Tutoring Students with Learning Disabilities

By Alexandra

            Everybody has their own strengths and weaknesses; it is what makes people unique. In our culture, one of the first ways to assess an individual’s talents is through their performance in school. However, some may find it hard to succeed if they have alternative ways of thinking and learning. For people who have problems processing information, so much so that their ability to learn is hindered, doing well in school is a struggle. Students such as these are commonly referred to as “learning disabled”. Peer tutoring is one of many options learning disabled students have to help them succeed in academic settings. Tutors, especially English tutors, have a responsibility to understand and appreciate the struggles learning disabled students go through, and ultimately to help these students just as they help those without disabilities. Adjustments may need to be made in order to effectively tutor a learning disabled student, but making these adjustments will be easier if tutors have an attitude that all tutees have different needs. Tutors should strive to recognize that learning disabled students are not problem tutees, but have unique ways of understanding, and not understanding, the world. English tutors are in a position to provide support and encouragement to students with learning disabilities, and to help them grow to be the students their learning disabilities have hindered them from becoming.

            In order to successfully tutor someone with a learning disability it is important to know what a learning disability is and how it can affect an individual in academic settings. One definition, found in the Learning Disabilities Act of 1968, states that learning a disability is “a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using spoken or written languages.” (Neff 238) These students have average to high intelligence levels, but have trouble processing, retaining, or expressing information. These disabilities can manifest themselves in various ways, affecting an individuals writing, reading, and math skills. Learning disabled students are not less intelligent than other students, and in fact, they usually figure out their own learning styles and develop ways to accommodate for their difficulties. (Waathiq)

            Although it is unknown what precisely causes a person to have a learning disability, much of the research conducted points to physiological and neurological reasons. In her essay on learning disabilities, Julie Neff maintains that “A learning disability is the result of a malfunction in…one or more areas”, and that these disabilities grow “…out of some sort of brain dysfunction.”(Neff 238-239) In relation to other disabilities or disorders, a learning disability is not a form of mental retardation, psychological disability, or attention disorder. Learning disabilities are not caused by environmental or economic factors, but sometimes can be caused by an accident or illness. (Neff 238, Waathiq). What is most important however is that tutors know how disabilities can affect a student’s writing. (Ryan and Zimmerelli 64)

Disabilities that affect a student’s English skills can be hard to overcome for both the tutor and the tutee. It can affect a student’s ability to express themselves, as well as their ability to physically write. (Neff 243) Some things students with learning disabilities may have trouble with are spelling, reading speed, planning a paper, and forming sentences. (Waathiq). It is important to know that students with learning disabilities sometimes resent writing because of how difficult their disability can make it. Students may have a hard time forming letters or remembering words. They also may struggle with organizing their thoughts while writing. Consequently learning disabled students “…frequently submit work that is brief and/or difficult to read.”(Richards 31) Thus it is important to be a patient tutor; always remembering the struggles that learning disabled students face.

As a tutor it is useful to understand a few specific learning disabilities. Although there are many different types, two learning disabilities that affect reading and writing especially are dyslexia and dysgraphia.

            Dyslexia is a language based disorder that affects a person’s ability to understand phonological information, which refers to how people connect spoken words to written ones. (Richards 27) Dyslexia causes people to have problems with “…identifying the separate speech sounds within a word and/or learning how letters represent those sounds…” (“Dyslexia Basics”), which makes it difficult to read and recognize words. Students may reverse letters or words when both reading and writing as well. (Ryan and Zimmerelli 64) Overall, dyslexia affects a person’s ability to speak, read, write, and spell. (“Dyslexia Basics”) 

            Dysgraphia is different than dyslexia in that it is less common, and deals with the actual formation of words, sentences, and writing. Dysgraphia is a motor memory problem, and is defined as a “writing pattern characterized by substantial effort which interferes with a student’s ability to convert ideas into a written format.”(Richards 72) This means that students with dysgraphia have a problem forming words and letters although they can accurately visualize them in their heads. Consequently it may take the student a very long time to write. Because they must concentrate on the physical act of writing, it is hard for them to also give attention to content. Some symptoms of dysgraphia include inconsistent letter formation, slow and poorly organized writing, and odd wrist positions. (Richards 63-66)

            Once learning disabilities are understood, tutors should become aware of techniques and strategies that work best when tutoring learning disabled students. Many of the strategies work well for all types of students, but at the same time there are common methods that should be disregarded in these situations.

Julie Neff describes learning disabled students as students who “…need a different, more specific kind of collaboration than the average student who walks though the doors of the writing center”. (238) The first thing to consider is communication. Tutors should talk clearly, as well as repeat and rephrase directions and explanations during the tutoring session. Also tutees should be given enough time to answer questions to allow for a relaxed atmosphere that fosters reflection. (Waathiq) Remember the one minute rule from the Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors. It would also be helpful to make tutoring sessions as structured and orderly as possible. Being organized creates less confusion and can make teaching and learning easier. (Ross-Gordan 34) Tutors should try to be consistent as well as flexible and patient; tutoring a student with a learning disability may require new ways of thinking about writing and tutoring.

Students with dyslexia struggle with issues that keep them from focusing on content. Because students with dyslexia have trouble with word recognition, they may need help from a tutor with their reading assignments. A tutor may use paraphrasing techniques or the SQ3R method which requires the reader to survey, question, read, recite, and review a reading. (Waathiq) Tutees also need “immediate, corrective feedback” (“Dyslexia Basics”) in order to learn. This is where a tutor can be especially helpful, as tutors provide students with an outside view of writing. It might also work to read aloud to the tutee, and encourage them to write down notes and make use of a highlighter. (Kurnoff) Dyslexic students also have trouble spelling which may cause them to limit their vocabulary or spend too much time trying to figure out the correct spelling. (“Strategies for the Reluctant Writer”) It is important to keep a learning disabled student on the “global” issues like organization. Tutors should encourage students to focus on content and ignore spelling mistakes until it is time to revise. Another technique is to have the tutee make a list of words to use for reference before they actually start writing.

For students with dysgraphia this may be more difficult because they have trouble with handwriting. To reduce a tutee’s worries about writing a tutor may suggest taking notes for them, in the tutee’s own words of course, as they think of ideas. Learning disabled students may also find freewriting exercises pointless, as may any student, and so verbally brainstorming can be more effective. Also because students with dysgraphia tend to be great visualizers (Richards 66), mapping or webbing to organize ideas may be useful. As mentioned, students with dysgraphia find it hard to form words and so the use of computers and word processors work well for these tutees. This allows the student to instantly see spelling and grammar mistakes, and it makes it easier to rewrite drafts. (Kurnoff) Typing papers also guarantees a legible and somewhat organized draft, which may help to encourage a dysgraphic student who has messy writing. (Graham and Harris 330)

Another strategy that works well for students with various learning disabilities, as well as with students without them, is to break down assignments into smaller tasks. Many students with learning disabilities feel overwhelmed when faced with a writing assignment, partly because they may put so much time and effort into their work. Regina Richards, an educational therapist, recommends what she calls staging, or “dividing the task into smaller units and performing each task separately”. (“Helping Students Who Struggle to Write”) This allows the student to create great work a little at a time.

There are also methods that can be used to help learning disabled tutees through the writing process itself. One of the most important jobs of someone tutoring a learning disabled student is to help them retrieve information. A tutor might need to teach a tutee how to organize ideas and categorize information, as well as distinguish important details and themes. As previously mentioned, asking leading questions, mapping, and color coding work well here. (Neff 243-247)

Some techniques that a tutor would use with other students may be inappropriate for learning disabled tutees. For example, taking a strict minimalist approach would not be effective. Some students might be embarrassed to read aloud and so may need extra time or the tutor may need to read aloud for them. (Waathiq) Also with proofreading and grammar mistakes tutors must provide “specific, detailed…hands on.” (Neff 247) instructions because some learning disabled students can’t see mistakes unless they are pointed out to them. A tutor may also experiment with other techniques such as incorporating games, or using mnemonics and acronyms to help tutees remember the writing process. (“Strategies for the Reluctant Writer”) As with all tutees, a tutor should attempt to teach methods and skills that the tutee can later use on their own.

Tutors not only instruct, they are often friends and counselors and so building a strong connection with a tutee is important. Learning disabled students need encouragement and support. Some students feel “dumb” or inadequate and a tutor is the perfect person to help students gain confidence. As with any tutee, a tutor should respond positively, but constructively, and remind students of their progress. (Waathiq, Ross-Gordan 35) A tutor should ask the student about their learning needs, styles, and concerns, and work with them to set goals. (Ross-Gordan 34) Tutors could also suggest that their tutees take advantage of study skills classes and workshops. Learning disabled students and tutors can work together in order to get the most out of tutoring, emotionally and educationally.

Tutoring a student with a learning disability may be a challenge for some people; it can be an experience out of the ordinary. However, as tutors it is our job to help our fellow students succeed so what’s the point if it’s too easy?  Tutors can gain a lot, and grow both as tutors and as people by trying to understand, and guide students with learning disabilities through writing. Everyone deserves to receive a good education and to get the most out of college. Remember these students come to the tutoring center willingly. As tutors of English we can recognize the importance of literacy and the ability to write, so it should also be important for us to try our best with every kind of student.
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