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Students Labeled Learning Disabled

and the Foreign Language
Requirement: Background and
Suggestions for Teachers

Ann Sax Mabbott
University of Minnesota

Introduction
In general, students labeled learning disabled (LD) have had serious prob-

lems with one or more aspects of language processing in their first lan-

guage. It is understandable, then, that such students might encounter dif-

ficulties in a college foreign language (FL) class, which requires the student

to process a second language. When teachers today sense that they are fac-

ing increasing numbers of students with serious language learning prob-

lems, they are probably right. Better remedial programs in elementary
schools and a greater emphasis on the importance of a college education in

the last twenty years have led more students labeled LD to seek higher
education (Demuth and Smith 1987).

attending college for a long time. Dinklage (1971) first addressed the

issue in a paper that related the stories of numerous Harvard undergradu-

ates who were never able to obtain their degrees because they could not

pass the FL requirement despite repeated, sincere attempts to do so. At

that time, he made an impassioned plea to grant LD-Iabeled students

waivers from the FL requirement so that their academic and professional

careers would not be ruined because of an inability to perform well in a FL

class.
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326 Faces in a Crowd: The Individual Learner in Multisection Courses

In addition to students who have been officially labeled LD through
psychological testing, there is another group of students who exhibit char-
acteristics that make them very similar to students labeled LD, but who
have never been tested or labeled. These students often have serious diffi-
culties with some aspect of language processing, but may have been able to
compensate for their weaknesses because of their intelligence and diligence
(Dinklage 1971). Like the students who have been labeled LD, such stu-
dents often find that their compensatory strategies start to break down
when they are faced with the demands ofa foreign language class.

There is evidence, however, that LD-labeled and comparable students
can be successful language learners in an immersion setting (Bruck 1982;
Curtain 1986; Mabbott 1994; Schultz 1991) or if they are given extra sup-
port in the classroom (Bilyeu 1982; Demuth and Smith 1987; McCabe
1985; Myer, Ganschow, Sparks, and Kenneweg 1989; Sheppard 1992;
Sparks, Ganschow, Kenneweg, and Miller 1985). This would lead one to
believe that it may be inappropriate or inadequate pedagogy, rather than
student inability, that may be the cause of LD student failure in FL classes.

Although most teachers would sincerely like to help students with any
kind of disability, it often is not clear to them what a learning disability is
or how such a disability might affect performance in a second language
class. Many do not know how a teacher can help such students in their
efforts to learn a second language, or whether such students should be
granted foreign language requirement exemptions, which are becoming
increasingly popular.

This chapter provides some of the information that college teachers
need to deal better with students who are labeled LD. It consists of: (1) a
definition of LD and information about how one is tested for LD, (2) sug-
gestions for improved pedagogical practice for LD-labeled students, and
(3) arguments for alternatives to exemption from the foreign language
requirement for students who are labeled LD. In the Appendix, this chap-
ter also provides material that can be used during teacher education work-
shops or seminars that deal with the topic of assisting students who are
labeled LD to learn a foreign language.

Definition of Learning Disability
It is extremely difficult to define what a learning disability is, and to deter-
mine who is actually afflicted with one. Learning disabilities have been
viewed from four different perspectives: medical, psycho-educational,
information-processing, and social (Wixson and Lipson 1984). Experts
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from each of the four groups define differently the etiology, basic issues,
and directions for remediation. In addition, researchers from all perspec-
tives agree that there is a great deal of variability among the subjects whom
they define as LD, making it virtually impossible to arrive at a definition
that is satisfactory to all. The resulting confusion has led to a legal defini-
tion that is exclusionary in nature. Public Law 94-142, which provides
funding for remedial services for learning disabled children, defines a
learning disability in the following way:

a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved
in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which may
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, read, write, spell,
or do mathematical calculations. The term does not include children
who have learning problems which are primarily the result of visual,
hearing, or motor handicaps, of mental retardation, emotional distur-
bance, or environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage. (Federal
Register 1977, p. 65083)

Although this definition is imprecise, the FL educator should note the
major issues that emerge in it. The first is that learning disabilities are usu-
ally related to difficulties in performing linguistic tasks. It is not surprising,
then, that a learning disability may interfere with second language acquisi-
tion. Problems with linguistic tasks for students labeled LD can be exacer-
bated by or caused by attention deficits, memory dysfunction, sequential
disorganization, and/or weaknesses of verbal cognition (Levine 1987).

The rest of the definition tells us what learning disabilities are not.
Learning disabilities are not the result of any visual, hearing, or motor
handicaps. Students labeled LD generally have normal vision, hearing, and
mobility. The third is that, by definition, students labeled LD are not
below average in intelligence, and may, in fact, have very high IQ's. It is
very important that teachers not assume that students with learning dis-
abilities are any less bright than other students in the class. Finally, one
should also remember that the learning problems of students labeled LD
are not caused by socioeconomic factors or by poor academic backgrounds.

The official definition of LD tells educators what does not cause LD,
but it does not explain what the basic problem is that keeps relatively
bright people from developing strong literacy skills. This issue is a complex
one, but in recent years LD reading research has been able to isolate the
apparent cause of the reading problems that also can have consequences
for spelling, writing, and speaking. Research summarized by Liberman and
Liberman (1990) and Stanovich (1991) indicates that the individual's
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degree of phonological awareness is the greatest predictor of reading prob-

lems associated with learning disabilities. They argue that the fundamental

problem for people who cannot read is associating verbal labels with visual

symbols; such individuals have a deficit in the ability to encode and
retrieve phonological information. Reading-impaired children may also

suffer from oral language deficits (poor vocabulary, problems with mor-
phology or syntax, and problems with comprehension of syntactic struc-

tures), but many display normal oral language (Catts and Kamhi 1987).
Non-LD learners may have problems that are very similar to ones that LD
learners have; the difference is one of degree. To determine whether a
weakness is severe enough to warrant LD labeling, a student must undergo

extensive testing.

Testing for Learning Disabilities
Testing for LD is a long, difficult, and expensive process. In the elemen-

tary and secondary schools, testing is paid for by the school district if a

professional team in the school determines that testing is warranted by a

child's performance in school. Some universities and colleges provide test-

ing for students; others do not, and the prohibitive cost of testing keeps

some students from seeking it.
There is no single test that indicates the presence of a learning disabil-

ity. Instead, a wide battery of tests is given, including an IQ test (often the
WISC-R) and achievement measures such as the Woodcock-Johnson
Psychoeducational Battery (W-J) and the Woodcock Language Proficiency

Battery (WLPB). Diagnosis is made on the basis of discrepancies between

IQ and achievement measures. Sometimes discrepancies between subtests

of either the IQ test or the achievement test are used as a basis of diagno-

sis. If the discrepancy is large enough, students are labeled as having a
learning disability because they are not performing up to their potential.
Such students generally have problems processing either written language

or oral language or both. (See Mercer 1987, pp. 119-151, for a review of

assessment issues.)
It must be noted here that students are sometimes inappropriately

labeled LD, either consciously or unconsciously by psychologists. In order

to get federal funding for special education in the public schools, children

sometimes must be labeled LD rather than just as slow learners or socioe-

conomically deprived. As a result, school psychologists will stretch defini-

tions in order to provide extra help to children who they feel need it. In
other cases, the inappropriate use of testing instruments with students
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whose first language is not English leads them to be labeled LD. One
study (Ortiz and Yates 1983) indicates that Hispanics are overrepresented
in LD classes by 300 percent as a result of the misuse of such instruments.
Another study by Miramontes (1987) of oral reading miscues of Hispanic
students with a LD found that many of the labeled students (on the basis
of their inability to read in English) could read in Spanish and therefore
were not LD at all. Finally, there is currently much anecdotal evidence
among college foreign language professionals about how students who do
not care to learn a foreign language can "buy" testing and evaluation from
private psychologists stating that they are incapable of learning a second
language. Such evaluations allow them to be excused from the second lan-
guage requirement.

The serious problems associated with labeling suggests that educators
could better spend their time looking for appropriate pedagogy for all stu-
dents who are struggling with the foreign language requirement, rather
than worrying about who is correctly or incorrectly labeled. Since so many
students have questionable labeling attached to them, and since there may
be many others who may legitimately have a LD but have never been

i tested, it could be that alternative methods of teaching and assessment
rather than exemptions from the foreign language requirement may be the
better way to help students who are struggling in their attempts to learn a
second language. The exemption issue will be discussed in greater depth
later in this chapter, after a discussion of the consequences of LD in the FL
learning setting.

Learning Disabilities and Foreign Language
It has been assumed for quite some time (Levine 1987) that students who
have learning difficulties with spelling, reading, writing, or listening com-
prehension in their first language will encounter similar difficulties when
studying a second language. Several researchers indicate that this is the
case. Work done by Gajar (1987) and Sparks, Ganschow, and Pohlman
(1989) indicates that college students who have trouble learning a second
language may exhibit three types of linguistic coding deficits in their first
language: phonological, syntactic, and semantic. In subsequent work,
Sparks, Ganschow, Javorsky, Pohlman, and Patton (1992) and Sparks and
Ganschow (1993a) have shown that, as in findings from LD reading
research, a weakness in phonological processing is the major problem
underlying both first language reading disabilities and problems with for-

eign language learning. Sparks and Ganschow (1991) have introduced the



330 Faces in a Crowd: The Individual Learner in Multisection Courses

term linguistic coding deficit hypothesis to explain this situation. The linguis-
tic coding deficit hypothesis states that difficulty with one's first language,
rather than any affective factors, is a major factor in foreign language learn-
ing problems. According to these researchers, poor performance resulting
from low aptitude may result in negative affective responses, such as anxi-
ety Thus, contrary to much reported research on anxiety in the FL class
(Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope 1986; MacIntyre and Gardner 1991;
Madsen, Brown, and Jones 1991), their work postulates that anxiety may
be the result of poor performance in the foreign language class rather than
a cause of poor performance (Ganschow et al. 1994; Sparks and Ganschow
1993b). Although Sparks and Ganschow may be overstating the case, they
are bringing up issues that have not been considered adequately in FL anx-
iety research.

Use of the Modern Language Aptitude Test to Predict
Foreign Language Learning Problems
If one accepts the existence of a linguistic coding deficit, it is natural that
one would want a test to distinguish students who have a linguistic coding
deficit from those who do not. In addition to a battery of English language
tests, Sparks et al. (1992) suggest using Carroll and Sapon's (1959)
Modern Language Aptitude Test ( MLAT). This test includes a measure of
phonological processing ability, and, according to Sparks et al. (1992), can
help predict who would have problems learning a foreign language so that
teachers can be notified of potential problems. Such notification would
enable teachers to take steps to help remediate FL learning problems in a
timely fashion, before students are completely lost.

It is not clear, however, whether the MLAT is an appropriate measure
of language aptitude when one considers the communicatively oriented
goals of foreign language education and the conceptual framework with
which progressive foreign language educators tend to view second lan-
guage acquisition today (see Ellis 1985 and Larsen-Freeman and Long
1991 for more information on second language acquisition theory). A
brief discussion of the problematic nature of this test is warranted here,
because almost all of the research in this area to date involves using the
MIAT (see all Sparks and Ganschow references in the bibliography).

The MLAT has been proven to be a reliable measurement tool for the
federal government to use to distinguish people with a high potential for
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rapidly learning a language for intelligence-gathering purposes (Parry and
Stansfield 1990). However, the fact that FL educators rarely use the
MLAT for diagnostic purposes indicates that they may not feel it is appro-
priate for the educational context. The MLAT was developed at a time
when FL educators were attempting to understand the language learning
process according to the positivist paradigms of the social sciences. Such a
view of language learning lacks any social, cultural, political, or historical
context, and reduces language to a system for transmitting messages rather
than the exchange of significant ideas that shape the world as we under-
stand it (Pennycook 1990). Instead of seeking an elite group of rapid lan-
guage learners (which is the government's purpose), most FL educators see
their role as making second language learning universally available. They
want to empower students by facilitating an expansion of their ability to
communicate, to construct personal meaning, and to interact reflectively.
Instead of considering second language learning a behavioral science, edu-
cators see FL acquisition as a constructivist-oriented field relating to com-
munication within a cultural framework.

Although Ehrman (in this volume) confirms that the MLAT contin-
ues to be a good predictor of performance at the Foreign Service Institute,
other research indicates that the MLAT may be a poor predictor of success
in college foreign language classes. When Goodman, Freed, and McManus
(1990) administered the MLAT to a large number (586) of students at the
University of Pennsylvania, they found that there was very little relation-
ship between the MLAT and grades in FL classes as determined by regres-
sion and ANOVA analyses. When discrepancies between SAT scores and
the MLAT were computed, they also turned out not to distinguish good
from poor students. It is tempting to use a test like the MLAT as an easy
solution for determining who will not be able to learn a second language,
but, as this study shows, the results may not be valid. Even Carroll and
Sapon (1959) argue, in the manual for the MLAT, that the best predictor
of student success in foreign language is the actual opportunity for the stu-
dent to learn. Ehrman (in this volume) also indicates that the best predic-
tor of foreign language learning success is previous experience learning for-
eign languages. Rather than trying to find a way to predict failure, a better
course of action would be to find ways to help all students labeled LD in
their attempts to learn a FL, so that they can obtain the experience that is
essential for subsequent success. Suggestions for better pedagogy will fol-
low a discussion of what currently is typical of the LD-labeled students'
experiences with FL.
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What Happens to LD-Labeled Students in High
School and College FL Classes?
Ehrman (in this volume) argues that the best predictor of FL learning suc-
cess is previous experience with FL. It is precisely a lack of experience that
so often characterizes the situation of LD-labeled students in college. Both
Levine (1987) and Bruck (1982) have indicated that LD-labeled students,
just like all other students, are most likely to be successful language learn-
ers if they start very young. Beginning FL study in the elementary school is
not typical in the United States, however, so this discussion will start with
an examination of what happens in junior and senior high schools.

Although the situation is changing, many LD-labeled students never
take a foreign language in junior and senior high school. At the junior
high level, students are often prohibited from taking a foreign language
unless they get a recommendation from an English teacher or a counselor.
Since these students often have weak literacy skills, they are not likely to be
recommended for FL study. In high school, they are often counseled out
of FL because it is felt that it will be difficult for them (for a case study
describing such a situation, see Mabbott 1994).

In other situations, the LD-labeled students may attempt FL and fail,
or go "language shopping," where they desperately try different languages
hoping that they can find one in which they can be successful. Sometime
these students find sympathetic teachers who help them succeed.
Generally, these students do not go abroad on exchange or travel programs
that would support their language study, because it is students with
stronger academic records who are chosen for such programs.

When these students go to college, their experiences are similar. Some
find sympathetic instructors who help them, but many fail, go "language
shopping," do not go abroad, and/or finally take majors that do not have
FL requirements. The problems that they have with their learning disabil-
ity, of course, are exacerbated by the fact that they are competing in classes
with students who have a background in studying FL. Most students in a
beginning-level college Spanish class, for example, have either studied
Spanish or some other FL before. Therefore, LD-labeled students in effect
have a double handicap: their LD and a lack of background knowledge
about learning an FL. Understandably, such students are often very frus-
trated in their attempts to succeed in the FL language and thus they seek
exemptions from the foreign language requirement. Exemptions, however,
do not solve the problem of how to help LD-labeled students learn an FL.
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It would be more productive to review the literature that describes success-

ful FL acquisition and instruction on the part of LD-labeled students and

to draw conclusions for sound pedagogical practice from that literature.

Successful Language Acquisition on the Part of
LD-Labeled Students: Immersion Settings
Just as is the case for non-LD students, the best way for LD students to
learn a second language is to start as early as possible (Levine 1987),
preferably in an immersion setting (Curtain 1986). Professionals in the
field of FL education are well aware of the numerous multilingual societies
on the earth where everyone, unless he or she suffers from some extremely
serious physical or psychological handicap, speaks more than one language.

The immersion setting that a multilingual society provides appears to be

one where an LD is little impediment to second language learning, when
one is considering basic oral communication skills.

There is also evidence that LD-labeled students can learn an FL when
they are purposely placed in an immersion setting. In the Canadian French
immersion school context, Bruck (1982) completed a carefully designed
study that showed that children labeled LD in French immersion schools

made just as much cognitive and linguistic progress in their academic sub-

jects as their peers, also labeled LD, who were taught in their first lan-
guage. At the same time, they were learning a second language, albeit not
as quickly as their non-LD classmates. Mabbott (1994) has shown that
older students (high school and college) labeled LD also manage to learn a
foreign language when they are given an opportunity to learn that language

in an immersion setting. For instance, Colby College in Maine has used its
semester-long language programs abroad (in Cuernavaca, Mexico, and
Liibeck, Germany) as an option for LD students who were struggling with
the foreign language requirement. Students who first failed or did poorly
in the classroom have been quite successful in those immersion settings,
and some have even come back to campus to major in an FL (J. Olivares,

personal communication 1994).
Unfortunately, these cases are not typical of LD-labeled students'

experiences. Due to a predominant view that FL is not a part of the basic,

essential curriculum in the United States, educators and parents have not

put forth a great deal of effort to provide immersion experiences for stu-
dents, and especially not for students who have academic weaknesses. This

practice stands in sharp contrast to Western Europe, where student
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exchanges between countries with different languages are the norm and are
funded by the governments. If FL educators in the United States could
convince educational policy makers and parents that FL study should be
made available to more students, and not just to an elite, strides could be
made in providing more immersion experiences for all students. Such
immersion experiences appear to be the best way to promote FL acquisi-
tion among students who are labeled LD. They do not guarantee, of
course, that the students will become fluent in all four skill areas (reading,
writing, listening, and speaking). Students will continue to be weak in
areas where they are weak in their first language, but immersion experi-
ences have enabled many students who failed in FL language classes to
develop skills that enable them to function in the FL (see Mabbott 1994,
for case studies of such students).

Foreign Language Classroom Instruction
Although LD-labeled students seem to succeed with FL acquisition in
immersion settings, they tend to do less well in the classroom. Since FL
acquisition seems to be possible in immersion settings, it appears to be
that classroom practice is not conducive to learning for these students. The
difference between the immersion setting and the typical classroom setting
is that acquiring the language in the immersion setting relies largely on
oral language presented in a rich context, while classroom learning often
relies more on printed text that is often out of context. Even when class-
room instruction is oral and contextualized, assessment remains largely
written and decontextualized. It could be that what is so difficult for LD-
labeled students is the way that foreign languages are taught and tested in
the classroom rather than the task of actual acquisition.

It is not surprising that LD-labeled students would have problems in
the FL class. By definition, such students have had trouble with literacy
skills. Although they may be doing well in other content area classes, it is
because they have learned appropriate compensatory strategies, either on
their own or with the help of their teachers. Among the compensatory
strategies that LD-labeled students commonly take advantage of are study-
ing longer than other students, getting help from tutors, using computer
spell and grammar checks, having a friend or parent proofread papers, tak-
ing extra time to complete assignments and tests, completing alternative
assignments, and obtaining information through conversation or video-
tapes rather than from books. If those compensatory strategies are not
allowed in the FL class, students will do poorly in their areas of weakness,
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and may fail the class. Intensive studying on the part of the student may
help, but it must be remembered that no amount of studying is going to
turn a poor speller in English, for example, into a good one in the FL.

FL teachers need to consider what compensatory strategies they deem
appropriate for their classes. Here are some strategies they can consider.
(1) Allow students extra time to complete coursework. For students with
mild disabilities, extra time for tests and assignments is often the only help
that they need. Students with more severe disabilities may choose a slower-
paced class or choose to audit a course before taking it for credit. (2) Provide
reading texts on tape. Listening to a tape while reading can be invaluable for
students with decoding and/or reading comprehension problems. (3) Teach
students how to use schemata-related reading activities to help reading com-
prehension (Melendez 1985). (4) Use a process approach to writing where
students do multiple drafts while getting feedback on their writing from their
peers and their teacher (Dvorak 1986). Process writing is invaluable to stu-
dents who have problems with syntax and spelling. (5) Adopt an outcome-
based approach to FL education where students can retake tests on which
they do poorly. (6) Allow students to use reference materials during tests. The
University of Minnesota German language program routinely allows first and
second year students to use grammar charts and verb lists during written
tests. Since the students are required to do large amounts of writing, they
gradually internalize the rules and forms and gradually become less reliant on
the reference materials. (7) Provide alternative assignments. If a student per-
forms well orally but has trouble with spelling, for example, the teacher may
allow the student to complete extra oral assignments to compensate for poor
grades on tests which require accurate spelling. (8) Weigh grades differently
so that a student's strengths may count more heavily than his/her weaknesses.

In addition to allowing compensatory strategies, some teachers have
modified their practice to help LD-labeled students succeed. Some teach-
ers attempt to mimic immersion settings in the classroom as much as pos-
sible. They have found that students who may have trouble with certain
aspects of language learning (e.g., learning the rules about language) or
with reading may be able to acquire a second language orally if it is pre-
sented in a context that allows ample negotiated interaction. Likewise, stu-
dents who have trouble processing oral language will be aided by a con-
text-rich environment that provides many visual clues to support the oral
message. McCabe (1985), working in a junior high setting, suggests that
LD-labeled students can be successful if there is an emphasis on conversa-
tion rather than on the rules of grammar. She also stresses a well-organized
classroom routine and frequent repetition. Bilyeu (1982), working in
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higher education, supports McCabe's suggestions, but also stresses the
need for a context-rich environment with a variety of learning modalities

and the use of repeated experiences with similar, yet varied materials. She

feels that a focus on content and communication is necessary, and also
stresses that the teaching techniques that helped her LD-labeled students
the most were also the most effective for all of her students.

Other instructors and researchers have found that LD-labeled stu-
dents benefit from linguistics instruction, slower paced classes, and exten-
sive tutoring. Demuth and Smith (1987) conducted a study where stu-
dents were given specially tailored linguistics lessons designed to
familiarize them with how languages in general, and the target language in
particular, work. The researchers show that the students who underwent
their particular treatment improved their scores on the MLAT. Myer,

Ganschow, Sparks, and Kenneweg (1989) and Sparks, Ganschow,
Kenneweg, and Miller (1991) promote using an Orton-Gillingham multi-

sensory approach (Orton 1966) to teach phonetic features of the FL in the
foreign language class. Miller (1985) suggests using mentor students from

more advanced classes as tutors. Sheppard (1992) developed a special
Spanish course for LD-labeled students that had reduced pace and content
and also used tutors.

According to published teacher experience, successful remediation has
gone in two separate directions that should probably be merged. One is an
emphasis on the phonological and syntactic aspects of language (Demuth
and Smith 1987; Myer et al. 1989), areas where students labeled LD are
often weak. The other is an emphasis on context-rich communicative
aspects of language that will give students multiple paths toward compre-
hension and learning (Bilyeu 1982; McCabe 1985; Sheppard 1992). The
former approach may be quite useful as a means of improving limited pro-
duction aspects of second language learning, such as spelling, decoding,
and grammar, aspects that are often the basis for assessment in introduc-
tory language courses, but it addresses only a very small part of language
learning. These productive aspects need to be connected to the expressive
functions of language that Bilyeu, McCabe, and Sheppard address. It
seems, then, that a context-rich class with the support of compensatory
strategies and intensive tutoring on the phonological and syntactic aspects
of language might be the most successful teaching approach for students
labeled LD.

One last consideration is the setting in which such instruction should
take place. As mentioned earlier, it is clear that the immersion setting, with
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instructional support, is the most likely to lead to successful FL acquisi-
tion. If that is not an option for students, one should consider whether
small classes designed just for students with language learning problems
may be a better option than mainstreaming students and giving them extra
support. One can make arguments for both approaches. Small, slower
paced classes may provide badly needed affective support and individual
attention for students who have had poor language learning experiences in
the past. On the other hand, a regular class may provide a student with
more competent interlocutors, and thus a richer language learning envi-
ronment. In the workshop section of this chapter (see the Appendix),
more specific suggestions for classroom instruction are given.

Mternative Languages
Along with seeking extra help with their FL learning, students can also
consider taking alternatives to the modern languages that they usually
choose to fulfill their FL requirement. Some students who have problems
with aural processing and struggle with conversational approaches to lan-
guage instruction can do well in ancient language classes. Latin, ancient
Greek, or biblical Hebrew, which do not require oral/aural skills, may be
good options for them. Students who have good oral/aural skills but have
trouble with written texts may find studying Native American languages,
which generally rely on oral/aural tradition more than on written texts, a
satisfactory option.

American Sign Language (ASL), commonly used by the deaf commu-
nity in the United States and some other countries, may also be a good
option for some LD-labeled students. ASL has been recognized by many
colleges and universities as a legitimate second language, representing a
culture that differs from mainstream American culture. Students at the
University of Minnesota, for example, may choose to study ASL to fulfill
their foreign language requirement. It stands to reason that students who
have serious problems with decoding printed text or with phonological
processing may not be handicapped seriously in the study of ASL, which
requires kinesthetic memory.

However, it would not be pedagogically sound to coerce students with
learning problems to choose ancient languages, Native American lan-
guages, or ASL as easier routes toward fulfilling the foreign language
requirement. These alternatives may not fulfill students' personal and
career goals. These courses should also not become a dumping ground for
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students with language learning problems. Accommodations to ensure the
possibility of studying any language that the LD-labeled student chooses is
the ideal form of support, and it is a responsibility that all FL teachers
should share.

Exemptions from the Foreign Language Requirement
Since Dinklage made his impassioned plea in 1971 to help college stu-
dents struggling with FL requirements by providing them waivers, exemp-
tions from the FL requirement have become more common. Most colleges
and universities have some kind of exemption policy today (Ganschow,
Sparks, Myer, and Roeger 1989). Freed (1987) summarizes the proceed-
ings of the 1985 Modern Language Association on the topic and explains
in detail the policy at the University of Pennsylvania. Some schools grant
waivers to any student who can produce appropriate documentation from
a psychologist, while others require that the students also make a con-
certed effort with FL before a waiver will be granted. Most institutions
require a substitution of the foreign language requirement by culture or
linguistics courses for students who are granted a waiver.

One issue that seems to receive no attention in this discussion is that
exemptions may have the effect of unofficially creating policies that run
counter to the intention of public law. Section 504 of the Federal
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 states that no otherwise qualified handicapped
individuals (including those labeled LD) shall be excluded from participa-
tion in any program receiving federal funding. Most colleges and universi-
ties receive federal funding of some kind. When administrators encourage
college students to take an exemption from the foreign language require-
ment, they are in effect denying those students the opportunity for an
equal education. When the advisors of high school students labeled LD
discourage them from taking a foreign language in high school, they make
it especially difficult for those students to start a language in college
because they compete in classes with students who have a background in
FL learning that they never had. The LD-labeled college students also
must deal with teachers who assume that all students have studied some
foreign language in high school. This policy of exemptions further makes
it possible for foreign language departments and teachers not to address
the needs of those students who truly want to learn a foreign language for
personal reasons or need to learn a foreign language for career purposes. In
effect, it cuts the students off from many jobs that require some foreign
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language proficiency, and, as Fisher (1986) mentions, excludes students
from social acceptance by educated people. As Levine (1987) and
Dinklage (1971) point out, no one's academic career should be ruined
because of an inability to learn a foreign language; but at the same time,

no one's personal or career aspirations should be thwarted because of a lack
of opportunity to study a foreign language. If educators are to serve their
students well, they must find ways to help all students who are interested

to learn a second language rather than abandon them.
One consideration that has not been examined in any depth by

American FL educators is how other countries deal with FL requirements
for students who are labeled LD. Learning disabilities are not an exclu-

sively American phenomenon. A cross-cultural study done by Stevenson,

Stigler, Lucker, and Lee (1982) established that reading disability, for
example, exists among Japanese and Chinese children in approximately the

same proportions as it does among children in the United States. A perusal
of second language education literature in Germany indicates that foreign
language teachers in Germany have also recognized that LD-labeled stu-
dents have problems in FL classes (Jung 1981, 1985; Reisner 1978).

The difference between Germany and the United States, however, is

that granting exemptions from the FL requirement is not even a considera-

tion in Germany. All German students must pass a foreign language
requirement to graduate from high school because FL proficiency is con-
sidered essential for the economic and intellectual well-being of all citi-

zens. Similarly, a doctoral dissertation written by Rodriguez de Vidal
(1983) reveals that some teachers in Puerto Rico are also trying to find
ways to teach LD-labeled students English as a second language because
of the economic necessity for Puerto Rican citizens to be able to speak

English.
Although FL proficiency does not seem to be as immediately neces-

sary for English-speaking North Americans as it does for Germans and
Puerto Ricans, most FL educators agree that proficiency in a second lan-

guage is an essential trait of an educated citizen. It also seems to be the
only college requirement caught in this debate. No one is considering
waiving college English requirements because of the challenges they pro-
vide poor readers. Math is another area that is often difficult for students
labeled LD, but exemptions from math requirements at colleges that have

them are generally not considered (S. Zurek, personal communication
1994). Instead, colleges find ways to teach math to students with special
needs. It may be that it is in the best interest of some students that they be
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given a waiver for the FL requirement, but it surely would be more benefi-
cial to most if FL educators would try to accommodate their disabilities
and help them to progress toward proficiency in a FL of their choice as
much as they can.

Conclusion
The issue of FL learning on the part of LD-labeled students in the college
classroom is one that is going to increase in prominence. Unmotivated stu-
dents, whether they have a disability or not, will try increasingly to con-
vince school officials that they are incapable of learning an FL and petition
for exemptions. Motivated students, on the other hand, who truly have an
LD but still want to learn an FL for personal or professional purposes, will
demand better services.

The best solution for both situations is to have the expectation that all
students can learn an FL. One look at other cultures shows that societies
that have the expectation that all people will learn more than one language
are largely successful in achieving that goal. Since FL learning for virtually
everyone is not an impossible goal, LD support services and FL depart-
ments should move away from the questionable practice of testing for FL
learning disabilities to grant exemptions and move toward pedagogical
practice that will help all students.

First and foremost, it would behoove all foreign language professionals
to push for early language learning for all students. Since past experience
with FL is the greatest predictor ofsuccess for adult FL learners, such a pol-
icy would probably help LD-labeled students more than anything else.
That will not happen right away, so other forms of support need to be
found in the meantime. For students who start their FL learning later in
life, the most successful setting for that learning is immersion with instruc-
tional support. Education professionals need to encourage LD-labeled stu-
dents to take part in such programs rather than to discourage them, as is
currently often the practice. Finally, teachers need to realize that it may not
be the actual acquisition that is difficult for LD-labeled students, but rather
some of the specific tasks that students are faced with in FL classes. If teach-
ers take the broader view of FL communication and see it more as a way to
expand students' ability to communicate, to construct personal meaning,
and to interact reflectively, and less as correct grammar and spelling, then
they will not find it difficult to incorporate appropriate pedagogical support
in their instruction. A context-rich learning environment, extensive tutor-
ing, and allowing compensatortrategies will help the goal of true corn-
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munication in the FL. These strategies do not guarantee perfect, or even
good, acquisition of all communicative skills, but with a change in attitude
and goals, an imperfect acquisition of skills, or a slower acquisition of skills

will no longer be an impediment to continued FL learning.
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Appendix

Workshop on Learning Disabilities for Foreign Language Teachers

In this section I give, in outline form, some of the information that I pre-
sent at workshops on FL instruction for students labeled LD. After my
presentation, I divide the teachers into groups to work on scenarios depict-
ing typical students with language learning problems. After discussing a
scenario as a small group, each group should present their ideas for appro-
priate remediation to the larger group. The scenarios are found at the end

of this Appendix.

III. Definition of Learning Disability:

A. "Specific Learning Disability" means a disorder in one or more of
the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in

r, I.
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using language, spoken or written, which may manifest itself in an
imperfect ability to listen, speak, read, write, spell, or to do math-
ematical calculations. The term includes such conditions as per-
ceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction,
dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. The term does not include
children who have learning problems that are primarily the result
of visual, hearing, or motor handicaps, of mental retardation, or
emotional disturbance or of environmental, cultural, or economic
disadvantage (Federal Register).

B. Associated Terms
1. Dyslexia: severe difficulty in learning to read
2. Attention deficit disorder: inability to pay attention for more

than a very short period of time
3. Hyperactivity: excess of nonpurposeful motor activity, trouble

sitting still

C. Exclusions: academic problems that are not learning disabilities
1. Mentally retarded
2. Emotionally behaviorally disturbed
3. Visually or hearing impaired
4. Culturally or economically disadvantaged

D. Diagnosis: through psychological testing which finds a discrepancy
between intelligence and achievement. There is no test for a FL
disability, but learning disabilities in the first language are likely to
have consequences for FL.

II. The Nature of Learning Disabilities: problems with auditory process-
ing of language, visual processing of language, or both, often caused by
difficulty in associating verbal labels with visual symbols or difficulty
discriminating sounds. Some students who have never been tested or
labeled may exhibit the same characteristics. Non-LD students can
exhibit similar problems, but generally not to the same degree.

A. Typical Visual Processing Problems
1. Can't distinguish "b" from "d," was'' from "saw',
2. Sees first letter of word and just the configuration of the rest
3. Sees one letter at a time
4. Spacing appears different and punctuation isn't seen
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5. Longer words can be easier than shorter ones (recognized by
shape)

6. Concrete objects like "computer" are easier than filler words
like "the," "their," "each," "other"

7. Short-term memorylooks up phone number and forgets it
when dialing

8. Figure/ ground difficulties (confused by too much visual stim-
uli; doesn't know what to look at on a crowded blackboard, for
example)

B. Typical Auditory Processing Problems
1. Can't distinguish "glue" from "glow"
2. Can't tell where one word ends and the next starts
3. Can't focus on one auditory signal in a noisy room
4. Hears narrative and mixes up sequence
5. Forgets oral directions

C. Other Related Problems
1. Abstraction: trouble understanding abstract ideas
2. Long-term memory: studies and forgets by next day
3. Difficulty responding even when she or he knows the an-

swercan't verbalize what she or he knows
4. Poor handwritingsome handwriting problems are genuine,

sometimes students write poorly on purpose to hide inability
to spell

(Adapted from information presented at the 1991 Upper
Midwest Branch of the Orton Dyslexia Society Spring
Conference)

III. What Happens to LD Students in High School and College FL

Classes?

A. High School
1. Often advised not to take foreign language
2. Fail
3. Go "language shopping"try one language after another in a

desperate attempt to find one in which he or she can be successful

4. Sympathetic teacher helps them
5. Generally do not go abroad
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B. College
1. Fail

2. Take majors that do not require FL
3. Go "language shopping"
4. Get an exemption from the FL requirement
5. Sympathetic instructors help student
6. Generally do not go abroad

C. Consequences of High School and College Policies
1. LD-labeled students are not starting languages early, and there-

fore not getting the background they need to succeed
2. Since over 25 percent of colleges and universities have FL

entrance requirements and over 50 percent of colleges and uni-
versities have FL exit requirements (Brod and Lapointe 1989),
the opportunities, both academically and professionally, are
limited for LD students who are not allowed to succeed in for-
eign language classes.

IV. Helping Students with Learning Problems: Suggestions for Foreign
Language Teachers

A. Recognizing a ProblemOn the first day of class, tell the stu-
dents to see you
1. If they had serious difficulties in high school foreign language

classes.

2. If they have never studied a foreign language before.
3. If a student does not come forward, but is obviously flounder-

ing at the end of the first week. It's crucial that students receive
support from the beginning of the semester.

B. Determining the Nature of the Problem
1. Through an interview, try to find out if the student is really

trying to learn or is just not putting forth any effort.
2. If the student seems to be trying, question him or her about

past problems with English and foreign languages. Ask if she
or he had problems with reading, spelling, grammar, or writ-
ing in grade school.

3. School records may indicate whether the student was ever
labeled LD. Bright students often manage to get by undiag-
nosed, however.

3 5 3



Students Labeled Learning Disabled and the Foreign Language Requirement 349

C. Remediation
1. If the student has language learning difficulties, start tutoring

him or her right away. Do not wait for the first exam, for it
may be too late then.

2. Go over the day's lesson ahead of time with the student. Explain

in English what is going on. Explain grammar in English.
3. Language features that are obvious to most students (like let-

ter/sound correspondence) may not be clear to students with
learning problems. Point these out and help the student prac-
tice them.

4. Use lots of contextual clues such as acting, pictures, objects,
charts, and diagrams in your teaching.

5. Students who have problems reading may be better at listening
comprehension. Consider taping the readings for the students,
and let them listen as they read. Consider using films instead
of literary texts.

6. Focus on what the student can do rather than on what she or
he cannot do. You may have to give the student alternative
assignments.

D. Testing and GradingModify the Testing Situation to Allow the
Student to Succeed.
1. Giving more time to complete the test may be enough.
2. LD students are often easily distracted. Allow them to take

exams alone in a quiet room.
3. Give the student an alternative test that emphasizes his or her

strengths rather than weaknesses.
4. Consider an outcomes-based approach, where students can

retake different forms of the same test until they pass.
5. Consider letting the student use grammar charts or dictionaries.

6. Use a process approach with multiple drafts for writing assign-
ments.

7. These students may just need more time to learn than others.
Consider not grading the students at all until they have an idea

what language learning entails. Allow them to audit a course
before they take it for credit.

E. Support for the Student
1. Encourage the student to go abroad to the target language

country and live with native speaks.j 4
TEST COPY AVAILABLE
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2. Students with learning problems are quite sensitive about these
problems. Continually remind the students that you know
that they are intelligent people who happen to have a problem
with foreign language learning. Point out something that they
can do better than you.

V. Determining a Need for AdaptationIf you are not sure whether a
student who has never been labeled LD is not doing well because of a
lack of effort or because of a learning disability, try to answer the fol-
lowing questions. If most of the answers are yes, you may decide to try
to accommodate the student, or recommend him or her for testing.

Cheddist to Determine Need for Adaptation

Yes No
1. Does the student want to learn a foreign language?

2. Does the student attend class regularly?

3. Does the student try to do the homework assignments?

4. Does the student have a history of problems with
foreign language learning?

5. Did the student have problems learning how to read,
spell, or write in elementary school?

6. Does the student do well in other classes?

Scenarios

The following scenarios are based on real students encountered by college
foreign language teachers. After considering the information given in this
chapter, groups of teachers or teaching assistants should be able to brain-
storm possible approaches to each student's problems.

Instructions

For each of the following scenarios, think of how you as an instructor
would handle the situation in and out of class. How might you help the
student achieve as well as possible in the foreign language that you teach?
(Possible answers are provided in parentheses.)

1. You start teaching your first-semester Spanish class with lots of com-
municative activities. Tim does all right with the oral exercises, but when
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you ask students to start reading what they have learned to say out loud
during the second week of class, Tim is not able to do it. After a while he
admits that he was in special education classes for a learning disability all
through elementary and high school.

(Tim could benefit from tutoring on letter/sound correspondence in
Spanish. The tutor might consider the Orton-Gillingham approach. See
Myer et al. 1989, Sparks et al. 1991, and Orton 1966 for more informa-
tion about this approach.)

2. Laura is having trouble writing compositions and comes to you for
help. She has spent some time abroad, and her oral skills far exceed those
of her peers. She tells you that she is frustrated with her writing ability and
is ready to give up on the class. In her compositions it is not uncommon
that one word will be spelled two or three different ways, and she often
leaves words out.

(Laura might find a process approach to writing beneficial. Instead of just
turning in a final copy of her essays, let her do several drafts. Teach all stu-
dents how to do peer editing, or give her feedback on the drafts yourself.
See Dvorak 1986 or Hewins 1986 for directions on how to implement
process writing in the FL class.)

3. Susan is a very bright third-year student who plans to go to medical
school. She has tried to get a waiver for the foreign language requirement
because of a learning disability that was diagnosed her senior year in high
school, but was denied by the college because she received passing marks
in high school French. She has trouble with letter/sound correspondence,
and with understanding grammar. She has heard that you are a sympa-
thetic teacher, and has decided to enroll in your German class. She tells
you that she passed French in high school only because her teacher gave
her credit for trying hard. She wants to succeed in your class, and asks you
for advice.

(Susan should start working with a tutor from the first day of class. The
tutor should concentrate on letter/sound correspondence and explaining
grammar in English, but also provide some FL oral practice for Susan. The
tutor should explain what will be covered in class ahead of time, so that
Susan can develop some background knowledge that will help her under-
stand what is going on during class.)

35 6
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4. Eric comes from a high school foreign language program that did not
require much oral work. In that setting, he did all right because he was
good at memorizing vocabulary lists and verb forms. Your class requires a
lot of speaking and listening comprehension. Eric tells you that he really
can't understand anything you say.

(You may have to modify your instruction to provide Eric with more
visual and contextual support. Use drama, pictures, objects, charts, and
diagrams in your teaching. Write key words on the board while you are
talking with the students. Suggest to Eric that he make use of audio and
video tapes to help reinforce the correspondence between the sound and
the written words.)

5. Elena admits to you that she is a very slow reader. Usually she avoids
reading as much as possible. She gets most of her information from lec-
tures rather than textbooks. Your class requires about two hundred pages
of reading in the foreign language, and Elena does not know how she can
possibly read more than fifty pages in one semester.

(Provide Elena with a tape of the text or a tutor who can read out loud to
her. Suggest that she listen and read at the same time. If a movie version of
the text is available, suggest that she watch that before reading the text, so
that she has some background knowledge of the plot when she reads. Use
schemata-related reading activities to help her comprehension. See
Melendez 1985 to learn more about using schema theory for teaching FL
reading comprehension.)

6. You have noticed that one of your first-year students, Ben, has trouble
sitting still in class. He sits in the back of the class, and often stares out the
window. When you try to draw his attention to something on the black-
board, he doesn't seem to know where to look. He is not failing, but his
quiz grades are not good, and his handwriting is extremely difficult to
read. Ben admits to you that he has a very hard time memorizing new
vocabulary words even though he spends a lot of time on it.

(Ben has trouble concentrating and does not have good study habits. It
would help him if you gave some suggestions. Ask Ben to sit in the center
front of the classroom where it will be easier to pay attention to what you
are doing. Keep the blackboard uncluttered; it might help Ben if only
what he needs to pay attention to at the time were on the board. Give stu-
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dents an outline of the lesson each day and draw attention to it as you
complete different activities so that he is not as likely to get lost. Find out
how Ben is studying. He may need you to suggest some different strate-
gies, such as writing down words he needs to learn or making flash cards
that he can carry around and practice with. See if he can study together
with a more successful classmate until he develops better study habits.)




