
 

Transcript: Social and Emotional Development of Students with LDs 

Lawrence – Funding for the production of the TalkLD podcast was provided by the Ministry of Education. 

Please note that the views expressed during this podcast are the views of the participants and do not 

necessarily reflect those of the Ministry of Education or the Learning Disabilities Association of Ontario. 

(Music) 

Lawrence – You’re listening to TalkLD, a podcast of LD@school. Our aim is to engage you, our audience, 

in a lively conversation aimed at educators as we talk about the issues facing students with learning 

disabilities in your classroom. I’m your host Lawrence Barns. Join me as we talk LD. 

Welcome to Talk LD where our aim is to assist educators to increase success of students with learning 

disabilities in their classroom. Today we will be examining how the social and emotional development of 

these students will have an impact on their very success in the classroom. 

My guest to guide us is Dr. Judy Wiener from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, OISE for 

short, at the University of Toronto. 

Dr. Wiener is a Professor in the Department of Applied Psychology and Human Development at OISE. 

Working in the School and Clinical Child Psychology program she teaches a number of courses about 

assessment as well as the education of children and youth with learning disabilities and ADHD. She is 

also the Past President of the International Academy for Research in Learning Disabilities. Prior to her 

academic career Dr. Wiener served as a School Psychologist for six years in school districts in Quebec 

and Ontario.  

Her research focussed on understanding the peer relations of children with learning disabilities and the 

social, behavioural and emotional impacts of different approaches to special education service delivery.  

Currently her research is focussed on the social and emotional adjustment of children and adolescents 

with learning disabilities and ADHD.  With her team she has researched mindfulness therapy 

interventions to address some of their challenges. 

Dr. Wiener, welcome to Talk LD and thank you very much for joining us today.  

Dr. Wiener – My pleasure.  

Lawrence – Good, we let’s start with laying out the groundwork, so rather than just talking about these 

terms of social and emotional development, how would you categorize that as a topic? What are we 

talking about? 

Dr. Wiener – I think the central core is relationships, and relationships with parents, family, and 

relationships with peers. We know that kids in general if they have good relationships with peers tend to 

be much better psychologically adjusted than if they don’t. So that’s really important for them. And, it 

goes without saying that parental support is key as well. So, when I’m looking at social and emotional 

adjustment, that’s the social piece. So then we talk about the emotional piece. Well, of course emotions 



 

are totally normal to have and we hope that people have emotions, but what we try to do is regulate 

our emotion. That’s a really key issue and we know that both children and adults with learning 

disabilities are more at-risk for these kinds of problems.  

Lawrence – Okay, so again just as an explanatory piece as I was doing my research around our 

conversation today I came across the term self-perception and self-esteem and I wasn’t sure if they 

were interchangeable or not, so could you explain to me the difference between those two terms? 

Dr. Wiener – Well, there’ll be a third term, self-concept.  

Lawrence – Okay, good.  

(Laughter) 

Dr. Wiener – Okay.  

Lawrence – I’m learning! 

Dr. Wiener – So self-perception is the overall umbrella, at least in the way I write about it and many 

others do, of how we think about ourselves. And there are many parts of it. Self-esteem is this global 

feeling that you’re an okay person.  

Lawrence – Okay.  

Dr. Wiener – So if you have high self-esteem, you think you’re pretty good. If you have low self-esteem, 

you’re obviously feeling that you’re not very worthwhile, that you’re not doing well. Self-concept is a 

little difference because it’s much more specific to different areas. So you can think to yourself, well I 

am a pretty good athlete, but I’m poor at reading for example.  

Lawrence – Okay.  

Dr. Wiener – So what we know about kids with learning disabilities is they tend to have a poor academic 

self-concept. That’s not surprising, but it becomes concerning when it affects their self-esteem.  

Lawrence – Okay. I think I’ve got that now. So, you talked a little to learning disabilities obviously the key 

topic for this podcast is the students who are working with LDs in the classroom. How would you 

categorize that link between students with an LD, because obviously certain social developments, we all 

have that as we grow through? What highlights the differences and challenges a student living with an 

LD is going to have to cope with?  

Dr. Wiener – Well first is academic failure. So, that’s obviously a challenge and they’re going to 

experience more of it than many other kids, so then how is that affecting them? So, then you’re kind of 

looking at the family – how does the family regard that? How do the teachers support them when 

they’re having academic issues? How is that going to affect them? So, all of that is important. In terms of 

the peer context, in most schools academic failure or academic difficulty isn’t so key to peer relations 

but what happens to you when you have these challenges might be. So if teachers are constantly 



 

criticizing you, that seems to affect your peer relations.  If you’re put in a lot of, and I have a lot of 

research evidence about that, if you’re put in a special education class for a large proportion of the day, 

that seems to affect your peer relations. So it’s those types of things that do.  

Lawrence – so does that then become a cycle, if the child’s self-esteem is struggling because of academic 

failure then does that just cycle downwards? Is that part of the issue here that negative leads to more 

negative and that becomes the reinforcing experience? 

Dr. Wiener – I don’t know if we have research that supports that, but you know I’ve been working with 

those kids with I can’t tell you, I don’t even want to say how long.  

(Laughter) 

Dr. Wiener – And, it’s certainly something we observer. You can actually see it happening in certain 

classrooms where you have a really critical teacher who is constantly harping on a particular child. So at 

the beginning of the year, they’re doing play socially and then they cycle down. And in fact, I do have 

evidence that in fact the peer relations deteriorate throughout a school year quite often. The teacher’s 

the key there. And I think that’s really important because if the teacher is finding, looking at where is 

this child’s strengths? How can we build them up? That also affects them with their peers. On the other 

hand, if the child is having academic difficulties, the teacher is being negative toward them, it can cycle 

down and get worse and worse. And then you can see sometimes when there’s a different teacher who 

thinks about these things differently, and is really looking at how do we foster strengths? How do we 

foster relationships that can turn around again?  

Lawrence – Right. So there’s the obvious follow along questions. So if a student’s asked to change their 

self-perception with those positive reinforcements, and we’re always hearing of the strength-based 

approach and those kinds of things in the school environment, does that then lead to hopefully that 

positive cycle that then starts to turn this in a different direction?  

Dr. Wiener – Most often. I mean we have to remember that the school is one environment, a very 

important environment. Obviously, the home is a second important environment. So if, even if the 

school turns around, if you still have parents who say, you know ‘you’re only getting seventies, that’s 

not good enough’, the fact that one environment turns around you may still find that the negative cycle 

continues.   

Lawrence – Right. 

Dr. Wiener – So it’s really important to have these partnerships between schools and parents, and really 

looking at a strengths-based approach helps the kids become much more resilient.  

Lawrence – Right. So let’s talk about, Judy, some of the potential ways to intervene in the classroom for 

the educator, the ways that a teacher can maybe get involved in a very direct way in helping to increase 

the positive emotional quotient. That sounded very fancy as it came out of my mouth, I’m not sure if it’s 

a real word! 



 

(Laughter) 

Lawrence – Or saying. How does a teacher really start to impact, and I’m also interested because when 

we talked to some students, the roles of their peers is very interesting, and I’m wondering if you’ve got 

some views on how the teacher deals with the peer group as well as the individual with the learning 

disability.  

Dr. Wiener – Okay. So, one of the things that I wrote about, and it’s on the website, is the whole idea of 

proactive classroom management and using keystones. There’s been a lot, a fair bit of research on this 

both in regular classroom and with kids with various disabilities, but the issue is to make the whole 

classroom positive. It’s not specific to kids who have LD or any kind of disability, but really training 

teachers to do this proactively. Now you talked about teachers working with a peer group, so whether 

it’s having community circles where when problems arise, kids get to talk about these sorts of things. 

That could be an important way. Empowering bystanders so when kids are bullied and other kids see 

this, because teachers really need to be monitoring the playground and really doing a lot of bullying 

prevention stuff. On the other hand, they’re not, they don’t have eyes everywhere. So, having other kids 

stand up to the kids who are victims and really act on their behalf can really make a big difference.  

Now I’ve been mainly talking about kids in elementary school.  

Lawrence – Right. 

Dr. Wiener – Whether in elementary school or in secondary school, teachers developing a relationship, 

letting kids know that you’re there for them to talk to is really, really key. So, with young kids, it might 

be play. It’s really powerful how a teacher, or the kindergarten or early childhood educator can get five 

or ten minutes to just play with a child and following their lead, that relationship develops and can make 

a big difference for some kids. At the secondary level, you’re kind of there saying, you know ‘just come 

and talk to me after school and so on’.  

Lawrence – Yeah, and in fact that actually reinforces some issues we talked about in our last podcast 

with a special education resource teacher who was talking about, and the students talked about, just 

this ability to have someone to talk to often and to share that burden, you know. One of them had a 

fairly critical parent who came from, I think Iran if I remember correctly.  Hope I got that right; you can 

go back and check on the last podcast. And, the parents were not as sympathetic until the teacher 

actually started to build that relationship and rapport and helped the parents understand the challenges 

that the student faced.  

So, we’re getting towards the end of our time, Judy, now. But, I’m just interested in terms of – I’ve got 

one direct question at you as a parent. When we talk about social and emotional development, and the 

challenge that assistive technology brings into it, because my experience as a parent, having had a child 

with LD, is assistive technology is a double-edge sword because often it creates an environment with 

your peers, where it is quite negative despite the fact that the assistive technology and its impact on 

your learning might be positive. So, it was a real, honestly it was a type rope walk at times between, you 



 

know do you want to use that laptop or would you rather struggle a bit in the classroom because they’re 

worried about the social environment of being singled out. Any thoughts around those kinds of issues? 

Dr. Wiener – Yes. I mean, as soon as you single out your child with LD and say ‘you have the privilege of 

using the computer or whatever it happens to be, then especially in certain grade levels, usually around 

grade five through eight, that can become stigmatizing. Now our classrooms are gradually changing in 

that regard so that everybody gets to use them. So there may be a class set of iPads, for example. And I 

know this because my daughter is doing – because she’s teaching a grade five-six class. All of the 

assignments are up on Google Docs and everyone’s using computers and downloading it and so on.  

Lawrence – Right.  

Dr. Wiener – So, as soon as you’re there, well everyone’s using the computer. It’s making – it’s 

normalizing that, and then you’re not being centered out because you happen to be as well.  

Lawrence – Well, there you go. There’s a universal design change that everyone can benefit from.  

Dr. Wiener – Exactly! That’s right.  

Lawrence – There you go, so I do learn some lingo as we go through these shows, Judy.  

Dr. Wiener – You know of them.  

(Laughter) 

Lawrence – So, just to close then Judy, and this had been great, but if you had one message for teachers 

having done the extensive research you’ve done in the field for so many years, I’m sure you’ve seen 

everything at this point. If you could encapsulate a message for teachers around this social and 

emotional development, what would be your nugget of wisdom you’d love every teacher to take away? 

Dr. Wiener – Your positive feeling will spread into the peer group as well. And it doesn’t mean that there 

won’t be bumps along the road, but with that positive outlook from the view of a teacher, that becomes 

really important. A teacher who sees it as a challenge will collaborate and work together with parents, 

will help parents reframe the problem to something like that. The issue is let’s look at the strengths of a 

child, and that’s part of seeing it as a challenge. So, that I guess would be my key message.  

Lawrence – Wonderful. You’ve been listening to Talk LD. I’d like to thank Dr. Judy Wiener who’s been 

our guest today. We hope you’ve had some challenges, some new information, and we hope that you’ll 

go out there and use some of what you’ve listened to today in your classroom going forward.  

I’m Lawrence Barns for Talk LD, until next time. Goodbye.  

 


