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Introduction 
 
Learning disabilities are the most prevalent of all disabilities. Children with learn-
ing disabilities make up about 50 percent of the population of children with dis-
abilities served in special education. It is very likely that most Sunday school 
teachers will have one or more children with a learning disability in his or her 
classroom. 
  
If you are reading this page, it probably means that you have already identified 
these students in your classroom, and because it is your goal to reach every child 
with the good news of Jesus Christ, you are seeking help. We pray that the infor-
mation provided in this booklet will help you understand your students and meet 
their needs. Our goal is to help you find ways to reach every child in your class-
room. 
 

 
 

What is a learning disability? 
 
A learning disability is a disorder that: 

 Affects the student’s ability to interpret and process what he sees or hears; 

 Interferes with the student’s ability to integrate information from the vari-
ous parts of his brain; 

 Results in difficulties in speech and language, attention, self-control, ac-
quisition of academic skills, and coordination. 

 
The official definition comes from Individuals with Disabilities Edu-cation Act 
(IDEA). This federal law began in 1975 as the “Education of All Handicapped 
Students Act.” It was amended in 1997 to the title above. You can read the law 
itself at http://idea.ed.gov/explore/home. 
IDEA says that a learning disability is:  

 
“...a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes 
involved in understanding or using language, spoken or written. The 
disorder may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, 
speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations. The term 
includes such conditions as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, mi-
nimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. The 
term does not include a learning problem that is primarily the result 
of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of 
emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic 
disadvantage.” 

  

 
 

http://idea.ed.gov/explore/home
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In other words, a learning disability is the result of a neurological impairment and 
is not the result of any other disability. Children with learning disabilities have av-
erage to above average intelligence, but demonstrate low academic 
achievement in one or more academic areas. There is a gap between the 
child’s potential for learning and his actual achievement levels. Boys are four to 
five times more likely to have a learning disability than girls. Learning disabilities 
can affect speech and language skills, reading, math, handwriting, motor skills, 
written expression, thinking, and social skills. 

 
We all learn things naturally from interacting with our environment and 
processing the information that we receive from it. Children with learning disabili-
ties have difficulties processing and interpreting the information that they receive 
from their environment and learning opportunities. They will each be affected 
differently by their learning disabilities and will display their own strengths and 
weaknesses. Get to know each child with a learning disability individually to learn 
his or her characteristics and the best way to modify your classroom to meet 
those needs. 

 
Glossary of Terms 

 
In the IDEA definition of learning disabilities several conditions are mentioned by 
name. You may hear parents refer to such conditions when you have discussions 
with them about their child. Below is a brief description of these conditions to 
help familiarize you with them. 

 
 Perceptual disabilities are conditions which are characterized by difficul-

ties in accurately processing, organizing, and discriminating among visual, 
auditory, or tactile information. For example, the letters “d” and “b” may 
look the same to the child or he does not hear the difference between 
the words “cup” and “cap.” 

 
 Brain injury is a term used to describe physical damage to brain tissue or 

structure that can occur before, during, or after birth. 
 
 Minimal brain dysfunction is used to describe a child with near-average in-

telligence who displays certain learning and behavioral disorders that 
have resulted from damage to the brain. 

 
 Dyslexia is a neurological impairment that causes reading difficulties. 

Children with dyslexia have trouble recognizing or processing letters and 
the sounds associated with them.  It affects areas of reading fluency, de-
coding skills, word recognition, spelling, reading comprehension, and writ-
ing skills. 

 
 Developmental aphasia refers to a severe difficulty in acquiring oral lan-

guage due to brain injury. 
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If the parents of the child you are working with mention any of these terms, ask 
them to go into greater detail as to how it specifically affects their child and in-
terventions that need to be used. 
 

What causes a learning disability? 
 
It is widely accepted that learning disabilities are caused by some dysfunction of 
the central nervous system. Most students with learning disabilities demonstrate 
some neurological difference. The cause of the problem is not always clear, but 
it manifests itself in perceptual-motor problems, visual and auditory processing 
problems, memory deficits, and attention-span issues.  
 
Learning disabilities can have genetic, brain development, or environmental 
causes. Learning disabilities tend to run in families. There is a 75 percent likelihood 
of a child having a learning disability if both his parents are affected by one. The 
number drops to 51 percent if only one parent has a learning disability. Learning 
disabilities have been linked to brain development before and after birth. Brain 
development can be impacted by low birth weight, lack of oxygen, or prema-
ture birth. Young children who receive a head injury may be at risk for develop-
ing a learning disability. Infants and young children who have been exposed to 
toxins, like lead paint, or suffered from poor nutrition may also develop a learning 
disability.   
 
Learning disabilities are not the result of poor parenting. Children with a learning 
disability may exhibit hyperactive behaviors or have trouble concentrating and 
completing assignments. This is caused by a neurological problem which makes 
it very difficult for the child to concentrate and sit still, not lack of discipline.  
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Different types of learning disabilities 
 
Learning disabilities can be divided into three broad categories: 
 
1. Developmental speech and language disorders  

 
Speech disorders are abnormalities of speech which affect the ability 
of a child to be understood by others when speaking. Articulation er-
rors are very common and occur when a child substitutes letter 
sounds, omits sounds in a word, or distorts the production of a sound. 
Other speech disorders include voice disorders which affect the sound 
of a child’s voice and fluency problems like stuttering. 
 
Expressive language disorders occur when a child understands lan-
guage better than he is able to communicate. He understands when 
a person talks to him, but has difficulty retrieving the words needed to 
respond appropriately. He may be able to express simple thoughts 
and ideas, but has trouble retrieving and organizing words into sen-
tences to convey more complex thoughts and ideas. This difficulty with 
expressive language is seen most often when the child tries to de-
scribe, define, explain information, or retell an event or activity. Expres-
sive language disorders also affect writing abilities, especially in the 
areas of spelling, correct usage of words, and composing sentences 
and written compositions.  
 
Receptive language disorders affect a child’s ability to understand the 
meaning of words or sentences. Each child with a receptive language 
disorder is affected by it differently. Some children are able to under-
stand single words like “go”, “sit”, and, “color.” However, when you 
combine these words into a sentence, “Go sit down and color your 
paper,” the child will have difficulty understanding and following 
through with the request. The issue in a receptive language disorder is 
in understanding the meaning of things communicated to the child.  A 
receptive language disorder can be extremely limiting because a 
child has to be able to understand language before they can effec-
tively use it to communicate. 
 
Speech and language disorders are very common among children 
with learning disabilities. While speech disorders may make if difficult 
for others to understand what a child is saying, language disorders will 
have a greater impact on their learning. Language processing prob-
lems, whether expressive or receptive, will greatly affect a child’s aca-
demic performance in all areas of learning. 
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2.  Academic skills disorders  
While learning disabilities affect each child differently, they always have an 
impact on the child’s academic performance.  

  
Reading disorders account for about 80 percent of learning disabilities 
and present the most significant challenges. While there are many 
types of reading disorders, dyslexia is probably the term most often 
heard. Dyslexia refers to a condition that is neurological in origin and 
causes severe difficulty in learning to read. Children with dyslexia, as 
well as other milder reading disorders, have deficient language skills 
which will affect their phonological awareness (ability to recognize 
sound segments in spoken words), cause word recognition errors, and 
interfere with reading comprehension.  
  
Written language disorders commonly occur in children with dyslexia 
and other learning disabilities. Writing disorders cause difficulties in 
handwriting, spelling, sentence structure, word usage, and composi-
tion. A child with a written language disorder may struggle with orga-
nizing their ideas in written form or in how to use the mechanics of writ-
ing. Spelling and organizing their ideas can also be a struggle. Dysgra-
phia refers to problems associated with remembering how to form let-
ters and numbers used when writing. Modifications can be made in 
work assignments to account for writing difficulties. 
 
Mathematic disorders can range from moderate to severe. Dyscalcu-
lia is a term used for students who have trouble understanding number 
concepts and the number system. 

 
Talk to your student’s parents to find out specifically how the child’s learning 
disability affects his reading, writing, and math skills. Make modifications in 
classroom activities in order to meet the child’s specific learning needs. The 
use of appropriate modifications can help to eliminate or diminish inappro-
priate behaviors. 
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3. Attention Disorders 

 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a medical diagnosis that is 
characterized by a constant pattern of inattention and/or hyperactivity-
impulsivity that is at a higher rate than the child’s same age peers. This pat-
tern of behavior must interfere with the child’s ability to function in daily 
tasks and activities in order to be labeled ADHD. ADHD is characterized by 
high levels of activity, impulsivity or lack of self control, difficulty with transi-
tions, aggressive behavior, easily over stimulated, and socially immature 
behavior. The characteristics of ADHD will vary with each child as will the 
degree of severity. ADHD affects the development of listening and lan-
guage skills of the children who have it. If a child in your class has ADHD, it is 
important to talk to his parents about behaviors he may exhibit and the best 
way to handle them. Find out if they are using a behavior plan with him at 
home or at school and figure out how to incorporate it into your class at 
church.  Also find out what teaching strategies work best to keep him on 
task and involved in class activities. 
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Characteristics of Learning Disabilities 
 
 

 
 

Children with learning disabilities are all different. No child will display all of the 
characteristics listed above but will display at least one or more. Learning disabili-
ties have a neurological origin so the child with a learning disability will need help 
in order to learn to overcome problematic behaviors. The best thing you as a 
teacher can do is to plan in advance how to include the child with learning dis-
abilities into your class and provide a program that will meet his individual needs. 
 
Before the student starts in your class, have a meeting with his parents and find 
out how his learning disability affects him. What is his reading level? How does he 
do with written work? If he has ADHD, what behaviors does he commonly exhi-
bit? What can be done to help him stay on task or to limit inappropriate beha-
viors? Does he have a behavior plan at home or at school? Is there a teaching 
style that he responds best to? In some instances, you may be able to talk to the 

Language Disorders 
• has a limited vocabulary 
• has difficulty expressing wants/needs 
• does not remember what he is told to 

do 
• has difficulty processing and under-

standing language 
 
Hypoactivity 
• is lethargic 
• refuses to participate 
 
Hyperactivity 
• has difficulty sitting still; appears to be 

in constant motion, fidgets with hands 
or feet 

• is tense, irritable 
• changes from one unfinished task to 

another 
 
Behavior Difficulties 
• cannot wait his turn 
• interrupts frequently 
• laughs inappropriately 
• annoys/irritates other students 
• talks to self while working 
• impulsive 
• has trouble attending 
 

Reading/Listening Difficulties 
• delayed reading skills 
• delayed writing skills 
• difficulty with reading comprehen-

sion 
• confuses and misunderstands direc-

tions 
 

Emotional Maturity Difficulties 
• has low self-esteem 
• has low tolerance for frustration 
• relates poorly in a group 
• is immature for his age 
• blames other for failures 
• has an “I don’t care” attitude 
• has poor peer relationships 

 
Physical Difficulties 
• has an aversion to being 

touched 
• is awkward or clumsy 
• touches things or students next to 

him 
• has poor pencil and paper skills 
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child’s teacher at school. You will need to obtain permission from the parents to 
do this, but it may be useful to get some information about what is used in an 
educational setting with him. Find out as much information as you can so that 
you can prepare a classroom environment that will help him to be successful.  
 
 

Classroom Management and Teaching Techniques 
 
 Provide purposeful movement.  

This is particularly helpful to a child who always wants to be moving. In-
corporate gestures or sign language into your lessons and encourage the 
students to do it with you as you tell the story. Sing songs that have action 
that go along with it. 

 
 Provide necessary breaks in concentration. 

Break lessons or tasks down into smaller segments and provide breaks in 
between the segments. During the breaks, allow the kids to stand up and 
“get the wiggles out.” Have them stretch, touch their toes, etc. Do an ac-
tivity that will give them a break, but will not get them too “hyped up.” 

 
 Provide helpful classroom supplies, such as two-handed scissors, jumbo 

crayons, and pencil grips for children who have fine motor difficulties. 
 
 Have one-on-one help available for all fine motor tasks such as cutting 

and pasting. 
 
 Outline items to be cut with a black marker if the child has trouble cutting. 

Children who have fine motor issues or visual perception problems will be 
able to do cutting activities better if the line they are to cut on is en-
larged.  

 
 Do not pass out material or tools until the time they are needed.  Give di-

rections first before giving materials out for the craft to be done. Wait to 
pass out papers at the end of class until the child’s parents are there to 
pick him up. 

 
 Give only one or two directions at a time. 

 
 Keep classroom noise and distractions to a minimum. Do not leave doors 

and windows open; do not set up the classroom with students facing 
doors and windows; do not hang up bright, distracting posters all over the 
room. 

 
 Read all written directions for activities out loud. 

 
 Create an atmosphere of acceptance and tolerance. Allow students to 

express their feelings without fear or ridicule. 
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 Make learning fun. Do hands on activities that utilize all the senses. The 

more you can get the child actively involved in the lesson, the less you will 
experience inappropriate behaviors. 

 
 Vary the kinds of activities. Use every sense at least one time each lesson. 

 
 Be sure you have students’ full attention before giving directions. 

 
 Continually re-focus attention. If you notice a child getting off task, tact-

fully bring them back by calling their name and involving them in the les-
son discussion.  

 
 Make lessons applicable to their lives.  Allow students to role play and/or 

practice problem solving to emphasize the main idea of the lesson. 
 
 Avoid asking the students to take turns reading.  

 
 Notice when students are behaving appropriately and praise them. 

 
 Remember that routine is very important. 
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Managing Behaviors 
 
Many students with learning disabilities exhibit problematic behaviors. Your best 
resource in learning how to handle these behaviors will be the child’s parents. 
Work with them to set up a behavior management plan to use in your Sunday 
school class. Define the behaviors and make a plan for minimizing the likelihood 
of the behaviors occurring and handling the child when or if they do misbehave. 
The following are a few suggestions to use in your classroom to help with class-
room management. 
 

• Have a few clear rules that everyone understands from the beginning. 

• Let the class members participate in the formation of rules. 

• Post the rules in the classroom and review them often. Use pictures to 
communicate with non-readers. 

• Reinforce good behavior. 

• Do not call attention to the bad. 

• Do not expect behavior beyond the student’s level of maturity or 
comprehension. 

• Model the behavior you expect. 

• If a student needs some discipline, administer it away from the group. 

• Before reacting, ask yourself, “What kind of misbehavior is this?”  

 Is it developmental? Learning and behavioral expectations should 
be geared to the developmental level and learning style of the 
students. 

 Is it attention-getting? If you think the behavior is aimed at getting 
peer and/or teacher attention, ignore it for the moment. Divert at-
tention. Change the activity. Do something that does not focus on 
the student’s behavior. Later, when you can be alone with him, 
discuss his behavior and offer a consequence if it occurs again. 

 Is it defiant and deliberate? Do not lose your cool. Do not use ridi-
cule or sarcasm to correct the behavior. Be firm without being de-
manding. 

 Is it out of control? Is the child hysterical, violent, or ready to run 
away? Approach the student with a quiet, reassuring voice, direct 
eye contact, arms open. Do not lecture her. Try to distract. Re-
member, the child who is out of control is often looking for some-
one to be in control. 
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Having an aide in the class is a good way to help manage behaviors in the class-
room. This extra person can help to redirect a child who is getting off task without 
interrupting the teacher from her instruction.  For very young children, an assis-
tant (often called a buddy) may need to be assigned to work with a specific 
child to help them participate appropriately in class. As children with learning 
disabilities get older, elementary age and up, an assistant (often called a peer 
tutor) may be needed in the class, but do not refer to them as the child’s helper. 
Although helping that child may be her primary purpose, the child with the learn-
ing disability does not need to be singled out as having their own assistant. Have 
the assistant work with all the children, but especially be available to assist the 
child with the learning disability. Depending on the children in your class, you 
may want to have more than one assistant.  

 
Before an assistant starts working in the class, you will need to provide some train-
ing. In the training:  

 Give an overview of learning disabilities. 

 Explain what the child’s disability is and discuss the characteristics of that 
disability. Discuss the behaviors that the child may exhibit as well as the 
plan for dealing with the behaviors. Explain any modifications that may 
need to be made to activities in order to help the child participate.  

 Explain the basic etiquette of treating each student with respect and 
kindness. Talk about how to be firm without being harsh. Emphasize that 
we are here to share Jesus’ love and to make a difference in the life of a 
person with a disability. 

 Talk about any physical barriers or problems in the classroom that the 
buddy may need to protect the student from or help him deal with. 

 Before the session, make copies of any forms, evaluations, etc., that the 
trainee needs in order to understand how the program works. Keep in 
mind that private medical information is to be kept private. Explain any 
forms (such as an accident report or what to do in case of a medical 
emergency) that your church is using that the buddy might have to 
complete. 

 Discuss the goals of including this child in the Sunday school program. 
What religious concepts are important for a student this age to grasp? 
How can the trainee help make sure that the child understands each 
concept? 
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An Encouraging Word About Assistants 
Once your assistants program is up and running, be sure to support and ac-
knowledge your workers.  

 Make sure they know you are available to listen to frustrations and dis-
cuss problems. 

 Supervise them and be generous with your praise.  

 Meet together as a group on a monthly basis to evaluate, plan, and 
prepare. 

 Provide continuous opportunities for training and education by sharing 
articles, videos, and other materials that will educate them about spe-
cific disabilities. Pay fees for volunteers to attend seminars and work-
shops. 

 Explore networking possibilities where individuals and groups engaged 
in disability ministry meet together to share ideas and resources. 

 If an individual incurs expenses while volunteering, reimburse him in a 
timely fashion. 

 On a regular basis, send thank-you notes to every volunteer. Write 
about specific incidents that you have observed and tell the volunteer 
that she is making a difference in the life of her buddy. 

 Plan an annual appreciation luncheon or banquet. 
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Working with Students Who are Gifted 

 
It may seem strange to see children who 
are gifted discussed in a booklet about 
working with children with learning dis-
abilities. The reason we mention students 
who are gifted is modifications will need 
to be made in programming at church 
in order to make the Sunday school 
program meaningful for them. 

 
Technically, a student who is gifted will 
have an IQ of 120 or higher. He will show 
exceptionalities in a variety of areas or 

skills including: an advanced vocabulary, highly creative, strong problem solving 
abilities, an excellent memory, asks complex questions, or may have an aptitude 
in areas like mathematics, language arts, or music. Each child who is gifted will 
have different characteristics, but all will most likely need modifications in the 
Sunday school curriculum to keep them interested and involved. 
 
Gifted children can tend to become bored, restless, or exhibit disruptive beha-
vior if the content of the lesson is not challenging to them. When working with a 
gifted child, plan enrichment activities that go along with the lesson to help keep 
their interest as well as reinforce concepts taught in the lesson. Give the child ac-
tivities that will encourage creative thinking and problem solving.  

  
A teacher of a gifted child needs to 
 Recognize the child for who he is, not for his advanced abilities. 

 Not be intimidated by the child. You have a lot to offer. 

 Make the child an equal part of the class. Put her abilities to use in the 
class, but not at the expense of the children with lesser gifts. 

 Provide an on-the-side project to promote his spiritual development. 

 Give the child opportunities to use her gifts in the broader church com-
munity. 

 Encourage participation in special studies within the church (with an ad-
vanced age group who will offer more challenges for the gifted child). 

 Keep the child socially involved with her peers. 

 
Children with learning disabilities provide a definite challenge for any Sunday 
school teacher. But God is extremely interested in helping these children and He 
will help you. With a positive attitude, support from church leaders and family 
members, you can make a difference in the lives of these precious children. 
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From you, they will learn that church is a place where they are loved and ac-
cepted. From that, they will understand that God loves them unconditionally. 
There is no greater lesson. 
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Resources 
 

Learning Disabilities: Theories, Diagnosis, and Teaching Strategies - 
7th Edition by Janet Lerner, published by Houghton Mifflin Company, 
copyright 1997. 

 
Exceptional Children and Youth 3rd Edition by Nancy Hunt and Kath-
leen Marshall, published by Houghton Mifflin, copyright 2002. 

 
Exceptional Lives: Special Education in Today’s Schools published by 
Pearson Merrill/Prentice Hall, copyright 2007. 

 
Human Exceptionality: Society, School, and Family - Fourth  
Edition by Michael L. Hardman, Clifford J. Drew, M. Winston Egan,  
Barbara Wolf, published by Allyn and Bacon, copyright 1993. 

 
Exceptional Teaching: A Comprehensive Guide for Including Stu-
dents with Disabilities by Jim Pierson, published by Standard Publish-
ing, copyright 2002 (available through www.ccdmonline.org ). 
 
 
 
 

Helpful Websites 
 
 

www.childspeech.net The website for the Children’s Speech Care Center 
 
http://www.nimh.nih.gov The website for the National Institute of Mental 
Health 
 
www.kidshealth.org 
 
www.brainconnection.org 
 

 

http://www.ccdmonline.org/
http://www.childspeech.net/
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
http://www.kidshealth.org/
http://www.brainconnection.org/
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