
Specific Learning 
Disabilities  (SLD)



A specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 
understanding or using language, spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, 
think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations, including conditions such a)s perceptual 
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. (34 CFR 300.8(b)(10)

● Draw upon information from a variety of sources, including aptitude and 
achievement tests, parent input, and teacher recommendations, as well as 
information about the child’s physical condition, social or cultural 
background, and adaptive behavior; and 

● Ensure that information obtained from all of these sources is documented 
and carefully considered. 



Exclusionary Factors

A student whose learning problems are primarily due to one or more of these 
exclusionary factors shall not be identified as having a disability. The main 
rationale for the exclusionary criteria is to raise the probability that an eligible 
individual is truly disabled and to ensure that students are not inappropriately 
included or excluded from receiving special education services (Flanagan, Ortiz, 
Alfonzo, Moscolo, 2002).  



The fundamental principle underlying this rule is that a child should not be regarded as 
having a disability if :

(1) he or she has not been given sufficient and appropriate learning opportunities or 

(2) the child’s academic struggles are primarily due to other factors:

Vision:  If the student is found to have a visual impairment that is the primary cause of 
the student’s academic difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration for 
special education eligibility in the area of Specific Learning Disability. 

Exclusionary Factors



Hearing:  If the student is found to have a hearing impairment that is the primary cause 
of the student’s academic difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration for 
special education eligibility in the area of Specific Learning Disability. 

Motor:  If the student is found to have an orthopedic impairment that is the primary 
cause of the student’s academic difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration 
for special education eligibility in the area of Specific Learning Disability. 



Intellectual Disability:  If the student is found to have an intellectual impairment that is 
the primary cause of the student’s academic difficulties, the student is excluded from 
consideration for special education eligibility in the area of Specific Learning 
Disability. 

Emotional-Behavioral Disability:  If the student is found to have an 
emotional-behavioral impairment that is the primary cause of the student’s academic 
difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration for special education eligibility 
in the area of Specific Learning Disability. 



Cultural Factors:  If the student is found to have cultural factors that are the primary cause of the student’s 
academic difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration for special education eligibility, including in the 
area of Specific Learning Disability. 

Limited English Proficiency:  If the student is found to have limited English proficiency that is the primary cause 
of the student’s academic difficulties, the student is excluded from consideration for special education eligibility, 
including in the area of Specific Learning Disability.   

● Research has indicated that students who are English Learners (ELs) take approximately two years to 
acquire basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and between five and seven years to acquire 
cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) required to function effectively in content subjects. 

● Students who are in the process of learning English will often display academic deficiencies, especially if 
their education has been disrupted during an immigration experience. The school must follow established 
procedures for determining between language acquisition and a disability.



Environmental or Economic Disadvantage:  If the student is found to have economic and 
environmental disadvantages that are the primary cause of the student’s academic difficulties, 
the student is excluded from consideration for special education eligibility, including in the area 
of Specific Learning Disability. 

● Food insecurity/poor nutrition
● Housing insecurity
● Environmental toxin exposure
● Low-quality child care
● Decreased cognitive stimulation
● Social/emotional problems
● Poor start in school



Adequate Instruction in Reading and Math:  If it is determined that the primary reason for 
underachievement of the student is due to lack of appropriate instruction in reading or math, the 
student is excluded from consideration for special education eligibility, including in the area of 
Specific Learning Disability.  

● A lack of appropriate instruction may entail the absence of sufficient instruction or may 
entail instruction lacking in quality. The absence of instruction may occur due to extended 
illness coupled with insufficient replacement instruction, a move or moves after which a 
student is not promptly re-enrolled in school, home schooling that does not provide sufficient 
learning opportunities, excessive absences, and so forth. Instruction lacking in quality may 
occur when essential concepts and skills are not adequately addressed in relation to a 
student’s learning progress.  



Underachievement 



Identifying Underachievement

The child does not achieve adequately in one or more of the following areas: oral 
expression, listening comprehension, written expression, basic reading skills, reading 
comprehension, reading fluency, mathematics calculation, or mathematical problem 
solving, in response to appropriate classroom instruction, and either:
(1) the child does not make adequate progress to meet age or state-approved grade-level standards in one or more 
of the areas listed above when using a process based on the child's response to scientific, research-based 
intervention (SRBI); or

(2) the child exhibits a pattern of strengths and weaknesses in performance, achievement, or both, relative to 
age, state-approved grade-level standards, or intellectual development, that is determined by the group to be 
relevant to the identification of a specific learning disability.



Underachievement Sources of Data
Documentation must be representative of the child’s curriculum and useful for 
developing instructional goals and objectives. Sources may include: 

● Repeated measures of achievement. 
● Cumulative record review. 
● Class work samples. 
● Teacher records. 
● State or district assessments. 
● Formal and informal tests. 
● Curriculum-based Evaluation results. 
● Results from targeted support programs



Basic Psychological Processing

The child has a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes which 
includes an information processing condition that is manifested in a variety of settings 
by behaviors such as inadequate: acquisition of information; organization; planning 
and sequencing; working memory, including verbal, visual, or spatial; visual and 
auditory processing; speed of processing; verbal and nonverbal expression; transfer of 
information; and motor control for written tasks.



Basic Psychological Processing
Basic Psychological Processing must be evidenced through multiple sources in multiple 
settings.  

Sources must include:

● Aptitude/IQ tests 
● Achievement tests
● Parent input
● Teacher input
● Other existing data, including data used for determining exclusionary factors

Settings can include classroom(s), home, extra-curricular activities, daycare, and other 
non-instructional settings.

Basic Psychological Processing deficits are based on normative weaknesses.



ABC vs. ABD



ABC

In cases where the discrepancy (criteria ABC) is being used, the achievement must be 
reported as a pattern of strengths and weaknesses.   The MN Regression Table column 
0.62 should be used to compare IQ (score of 75 or above) and  achievement composite 
scores to determine if a severe discrepancy exists.

● The Minnesota Regression Table may not be used with standard scores on measures of general intellectual 
ability of less than 75 for two reasons. First, there is a general concern in the field that the correlation 
between tests and the reliability of individual tests is low at a level greater than two standard deviations 
from the mean, making the statistical comparison difficult. Second, the effects of cognitive impairment on 
achievement must be discussed and ruled out as the primary reason for a student’s underachievement.

● The IEP team must discuss general academic expectations for a student with low ability. Ruling out the 
effects of a cognitive impairment on achievement is difficult. IEP teams may not extend the Minnesota 
Regression Table to include lower scores.  Scores of 75 or lower require an override. 

● There is no legal obligation to provide specialized services for a student performing within grade-level. 



Determining A Pattern of Strengths and Weaknesses

A pattern of strengths or weaknesses can be determined by:

● Achievement relative to age 
● Performance relative to age  
● Achievement relative to state grade level standards  
● Performance relative to state grade level standards  
● Achievement relative to intellectual development  
● Performance relative to intellectual development 



ABD

In cases where the lack of response to instruction (criteria ABD) is to be used, the data 
indicating lack of response must be documented. 

● A minimum of 12 data points over a minimum of 7 school weeks. The rate of progress is inadequate when a 
child’s: Rate of improvement is minimal and continued intervention will not result in reaching age or 
state-approved grade-level standards. AND 

● Progress will likely not be maintained when instructional supports are removed. AND

●  Performance in repeated assessments falls below the child’s age or state approved grade-level standards. 
AND

●  Achievement is at or below the 5th percentile on one or more valid and reliable achievement tests using 
either state or national comparisons (i.e., WJ-4, STAR, FAST).  Local comparison data that is valid and 
reliable may be used in addition to either state or national data. If local comparison data is used and differs 
from either state or national data, the group must provide a rationale to explain the difference.  



SLD Observations

One observation per area of concern is required.  

● For instance, if both reading and math are identified as areas of a possible learning 
disability/concern, then an observation in reading and an observation in math is 
required.

Observations should be focused on the area of concern.  

● An on task/off task only observation would not be an appropriate observation for 
an SLD academic area;  however, it may be part of the observation and could 
provide valuable information.


