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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the nuances of special learning disabilities on academic performance among
secondary school students in Rivers State. Three research questions and three corresponding hypotheses
guided the study. Correlational research design was used for the study. A sample size of 630 students in
public secondary schools in Rivers State was drawn from the population using simple random sampling
technique. Instrument titled Specific Learning Disabilities Inventory (SPDI) was used for data collection.
Pearson Product moment correlation statistics was used to answer the research questions and tested the
hypotheses at 0.05 level of significance. The study discovered that dyscalculia, dysgraphia and dyslexia
have a positive relationship with academic performance. Based on the findings, it was recommended that
teachers should take cognizance of students’ performance and report appropriately to parents. Students
should be taught how to handle pencil and pen early enough and also engage them in writing drill every
day. The basic of education is to read and write. Therefore, teachers and parents should collaborate to
enable the students’ achieve the purpose of education.
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INTRODUCTION

Specific learning disability is a malady that hampers students listening speaking, thinking, spelling,
writing ability (Zeepak, 2018). Students with this disability have issues with reading, calculation and
writing. (www.churchillstl.org/learning-disability, 2019). Specific learning disability is a parasol term that
describes numerous kinds of learning problems. The Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA) in
Special Education Guide (2019) defines specific learning disability as a learning problem in one or more
of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, written or spoken,
that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to think, speak, listen, write, spell or do mathematical
calculations. From their point of view, specific learning disability are not problems emanating from
visual, hearing, motor disability, intellectual disability, emotional disturbance, environmental, cultural and
economic disadvantage. This clause helps to distinguish learning disability from other disability
categories specified by IDEA. Specific learning disability (SLD) is the largest category of disability
within Individuals for Disabilities education Act.

As stated by the National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (Known as NICHCY) in
Special Education Guide (2019), Specific learning Disability affects skills in areas such as:

Reading, Writing, Math, Listening, Speaking and Reasoning
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Indicators that a child may have a specific learning disability unveils in primary school. For instance, if a

child finds it difficult learning the alphabet, transforming thought into writing words, difficulty following

direction and having issues with recognizing numbers.

Educational Challenges Associated with Specific Learning Disability according to Ugwu (2012) includes:

Poor reading comprehension

Struggle writing papers and essays

Difficulty understanding lectures

Trouble holding pen/pencil

He further stated that specific learning disability is a neurodevelopmental disorder that starts from school

age sometimes not recognized till adulthood. It is an ongoing problem in one of three areas which

includes: reading, math and writing. Research shows that 5 to 15 percent of school age children struggle

with learning disability, same percent of those with learning disability have reading and one-third of

people with this disability also have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). As the name

implies, it is of the mental disorders commonly associated with children that involves: lack of focus,

attention, uncontrollable, movement and hasty actions without thought (Ranna, 2017). The inability to

identify and properly manage this disorder could pose a huge problem throughout life beyond having

lower academic achievement (American Psychiatry Association, 2019). These problems may include

increased risk of greater psychological distress, poor overall mental heallth, unemployment and school

dropout. Specific learning disability can only be diagnosed during formal education. To be diagnosed

with specific learning disorder, the person must meet the following four criteria.

1. Must have difficulty in at least one of the following areas for at least six months irrespective of
proposed help.

a) Difficulty reading

b) Difficulty understanding what is read

c) Spelling difficulty

d) Problem understanding number concepts of calculations

e) Difficulty with written expression

f)  Difficulty in applying math concepts in solving problems

2. Have academic skills that are substantially below what is expected for the child’s age.

3. The difficulty starts during school agel even though some people do not experience significant
problems until adulthood when academic challenges and daily activities gets tougher.

4. This disability is not as a result of other factors such as intellectual disability, hearing or vision
problem (American Psychiatry Association, 2019).

Specific learning disability is not an intellectual impairment. Students with intellectual impairment are

generally those with reduced cognitive capacity that has global impact on their learning and overall

functioning. Students with specific learning disability have significant difficulty in one academic areas

while coping well and excelling in other aspect of academics, artist and sports (Ugwu, 2012).

The impact of specific learning disability on learning cannot be over emphasized however, specific

learning disability have been noted to have a strong effect on individuals with the following Specific

Learning Disorders:

Dyscalculia: This is a specific learning disability that affects a person’s ability to understand numbers

and learn math facts. Students with this type of SLD may have poor comprehension of mathematical

symbols, counting, simple addition, multiplication, subtraction and difficulty telling the time. Dyscalculia

is a fundamental disorder of mathematical abilities caused by impairment to the parts of the brain used in

mathematical calculations without immediate impairment to one’s general mental abilities (Ugwu, 2012).

As highlighted by MediaCloud (2014), dyscalculia could be identified through the following means:

o Inability to identify a larger digit amid two numbers

o Inability to count fluently

o Difficulty in adding simple numbers mentally

o Problems identifying printed numbers and signs
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° Difficulty using their skill and knowledge to solve mathematical problems

Children with dyscalculia lag behind mathematically in primary and the struggle continues through
secondary school. They develop a sense of dislike for math and math related subjects. They find it very
demanding making a career choice and in adulthood they face difficulty managing their finances (Anna,
2012). David (2017) in his study found that children who are slow in the learning of number words and
Arabic numerals are at a greater risk than other for poor long-term mathematics achievement. Children
with this disorder, show signs of challenges remembering basic mathematical facts, it is not as though
they do not remember number facts like other children at all but instead tend to forget facts rather so
quickly and may not remember as many facts as other children. They equally use immature solution
finding strategies like using finger in counting to solve math problems.

Dysgraphia: Is a specific learning disability that affects a person’s writing ability and motor skill.
Problem may include:

Inconsistent spacing: Students suffering from dysgraphia finds it difficult to maintain a particular
spacing order while writing. This affects their hand writing due to the irregular and indiscriminate spacing
between words.

Poor spelling: This is one of the major issues with students suffering from dysgraphia. The inability to
spell words properly could lead to inability to write. Improper spelling and construction of sentence
usually hampers communication that is why communicating through writing poses serious threat to them.

Difficult motor skill: students with dysgraphia have difficulty with grips like handling pencil or pen. It
makes them not to write and draw properly and so they easily get tired of writing and drawing as a result
of endless and fruitless attempts (Shivani, 2016).

Dyslexia: Refers to a neurological problem that leads to the inability to read fluently, decode and recall
information. It causes difficulty in the dexterity needed for spelling and reading. Though, it is unique for
each individual and also responsible for forgetfulness as well as disorganization. Individuals with dyslexia
struggle with memorization of facts. One in every five have dyslexia, it is not a disease rather the brains
of the dyslexia’s function differently from that of others. They do not lack intelligence but their brains are
not designed to function in doing task relating to reading and spelling (Allison in BrightMind as cited in
TheSchoolRun (2019).

People with dyslexia can succeed by employing different learning strategies other than just seeing and
hearing words for few times which do not facilitate their level of retention. Dyslexia can cause someone
to be always disorganized, unable to remember what someone has just told you, difficulty remembering
names as well as memorize phone numbers (Nessy, 2014). Some of the learning strategies that could help
a dyslexic are:

Learning by doing

Learning by using pictures

Learning by using music

Children with dyslexia usually find school life very challenging because they rarely feel like others. They
have the assumption that they are different from others and for that reason may not enjoy some aspect of
school and may have difficulty achieving their full potential academically and socially. Children with
dyslexia find any literature related subject very demanding and habitually get discouraged (Allison in
BrightMind as cited in TheSchoolRun 2019). As reported by Emily (2019), dyslexia do not only affect a
child academically but can affect the child’s social life. Reading is the basic foundation in education. A
child that cannot read is seen as not been educated or do not go to school otherwise known as illiterate.
The dyslexics however nave issues with:

Interpreting body language and nonverbal cues

Making friends

Sense of direction and navigation

Sticking to schedules

Upholding self-esteem
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Geoff, (2009) carried out a comparative study that investigated final exam outcomes for a sample of

dyslexia students and compares them with outcomes of non-dyslexic using 104 dyslexic and non-

dyslexics from a comprehensive school. The finding of the study revealed that the dyslexic students even

well compensated ones achieved lower results than their non-dyslexic peers. Daniel as cited in singhealth,

(2016) stated that reading is a vital aspect of life required to learn all subjects in school therefore dyslexia

can affect learning and academic performance if the condition is not identified.

Academic Performance: The academic performance of a student serves as a proof of the learnability

capacity of the student. A student with high academic performance is adjudged to be intellectually sound

while those with low performance are rated non-academically fit. Sometimes, academic performance is

used as a benchmark for placement especially within the academic environment. As stated by Anthony

(2018) academic performance determines educational result. Naras and Abdullah cited in Anthony (2018)

opined that academic performance is the test of the knowledge a student gained after a specified learning

period which is been evaluated by the teacher or examiner and scored. Yunlok (2014) defined academic

performance as the knowledge and skills acquired by students in a subject area over a particular period of

time.

Research Questions

The following research questions were formulated to guide the study.

1. What is the relationship between dyscalculia and academic performance among secondary school
students in Rivers State?

2. How does dysgraphia relate to academic performance among secondary school students in Rivers
State?

3. What is the relationship between dyslexia and academic performance among secondary school
students in Rivers State?

Hypotheses

1. There is no significant relationship between dyscalculia and academic performance among
secondary school students in Rivers State.

2. There is no significant relationship between dysgraphia and academic performance among secondary
school students in Rivers State.

3. There is no significant relationship between dyslexia and academic performance among secondary
school students in Rivers State.

METHODOLOGY

The study adopted a correlational research design. The population comprised all the 247 public secondary
schools in Rivers State. The sample size of 630 respondents was drawn using simple random sampling
technique. The instrument for the study was a self-structured questionnaire titled Specific Learning
Disability Inventory (SLDI). The instrument was ‘face validated’ by experts in Educational Psychology,
measurement and Evaluation. Pearson Product moment correlation statistics was used to answer the
research questions and tested the hypotheses at 0.05 alpha level of significance.
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RESULTS

Research Question One: What is the relationship between dyscalculia and academic performance
among secondary school students in Rivers state?

Hypothesis One: There is no significant relationship between dyscalculia and academic performance
among secondary school students in Rivers state?

Table one: Relationship between dyscalculia and academic performance among secondary school
students in Rivers state.

Variables N _ SD r-cal Df Alpha  r-crit Decision
X Level
Dyscalculia 22.4357 2.68325
630 3.21 628 1.96 Rejected
.05
Academic performance 20.2136 2.53432

Table one above shows that r-calculated value of 3.21 at .05 level of significant is greater than the critical
r-value of 1.96. Hence, the null hypothesis is rejected. This means that there is a positive relationship
between dyscalculia and academic performance.

Research question two: What is the relationship between dysgraphia and academic performance among
secondary school students in Rivers State?

Hypothesis two: There is a significant relationship between dysgraphia and academic performance
among secondary school students in Rivers state?

Table one: Relationship between dysgraphia and academic performance among secondary school
students in Rivers state.

Variables N _ SD r-cal Df Alpha r-crit Decision
X Level
Dysgraphia 20.9543 2.68785
630 2.99 628 1.98 Rejected
21.6436 3.45923 05

Academic performance

Table two shows that calculated r-value of 2.99 at .05 level of significance is greater than the critical r-
value of 1.98. Hence the null hypothesis is rejected. This means that there is a relationship between
dysgraphia and academic performance.

Research question three: What is the relationship between dyslexia and academic performance among
secondary school students in Rivers State?

Hypothesis three: There is significant relationship between dyslexia and academic performance among
secondary school students in Rivers State.

Table one: Relationship between dyslexia and academic performance among secondary school
students in Rivers State.

Variables N _ SD r-cal Df Alpha r-crit Decision
X Level
Dyslexia 20.9543 2.68785
630 2.99 628 1.98 Rejected
.05

21.6436  3.45923
Academic performance
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Table two shows that calculated r-value of 2.99 at .05 level of significance is greater than the critical r-
value of 1.98. Hence the null hypothesis is rejected. This means that there is a relationship between
dyslexia and academic performance.

DISCUSSION

Hypothesis one: Shows that there is a positive relationship between dyscalculia and academic
performance. This indicates that students with dyscalculia may have difficulty functioning effectively in
the class especially when it has to do with numbers or learning of mathematical concepts. The findings of
this study agree with that of David (2017) who found that children who are slow in the learning of
number words and Arabic numerals are at a greater risk than other for poor long-term mathematics
achievement.

Hypothesis two: Shows that there is a relationship between dysgraphia and academic performance. This
indicates that students who cannot handle pencil or pen and cannot write are tantamount to failure since
the whole circuit of education revolves around writing. This finding is in agreement with that of Shivani,
(2016) who opined that Students with dysgraphia have difficulty with grips like handling pencil or pen. It
makes them not to write and draw properly and so they easily get tired of writing and drawing as a result
of endless and fruitless attempts.

Hypothesis three: Shows that there is a positive relationship between dyslexia and academic
performance. This indicates that students who cannot read will be backward academically. The result is in
consonant with the findings of Geoff, (2009) who carried out a comparative study that investigated final
exam outcomes for a sample of dyslexia students and compares them with outcomes of non-dyslexic
using 104 dyslexic and non-dyslexics from a comprehensive school. The findings of the study revealed
that the dyslexic students even well compensated ones achieved lower results than their non-dyslexic
peers. Daniel as cited in Singhealth, (2016) stated that reading is a vital aspect of life required to learn all
subjects in school therefore dyslexia can affect learning and academic performance if the condition is not
identified and taken care of.

CONCLUSION

This study was aimed at determining the relationship between dyscalculia, dysgraphia, dyslexia and
academic performance among secondary school students in Rivers State. The study showed that there is a
positive relationship between the variables and academic performance among secondary school students
in Rivers State.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations are made based on the findings of the study.
1. Teachers should take cognizance of students’ performance in mathematics and report
appropriately to parents
2. Students should be taught how to hand pencil and pen early enough and also engage them in
writing drill every day.
3. The basic of education is to read and write. Therefore, teachers and parents should collaborate to
enable the student’s achievement the purpose of education.
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