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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Educators and other interested professionals have been 

intrigued for well over two decades now by a syndrome of 

behavioral, educational, and/or neurological problems that 

plague certain children thought to be "disabled." This 

particular combination of effects has been labelled 

variously as hyperkinesis, hyperactivity, minimal brain 

damage (MBD), minimal cerebral dysfunction, or dyslexia 

(Schulman, 1984). 

The landmark National Rehabilitation Act (Public Law 

93-112, Section 504), passed in 1973, defined one form of 

mental or physical impairment as "specific learning 

disabilities," a term subsuming such conditions as 

perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal brain 

dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Further 

to clarify this category of disability, the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Public Law 94-142) 

defined a learning-disabled person as one who has: 

a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or using lan­
guage spoken or written, which disorder may mani­
fest itself in imperfect ability to listen, think, 
speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical cal­
culations. Such disorders include such conditions 
as perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal 
brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental 
aphasia. Such term does not include children 
who have learning problems which are primarily 
the result of visual, hearing, or motor handi­
caps, of mental retardation, of emotional or 
environmental, cultural, or economic disadvan­
tage. (Office of Education, 1977, p. 65082) 



The 1973 Act gave teeth to lawmakers' concern for the 

learning-disabled by mandating guidelines to ensure them an 

equal chance to benefit from educational services and 

programs (Miller, McKinley, & Ryan, 1979). The Handicapped 

Act of 1975 went farther by authorizing funds for 

postsecondary services for handicapped persons; and, in 

1984, the U.S. Department of Education released additional 

monies to support the development of transitional and 

postsecondary programs for all handicapped students (Mick, 

1985). Two other national laws were formulated to enforce 

the disabled citizen's right to an equal education: the 

Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504), which 

stipulated the regulations for putting these rights into 

action; and the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

(1977), which provided for the establishment of programs 

specifically for the learning disabled (Putnam, 1984). 

In import these laws demanded eguity of educational 

opportunity for the handicapped and disabled. And, perhaps 

partly as a result of the NRA and subsequent Acts, greater 

numbers than ever of learning disabled children began going 

on to college in the United States. But while Fielding and 

Moss estimated a potential 16 million additional learning-

disabled college students in 1980, Cordoni (1982) charged 

that most institutions of higher learning neither 

encouraged applications from this category of student nor, 

because of scarce funds and a muddy understanding of 

learning disabilities, did colleges afford them appropriate 

academic programs to meet their special needs. To this 

indictment. Miller et al. added that broad modifications in 

current testing methods were essential if colleges and 

universities hoped to comply with the law. 



Lack of understanding about learning disabilities 

clearly has influenced admissions decisions at both the 

undergraduate and graduate levels. Cordoni (1982) reported 

that in practice few learning-disabled students have been 

admitted to undergraduate and graduate programs precisely 

because most institutions were unwilling to lower entrance 

standards to accommodate persons whose admission scores 

fell below established criteria. Frequently, it is true, 

learning-disabled students score poorly on standardized 

aptitude tests, such as the Graduate Record Examinations 

(GRE), with the implication that they are unable to do 

graduate-level work. These lower test scores have been 

interpreted more dramatically, however, as meaning that 

learning-disabled college students lack general ability and 

are, in sum, less intelligent than their peers. 

Is this latter assumption about these students 

inevitable, or even viable, or are there possible 

alternative explanations for their substandard test 

achievements? One suggestive answer is that performance on 

such tests as the GRE or Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) are 

highly correlated with performance on reading comprehension 

tests, which, in addition, are based on timed responses 

(Cleary, Humphreys, Kendrick & Wesman, 1975). This 

association implies that the GRE and SAT are at least 

partially tests of reading ability and that they do not 

solely measure academic potential. It could follow, 

therefore, that capable individuals who have a reading 

disability would naturally do poorly on such tests. 

The Educational Testing Service, a national testing 

company and publisher of both the SAT and the GRE, 

currently assumes, in fact, that standardized devices d£ 

not validly measure the academic aptitude of learning-


