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Characteristics, Assessment,
and Treatment of Writing
Difficulties in College Students
With Language Disorders
and/or Learning Disabilities

Stephanie A. Richards

Many students currently are enrolled in colleges and universities across the country with language
disorders and/or learning disabilities (LLD). The majority of these students struggle with writing,
creating a need to identify and provide them with writing intervention services. Speech–language
pathologists (SLPs) may provide this intervention; however, many report lacking the confidence,
training, and experience to assess and treat writing difficulties in this or any population (Fallon &
Katz, 2011). Therefore, the purpose of this article is to provide information that will assist SLPs
and other professionals to identify the writing problems of college students with LLD and develop
individualized treatment plans for them. Specifically, information is provided relating to (a) the
types of writing difficulties typically seen in this population, (b) the best methods of assessing the
writing problems of this population, (c) how to develop and provide individualized therapy for
these individuals, and (d) the types of accommodations that can be used with this population.
Key words: college students, language disorder, learning disability, writing assessment,
writing difficulty, writing intervention

WRITING is a skill that is highly impor-
tant for college students to succeed

both academically and in their future careers.
However, there are currently many students
enrolled in college who struggle with writ-
ing, some of whom have language disorders or
learning disabilities (LD). Specifically, the U.S.
Department of Education (2011) reported that
there were more than 200,000 students with
LD enrolled in colleges in the United States
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during the 2008–2009 academic year. In addi-
tion, Wagner, Newman, Cameto, and Levine
(2005) reported that the number of college
students with LD has nearly doubled since the
1980s. With researchers estimating that ap-
proximately 80% of individuals with LD have a
language-based LD (see Rath & Royer, 2002),
writing will likely be one of the main struggles
of these students.

Despite nationwide efforts to increase stu-
dent performance in reading and writing, stu-
dents with language disorders and/or learning
disabilities (LLD) make significantly slower
gains in their written language skills than
their typically developing peers (Katz, Stone,
Carlisle, Corey, & Zeng, 2008). In addition,
problems with reading are more likely to be
overcome by individuals with LD during ado-
lescence and adulthood than problems with
writing (Alley & Deshler, 1979). Supporting
this claim, studies of adults with a history of
LLD have revealed that writing problems tend
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to persist into adulthood (e.g., Michelsson,
Byring, & Björkgren, 1985; Mortensen, Smith-
Lock, & Nickels, 2009).

Given that a high number of incoming col-
lege students struggle with writing and con-
tinue to struggle with writing without in-
tervention, it is likely that speech–language
pathologists (SLPs) working with college stu-
dents will be faced with the need to assess
and treat writing difficulties in their clients
with LLD. Speech–language pathologists most
likely to encounter this population include
those working in university speech and hear-
ing clinics, private practices, or other set-
tings within a university that offer support
services for students with LLD (e.g., disability
services office). In addition, SLPs preparing
high school students with LLD to transition to
college may want to consider assessing and
treating the writing skills of these students.

Although the scope of practice for SLPs in-
cludes assessing and treating oral and writ-
ten language disorders (American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association, 2007), many
SLPs state that they are not well prepared
for their roles in preventing and remediating
written language disorders and some express
that providing written language services does
not fall within their roles and responsibilities
(Ehren & Ehren, 2001; Fallon & Katz, 2011).
More specifically, Fallon and Katz found that
more than a quarter of school-based SLPs re-
port that they do not have the expertise re-
quired to provide services to students who
struggle with reading and/or writing. In addi-
tion, only 26% of all participants and 51% of
participants surveyed who had recently grad-
uated from a master’s program in speech–
language pathology reported receiving any
training on how to implement written lan-
guage services during their graduate educa-
tion. Furthermore, 26% of participants dis-
agreed or strongly disagreed that providing
written language services was part of their re-
sponsibilities. This lack of confidence, train-
ing, experience, and belief that written lan-
guage services fall within their scope of prac-
tice leads many SLPs to avoid providing these
services to their clients who struggle with

reading and/or writing, as Fallon and Katz
(2011) found that school-based SLPs, on av-
erage, only provide written language services
for 38% of the students on their caseload who
struggle with reading and/or writing.

Because there are currently many college
students who struggle with writing and many
SLPs who do not feel prepared to provide
written language services, this article focuses
on providing information to increase SLPs’
knowledge of how best to address the writ-
ing skills of precollege and college students
with LLD. The information presented in this
article is also relevant for other professionals
working with this population, such as the staff
of writing centers or other language special-
ists. To set the stage, the article begins with
a brief overview of college writing expecta-
tions and then moves into a discussion of the
types of writing skills that are typically im-
paired in adolescents and adults with LLD, as
well as how the writing abilities of students
with LLD differ from those of their peers. This
information can assist in identifying students
who would benefit from writing intervention.
From there, I describe the existing methods
for assessing the writing abilities of this pop-
ulation, as well as outline the strengths and
weaknesses of these assessment procedures.
Finally, I describe intervention approaches
and accommodations, with evidence support-
ing their effectiveness in addressing the writ-
ing difficulties of individuals with LLD.

COLLEGE WRITING EXPECTATIONS

To know which writing skills should be as-
sessed and treated in college students with
LLD, it is important to be familiar with college
writing expectations. The Writing and Lan-
guage standards of the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) and scoring guidelines for
portions of the ACT and SAT related to writ-
ing provide some insight into the types of
writing skills expected of students as they
first enter college. According to the Writ-
ing and Language standards in the CCSS,
high school juniors and seniors should be
able to compose argumentative, informative/
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explanatory, and narrative text structures
using the appropriate macrostructural (i.e.,
features present at essay level rather than
word or sentence level across genres, such
as inclusion of genre-specific elements, orga-
nization, and overall quality) and microstruc-
tural (i.e., semantic, syntactic, and mechan-
ical elements present in all genres, such as
grammar, usage, capitalization, punctuation,
and spelling) elements (Common Core State
Standards Initiative, 2012a, 2012b). Further-
more, the scoring procedures of the ACT
Writing Test and requirements of the ACT
English Test suggest that beginning college
freshmen are expected to have a strong grasp
of the macrostructural elements of persua-
sive writing, be able to effectively use mi-
crostructural elements in their writing, and
successfully complete the reviewing stage of
the writing process (i.e., proofreading, edit-
ing, and revising of both microstructural and
macrostructural elements of writing; ACT,
2007). Finally, the SAT Essay subtest and three
multiple-choice writing subtests suggest that
college freshmen should be able to compose
a persuasive writing sample using appropri-
ate macrostructural and microstructural ele-
ments, as well as successfully complete the re-
viewing stage of the writing process (College
Board, 2008, 2013). Overall, these standards
and tests indicate that incoming college fresh-
men are expected to possess strong skills in
the areas of macrostructure and microstruc-
ture across several genres (especially persua-
sive writing) and be able to proofread, edit,
and revise both their work and the work of
others.

Two sets of writing standards that have
been developed specifically for college stu-
dents are the Writing Program Administra-
tion (WPA) Outcomes Statement for First-
Year Composition and the Framework for
Success in Postsecondary Writing. The WPA
Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composi-
tion was developed by an ad hoc committee
of the Council of Writing Program Adminis-
trators (CWPA) to provide a standard set of
guidelines that could be used by first-year
writing instructors to determine what skills

should be taught in first-year composition
courses, as well as what skills students should
have mastered by the end of these courses
(CWPA, 1999, 2008). The Framework for
Success in Postsecondary Writing, released
in January 2011 by the CWPA, National Coun-
cil of Teachers of English (NCTE), and the
National Writing Project (NWP), was created
to provide information about what skills stu-
dents need to successfully complete their
first year of college writing (CWPA, NCTE, &
NWP, 2011; O’Neill, Adler-Kassner, Fleischer,
& Hall, 2012). In addition, the writing tasks of
the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) pro-
vide some guidance about the writing skills
expected at the point of preparing for gradu-
ate school.

Based on the skills expected in the Out-
comes Statement, Framework, and GRE
writing tasks (i.e., Analyze an Issue and An-
alyze an Argument), college students should
be able to engage flexibly in all aspects of the
writing process, including researching, plan-
ning and organizing ideas, generating text,
editing, revising, and proofreading (CWPA,
1999, 2008; CWPA, NCTE, & NWP, 2011;
Educational Testing Service, 2013a, 2013b).
They are also expected to recognize that
writing is a process that takes time, requires
multiple drafts, and may require moving
back and forth between different stages of
the writing process as needed. In terms of
macrostructure, college students should be
able to compose a variety of genres (especially
persuasive writing and those required in their
field of study), adapt their writing to each
genre, write for a variety of audiences, iden-
tify the appropriate audience for their writing
and adapt accordingly, write for a variety of
purposes and contexts, demonstrate a focus
on a specific purpose in their writing, adapt
their writing to different purposes and con-
texts, and format various text types. Related to
microstructure, students should demonstrate
a strong grasp of the rules of grammar, syntax,
spelling, punctuation, and capitalization, as
well as be able to use the specialized vocab-
ulary of their field of study. In addition, both
the Outcomes Statement and the Framework
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emphasize the importance of being able to
apply critical thinking skills in writing, as they
expect students to use critical thinking skills
to synthesize, respond to, analyze, critique,
summarize, and/or interpret specific texts
or situations. In summary, it appears that
college students are expected to have strong
macrostructural and microstructural abilities
and be flexible in their ability to conduct the
writing process, as there is a strong emphasis
on the need to be able to write in a variety of
ways and adapt to specific situations.

WRITING CHARACTERISTICS OF
COLLEGE STUDENTS WITH LLD

Although there are many standards and
tests available to help determine the writing
expectations placed upon college students,
research focusing on the writing abilities of
college students (typical or with LLD) is lim-
ited. Most of the existing literature on this
topic examines the writing abilities of pri-
mary students, secondary students, or adults
not enrolled in college. This makes it diffi-
cult to know what “typical” or “atypical” writ-
ing looks like in college students. However,
findings of the few existing studies discussing
writing differences between adolescents and
adults with and without LLD serve as a start-
ing point for identifying the writing character-
istics of college students with writing difficul-
ties related to LLD.

Specifically, researchers have examined the
writing abilities of adolescents with language
impairments (Dockrell, Lindsay, & Connelly,
2009; Puranik, Lombardino, & Altmann, 2007;
Smith-Lock, Nickels, & Mortensen, 2009), ado-
lescents with LD (Hall-Mills & Apel, 2012;
Morris & Crump, 1982), college students with
LD (Duquès, 1989; Gregg, Coleman, Stennett,
& Davis, 2002), college students with writ-
ing difficulties (Harrison & Beres, 2007), and
adults with a history of language impairments
(Puranik et al., 2007; Smith-Lock et al., 2009;
Suddarth, Plante, & Vance, 2012). The find-
ings of these studies present information on
both the macrostructural and microstructural
differences seen between the writing samples

of adolescents and adults with and without
LLD.

Macrostructure

With regard to macrostructure, researchers
have found that adolescents and adults with
LLD demonstrate problems with a variety
of these “big picture” elements. Specific
macrostructural skills that have been found to
be impaired in these individuals include ideas
and development of ideas (Dockrell et al.,
2009), organization (Dockrell et al., 2009;
Harrison & Beres, 2007), theme development
(Harrison & Beres, 2007), inclusion of genre-
specific elements (Hall-Mills & Apel, 2012),
and overall quality (Gregg et al., 2002). Taken
together, these findings suggest that college
students with LLD will have a weak under-
standing of the required components and or-
ganizational “rules” of various genres, as well
as difficulty generating and organizing ideas.

Microstructure

Researchers also have found differences in
the microstructural abilities of adolescents
and adults with and without LLD. More specif-
ically, researchers have found that adoles-
cents and adults with LLD perform more
poorly than their typically developing peers in
the areas of productivity (Gregg et al., 2002;
Harrison & Beres, 2007; Puranik et al., 2007),
lexical diversity (Gregg et al., 2002; Morris &
Crump, 1982), grammatical complexity (i.e.,
measures of sentence or syntactic complex-
ity; Morris & Crump, 1982; Smith-Lock et al.,
2009), grammaticality (Dockrell et al., 2009;
Duquès, 1989; Smith-Lock et al., 2009;
Suddarth et al., 2012), spelling (Duquès, 1989;
Harrison & Beres, 2007; Smith-Lock et al.,
2009; Suddarth et al., 2012), and punctuation
(Harrison & Beres, 2007; Smith-Lock et al.,
2009; Suddarth et al., 2012).

In addition, Hall-Mills and Apel (2012)
found that 6th- to 12th-grade students with
LLD produced a higher number of total words,
different words, and complex correct sen-
tences in their narrative writing samples than
in their expository writing samples. These dif-
ferences between genres are likely due to
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differing levels of difficulty and familiarity, as
many researchers have suggested that expos-
itory text structures tend to have heavier cog-
nitive and linguistic demands than other gen-
res and are less frequently encountered in life
than narrative texts (e.g., Berman & Katzen-
berger, 2004; Nippold, 2000), even though
they may be more frequently encountered in
postsecondary education.

Taken together, these findings suggest that
college students with LLD tend to have
weaker writing abilities in several microstruc-
tural areas than their typically developing
peers. First, they likely will produce shorter
texts than their typical peers on expository
writing tasks and they may have more diffi-
culty generating text for expository writing
tasks than for narrative writing tasks. Second,
they likely will use less diverse vocabulary
in their writing than their typical peers and
their expository texts may include less di-
verse vocabulary than their narrative texts.
Third, these individuals likely will demon-
strate weaker grammatical complexity skills
in writing than their typical peers and they
may struggle more to produce complex sen-
tences in expository than narrative writing
tasks. Finally, they likely will produce a higher
number of grammatical, spelling, and punctu-
ation errors that negatively impact the clarity
of their narrative and expository writing sam-
ples than their typical peers.

ASSESSMENT

There are currently many ways to assess
writing, each of which provides a different
type and level of information. Therefore, clin-
icians (i.e., SLPs and other professionals) must
be informed about the available options to
determine which method best serves their
purposes.

Formal writing measures

One option is to assess writing formally. Be-
cause formal, standardized measures are typi-
cally required to qualify students for interven-
tion services and/or accommodations, they
are often a good place to start when assessing

college students with LLD who may benefit
from writing intervention and do not already
have a disability diagnosis. However, clini-
cians should be cautious when using formal
measures to identify writing problems in this
population, as none of the existing standard-
ized diagnostic writing measures sufficiently
assesses the writing abilities of college stu-
dents who may present with writing difficul-
ties as a result of LLD.

Six existing diagnostic writing measures
have been normed for college students.
They are Spelling Performance Evaluation
for Language and Literacy–Second Edition
(SPELL-2; Masterson, Apel, & Wasowicz,
2006); Wide Range Achievement Test–Fourth
Edition (WRAT-4; Wilkenson & Robertson,
2006); Woodcock-Johnson III Normative
Update (WJ-III NU; Woodcock, McGrew,
Schrank, & Mather, 2007); Test of Adolescent
and Adult Language–Fourth Edition (TOAL-4;
Hammill, Brown, Larsen, & Wiederholt,
1994); Oral and Written Language Scales–
Second Edition (OWLS-2; Carrow-Woolfolk,
2011); and Kaufman Test of Educational
Achievement–Second Edition (KTEA-2; Kauf-
man & Kaufman, 2004). The problem is that
none of them fully examines a college stu-
dent’s ability to compose the types of writ-
ing activities typically expected at the college
level.

These existing measures are problematic
for one or more of the following reasons: (1)
examining writing at the word, sentence, or
paragraph level rather than the essay level
(i.e., SPELL-2, WRAT-4, WJ-III NU, TOAL-4,
and OWLS-2); (2) examining narrative essays
instead of the more commonly assigned per-
suasive or expository essays (i.e., KTEA-2); (3)
focusing on microstructural skills instead of
macrostructural skills (i.e., all measures); (4)
having students write an essay using mate-
rial generated during previously administered
discrete activities (i.e., KTEA-2); (5) examin-
ing only the writing product and ignoring the
writing process (i.e., all measures); (6) having
weak reliability and/or validity (i.e., OWLS-2
and WRAT-4; Salvia & Ysseldyke, 2007; Venn,
2007); and/or (7) not being normed for the full
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age range of college students (i.e., OWLS-2,
TOAL-4, and KTEA-2; Penner-Williams, Smith,
& Gartin, 2009). Because of these problems,
none of the existing formal writing measures
provides a true picture of how well college
students would perform on authentic college-
level writing activities. In cases where clini-
cians must use formal measures to qualify a
student for services, tests should be chosen
that will assess skills known to be problem-
atic for the student. This will increase the
chance of the student’s score(s) justifying the
need for intervention services and/or accom-
modations. However, if the student already
has an existing disability diagnosis, formal as-
sessment may not be required.

Informal writing measures

Whether or not students score below av-
erage on formal writing measures, informal
measures should also be used. Informal mea-
sures are more useful than formal measures
in identifying specific areas of weakness that
should be addressed both in therapy and in
monitoring progress throughout therapy. In
addition, when formal measures are given,
students’ performance on the discrete ac-
tivities (i.e., word- and sentence-level writ-
ing tasks) of standardized tests can be com-
pared with their performance on the essay-
level writing tasks of informal measures to
show where breakdowns occur. For exam-
ple, students may be able to correct spelling,
punctuation, and/or capitalization errors in a
single sentence or paragraph provided on a
test but struggle to make these same types of
corrections in their curriculum-based writing.
In conclusion, informal measures or existing
writing samples should always be used to as-
sess the writing of college students with LLD,
as each student’s strengths and weaknesses
identified from these tasks will assist in plan-
ning therapy.

When collecting writing samples to be ex-
amined informally, clinicians should collect
several samples using either existing writing
prompts, prompts that they develop on their
own, or prompts that they have gathered from
a student’s current or previous classes. Ob-

serving students as they compose their sam-
ples by hand and with pen can be helpful
because it allows for the examination of any
editing or revising that takes place while writ-
ing. However, having students compose a
sample on a computer may more accurately
represent how they typically complete writ-
ing assignments for classes. When having a
student type a sample, it may be beneficial
to turn off features that automatically change
or highlight spelling and grammatical errors.
This will show how frequently students are
making these types of errors and whether or
not they are able to identify and correct these
errors in their own work.

In addition, it is important to collect sam-
ples in several genres. This is because stu-
dents’ writing abilities can vary from one
genre to another (e.g., Crowhurst, 1987;
Crowhurst & Pichè, 1979). In all cases, how-
ever, a persuasive writing sample should be
collected, as researchers have found that the
majority of college writing assignments re-
quire students to use some form of persuasion
(Wolfe, 2011). Other genres that would be
useful to collect include those related specifi-
cally to a student’s field of study. If a clinician
is unsure of what these genres might be, he or
she could ask the student to provide writing
assignment prompts and samples from former
or current classes. The clinician could then
either use one of those prompts, develop a
similar prompt, or simply analyze an existing
sample.

When gathering original samples, clinicians
must consider whether or not they want to
set a time limit on student writing. When a
time restraint is used, clinicians should real-
ize that this could result in a weaker writ-
ing sample than what would be seen with-
out a time restraint (Lovett, Lewandowski,
Berger, & Gathje, 2010; Principe & Graziano-
King, 2008). This is because a time restraint
would limit how much time a student can
spend brainstorming ideas, writing, and mak-
ing revisions. On the contrary, some writing
activities in postsecondary courses are time
constrained, so the use of a time constraint
could make the assessment more ecologically
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authentic. In either case, clinicians should be
present to observe each writing session both
to ensure that students are not receiving out-
side help and to observe the writing process.
The problem with collecting and analyzing
existing writing assignments that were com-
pleted for students’ classes is that clinicians
will not know for sure if students received out-
side help on these assignments. This means
that the samples received might not be a true
representation of students’ independent writ-
ing abilities. Conversely, collecting outside
writing assignments can help show what stu-
dents’ writing products look like when given
an extended time period to write, as students
typically have several days to several weeks to
complete a writing assignment for a class.

To analyze the writing samples of college
students with LLD, clinicians should focus on
examining the skills that differ between ado-
lescents and adults with and without LLD.
Giving special attention to the skills known
to be weak in this population can help iden-
tify those with writing difficulties and detect
individual areas of weakness. Unfortunately,
because of the dearth of research comparing
the writing abilities of college students with
and without LLD, there are no clear norms
or guidelines available to distinguish between
typical and atypical writing in this population.
Therefore, clinicians must rely on their own
knowledge of language and literacy develop-
ment to identify specific areas of weakness in
the writing abilities of college students with
LLD. The following sections describe how
these various aspects of writing can be ex-
amined informally using writing samples col-
lected from college students with LLD.

Assessing the writing process

Because all of the existing writing standards
for college students place heavy emphasis on
the importance of being able to complete all
phases of the writing process (CWPA, 1999,
2008; CWPA, NCTE, & NWP, 2011), it should
be examined in college students with LLD.
However, the writing process is difficult to as-
sess because it primarily takes place invisibly
inside a writer’s mind (Flower & Hayes, 1981).

Therefore, clinicians must go beyond visual
observations to fully understand a writer’s
ability to engage in the writing process. For
example, to get an idea of a writer’s thought
process while planning and writing, clinicians
can ask questions about how often a writer
uses various writing strategies while planning,
composing, and revising a writing sample.
This can be accomplished through the devel-
opment of interview questions related specifi-
cally to the writing process, such as questions
about how a student plans for writing using a
given writing prompt, the types of prewriting
activities a student uses, how a student uses
grading rubrics to plan and evaluate his or her
writing, how a student transfers ideas to paper
or a computer, how a student changes his or
her writing based on target audience, or how
a student reviews his or her writing and makes
changes. Another possibility is to have a stu-
dent engage in a “think aloud” (i.e., verbally
discuss what he or she is thinking) through-
out the writing process (e.g., Flower & Hayes,
1981). In either case, clinicians should pay
attention to the types of strategies that stu-
dents use during all phases of the writing pro-
cess, as well as how effectively and efficiently
they are able to use these strategies. Knowing
if and where breakdowns occur during the
writing process can help clinicians determine
whether or not certain aspects of the writing
process need to be addressed in therapy.

Assessing the writing product:
Macrostructure

It is also essential to examine the writing
product of college students with LLD. The
writing product includes what a student pro-
duces after completing all steps of the writing
process; it is what will be used to judge stu-
dents’ writing abilities in both their college
classes and their future careers. If students
are unable to produce strong writing prod-
ucts, they will not be successful on writing
assignments in their college courses or future
jobs. The writing product can and should be
evaluated at two levels—macrostructure and
microstructure.
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At the macrostructural level, skills that
should be examined include inclusion of
genre-specific elements, idea development,
organization, theme development, and overall
quality. Quantitative measures could be used
to measure the use of genre-specific elements
(i.e., number of elements present; Hall-Mills &
Apel, 2012), but Likert rating scales for rating
traits are an easier and less time-consuming
option to examine the other macrostructural
features of writing (e.g., Bae, 2001; Crossley
& McNamara, 2011). More specifically, idea
development, theme development, organi-
zation, and inclusion of genre-specific ele-
ments can be examined using analytic rating
scales, which examine several different fea-
tures of writing within a single writing sample
(Weigle, 2002). For example, Bae (2001) used
a 5-point analytic rating scale to measure fea-
tures of content (i.e., related to idea develop-
ment and inclusion/quality of genre-specific
elements), coherence, and grammar. On this
scale, “0” was weak and “4” was strong, as
“0” indicated that there was not enough text
to make a judgment and “4” indicated that the
text was thorough, relevant, persuasive, and
creative for the area of content.

Overall quality may be examined using a
holistic rating scale, which provides a single
score for an entire writing sample without
focusing on one specific feature of writing
(Gregg et al., 2002; Weigle, 2002). However,
because holistic scales consider writing sam-
ples as a whole, they do not help identify
specific areas of weakness needing to be ad-
dressed in therapy. Therefore, they are not
useful for clinicians working to develop indi-
vidualized intervention plans.

Assessing the writing product:
Microstructure

To evaluate microstructure, each element
should be examined individually. Quantita-
tive measures are more commonly used to
examine microstructure features than rating
scales. When examining the writing sam-
ples of college students with LLD, the mi-
crostructure features that should be exam-
ined are those that are typically weak in

this population—productivity, lexical diver-
sity, grammatical complexity, grammaticality,
spelling accuracy, and punctuation.

To measure productivity (i.e., overall length
of a sample), counts should be made of the
total number of words (e.g., Gregg et al.,
2002; Hall-Mills & Apel, 2012; Harrison &
Beres, 2007; Puranik et al., 2007), T-units
(e.g., Hall-Mills & Apel, 2012; Puranik et al.,
2007), or paragraphs in a sample (e.g.,
Crossley, Weston, Sullivan, & McNamara,
2011). For lexical diversity (i.e., diversity of
the vocabulary in a sample), the number of
different words used in a writing sample is the
best measure, as researchers have found that
it shows more developmental change (i.e.,
continued growth as individuals mature) and
is better able to differentiate between individ-
uals with and without LLD than type–token
ratio (see Scott & Windsor, 2000). With regard
to grammatical complexity (sometimes called
sentence complexity or syntactic complex-
ity), possible measures include mean length
of utterance (i.e., total number of words di-
vided by total number of sentences or T-units;
e.g., Hall-Mills & Apel, 2012; Smith-Lock et al.,
2009), number of clauses per T-unit (i.e., total
number of clauses divided by total number of
T-units), or percentage of complex sentences.
Grammaticality (or grammatical accuracy), on
the contrary, can be measured by calculating
the percentage of sentences or T-units that are
either free of or contain grammatical errors
(e.g., Duquès, 1989) or the average number
of grammatical errors produced per sentence
or T-unit (e.g., Smith-Lock et al., 2009). The
features of spelling and punctuation can be
combined into a single measure that focuses
on mechanics (i.e., spelling, punctuation, and
capitalization) or total errors (e.g., Suddarth
et al., 2012) but are better measured sepa-
rately to pinpoint specific areas of weakness.
The most commonly used individual mea-
sure of spelling accuracy is calculating the
percentage of words misspelled in a writing
sample (e.g., Duquès, 1989). Analyzing the
types of spelling errors that students are
making and/or testing their knowledge of
various Greek and Latin prefixes, suffixes,
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and word roots might provide direction
about areas of weakness contributing to
spelling difficulties (see Brimo, 2013; Henry,
1988, 1993; Wasowicz, Apel, & Masterson,
2003). Measures of punctuation use include
the average number of punctuation errors
per sentence or T-unit (e.g., Smith-Lock
et al., 2009) or the percentage of sentences
or T-units containing punctuation errors.

TREATMENT

Once the assessment process is com-
plete, clinicians must begin planning for
therapy. Unfortunately, identifying evidence-
based practices can be difficult when working
with college students, as most of the exist-
ing writing intervention studies focus on stu-
dents in primary or secondary grades rather
than those in college (see Datchuk & Kubina,
2012; Graham & Perin, 2007; Rogers & Gra-
ham, 2008). However, there is a substantial
body of literature on the most effective liter-
acy interventions for individuals with LD of
various ages. The findings and recommenda-
tions from this literature can be used to as-
sist in developing individualized writing inter-
vention plans for college students with LLD,
as the writing difficulties of adolescents and
adults with language disorders and LD overlap
considerably (as described previously).

One model that can help clinicians begin
planning for therapy is the learning triangle.
The learning triangle is a model consisting of
three corners that outline how to support the
learning of individuals with LD (Berninger
& Winn, 2006). These corners include (1)
curriculum and instruction, (2) instructional
tools and materials, and (3) individual dif-
ferences of the learner. To use the triangle,
clinicians should consider each student’s indi-
vidual areas of weakness to determine which
materials and instructional practices will
best serve each student. For college students
with LLD, this will mean identifying each
student’s specific areas of strength and weak-
ness (representing individual differences of
the learner), providing strategy instruction
(representing curriculum and instruction),

and using authentic writing assignments from
the students current and/or previous courses
to practice using strategies (representing
instructional tools and materials).

Using the learning triangle, the first step
is to analyze assessment results to identify the
specific strengths and weaknesses of each stu-
dent. In addition to assessment results, clini-
cians may want to review a student’s graded
writing assignments and talk with the student
to identify specific strengths and weaknesses
that may not have been revealed during the
assessment process. Other strengths or weak-
nesses also may be revealed during the ther-
apy process. Therefore, clinicians should be
aware of college writing expectations in gen-
eral (discussed earlier) and the writing expec-
tations of each student’s field(s) of study so
that these skills can be carefully examined
as the student writes during therapy activi-
ties. Overall, strengths and weaknesses may
be seen in the writing process and/or writing
product, as well as in macrostructural and/or
microstructural elements of writing.

Once areas of strength and weakness are
identified (i.e., individual differences), clini-
cians should make decisions about the order
in which they will address weaknesses in ther-
apy. Some factors that clinicians may want
to consider when determining which skills to
treat first in therapy include how much of
an impact each weakness has on the over-
all quality of writing products, the severity of
each weakness, the amount of time and ef-
fort required to make progress in each area
of weakness, the types of writing skills that
will be necessary to complete the writing as-
signments expected at the college level and
in the student’s field of study, and the priori-
ties of the student being treated. During this
process, it may be helpful to examine scored
writing assignments from actual coursework
that have been provided by the student to de-
termine what he or she is penalized for most
frequently. The clinician also might consider
prioritizing macrostructural skills that would
be difficult for a spelling/grammar checker
or peer proofreader to catch (e.g., organiza-
tion or inclusion of genre-specific elements),
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as these other resources could be used until
microstructural skills could be addressed in
therapy. Regardless of the approach clinicians
choose to take in prioritizing goals, the stu-
dent with LLD should be involved throughout
this process. Collaborating with the student
to select treatment goals ensures that the stu-
dent also believes that the goals are important,
which is likely to increase the student’s mo-
tivation in working toward achieving those
goals.

Writing interventions

After targets for therapy are selected,
specific intervention strategies and materi-
als should be identified (i.e., curriculum/
instruction and instructional tools/materials
in the triangle model). Although many writing
interventions exist, the literature on literacy
interventions specifically for students with LD
outlines three basic strategies that have evi-
dence of their effectiveness with this popula-
tion (Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 2000). The
first of these strategies involves providing ex-
plicit instruction of all the steps of the writing
process, including prewriting, drafting, and
editing/revising. Observations of college stu-
dents completing a writing task can help indi-
cate where breakdowns occur in each stage of
the writing process. If one or more phases of
the writing process are addressed, the student
may already have some background knowl-
edge on what is supposed to happen during
each phase of this process. The second strat-
egy requires the provision of explicit instruc-
tion of the various conventions specific to
each writing genre. For example, compare–
contrast expository assignments require stu-
dents to first explain how two items or con-
cepts relate and then discuss how they differ.
Conversely, persuasive writing assignments
require students to state their position on a
topic and support their position using facts.
For college students with LLD, the specific
text structures used in their field(s) of study
would be the most important to address in
therapy. The final strategy involves providing
frequent guided feedback to students about
the strengths, weaknesses, and overall quality

of their writing. This can be provided to stu-
dents during practice applying strategies to
actual college writing assignments. Students
should also be encouraged to talk about their
own perceptions of their strengths and weak-
nesses during the therapy process to increase
their awareness of their abilities and check
their self-monitoring skills.

One evidence-based intervention approach
that incorporates all of these elements and
is specifically designed for students with LD
is the self-regulated strategy development
(SRSD) model (Ferretti, Andrews-Weckerly,
& Lewis, 2007; Harris & Graham, 1996).
The SRSD model consists of six stages that
can be reordered, combined, repeated, or
adapted as necessary: (1) developing and
activating background knowledge required to
use new strategy; (2) discussing the strategy;
(3) modeling how to use the new strategy
with use of positive self-statements while
writing; (4) memorizing the new strategy; (5)
supporting the strategy; and (6) independent
performance of the new strategy (see Harris
& Graham, 1996; Santangelo, Harris, & Gra-
ham, 2008). Specific strategies to be taught
using this approach are outlined in various
guides (e.g., Graham & Harris, 2005; Harris
& Graham, 1996). However, the strategies
provided in these guides were developed for
elementary-aged children, leaving clinicians
responsible for determining which strategies
they should teach to their college-aged clients.
In addition, this approach leaves the instruc-
tor in charge of selecting therapy targets and
determining which strategies will be taught,
rather than incorporating the student during
these processes. This means that the student
may be less motivated to learn the strategies
being taught and/or that the presented strate-
gies may not be the best fit for the student.

Strategic Content Learning (SCL) is another
related approach that is designed for students
with LD. It includes elements demonstrat-
ing effectiveness with this population and al-
lows students to take on a collaborative role.
SCL has been evaluated with college students
with LD who struggle with reading, writing,
and/or mathematics with promising results

Copyright © 2015 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

emily
Highlight

emily
Typewritten Text
14



Writing Difficulties in College Students With LLD 339

(e.g., Butler, 1992, 1995, 1998; Butler,
Elaschuk, & Poole, 2000). Specifically, find-
ings of these studies suggest that SCL can help
college students with LD make improvements
in writing quality, metacognitive knowledge
(i.e., awareness of one’s knowledge and ways
of thinking), self-efficacy (i.e., beliefs about
one’s competence and control), attributional
patterns (i.e., what one believes is responsible
for successes and failures), and self-regulated
approaches (i.e., ability to plan, monitor, and
evaluate one’s use of writing strategies).

Using SCL, a college student with LLD
would collaborate with a clinician to deter-
mine the nature of the problem, discuss strate-
gies that the student has used or could use
in an attempt to overcome the problem, im-
plement these strategies, determine the suc-
cess of these strategies, and determine ways
to modify attempted strategies to increase the
student’s success. This level of involvement
allows students to gain experience in identi-
fying a problem and brainstorming ways to
solve it. In addition, it ensures that the strate-
gies being addressed in therapy are personal-
ized on the basis of the needs and preferences
of the student. Butler (1995) suggested that in-
structors should first allow students to suggest
strategies and provide suggestions of possi-
ble strategies themselves only when a student
is unable to come up with a strategy. When
instructor suggestions are given, however, it
should be made clear to students that they
are just options and not necessarily the best
strategies for that student.

To prepare for using this approach, a clin-
ician should have his or her student bring
in writing assignment instructions from his
or her current and previous classes. Butler
(1995) recommended using actual writing as-
signments so that the skills being addressed
and strategies being taught are highly applica-
ble to the writing tasks expected of each stu-
dent being treated. During the first interven-
tion session, the clinician should begin by hav-
ing the student start a writing assignment as he
or she typically would. Before the student be-
gins writing, the clinician should already have
a good idea of strengths and weaknesses that

will be observed in the student from assess-
ment results. However, he or she may observe
additional strengths or weaknesses as the
student is writing. As the student works, the
clinician can probe the student about how
the task is going and if he or she is accom-
plishing what is necessary to be successful on
the assignment. In addition to trying to elicit
thoughts from the student, the clinician can
note strengths and weaknesses that he or she
observes in the student and discuss the effec-
tiveness of the strategies used by the student.
Through these discussions, the student and
the clinician will be working together to pin-
point problem areas in the student’s writing
and use of strategies.

After specific weaknesses are identified, the
clinician and the student can work together
to figure out possible strategies that might
help improve the area of weakness (Butler,
1995; Butler et al., 2000). For example, if it
is determined that the student has not ad-
dressed all requirements of the assignment,
one strategy would be to scaffold the stu-
dent to examine the assignment instructions
closely and create an outline. If the student
struggles with organization, creating an out-
line from the instructions could be useful, or
researching the typical format for the given
writing assignment could provide ideas for or-
ganization. In addition, some of the acronyms
developed by Graham and Harris (2005) may
be beneficial for organizing various text struc-
tures, such as STOP (Suspend judgment, Take
a side, Organize ideas, and Put my plan in
play) for planning persuasive writing assign-
ments. For students who include extraneous
information, some options would be creat-
ing an outline before writing or determin-
ing whether or not each sentence is rele-
vant when proofreading an assignment. If a
student struggles with a microstructural skill
such as spelling or grammar, strategies might
include proofreading an assignment sentence
by sentence until it makes sense or identify-
ing common errors and determining learning
rules so that they can be avoided in the future.
If spelling is a major problem that cannot be
resolved simply by more careful proofreading
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and practice in using spell-check features
in word processing programs, students may
need explicit instruction regarding the mean-
ings, pronunciations, and spellings of various
prefixes, roots, and suffixes. Explicit instruc-
tion regarding homonyms (e.g., “they’re” vs.
“their”) may also be helpful. Several evidence-
based programs are available for improving
decoding and spelling skills in adolescents
that could be adapted for college students.
Examples are the such as Barton Reading
and Spelling System (Barton, 2000), Orton-
Gillingham (Academy of Orton-Gillingham
Practioners & Educators, 2012), Wilson Read-
ing System (Wilson, 1996), Project Read
(Enfield & Greene, 1973).

Following the selection and discussion of
strategies, the student should attempt to im-
plement the strategy while brainstorming,
writing, or proofreading (Butler 1995; Butler
et al., 2000). The clinician and the student
should focus on evaluating the strategy’s ef-
fectiveness both while the student is using
the strategy and after the strategy has been
used. If the strategy is successful, they can
talk about how it worked and if there might
be ways to improve it. If the strategy is unsuc-
cessful, they can discuss ways to modify the
attempted strategy or determine another strat-
egy that might be more effective. After the
clinician and the student agree that a strategy
is effective, the student should write down all
steps required in the strategy so that he or
she has access to it when needed outside of
therapy sessions.

In addition to teaching strategies specific to
writing, clinicians may need to discuss other
strategies with college students who have
LLD related to their ability to successfully
complete writing assignments. More specifi-
cally, after years of becoming accustomed to
having parents, teachers, and others advocate
for them, these students now must take on the
responsibilities of time management, monitor-
ing their own academic progress, and seeking
help when needed (Foley, 2006). Therefore,
clinicians may need to help college students
with LLD overcome challenges such as diffi-
culty managing time, starting tasks, maintain-

ing attention, switching tasks, or managing
impulsivity. Some strategies that could be
taught to address these difficulties include cre-
ating and following time schedules, develop-
ing checklists of steps that must be completed
to finish a task, or determining and creating
an environment that enhances attention.

Accommodations and supports

Although individualized intervention can
help alleviate some of the writing difficulties
experienced by college students with LLD,
these individuals likely will continue to expe-
rience some difficulties with writing as expec-
tations become more complex and numerous
during their progression through school and
transition into a career (Berninger, Nielsen,
Abbott, Wijsman, & Raskind, 2008). In these
instances, supports or accommodations can
be utilized to help individuals with LLD
be successful in educational and vocational
settings.

Many supports are currently available that
can help college students with LLD suc-
ceed academically. Clinicians should consider
each student’s areas of weakness when deter-
mining which supports will offer the most
assistance. For students who struggle with
the physical act of writing or have a hard
time listening and writing at the same time,
speech-to-text programs, scribes, note tak-
ers, and audio and/or video recording of
lectures may be helpful. Proofreading pro-
grams, spell-checkers, or the use of a reviewer
can assist students who are frequently pe-
nalized for spelling and/or grammatical er-
rors on writing assignments. Other accommo-
dations that can increase academic success
but do not directly reduce or eliminate the
need to write include modifying testing proce-
dures (i.e., extended or unlimited time, proc-
tor, or alternative response method), making
changes to a student’s program of study (i.e.,
waiving/allowing substitutions or offering ex-
tended time for difficult courses), and/or pro-
viding direct academic assistance (i.e., student
or professional tutor; Rath & Royer, 2002).

Whereas all of the aforementioned supports
have the potential to increase the academic

Copyright © 2015 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

emily
Typewritten Text
15

emily
Highlight



Writing Difficulties in College Students With LLD 341

success of college students with LLD who
struggle with writing, they fail to strengthen
the abilities of these individuals both in writ-
ing and in other areas of weakness that com-
monly co-occur with LD (i.e., organizational,
test-taking, time management, communica-
tion, note-taking, memory, listening, social,
self-advocacy, and metacognitive skills; Yost,
Shaw, Cullen, & Bigaj, 1994). This means that
students’ difficulties in these areas are likely to
persist, which could negatively impact their
performance in other environments in the fu-
ture. Therefore, it may be beneficial also to
provide supports that focus on making inter-
nal changes to students to strengthen areas
of weakness in both writing and other areas
(Rath & Royer, 2002). Some of these options
include remediation/remedial courses, coun-
seling/therapy services for emotional issues or
setting future goals, or strategy training for the
aforementioned areas of weakness commonly
accompanying LLD. Although not all of these
options may result in gains in writing skills,
they can result in increased independence and
success in school and work settings.

CONCLUSION

Many college students who struggle with
writing as a result of LLD will continue to
struggle if not identified and if appropriate ser-
vices are not provided. However, many SLPs
have reported that they do not possess the
knowledge or skills necessary to adequately
assess and treat this population. This article
serves as a guide for SLPs and other profes-
sionals working to identify and treat the writ-
ing difficulties of college students with LLD.

Individualized assessments that focus on ex-
amining the writing skills expected at the
college level and known to be weak in this
population using both formal and informal
measures are essential in planning writing
intervention for college students with LLD.
Informal assessments should examine both
macrostructural and microstructural skills
across various genres (especially those related
to a student’s field(s) of study) to ensure that
all areas of difficulty are identified. Clinicians
should then carefully analyze assessment re-
sults to identify individual strengths and weak-
nesses in the writing abilities of their college
clients with LLD.

Once areas of weakness are identified, they
can be prioritized for therapy on the basis
of their severity, impact on writing quality,
and importance to the student. Despite the
limited research on writing intervention for
college students with LLD, the literature dis-
cussing interventions for LD suggests that the
SRSD model and SCL are appropriate for this
population. However, SCL may be more ben-
eficial than the SRSD model, as it allows stu-
dents to be actively involved in the therapy
process and to figure out which strategies are
the best fit for them. Strategies that will im-
prove students’ individual areas of weakness
can be taught and practiced using one of these
approaches. In addition, various accommoda-
tions and supports can be utilized to increase
students’ chances of academic success as they
work toward improving their writing abilities.
Because SLPs are language experts, it is impor-
tant that they become involved in identifying
and treating the writing problems of college
students with LLD.
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