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Abstract

Obstacles are encountered throughout the typical school experience for students with disabilities.  Those who are truly resilient (Rutter, 2001), will be able to successfully adapt to the stressful situations and obstacles in order to have better than expected outcomes for themselves.  Specifically for students with learning disabilities, educational resilience is not always evident, however.  Because of the inability to successfully overcome obstacles, many students with learning disabilities encounter depression, poor academic success, thoughts of suicide, and high drop-out rates from high school.  In order to gain insight as to why some young adults with learning disabilities were able to successfully overcome obstacles encountered in school, as well as successfully graduate from high school, interviews were conducted.  These interviews with at-risk, young adults reveal why they believe they were able to complete high school despite having severe learning disabilities.  Major findings and implications for special and general educators will be discussed. 
Introduction
IntroIntroduction
Risk, protection, and resilience are interactive concepts in the lives of individuals.  How individuals respond and work through these notions affects their entire life spans.  Risk can be defined as the “presence of one or more factors or influences that increase the probability of a negative outcome for a child or youth” (Richman & Fraser, 2001, p. 2).  Anytime persons encounter poverty, family separation, or other risks the probability that negative outcomes will transpire is a possibility.  These risk factors interplay with factors that reduce or amend risk which are known as protective factors.  When individuals possess social supports such as mentors or a positive self-image, they may use these protective factors to counteract the risk factors and prohibit any negative outcomes.  Protective factors can assist some children to cope and successfully adapt even though previously exposed to high levels of adversity.  When risk is encountered, successfully prevailing over risk and adversity and overcoming obstacles is referred to as resilience (Masten, Best & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 2001).  
Throughout the body of resilience research, there are three major groups of resilience phenomena (Masten, 1994) (see Figure 1).  First of all resilience is a characteristic of those who are at high risk but have better than expected outcomes.  These individuals are able to overcome the odds and succeed.  Secondly individuals of resilience are able to adapt appropriately in the presence of stressful life experiences.  They use resources, sometimes left undetermined, to face the risk and to positively get past it as well.  The third group of phenomena focuses on the recovery from trauma.  Whether individuals face economic hardships, family adversities, chronic illness, or any number of traumas, the determining factor is the recovery aspect.  
Negative Risks and Outcomes for Individuals with Learning Disabilities
Students with learning disabilities encounter their own unique risks and outcomes in lieu of their disabilities.  Studies reveal that students with learning disabilities have an increased likelihood of stress, depression, and possibly suicidal tendencies (Geisthardt & Munsch, 1996; McBride & Seigel, 1997). 
Current dropout rates among these individuals is another area in which negative risks and outcomes are evident.  According to studies such as the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education Students (Wagner, 1991) and the Office of Special Education Program’s projects (Capital Publications Inc., 1997), the dropout rate among students with disabilities is nearly double that for students without disabilities.   
In a study conducted by Kortering, Haring, and Klockars (1992), comparisons were made among adolescents with learning disabilities (LD) who dropped out of school and those who graduated from school.  Among the students with LD who dropped out, the most common factors were “district-initiated interruptions, school transfers, and family intactness” (p. 422) .  In another study conducted by Kortering and Braziel, students with LD were compared to students without LD in relation to drop out rates. Additional risk factors such as problem behaviors and discipline problems are the common themes among adolescents with LD who drop out of school (Kortering & Braziel, 1998).

Because of the amount of responsibilities and challenges school-age individuals with disabilities face, it is vital to examine persons with LD to gain insight into the resilient characteristics that some display in the midst of these risk factors including the alarming dropout rates.
Previous Research Among Resilient Individuals with Learning Disabilities
In the current research, the area of resilience among individuals with learning disabilities has been examined through a few studies.  In the longitudinal study of students in the island of Kauai, Werner (1999) conducted a study with a team of pediatricians, psychologists, and public health and social workers who monitored a variety of biological and psychosocial risk factors, stressful life events, and protective factors on a multiethnic cohort of 698 children that were followed from birth to ages 40.  Of these subjects, twenty-two were diagnosed as having LD.  
In terms of resilience, these participants with LD that appeared to make a successful adult adaptation displayed a cluster of  five protective factors:  temporal characteristics that elicited positive response from others, special skills and a motivation to use the abilities they had, care giving styles that fostered self esteem in their offspring, supportive adults who were “gatekeepers” for their future, and positive opportunities (such as marriage, military, job) that exposed them to a positive world full of possibilities (Werner, 1999).    

In addition, a case study was conducted by Miller and Fritz, (Miller, M. & Fritz, M. F., 1998) in which a life story of a male college student was obtained to learn about the student’s resilient characteristics.  The emergent resilient themes from the interview were, “identifiable success experience, particular areas of strength, self-determination, distinctive turning pint, special friendships, encouraging teachers, and acknowledgment of the learning disability” (p. 270).   

As evident throughout this discussion, there has been research conducted on the resiliency among at risk populations (Rutter, 2001 & Werner, 1999).  When discussing the topic of special education, however, limited research has been focused on the population of those with learning disabilities.  As a result, a more in depth study of the common resilient characteristics among with population needs to be conducted which focuses on the personal reflections of these individuals on their school and life experiences.  
The qualitative study, utilizing interviews, conducted by this author attempts to focus on the factors contributing to educational resilience by examining those characteristics that allowed resilient individuals to have school success and graduate from high school. Therefore, the conducting of this research project in the area of resiliency will attempt to answer the following questions:  What are the contributors to resiliency among young adults with learning disabilities?  How do these resilient young adults overcome their struggles in school and compensate for their deficits in order to have school success?
Methods

Participants

Seven participants were selected for this study under the qualifications of being between 18-24 years of age and high school graduates.  The criteria also required them to have been labeled as having a learning disability by their local school district and, as a result, received special education services through an Individual Education Program (IEP).  The teachers that referred the participants for this study also considered these students educationally at-risk.  Those young adults who completed their GED or equivalent and/or those labeled as having a learning disability but not being placed in the school system with an IEP were excluded from this study.   
The researcher attempted a balanced representation from both genders with the results being three female and four male participants.  Of these participants, four are currently registered in some type of post high school educational program (community college, technical training center, etc.).  Two of the other participants are currently employed, and one of the participants is seeking employment.  Of the seven participants, one attended an urban school and six attended a rural high school in one of two different Midwestern states.  All of the participants graduated from high school with two of them attending a vocational school program while in high school.  During high school, all participants were in inclusive settings while receiving special education support through co-teaching and/or resource room experiences.  The participants were predominantly Caucasian adults with the exception of one African-American young adult.
Data Collection and Analysis
This investigation used the qualitative method of interviewing to gain an understanding of the patterns that emerge in the self-reports of factors contributing to resilience of young adults with learning disabilities.  The following questions guided the investigation:  Why do young adults think they were able to complete high school despite having learning disabilities?  What struggles do young adults with learning disabilities encounter throughout their school experience?  What are the resources young adults with learning disabilities used to assist themselves throughout their school experience?
The initial data collection plan consisted of seven individual interviews with the young adult participants based on a comparable-case selection where the participants were studied for purposes of comparisons. Commonalities and distinct features between the participants were noted during the data analysis portion of the study.  Individual interviews were conducted with each participant for approximately one complete hour with questions from the designed interview guide being utilized.  The questions for the interview can be seen in Table 1.
The interviews were taped recorded and then transcribed into notes to be analyzed as data by the research team.  The research team consisted of two faculty members from two local universities both with experience using qualitative methods.  To establish dependability of these findings, the mentor research has extensive experience in the area of action research and data analysis.  Subject statements were organized into thematic topics or categories following the five steps outlined by Johnson and LaMontagne (1993). This method involved (a) preparing the data for analysis by transcribing each of the audio taped interviews into a written form;(b) re-reading the transcript from the first interview until the investigator is familiar with the overall nature of the responses and potential themes or categories that emerge; (c) identifying individual data entries from each transcript; (d) defining tentative coding categories for the individual data entries from the first interview; (e) refining these coding categories using transcripts from subsequent interviews until all data entries are appropriately coded.  Individual data entries with relevant comments from the transcript of the first interview were utilized as the single smallest item of information interpretable in the absence of other information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These data entries were written onto individual index cards which were later sorted into thematic coding categories by combining data entries with repeated phrases or identifying general variables underlying individual statements (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Each researcher open coded the first transcripts independently and then disagreements were addressed in order to establish continuity for the research team’s findings.    

Table 1.  Questions for the Interviews.

	Focused Interview Guide Questions

	What was your school experience like in elementary, middle, and high school?

	What did key people in your life tell you about your disability (ex:  teachers, parents, etc.)? 

	Did you feel like you had certain obstacles that you had to overcome throughout your school experience?  What were they and why do you think those obstacles were there?

	What did you understand about having a learning disability throughout your school experience?  

	How did these key people help you “work through” your disability?

	What was the nature of your special education services you received in high school (i.e. supports in the general ed. classroom, tutors, resource room, etc.)  How often did you receive these services? 

	What additional services did you utilize outside of school? What was the nature of these or other supports?

	Why do you think you were able to graduate from high school despite having a learning disability?  

	Did you consider having a learning disability as being a weakness? Why or why not?

	What are your opinions about your special education experience?

	Was dropping out of school ever a consideration for you?  Why or why not?

	What recommendations would you give high school students with learning disabilities now concerning high school graduation?


Trustworthiness

To ensure trustworthiness of this study, a variety of techniques were completed.  First, upon initial coding of the data, both researchers coded one complete interview individually and then comparisons were made between category findings.  Differences and commonalities were discussed in order to refine the coding and to ensure that there was concurrence among the researchers with the themes that emerged.  The primary researcher was then at liberty to code the remaining interviews and concur with the secondary researcher upon completion.  Second, each of the seven interviews conducted contained questions that allowed the researchers to triangulate the data for each individual participant.  Because of the nature of the interview questions, for instance, participants had several opportunities to talk about peers, parents, and teachers, which strengthened the solidity of their responses. 

Finally, in order to establish the objectivity of this study, the findings have been compared with the current research conducted in this area of resiliency and disabilities including the themes and coding categories that similar studies have established.  The commonalities between prior studies’ findings and the findings of this research team serve to enhance the objectivity and trustworthiness of this study.

Findings with Relevant Discussions 
A summary of the characteristics of resilient young adults with disabilities that emerged from these interviews can be seen in Table 2.  Each theme along with supporting evidence directly from the interviews is subsequently described.

Obstacles to Overcome

Participants all identified obstacles that having a learning disability created for them.  These obstacles fell into the two categories of related directly to their disability as well as the obstacle of having to succeed despite others in their lives not supporting them in their school experience. 
Some of the obstacles were directly related to their disability.  Participants agreed that possessing a learning disability, in and of itself, created obstacles which had to be overcome.  Participants all expressed struggles with specific subject matter such as reading or math reasoning skills which created barriers to their school success.  Two participants stated:

“Sometimes I couldn’t comprehend how to do it.  I could understand it, but I just couldn’t figure how to do it on paper.”
Table 2.  Major Themes that Emerged from this Data Set.

	                                                 FINDINGS:
	MAJOR THEMES

	OBSTACLES TO OVERCOME
· Disability related

· Striving to succeed despite others


	SUPPORT SYSTEMS
· Parent

· Peer
· Teacher

	SELF-RELIANCE
· Persevering personality

· Self-determination

· Personal goals


	SPECIFIC STRATEGIES UTILIZED
· Study skills

· Compensation skills




My first year of English that I was up there it wasn’t too easy for me to understand, so I had to retake it.” 

The important thing to note is that these students were able to easily recognize the areas that they struggled with because of their learning disabilities.  Because of their acknowledgement of these problems, the ability to compensate, which is mentioned later, is much easier for them.

Participants also had to strive to succeed despite others.  Interacting with individuals not supportive of their deficit areas is another theme that emerged from the data set.  Participants expressed emotions concerning being treated unfairly by teachers through public ridicule or not getting the proper accommodations in the classroom in order to be successful students.  These participants expressed a desire, however, to be successful even when those around them might not believe they had that potential.  A few participants stated:

“He (classroom teacher) wouldn’t let you get up and go down to take your test (to the resource room).  He would always gripe and moan about everything.”
“Every time I turned around she (classroom teacher) was telling me how dumb I was and how I was not going to graduate.”
“There’s always those people out there that doubt you.”
The participants recognized the non-supportive people in their education experience.  They then displayed the ability to take these obstacles created by others and used them as motivation to be successful despite those around them that doubted.
Support Systems
Participants all expressed some type of support system they were able to rely on when they needed assistance with school problems.  The support systems that emerged as themes are parents, peers, and teachers.  Not all participants possessed all three support systems, but it should be noted that all participants expressed appreciation for at least one of these three groups.  From this it is evident, that they had support through school and were able to find it through a variety of means.  

First of all, participants expressed love and emotion for their supportive parents: 

“They (mom and dad)… expected us to do our best and that’s all they expected…they would like to see us graduate, but they didn’t pressure us to go to school…but they would like for us all to graduate. We all knew it.”
“They were the backing force behind me to keep me in school.”
Parents were typically displayed as advocates for their children by being the ones to attend IEP meetings, talk with the teachers, as well as teach their own children the importance of advocating for themselves.  One participant explained it this way:

She (mom) couldn’t help me with everything and she didn’t always know what my teachers expected and she said…you need to go in and talk to your teachers and go in and explain to them what is going on.    

Another support system that these participants utilized was their peers.  This theme emerged from the data as the participants discussed the frustrations they would often feel with the course content and the significance of having peers who would assist them.  They conveyed these feelings in the following thoughts:

“We were able to kind of bond together and stuff and when we were upset we had somebody to talk, we had somebody who was there and understood what you were going through.”
“We would go over to his house after school and work on everything.”
“She would always explain it a lot better than my teachers did.  She would say it in her own wording.”
“Everybody that helped me was part of the reason I graduated. Any time I needed help people would ask or I would ask to get the help that I needed.”
These participants referred to their peers as partners while they all worked together to assist each other.  They also referred to peers as mentors in the way that these peers would encourage them and keep them accountable in order for the participants to have school success.   

A final support system that participants identified was their teachers.  All participants revealed at least one teacher throughout their school experience who went “above and beyond” the regular teaching role to assist them in their deficit areas.  A few participants stated it this way:

“She was a teacher that I kept contact with and whenever I had English problems, even up through college, she helped me with some…”
“She helped me with all my tests and if I didn’t understand something she would sit there and explain it to me and show me how it was done.”
“She would show me the easier way or the shortcut or something.”
“My teachers said if I ever needed help to come up and ask.”
“My LD teacher would have me slow down and read it slower.”
The participants from this study all expressed their most difficult school experience as being during high school when course content became extremely difficult and the pressure to graduate was present.  They all shared their admiration for their high school special education teachers for supporting and encouraging them throughout their high school experience.  One participant put it this way:
“Whenever I had a problem with a class, my LD teacher would try to explain it to me in a better way and when I still couldn’t understand she would talk to my classroom teacher for me or tell me what to say to the teacher myself.  She would also just listen to me when I was upset with a class and she showed that she really cared that I graduated.  Even though I didn’t always think about it at the time, she helped a great lot.”
Coinciding with Werner’s findings of positive adults being “gatekeepers” for their future (1999), these participants illustrate through their comments about significant others such as parents, peers, and teachers that there is a real importance of having them present.

Self-Reliance

A pattern of self-reliance is apparent through themes of positive personalities, self-determination, and personal goals. 
An interesting finding among the participants is their ability to be calm and possess persevering personalities in the midst of adversity in school.  Most participants expressed that at least one time during high school, they did not believe they would graduate.  Even in those times, the participants did not allow this possibility to overcome them, but instead they pushed forward and continued to work toward the hope of graduation.  Using adaptation skills in the presence of stressful situations closely follows Masten’s groups of resilience phenomena (1994).  Their positive personalities are evident in these statements:

“I just don’t worry.”
“I didn’t worry about nothing, just went ahead.”
“I am that I’m easy to talk to and getting along is easy.”
“I was who I was and that’s how it was going to be.”
Participants also showed the self-determination to graduate from high school and did not allow the obstacles they faced to overwhelm them.  Some put it this way:

“She (teacher) could have really ruined my life if she really wanted to but I wasn’t going to let her.”
“I worked really hard for those grades.”
“I took the initiative…I wasn’t going to just sit back and blame it on the system.”
They display determination to continue despite set-backs or the problem that their learning disabilities created.
The participants also exhibited the ability to set personal goals that are realistic and achievable.  They expressed the importance of setting goals and recognized that high school completion was definitely one goal in their lives while now they are creating new ones for themselves.  A few of their goals are:

“The main goal I’m working on now is to go through college and get a graphics designing degree so because I like working with computers a lot.”
“Maybe start a life…and get married and have kids.”
“…because that’s my goal.  I’m gonna be a teacher.”
Specific Strategies Utilized

Because of the struggles they encountered, the participants all identified the importance of utilizing strategies to be successful in school.  Some participants expressed their use of study skills to allow them to have achievement in school.  A few participants explained it this way:

“I’d create study sessions because…some of these tests could be over 3 or 4 chapters.”
“I would go through and I would highlight the words I didn’t know.”
The significant item to notice is they recognized the important of using study skills that worked for them and they individualized those study skills as necessary.  Another specific strategy that participants utilized was compensation skills.  Some stated:

“I would just like have to work a little bit and then take a break … then come back and work some more.”
“Yeah, I’d go to Ms. X and Ms. Y and tell them I didn’t understand it.”
“One thing would probably be being able to study with other kids that’s in the class with me.”
The participants knew that they learned differently from others, and in order to be successful, they had to use specific strategies such as studying with peers and advocating for themselves by talking to their classroom teachers about assignments.  The participants display the ability to interact appropriately with risk, protection, and resilient factors, in order to have positive outcomes in the midst of stressful life situations (Richman & Fraser, 2001).    

Limitations
While reviewing the emergent themes, it needs to be noted that results reflect the thoughts and feelings of seven young adults with learning disabilities and should not be quickly generalized to others.  In comparison, however, with prior resiliency studies among those with learning disabilities, (Werner, 1999; Miller, 1998), there are commonalities with the emergent themes proposed in this article and those of other researchers which can be seen in Table 3.   It should also be mentioned that six of the students attended the same rural high school and two of the students attended the same urban high school with both being inclusive settings.  These school facts should also be taken into consideration. 

For future research in this area, additional qualitative investigations should be conducted with high schools differing from the two schools these students attended.  In addition, further research into young adults’ lives should be conducted by interviewing former teachers, parents, peers, and significant others of the young adult participants with learning disabilities to gain additional insights into their lives.  Follow-up, longitudinal studies that monitor resiliency throughout life transitions of young adults should also be examined.
Practical Implications

At least among these seven young adults, there are several practical implications for promoting resiliency among students.  First of all, support systems are so important in the lives of students and need to be in place.  When it is evident that students lack support from others in their lives, it is important that the school system creates opportunities for students to engage in positive relationships with supportive role models (i.e. mentoring programs or peer buddies).  

Additionally, students need to be taught compensation skills that match their unique style.  All the participants expressed different compensation skills that worked for 

them (i.e. some studied in groups with other students while some highlighted materials and studied independently).  Teachers need to learn what ways their students compensate best for their disabilities and then instruct the students according to their personal compensation styles as opposed to teaching students strategies that they might never feel comfortable using (i.e. Some students do better when they are disorganized, so learning organizational skills might only confuse their system that works best for them).   

Because these participants understood that their disabilities might create obstacles in their educational settings, they were able to make sense of their struggles and deal with them accordingly.  As a result, all students need to be educated concerning the obstacles that having a diagnosed disability might create.  This understanding might allow them to compensate when possible and let them put their problems into a perspective that will allow them to work through challenges they face.

Goal setting allowed the participants to have something to work towards and also gave them a sense of pride when they reached the goals. Because of this, teachers should work with their students to set realistic goals as a part of students’ on-going, educational processes.    

In addition, students’ personalities should be taken into consideration throughout the educational process.  If students don’t worry about grades or assignments, teachers should try to realize that this might be okay.  In all reality, teachers want their students to worry about school because worrying tends to motivate people to get things done.  However for some students with disabilities their “non-worrying” personalities might be the reason they overcome stressors because they do not obsess over the problems they encounter in their education.  Therefore, students’ personalities should be taken into consideration by their teachers.  
Conclusion

In a recent report made to congress, U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige (Bradshaw, 2002) said, "Progress continues to be made, but at a time when barely half of students with disabilities are graduating on time from high school, we still have a long way to go."  As the participants from this study indicate, it is possible that the emphasis should be focused on the risk, protection, and resilience factors of individuals with disabilities and their abilities to successfully prevail over risk factors in order to be resilient individuals.  Much can be drawn from these individuals in order to understand why some individuals are more resilient and this focus could shape and positively enhance the legal aspects behind special education policy.

In an educational effort to leave no child behind, the themes of obstacles to overcome, self-reliance, support systems, and specific strategies utilized are important to the field of special education because they put into context the struggles that these individuals face along with their abilities to have school success despite their encounters.  By placing an emphasis on building resilient characteristics among students with learning disabilities, educators and administrators can strongly enhance the outcomes of school success for these individuals.    

Table 3.  Comparison of Themes from Studies Examining Resilient Characteristics 
Among Individuals with Learning Disabilities

	Source
	Resilient Themes

	Werner’s Longitudinal Study (1999)
	· Temporal characteristics that elicited positive response from others

· Special skills and a motivation to use the abilities they had

· Supportive adults who were “gatekeepers” for their future

· Care giving styles that fostered self esteem in their offspring

· Positive opportunities (such as marriage, military, job) that exposed them to a positive world full of possibilities 



	Case Study by Miller & Fritz (1998)
	· Identifiable success experience

· Particular areas of strength

· Self-determination

· Distinctive turning point

· Special friendships

· Encouraging teacher

· Acknowledgment of the learning disability

	Our Findings
	· Personalities with self-determination and a reliance on self

· Specific strategies and ability to compensate for deficit areas

· Support systems in their lives such as parents, peers, and teachers who assisted and encouraged them

· Determination to achieve despite obstacles encountered 
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