
Use this activity to help decide which features of SLD definitions are important and which corresponding characteristics should be considered in your SLD determination procedures.

In this activity, you are asked to complete a table identifying SLD characteristics. The first column presents features of the federal definition of SLD. To complete the second column, we ask you to identify what SLD characteristics are associated with those features. Keep in mind the following questions: 

•
What does a student with an imperfect ability to listen look like? 

•
How would we know whether low-achievement was the result of environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage? 

Recall that these characteristics might vary across grade levels. For example, phonemic awareness is likely a more common indicator for primary school students than middle school students, whose deficits may be more tied to reading comprehension and self-regulatory behavior.

Many characteristics are associated with SLD, but not all of them are important to SLD determination. As you complete this worksheet, negotiate which characteristics will be considered and work on a collective conceptual (as opposed to operational) understanding of these characteristics.

Also, focus your discussions on characteristics that help distinguish between low-achievers and students with SLD, rather than on the characteristics they share.

Here are some considerations that can help guide your discussion.

• The characteristics that you identify will be used to develop your assessment model. You will need to consider how these characteristics lend themselves to the components of the SLD construct. What procedures might be used to assess them? What student data are available to consider? What numerical or qualitative criteria will distinguish a student as having an SLD?

• “Setting demands” is a term that implies that tasks and particular task features (e.g., quality, speed of completion) vary with the school setting or environment. Setting demands also vary with age: primary school, middle school, and high school. Remember to consider age and physical setting in specifying characteristics.

• Involve experienced staff members in these discussions because their experience is important in considering the interaction of such influences as age, physical setting, second language, English language learners, and curriculum exposure. Persons new to the field often lack a sense of “normal” behavior—that is, the range of behaviors that one can expect to see in students of particular ages.

• Represent the diversity of professional perspectives in the considerations because these perspectives will be involved in the implementation and fidelity of application. 

• What are the basic psychological processes that characterize SLD? (Examples include attention, perception, working memory, executive functioning or metacognitive processing, social perception.) (Having persons familiar with specific research studies can help in identifying these characteristics.)

• What abilities or processes are included in listening, speaking, reading, writing, spelling, or completing mathematical calculations? (In reading, for example, are phonemic awareness and decoding the only issues, or is reading comprehension important, too?)

• The definition includes disorders such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. What evidence determines (distinguishes) these disorders?

• Is a student’s intellectual ability a consideration in SLD? Should the SLD population include individuals across the range of intellectual ability? Can a student with above-average ability be considered to have an SLD?
The first column lists definitional features of the federal SLD definition. Complete column two by identifying the SLD characteristics that are associated with each feature. 

	Definitional Features


	Related Characteristics



	Disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written


	

	Imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations


	

	Includes such conditions as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia


	

	Does not include learning problems that are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage
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