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Mentoring Students with Disabilities ‑ Research and Success Stories
 
Cathy Trueba:  Mentoring students with disabilities, research and success stories. This is a presentation provided at the Dis-Ability Mentoring day, October 18th, 2006 at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, sponsored by the Midwest Alliance in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics. I'm Cathy Trueba, I'm the Director of the McBurney Disability Resource Center and we're going to be talking today about what does it mean to be a mentor to a student with a disability.

When a child is diagnosed with a learning disability, one of the first concerns a parent often has is, "What are my child's prospects for future success?" Quite often, parenting a child with a learning disability is a bit of a roller coaster ride as children experience success one day and failure the next. Research suggests that children with learning disabilities are at increased risk for academic failure, social difficulties, psychological problems, and underemployment. However, research also indicates that many individuals are able to overcome the risks associated with learning disabilities and live well adjusted, productive, and successful lives.

One of the premiere researchers in the area of risk and resilience is Emily Werner, who followed children born on the Hawaiian island of Kauai for forty years beginning in 1955. Within this group she followed 22 individuals diagnosed with learning disabilities from birth to 32 years old in an effort to identify the protective factors that lead to successful coping in early adulthood. Among the five clusters associated with success was the presence of one or more supportive adults who act, as she called it, "as a gatekeeper for the future."

Marshall Raskin also conducted a longitudinal research following 41 LD individuals over a 20‑year period. The subjects had all been enrolled in a special school for children with learning disabilities in California. His study also confirmed that the presence and use of effective social support systems promoted life success.

The research that focused most specifically, however, on predictors of success among adults with learning disabilities was conducted by Paul Gerber, Rick Ginsburg, and Harry Rife. In the research, retrospective interviews were conducted with over 70 adults with learning disabilities in the United States to determine factors related to successful employment. Not only were these researchers interested in factors that led to successful employment, but they were also interested in determining what separated highly successful adults with learning disabilities from moderately successful adults with learning disabilities. Gerber's research suggests that control is the key to success. And he defined control across both internal and external dimensions. Internally, it is the ability to make conscious decisions to take charge on one's life. While on the external plane, the capacity to adapt and shape one's self in order to move ahead. He found that what separated the highly successful adults from the moderately successful adults was the amount of control sought and realized. The moderately successful adults sought control to hide weaknesses rather than to move ahead. They expended significant energy covering up or attempting to hide their learning disability while their more successful counterparts spent very little time or energy in this direction.

Gerber broke these two areas down further. Within internal decisions, he identified three primary characteristics. First was desire. Gerber found among the subjects that they all displayed a tremendous desire to excel. Within the highly successful group at some point in their lives they made a decision to move beyond the disability and get where they truly wanted to be. Comments to the effect of, "Just tell me I can't do something and I'll work twice as hard to prove you wrong" was very common among this group. A strong sense of determination and a willingness to compete was very conspicuous and powerful. Goal orientation, the sense of desire coupled with an unusual capacity to set goals that were both explicit and achievable was another defining characteristic. The experience of achieving even small goals fed on itself and bred a confidence to set more challenging goals for the future. These individuals had plans, they developed strategies, and they linked their efforts to outcomes. They separated themselves from the moderately successful group by the level of their ambition and their clear desire for goal attainment. Re‑framing the learning disability was the third characteristic. Equally important was this group's ability to re‑frame or reinterpret the nature of the LD experience in a positive or productive light. Over the course of time, these individuals came to realize that they do do things differently. They accept that they do things differently and that's OK.

Self‑knowledge with regard to strengths and weaknesses is the key to adaptation, which in turn leads to forward movement or action. The successful adults all chose to do something about their circumstances that fostered success. This internal process, once realized to actual behaviors, was called the "External Manifestation Plane," and persistence becomes the outgrowth of desire.

The high‑achieving group shared an extraordinary capacity to persist. I think we can all think of students who display this trait. We know that they work harder, they stay up later, they write more drafts, they miss more social activities, they spend more time studying, reading, rewriting their notes, reviewing, doing practice problems, etc. Descriptors like "gritty," "tenacious," "stubborn to a fault," all apply to this group of individuals.

But the persistence is not without thought. The idea of goodness of fit was also highly pronounced within the group of successful individuals. These folks fit themselves not only to the environments where they could succeed, but also to areas where they were passionate. They were passionate about their chosen field. They either found or created environments where they could be successful and comfortable, which leads to the ability to be a creative learner. Because the traditional ways of learning were not helpful for these students, they created their own strategies and approaches to learning. They were creative in their ways of coping and adapting, and fitting with their environment for success.

The goal was not just to cope, however, but it was to excel. It was less about downplaying weaknesses, and more about developing and showcasing their strengths.

Finally, virtually all of the successful adults created a support network and used it. Gerber defined this as the development of a social ecology that included family, friends, and consciously selected mentors. Mentors might occupy a teaching or skill‑development role, or more of a support and guidance role, but in any event, not only were these individuals present but they were also utilized selectively and strategically. This echoes the work of Warner and Raskin, who also identified a key relationship with a trusted adult as a factor leading to success in individuals with learning disabilities.

The research on adults with LD, while limited, is consistent with other literature that focuses more generally on work‑based mentoring across the broader population of at‑risk young adults. A mentor can fill one or more of the following roles: they can impart crucial skills, a job‑related or personal mentor. One role of this type of mentor is as a teacher. As a seasoned veteran in the field, the mentor offers technical or educational information to the mentee. They may initially provide an academic focus before moving into more of an advisory capacity.

A mentor can also enrich and expand social connections. In the academic context, a mentor assists with introductions within the field, promotes involvement in key committees or governance structures, offers co‑sponsorship of ideas, initiatives, or programs. A mentor can also assist in deciphering field code or subtext. 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a mentor can enhance an individual's self‑concept and optimism about the future. A mentor plays a key role in encouraging the mentee to keep their eyes on the prize, to keep looking forward, to stay focused on the long‑term goal. A mentor is critical in helping a mentee manage disappointments or setbacks that are inevitable in any career that includes both risk and reward.

Let me conclude this presentation by telling you a story about a student that I worked with, that probably is a familiar type of story for those of you that have worked with individuals with disabilities in post‑secondary. I met this student as an incoming freshman, someone whose goal in life was to come to the University of Wisconsin and get an undergraduate degree in Science. The student was accepted at the U, was very excited to come here, and for the time being at least, in terms of his freshman year, felt that he had accomplished his goal.

But as he moved through his schooling, he realized that the science degree that he wanted was a science degree that would prepare him to apply to vet school. He had never really thought about graduate school before, but he had an experience in a couple of classes in the Wildlife Ecology Department, and realized that really, what he wanted to do was be a vet. He researched, what did it take to become a vet, what prerequisite classes did he need, and he set the standard for himself, he set the new goal for himself: admission to vet school.

Well, he is a tenacious student, he is a smart student, he worked incredibly hard, and at the conclusion of his senior year, he was admitted to the School of Veterinary Medicine here at UW-Madison. Well he entered vet school again, thinking I’ve achieved my goal, I’ve gotten to where I want to be, I’m going to end up being a vet, and he continued through his first year in school doing everything he could to be a strong student in the program and learn everything he could about being a vet. But along the way in the middle of, somewhere in his second year, he connected with a faculty member who was doing research. And in working with this faculty member this student realized that being a vet wasn’t his goal any more. He realized he wanted to be a veterinary surgeon, and do research in this particular area. Well in the School of Veterinary Medicine, becoming a surgeon is one of the most difficult academic achievements upon graduation. It’s a very competitive program. They tend to select just the very top students coming out of vet programs, and this was the student’s new goal. 
As a result of the mentoring he received from the faculty member, he very strategically began planning, “what do I need to have beyond grades to be a candidate for admissions to this very select group of students in the post-doc world?” He did more research. He published. He spent an inordinate amount of time again on his work to have the strongest grades he could. And at the end of his program in the Vet Sciences, he was admitted to a Vet Surgical program here in the United States, which is where he is now. He is finishing up his final year as a vet surgeon and is about to graduate with that additional degree.
What this student represents to me is a student who came in with a particular goal in mind, and every time he reached it, he set a new goal. He sounds just like the type of student that Gerber’s research really identified as a highly successful individual with a learning disability. He did many things his own way, but he was very clear that he needed the support of people around him.
Now in the area of disability services, I could help him out in the area of accommodation and support for learning and those types of things. But he really needed a mentor in the field to help him figure out what do I need to do to get to that next goal, to achieve that next benchmark I’ve set for myself. 
This satisfaction we have taken from watching the student achieve his success is really one of the most satisfying aspects of the work we can do. I encourage all of you who have an opportunity to work in the area as a faculty member to a mentor, to look for these students with disabilities who have tremendous potential, and are looking for people to assist them in achieving their goals. 
For more information on the topic of being a mentor and working with students with disabilities, the bibliography points you to the work of Emily Werner, 1993, a publication in the Learning Disabilities Research and Practice Journal’; to Paul Gerber, Ginsberg and Rife, 1992, identifying  ult… patterns of vocational success in highly successful adults with learning disabilities in the ‘Journal of Learning Disabilities’ and Raskin, Goldberg, Higgens and Herman, 1999, ‘Patterns of Change and Predictors of Success in Individuals with Learning Disabilities: Results from 20 years of longitudinal study’  published in ‘The Learning Disabilities Research and Practice Journal’ . . . Thank you.

