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Abstract 

In this article we present findings of a study that was conducted with the purpose of 

deepening the knowledge about the field of learning difficulties in Portugal. Therefore, 

within these findings we will discuss across several cultural boundaries, themes related 

with the existence of learning difficulties as a construct, the terminology, the political, 

social and scientific influences on the field, and the models of identification and of 

ongoing school support for students. While addressing the above-mentioned themes we 

will draw attention to the different, yet converging, international understandings of 

learning difficulties. 

Introduction 

The term learning disabilities was coined in 1962 by Samuel Kirk in an introductory 

special education text book (Kirk, 1962). One year later, he suggested it again when 

addressing a group of concerned parents and educators, with the intention of describing 

a group of school-aged students who did not fit into any of the then current categories of 

exceptionality in the USA, but who needed ongoing school support (Correia, 1992; 

Hallahan & Mock, 2003). It was an attempt to shift attention towards students' 

educational needs (Kirk, 1962, 1963) and to provide parents and professionals with 

some common basis of understanding regarding a concept that nowadays describes 

students who, despite having normal intelligence, have learning and cognitive disorders 

that are intrinsic to them and that are not primarily due to other conditions such as 

sensory deficits, intellectual disabilities, emotional and behavioural disturbance or a 

lack of learning opportunities (Bradley, Danielson, & Hallahan, 2002; Tarver & 

Hallahan, 1976). The term learning disabilities was then immediately accepted (Lerner, 

2000) and, as a result, a new political and educational movement was initiated in the 

USA (Hammill, 1993; Kavale & Forness, 1995; Kirk, 1981). Throughout the years, 

similar concepts emerged in other countries due to the cross-cultural nature of learning 

disabilities (Lerner, 2000; Lloyd, Keller, & Li-yu, 2007). As a result, literature 

published in Europe, Australia and the USA, as well as comparative research that has 

been conducted, has showed differences in the terminology, definitions and school 

support from country to country (i.e., Bravo-Valdivieso & Muller, 2001; Correia & 

Martins, 2007; Elkins, 2001, 2002; Fonseca, 1996; Gunther, 2001; Klassen, 2002; 

Lundberg & Hoien, 2001; Masayoshi, 2001; Oakland, Mpofu, Grégoire, & Faulkner, 

2007; Ryan, 2007; Stevens & Werkhoven, 2001; Thygesen, 2007; Vianello & Moniga, 

1996; Vogel, 2001; Wedell, 2001; Wong & Hutchinson, 2001). Additionally, literature 

and research reviews have showed that even when the terminology is the same, 

conceptual and operational definitions may differ and that in the same country the same 

terminology is used with different meanings (Oakland et al., 2007; Sideridis, 2007; 

Vianello & Moniga, 1996; Vogel, 2001). 
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In Portugal, learners with learning disabilities have been associated with the term 

learning difficulties since 1984, when the first scientific manual on this subject written 

by a Portuguese author was published. His choice of terminology did not have either 

political or scientific backing. In fact, the author followed the American concept of 

learning disabilities, but translated the term disabilities as difficulties because in 

Portuguese the word disability does not sound semantically adequate when associated 

with the word learning. Currently in Portugal, 27 years after the publication of the first 

edition of this book, the term learning difficulties is present in the lexicon of the 

educational community, as well as in different scientific publications and in official 

documents of the Ministry of Education. However, the term learning difficulties has 

been associated with a broader and a stricter meaning among these professionals and 

organizations (Correia & Martins, 1999; Martins, 2006). Analysing the use of these 

terms and the concept that was associated with them, Correia and Martins (1999, 2007) 

pointed out that in a broader sense, it has been used synonymously with academic 

failure, while in a stricter sense the term means a specific disorder of learning in one or 

more academic areas that arise from intrinsic factors and result from neurobiological 

deficits . Therefore, this has led to both misunderstandings regarding theory and 

research and to a total lack of implementation of adequate support programs in 

Portuguese schools. According to Correia (2005), we must rectify this chaotic state of 

affairs and provide legal protection for those students with learning difficulties who 

may require specialized attention and services. Otherwise those students will continue 

being neglected by the Education system and, thus, will experience the burden of 

educational, social and political indifference from the very first years of their lives. 

To shed light on the definitional and terminological problems related to learning 

difficulties, the purpose of our study was to systematize and deepen the knowledge 

concerning the Portuguese field of learning difficulties. We aimed to describe, 

understand and explore the educational theorists' experiences concerning the field of 

learning difficulties and the meaning they give to that experience with respects to: (1) 

the existence of learning difficulties as a construct, (2) the terminology used, (3) the 

political, social and scientific influences on the field and (4) the models for 

identification and school support for students. 

Methodology 

Participants 

Seven Professors from five Portuguese universities, whose ages ranged from 45 to 70 

years were selected from among other university Professors who were teaching in the 

field of psychology, teacher training and special education. This selection was based on 

their experience in teaching units of learning difficulties in undergraduate or in graduate 

education programs, publishing papers and books, carrying out research and of being 

members of national and/or international networks related to learning difficulties. 

Therefore, all participants were selected based on their experience and status, which 

allowed them to address the themes in the study in a comprehensive and all-embracing 

way (Creswell, 2002; Krathwohl, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). By 

selecting university Professors with different professional backgrounds and personal 

experiences, it was accepted that different realities may lead to different understandings 

of learning difficulties. Additionally, it would allow us to map the scientific knowledge 

related to the field of learning difficulties that was being disseminated to Portuguese 

educational professional by the participants. 
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Data collection instruments 

The first author of this paper gathered data by standardized open-ended interviews 

(Patton, 2002) and documents, that is, the researcher took into consideration not only 

that which the participants expressed orally, but also that which they wrote. The purpose 

of the questions was to allow the researcher to understand the kind of terminology 

participants use, the judgments they make and to capture the complexity of their 

perceptions and experiences (Patton, 2002). The interviews lasted on average one hour 

and took place in settings previously established and chosen by participants. The 

researcher also used participants’ public documents, such as doctoral theses, books, 

articles, brochures and syllabi from units related to the field of learning difficulties, as 

well as documents such as handouts and transparencies. These documents were 

obtained by searching databases in the libraries of the universities where the participants 

were Professors, as well as in private libraries (Cooper & Hedges, 1994). These 

documents complemented the interviews and constituted another important data 

gathering source. 

Data analysis 

All interviews were tape-recorded since that would provide a more faithful reproduction 

of the participants' own words (Seidman, 1998). Additionally, it would make it possible 

for the researcher to give greater attention to the meaning and the ‘emotions’ contained 

in the verbal and non-verbal communication process established during the interview 

(Silverman, 2000). After data collection, the interviews were transcribed so it would be 

possible, when presenting the results, to respect as much as possible the participants' 

original words, including the silences, interruptions, laughter and the intonations used 

during the interviews, which so often reflected the feelings and the meaning of that 

which the participants intended to convey. The transcription of the interviews to written 

language was made as they were being carried out. Although this process was very 

time-consuming and, at times, laborious and fastidious, it revealed itself as a fruitful 

opportunity because it allowed the researcher to plunge into, and become familiar with, 

the data being analysed (Patton, 2002; Silverman, 2000) and, at the same time, it made 

it possible to select aspects that should be added or clarified later. The first author of 

this paper reduced and inductively and deductively analyzed the data, which was then 

synthesized and reported in order to reflect the themes of the study. A seven-case study 

format that was written in a factual analytic level, using the natural language of the 

participants as much as possible, was firstly used. Secondly data was presented in a 

cross case format in which similarities and/or differences between participants' 

perspectives were pointed out and interpreted within the context of national and 

international research and debate. 

Establishing trustworthiness 

In order to obtain a high credibility of the final results, we applied the techniques of data 

sources triangulation and peer debriefing, elaborated a reflexive diary, conducted 

member checks and described the context of the study in an extremely detailed manner, 

which implied descriptions of participants' personal and professional backgrounds and 

interests in order to provide a data base that makes transferability judgments possible 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Results 

The knowledge that we obtained from data collection and analysis is synthesized and 

reported in the following paragraphs in order to reflect the themes of the study. 

Additionally, this knowledge will be discussed across several cultural boundaries, while 

drawing attention to the different, yet converging, international understandings of 

learning difficulties. 

1. The existence of the learning difficulties as a construct 

None of the Portuguese participants questioned the existence of learning disabilities, 

which implies that there was an absence of post-modern visions. In fact, participant's 

perspectives were in contrast to the notion that learning difficulties are a function of 

social, political and educational demands. Assuming the existence of a construct on the 

part of the scientific community could direct us to the elaboration of an official 

conceptual definition, which, according to the participants, should include the following 

components: neurological dysfunction, individual life-span, academic deficits (reading, 

writing and math), discrepancy between ability and achievement, intra-individual 

differences and the exclusion of other kinds of special educational needs or 

disadvantages. 

The seven participants used the term learning difficulties synonymously with learning 

disorders, learning disabilities, learning problems and severe learning problems to 

describe students with essentially the same characteristics. Despite the fact that this 

diversity of terminology exists, there is no unanimity between participants regarding the 

need to establish a singular term by which to designate this construct. On the one hand, 

one can put forward a strong argument that in order for a new term to hold legitimacy, it 

must be better than the existing one, which means it must add more information and 

something new in order for it to be accepted with the minimum of opposition 

(Algozzine, 1985). On the other hand, a new term should arise considering that if it is 

used to refer to a concept for multiple purposes, it should refer to a single entity, allow 

for a differentiation from other concepts, enhance communication, represent current 

knowledge and be robust enough in its operationalization (Luckasson & Reeve, 2001). 

As a result, we suggest that the term specific learning difficulties be used in order to 

describe a group of children who have specific learning and cognitive difficulties due to 

neurobiological dysfunction. Specific learning difficulties would meet the above-

mentioned criteria and additionally would (1) underlie the fact that learning difficulties 

are specific in the sense that each of these disorders of learning and cognition 

significantly affect a relatively thin range of academic and performance outcomes 

(Bradley et al., 2002) as students respond to school and community demands, (2) be 

restricted to those students whose response to research-based multi-level general 

education interventions is dramatically inferior to that of class peers (Fuchs, 2002), (3) 

remind us that there is a small group of students whose learning problems have an 

intrinsic etiology (Elkins, 2007) and (4) be relevant and less stigmatizing in educational 

settings and, at the same time, underline the potential severity of this type of academic 

failure (Algozzine, 1985). 

In reference to international terminology associated with this concept, the above-

suggested term would be synonymous to the terms instrumental disabilities from 

Belgium, specific learning disabilities used in USA legislation, learning disabilities, the 

Canadian term, the specific learning difficulties terminology used in the UK and 

learning difficulties and learning disabilities used in Australia (Department for 
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Education and Skills, 2005; IDEA, 2004; Klassen, 2002; Louden et al., 2000; Oakland 

et al., 2007). In this last-mentioned country, school systems or school sectors do not 

generally distinguish between learning disabilities and learning difficulties. However, 

in Queensland, an attempt has been made to reserve the former term for a small group 

of students with literacy and numeracy difficulties with a neurological basis (Elkins, 

2007; Louden et al., 2000), while the term learning difficulties has been used to describe 

those students who had limitations in accessing the academic curriculum due to short- 

or long-term problems in one or more areas of literacy, numeracy and learning how to 

read (Purdie & Ellis, 2005). 

2. The political, social and scientific influences on the field of learning 

difficulties 

In Portugal, from the perspectives of the seven participants, the field of learning 

difficulties is, in essence, more theoretical and scientific than social and political. In 

fact, unlike what happened in the USA, where in the early-1960s parents organized in 

associations established the advocacy for funding and legislation for learning 

disabilities programs (Hallahan, Lloyd, Kauffman, Weiss, & Martinez, 2005), or in 

Australia, where in 1965 a group of remedial teachers from Melbourne started the field 

(Jenkinson, 2006a), in Portugal the field was started in the early-1980s by the actions of 

a researcher who became interested in it due to the influences of Helmer Myklebust and 

Doris Johnson. Since then, it has been influenced more by researchers, who have 

provided a contribution to the diffusion and possible scientific advancement of this field 

according to their academic training, interests and professional duties, than by others. 

The social context can be understood as the action taken by the members of Portuguese 

society, especially the parents of students with learning difficulties. This action, which 

should lead to intervention and social advocacy on the part of the government in order 

for those students to benefit from an education tailored to their characteristics and 

needs, was referenced by one of the participants as not being a tradition in Portugal due 

to its permissive cultural patterns. Two of the participants mentioned that the 

Portuguese Association of Dyslexia, which was formed by parents and professionals, 

could promote more public awareness as well as advocacy in the defence of the rights of 

people with learning difficulties. These actions would then be similar to those observed 

in the international context, which is characterized by the initial and present efforts of 

professionals and parents organized in associations to put forward comprehensive 

definitions, effective educational programming, teacher training, advocacy and public 

awareness (Hallahan et al., 2005; Jenkinson, 2006a, 2006b). 

When mentioning the political context, we are considering the government's 

involvement in the effort to promote research and to develop adequate educational 

policies that help create equal opportunities to those students with learning difficulties. 

Participants in this study were unanimous, suggesting that the lack of governmental 

involvement in the design of coherent and scientifically grounded policies have 

significantly contributed over the years to a slow evolution in the field of learning 

difficulties, particularly regarding specific support for students in public schools. 

Internationally, when governments became interested in learning difficulties, they 

started to come to grips with the recommendations regarding its concept and 

operationalization, identification and assessment procedures, intervention characteristics 

and the provision of resources to support students in public schools (Graham & Bailey, 

2007; Hallahan & Mock, 2003). 
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The influence of the ideas of several international and national researchers (Correia, 

1991; Fonseca, 1984, 1999; Kauffman, Hallahan, & Lloyd, 1998; Kavale, 1988; Kavale, 

Forness, & MacMillan, 1998), along with our findings of unanimity on the importance 

for the growth of this field of governmental and civic involvement, lead us to conclude 

that in Portugal there is the need to find solutions that reach a balance among the 

scientific, social and political contexts. Such a balance would then maximize the 

understanding of what learning difficulties are and thus provide us with the opportunity 

to design effective educational practices. 

3. The identification model of students with learning difficulties 

In this study, the participants' perspectives of the concept of learning difficulties led to 

six different combinations of criteria for identification. Although several participants 

referred the same criteria, there was great variability in its combination, thus giving rise 

to the identification of a multiplicity of students with the most diverse learning 

characteristics. 

Participants were reluctant to use formal standardized tests to identify students and did 

not agree with the use of a mathematical formula or of cut-off scores to determine 

eligibility for support. Still, one of the participants suggested the use of achievement 

standards for reading, writing and math for each school year to assess the Portuguese 

student population. However, he recognized the lack of receptivity of the agents 

involved in the educational context and the need to design formal instruments for this 

purpose. 

Regarding the use in Portugal of a model of identification based on clinical diagnosis, 

we should highlight the fact that a clinical judgment is always considered a critical 

component in any educational system, regardless of the model of identification adopted, 

which implies that it should be exercised with the utmost responsibility and that teacher 

training and in-service professional development programs must address clinical 

judgment skills (Bradley et al., 2002). 

Today, due to the movement to include students with special needs in regular schools, 

many of the premises we have mentioned above are indispensible when one wants to 

implement an adequate system of identification for students with learning difficulties. In 

conclusion, although it is necessary to empirically evaluate which of the participants' 

perspectives would be more appropriate to the Portuguese reality, it is important to bear 

in mind that the absence of a system of identification makes it difficult to understand the 

nature of learning difficulties, inhibits decisions concerning the directions to follow in 

terms of organization and promotion of intervention, hinders communication between 

professionals, keeps attention away from the students' situation and prevents research 

(Ariel, 1992). 

4. The model for school support for students with learning difficulties 

According to the participants, the existence of an ongoing school support system 

benefits not only students with learning difficulties and their families, but also society. 

However, their conceptualization of this support varies considerably with respect to: (1) 

the environment where the support should be provided – in or outside the regular 

classroom, (2) who should be responsible for the organization and provision of this 

support – a classroom teacher, a tutor, a special education teacher or a team of 

professionals and (3) the kind of training that those professionals receive in order to 

provide adequate and specialized support – in special education, learning difficulties or 
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in reading. Alongside these differences of perspectives towards specialized support, the 

participants still mentioned: (1) the need for the educational system to focus on the 

prevention of school failure, (2) the importance of implementing early intervention 

programs, (3) the need for students with lower academic and behavior achievement to 

benefit from a support system, (4) the complex scenarios that arise when the regular 

classroom teacher has to deal with the diversity of cultural backgrounds, the personal 

and academic needs and the emotional and behavioural characteristics of students; (5) 

the difficulty that the regular classroom teacher encounters in the implementation of 

individualized specific support to those students with learning difficulties and (6) the 

need for the educational system to be evaluated regarding its efficiency in adequately 

supporting students with learning difficulties, as well as their families. 

Discussion 

These diverse opinions allow us to hypothesize that there is no generalized 

understanding among these participants of what kind of support system should be 

implemented for students with learning difficulties and what is understood as special 

education. With respect to an adequate and effective support system, many researchers, 

both national and international, defend the implementation in schools of multi-level 

models that progressively implement more intensive interventions, making it possible in 

a more direct and explicit way to diminish the academic and behaviour needs of 

students with learning difficulties (Bradley et al., 2002; Correia, 1997; Lane & Beebe-

Frankenberger, 2004). Specifically, Portuguese schools can implement a multi- tier 

intervention approach, which has been proposed, recommended and used by different 

educational systems and researchers studying methods to better identify and support 

students with learning difficulties. For example, in Australia a three-wave literacy 

instruction has been used for many years in schools as a flexible and responsive 

approach to early identification, intervention and support for students with significant 

reading problems (Graham & Bailey, 2007). The first intervention level is high-quality 

classroom programs, the second is early interventions recovery reading or mathematic 

programs and the third is ongoing support for those students in the middle and upper 

primary years who have persistent difficulties and need severely time-limited support 

(Elkins, 2007). Also, in the USA a multi-tier response-to-intervention approach has 

been applied. In this case, the first level of support again focuses on preventing 

academic and behavioural problems from occurring by providing all students with 

classroom instruction based on scientific research and by screening students' academic 

performance at least three times a year (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Speece, 2002; Vaughn, 

Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-Thompson, 2007). Tier two is designed to meet the needs 

of those students for whom classroom instruction is not sufficient to meet their needs 

and, as a result, present a level of performance and a rate of improvement (dual 

discrepancy) dramatically below those of their classroom peers (Fuchs, Fuchs, & 

Speece, 2002). To promote the academic and behaviour progress of these students, an 

additional, intensive and small-group instruction is provided on a daily basis with the 

aim of supporting and reinforcing the skills being taught by the regular teacher within 

the classroom. Students who continue to show dual discrepancy in acquiring necessary 

academic skills after this type of intervention enter a tier-three support group, which 

involves an extended specialized intervention plan, characterized by instruction that is 

more explicit and intensive and specifically designed to meet their individual academic 

and behaviour needs (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1997, 1998; Gresham, 2002; Vaughn, Wanzek, 

Woodruff, & Linan-Thompson, 2007). 
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The advantages of this multi-tier approach include: (1) early identification and 

intervention, (2) reduction in the number of students with academic failure, (3) the use 

of evidence-based instruction in the classroom, (4) the existence of a link between 

student assessment and instruction, (5) the increase of responsibility for the regular 

education teacher, (6) the increase of collaboration between professionals and families, 

(7) the diminishing of bureaucracy, (8) close attention to students' outcomes and needs, 

(9) the decrease of false positive cases and (10) the reduction of bias in the referral 

process (Fuchs, 2002; Fuchs, Fuchs, & Speece, 2002; Graham & Bailey, 2007; Grimes, 

2002; Vaughn, 2002; Vaughn et al., 2007; Vellutino, 2002). 

Since the establishment of the 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act in the USA, the response-to-intervention approach can be 

used by schools not only as a way to support students with academic failure, but also as 

one of the several procedures for identifying students with specific learning disabilities. 

It is intended to be used as an alternative for the IQ-achievement discrepancy model, 

which was considered by researchers to have little empirical justification and contested 

by parents and professionals (Hallahan & Mercer, 2002). Although, the response-to-

intervention approach is far more promising than the IQ discrepancy approach, there are 

several concerns related to its effectiveness. In fact, the work that has been developed 

with schools as well as research is showing the challenges that educators are facing as 

they attempt to make response-to-intervention approaches a reality (Bryant et al., 2008). 

Some of these concerns are: (1) the existence of appropriately trained personnel as well 

as physical resources, (2) the knowledge that is necessary to implement a response-to-

intervention approach across age and academics, (3) the identification and verification 

of the implementation of validated and highly effective interventions, (4) the 

relationship between response-to-intervention and the multiple curriculum found in 

schools, (5) the costs added to the school system, (6) the inclusion of institutional as 

well as teacher variables, (7) the adequacy of screening and progress monitoring 

measures that are used, (8) the change in the roles of teachers and (9) the integration of 

secondary interventions into the school daily schedule (Fuchs, 2002; Gerber, 2003; 

Graham & Bailey, 2007; Margolis, 2012; Mastropieri, 2003; Vaughn, 2002). 

An examination conducted by Hughes and Dexter (2011) of published field studies on 

the effectiveness of the entire response-to-intervention approach concluded that: (1) 

students' academic results showed some level of improvement, (2) that most of the 

research was conducted in early reading and math skills, (3) that almost no research was 

carried out in higher-level reading or math skills, writing, science or social studies 

research and (4) that overall rates for special education referral and placement remained 

fairly constant, with only a few studies showing a small decrease in those rates. The 

results also show that the existence of extensive and continuing professional 

development, administrative support, teacher buy-in and sufficient coordination meeting 

time are factors that support development and sustainability of response-to-intervention 

approaches. The authors of the study also underlined that more research with better 

designs is needed to assist professionals who apply this approach. 

Conclusion 

Our study highlights the universal issues regarding the existence of learning difficulties 

as a construct, the terminology, the political, social and scientific influences on the field 

and the models of identification and of school support for students. Apart from the 

replication to which this study could be subjected, there are other issues needing further 

research. For example: (1) seeking to realize the impact of the different models of 
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identification and support on the characteristics of identified students, (2) investigating 

in what way students with learning difficulties are distinguished from those who exhibit 

academic failure, (3) examining the impact of different interventions on the academic 

success of students with learning difficulties and (4) developing and researching 

evaluation tools as well as effective intervention programs. Therefore, based on the 

results of this study, we recommend that other groups besides university professors be 

heard, particularly those constituted by parents and professionals, who can play a 

critical role in getting lawmakers and the general public to respect and protect the rights 

of individuals with learning difficulties. 

Moreover, taking into consideration that the advances in the knowledge of learning 

difficulties are the result of a careful, systematic and persistent research (Hallahan, 

Kauffman, & Lloyd, 1999) and that the need for research has been one of the core issues 

mentioned by the participants in our study, we propose the formation of a Portuguese 

learning difficulties research institute, which would be connected with a university 

research centre funded by Foundation of Science and Technology. Furthermore, the 

existence of this institute, combined with stable funding during a given period of time 

and the existence of human and material resources, would also allow researchers to 

study and carry out some of the aspects mentioned by the participants as being future 

challenges such as: longitudinal research, production of materials, evaluation of tests 

and intervention programs based on credible research and the dissemination of 

information. In this way, one would be able to foster a concerted and credible research 

program, whose results could make a marketable difference through dissemination of a 

deeper knowledge of the phenomenon of learning difficulties and in the implementation 

of appropriate educational practices. Although acknowledging that the creation of a 

national institute may be a project that would be carried out in the medium and long 

term, the benefits inherent to its creation would certainly have remarkable 

repercussions, not only on students with learning difficulties and their families, but also 

on society at large. 

Finally, the most important aspect of this study is its possible contribution to an active 

debate of parents, students, researchers, policymakers and practitioners over policies 

and researched-based concepts and practices that provide quality education for students 

with learning difficulties. In this way, learning difficulties, “although complex, tangled, 

ambiguous and even poorly defined, are nonetheless real and important to those who 

engage over them” (Gerber, 2000, p. 30). 
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