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The field of learning disabilities can 
profit from the lessons found in Sey

mour Sarason's new book, Psychology 
Misdirected, published by the Free Press, 
New York. After all, if Education was 
both the stimulus for creating the field 
and venue for working its precepts, psy
chology is its scientific progenitor and 
professional model. If psychology is 
misdirected, can learning disabilities bq 
far from the misbegotten track? Some 
might conclude that, even if hell-bent, 
learning disabilities would be on psychol
ogy's heels. Some might even conclude 
that if psychology was the devil, learning 
disabilities was Rosemary's Baby. 

Where is the misdirection? And the 
better question: What is the correction? 
Sarason claims that the field of psychol
ogy has never taken the "group" seriously. 
"Everyone" knows that children do not 
¡earn in a vacuum, that for the most part 
they are not taught by a tutor separated 
from the social-psychological facts of a 
classroom, a community, a family, and 
the interaction of all of those phenome
na. Notwithstanding, psychologists study 
learning as if it invariably takes place 
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when the single rat is in the maze, or the 
single child is in the laboratory. Of 
course, Sarason is so clearly right that 
some psychologists may be puzzled, not 
with what he asserts but with his need to 
tell them the obvious. But that too is the 
point of his book! He wants us to take 
the obvious more seriously, to exert our 
minds more. For example, we must figure 
out whether academic psychology is a 
social or a biological science, a question 
which the field itself is as undecided 
about today as it was in the beginning. 
He wants us to understand better the 
reasons why science isn't the appropriate 
method to solve all problems, as there 
are problems which have to be solved 
over and over again. That is, he wants us 
to remember that nations are governed 
and people are motivated, that each of us 
is sustained not only by facts but by 
values. There is something beyond aca
demic psychology which has to do with 
human motivations and behavior. There 
are things to learn about ourselves which 
psychology has no way of illuminating. 

My question has to do with what learn
ing disabilities specialists can learn about 

themselves. Everybody makes the best 
case for themselves. And each profession 
makes the best case for itself. But, if you 
dare, assume the worst case for the field 
of learning disabilities. How might one 
discuss the ways in which it is misdirect
ed? Better, how can one discuss correc
tive measures? Compared to life, a field 
is relatively narrow, and its science is 
narrower still. Life defies categorization, 
while the definition of science is not only 
to categorize but to control the catego
ries. The heretical idea here is that the 
scholarship in our field, that which is 
reported in the Journal of Learning Dis
abilities, does not reveal everything which 
is needed for one to understand learning 
disabilities. For example, we can also 
gain comprehension about learning disa
bilities from trying to better understand 
ordinary people who must deal with the 
learning disabled. It isn't that specialized 
knowledge is unimportant, but it's not 
enough when we're dealing with one of 
life's genuine problems and not merely 
with a laboratory problem. 

So too with specialized people. 
They're important but not enough, While 
the specialist knows more about such 
matters as perseveration, visual discrimi
nation, and figure-ground problems, the 
outcome of his specialization is always 
the differentiation of people. The special
ist becomes "different" because he pos
sesses unique knowledge, and out of his 
work emerges a "different" population, 
thus enhancing the stratification of socie
ty. The dilemma of course is that there 
are people who need the help which 
qualified specialists are uniquely able to 
provide. But the process of delivering 
such help tends to cut those people out of 
the human Hock, 

This raises another obvious question 
which we have not taken seriously. Which 
is the greater right, treatment or free
dom? Judging from our journals anil our 
rhetoric, one can make the case that our 
field has decided that it's more important 
for the individual to be treated than to be 
free, if you support that idea then you 
must also be prepared to act out of your 
belief even when its consequences might 
demand the placement of children in 
separate classes, separate schools, even 
separate institutions if you are convinced 
that he will learn more in such special
ized environments. But, is this what you 
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want irrespective of what you believe? 
For example, it's possible that we—the 
teachers and professors—would "learn" 
more if we were forced to spend twelve 
hours a day in a good library. Even so, 
most of us would be unhappy if the 
government or our universities and schools 
forced us to spend half our lives in the 
library. 

There is yet another problem with the 
idea that the right treatment is the quint
essential issue with regard to handicapped 
children. Treatment can be measured and 
judged. Indeed, that's the main work of 
the professional evaluator and, indeed, a 
preoccupation of most other profession
als. But how does one judge the belief 
that people are entitled to be free? How 
does the evaluation measure freedom? 
By employing evaluation protocols? Of 
course not! How much freedom is enough 
for people? Who should and shouldn't be 
free? These are questions determined by 
the shared values of a society. The treat
ment issue is determined by profession
als, self-interested professionals, but the 
freedom issue is determined by the peo
ple, One problem with a "right to treat
ment" focus tor the handicapped is its 
reliance on one group—professionals—to 
stipulate the goal, provide the service, 
measure its adequacy, and reward those 
who serve its cause. If we need to have a 
primary focus, we might all be better off 
if it enjoyed a shared oversight and 
involvement by ordinary citizens as well 
as professionals. Professionals may be 
trustworthy, but they're more trustworthy 
when they are accountable in a direct 
fashion to the citizens. Caveat emptor. 

There is another issue which the field 
of learning disabilities may want to 
address—clinical versus normative teach
ing, A misdirection of psychology was in 
its conceptualization of psychological re
search and training as if all psychology is 
an individual psychology. If the field of 
learning disabilities is misdirected it 
may be in its misapplication of an indi
vidual psychology to the group. That is, 
work in learning disabilities may have 
appropriated the worst aspects of clinical 
and normative teaching models. By clin
ical teaching, I mean applying special 
procedures and techniques to achieve spe
cial purposes on behalf of an identifiable 
individual. However, most teaching in 
the schools is normative. That is, most 
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teaching in the schools involves the ap
plication of a standardized procedure and 
technique to achieve a common purpose. 
The fix which learning disabilities may 
have gotten itself into is connected to the 
frequency with which it applies clinical 
teaching normative!)'. That is, there are 
Kephart's methods, Cruickshank's meth
ods, Strauss's methods, X's methods. 
Y's methods, and Z's methods. Each of 
these was developed for certain kinds of 
children under certain kinds of circum
stances. However, probably more often 
than not, each is applied to groups of 
children, irrespective of the variance 
among the children and other procedures 
which might better fit the needs of some 
of those children. Such misdirection may 
be attributed to how we train our teach
ers. People teaeh as they have been taught 
to teach, even when supposedly treating 
their pupils clinically. People teach from 
an a priori scheme. Consequently, while 
psychology may be wrong in persisting 
with its "individual psychology", learn
ing disabilities may be wrong in persist
ing with its "normative teaching". What 
both fields may better consider is the 
idea that, while people are unique and 
must be understood in terms of their 
uniqueness, they are also social, gregari
ous, and interactive, and their develop
ment must be understood in terms of a 
social and psychological context. 

Possibly the most serious delusion in 
the field of learning disabilities is the 
idea that not only does science solve 
problems, but that all important prob
lems have solutions. The bad news is that 
there are intractable problems. The mod
est good news is that virtually all intrac
table problems are man-made, that read
ing disorder is not necessarily intractable. 
But in a sense, prejudice about people 
who can't read is intractable, except pos
sibly in the very long run. This is by way 
of saying that, however far the field of 
learning disabilities advances, there will 
always be children who don't read well 
enough, especially when we recognize 
that "reading well enough", is a relative 
term. This is also by way of saying that 
there will always be people at the bottom 
of the list, or in the slow group, or on the 
wrong tail of the bell-shaped curve. If it 
made any serious blunders, possibly the 
most serious this field has perpetrated 
has been its studied indifference to the 

idea that people are valuable not because 
they read better or look better but because 
they're people. The field of learning dis
abilities was invented to help children 
deal with their school work. While it 
accomplishes that worthwhile objective, 
it might also try to teach us that we gum 
up the human race when we make the 
technical problem, school efficiency, of 
greater urgency than the moral dilemma 
dealing with what a human being is 
worth. 

Sarason informs us that academic psy
chology goes wrong in two ways: It stud
ies one animal at a time, and the field 
doesn't feel compelled to do anything 
about what it learns. It is suggested that 
learning disabilities is wrong in three 
ways: it treats people as if being different 
is necessarily being pathological, then it 
treats them normatively as if they are a 
class of different people, and lastly it 
convinces them that what's "wrong" 
about them is the most important thing in 
their lives. 

In Growing Up Absurd, Paul Goodman 
made a case for "curing" the American 
Malaise, by placing culpability for every
thing that's wrong in this most affluent 
of cultures on a bad system rather than 
inherently bad and intractable people. He 
shifted the focus of "treatment" from the 
individual to the society. In Seymour 
Sarason's new work, he too advises a 
shift toward understanding individual be
havior in terms of the larger society. The 
field of learning disabilities may profit 
from such advice. It is possible that if we 
took the obvious more seriously we 
would learn that the most significant 
treatments as well as diseases are embed
ded in the system and not the individual. 
If that is true, we may also find that there 
lie the genuine miracle cures. 

This analysis may be an overstatement, 
but what better field to commit overstate
ments than one which now claims from 
time to time that more than half the chil
dren in the schools have an exceptionality 
which wasn't known to have existed fifty 
years ago. Surely, an example of hyper
bole is when the exception is the rule. 
Surely, someone must have once said 
that while you can fight facts with facts, 
hyperbole is the only antidote for hyper
bole, Hopefully, if both sides cut away 
the hyperbole, there's room here for a 
legitimate argument. 


