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The National Joint Committee on Learning Dis-
abilities (NJCLD) believes it is essential that educa-
tors be prepared to meet the needs of all students,
including students with learning disabilities who
have unique needs. The NJCLD believes that compre-
hensive, interdisciplinary programs are necessary to
ensure adequate preparation of professionals in edu-
cation. Only then will there be the healthy exchange
of ideas that will lead to a more complete view of how
individuals learn. An interdisciplinary approach pro-
motes the development and use of a core body of
knowledge about human development, learning
theory, language acquisition and disorders, and cul-
tural and linguistic diversity, as well as relevant
knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and methods of
associated disciplines. The purpose of this report is

to identify the core competencies that the NJCLD
believes are essential for both general and special
educators who work with children with learning dis-
abilities. The first part of the paper delineates com-
petencies for general education teachers. The second
part delineates additional competencies needed by
special education teachers. Although these competen-
cies represent the ideal, we believe they are worthy
goals toward which every teacher preparation pro-
gram should strive as they undergo program review.

Preparation of General Education
Teachers in a Core Curriculum
All prospective teachers need to have, at a mini-

mum, an overview of the scope and sequence of the
curriculum from kindergarten through 12th grade.
In addition, teachers should be well prepared in
their subject areas and understand the central con-
cepts and tools of inquiry in these areas.

The curricular areas required for all prospective
teachers are reading, writing, communication skills,
mathematics, social studies, the sciences, health/
physical education, fine arts, and vocational/transi-
tion education. The emphasis in early childhood is
on sensorimotor and social/emotional development,
listening and speaking, and emerging reading, writ-
ing, and mathematical skills. In elementary grades
the emphasis is on teaching and learning in reading,
writing, and mathematics. During middle school the
shift to classes by content area requires that children
develop higher-level cognitive skills and understand
the underlying concepts. Work on reading, writing,
and reasoning within specific content areas through-
out middle and high school is necessary. Also nec-
essary is the integration of technology into all areas
of instruction. Various professional organizations
may assist in formulating specific knowledge and
skill competencies for each of the content areas.
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Although the majority of students with learning
disabilities have specific difficulty in the area of read-
ing, spelling, or writing (Lyon, 1995), most of these
students are placed in general education classrooms.
Reading researchers have reached consensus that
most reading and spelling disabilities originate with
specific impairment of language processing. There-
fore, in order to prevent problems in acquiring writ-
ten language and to provide timely intervention for
this major problem, general education teachers (es-
pecially in preschool and primary classrooms), spe-
cial educators, speech-language pathologists, and
other school-based personnel must have a thorough
knowledge of the structure of oral and written lan-
guage and its influence on literacy (Moats, 1994). In
the content areas for which they are responsible and
in other subjects, teachers must demonstrate profi-
ciency in their spoken language, reading, and writ-
ing. Teachers also must be competent to teach word
analysis, spelling, reading comprehension, and the
writing process.

Students with learning disabilities also may have
problems with mathematical calculations and reason-
ing. Therefore, general classroom teachers also must
have a thorough knowledge and understanding of
mathematical concepts and relationships and instruc-
tional techniques to assist such students in general
education classrooms. Classroom mathematics in-
struction must be explicit and progress through three
levels: concrete, representational, and abstract.

Teachers and others who work with students
who have learning disabilities need to determine how
their students’ learning differences affect their acqui-
sition of knowledge. All prospective teachers should
be taught how to individualize instruction and how
to determine when and how to make accommoda-
tions and modifications.

Collaboration among teaching professionals is a
relatively new concept. With the current emphasis on
mainstreaming (including students with disabilities
in general education classrooms), general and special
education teachers must work together cooperatively.
General educators provide extensive knowledge in
content areas; special educators and other specialists
bring a variety of instructional techniques and knowl-
edge that are especially beneficial to students with
learning disabilities. Too often either the general or
the special education teacher is relegated to an ancil-
lary role. Successful collaboration requires an equal
partnership, willingness to collaborate, good com-
munication skills, cooperation among the partici-
pating teachers, adequate planning time, and
administrative support (NJCLD, 1994a).

Collaboration may include co-teaching situations
in which special educators teach alongside their gen-
eral education counterparts in the regular classroom.
If this is the case, co-teachers may have to learn class-
room management techniques and teaching strate-
gies to accommodate their colleagues’ teaching styles.

In teacher preparation programs general and
special education professors should model collabo-
ration by teaching classes together and designing
integrated training programs. Professors involved in
successful collaboration should serve as mentors for
those entering teaching, those who provide related
services, or experienced teachers who embark on new
collaborative teaching experiences. Successful prac-
titioners may assist in teaching students the funda-
mentals of collaborative teaching.

All graduates of teacher preparation programs
need the following core competencies to help them
work with students who have learning disabilities:

Definitions and Characteristics
• have knowledge of current definitions and

characteristics of individuals with learning
disabilities and how these disabilities affect
students’ development and educational per-
formance

Rights and Procedures
• have knowledge of legal rights of the students

and parents/guardians and the responsibili-
ties of teachers and schools regarding special
education and related services

• have knowledge of procedures for accessing
and providing special education and related
services (i.e., prereferral, referral, and imple-
mentation)

Student Evaluation
• be familiar with commonly used instruments

for assessment of students with learning dis-
abilities

• identify informally each child’s strengths and
weaknesses across developmental areas

• use various formal and informal assessment
techniques, including observation, interviews,
samples of student work, student self-assess-
ments, and teacher-made tests

• evaluate student performance on an ongoing
basis in order to make instructional modifica-
tions and referrals when appropriate

• modify/adapt assessment tools in order to
meet the specific needs of students with learn-
ing disabilities

• use grading procedures appropriate to the
needs of students with learning disabilities



Instruction
• develop and implement lesson plans to meet

students’ unique needs as identified in Indi-
vidualized Education Programs (IEPs)

• demonstrate knowledge of the continuum of
services and placements for students with
learning disabilities

• plan and implement instruction in collabora-
tion with the special education teacher when
indicated

• modify instruction given students’ unique
learning characteristics

• modify instruction given such external factors
as size of groupings, seating, pace of instruc-
tion, and noise level

• adapt technology for students with learning
disabilities

• integrate students with learning disabilities
into the academic and social classroom com-
munity

Social/Emotional Development
• model respect and acceptance of students with

learning disabilities
• provide opportunities for meaningful and

ongoing social interactions among all students
• recognize and reinforce all student successes,

even the small ones, to enhance self-esteem

Classroom Management
• demonstrate various classroom management

techniques that assist students with learning
disabilities in their social interaction and self-
regulation

• facilitate the participation of all students in
large- and small-group interaction.

Relationships With Families and Colleagues
• promote positive attitudes toward individuals

with disabilities and their families
• understand the child’s culture and community
• develop an effective partnership with the fam-

ily in the education of the child
• establish and maintain collegial relationships

with school and community

Preparation of Special Education
Teachers
Teachers planning to specialize in learning dis-

abilities must have the core competencies required for
general education teachers and an in-depth knowl-
edge of the diverse nature of learning disabilities. A

curriculum for preparing learning disabilities teach-
ers should build on the competencies developed in
the general education program (see above). To maxi-
mize learner outcomes, educators should have an
opportunity to apply what they have learned in both
supervised classroom settings and through carefully
constructed classroom assignments. An earlier paper
(NJCLD, 1994b) made the point that prospective
teachers require ongoing practica and fieldwork to
gain comprehensive experience in both general and
special education. These practica should be super-
vised by master teachers and clinicians.

The NJCLD believes that educators who are
earning degrees as learning disability specialists
should have the following core competencies:

Definitions and Characteristics
• demonstrate an understanding of the major

theories, contributors, history, and trends in
the field of learning disabilities

• demonstrate an understanding of (a) the char-
acteristics of students with learning disabilities
across the developmental spectrum, (b) cul-
tural influences, (c) social/emotional develop-
ment, and (d) medical interventions

• understand the differences between learning
disabilities and other exceptionalities

Rights and Procedures
• know federal, state, and local laws and regu-

lations that directly affect students with learn-
ing disabilities

• understand and be able to discuss current le-
gal and ethical issues in special education

Student Evaluation
• evaluate the impact of related factors on a

student’s learning (e.g., self-regulatory behav-
ior, social perception, social interaction)

• administer and interpret various assessment
measures (e.g., formal and informal, achieve-
ment- and process-oriented instruments) to
identify learning disabilities

• work on a multidisciplinary team to problem-
solve and to determine prereferral interven-
tions or eligibility for special education
services

• understand the biases and limitations of as-
sessment tools used to identify the abilities and
disabilities of diverse learners

• identify and use alternative grading proce-
dures (e.g., oral presentations, projects, port-
folios).



Instruction
• demonstrate competence in developing indi-

vidualized education programs (IEPs) and
working with a multidisciplinary team to
translate diagnostic data into interventions

• determine prereferral intervention strategies
for students suspected of having learning dis-
abilities

• match the unique needs of these students with
mandated services along the continuum

• demonstrate the ability to use various special-
ized methods and materials (e.g., multisensory
approaches)

• use assistive technology in instruction across
the curriculum

• recommend to general educators appropriate
academic modifications and accommodations
(e.g., extended time on exams, alternative test
formats, spell checkers, audiotaped instruc-
tional materials)

• provide instruction in life skills and prepara-
tion for transitions from elementary to middle
school, middle to high school, and high school
to adult living

• provide instruction in learning strategies (e.g.,
self-monitoring) and organizational strategies
(e.g., note-taking, time management, study
skills)

Social/Emotional Development
• understand the psychosocial variables affect-

ing self-esteem, behavior, and academic
progress

• understand the impact of the complexities and
pervasive psychological effects of learning dis-
abilities

• teach students self-awareness (e.g., under-
standing one’s strengths and weaknesses),
self-determination (e.g., goal-setting, decision-
making and problem-solving), and self-advo-
cacy

• teach students social skills to enhance social
competence in school, outside school, and in
work settings

Classroom Management
• collaborate with the general education teacher

to assist in differentiating between primary
behavior problems and those secondary to the
learning disability

• develop and implement strategies to help stu-
dents manage and regulate their behaviors in
school

Relationships with Families and Colleagues
• provide effective resource assistance to and/

or collaborate with general education teachers
• be involved with various parent and profes-

sional organizations and advocate for indi-
viduals with disabilities

• be able to collaborate with families to meet the
child’s special needs in the home

• collaborate and consult with related service
providers, administrators, community ser-
vices agencies, and others in planning for fur-
ther education, careers, and transition/
vocational programming

For more detailed descriptions of competencies
of teachers of students with learning disabilities, re-
fer to What Every Special Educator Must Know: The In-
ternational Standards for the Preparation and Certification
of Special Education Teachers (1995), Council for Excep-
tional Children, Reston, VA.

Summary
The NJCLD believes that comprehensive interdis-

ciplinary education programs are necessary for the
preparation of all education professionals. To serve
the needs of students with learning disabilities most
effectively, all preservice teachers should have prepa-
ration that includes the competencies descibed in this
paper. Furthermore, professionals who specialize in
learning disabilities must have had additional expe-
riences to demonstrate proficiency in all competen-
cies described in this report.
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