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Abstract 

Students with learning disabilities (SLD) are 

increasingly present in post-secondary environments 

in Canada [9]. Current research has examined 

fragmented components of their lived experiences 

such as factors that facilitate success or failure at 

school, personal attributes and characteristics. The 

existing studies remain somewhat reductive in their 

scope, failing to address or holistically capture the 

multi-faceted dimensions of the disability experience, 

and often framing it in terms of at-risk or deficit 

models of disability. This paper will provide a brief 

review of the existing research in this area which 

reveals both the important contributions of studies to 

date and the opportunity for new kinds of methods 

and questions in accessing the complex experiences 

of SLD in school. As such, the paper will also 

highlight the author’s current research efforts to 

continue to examine these themes more holistically. 

1. Introduction

     Students with learning disabilities (SLD) face a 

variety of barriers while pursuing their education 

throughout their lifetime [7]. These barriers, which 

are multiple and complex, range from ineffective 

instruction for those with learning disabilities (LD), 

to a lack of accommodations (i.e., adaptations such 

as additional time to complete assignments and the 

availability of assistive technology) [8].  Such factors 

have been shown to adversely influence students’ 

development, thus impacting their overall education 

and life outcomes [4].  

     These problems continue at the post-secondary 

level, where, despite the growth of inclusive policies, 

pedagogy, and research agendas, SLD continue to 

experience disparate achievement and outcomes 

when compared to their non-disabled [9]. Such 

students face significant challenges and barriers 

specific to higher education; they may, for instance, 

be unable to advocate for themselves or may be 

unwilling to disclose their LD to access 

accommodations that would mitigate the impact of 

their LD and improve their academic achievement 

[8], [10]. Addressing such challenges will necessitate 

further methodologically diverse research in this 

area. 

     An in-depth survey of the literature reveals both 

the important contributions of studies to date and the 

opportunity for new kinds of methods and questions 

in accessing the complex experiences of SLD in  

school. The quantitative studies, first, establish 

discernable relationships between identified 

variables that affect the developmental aspects of 

SLD and their participation and achievement in 

school. This literature is particularly valuable in 

identifying key variables as well as establishing 

relationships between discernable variables that 

affect key outcomes. These include developmental 

(psychological) variables – self-concept, self-esteem, 

self-efficacy – and outcomes such as academic, 

social, emotional, health, PS participation and 

vocation. The qualitative research, as we have seen, 

looks at these established relationships, variables and 

seeks to address or deepen understanding of the 

causes, effects and mechanisms that they suggest, 

such as the relationship between how SLD think and 

feel about themselves and their established 

relationship to academic achievement. While the 

qualitative research addresses similar mechanisms, it 

does so by asking different questions – for example, 

by interrogating students’ perceptions of barriers and 

facilitators to their achievement. 

Qualitative and quantitative research thus 

contribute in different and complementary ways to 

our understanding of variables that influence how 

SLD experience their education. By focusing 

attention on meaning making, the qualitative 

research carries this understanding forward, bringing 

us closer to understanding the problem from the 

perspectives of SLD.  By allowing students to voice 

their perceptions and thoughts through their stories, 

it offers insights into their lived experiences. As 

noted above, however, the existing studies remain 

somewhat reductive in their scope, failing to address 

or holistically capture the multi-faceted dimensions 

of the disability experience, and often framing it in 

terms of at-risk or deficit models of disability.  

     For evidence of this reductionism we may look to 

one group of studies discussed above – those 

focusing on the internal and personal factors 

influencing SLD. Such studies suggest that self-

concept, self-efficacy and self-esteem play critical 

roles in the educational achievement, degree 

attainment and life outcomes [4]. Analysis of these 

factors tends to be primarily quantitative, highly 

fragmented, and limited. Some quantitative studies 

have framed factors in binary terms (e.g., Zheng et 

al., 2014). Factors have been examined and 

understood largely as constituted in relation to 

something else such as non-learning disabled peers 

[1], [6], [7], [8], or achievement. For example, some 
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scholars have associated academic self-concept with 

grade point average, thus limiting their questions to 

the relationship between self-perceptions of ability 

and its influence on achievement [7], [10]. 

Collectively, these actions result in scholarship that 

offers a relatively distilled portrait of the internal 

factors. 

 

2. A New Approach: Interpretive Case 

Study 
 

     What needs to be developed, therefore, is a more 

in-depth, sophisticated understanding that extends 

beyond the normative attributes and perspectives of 

students to comprehend who they are as a whole – 

human beings. In my research to date, I endeavor to 

achieve this via interpretive case study informed by 

philosophical hermeneutics. The goal, as in other 

such studies, is to develop an understanding of how 

individuals experience and construct their world [5]. 

It is my intention to transform my understanding of 

the participants’ experiences through dialectical 

engagement with participants and through 

identifying whole-part relationships. This 

interpretive approach will allow for a deep insight 

into the “complex world of lived experience from the 

point of view of those who live it” [13]. 

     In so doing, I seek to discern key patterns and 

themes to develop a holistic understanding of high-

achieving SLD and their experiences in school. This 

holistic understanding has the potential to inform 

decisions regarding practices, pedagogy and policies, 

which may ultimately improve the participation of 

SLD in higher education – thus helping them to 

improve their achievement and reach their full 

potential. Accordingly, to address these questions, I 

am conducting an interpretive inquiry (specifically, a 

qualitative interpretive case study) guided by 

hermeneutics [1], [5]. This involves interviewing two 

female and one male academically high-achieving 

university students who self-identify with LD. I am 

developing a case study for each student before 

studying similarities and differences within and 

among the four cases. To develop the case studies, I 

am using the format suggested by Ellis [3]: a) an 

introduction or narrative portrait that offers a holistic 

sense of the person; b) an introduction to the site(s) – 

i.e., the programs, institutions, times and places – in 

which the students’ experiences occurred; c) 

examples of these experiences; and d) the 

participant’s expressed views about the experiences. 

The interviews include four clusters of open-ended 

questions on the following topics to invite other 

memories and ideas for the participants to share: a) 

their lives in general; b) their earlier years; c) their 

earlier school experiences from kindergarten through 

grade 12; and d) their university experience. In a 

second follow-up interview the participants will be 

invited to say more about the experiences or ideas 

mentioned in the first interview.  

     The case studies are interpretive in emphasis [5]. 

This means that I am making sense of the data in part 

by using my preconceptions and pre-understandings, 

and I am using my own judgement to evaluate and 

improve upon the interpretations [1]. This will be a 

rigorous process guided and informed by key ideas 

and metaphors in hermeneutics. These include the 

identification of whole-part relationships (that is, 

gaining a clear understanding of the co-constituted 

inter-relationship between the individual and their 

world) [6]; heightened attention to language and 

discourse communities (that is, the political and 

historical context in which the individuals speak) [2]; 

and the use of the hermeneutic circle in interpretation 

(that is, making initial sense of the data in light of 

one’s own interpretive framework, and later re-

examining the data for gaps, inconsistencies and 

contradictions). Based on this analysis, I will 

produce a holistic account of each participant’s 

experience in school that offers insights into the 

complexity of that experience, uncovering richly 

nuanced data that have never been accessed before. 

     The significance of this research lies in advancing 

our understanding of high-achieving students with 

learning disabilities in post-secondary education. 

Accessing the voices of these students will provide 

unique insight into the friction between policy, 

practice, and lived experience. This understanding 

can inform and enhance decisions regarding 

practices, pedagogy and policies to enable students 

with learning disabilities to fully participate in higher 

education and improve their achievement. 

 

3. Building Qualitative Foundations: A 

Call for Diversity 
 

     The work of the researcher is only one small 

contribution to a field of study in need of 

methodologically diverse approaches for the 

examination of academically high-achieving SLD. 

These approaches should also be sensitive to who 

these individuals are – their educational and 

occupational profiles, aspects of their identity and 

the contexts in which they live. 

 

3.1. Methodological diversity 
 

While the diversity of methods is important, there 

are approaches that would be more productive in this 

context or for achieving the goals of rich, in-depth 

understanding of the experiences of SLD. In the case 

of ethnography or grounded theory, while these 

approaches are valuable in other contexts, there are 

arguably not optimal for the stated aims and 

objectives of understanding SLD. These two 

approaches can potentially produce a homogeneous 
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view or understanding of SLD which may contribute 

to labelling and stigmatization, and to ineffective 

teaching, assessment and accommodations.  

     By contrast, other qualitative approaches may be 

better suited to access the depth and complexity of 

these individuals which is absent in the existing 

research. Interpretive approaches involve learning 

about the thoughts and experiences that inform 

human action [2]. The researcher’s purpose is to 

work holistically to learn the thinking, feeling and 

the intent or meaning behind another’s actions and in 

so doing, “come to see how their thoughts and 

behaviour are reasonable and coherent”. 

Accordingly, Ellis [2] notes, the aim of interpretive 

research is to “develop new insight or new learning 

that transforms the researcher’s understanding such 

that he or she can think more richly and act more 

usefully in relation to the problem or question 

studied”. As such, the researcher uses key ideas 

about interpretive inquiry and in this case, those from 

hermeneutics, to contribute to the ongoing 

development and transformation of the researcher’s 

understanding of the experiences of others and how 

they make meaning and sense of their lives. 

Interpretive case study, as described above, is one 

such interpretive approach.  

      

3.2. Contextual diversity 
 

This refers to different situations in which 

persons with LD find themselves. Contextual 

diversity could include, however, is not limited to 

national and or provincial contexts in which 

institutions are located, local discourses, institutional 

policy and makeup (e.g., secular versus religious), 

and elite schools versus non-research-based 

institutions. Are these problematic? Context thus can 

impact how LD are conceived of, responded to, 

accommodated, and how people interact with SLD. 

Consequently, this contributes to how meaning and 

significance is ascribed by those with LD. 

 

3.3. Intersectional diversity 
 

Intersectional diversity encompasses different 

aspects of identity that might influence or inform 

both the context and the ways in which SLD 

experience and make meaning from their lives. 

These aspects can include gender expression, 

religion, community, occupation, sex, culture, age, 

socioeconomic status, familial education, and 

ethnicity. Such rich dimensions of identity have the 

potential to mediate lived experience, meaning, and 

significance for SLD. 

     By addressing these new forms of diversity with 

new, focused research that will ask questions that 

have not been asked before regarding the 

experiences, thoughts, feelings, meaning and 

significance of SLD, such endeavors have the 

potential to offer new insights that can be used to 

inform legislation, policy and practice. 
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