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Learning Disabilities
A learning disability is a reduced intellectual ability
and diﬃculties with everyday activities, which aﬀects
someone for their whole life.
A child with a learning disability tends to take longer
to learn, and may need support to develop new skills,
understand complicated information and interact
with other people. Like all children and young
people, children with learning disabilities continue to
progress and learn throughout their childhood – but
more slowly.
The term learning disability encompasses a range of
conditions and levels of severity. The level of support
that someone needs depends on the individual.
School may be a particular challenge for children
with learning disabilities because of both the
learning and social demands.

Global developmental delay
The term global developmental delay is used when a
child takes longer to reach certain milestones than
other children their age. This might include learning
to walk or talk, movement skills, learning new things
and interacting with others socially and emotionally.
For some individuals, the delay in their development
will be short term and can be overcome with
additional support or therapy. In other cases the
delay may be more significant and the child will need
on-going support. This indicates that they may also
have a learning disability.

What causes a learning disability?
A learning disability is caused by problems during
brain development before, during and after birth.
However in many children, the precise cause may not
be known.

People with certain specific conditions can have a
learning disability. For example, conditions like Down’s
Syndrome or Fragile X Syndrome. Some people, who
have neurodevelopmental conditions like Cerebral
Palsy or Autism, may have a learning disability.

Diagnosis
A learning disability can be diagnosed at any time. A
child may be diagnosed at birth, or you might notice
a diﬀerence in your child’s development during early
childhood.
Thorough multi-professional assessments that look at
a child’s strengths as well as needs are required to
establish whether a child’s developmental needs are
best explained by a learning disability. Assessments
should be carried out by a range of professionals and
typically includes a paediatrician, a psychologist or
educational psychologist and a speech and language
therapist, but may include others depending on a
child’s presenting needs. The health visitor plays an
important role in recognising slow development in
the years before school. Appropriate assessment
tools depend on the age of the child and the extent
to which a child is able to communicate.
Receiving a diagnosis can be the first step to securing
the right support to meet individual needs. Each
child is unique and the pace of development will vary
between individuals.
A general learning disability is not a mental illness.
However, children with learning disability are more
likely to develop mental health problems, for
example anxiety, or have additional developmental
disorders, such as Autism Spectrum Disorders and
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) than
other children.

Communication needs

Online resources include

Up to 80% of people with a learning disability have a
communication need. Communication diﬃculties can
be associated with increased prevalence of
behaviours that others find challenging. The extent of
communication needs will vary from individual to
individual and are likely to include diﬃculties with:

British Institute of Learning Disabilities BILD
Birmingham Research Park
97 Vincent Drive
Edgbaston
Birmingham
B15 2SQ

• understanding speech, writing and symbols, and
interpreting environmental sounds;

http://www.bild.org.uk/
Tel: 0121 415 6960

• developing a suﬃcient vocabulary to express a
range of needs, ideas or emotions;
• being able to construct a sentence;

E mail: enquiries@bild.org.uk
Cerebra
2nd Floor Oﬃces

• maintaining focus and concentration in order to
communicate;

The Lyric Buildings

• fluency, eg: stammering;

Carmarthen

• being able to articulate clearly, which may be due
to related physical factors;

King Street
SA31 1BD
http://w3.cerebra.org.uk/
Tel: 01267 244200

• social skills, a lack of which may prevent positive
interactions with others.
Access to support and intervention should be based
on a detailed profile of a child’s abilities in diﬀerent
environments. Children with learning diﬃculties
should not be excluded from access to specialist
speech and language resources solely on the basis of
their learning disability.

Helpline Freephone: 0800 328 1159
E mail: enquiries@cerebra.org.uk
Working for children with brain conditions
Contact
209-211 City Road
London
EC1V 1JN
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Helpline: helpline@mencap.org.uk

http://www.mencap.org.uk/
Mencap Direct Tel: 0808 808 1111
Working for and with people with learning disabilities

The National Autistic Society
393 City Road
London
EC1V 1NG

Sense
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London
N1 9LG

http://www.autism.org.uk/
Tel: 020 7833 2299
Autism helpline: 0808 800 4104
E mail: nas@nas.org.uk
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