
Invited Commentary | Psychiatry

The Importance of Defining Shared Criteria for the Diagnosis
of Nonverbal Learning Disability
Irene C. Mammarella, PhD

The interest in nonverbal learning disability (NVLD) has increased during the past several years.
NVLD is a relatively unknown neurodevelopment disorder characterized by visuospatial difficulties,
such as problems in learning or encoding through pictures, processing gestures or motor patterns,
and orienting in space. Children with NVLD usually have good verbal abilities and a refined
vocabulary but can develop emotional difficulties.1 The fact that NVLD is still nearly unknown is
demonstrated by its absence in the international classification systems.

Margolis et al2 aimed to estimate the prevalence of NVLD by using 3 large data sets available in
the US and Canada. The following criteria were used to estimate the prevalence of the disorder: a
discrepancy between verbal and perceptual abilities of 15 points or more and intact single-word
reading abilities. In addition, patients have to have deficits in at least 2 domains among fine-motor
skills, math calculation, visual executive functioning, or social skills. Also, they could not meet the
criteria for autism spectrum disorder (ASD). After having applied sample and inflation weights, the
authors estimated that a range of approximately 3% to 4% of patients had NVLD.

To my knowledge, this study was the first to attempt to estimate the prevalence of NVLD by
using a large pool of data, and it is a significant contribution that sheds further light on the
importance of increasing systematic research in this field. Although researchers have made a
remarkable effort in recent years to define and study children with NVLD,3,4 the greater limitation of
the study by Margolis et al2 is that the prevalence has been estimated in the absence of explicit and
consistent criteria for the diagnosis of the disorder.5 The authors used some of the most common
criteria previously used in the literature; however, visuospatial deficits were only estimated by using
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale, with a discrepancy between verbal and visuoperceptual indexes.
However, in their research, Semrud-Clikeman et al3 compared children with NVLD with children who
had ASD or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder and with typically developing children on several
neuropsychological tasks. They found that the children with NVLD had more impairment than did
those with ASD or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder on measures of visuoconstructive skills,
such as the Visual-Motor Integration Test6 and the Rey Complex Figure Test, and on measures of
visual perception, such as the Judgment of Line Orientation Test.7 Mammarella et al8 used
visuoconstructive (such as the Rey complex figure test) and visuospatial working memory tasks to
differentiate between NLVD and ASD. Of importance, the groups with NVLD and ASD had similar full-
scale IQ and visuoperceptual reasoning index of the Wechsler scales; thus, differences in the
experimental tasks could not be attributable to a low overall or visuospatial intelligence in the group
with NVLD. The results revealed that performance in the group with NVLD was worse in both the
visuospatial domains examined (ie, visuoconstructive and visuospatial working memory tasks),
suggesting the importance of examining in-depth visuospatial processing skills (not only
visuoperceptual reasoning) to differentiate these disorders. Rourke’s criteria for defining children
with NVLD were based on the discrepancy between verbal and visuospatial intelligence; however,
this approach has been criticized by other researchers.9,10 Among the problems related to this
criterion is the weakness of a discrepancy criterion. Within the diagnostic criteria for a corresponding
verbal disorder (eg, the specific language disorder), the Verbal Intelligence Index is not required to
be particularly low. Thus, it is possible that by using measures of visuospatial processing (and not a
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discrepancy between verbal and visuoperceptual reasoning indexes), the prevalence of NVLD could
change in the population.

Another point to consider in estimating the prevalence of NVLD is motor functioning in these
children. As suggested by Poletti,10 further support regarding the independence between
visuospatial and motor coordination abilities is needed. To our knowledge, no studies have compared
children with NVLD with those with developmental coordination disorder. Although children with
NVLD typically have fine-motor skill problems, to date, no data are available on their gross motor skill
abilities or possible comorbidities with the developmental coordination disorder.

In summary, the study by Margolis et al2 added crucial data about the estimated prevalence of
NLVD and serves as an incentive to making progress in the study of this disorder. However, those
estimates should be repeated once shared criteria are met. Until now, the lack of clearly defined
criteria has impeded research and clinical applications, but a consensus is needed for moving forward
in the recognition of NVLD for many reasons. First, for research purposes, the results of different
studies should be compared. Shared criteria could allow the determination of how the disorder is
associated with social, academic, and emotional development across the lifespan and aid in the
development of specific interventions to help individuals with NVLD. Second, but no less important,
shared criteria could ensure that children with NVLD are correctly identified and do not receive
misdiagnoses of other disorders. A misdiagnosis may have severe negative consequences, creating
confusion and uncertainty for families, teachers, and children. The diagnostic category is usually
crucial to the choice of the most appropriate intervention because an imprecise diagnosis prompts
the adoption of measures intended for other disorders.1 A definitive recognition of NVLD in the
international classification systems is not only important to further our knowledge but also
particularly essential to help clinicians, teachers, and families.
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