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Learning and Attention Disabilities
(L/AD)
 Most prevalent disabilities on college campuses
• ~50 % of students who report a disability[1]

 Lifelong disorder; Invisible disability
 A neurodevelopmental disorder that affects the
brain's ability to attend, receive, process, store,
and respond to information[2]
 Learning and attention disabilities = “umbrella”
term
– Specific diagnosis can vary from person to person

Challenges for College Students with L/AD
 Often unaware of how their L/AD symptoms impact their
academic and essential life skills – more difficulty with: [3]
•
•
•
•

Time management
Coping with stress
Organizational skills
Note taking skills

 Needing stronger supports; having lower self‐esteem[4]
– Students with L/AD are often unaware of and/or underutilize
resources and support services.

 Students with greater self‐efficacy are more confident in
their abilities to be successful when compared to their
peers with lower self‐efficacy.[5]
 Higher levels of perceived self‐efficacy have been
associated with greater choice, persistence, and with more
effective strategy use.[5]

Comprehensive Support for STEM
Students with Learning Disability (CS3LD)
 To create, refine, and test a multi‐level model
(i.e., personal, interpersonal, and institutional) for
supporting the success of students with L/AD
majoring in the fields of science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM), including social,
behavioral, and economic (SBE) sciences
 To provide mentoring and supports in the areas of
academics, health, personal, and professional
development by fostering self‐efficacy, self‐
advocacy, and recognition of strengths

The CS3LD Model

 To explore what students with L/AD wish others
understood about their L/AD to build better
academic, personal, and professional supports
for these students.

Data Collection
 Data were collected as part of the multi‐level
four‐year CS3LD study.
 Undergraduates participated in monthly group
meetings consisting of trainings in topic areas
related to L/AD followed by focused group
discussions with shared personal experiences
and strategies.
 This set of data was from one of the Year 3
meetings that specifically discussed this
interested question.

Participants
 Undergraduate participants were recruited
through the university disability office with
eligibility criteria including undergraduate status,
eligibility for L/AD accommodations, and
registration with the disability office. Analysis
draws from data contributed by the 27
participants who attended this meeting.
 N = 27
•
•
•

Males: n = 11
Females: n = 15
Prefer not to answer: n = 1

Data Analysis
 The meeting transcript and field notes related to
what they wish others understood about their
L/AD were analyzed, coded, and categorized to
identify emerging themes.

Internal Discord

“For this semester’s project I decided to make a painting to represent my life living with a learning disability. My
painting illustrates mountains with water underneath. The mountains represent the highs and strengths in my life
while the water represents the lows and weaknesses in my life. Within the mountains I included musical notes, an
hourglass, and a speech bubble. Each of these images represent a strength. Musical note: Music comes easily to me.
Hourglass: Because of my LD I have become good at managing my time. Speech bubble: I have strong communication
skills. Inside the water I depicted a feather and inkbottle, a map, a math notebook, and a hand doing sign language.
Feather and inkbottle: I have a difficult time completing tasks that deal with writing. Map: My visual‐spatial skills are
weak which means I struggle with directions. Math notebook: Math is extremely complicated for me. Hand portraying
sign language: sometimes it is hard for me to pick up on nonverbal cues. ”
‐Artist with a learning disability
This artwork was created by a student with a learning disability from the University of Florida and the Comprehensive Support for STEM Students with Learning Disability (CS3LD) project, which is supported
by the National Science Foundation under grant HRD‐1246587.
http://stemscholar.phhp.ufl.edu/

Theme 1: L/AD is real; it is not something of my
choice, but it is a part of me; it makes certain areas
of functions difficult for me.
• “…it’s not just a disability or ADHD. It’s a part of your
personality. It’s part of who you are.”
• “A lot of people who don’t have learning
disabilities…don’t know what people have to go through,
like the extra step they have to take to get that grade….”
• “…it’s very important for people…who don’t have these
kinds of things to really be careful and be cognizant of
what they’re saying, because you never honestly know
what someone’s going through….”
• “People don’t understand how hard it is and how
challenging it is to actually succeed in a school like this
with an LD.”

Theme 1: (continued)
• “…the most debilitating aspect of ADHD, is that people
just don’t think that it’s real…I just don’t think society
understands that this is not a life that anyone would
choose…It’s something that we’re born with and that we
have to wok with.”
• “…cuz LD can appear differently in different people. I was
the inattentive type, wherein I wasn’t jumping around in
class, so all the teachers growing up, they all said, ‘She is
fine. She is fine. There’s no problem with her’….”
• “I feel like people, they don’t see your symptoms, so they
think that you can control them…I’ve had some people
tell me that they don’t think it (dyslexia) actually exists….”

Theme 1: (continued)
• “Another really important message that I’d like…to
understand is the journey of learning to cope with it. A lot
of people talked about the skills that they learned
through learning to cope with their disability, but at the
same time, having this disability is a lot of time an
impossibility to others, like not doing well at school….”
• “I wish that people understood not only how ADHD
affects academics, but how it affects everyday life,
especially personal relationships and being able to relate
to others.”
• “I wish others understood that it’s not a made up thing.
That it actually affects me every day and it hurts.”

Theme 2: I learn differently; having L/AD does not
make me less intelligent or capable; like
everybody, I have different strengths and different
weaknesses.
• “I can do things like other people. I can get the same
grades as someone else. It’s just hard for me…‘Oh, he’s
just really creative and energetic, so he runs this way.’”
• “I really don’t like how if I say, ‘I have ADHD’…they think
you can’t do it as much as other people...I feel like I can
do certain things a lot better than other people. I think
that my LD—it’s not like a disability. It’s like a difference. I
learn different; I think different…I really hate how people
will look down on me or think that I am stupider than
they are or not as capable. That’s just not true.”

Theme 2: (continued)
• “…I think that maybe us LD people have a lot of
capabilities that are more diverse than the average
people. We have different spatial…different creative
capabilities.”
• “There’s certain things that I cannot do as well as a
regular person…I’m also capable…I enjoy that my mind
wonders too.”
• “I don’t think normal is appropriate. Everyone has
problems. Everyone is disabled. Everyone has issues. No
one’s perfect…We are not disabled. We are not
unnormal. There’s just different genes, and it happens.”
• “I think learning disabilities, they’re genetic. They’re
naturally occurring. They have some sort of function.”

Theme 2: (continued)
• “Your LD, ADHD, anything, it’s kind of like finding its place
where it can work best…I think things like that—
everything has its place.”
• “…my problem is that people don’t understand that
basically where I’m comfortable at and all that, they think
it means something’s wrong, that it’s more of the fact
that I know things that I can’t do, so I avoid those so I can
do things that I can do.”
• “…everyone has things that they struggle with, and
everyone has their strengths and weaknesses.”
• “…I don’t think anything (LD) needs to be fixed. It’s about
learning how to cope with it and learning your strengths
and weaknesses….”

Theme 2: (continued)
• “If I recognize that these obstacles are different for me
than they are for others, then I can approach them in an
different way and learn to develop the skills and habits
that I need to develop to be good in this subject…It
frustrates me when I hear people say that they’re just
bad at this or bad at that, and they think, ‘Well, that’s
how things are. There’s nothing I can do.’”
• “…a learning disability doesn’t make someone inferior to
them intellectually and understand the positivity that
comes with LD, such as creativity and high emotional
intelligence.”

Theme 3: I am not a drug/accommodation seeker;
to a certain degree, medication and
accommodations help me to get in the same
playing field as others; they do not give me
advantages over others.
• “…people just don’t understand that—they think we’re
just getting high…For us…it’s helping us. Without it, I
wouldn’t be at this school…That stigma of it’s always a
drug, we always get high, or we love taking pills, it’s really
annoying.”
• “Medication has its downfalls, like side effects and
addictive tendencies…but it can be really good for people
who need it...I need my medication if I’m gonna get
through classes….”

Theme 3: (continued)
• “The whole stigma with the medication, it kind of create
this kind of feeling of shame. I know when I have to take
my medications, I feel like I have to go in a little corner and
hike and make sure no one sees me, cuz they’ll think I am a
drug….”
• “…I am ashamed of my medication. A lot of time I even fall
prey to negative societal views. I wish I didn’t have to take
it, I hate that it’s currently a necessary part of my life to
survive my engineering classes.”
• “…I was gonna touch up on the extra time...a lot of people
are like, ‘Oh my god. You are so lucky’…They look at me
like I have this privilege, and I’m like, ‘Not really. You get to
go home. I don’t. I get to stay three hours taking an exam
that I wish took me as long as you, because I cannot finish
an exam if it wasn’t for my extra time.”

Theme 3: (continued)
• “I wish others (including friends) would be a little more
supportive. Just because I have gotten by pretty well,
does not mean that I haven’t made modifications to help
the way I learn. When some (very few) of my friends
found out they joked around like wow, you’re so lucky,
you get extended time and notes. College will be ‘made’
so much easier for you.”
• “…professors make me feel as if I’m an inconvenience
when I do ask for my accommodations. I don’t want to be
a bother. I just need these accommodations to be in the
same playing field as others.
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