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Preface 

Emotions and Education: Promoting Positive Mental Health in Stu-

dents with Learning Disabilities was written for practitioners and 

educators, classroom teachers, staff, and school administrators, as 

well as parents and students with learning disabilities themselves. 

This is a book for those who are deeply invested in seeing students 

with learning disabilities succeed, and succeed at the same rate as 

their non-disabled peers. While this book largely focuses on under-

standing the role that emotions and social development play in 

education, it does so with an acute awareness that these realms may 

pose unique challenges for children and adolescents with learning 

disabilities. Much has been written about the academic and cogni-

tive aspects of supporting students with learning disabilities, but 

few scholars and practitioners have focused their writings on the 

incredibly important nature of emotional, social, and relational 

elements of learning. 

The motivation for writing this book comes from several concerns: 

• Our belief that all students’ socioemotional needs should be 

at the forefront of teaching and learning; 

• Our concern about the troubling numbers of students with 

learning disabilities who are not fulfilling their academic, 

social, and career potentials; 

• Our understanding that levels of anxiety, depression, social 

aggression and other mental health problems are rising, 

both in society in general, and in our schools, in particular; 

• Our knowledge that the development of healthy prosocial 

skills in students with learning disabilities may entail em-

ploying different strategies and materials than for non-

disabled students;  

• Our awareness that there are myriad ways in which promot-

ing positive mental health and academic success increase 

the likelihood that students will thrive in both arenas;  

• Our years of experience in educating parents, teachers, 

school counselors, and other helping professionals that has 

led to the recognition that there is age-specific knowledge 
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that could assist these key partners in building resilience 

and self-advocacy in students with learning disabilities; 

• Our interest in identifying and sharing best practices that 

lead to academic, personal, mental health, and social suc-

cess for students with learning disabilities. 

Parents, teachers and others involved in the lives of secondary 

school students often struggle with the delicate balance of encour-

aging adolescents to achieve a greater sense of autonomy and inde-

pendence and inculcating those skills, values and attitudes that they 

prize before they launch their children into young adulthood. This is 

no less true of those who support students with learning disabilities, 

yet the challenges may be even greater, as the support systems so 

carefully constructed in K-12 settings give way to the greater inde-

pendence of the college campus. Post-secondary students with 

learning disabilities may be more reticent to ask for help, and those 

who care about them may feel less knowledgeable about how to 

support their academic, career and socioemotional development at 

this age. This book hopes to provide some suggestions to address 

these challenges. 

Adolescence into young adulthood is a time of many transitions 

for secondary school students trying to navigate it. By recognizing 

the nature of this developmental period, educators, caregivers, and 

other helping professionals can promote pro-social development. 

Building students’ sense of efficacy through improved skills and 

offering them opportunities to work through developmental issues 

and personal challenges prior to arriving on the college campus are 

things that all of us can do. Creating a strong cadre of Students with 

learning disabilities who can persist to successful college gradua-

tion requires school, community, and home commitment. 

The concerns noted above are the focal points of the chapters of 

this book. We have tried to balance theory, research, and data-

driven best practice, as we depict the socioemotional and mental 

health tasks that Students with learning disabilities face and the 

strategies that may assist them. This book takes a multifaceted ap-

proach in that it marries social, emotional, mental health, and tran-

sitional components of the K-16 spectrum. 

Written by an experienced team of practitioners and scholars, this 

text attempts to fill the gap in texts that specifically address the 

needs of Students with learning disabilities in the socioemotional 

and mental health domains. By providing a foundational 
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understanding of some of the salient issues facing students with 

learning disabilities, we hope to empower all of those who are 

working to ensure their success by providing the particular 

challenges that Students with learning disabilities and their families 

may face, and strategies and best practices for building creativity, 

resiliency, prosocial behavior, and positive mental health. As a 

practitioner and family-oriented text, this book seeks to offer a 

truncated review of relevant literature followed by suggestions to 

guide practice.  

It is our hope that all who occupy powerful places in the education 

and development of students with learning disabilities will find 

valuable strategies to augment their knowledge base, skills, atti-

tudes, and habits. By providing contact information for each of the 

chapter authors, we wish to encourage readers to reach out to them 

for further information or to engage in dialogue about what they 

themselves have found to be successful in their practice. 

 





 

Chapter 1  

Everybody Belongs:  

Structuring Positive Environments 

Kristi L. Santi, Jacqueline Hawkins,  
Caroline Christensen, University of Houston 

The history of special education legislation can be tied directly to 

the civil rights movement of the 1960s. During this time, the move-

ment to end discrimination and segregation of any kind helped 

people with disabilities gain access to both education and work 

opportunities for which they were previously denied. The disability 

rights movement secured federal protections with the enactment of 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 whereby the federal government tied 

the use of federal funds to the recipient’s actions regarding discrim-

ination based on disability.  

Of particular importance to education was Section 504 of the Act, 

which contains a broader definition of what constitutes a disability. 

In 1975, Congress made a more concrete bid to help students with 

disabilities gain access to the public education system with the 

passage of The Education for All Handicapped Children Act or PL 

94-142. In subsequent revisions, the title was changed to the Indi-

viduals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and services were 

broadened and better defined. While not getting into the legislative 

process of the laws, it is helpful to provide a quick review of the 

legislation that has helped pave the way to the concept we present: 

Everybody belongs! 

Current State of the Educational Environment 

Students with disabilities have made great strides in general educa-

tion settings over the past 40 years. Federal statistics show that we 

continue to move forward as a society with the intent of including 

all individuals in the general education setting. As evidenced by the 

fact that in the 2012-13 academic year, almost all students (95%), 

ages six through 21, served under IDEA – Part B, were educated in 

general education classrooms for some portion of the academic day. 
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More encouraging is that more than 60% were specifically being 

educated inside the general education class at least 80% of the aca-

demic day (USDOE, 2015).  

Disability rates as a percentage of total enrollment overall remain 

steady (13.3 in 2000 to 12.9 in 2012); however, there is a shift in the 

classification category for students. For example, SLD has moved 

from 45.4 percent of students served in 2000 to 35.4 percent in 2013, 

whereas autism moved from 1.5 percent to 7.8 percent (Snyder, de 

Brey, & Dillow, 2016). Thus, while the number of students classified 

under the Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD) category has a 

downward trend as a percent of the total school enrollment (6.1 in 

2000-01 to 4.6 in 2012-13), this category remains the most prevalent 

in terms of the percentage of the distribution of students served 

(45.4% in 1979-80 to 35.4 in 2012-2013) with speech and language 

impairment second (20.9 to 21.1) (Snyder, deBrey, Dillow, 2016).  

SLD is only one of thirteen disability categories under IDEA and 

we know from the above statistics that students with classifications 

other than SLD are being educated in the general education class-

room setting. SLD, like the other categories, is a heterogeneous 

group and the ‘one-size fits all’ approach will not work in any class-

room setting. The SLD definition as stated in IDEA as law 20 U.S.C. 

§1401 [30]. is a disorder in:  

…one or more of the basic psychological processes involved 

in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, 

which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to 

listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical 

calculations. Such term includes such conditions as percep-

tual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, 

dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. Such term does not in-

clude a learning problem that is primarily the result of visual, 

hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emo-

tional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or econom-

ic disadvantage (Great Schools, 2017). 

This definition is broad in scope, and to qualify, schools need to 

have a data-driven approach to show a student’s lack of response to 

evidence-based instruction using a variety of assessment and in-

structional strategies. Within each category of disability, there is a 

continuum of ability levels. The range, while typically defined into 

three categories of mild, moderate, and severe, is a point of refer-

ence and not yet one more mechanism to be used as a method of 
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