, even
though the teacher says the child i1s reading well. Of
course the child will have to miss science class, because
that’s when the supplementary reading class is held, but
that can’t be helped. These solutions may not have
evolved without controversy among staff members, and
they may not be good solutions by some standards, but
they are “minimax” solutions: they strive for the mini-
mum discomfort and the maximum satisfaction all
around.

Test scores therefore typically take their place within
_the framework of solutions that.have already been
worked out. There is often wide leeway in test choice
and interpretation, and in how much of the data have to
be reported. For the purposes of the IEP meeting, it is
enough that the school diagnostician d?SCl‘le’S the, prob-
lem and indicates that “tests” have verified it. Iri fact, the
problem was identified long before the test data were
obtained.

The IEP has often been worked out and written up in
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advance of the meeting. This is actually against federal
rules. The program for the child is supposed to be
worked out at the meeting, in collaboration with the
parents. But in this computer age, many schools auto-
matically compile IEPs from lists of objectives that rep-
resent programs already in place. The child may join a
group of students in a resource room, all of whom are
receiving the same instruction, and all of whom therefore
received the same IEDP. I once saw a teacher, preparing
for an IEP meeting, erase one child’s name from an IED,
and write in_another’s—despite the fact that one child
was rétarded’ afid the other had a speech problem. Inci-
dents of this sort are commonplace.

IMPLICATIONS

[t is by no means a foregone conclusion that these
informal, behind-the-scenes classification procedures are
bad. The crucial issue is the quality of the school staff.
The child may well have been provided with excellent
services: The child has been considered, in depth, as an
individual; his strengths, weaknesses, aspirations, and
talents have been thoroughly discussed. A substantial
amount of behind-the-scenes adjustment may have been
made to shunt the child into a more appropriate pro-
gram. The child may have been tactfully rescued from a
teacher who was wrong for him, and placed in a new
environment where he is more likely to thrive. The fact
that test scores, classification criteria, and formal [EPs
were contrived in order to legalize these decisions
doesn’t mean the decisions were wrong. So, why worry?

Well, there are several reasons to worry. First, an
alarming number of children are misclassified as learn-
ing-disabled. By recent estimates, 80 percent of the chil-
dren who are classified as learning-disabled should not
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have been.? Their families believe that something is
wrong with their child’s brain, when there isn’t.?> They
believe that school personnel have come up with an
authoritative diagnosis, based on test scores and expert
judgment, when they haven’t? Parents are not told:
“Look, the problem is that your child is in a class with
an inexperienced teacher who doesn’'t know how to
teach reading very well. But we'll offend the teacher and
stir up union problems if we go on the record with that.
The best way to get your child more cor%‘p‘éteﬁ‘% instruc-
tion is to classify him as learning-disabled, which we
have figured out a way to do, and assign him to a special
education reading class.” No one will say to a parent
who is déSp'ér'a@e for a child to attend college: “Your child
just doesn’t have the academic aptitude to keep up with
the college-bound classes. Her SAT scores are not com-
petitive. But we’ve figured out a way to classify her as
learning-disabled, and that means she can take the SATs
again, untimed, which should help '0ffset her high school
record.” In this case, because the competitive situation is
much worse in college, the school may be starting the
youngster down a cruel garden path.” Sound judgments
about a child’s future must be made on the basis of
accurate information, not on the basis of hopes and fan-
tasies and romantic miscoréeptiéris engendered in part
by a school’s well-meaning efforts to find con’gé‘niﬁfl”so-
lutions to immediate problems. A

Second, the rare genuinely learning-disabled chil-
dren—perhaps five out of every thousand children—are
often lost in the misclassified crowd, and are not receiv-
ing the speda_iizec}. education that they need and t_hait
federal law ‘mandatesThis is a direct violation® &f ‘the
children’s legal rights. The informal classification proce-
dures used by school personnel, however well meant,
usually do not detect such children, especially if the
children are well-behaved in class.



