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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was t o determine if 
here 

were any correlations between learning disabili ies and 

juvenile delinquency . 
Information was gathered through 

the review of related professio na l literature and discipl:~e 

records of Dickson County Senio r High School students . 

Related literature stud ies showed that at eas 1 0 

to 49 percent of all juvenile offende r s have a lea rnin g 

disability . Students with a learning disability were also 

found to have lower self-esteem and motivation than their 

non-learning disabled peers . Ear ly detection and 

intervention were found to be the most suggested strategies 

for dealing with these disabil ities . St dies indicated 

early school failure and susceptibi ity to delinquency 

as contributors to poor self - esteem and motivation among 

learning disabled youths . 

When discipline records of OCHS students were examine , 

11 . J% of all discipline problems were commi ted by learni:1s 

disabled students . It was also established hat of the 

more severe discipline probl ems, 6 . 6 were learning 

students . OCHS studies did support past studies, bu 

the lower end of the scale . 

·th educational pro rams E rly inte rve nti o n wi 

recomme nded as means to aid le rnin is b t? s 
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CHAPTE R I 

Introdu c tion 

Statement of the Problem 

Our society today is plag u e d wi h nume r o s p r ob'..e:-:-,s . 

One that seems to be haunting ou r schools and J stice sys~~~ 

is that of juvenile delinquency . The ol saying " K:ds 

will be kid s " was certainly n o t i n t ended for yo ngs e r s 

who are selling drugs , commit ting sexual offenses , ar~ed 

robbery , murder , and other crime s . These Juveni _es who 

offend often grow up to be r e p e t offenders , and even c:al:..·: 

end up in our prison system. I t is ce r ai. ha many o: 

these young off enders hav e s peci a l needs tha are not be:.:~::: 

met . 

Juvenile delinquency h as a l ways been p r esent . ~~e 

population of offenders may be inc r e as ing wit~ mo r e lear~:.~: 

disabled juveniles getting involved . Any at empt to 

understand the increase in d elinquency in the pas ha~: 

century must take into account t he ran si iona ways o~ 

lif e , the norms of conduct , the b eh a v i o r patterns , an 

the lack of social cohesion and s ol i d ar ity in our 

communities . 
f hrou ho~ o~= 

Learning disabled stude n ts are oun 

j ud ic i 1 syste m. I f 
h e pl i ht of hese youn s ers lS 

not d e l t with at n e r ly s g 

con ti nu e own n rro w r o 
wi h 11 t e hep . 



Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to de e r mine if 
e rp .. -

is a correlation between juvenile delinquency and 
ear:1::.:--,:, 

disabilities . This study focused on the s uden s of o · 
l C,: SC,. 

County Senior High School in Dickson , Tennessee and ~e 

review of related literature . 

The correlation of learning disabili ies and Juve~::e 

delinquency of OCHS students was determined by exa~inin 

cumulative discipline records held in he schoo office . 

Along with the review of related litera tu r e , the fo ow:~: 

research questions guided this st dy : 

1 . Do students with learning disabilities commit 

more offenses than those non-learning 1sable st ents? 

2 . How does having a learning disabili y affect se::

esteem and motivation? 

3 . Are learning disable st dens ~ore like~y to 

become juvenile delinquents becaus e of school failure , 

susceptibility to delinquency, and differential rea :-.:-:-e:--.:? 

4 . Are there strategies that could be 

juvenile delinquency among learning disab e 

These questions were answered through a 

use o pre:e~: 

s · en s? 

r ev1e' of 

related literature . 
uestions 1 and 3 were also answere~ 

ha Comparison study through the throug 
ex mina on of 

discipline records Y Senior Hi h s~hoo~ . t Dickson Coun 

2 



Definition of Terms 

Learning Disabiliti e s : Spec i fic learning d1sabil 

is a disti nct handicapping c o nd it i o n of pres med 

n eur ological origin , which thro ughout life selectively 

interferes with the acquisiti o n , processing , r et r ieva , 

and usage of information . 

es 

A juveni l e u nder a ge 18 must have 

committed an act held to be i llegal , an that the ac ms~ 

have come to the attention of some authority , police , 

school , parents or others who r epor t this misconduct , and 

some official records or e n t r y must be made of the detai_s . 

Delinquency in this s e nse i mplies appr ehension . If no 

r e port has been made , the r e i s in r eality no de inquenc1 

from a legal point of view . 

Hypothesis 

h . between lear ning disabi it1es 
There is a relations ip 

and juvenile delinquency . 

List of Assumptions 

ha
ve b een a ssumed for this r esearch : 

The following 
. lea r ning disab1 i ies 

(1} The tests for c ategor iz ing 

are valid and reliabl e . 

( 2 ) sub j e c s we r e Judged by 

nile d elinquency . 
dete r mining j uv 

3 

hes me cr1. eri.a 



List of Limitation s 

( 1 ) This study was direc t e d predominantly oward he 

c orre lation b e tween l e a r ning disabilities and male j 1e~1 le 

de l inquents . 

( 2 ) Subjects of the study we r e juveniles , therefore 

cre ating a wide range of maturatio n . 

( 3 ) Sample s were not c ontrolle d f o r an equal 

r e prese ntatio n of traditional and no n- t r a itional families . 



CHAPTER II 

Review of Related Lit e ra ~ re 

Introduction 

and 

The existence of a link between juvenile de inq 

learning disabiliti es has been discussed in vast areas . 

There is little research , and seeming ly little consens s , 

among those who conducted t hei r studies {M lt L ,·,e zer , . , 

Roditi , B ., Fenton , T . , 1986) . Recently , investiga o rs 

have emphasized that delinquents often display educat ~or.al 

traits that are similar t o lea rning disabled students 

(Me ltze r , L . , Levine , M. , Karniski , W. , Palfrey , J . , c:.a:::-.,,;.e, 

s ., 1984) . McMahon ( 1986) stated , " Inc :::- easi:ig n r..be rs 

of special needs offenders r eflect t~e proporcionate grc~:~ 

of the general incarcerated population" ( P . ) . 

A review of literature was o r gani:ed around these 

four basic questions : 

( 
1

) Do children with lea rn ing disabilities comm:.:: 

non-learning disabled chil r en? 
mo r e offenses than those 

a learning disability affect se::
(2) How does having 

' ? 
esteem and motivation. 

(3) Are learning disab led students more 

. ts because of schoo 
become j uvenile delinquen 

susceptibility , 
nd differential treatment? 

il<.e ... y o 

a:.:.ure, 

. th t coul be use 
Are the r e strategies 

juvenile delinquency 
mong 1earnin is bled s ens. 

5 



Children With Learnin Disabilities vers 

Disabled Children Who Commit Offenses 

There is reason to suspect that children wi h 

disabilities may be more likely to lack the social kn o . .., l e d-:; e 

and skills that could help keep them fr om participating 

in undesirable behaviors than t hei r nondisab ed peers 

(Pearl , R ., Bryan , T ., 1994) . Me 1 t z er et al . ( 1 9 8 6 ) c 1 e 

a 1984 study by Offord which s tated , " The relationship 

between juveni le delinquency and psychopathology has bee~ 

examined within the context of socioeconomic status , 

temperament , school success , and pee r r elationships" 

(p . 581) . Meltzer also cited a 197 ➔ st dy by Krotov1 _e, 

stating that the hypothesis that all for~s of delinq~enc1 

are caused by emotional disorde r s has been r ef ted . In 

fact , there has been increasing emphasis on the 1mportar.ce 

of academic difficulties as possible precursors of 

delinquency . 
According to eltzer , there were 

epidemiological studies indicating that 50 percent of 

juvenile delinquents showed prior evidence of spec1 1c 

learning disabilities . Crawford (1982) d1scusse how 

incidence of the learning disab ed child in our Juven _e 

chi-dren . 
system compared to non-learning disable 

I shows a r elationship between the handicaps an 

delinquency . 
Crawf o rd cited studies by' or an ( 

f p r evalences of h nd1capp1n 
showed a compa r ison o 

conditions 
mong juvenile o 

enders n ener 5 , ~nt 

6 



Tabl e I 

Comparison of Prevale nce s of Handi c appi ng Condi t ions A~ong 
Juvenile Offenders and Among the Genera l Student Pop la::.: o n 

Drawn fr om Su r ve y s and Pr e va lence Estima t es 

Pe r cen t Among Pe :r cen::. 1 :1 

HANDICAP Juven ile Offenders Ge neral Poo :.a::. ,:, :-. 

Emotionally 
2 . 0 Handi c apped 1 6 • 2 

Specific Learning 
. 5 

Disabled 1 0 • 6 

Educable Mentall y 1 . 5 
Re tarde d 7 . 7 

Trainable Mental l y • 8 
Retarded 1 • 8 

1 • 7 
3 . 5 

Speech Impaired 

1 . 6 
• 0 

Visually Impaired 
0 . 6 

Hard o f Hearing 1 . 4 

0 . 6 

Other 
1 • 1 

0 . 6 

Total 
4 2 . 1 

ote : 

e Ju eniles !E. ~ 
l C e o f Hand ic (p 4 ) bv oro hy 

Fr o m Prev en - f Lite r t u r e . - . 
System : A surve ~ 2- ~~~~--
er wfo r d , 198 2 . 

7 



population . 

fifty states . 

These figur e s we r e taken f 
r om a s r•,e'/ of 

Crawford said that the fig ures 
may not be 

reliable since many juvenile ff 
o enders are no incarcera e~ . 

Brier ( 1989 ) stated that a recent t d 

learning disabled youths 
s u Y indicated that 

are mo re than twice as like y 

to be judged delinquent by t h e courts than non - learning 

disabled youths . 
For the same offenses , lea r n · ng disab:ej 

youths have higher rates of arrests and ad judication . 

According to the study , 36 percent o f a l_ inca r cerated 

juveniles had learning disabilities . 

Crawford (1982) cited studies by Swanstrom of Rand e 

and Offord (1979) , where 56 percent of 105 adJudicated 

12 to 17 year old boys in Rochester , Minnesota we r e fo~r.· 

to be learning disabled . Crawfor d a l so cited Podboy and 

Mallory (1978) whose study of 250 youths held at a Juven~le 

detention facility in Sonoma County, Ca lifo r nia , f ond 

49 percent to be learning disab led . 

Self Esteem and Motivati o n Amo ng Learninq Disabled Youths 

( 1984) indicated that the associat1O~ Meltzer et al . 

between learning disabiliti es and juveni e de inquenc y 

School failure le a ds to low se fmay result when early 

Provokes anti-socia l behavior . esteem , which in turn 

89 ) found that substance abuse Sikorski (19 

to 90 Percent of all cases referre factor in 60 to the 

Juvenile and Family Court . Reli ble stud es in ic te 

8 



that five to eight percent of the curre n t school age 

population are affected by learning disabi l it ie s . 

and Spreen (1 993) cited Murray (1976) suggesting t h a t 

learning disabled children perceived as s oc ial l y awk~a r 

and unattractive develop negative self-ima ge s . 
eltze r 

et al . ( 1986) cited conclusions by Off o rd ( 19 83) . Off o rd 

found that in some chi ldren , learning pro b l e ms and 

behavioral disorders may occur simultaneously . In o t he r s , 

there may be some common factors leading t o the deve lop~e~t 

of both learning disabilities and juvenile delinquenc y . 

The learning problems may often lead to s chool fai u r e 

and low self-esteem . The negative image , which · s o f ten 

a consequence , may contribute to the deve opment o f J ve~:: e 

delinquency . 

School Failure, susceptibility, and Diff e r e n t ia l Treat~e ~: 

Hypotheses 

Larson ( 1988) stated that learning disabi l i ty leads 

d to a negative or l o w se to school failure , whi ch leas 

image , which 

consistently 

1 d ut This 1 s in turn r esults in schoo r o p o . 

t d t o be a strong and persistent repor e 

correlate of delinquency . Broder, P ., Du rnvant, 

E ., and Sutton , P . (1 981 ) supported this e x plana 

l · t · sled to poor 
t hat learning disabi lie proposing 

and cause the stude n t t o eng ge in achievement 
e in 

e m c 

u n-y . 

According to Brier (1 9 8 9 ), le rn1n d 1sab1 1ty 0 S ~ t 

9 



seem to be a suffi c i e nt con ition ln an 

a delinquent outcome . 
Ho we v e r , school fa1lure 1s a &-r ~ -

i.. - ~ .::, -

step in _ a sequence experi enced by children w:.:~ lear~:.~~ 

disabilities that culminates i n , 1 · , 
ae 1 nquency . Melt~er e : 

al . (1984) found results indi c ati ng a highe r p r evale,.ce 

of school problems among t h e del i nquents as ea r l1 as 

kindergarten . Grande (1988) stated that school fa:lu r e 

and the effects on our yo ut h h a ve been a conce r n of 

educators since as early a s 1 933 . It was r epo r ted t~a: 

school maladjustment and d issat isf a ction we r e at t~e 

o f a considerab le number o f delinquent behavior s . 

r sc :. 

" According to the sus cep tibil i ty theo r y , c'.'1 :._ d ::- e,. 

with learning disabilities posses s ce r tain ~e r so~al i :j 

characteristics that make t h e m mo r e su s ceptible to 

oppor tunities for engaging in de linquen t ac ivities' ' (~a:j: e 

et al . , 1993 , p . 417) . Brier ( 1989) p r oposed t~at t~e 

neurological and intellectua l d ifficulties of lea r ~:~g 

disabled children directl y contri bu t e to anti - social 

behavior . Brier also state d t h a t in a long:tudi~al st~~:-

of individuals who had an At tenti o n De fi cit Hype r act1v:.::· 

Diso rder (ADHD) , near ha l f of the individ 1als st~d:e~ = : J ~~ 

delinquent . The susceptibi lity r ationale propose 

c hildre n with learning d i s ab i lities were ~ore 

0 
e li n q uency as a r e su lt of the persona 

· t d wi h learn1n ch r cte ris i c s as soc 1 e 

( Br o e r e t 1 ., 1 81) . 

, 0 



Broder et al . ( 1981) cited z · 1mrner man ( l 98 ) 
to the differential t t pert 1r.1ng 

rea ment theory , whi ch 
1 s a ed 
ea rning disabled d na 

. an non- lea rning disabled h 
in the c ild r en er.gage 

same behavio rs but t h . . 
, e Juvenile Ju st1· ce s ystem 

treats learning disabled children 
differently fr om non-

learning disabled childr en . Brier ( 1989) f ou nd ha t 

learning disabled youth were approximately 2 00 percent 

more likely to be arrested for the same offenses as 

counterparts and had ah . h ig er probability o f being 

off icially adjudicated delinquents . Based o n t he lear n 1 ng 

disabled and juvenile delinquent link , Lane ( 1980 ) s ated 

some possible implications fo r the t r eatment o f j v e n i es 

shown in Table II . 

Strate ies of Juvenile Preventi o n Amo nq Lea r ~i~c 

Disabled Students 

Ac cording to the General Accounting Offi ce 1n 

Washington , D. C ., Dodaro and Salvemini (1 9 8 5 ) , a Juven1:e 

offend e r's mental disabilities o r handicaps o n ly e xa cerba e 

the problems of placement . Often the handicapped 

falls between the cracks of the system . In a r epo r t to 

the local Board of Education , suggestions we r e made to 

require public schools to refer all J uve nil es for est n 

who need to do so , and to make sure the pub lic schoo s 

develop complete IEP ' s ( Individuali ze Ed uction l Pro r~~, . 

This repo r t also r ecommended t h t the s c hools coor 1n e 

1 1 
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some type of service that would exchange r eco r ds wi h the 

court system . These type s of r eco r ds wou d be IEP's , test 

results , and educational histories . 

Class r oom instructio n and small group t u o ring ~er e 

educational interventions r ecommended by Ol in (1987) 1 n 

the " Churchill forum " (1988) . Olin went o n t o recommend 

individual and family counseling and job training as 

vocational interventions . Ol in expressed a great cancer~ 

that if we do not address these prob lems of our youngster s , 

it will be a continuous cycle of frustration, rage, and 

hopelessness . Olin stated that a lack of basic skills 

can condemn one to a life of failure, fr u stratio ns , a nd 

crime . The troubles that develop d ri ng a yout ~ ' s s c~oo : 

years , can become seriousl y aggravated in adu l t years i f 

not addressed . 

1 3 



Subjec ts 

CHAPTER I II 

Methodology 

The subjects f o r this t d 
s u y were a ll s tudents f r om 

Di c kson County Se nio r High 
School d uri ng t he 199 4- 1995 

school year . 
The samp le of t d 

s u ents cho s e n was pr ovided 
by an examinatio n of school d 

iscip l ine r ecor ds . The 

students were categori zed as r egu l a r d 
e cation and 

c onsulting stude nts . 
The consulting student s were St uder.ts 

who had been labeled as lea r ning di sab led o r seve r ely 

emotio nally disturbed . 

Procedure 

During the 1 99 4-1 995 s chool year at OC HS , o f over 

1700 students, t he re were 212 d i fferent st udents r epo r ted 

t o the principal's o f fice fo r di s cip l inar y ac tion . A 

disc i pl ine pro bl ems we r e categor ized in to mino r and maJor 

offens e s . Discipline p r oblems r e s u l ting i n an out of sc~oc : 

s u s pe nsi o n or transf e r to a n alternati ve lea r ning cente r 

were cons i dered ma jor offenses . Al l o t he r offenses ~e ~e 

categori z ed as mi no r . 

Childre n With Learning Di sabil i t i es Versus on-Learn n 

Disab led Children Who Comm i t Offenses 

The OCHS study showed a correla tion bet ·een 
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disabilities and j uv e ni le delinquenc y . Of the 2 2 s dents 

who committed school o ff e n ses 11 3 , . were lea r ning disabled . 

Ho wever , it was also inte r esting to not e th a t o f these 

24 learning disabled stude n ts , the ma jori ty ( 58 . 3 ) we r e 

involved in ma j or offense s . A compariso n study , shown 

in Table 3 , indicates that 88 . 7 o f s chool o ff e nde rs we r e 

regular education stude n t s , but o f t hose 188 students , 

only 27% were involved in majo r of f enses . 

Sc hool Failure , Susceptibi l ity , and Differ e nt i a l Tr eatmenL 

Hypotheses 

Table 4 shows a mor e inte r e s ting c o r r e l ati o n i n the 

number of students in e a ch categor y who fail e d t he s choo _ 

y e ar . There was a hi g h co rrela tion o f bo t h r e gula r 

e ducati o n students and consulting stud e nt s , 44. 7 a nd 62 . 5 

r e spe ctively , who comm itted the s chool o f fen s e s and fa i led . 

A stu dy such as this can only i ndicate tha t s tudents who 

School s uccess will experi e nce le ss s choo: e xperi e nce more 

dis c ip l ine . 
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TABLE III 

Di sc ipline Comparison o f Di c k son Co unty Se ni o r High Sc hool Le arning 
Disabl e d v s . No n - Lea rning Disabl ed Stude nts 

MlNR CHENxS M\rn CFffi'HS 
tb. d ~ tb. of Sb..dnts tb. of 

148 69. ffi, 40 18.~ 100 

t1rg 10 4.7% 14 6.6% 24 

1 158 74. 5l 54 25. 5% 212 

00.7% 
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TABLE IV 

Academic Comparison of Dickson County Senior High School 
1994 - 1995 Dis c ipline d Students 

'Itial # 

188 

24 

212 

II of 

104 (55. 3% ) 

9 (37 .S't ) 

11 3 ( 53 . 3% ) 

II of 

84 (44.n) 

15 (62. 5 ) 

(46.n J 



S u mmary 

•::::HAPTER IV 

Summary , Conclusions , I mp l i cations 

and Recommendati o ns 

The purpose of th i s study was t o dete r mine i f lea r n_~~ 

disabled youths make up a large pro por t i o n o f ou r Juven _ ::..e 

d el inq uent youths , h ow s elf-esteem and motivati o n a r e 

ef f e cte d by lea rning disabi l itie s , how school fail r e , 

s us ceptibility , and diffe r ential tre a tme n t of ea r n i ng 

d isabl e d c hildr e n a tt r ibute t o del i nquency , and s r aceg1es 

that may be used t o help them. The r esea r ch of 1 te r a:~re 

r e la ted t o the links between l ea r ning d isab i it i e s and 

juvenil e delinquenc y , alo ~g with an i ndependent s tudy of 

Di ckson County Se ni o c High Schoo l , f u r n i shed the fo nda:: c r. 

fo r t h is study . 

Th e research f ocused on the links be t ween Juvenile 

delin q u e ncy and s ever al types of disabi l i tie s . 

Concent r at ing main ly on learning disabi li ti e s , the sc..1d:es 

d t to hl.. g h c o rre l ati o n o f the two showed a mo e ra e 

t h e tl.· es bet e en t hese two we r e few Solution s f o r 

actors . 

The OCHS study showed a moderate correlat1on in 

Ho,.-eve r , 
learn i n g disabil i ties and s c hoo l discipline . 

correlation in schoo 
the study s howe d a much h i ghe r 

nd sch oo l discip l ine , f ur he r su p pe r in 

1.sability 
, Ael inq u e ncy l 1n . nd j uveni -e --1 

1 8 

he 



Co nclu sions 

(1) Result s of th t d es u ies r esear ched showed t h a t 

10 t o 56 pe rce nt of juveni le delinque n t s have a le . arn1ng 
disability . This was f u r the r support ed by the DC HS study 

that 11 . 3% of discipline o f f e nde rs we r e lea r n i ng disab led . 

( 2 ) Self-e s teem and mot1· vat 1·on ff d a r e a ecte g r eat ~/ 

by learning d i s abilities . 

( 3 ) Learn i ng disabled youths are mo r e likely t o be 

arre ste d than t hei r n o n -learning disab led peers . 

(4) The o dds of becoming ad judi cated a r e 22 0 pe r cent 

g r e a te r for ajolescents with lear n ing d i sabi l itie s than 

the ir n o n-learn i n g disabled pee r s . 

(5) Thoro u g h t esting o f al l s tudents at a n ea r l y a ge 

f o r t h e detectio n of lear ning disabil it i e s would g r eatl y 

aid in e arly identi f icat ion . 

( 6 ) Quic k and a ppr op r iate remed iation fo r each 

i n d i vidual ' s p r o b lem would aid in tha t student being mo r e 

succes s fu l in s chool . Acco rding t o the 8 :HS st d y , t he 

u n s u ccessful s tuden t was the disci pl in e p r o blem . 

I mplications 
d r a wn as a resu l t 

The f ollowi n g implications we r e 

and c o rre spond b y numbe r s : 
o f the conclusions 

a mount o f ou r juveni-e o ffender s 
( 1 ) A significant 

has l earning disabil i t ie s . 

f ilure may contribu t e t o 
( 2 ) Ear ly s c hool 
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esteem and po or mot iva tion . Th 1 
e at te r evol ves into 

dro pping out of s c hool and deli nq ue ncy . 

(3 ) Learning disab led yo uths do not al~ays have 
he 

jud g ment needed to make the best deci s ions fo r themselves 

in c ertain given situ a tions . This poo r ability to make 

s o und j udgments may lead t o the i r del i nquency and even 

ad j udication . 

(4) The j ustice system d o es no t know all they should 

kno w abo ut yo uths with learni ng d isabilities in o r de r to 

best s e rve them. 

( 5 ) There is no t enoug h testi ng being done at the 

p r e s e nt t i me . Too many s tud e nts go unnoticed and not 

u n til it is t o o late . 

( 6 ) Ear l y int e r venti o n with plenty of prog r ams in 

our school s fo r the lear ning d isabled students wou d 

as S tudents a nd pe r haps help to i n c r ease t heir succes s 

keep them in school . 

Recomm e ndation s 

r ecomme nda t i o ns a r e in response to the The followi ng 

resear c h f ind i ngs : 

d i sabilities shou~ ( 1 ) Detec tio n of l e arning 

l.· n our early s chool prog rams . p r ior ity 

be a 

( 2 ) ui c k inte rve n tion shoul be given for t~e at 

r isk s tudents . 

0 



(3) School systems and court sys tems shou d work 

together to gather and distribute a ccur ate infor mation 

about juvenile delinquents . 

(4) Change must first occur in our s chool s i n o r de r 

to see a change in the future of our youth . 
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