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Abstract 

 
This project synthesizes 11 resources aimed at supporting student with learning disabilities (LDs) 

transition from secondary to postsecondary education.  Despite the increased access to postsecondary 

education for individuals with disabilities, students with LDs are not graduating at the same rate as their 

peers without LD. As a result, students with LDs may require a higher level of support in order to manage 

their disability against the postsecondary expectations. The review of the literature reveals systemic, 

attitudinal and disability-related barriers that negatively impact students’ abilities to transition from an 

environment with school and family supports, to that of individual responsibility.  

While there are existing resources for this population, students with LDs may struggle to locate 

specific tools as they exist in isolation or may be found in a larger, less accessible resource. The format of 

this project was purposefully designed to connect areas of concern with relevant resources. This approach 

offers the reader a practical opportunity to identify specific tools or awareness-building resources 

pertinent to their individual concerns.  

Ultimately, this project serves as a way of validating that students’ struggles are a direct result of 

disability and academic preparation. The belief is that students can improve their coping strategies and 

compensate with appropriate services and tools. This project intends to help students navigate the 

transition between two very different systems, with differing expectations and supports.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Purpose of the Project 

The purpose of this project is to create a resource guide in the form of a collection of resources 

targeted towards students with learning disabilities (LDs) transitioning from secondary to postsecondary 

education.  Educators and service providers may also benefit from the resources based on their roles 

working with students with LDs.  

This project aims to help students with LDs navigate the challenging transition from secondary to 

postsecondary education. The review of the literature intends to increase awareness and understanding of 

the unique challenges faced by students with LDs in the postsecondary context. It also serves as a way of 

validating that students’ struggles are a direct result of disability and academic preparation. As such, 

students can improve their coping strategies and compensate with appropriate services and tools.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Learning disabilities 

The Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (2015) defines learning disabilities as:  

“…a number of disorders which may affect the acquisition, organization, retention, understanding 

or use of verbal or nonverbal information. These disorders affect learning in individuals who 

otherwise demonstrate at least average abilities essential for thinking and/or reasoning. As such, 

learning disabilities are distinct from global intellectual deficiency” (p. 21).  

 

LDs range in severity and can impact multiple areas, such as language (oral or written), reading, and 

mathematics.  

Postsecondary education 

For the purpose of this project, postsecondary education refers to any certificate, diploma 

or degree program offered at a college or university.  

Accessibility Office 

For the purpose of this project, Accessibility Office refers to the department responsible for 

providing accommodations and specialized supports for students who self-identify as having a disability.  
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Academic Accommodations 

The College Committee on Disability Issues (2008) refers to academic accommodations as 

alternative approaches to taking in information or expressing what you know. College Committee on 

Disability Issues (2008) explains that “accommodations are provided in an attempt to minimize or 

eliminate disadvantages which occur due to disability related factors” (p. 2). Postsecondary institutions 

have a legal obligation to accommodate, in compliance with the Human Rights Code (College Committee 

on Disability Issues, 2008). Finally, it is important to note that accommodations do not lessen the 

expectations of a student. Students with accommodations must demonstrate the same learning outcomes 

and meet all essential requirements as their peers without LDs (College Committee on Disability Issues, 

2008).   

Learning strategies 

The College Committee on Disability Issues (2008) describes learning strategies (LS) as “active 

approaches to learning that benefit all students, but they are crucial tools for students who have learning 

disabilities” (p. 3). Learning strategies aim to improve effectiveness and efficiency through the use of 

techniques and/or rules that help facilitate learning (College Committee on Disability Issues, 2008). 

Learning strategies typically use student’s strengths in order to compensate for areas of weakness. 

Assistive technology 

The College Committee on Disability Issues (2008) describes assistive technology (AT) as “a 

generic term that includes any piece of equipment that is used to increase efficiency, maintain function, or 

improve the capability of individuals with disabilities” (p. 4). Common examples include text-to-speech 

software and audio recording devices.  

Rationale for the Project 

Despite improved access to postsecondary education for individuals with disabilities, students with 

LDs experience lower graduation rates and continue to face barriers to success. Statistically, students with 

LDs are less likely to graduate from postsecondary than their peers without LD. Tsagris and Muirhead 

(2012) conducted a survey in 2011 and found that 41% of Durham College’s population of students with 
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disabilities had LDs. This reveals that the prevalence of LD in postsecondary warrants additional 

consideration to ensure their needs of this diverse population are being met. Similarly, Statistics Canada 

(2012) reinforces that there exists significant academic and employment barriers for Canadian adults with 

LDs. Statistics Canada (2012) conducted a nationwide survey on disability and found that adults aged 15 

to 64 with LD were “significantly less likely to have completed post-secondary qualifications (35.6% 

versus 61.1%)” (Educational attainment section, Chart 3). 

From my experience working with this population, students with LDs are less prepared for the 

postsecondary demands. More problematic, many students with LDs lack awareness of their disability and 

related impacts. This lack of insight means that students may struggle to understand the nature of their 

difficulties, may have difficulty identifying helpful resources, and may not utilize the available supports. 

My experience has also highlighted the disconnect between the two systems of education, posing 

additional barriers to success (e.g. acting on behalf of student vs. fostering self-advocacy). As such, 

students may require a higher level of support in order to manage their disability against the postsecondary 

expectations.  

In response to these concerns, this project offers a thoughtful synthesis of resources intended for 

this unique population of students. One motivating factor relates to the limited resources that focus 

specifically on the practical elements of transitioning to postsecondary with an LD. In regards to the 

existing resources, students may struggle to locate specific tools as they exist in isolation or may be found 

in a larger, less accessible resource.  

Why resources? Resources are tangible. Resources can elicit critical questions and/or reflections 

from the reader. Resources enable students to identify the relevant pieces and apply them to their particular 

scenario. Resources can respond directly to the barriers identified by building student awareness, 

encouraging skill development, and informing students of the extensive support available at the 

postsecondary level.  
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Overview of the Project 

This project serves as a resource guide, aimed at supporting students with LDs as they transition 

from secondary to postsecondary education. The first chapter acknowledges the need for resources based 

on lower academic attainment and inherent challenges during the transition process. Chapter 1 also 

includes definitions of key terminology as well as a rationale and purpose for the project. 

The Chapter 2 consists of a literature review, highlighting the changing landscape from secondary 

to postsecondary education, potential barriers to success, and suggested approaches to addressing various 

barriers. This chapter combines a review of research studies with my professional experience working in 

accessibility services. Chapter 2 is divided by areas of concern, with associated resources introduced 

throughout. This approach offers the reader a practical opportunity to proceed to specific tools or 

awareness-building resources pertinent to their individual concerns. 

The Chapter 3 includes 11 resources, as introduced individually throughout the literature review 

found in Chapter 2. Each resource can be reviewed in isolation and are not reliant on students reading in 

sequence. This format provides the most flexibility for the audience, allowing the reader to select one topic 

of interest as relevant across different phases of the transition process.  

The Chapter 4 offers a final reflection on this project and the motivation behind it. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

The transition to postsecondary education is a challenging experience for all students. Changes in 

expectations, environment and types of support shift dramatically. Students leave an environment where 

adults provide constant guidance to one where self-management is expected. Trainin and Swanson (2005) 

echo the notion that students beginning postsecondary education experience a shift from school and family 

supports, to that of individual responsibility. Despite an anticipated period of adjustment for all students, 

the potential concerns for students with LDs can be considered above and beyond what is expected for 

those without LD. Many students with LD report an increase in academic demands caused by the impacts 

of their disability (Tsagris & Muirhead, 2012). As a result, students with LDs may be considered an at-risk 

population with difficulties that are exacerbated at the postsecondary level. Ultimately, graduation rates are 

lower for students with LDs when compared to those without LD (Tsagris & Muirhead, 2012).  

Understanding the disability-related legislation 

There are key differences between the laws that govern disability-related services offered at the 

secondary and postsecondary levels. For example, based on the Education Act (1990), secondary teachers 

and administrators promote and uphold accommodations as a means to ensure student success. In contrast, 

colleges and universities uphold the Ontario Human Rights Code (1990) and Accessibility for Ontarians 

with Disabilities Act (2005) in order to reduce barriers and ensure equal access to educational 

opportunities. In practice, this difference means that postsecondary students with LDs can fail a course if 

they do not meet the essential requirements. Meanwhile, secondary schools provide more opportunities for 

credit recovery and offer more flexibility in terms of how students can demonstrate their knowledge.  

As a result of these differences, incoming students must undergo a mentality shift. 

Accommodations do not guarantee success, but “are provided in an attempt to minimize or eliminate 

disadvantages which occur due to disability related factors” (College Committee on Disability Issues, 
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2008, p. 2). Resource A includes a chart comparing the legislation, rights, and responsibilities of students 

with LD as they transition from the secondary to postsecondary level of education. For example, this 

resource highlights that the choice to disclose a disability is that of the postsecondary student, not a parent 

or guardian.  

Components of a Successful Transition 

Based on the anticipated challenges for students with LD, it is important to identify key internal 

and external factors which support the transition process. Non-academic skills and attributes (Foley, 2006), 

such as self awareness, knowledge of services and self-advocacy, can contribute to student success at the 

postsecondary level. 

Self-awareness 

Self-awareness can be described as understanding one’s strengths, self-beliefs, motivations, etc. 

Field, Sarver and Shaw (2003) refer to self-awareness (“know yourself”) and self-esteem (“value 

yourself”) as fundamental factors influencing academic success amongst postsecondary students with LD. 

Harrison, Areepattamannil and Freeman (2012) stressed that in order to support student success, self-

awareness must relate specifically to the LD and its direct impact on learning. For example, students who 

are able to evaluate whether or not specific accommodations work for them are better able to select 

accommodations for a variety of scenarios. It is important to note that the timing of the diagnosis, severity 

of the disorder, and previous educational experiences account for varying levels of self-awareness amongst 

the population of students with LDs transitioning to postsecondary. 

Self-awareness is often developed as students face adversity and are forced to reflect on their 

academic challenges and the effectiveness of tools and strategies used. Because students at the 

postsecondary level typically receive high levels of support, students with LDs are often protected from 

academic failures. More problematic, many secondary-level students with LDs are not involved in psycho-

educational feedback sessions with the professionals who are diagnosing the learning disorder. Naturally, 

students who are not informed about their learning disability struggle to understand and explain what it 
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means to have an LD. There is the risk, due to this potential lack of self-awareness, that a student’s 

program choice may not align with the individual’s learning profile. Ultimately, the more self-aware the 

student is, the more likely they are to develop realistic academic and vocational goals.  

To promote self-awareness, students may complete self-reported questionnaires such as the 

Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI), which focuses on areas such as motivation, time 

management, and use of support services.  To learn more about it’s use, students and service providers can 

visit http://www.hhpublishing.com/_assessments/lassi/  

To support disability-related awareness, Resource B offers three snapshots on LDs, focusing on 

reading difficulties, labelling students, and applications of assistive technology. The snapshot focusing on 

reading challenges is paired with examples and recommendations relevant for the postsecondary context.  

Awareness of disability-related services 

In my years of experience in the college sector, I have recognized a major disconnect between 

secondary and postsecondary systems of education. Though secondary and postsecondary schools are 

strengthening relationships, the shift in process and services is significant. To the students’ benefit, 

secondary schools encourage graduating students to explore postsecondary schools prior to applying to a 

program in order to ensure that their needs can be met. Secondary-level teachers and resource staff often 

act as liaisons, connecting graduates with counsellors or accessibility staff to start building new rapports 

and learn about the expectations of both the academic program and the service providers. Similarly, 

postsecondary service providers are increasing visibility and offering a variety of outreach initiatives to 

support this transition. Resource C provides a sample presentation offered to graduating secondary 

students by disability-related advisors or counsellors from the postsecondary level. Outreach initiatives are 

common across the postsecondary sector. This presentation aims to increase student awareness of 

postsecondary expectations, introduce resources, and communicate the process for students to request 

support.  

http://www.hhpublishing.com/_assessments/lassi/
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Based on the legislation discussed earlier, the role of service providers differs between the two 

levels of education. Secondary staff act as advocates for students with LDs. At the postsecondary level, 

however, service providers can only assist from the point of disclosure. There are no mechanisms for 

institutions to identify students with disabilities. It would be discriminatory to require students to disclose 

when applying for a program. As a result, each individual student has the choice whether or not to disclose 

with the Accessibility Office. I have encountered many students, weeks or months into their studies, who 

had assumed that their secondary school had notified me of their IEP. This misunderstanding has the 

potential to impact academic performance based on the student not having the necessary supports 

available.   

Next, it is important to acknowledge the noticeable differences in the actual services and supports 

available. At the secondary level, the list of accommodations and services is exhaustive. For example, 

students with difficulties in written expression may be granted multiple attempts, with unlimited time and a 

scribe to help communicate their ideas. This flexibility, while intended to compensate for deficits, does not 

assist the student in adopting more sustainable tools such as speech-to-text software. Cases such as this 

also limit opportunities for students to develop self-regulatory strategies and may lead students to establish 

unrealistic expectations for postsecondary. 

Self-advocacy  

Self-advocacy refers to one’s ability to recognize personal strengths, needs, goals and ultimately, 

communicate these to others. For students with LD, self-advocacy is considered a prerequisite in order to 

plan effectively and take action. Tsagris and Muirhead (2012) found that the development of self-advocacy 

skills can help mediate the challenges associated with having an LD.  Self-advocacy is a practical element 

of self-determination. Broadly, self-determination is characterized as: 

...a combination of skills, knowledge, and beliefs that enable a person to engage in goal-directed, 

self-regulated, autonomous behaviour. An understanding of one’s strengths and limitations 

together with a belief in oneself is capable and effective are essential to self-determination. When 

acting on the basis of these skills and attitudes, individuals have greater ability to take control of 

their lives and assume the role of successful adults (Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 

1998, p. 115) 
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This description highlights the importance of self-confidence and acceptance of an LD in self-

determination and future success. In my experience, the students who are most confident have encountered 

disability-related challenges, yet discovered strategies to compensate. The benefit of accepting the label of 

LD will be discussed in more detail when considering potential barriers to success.  

Students with LDs must be active participants in the planning process. Tsagris and Muirhead 

(2012) suggest, “All postsecondary students are required to make autonomous efforts to succeed 

academically and socially, but students with LD need an additional level of independence and self-

advocacy skills” (p. 20). In terms of communicating needs to others, many students arrive at postsecondary 

ill equipped to share their concerns with teachers and service providers. After years of relying on parents 

and teachers to communicate on their behalf, it can take time for students to develop self-advocacy skills. 

Consequently, students are encouraged to practice self-advocacy prior to starting their program. One 

opportunity is to make the first contact with the Accessibility Office independent from parents or teachers.  

Finally, self-advocacy is most effective when students understand their individual rights and 

responsibilities based on their LD. For instance, there are significant differences between confidentiality 

laws and practices from secondary to postsecondary institutions. At the postsecondary level, students can 

engage in conversations about accommodations with faculty without having to disclose disability-related 

information or justify the need for support. This is a major shift from the secondary level, where all 

teachers are automatically privy to students’ identification. Resource D offers a self-advocacy checklist 

promoting self-knowledge, understanding student’s rights and responsibilities, and communicating 

individual needs to others. This resource is appropriate for students to review during a transition planning 

meeting with secondary teachers and/or parents.  

Disability-related challenges 

Despite efforts to plan in advance, students with LDs may continue to encounter disability-related 

challenges. Harrison, Areepattamannil and Freeman (2012) support this claim based on the fact that 

students with LDs must balance both mastering course content and the development of self-regulatory 
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practices (e.g. self-monitoring and seeking help when needed). Connor (2012), who has conducted 

multiple studies focusing on transitional experiences of those with LD, identified a similar concern. 

Connor (2012) found that, “These students must negotiate an additional constellation of disability-related 

challenges within the interconnected realms of academic demands, social expectations, and 

emotional/personal growth” (p. 1005).  

The unique challenges faced by this population relate to the very nature of the impairments. For 

example, students who have been accommodated for auditory processing difficulties in secondary school 

are suddenly expected to capture lecture content at a faster pace, without support from faculty.  Similarly, 

students with reading-based LDs are expected to read larger volumes of more complex text. Connor (2012) 

refers to a magnification of academic demands for those with LD. Awareness of the magnitude of 

academic demands is helpful when evaluating the workload of students with LD. The actual academic 

expectations do not differ between students with and without LD. However, the effort, tools and strategies 

necessary to meet these demands may differ between these two populations. As such, the increased 

workload is based on accessing specialized support. 

 

BARRIERS TO SUCCESS 

While more students with LDs are entering postsecondary, barriers continue to impact student 

achievement, especially the realization of academic and employment goals (Couzens, Poed, Kataoka, 

Brandon, Hartley, & Keen, 2015). Some barriers are systemic in nature, while others are visible in the 

interactions between students, peers and professors. From societal misrepresentations of LD to negative 

self-perceptions of those with LD, there exists a wide range of barriers with varying impacts on individual 

students. It is important to note that barriers are contextual in nature. Cameron (2016) argues that 

“...personal histories and the social environment, in all its complexities, interact to help produce what 

dyslexia can mean for an individual student in a specific educational environment” (p. 224). Resource E 
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aims to highlight barriers to participation. For example, attitudinal barriers impact how students with 

disabilities are treated or perceived.  

Systemic Barriers 

In my experience, the higher-level societal and institutional barriers are the least obvious, yet have 

equal potential to discourage and discriminate against students with LD. Societal views of LD often 

stereotype the nature of the disorder. Kordoutis, Kolaitis, Perakis, Papanikolopoulou, and Tsiantis (1995) 

refer to stereotyping as “over-generalized and simplified perceptions about the attributes of a minority 

group” (p. 57). Furthermore, stereotyping can depersonalize the experience of someone with an LD. For 

example, the unfair and flawed categorization of LD as a homogenous group ignores differences between 

students and their individual context. Generalized statements such as “they’re all just lazy” (May & Stone, 

2010, p. 484) are damaging to students with LD and perpetuate negative attitudes towards others with LD.  

  Denhart (2008) describes the social construct of master status, conceptualized by Higgins (1992) 

as a process, “where the label of disability spreads from a single-task incompetence across one’s totality 

obliterating other quite sound abilities” (p. 484). This mentality reinforces one of the most pervasive 

stereotypes, i.e. student with LD are intellectually inferior. Overgeneralizations of students with LD 

dismisses strengths and compensatory strategies. For example, students who have reading-based 

difficulties may have superior levels in math. 

  More concerning, the impact of these stereotypes has a direct impact on a student’s choice to 

request support from the Accessibility Office. Based on assumptions about LDs, some students may feel 

embarrassed, uncomfortable, and even regretful in asking for accommodations, which they have a legal 

right to (Connor, 2012). Though disability-related legislation places the onus on educational institutions to 

respond to individual student needs, the legal obligations to provide accommodations begins only once a 

student self-identifies. May and Stone (2010) describe this process as burdensome, shifting the 

responsibility from the secondary school to the individual student. As such, institutions must consider how 

societal attitudes of LDs influence students’ choice to self-identify. In practice, the language used in 
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service promotion, mixed with the visibility of the Accessibility Office, offers insight into the institutional 

beliefs held around disabilities. For example, a poster that characterizes those with LD as being “learning 

disabled” places the label ahead of the individual. A more student-centered representation might read, a 

student with a learning disability or learning differences. 

Interpersonal Misunderstandings of LD 

Faculty Perceptions of LD 

Perceptions of LD are complicated, complex, and develop over time (May & Stone, 2010). Rooted 

in assumptions and misunderstandings, perceptions of LD impact the social and emotional realms of 

student experience. Students with LD rely on other’s understanding of the disorder in order to support and 

respond appropriately. In particular, faculty understanding of LDs plays a role in student success. For 

example, Shifrer’s (2015) longitudinal study found that some educators treat the designation of LD as a 

predictor of performance. More specifically, some teachers hold lower expectations for academic 

attainment for this population (Shifrer, 2015). Academically, this attitude can limit student growth and 

skill development and influence assessment practices. Emotionally, this view can impact the self-efficacy 

of students with LD. 

Throughout my work advocating for students, I have encountered faculty who perceive students 

with LDs as belonging to a homogenous group. This belief that all learning disabilities are alike ignores 

individual differences and prevents faculty from addressing student's’ accommodation needs.  I have 

witnessed stereotyping based on similar failings of multiple students, despite different types of learning 

disabilities. These stereotypes lead to similar treatment, disregarding individual achievements or 

characteristics (Higgins et al., 2002). For instance, I worked with two students with LDs who fail to meet 

the expectations in the same course. During a conversation with the professor, there was an assumption 

that both students struggled in the same areas. 

Similarly, due to the invisible nature of learning disabilities, students have been blamed for their 

academic challenges. Shapiro and Margolis’s (1988) seminal study found that “only the consequences of 
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the learning disability, rather than the disability itself, are seen” (p. 134). Consequently, difficulties 

experienced in the classroom, without an understanding of the cause, can lead to prejudices and intolerance 

of inherent learning differences. In some cases, this concern forces students to disclose information about 

their disability, as if justifying their difficulties and need for support to others. 

Another contributing factor to consider is the lack of consistency in training and background 

experiences between secondary and postsecondary levels. At the secondary level, based on 

improved/protective legislation and standard teacher education, teachers are trained and thus better 

equipped to meet the diverse needs of students with LDs. In contrast, postsecondary professors do not 

typically have the same understanding of LDs, based on neglected training (Cameron, 2016). This lack of 

awareness can pose as a more subtle barrier to student success (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012). For 

example, when a professor assumes that all students can read the printed handout needed for an in-class 

activity, students with print-based difficulties may not be able to fully participate. A student in this position 

may disguise their difficulties by working with a peer, while their independence and self-worth are 

impacted. 

Based on my experience in the college environment, most professors are professionals first (e.g. 

police officers, chefs, accountants), and educators second. Similarly, university-level faculty have 

extensive academic training in their particular area of expertise, but not necessarily in disability-related 

studies. Without mandatory training in an area such as universal design, reactive solutions such as 

accommodations are required. The need for certain accommodations could be alleviated through 

thoughtful lesson planning and course design. For example, faculty who audio record and post lectures 

online support those with difficulties in processing speed, attention, and writing mechanics (e.g. spelling). 

To support faculty training and increase understanding of LD, the College Committee on 

Disability Issues (2008) created an LD Resource Guide, providing information regarding the various areas 

of impairment and associated universal design for learning (UDL) recommendations. Interested readers 

can access this resource at: http://www.disabilityissues.ca/english/Link_docs/LDResour.pdf 

http://www.disabilityissues.ca/english/Link_docs/LDResour.pdf
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Peer Perceptions of LD 

Similar to faculty-student interactions, peer relations can be more complicated for those with LD. 

For example, misunderstandings of LD may lead to social rejection and student isolation. The stigma and 

misrepresentation of students with LD as being intellectually inferior may lead to students being excluded 

from group work based on a fear of poor performance. And while students have the choice to self-disclose 

to new friends (Connor, 2012), specific accommodations may identify learning difficulties to others. 

Supports such as text-to-speech software and digital recorders are observable in class. At the 

postsecondary level, an accommodation such as access to a testing centre is particularly identifying in 

nature. Having seemingly missed a test, a student may be approached by a peer about their absence from 

class. This situation may pressure a student to disclose their LD to someone who they may not have shared 

with otherwise. 

Due to communication impairments associated with LD, social skills are often impacted.  May and 

Stone (2010) argue, “Attitudes toward individuals with LD are further complicated by the fact that these 

individuals are often considered to have deficient social/interpersonal skills” (p. 484). For example, 

students with auditory processing difficulties may miss or fail to understand a question and ask that the 

peer repeats themselves. This could be misinterpreted as disinterest, causing frustration for the peer. 

Resource F offers a snapshot focusing on how LDs may impact social skills and relationships. This is an 

area that is less emphasized when considering the potential barriers students might face. This resource can 

benefit students with new diagnoses, postsecondary professors, peers, and service providers. The snapshot 

is paired with examples and recommendations relevant for the postsecondary context.  

One of the most problematic misperceptions held by peers without LD is that accommodations 

offer an advantage. This can be particularly impactful for students who have not accepted their disability 

or lack understanding on their specific challenges. The perception of students “working the system” (May 

& Stone, 2010, p. 492) has emerged with more students attending postsecondary and increased witnessing 

of accommodations and supports for high-stakes tests, such as entrance or professional registration exams 
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(May & Stone, 2010). I worked with a nursing student who was confronted by a peer when they overheard 

a conversation between the student and professor. The student with the LD would have access to additional 

time for the licensing exam at the end of the 2-year diploma program. The peer without the LD perceived 

the extra time as a strategy to ensure that the student was successful, rather than a way to level the playing 

field.  

These judgements and misperceptions held by peers can translate into students feeling reluctant to 

access supports, posing an additional barrier for individuals who already face academic challenges. Connor 

(2012) summarized the predicament, where “most students with LD are uneasy about the conundrum of 

competing in a merit-based system while relying on accommodations and/or the help of others” (p. 1007). 

Feeling judged or pressure to perform in front of peers may also dissuade students from participating in 

class. Cameron’s (2016) study exploring lived experiences of university students with dyslexia found that 

students with LD withheld comments or questions for fear of sounding “stupid” (p. 231). For example, 

situations where students pause to find their words or gather their thoughts may result in a “socially 

awkward and demoralizing” (Cameron, 2016, p. 229) experience for the individual with LD.  

Intrapersonal Misunderstandings of LD 

Student experiences, personal understanding of LD, and the perceptions of others all combine to 

form a student’s perspective of themselves as learners. Based on the interactions discussed above, students 

may become overly critical of themselves and their abilities by the time they reach postsecondary. 

Concerningly, May and Stone (2010) study found, “The majority of students with and without LD attribute 

to their classmates the view of LD as either low ability or an insurmountable, limiting condition” (p. 494). 

When students with LDs subject themselves to the misperception of LD equalling low intelligence, the 

affective domain is significantly impacted. As such, many students with LDs have lower self-esteem in 

academic settings and “...often have to manage memories of very challenging experiences at school which 

continue to impact upon their adult educational experiences” (Cameron, 2016, p. 224).  
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Cameron’s (2016) study also connected the variations in how LDs are understood/interpreted, to 

the need for students to be flexible in how they use their LD label: “sometimes hiding it, sometimes openly 

disclosing it, sometimes taking pride in it, sometimes feeling ashamed to take help” (p. 224). For example, 

a student is more likely to disclose to a professor who appears open to learning differences or makes 

reference to a relative who has an LD. In contrast, professors who question why a student required extra 

time for an exam may discourage or disempower a student from utilizing the supports available. 

As discussed early, lacking self-understanding and the nature of one’s LD can pose a major barrier 

to success. When students lack insight into the difficulties they face, they are less able to respond with 

tools and strategies (Harrison, Areepattamannil & Freeman, 2012). The depth of self-understanding can 

also impact a student's comfort and ability to request suitable supports. For example, if a student is 

unaware that their test-taking challenges relate to working memory deficits, they may not develop relevant 

strategies (ie mnemonic devices) or advocate for accommodations such as short breaks and a memory aid. 

Resource G offers students an opportunity to reflect on the impact of their LD on their postsecondary 

experiences. The worksheet is intended for students to complete at the midterm point or at the end of their 

first semester of postsecondary studies, to allow for time and experience.  

Ultimately, intrapersonal misunderstandings and negative self-perceptions are challenging to 

adjust. May and Stone (2010) found, “These negative views of students with LD persist despite years of 

inclusion and the presumed success of college-bound students with a history of LD” (p. 494). As a result, 

many students develop protective strategies to cope with the social aspect of living with an LD. Some will 

reject supports as they enter postsecondary, an opportunity to break free from the label. Students with LDs 

can internalize the misconceptions held by others (Denhart, 2008). Some may regard themselves as 

“intellectually inferior, incompetent, lacking effort, or attempting to cheat or use unfair advantages when 

requesting accommodations” (Denhart, 2008, p. 484). Ultimately, stigmatizing experiences may cause 

students to closet their difficulties (Couzens, Poed, Kataoka, Brandon, Hartley & Keen, 2015) from new 

people in a new environment such as college or university.  
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Preparing for the Transition to Postsecondary 

Lack of Preparation  

In terms of preparing for college, students who do not plan for the increase in academic rigor 

expected in higher education (Reed, Kennett, Lewis & Lund-Lucas, 2011) face a more challenging 

transition. Harrison, Areepattamannil, and Freeman (2012) echo this notion: “Adequate academic and 

study skills preparation contribute to the success or failure of those with LD at the postsecondary level” (p. 

57). Students who are passive in their preparations may not build the necessary motivation and 

independence required for postsecondary success. For example, students who expect accommodations to 

fully compensate for/moderate their learning difficulties may neglect the necessary skill development (ie 

note taking) intended to accompany external supports (ie copies of faculty notes ahead of class).  

More concerning, students’ self-perception on preparedness poses a significant barrier. Students 

with LDs often feel incapable of managing the academic demands and lack confidence in their academic 

future (Reed, Kennett, Lewis & Lund-Lucas, 2011).  In other words, students possess low self-efficacy, 

defined by Bandura (1986) as one’s judgment of capabilities to act in order to attain desired outcomes or 

types of performances. Thus, when students are less self-efficacious, their ability to respond to academic 

adversity is negatively impacted.  

In addition, secondary students are tasked with the responsibility of balancing both their 

program/career interests and learning needs. Prior to selecting a postsecondary pathway (ie diploma vs. 

degree), students must consider factors such as course load, nature of the course work, and disability-

related services available at relevant institutions. While students may have fewer hours of class than at the 

secondary level, the quantity and quality of work produced outside of class is significantly higher at 

college or university.  Post-secondary professors assume students are self-directed learners, where 

secondary school teachers, educational assistants and parents may have provided significant support with 

daily academic activities.  

Finally, many students assume that accommodations offer “insurance against failure” (Roberts, 

2012, p. 78). This mentality, as discussed earlier, is difficult to shift after years of perceiving 
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accommodations as protective, insulating measures to ensure success. Roberts (2012) stresses that 

accommodations only equalize opportunity:  “Given a fair chance, with appropriate accommodations, it is 

up to the student to succeed or fail” (p. 78). I recall one student, in an academic appeal scenario, who 

requested that his assessment be re-marked using lower standards. The student expected that based on his 

learning disability, the requirements would be altered.  

  

Involvement in Planning  

Students who have been less involved in their postsecondary planning, or who feel less 

independent during the transition process, often have unrealistic expectations of the college demands and 

assistance available (Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013). Similarly, students who perceive that they are in 

control of their own outcomes are better adjusted to the postsecondary level, based on achievement and 

retention (Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013). Resource H offers a Transition Goals Checklist for students 

while considering programs and institutions. The checklist encourages students to practice talking about 

their LD, advocating for what they feel they need, and taking an active role in the transition process.  

One potential barrier relates to a high degree of parental involvement during the transition process. 

At the secondary level, parents assume the role of advocate. As such, conversations surrounding 

accommodations and services may exclude the student’s perspective. A parent’s role as advocate is natural 

at this stage, though it must shift as students are preparing for the postsecondary level. When students are 

removed from the process, students may miss opportunities to build self-awareness and self-advocacy 

skills. I have had numerous parents request accommodation planning meetings without their son or 

daughter, the student. The common defence is that they, as parents, have a better understanding of how the 

LD interferes with their son or daughter’s learning. Accordingly, I have met many students who have not 

had access to their IEP or psycho-educational assessment (confirming LD). Denying the opportunity for 

students to participate in the process can lead to a lower sense of control and personal agency.  
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ADDRESSING BARRIERS 

Finally, the review of the literature highlights different coping behaviours that can address the 

various barriers discussed. Given the diverse challenges and experiences of students with LDs, the ways in 

which students manage their transition to postsecondary is unique to each individual. As such, addressing 

the diverse list of barriers relies on multiple approaches. For example, students who doubt their academic 

abilities must reconsider what their LD means to them and their learning.  

While potential barriers and related coping strategies are highly personal in nature (Connor, 2013), 

the literature (Connor, 2012; Denhart, 2008; Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013) refers to common themes of 

self-efficacy and academic resourcefulness. Students’ sense of self-efficacy can improve by reframing 

what it means to have a learning disability, and by participating in the planning process. Academic 

resourcefulness, categorized as one’s self-control or management skills, can act as a predictor of academic 

performance and overall adjustment (Kennett, Reed & Stuart, 2013). This can be fostered when students 

access specialized supports and services. 

Reframing LD  

After years of being categorized as “LD”, many students reject the label placed upon them and 

consider alternative ways to describe their learning difficulties. Reframing LD is an empowering process 

whereby students can defend their abilities and self-worth. Connor (2013) asserts, “It is during college 

years that many students reflect upon and reframe their LD, viewing it not primarily as an academic 

deficit, but rather as an integral part of who they are and how they think” (p. 274). Similarly, Denhart 

(2008) associates the process of reframing LD with a sense of control and self-understanding. I have 

worked with countless students who share this experience, feeling misrepresented based on the label. In 

response, some students choose to frame their LD as a healthy learning difference (Denhart, 2008). 

Resource I offers a reflective exercise for students to consider how they understand their LD. Moreover, 

this resource offers students an opportunity to reframe their personal description of LD.  
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Another aspect of reframing one’s perception of LD involves rethinking how one can develop 

coping mechanisms in response to areas of difficulty. One objective is for students with LDs to attribute 

past failures to task difficulty, rather than inherent abilities (Reed, Kennett, Lewis & Lund-Lucas, 2011). 

When students recognize the level of difficulty as the obstacle, they can gain academic confidence in their 

abilities, which leads to a more active approach for problem solving and strategy use. Similarly, Connor 

(2012) focused on a strengths-based approach, where students shift their thinking to emphasize their 

abilities. More importantly, Connor (2012) found that when students recognize that abilities vary between 

all students, the notion of success becomes personal, based on individual contexts.  

Proactive Planning 

Given the significant shift in the expectation between the secondary and postsecondary levels of 

education, it is helpful for students to plan for this transition. Connor’s (2012) study highlighted numerous 

examples of “self-directed actions” (p. 1025), intended to promote academic success. In addition to self-

identification with accessibility-related services, Connor (2012) found that many students were proactive 

in their planning, sharing relevant information regarding their LD with professors.  

In order to facilitate a proactive transition, students are recommended to engage in planning 

conversations with the Accessibility Office well in advance of starting the postsecondary program. 

Connecting months prior to school starting can support students in adopting assistive tools and strategies 

and decrease the anxiety associated with starting in a new environment.  Students are encouraged to ask 

questions regarding documentation and disability-related government funding.  For example, students who 

contact the Accessibility Office well in advance may be referred for an updated psycho-educational 

assessment prior to starting their program. This would aid in the accommodation planning process and 

provide valuable insight to the student’s strengths and areas of concern.  

Resource J includes a resource focusing on tips for the intake meeting with an Accessibility 

Office.  This resource aims to guide individuals through the process of self-identifying and requesting 

supports. It provides strategic questions to aid in accommodation planning. The layout also supports 
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students at varying stages of the planning process. For example, there is a section addressing potential 

steps after the initial intake meeting with the Accessibility Office.  

Accessing Specialized Supports 

Academic Accommodations 

A common response to academic challenges related to LD is the use of academic accommodations. 

Accommodations are meant to compensate for limitations (ie word decoding, written expression), 

minimizing the impact on student performance. For example, a reduced course load can decrease the 

workload, allowing for students to balance the academic demands with the additional time it may take to 

read texts and write papers. A reduced course load can also decrease stress levels, providing students with 

more time to focus on peripheral supports, such as tutoring and academic coaching.   

The key prerequisites for accommodation planning are acceptance of the LD and an understanding 

of the types of accommodations that can help, and why they help. In my experience, students who are 

comfortable discussing their experiences and demonstrate insight regarding their strengths and challenges 

are more likely to build skills and use the supports available. I worked with one student who, due to 

significant processing deficits, chose to audio record all lectures, meetings with professors and peers, and 

accessibility-related planning conversations. She overcame the obstacle of self-identifying with her peers 

by using a visible assistive device, demonstrating confidence in her academic abilities. The student worked 

tirelessly with our Adaptive Technologist for training and troubleshooting with her recording device. She 

initiated many sessions with our Learning Strategist, developing a review schedule using specific note-

taking methods relating to the review of audio recordings. Her use of such a tool was purposeful, and 

helped her compensate for her difficulties in information processing. Ultimately, this tool and associated 

strategies contributed to her success in the program.  

Learning Strategies 

Reed, Kennett, Lewis, and Lund-Lucas (2011) argued that many students with LDs have difficulty 

assessing their skills and abilities. As a result, postsecondary institutions have dedicated Learning 



 

 

 

27 

Strategists (LS) who help foster self-awareness and promote self-regulation through strategy instruction. 

LS work either one-on-one or with small groups to assess individual needs of learners with LD. 

Zimmerman (1989) breaks down learning strategies into three distinct categories effecting self-regulation. 

They intend to improve either the personal functioning of the learner, academic performance, or learning 

environment (Zimmerman, 1989). Another goal of LS is to have students experience mastery and success 

using specific strategies. As Meltzer (2007) found, “this ensures that students value the strategies, use them 

consistently, and generalize them to other tasks and settings” (p. 99).  

Trainin and Swanson (2005) conducted a study examining how college students with LDs 

compensate for their difficulties. The study included 40 students (20 with LD, 20 without LD). Though 

their study focused primarily on reading-based difficulties, the results found students with LD study more 

and showed higher scores relating to self-regulation (Trainin and Swanson, 2005). They also found that a 

student’s “grade point average (GPA) can be influenced extensively by metacognitive strategies, self-

regulation, and motivational strategies, mainly because it allows the execution and constant improvement 

of strategies” (Trainin & Swanson, 2005, p. 264).  

One participant from Tsagris and Muirhead’s study (2012) shared his experience with learning 

strategy services: “I was seeing [an] LS counsellor for a while there, a couple of years – for those two 

years, at the time that was really helpful. It helped me just kind of organize my thoughts and actually 

establish an ability for me to do it myself” (Tsagris & Muirhead, 2012, p. 56). Many students reported 

learning strategy development around organization contributed most to their academic success. Resource 

K provides screenshots of online resources found on Queen’s University’s Online Resources webpage. 

Students may not be aware of the plentiful resources available online. Video tutorials and tailored handouts 

make the resources more applied and user-friendly. Queen’s University’s resources are organized by 

categories (e.g. time management) and population of students (e.g. first year), to help students identify 

specific tools that are relevant based on their individual concerns.  
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SUMMARY 

 

There is a significant need for additional support for students with LDs as they transition to an 

environment with increased independence and higher academic expectations. The impacts of an LD can be 

amplified at the postsecondary level based on a lack of preparation and need for enhanced skills. Students 

are given limited opportunities to engage in conversations centered on how they plan to manage their 

transition to postsecondary. As a result, students are less able to anticipate problems and plan proactively.  

As highlighted in this literature review, most students with LDs experience barriers to success that 

can impact their self-worth and overall academic attainment. From misconceptions of LDs to lack of 

experience advocating for oneself, many students transitioning from secondary to postsecondary education 

struggle to identify what their LD means to them, and which types of supports can help. Through faculty 

education and personal understanding, LDs can emerge from a label to that of a way of learning. Focusing 

on strengths and building compensatory strategies are possible outcomes when students have the insight 

and support of caring parents, faculty and support staff.  

By responding to the various barrier with a practical, stand-alone resource, students with LDs may 

feel better equipped to manage their difficulties and seek support as needed. The resources included in this 

resource guide include awareness-building handouts, a sample presentation for graduating secondary 

students, reflective exercises, and self-guided checklists. The intent is for students to have the necessary 

tools and considerations in order to navigate their transition to postsecondary as an active participant.  
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Chapter 3: Resources 

 

The following chapter consists of 11 resources, starting with Resource A and ending with Resource K.
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Resource A: Differences between High School and College/University 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure B1. Differences between high school and college/university (Regional Assessment and Resource Centre, 2017).



 

 

 

31 

Resource B: Snapshots on LD 

Labels and LDs

 

Figure C1. Labels and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007). 
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Figure C2. Labels and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007).  

For an alternative version, with a built-in audio version, please visit the LDAO webpage at 

http://www.ldao.ca/introduction-to-ldsadhd/snapshots/about-labels-and-labelling/ 

 

http://www.ldao.ca/introduction-to-ldsadhd/snapshots/about-labels-and-labelling/
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Reading and LDs 

 

Figure C3. Reading and LDa (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007). 
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Figure C4. Reading and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007). 

For an alternative version, with a built-in audio version, please visit the LDAO webpage at 

http://www.ldao.ca/introduction-to-ldsadhd/snapshots/reading-and-lds-a-snapshot/ 

 



 

 

 

35 

The Postsecondary Perspective 

 

Consider this example: 
Meredith has an LD that affects her ability to understand what she reads. While she 

knows how to read, the process of breaking down each word and sentence distracts here 

from making meaning from the text. Meredith connected with an Assistive Technologist 

to explore tools (e.g. audio recording device) and receive training on software. For 

complex textbook readings, she requested digital copies so that she could read using text-

to-speech or screen-reading software. Meredith found ways to use a strength- her 

listening skills- in order to compensate for the reading difficulties.  

 

What can help? 

 

 Learning strategies that focus on active approaches to reading, such as defining 

key terms prior to reading a chapter, taking notes while reading, chunking long 

reading exercises into smaller pieces, and thinking critically about the work 

environment (e.g. reducing distractions) 

 

 Assistive technology that focus on compensatory tools or software, utilizing 

student's’ strengths (e.g. text-to-speech for those who comprehend what they 

hear) 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
Figure C5. Demonstration of text-to-speech software (Kurzweil Education, 2017).  

 

 Specialized reading interventions offered by psychologists or learning 

specialists   
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Assistive Technology and LDs 

 

Figure C6. Assistive Technology and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007). 
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Figure C7. Assistive Technology and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007) 

For an alternative version, with a built-in audio version, please visit the LDAO webpage at 

http://www.ldao.ca/introduction-to-ldsadhd/snapshots/assistive-technology-a-snapshot/ 
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Resource C: Sample Presentation for Secondary Students 
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Adapted with permission from College preview CAAS joint presentation for Kingston 2015 

[PowerPoint slides], Counselling & AccessAbility Services, St. Lawrence College (2015) and 

Welcome, Regi Students! [PowerPoint slides], Counselling & AccessAbility Services, St. 

Lawrence College (2017). 

For an alternative version, contact caas@sl.on.ca. 

  



 

 

 

50 

Resource D: Self-Advocacy 

 
 

 

One of the biggest changes students with learning disabilities face as they make the 

transition to postsecondary studies is that they must advocate for themselves. 

 

In high school, you may have had others speak on your behalf to teachers about your 

need for accommodations. The arrangements necessary for you to receive your 

accommodations may have been made for you. In college and university, arranging for 

and receiving accommodations works quite differently; you are responsible for 

advocating for yourself.   

 

So, what is does self-advocacy mean?  

It means: 

✓ understanding your strengths and needs, 

✓  identifying your personal goals, 

✓  knowing your legal rights and responsibilities, 

✓  and communicating these to others.  

 

You will be required to communicate your needs and make arrangements to receive 

accommodations and services. Learning to advocate for yourself is an essential 

component of achieving not only academic success but fulfillment in life after school.   
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Here are some guidelines to follow as you practice self-advocacy in post-secondary: 

 

Self–Knowledge 

 

● You are not your disability. Don’t define yourself based on a diagnosis.  

 

● Acknowledge your disability.  Before you can advocate for yourself, it is important for 

you to understand and accept that you may need some support in order to be 

successful. 

 

● Understand your disability and the implications it may have in an academic setting.  

 

● Know what you need to successfully cope with the potential academic challenges 

presented by your disability.  Think about the accommodations, strategies and services 

that work best for you.  

 

● Acknowledge when you are having difficulties and ask for assistance.  

 

Rights and Responsibilities 

● Learn about your legal rights and the accommodations and services appropriate to 

your needs. 

 

● Remember that you have the right to privacy and confidentiality with regard to your 

disability.  Disclose information to those who need to know and can assist you, in an 

environment that is comfortable for you (e.g. Office for Students with Disabilities). 

 

● Share your accommodation plan with relevant professors so that supports can be 

implemented (e.g. professor sends your test to the Test Centre).   

o Note: the professor does not need to know why you are being accommodated, 

but does need to know how you are being accommodated.  

 

● In the unlikely event that a professor refuses your request for accommodations, you 

can contact your counsellor/advisor for support in resolving disability-related 

accommodation concerns. 

 

● Follow through on any arrangements you need to make to receive services and 

accommodations (e.g. updating psycho-educational assessment). 

 

Communication 

● An effective self-advocate is assertive, not aggressive. Start with the assumption that 

post-secondary personnel want to help meet your needs. 
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● If meeting in-person, practice what you are going to say beforehand (you will be less 

likely to feel tongue-tied). If sending an email, you may request that your 

counsellor/advisor review what you’ve prepared prior to sending to your professor. 

 

● When attending accommodation planning meetings, rephrase what you hear to be sure 

you understand the supports being offered.  Take notes or audio record conversation to 

ensure you remember your follow-up items (e.g. book meeting with Learning 

Strategist once you have your Fall timetable). 

 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

- 

 Self-Advocacy Checklist 

□ I understand and can explain clearly how my disability affects me as a student. 
 

□ I know and can explain clearly the accommodations that help me to succeed. 
 

□ I know my rights and responsibilities as a student with a disability. 
 

□ I take an active role in planning for my transition. 
 

□ I make decisions about my own future: 

o what program do I want to be in? 

o which institution would I like to attend? 

o what are my career goals are? 

□ I ask for what I need. I am assertive – not passive or aggressive.  
 

□ I plan ahead. 
 

□ I know who to ask for support and advice. This allows me to maintain control of 

my situation. 
 

□ I keep record of important information: 

o past and recent report cards 

o copies of Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) 

o psycho-educational assessment(s) 
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Based on this checklist, do you need to take any steps or set goals to better 

prepare yourself for college or university? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What resources are have available to help? (e.g. accessibility advisor) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted with permission from Pathways to Postsecondary: A Transition Guide for 

People with Disabilities to Humber College Institute of Technology & Advanced 

Learning and the University of Guelph-Humber, Disability Services, Humber College 

Institute of Technology & Advanced Learning (2008). 
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Resource E: Understanding Barriers to Accessibility 

What does accessibility mean? 

 

Accessibility refers to the “design of products, devices, services, or environments for 

people who experience disabilities” (Accessibility Ontario).  

Barriers to accessibility are obstacles that make it difficult, if not impossible, for 

individuals with disabilities to fully participate in society.  

“When we think of barriers to accessibility, most of us think of physical barriers — like a 

person who uses a wheelchair not being able to enter a public building because there is 

no ramp. The fact is there are many kinds of barriers. Some are visible. Many are 

invisible” (Access ON). 

There are 5 types of barriers to be aware of: 

“Attitudinal barriers are those that discriminate against people with 

disabilities. 

Examples: 

 thinking that people with disabilities are inferior 

 assuming that a person who has a speech impairment can't understand you 

Information or communications barriers happen when a person can't 

easily understand information. 

Examples: 

 print is too small to read 

 websites that can't be accessed by people who are not able to use a mouse 

 signs that are not clear or easily understood 

 

 

 

 

http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwizs5T8l4fXAhVL5IMKHU60CaoQjRwIBw&url=http://shipcon.eu.com/3403-2/&psig=AOvVaw3C8FxjNJW1jvsqESsoYOZk&ust=1508863260749628
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Technology barriers occur when a technology can't be modified to support 

various assistive devices. 

Example: a website that doesn't support screen-reading software 

Organizational barriers are an organization's policies, practices or 

procedures that discriminate against people with disabilities. 

Example: a hiring process that is not open to people with disabilities  

Architectural and physical barriers are features of buildings or spaces that 

cause problems for people with disabilities. 

Examples: 

 hallways and doorways that are too narrow for a person using a wheelchair, 

electric scooter or walker 

 counters that are too high for a person of short stature 

 poor lighting for people with low vision 

 doorknobs that are difficult for people with arthritis to grasp 

 parking spaces that are too narrow for a driver who uses a wheelchair 

 telephones that are not equipped with telecommunications devices for people who 

       are Deaf, deafened or hard of hearing” (Access ON). 
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Resource F: Social Skills and LDs 

 
 

Figure F1. Social Skills and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007) 
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Figure F2. Social Skills and LDs (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2007) 

For an alternative version, with a built-in audio version, please visit the LDAO webpage at 

http://www.ldao.ca/introduction-to-ldsadhd/snapshots/social-skills-and-lds-a-snapshot/   
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The Postsecondary Perspective  

Building off of the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario’s (2007) Social Skills 

and LDs: A Snapshot, consider the following examples of social-related challenges based 

on two types of LDs: 
 

Students with language related LDs 
Cory is a classmate who asks for you to repeat yourself multiple times, in multiple ways. 

Though his behaviour may be perceived as annoying, he really has difficulties with 

understanding the spoken language and genuinely wants to follow along. When you 

repeat or rephrase something, you’re allowing Cory to engage in what you’re talking 

about. 

 

Students with attention-related difficulties  
You are paired with Berry and are preparing for a presentation together. When meeting 

to prepare for the presentation, he interrupts you constantly, asking detail-oriented 

questions. You might interpret Berry’s interruptions as rude and questions as 

unnecessary. For Berry, he may be distracted and need to clarify or gather more 

information in order to fully understand the plan.    

 

The reality is that some students with LDs find college or university to be a lonely place. 

Consider this cartoon from Connor’s (2009) study focusing on the lived experience of 

college students.  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure F3. As cited in “Creating cartoons as representation: visual narratives of college students 

with learning disabilities” by D. J. Connor, 2009, Educational Media International, 46, p. 197. 

 

What reactions do you have to this cartoon? Can you relate to feeling lonely? 

 

https://journals.scholarsportal.info/browse/09523987
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What can help? 
 

Raise awareness about LDs 
 Awareness campaigns in public areas around campus (posters, pamphlets) can 

help peers and professors understand the social challenges associated with certain 

LDs. 

 Enhanced training for faculty and administrators can help reduce stigma and 

introduce teaching and assessment strategies. A student panel focusing on 

different learning experiences is an effective way to share student voice. 

 

Coaching and/or Counselling 
 A social skills program can help promote social competence. 

 Counselling can help students reframe their social challenges as linked to 

disability, rather than a personality flaw that is impacting their ability to make 

friends. Counsellors can also help students set goals relating to peer interactions.  

Join a supportive group or club on campus or in the community  
 Ask the Accessibility Office about social events or clubs focusing on student 

engagement and community building. 

 Students may request support from student government and/or the Accessibility 

Office in order to form such a club. 

 Some local chapters of the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (LDAO) 

have a mentorship program or social events.  
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Resource G: Learning Impact Statement 

Students are recommended to complete this worksheet either at midterm or 

the end of a semester, to allow for time for reflection.  
 

Identify 3 academic goals for the rest of the year: 

 

1.  

 

2.  

 

3.  
 

 

Identify the greatest barriers or challenges to achieving your academic 

goals:  
 

Test Taking 

◻ Multiple choice                   

◻ Finishing on time       

◻ Essay format 

◻ interpreting questions 

 

◻ Writing out answers           

◻ Memory                       

◻ Interruption/break due to  

physical/medical or mental health 

reasons 

In Class 

◻ Course attendance            

◻ Note taking                

 

◻ Listening / focusing 

◻ Asking questions / sharing ideas 

In Class Assignments 

◻ Papers                              

◻ Presentations             

 

◻ Group projects 

◻ Lab projects 

Homework 

◻ Reading / comprehension            

◻ Editing 

 

◻ Starting assignments                   

◻ Short term memory 

Under Time Constraints 

◻ Time management                       

◻ Meeting deadlines 

 

◻ Long term assignments                

◻ Feeling anxious or avoiding 

Online 

◻ Reading online content 

◻ Viewing videos 

 

◻ Participating in chats 

◻ General accessibility 

Organization 

◻ Time management 

◻ Getting started 

 

◻ Chunking assignments 

◻ Prioritizing 

 

Adapted with permission from J. Szmyr (personal communication, June 28, 2017). 
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Using this information, you may choose to: 

 

● book an appointment with the Learning Strategist, academic coach, or equivalent 

 

● connect with an Adaptive Technologist to explore new tools/software or request 

additional training for existing tools/software 

 

● book an appointment with counselling services, if you are struggling with 

motivation or personal concerns  

 

● request a tutor or consider increasing hours, if struggling with course content 

 

● visit other relevant campus services (e.g. Library, Writing Centre) 
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Resource H: Transition Goals Checklist 

Find out more about your learning disability 

 

● Name your disability and describe how it affects your learning. 

 

● Identify your strengths in learning. 

 

● Identify the accommodations you think will help support your learning (e.g. note-

taking services, extra time during tests, etc.). 

 

● Identify and work on the study skills you need that are specific to your learning 

difficulties. 

 

Learn how to advocate for yourself 

 

● Participate in any activities related to planning your education.  

 

● Ask questions when you don’t understand something. 

 

● Recognize and anticipate potential problems. 

 

● Consider and practice strategies to effectively respond to challenges. 

 

● Actively seek out people who can assist you. 

 

● Learn about laws that affect and support students with disabilities (e.g. 

Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act). 
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Create a personal information file 

 

Make copies or note where your personal information is kept.  

This may include: 

● disability-related documentation  

(e.g. IEP, psycho-educational assessment),  

● academic records  

(e.g. report cards and transcript),  

● social insurance number  

(for OSAP-related grants and bursaries). 

 

Investigate Possible Careers and Education Options 

 

● Explore possible career interests and the education 

or training required. 

 

● Research which colleges or universities off the 

programs that match your career interests and 

abilities. 

 

● Browse the Transition Resource Guide for 

information on individual schools in Ontario: 

www.transitionresourceguide.ca  

 

Select the colleges and/or universities you are interested in attending 

 

● Book a tour or attend an open house event. If you cannot visit in person, arrange a 

phone meeting or email an admissions officer to learn more about specific 

programs and the application process.  

 

● Include disability and other support services on your visit. 

 

 

http://www.transitionresourceguide.ca/
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwitm9KO6sXWAhUQ8mMKHXhADcYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.applygovtjobs.com/best-career-options-after-b-tech-you-should-adopt/&psig=AFQjCNHa7rA4hLQdL1h3EXuRM4LEIMLgGA&ust=1506617604122886
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjlncCc7cXWAhVYzGMKHRNYC8sQjRwIBw&url=http://www.ctschoollaw.com/category/public-schools/students/records-student-records/&psig=AFQjCNGduc-DlLnDiYTL9BXqACw7ilP0Cw&ust=1506618416995040
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To apply to the college and/or universities you are interested in 

attending, visit the applicable website: 

 

Ontario Colleges Application Services (OCAS): http://www.ontariocolleges.ca/ 

 

Ontario Universities’ Application Centre (OUAC): https://www.ouac.on.ca/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You’ve been accepted to College or University! 

 

Schedule an intake meeting with the Accessibility Office 

 

● Students who chose to self-identify as having a disability are encouraged to do so 

as early as May for Fall intake (September) or November for Winter intake 

(January). Accommodation planning, including a referral for a new psycho-

educational assessment, can take time.  

 

 

 

http://www.ontariocolleges.ca/home
https://www.ouac.on.ca/
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwieg7eJ7MXWAhVW6mMKHdBUBMYQjRwIBw&url=https://writingsguru.com/blog/academichelp&psig=AFQjCNH2Hn3MEnRSjSAOZrFcH1lvSUcBYg&ust=1506618123084282
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj-pMDZ68XWAhUGw2MKHdEACL8QjRwIBw&url=http://collegepencil.com/college-applications-school-counselor-meetings/&psig=AFQjCNHY20G1wA5juSn90ONTo6aRZ1QUaQ&ust=1506617999025607
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Apply for financial aid and disability-related funding (as needed) 

 

● Students can apply for financial aid by visiting the Ontario Student Assistance 

Program (OSAP) website: www.osap.gov.on.ca 

 

● Students may qualify for grants and bursaries that can support disability-related 

services (examples: psycho-educational assessment, therapy, tutoring, etc.) and 

equipment (examples: tablet, recording device, reading software).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted with permission from Pathways to Postsecondary: A Transition Guide for 

People with Disabilities to Humber College Institute of Technology & Advanced 

Learning and the University of Guelph-Humber, Disability Services, Humber College 

Institute of Technology & Advanced Learning (2008). 

 

http://www.osap.gov.on.ca/
http://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiH_JW048XWAhVm94MKHRRnDgUQjRwIBw&url=http://poetsandquants.com/2014/10/16/where-top-schools-send-their-mbas/&psig=AFQjCNF9K26c7gZ3iAdcs1WQAl9UwB7XVQ&ust=1506615809808437
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Resource I: Reframing Your LD 

Students are recommended to complete this worksheet either at midterm or the end of a 

semester, to allow for time for reflection.  
 

Identify your top 3 successes (big or small) from this semester: 

 

1. 

 

2. 
 

3. 
 

Have you learnt something new about your LD that has helped you learn more 

effectively? 

 

 

 

The Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario (LDAO) has shared 4 working 

descriptions of LD: 

“Learning disabilities can affect the way in which a person takes in, remembers, 

understands and expresses information. 

People with learning disabilities are intelligent and have abilities to learn despite 

difficulties in processing information. 

Living with a learning disability can have an ongoing impact on friendships, school, 

work, self-esteem and daily life. 

People with learning disabilities can succeed when solid coping skills and strategies are 

developed” (Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario, 2015). 

Can you relate to any of these descriptions? 
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Considering writing your own description- something brief enough to share with a 

professor, peer or new friend, in just a sentence or two. 

 

What might that sound like? 
 

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Practice sharing this insight with people you are comfortable with. 

 

The better you understand your LD, and communicate that to others, the more active 

approach to learning may become. 
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Resource J: Tips for Your Intake Meeting 

Booking Your First Meeting 

It is recommended that you contact the Accessibility Office as soon as 

you accept your offer of admission to your college or university.  As 

part of the accommodations process you will have an initial meeting 

with the Accessibility Office, typically called an intake meeting.  

Note: Be prepared to send documentation in advance of your meeting. 

When booking your intake appointment, ask “What specific 

documentation do you require?” and request fax number, email and/or mailing address. 

Here are some examples of what you can say when you call or email to book your 

intake meeting: 

 “I had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) in high school and am looking for 

similar supports at college/university.” 

 “I have a disability (you may be asked to be specific) and will require some 

academic accommodations at college/university.” 

 “I require assistive technology for my studies – who can I speak to about this?” 

 

How can you obtain copies of your documentation? 

 Your high school may have copies of the documentation in your Ontario Student 

Record (OSR).  If still in high school, request copies of your most recent IEP 

and/or documentation from your resource teacher before you graduate. If you 

have graduated, simply contact the Student Services department or equivalent.  

 For physical or mental health-related concerns, your family physician or 

specialist may be able to provide relevant reports, or may complete any relevant 

forms as requested by the Accessibility Office. 

 If you are having difficulties, ask for assistance from the Accessibility Office. 
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Preparation for Your Meeting 

It’s a good idea to take some time to prepare before your intake meeting with the 

Accessibility Office.  The focus of the meeting will be you (the student) and your 

counsellor/advisor will want to hear from you directly.  You are welcome to bring a 

parent, guardian, or friend to your meeting if you would like, however you will want to 

be prepared to talk about yourself, your learning and your 

disability. 

  

 

There are several steps you can take to prepare for your intake meeting: 

 Gather your documentation (medical reports, psycho-educational assessments, 

IEP, etc).  If required, send a copy to the OSD, and keep a copy for yourself as 

well. 

 Review your documentation.  Be prepared to give a summary of your 

documentation and your strengths and difficulties that are identified. 

 If you’re having trouble understanding your documentation, or don’t know why 

an IEP was put in place, speak with your parents or guardians, resource teacher, 

or family physician.  

Ask yourself: 

 Does your documentation accurately identify your strengths and difficulties? Is 

your documentation a good reflection of your current learning and academic 

profile? 

 What accommodations and strategies have worked for you throughout your 

schooling? Do you use all of the accommodations listed on your IEP?  

 What are your biggest academic concerns about starting post-secondary?  

Remember to keep an open mind through this process.  Prepare for the fact that you may 

not receive exactly the same accommodations that you had during high school. You are 
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transitioning to a new system of education, with different expectations and graduation 

requirements. 

During Your Intake Meeting 

Your intake meeting will likely take less than an hour, during which 

time; you will meet your assigned counsellor/advisor and discuss 

academic accommodations. During the appointment, your 

counsellor/advisor will listen to your learning history and how your 

disability impacts your learning.  They will discuss your 

documentation with you, and let you know what accommodations are 

appropriate and available.  Your counsellor/advisor will outline how the accommodations 

will be put in place, and what responsibilities you will have moving forward in 

implementing the supports (e.g. providing a Letter of Accommodation to professors or 

booking exam rooms). 

Possible Questions for Your Counsellor or Advisor:  

1. Can I reduce my course load if needed? 

2. Are there adaptive/assistive technology services? Is there 

software/equipment available on campus?  

3. Can I get help to improve my skills, such as organization, 

time management or note-taking? 

4. What do I do if I am struggling with course content? Are 

there tutoring services available? 

5. What transition or orientation programs are offered for students with disabilities? 

6. Is there a common space on campus specifically for students with disabilities? Or 

any social events or clubs? 

7. Is there funding available to me as a student with a disability or equipment or 

services?  

8. What should I do and who should I contact if I am having concerns with my 

academic accommodations? 
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9. How can I let the Accessibility Office know if I am comfortable with them 

speaking to other people about my support services? (e.g. my professors,  

parent(s), OSAP staff, etc.) 

After Your Intake Meeting 

After your intake meeting is over, there will likely be several things 

for you do, to ensure your accommodations and services are in place.    

Every school will be different, but your next steps may include: 

 Booking and attending appointments with other staff members, 

including: 

o Adaptive Technologist 

o Learning Strategist 

o Peer Tutor 

 Giving your Letter of Accommodation to professors as soon as possible 

 Booking a place in the test centre for midterms and exams 

 Calling or e-mailing your counsellor/advisor if you are having trouble with your 

studies and are seeking a review of your accommodations 

 Requesting renewed accommodations with the Accessibility Office to continue to 

receive services for future semesters/years  

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted with permission from the Transition Resource Guide, Regional Assessment and 

Resource Centre, Queen’s University (2017). Retrieved October 20, from  

http://www.transitionresourceguide.ca/sites/transitionresourceguide.ca/files/tips_for_you

r_intake_meeting_at_the_osd.pdf  
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Resource K: Sample Online Learning Strategy Resources 

Students at the post-secondary level are expected to be self-directed learners, 

building strategies to respond to the academic demands of college or university. Most 

institutions have resources available online for students to access, as needed. These 

resources are available anytime, anywhere, responding to the fact that most campus 

services are closed during the evenings and weekends.  

 

Tip: try “learning strategies” or “academic skills” in your search for resources 

online. 

 

Here’s what you can expect from Queen’s University’s Strategies, Tools and Handouts 

webpage: 

 

Figure K1: Learning Topics (Queen’s University, 2017). Retrieved September 30, 2017, from 

http://sass.queensu.ca/topics/  

 



 

 

 

73 

 

Figure K2: Time management resource templates (Queen’s University, 2017). Retrieved 

September 30, 2017, from http://sass.queensu.ca/time-management/ 

 

Figure K3: Video promoting the use of a weekly schedule (Queen’s University, 2017), retrieved 

Sept 30, 2017 from http://sass.queensu.ca/topics/



 

 

 

74 

Chapter 4: Reflection  

The brick walls are there for a reason. The brick walls are not there to keep us out. The brick walls 

are there to give us a chance to show how badly we want something. Because the brick walls are there 
to stop the people who don’t want it badly enough. They’re there to stop the other people. 

― Randy Pausch, The Last Lecture  

 

 

When I think back to my original MEd application, I proposed a project identical to what 

this has become. After 4+ years of studying, it would have been natural to take another direction. 

Yet I kept returning to this particular group of students. Why the focus on learning disabilities? I 

feel that those with LDs are widely misunderstood. The misperceptions, of self and imposed by 

others, make it more challenging for students with LDs to reach their potential. The invisibility 

mixed with the lack of understanding combine to create many barriers for students with LDs. 

After a few more years of professional experience, the need for increased self-awareness and 

additional resources have been recurring themes. There are not enough conversations and too few 

resources designed for those shifting from the secondary to postsecondary level of education. 

Throughout my time working with students with LDs, I have witnessed and been 

impressed by resilience, perseverance and coping strategies that countless college students have 

shown me. In the face of adversity, my experience has been that a “brick wall” can motivate 

someone to cope in their own way, prove others wrong, and accept that challenges are inherent as 

learners and individuals. This is why this project was so important to me. This was my way of 

empowering and raising awareness so that the broader complexities and subtle nuances of each 

LD can be met with a caring, student-centered approach. What I set out to do was create a landing 

place for thoughtful (and challenging) conversations to start. I hope that I have achieved this by 

creating a resource that is centered on barriers to success, with practical resources in response.  

  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/287960.Randy_Pausch
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/3364076
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