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What is a 
Learning 

Disability? 
Understanding Dyslexia & Other 

Learning Disabilities

Michele Pentyliuk
Registered 

Psychologist
E: pentyliuk@gmail.com

Objectives

ldalberta.ca

• To provide an overview of different types of learning 
disabilities and how they differ from other developmental 
disabilities 

• To describe how learning disabilities including dyslexia 
are diagnosed 

• To outline the kinds of information typically included in 
psychoeducational assessment 

• To review the difference between interventions, 
modifications, and accommodations for students with 
learning disabilities

What is a 
learning 

disability?
www.ldalberta.ca

Questions are welcome, but I 
cannot offer opinions about your 
child or specific situations within 

your child’s school. 

ldalberta.ca

1

2

3



2025-06-06

2

What is a 
learning 
disability?

ldalberta.ca

What is a 
learning 

disability?
www.ldalberta.ca

Learning 
Disability 
Defined
LDAC Canada

ldalberta.ca

People with Learning 
Disabilities:

Are fully able to learn given the right 
intervention.

Generally have average to above 
average intellect and reasoning.

Refer to a number of disorders which 
can affect how a person acquires, 
organizes, retains, understands or 
uses verbal or nonverbal information. 
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Continuum 
and Scope

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

• oral language including listening, 
speaking and understanding

• reading including word 
recognition and comprehension

• written language
• mathematics

ldalberta.ca

Learning Disabilities 
ARE NOT:

ldalberta.ca

• Caused by poor teaching, poor parenting 
or lack of motivation.

However, these factors can complicate the 
challenges faced by people with learning 
disabilities

• The same as pervasive developmental 
disabilities, fetal alcohol spectrum 
disorder, brain injury or ADHD… 

All these conditions can result in difficulties 
with learning

Learning Disabilities vs Producing Difficulties

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

● Producing difficulties are different from 
learning difficulties; 

● Producing difficulties reflect poor use of 
Executive Functions (EFs).
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Meet Charlie and Josh

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

Directive capacities of the mind:

● Multiple in nature, not a single 
capacity

● Cue the use of other mental 
abilities

● Direct and control perceptions, 
thoughts, actions, and to some 
degree emotions

● Part of neural circuits that are 
routed through the frontal lobes

What Are 
Executive 
Functions?

Appropriate Metaphors for  Executive 
Functions:

•A Team of Conductors and Co-Conductors 
of a Mental Ability Orchestra, or

•The Coaching Staff of a Mental Ability 
Football Team

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

Executive Functions 
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ADHD and 
Executive 

Functioning

ldalberta.ca

Attention 
Deficit/Hyperactivity 

Disorder (ADHD) 
symptoms reflect delayed 
development in the brain 

regions that manage 
executive functions, 

especially the prefrontal 
cortex

ADHD and Executive Functioning
ADHD affects core executive functions 

such as:

ldalberta.ca

Working 
Memory

Difficulty holding 
information

Trouble 
estimating and 
meeting deadlines

Impulsivity and 
difficulty 
resisting 
distractions

Struggles with 
organizing tasks 
and materials

Time 
Management

Inhibitory 
Control

Planning & 
Organization

ADHD and Childhood Academic Impairments
• Poor School Performance (90%+)
o Reduced productivity is greatest problem
o Accuracy is only mild below normal 
• Low Academic Achievement (10 -15 point deficit)
o May be deficient even in preschool readiness skills
• Learning Disabilities (24-70%)
o Reading (8-39%)
o Spelling (12-30%)
o Math (12-27%)
o Handwriting (60%)
o Reading Comprehension (through impact on working memory)

Barkley, 2005
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Learning 
Difficulties

Only

Learning 
Difficulties

And
Producing 
Difficulties

Producing 
Difficulties

Only

Often NOT recognized as a 
Learning Disability, even 
when severe, unless an 
evaluation involving process 
assessment is done

Recognized fairly quickly 
as a Learning Disability

When severe, typically 
attributed to lack of 
motivation, character flaws,  
or behavior/personality 
problems

A General Model for Conceptualizing Learning 
and Producing Difficulties

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

• Although executive functions are used to guide 
cognitive processing involved in new learning, new 
learning situations are structured in ways that reduce 
the need for strong executive direction.

• In contrast, demonstrating what has been learned 
usually requires significant involvement of executive 
control processes.

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

Executive Functions 
and School

Students with Skills Deficits or Learning 
Disabilities

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

• Provide direct, targeted instruction in 
the area of weakness.

• Establish what accommodations may 
be required to ensure equal access to 
the curriculum.
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Students with EF Deficits

Provide the student with 
as rich an “executive 
function environment” 
as possible.

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

Supporting the development of EFs

• Develop and apply, as needed, 
interventions involving external
control.  

• Monitor the use of these 
interventions closely to determine 
when to begin the gradual or 
complete withdrawal of external 
control so that internal control can 
be engaged and demonstrated.

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST ldalberta.ca

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST
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MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, REGISTERED PSYCHOLOGIST

Types of Learning Disabilities

Learning Disabilities in:

• Reading

• Writing

• Math

ldalberta.ca
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Types of Learning Disabilities
Dyslexia
A language-based disability that affects both oral and written language. It may also 
be referred to as reading disability, reading difference, or reading disorder. 
Dyslexia does not refer to a reversal of letters. This characterization of dyslexia is 
common but inaccurate. It is a phonological processing disorder that results in 
significant difficulty decoding (i.e., sounding out) and encoding (i.e., spelling) 
words. 

Dysgraphia
A severe difficulty in producing writing that is legible and written at an age-
appropriate speed.

Dyscalculia
A severe difficulty in understanding and using symbols or functions needed for 
success in mathematics. 

ldalberta.ca

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders – Fifth Edition (DSM-5)

The DSM-5, was developed by the American Psychiatric 
Association. DSM-5 uses the umbrella term, ‘Specific 
Learning Disorders (SLD)’ and then areas of impairment 
and specific difficulties:

ldalberta.ca

Specific Learning Disorders (SLD)

SLD with Impairment in Reading

ldalberta.ca

•Word reading accuracy
•Reading rate/fluency
•Reading comprehension
- Includes Dyslexia
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Challenges in 
Learning to Read
• Many children face reading 

difficulties due to inadequate 

teaching methods.

• Evidence-based instruction is often 

missing in classrooms.

• Language-based learning 

difficulties can go unnoticed.

• Untreated learning difficulties 

hinder reading development.

ldalberta.ca

THE SCIENCE OF READING, APRIL 29, 2021. THE RIGHT TO READ ADVISORY 
COMMITTEE 29

ldalberta.ca

How the 
Brain Learns 
to Read -
Prof. 
Stanislas 
Dehaene

30 THE SCIENCE OF READING, APRIL 29, 2021: THE RIGHT TO READ ADVISORY COMMITTEETHE SCIENCE OF READING, APRIL 29, 2021: THE RIGHT TO READ ADVISORY COMMITTEEldalberta.ca
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How the Brain Learns to 
Read with Dr. Carolyn Strom

ldalberta.ca

Dyslexia 
(International Dyslexia Association)

Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is 
neurobiological in origin.
- difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and 
by poor spelling and decoding abilities.
- result from a deficit in the phonological component of 

language that is often unexpected in relation to other 
cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom 
instruction.
Secondary consequences may include problems in reading 
comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede 
growth of vocabulary and background knowledge.

ldalberta.ca

Understanding Dyslexia
Dyslexia is a neurobiological learning disability 
affecting word recognition, spelling, and 
decoding abilities.

Word Recognition Challenges
Individuals with dyslexia often struggle with 
accurate and fluent word recognition, impacting 
reading abilities.

Spelling and Decoding Issues
Poor spelling and decoding abilities are common 
among those with dyslexia, stemming from 
phonological deficits.

Unexpected Language Deficits
Dyslexia's phonological component deficits are 
often unexpected relative to other cognitive skills.

ldalberta.ca
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Understanding 
Developmental 
Language Disorder

• Developmental Language Disorder 
(DLD) affects communication skills.

• Individuals with DLD struggle with 
expressive and receptive language.

• DLD can impact social interactions 
and academic performance.

• Early identification and intervention 
are crucial for better outcomes.

ldalberta.ca

Structured Literacy Intervention

35ldalberta.ca

SLD with Impairment in Writing

•Spelling accuracy
•Grammar and punctuation accuracy
•Clarity or organization of written 
expression

•Includes Dysgraphia

ldalberta.ca
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SLD with Impairment in Math

•Number sense
•Memorization of arithmetic facts
•Accurate or fluent calculation
•Accurate math reasoning

•Includes Dyscalculia

ldalberta.ca

Incidence of Learning Disabilities

ldalberta.ca

Estimates vary, but credible organizations like the National Institute 
of Health cite a conservative incidence level of learning disabilities 
as 8-10 out of every 100 people. NIH estimates have been as 
high as one out of every seven people.

Using an incidence level of 1 in 10, the breakdown of the 
population of Albertans living with learning disabilities is as follows: 

Alberta wide: 368,800
School aged: 64,100
Pre-school aged: 19,800

According to Statistics 
Canada, more 
children in this 
country have a 
learning disability 
than all other types of 
disabilities combined.

ldalberta.ca
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Causes of Learning Disabilities

Experts are not exactly sure what causes learning disabilities. LDs 
may be due to:
• Heredity – Often learning disabilities run in the family, so it’s not 

uncommon to find that people with learning disabilities have 
parents or other relatives with similar difficulties.

• Problems during pregnancy and birth – LDs may be caused by 
illness or injury during or before birth. They may also be caused by 
drug and alcohol use during pregnancy, low birth weight, lack of 
oxygen and premature or prolonged labor.

• Incidents after birth – Head injuries, nutritional deprivation and 
exposure to toxic substances (i.e. lead) can contribute to learning 
disabilities.

ldalberta.ca

Prevention
Children who start low stay low.
For example, trouble with early word reading 
skills leads to:
● less time spent reading
● slow vocabulary growth
● missed opportunities to practice 

comprehension strategies
● negative attitudes toward reading
The best solution to the problem of academic 
failure is to allocate resources for early 
identification and prevention.
Torgesen, 1998

ldalberta.ca
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How are Learning Disabilities Diagnosed?

ldalberta.ca

Psychoeducational Assessment
1. Parent interview
2. Plan
3. Assessment

● Review of school documents
● Observations
● Child Interview
● Intellectual or cognitive assessments
● Achievement batteries
● Social/Emotional Evaluations

4. Report that includes all findings and recommendations (including 
interventions, accommodations and modifications)
5. Feedback session with parents and child

ldalberta.ca

Intervention: 
The act of 

intervening with the 
outcome of a 
condition or 

process.

1. Text

ldalberta.ca
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Multi-tiered System of Supports (MTSS)

46ldalberta.ca

No amount or type of 
screening or assessment is 
helpful if it is not followed 

by effective 
instruction/intervention

ldalberta.ca

Accommodation versus 
Modification

Accommodations change how the student learns 
the material. 

Modifications changes what a student is taught or 
expected to learn. 

www.understood.org

ldalberta.ca
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Accommodations versus Modifications
ModificationsAccommodationsCategory

Changes that alter the curriculum or 
expectations to meet the student's 
needs.

Changes that provide equal access to 
learning without altering the curriculum.

Definition

To adjust the educational content or 
performance expectations to the 
student's level.

To provide access to the same 
educational opportunities as peers.

Purpose

Simplified assignments, alternative 
assessments, reduced reading level.

Extended time on tests, preferential 
seating, use of assistive technology.

Examples

Alters the level of instruction and can 
change what the student is expected to 
learn.

Allows students to demonstrate 
knowledge without being hindered by 
their disabilities.

Impact on Learning

Types of Accommodations

The four basic types 
of accommodations 
used during 
instruction and 
assessment are: 

Presentation

Response

Setting

Timing/Scheduling

Presentation Accommodations
Allow students to access instructional materials that do not 
require them to read print materials in standard visual format. 

Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca
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Presentation Accommodations

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025

•Audiobooks or text-to-speech tools

•Oral instructions in place of written

•Highlight or color-code key text 
elements

•Visual aids (charts, pictures, graphic 
organizers)

ldalberta.ca

Presentation Accommodations

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025

•Enlarged print or simplified texts

•Digital texts with built-in dictionaries

•Pre-teaching of vocabulary and background 
knowledge

•Guided notes or outlines

•Multimedia supports (audio/video)
ldalberta.ca

Presentation Accommodations

▪ Engaging and accessible reading materials including: 
High Interest/Low Vocabulary novels. These books offer engaging, age-appropriate 
subject matter at a low reading level for struggling readers. 
Reading Rockets: Hooking Struggling Readers: Using Books They Can and Want to Read. 

By Lori Rog and Paul Kropp
Reading Rockets. High/Low Books for children
Decodable chapter books: Decodable books written for older readers with more complex 
phonetic patterns and topics of interest.
High Noon Sound Out Chapter Books
The Reading League website

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca
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Response Accommodations
Allow students alternatives for completion of activities, 
assignments, and tests. 

Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

Response Accommodations 

• Verbal responses or speech-to-text

• Use of word banks, sentence starters, 
outlines and skeleton notes

• Reduce required written output

• Alternative formats (oral, video, drawings)

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025

•Multiple-choice or matching 
questions

•Accept spelling/grammar errors 
when not the focus

•Use of a scribe for dictation

ldalberta.ca

Response Accommodations 
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Setting Accommodations

Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

Change the location in 
which a test or 

assignment is given or 
the conditions of the 
assessment setting. 

Setting Accommodations

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

•Quiet, distraction-reduced environment

•Use of noise-canceling headphones

•Preferential seating

•Small-group or one-on-one reading support

•Reading buddy or peer tutor

Timing/Scheduling Accommodations

Change the length of time allowed for completion of 
a test, project, or assignment and may change the 

way the time is organized (e.g., breaks).

Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca
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Timing & Scheduling Accommodations

MICHELE PENTYLIUK, MAY 10, 2025

•Extended time for tasks and tests

•Break assignments into chunks

•Frequent breaks

•Schedule reading when student is most alert

•Flexible deadlines

ldalberta.ca

The evolution of intervention and 
accommodations

Elementary School: 

• Intervention is often the focus to ensure students acquire foundational skills in 
reading, writing, and mathematics. 

• Younger children benefit from a highly structured environment, so accommodations 
might include visual schedules, frequent breaks, or seating arrangements that 
minimize distractions.

• There is often more direct support from teachers and special education staff, with 
accommodations like one-on-one assistance including readers and scribes or small 
group instruction.

ldalberta.ca

Focus on Basic Skills:

Structured Environment:

Direct Support:

ldalberta.ca

The evolution of intervention and 
accommodations

Junior High School:
Transition to Independence:

● Accommodations begin to focus on fostering independence. This might 
include teaching organizational skills, using planners or digital tools to 
track assignments, and gradually reducing one-on-one support.

Increased Complexity:

● As subjects become more complex, accommodations might include the 
use of technology (e.g., Chromebooks, calculators, audiobooks), 
alternative ways to demonstrate learning, and support to organize and 
plan written work.
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Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

The evolution of intervention and 
accommodations

Senior High School:

Focus on Self-Advocacy:
● Students are encouraged to take an active role in managing their 

accommodations. This might include self-advocacy training and learning 
how to communicate their needs to teachers.

Preparation for Post-Secondary Life:
● Accommodations are tailored to prepare students for college or the 

workforce, such as teaching time management skills, providing access to 
assistive technology, and offering career counseling.

Flexible Learning Options:
● There may be more flexibility in how students complete coursework, 

such as online classes, modified schedules, or work-study programs.

Intervention and Accommodation

Michele Pentyliuk, May 10, 2025 ldalberta.ca

ldalberta.caldalberta.ca
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For more helpful resources 
for parents

visit our website at

www.ldalberta.ca

ldalberta.ca

Thank you!
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