Oklahoma School Psychological Association Position Statement:
Identification of Students with Specific Learning Disabilities

The Oklahoma School Psychological Association (OSPA) endorses the provision of
―effective services to help children and youth succeed academically, socially,
behaviorally, and emotionally‖ (Standards for Graduate Preparation of School
Psychologists, 2010b, p. 1). OSPA’s position is that identification of and service
delivery to children identified as having a specific learning disability (SLD) should be
based on the outcomes of multitiered, high quality, research-based instruction. Such
instruction best occurs in the least restrictive environment and is accompanied by
regular data collection. School psychologists have long had a prominent role as
members of school teams that identify students exhibiting SLD. Accordingly, OSPA is
dedicated to promoting policies and practices that are consistent with scientific research
and that yield optimal student outcomes. School psychologists are scientistpractitioners, and, as consumers of and contributors to research, they generally agree
on the following statements (LD Roundtable, 2002; National Joint Committee on
Learning Disabilities, 2010; Shinn, 2007; Swanson, Harris, & Graham, 2003).
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Specific learning disabilities are endogenous in nature and are characterized
by neurologically based deficits in cognitive processes.
These deficits are specific; that is, they impact particular cognitive processes
that interfere with the acquisition of academic skills.
Specific learning disabilities are heterogeneous—there are various types of
learning disabilities, and there is no single defining academic or cognitive
deficit or characteristic common to all types of specific learning disabilities.
Specific learning disabilities may coexist with other disabling conditions (e.g.,
sensory deficits, language impairment, behavior problems), but are not
primarily due to these conditions.
Of children identified as having specific learning disabilities, the great majority
(over 80%) have a disability in the area of reading.
The manifestation of a specific learning disability is contingent to some extent
upon the type of instruction, supports, and accommodations provided, and the
demands of the learning situation;
Early intervention can reduce the impact of many specific learning disabilities.
Specific learning disabilities vary in their degree of severity, and moderate to
severe learning disabilities can be expected to impact performance
throughout the life span.
Multitiered systems of student support have been effective as part of
comprehensive approach to meet students’ academic needs.

Based on the research and the requirements in federal regulations (IDEA, 2004), OSPA
supports the following:
•

•

•
•

•

•

Identification of and instruction for children suspected of having SLD should
be implemented within the context of an evidence-based multitiered service
delivery system. Such systems provide high quality and timely educational
strategies, and a continuum of data-based academic/behavioral instruction
within general education for children with learning problems (National
Association of School Psychologists, 2010a).
A multitiered model in which instructional strategies are more focused or
intensively delivered, providing quality instruction in the general education
classroom in addition to timely interventions before a special education
referral is considered.
Universal screening of academic and behavior skills should be conducted
during all elementary school years and selectively, as needed, in the middle
and high school years.
When a specific learning disability is suspected, and appropriate instruction
and intervention within general education fail to meet a child’s educational
needs, a comprehensive evaluation by qualified professionals is an essential
step in determining SLD eligibility and individualized educational needs(Elliott,
2008).
It is best practice to look at multiple sources of data, including how students
respond to scientifically based instruction, including environmental and
instructional conditions. Relying upon an ability–achievement discrepancy as
the sole means of identifying children with specific learning disabilities is at
odds with scientific research and with best practice . As noted by the US
Department of Education: The Department (Federal Department of
Education) does not believe that an assessment of psychological or cognitive
processing should be required in determining whether a child has an SLD.
(Federal Register, p. 46651, Gresham & Vellutino, 2010)
It is critical for school psychologists to continually upgrade their knowledge
and skills and use only those methods which have research support (National
Association of School Psychologists, 2010c).

SLD Identification Within a Multitiered Model
A multitiered model (also known as response to intervention or RTI) is intended to
provide for quality instruction in the general education classroom and timely
interventions in general education before a special education referral is considered
(National Association of School Psychologists, 2010b). Multitier systems are delivered
on a continuum based on the student’s learning needs. Multitier systems begin with high
quality instructional and behavioral supports for all students in general education. Based
on student learning outcomes, strategic and intensive interventions may be used to
improve student performance (National Association of School Psychologists, 2009a,
2009b). A child’s lack of responsiveness to appropriate learning experiences in general
education can also contribute to SLD identification. For example, data from targeted
and/or intensive interventions for students whose performance and rate of progress are

below what is expected for their grade and educational setting should be incorporated in
SLD evaluation procedures.

Comprehensive Evaluation of Children With Suspected SLD
The primary purposes of a comprehensive evaluation are to determine if the child has a
SLD, and to make recommendations regarding educational placement and instructional
interventions. In accordance with federal law, the individualized education plan (IEP)
team and other qualified professionals must review existing data during an initial
evaluation and during any reevaluations. This includes prior evaluations, current
classroom-based assessments, local or state assessments, classroom observations,
and input from parents to identify what additional data, if any, are needed to determine
whether the child has a SLD. The evaluation includes a variety of assessments and
other evaluation methods that must not be discriminatory on a racial or cultural basis,
must be administered in the language and form most likely to yield accurate information,
are used for purposes for which the measures are reliable and valid, are administered
by trained and knowledgeable personnel and in accordance with instructions provided
by the producer, and encompass all areas of suspected disability. The goal of
evaluation is to gather relevant functional, developmental, and academic information,
including information provided by the parent, to determine whether the child has a
specific learning disability and to ascertain the educational needs of the child.
In making a determination of eligibility, the evaluation team also considers whether the
determining factor is the lack of appropriate instruction in reading or math, limited
English proficiency, or cultural and linguistic differences. Evaluation teams should
consider whether the multitiered interventions and assessment techniques utilized are
culturally sensitive and adequately address the issues related to English language
learners. OSPA recommends that initial evaluation of a student with a suspected
specific learning disability include individual comprehensive assessment, as prescribed
by the evaluation team. Existing data from a problem-solving process that determines if
the child responds to scientific evidence-basedintervention may be considered at the
time of referral, or new data of this type may be collected as part of the comprehensive
evaluation. Identification and eligibility determinations should not be based on any
single method or measure. A comprehensive evaluation may include historical trends of
performance and current measures of academic skills (norm-referenced, criterionreferenced, and/or curriculum-based), cognitive abilities and processes, and social–
emotional competencies and oral language proficiency as appropriate; classroom
observations; and indirect sources of data (e.g., teacher and parent reports). Paramount
to use of any assessment is the relevance of the data to subsequent intervention.

The Role of School Psychologists
The expertise and support of school psychologists can be a critical factor in the effective
implementation of a multitiered model (Machek & Nelson, 2010). On a school-wide
basis, school psychologists consult with teachers concerning evidence-based
instruction, interventions, periodic screening of pre-academic and academic skills as
well as social–emotional competencies, and serve as problem solving team leaders.
When students struggle with the general education curriculum, school psychologists

collaborate with general and special education teachers and support services personnel
to design and implement effective, evidence-based strategies, and to evaluate the
effectiveness of interventions with regular progress monitoring. When students require
more intensive individualized support, school psychologists work with other school
personnel to consider programmatic options, and consider the composition of a
comprehensive evaluation.
School psychologists should play a key role in both direct and indirect service delivery,
based on student need, to maximize educational outcomes for all children. Using data
from universal screening and student response to instructional intervention, school
psychologists also have a major role in planning and conducting comprehensive
evaluations to determine eligibility for special education services and the educational
needs of the child. In the course of designing or conducting assessments, both in
general and special education, school psychologists should strategically select
assessment procedures with clearly defined purposes in mind. Expertise in SLD is an
essential area of specialization for all school psychologists. Therefore, school
psychologists should be knowledgeable about the following:
•
•

•
•

Federal and state laws and regulations, and (where applicable) state and local
guidelines regarding special education evaluation procedures;
Assessment measures and procedures that adhere to professional standards
and enable school psychologists to address the requirements listed above,
including curriculum-based and normreferenced measures of academic skills,
procedures for screening academic progress and monitoring response to
intervention, norm-referenced measures of basic psychological processes, and
measures of social–emotional competencies and behaviors;
Emerging research on specific learning disabilities, including the nature of
learning disabilities, and effective interventions;
Effective instructional practices including research-based practices for general
education, the relationship between results of comprehensive assessments and
the recommendations that can be made for strengthening classroom instruction,
research-based instructional practices for culturally and linguistically diverse
students, and the impact of cultural and linguistic diversity on response to
instructional intervention.
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