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Recognizing the behaviors learning disabled students use to
hide their problems helps you to help them

Sally L. Smith

Sally L. Smith is the founder/director of The Lab School
of Washington, a full professor and director of the
graduate program in learning disabilities at The Ameri-
can University in Washington, D.C. and the author of
the book, No Easy Answers: The Learning Disabled
Child at Home and at School.

Learning disabled adults are telling educators what learn-
ing disabled children can’t. What we learn from these
adults can improve the teaching of children and the train-
ing of teachers. .

There are many types of learning disabilities including
auditory, vision and language disabilities. And students

_can have combinations of different learning disabilities.

One of the most important messages learning disabled
adults are giving is that the greatest challenge learning
disabled children face is the battle for self-esteem. These
adults say they felt stupid and were treated in school
as though they were. They felt defeated, worthless and
“dumb.” Over the years, these adults learned to mask
their hurts.

"I learned to act a certain way so I couldn't be teased.
I would appear bored, tired, eager to be of help, all-
knowing or funny, depending upon what was going on.
In other words, I would do anything but let them know I
couldn’t read the material,” confesses one learning dis-
abled adult. '
~— "I faked my way all through school,” says another.

“I had the gift of gab and an excellent memory.”
Unfortunately, many dyslexic and learning disabled
adults started to develop masks in first or second grade
when they could not read what others could. Few ever re-

ceived special education. They were not identified as
 learning disabled or dyslexic. Instead, their teachers often
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labeled them “lazy,” *“willful,” “poorly disciplined"”
and “spoiled” when actually they were trying their
hardest.

These students were called “retarded” if they had any
speech and language problems and “disturbed" if they
were hyperactive, impulsive or had any of the behavioral
manifestations of a learning disabled child. Often these
children were gifted, above average in intelligence, and
unable to bear their inability to accomplish the simplest
academic task. .

Think of the energy many learning disabled students
spend hiding their disabilities and masking the feeling of
being stupid. The masks are an elaborate subterfuge that
make students feel worse about themselves. The masks

but isolate them from others. Often the masks interfere
with students’ ability to learn. .

Recognizing the masks learning disabled students some-:
times wear to hide their inabilities will help you take
action to-have the problem treated. Masking behavior
comes in many variations. The following types are among
the most common masks students wear.

The mask of super competence

“Easy!” “Oh, sure! Everyone knows that!”

With a great deal of bravado, this student tries to make
everything look simple. He knows he can talk his way
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Gen. George S. Patton, a dyslexic, assured his daugh-
ter that Napoleon couldn't spell, either, and quoted
Jefferson Davis as saying, “A man must have a pretty
poor mind not to be able to think of several ways to spell

a word.”

The mask of helplessness

“I don’t know." “I don’t understand.” “I can't do
anything.”

Through pity, this person gets everyone around to help
her do her work and assume responsibilities so she
never fails. She refuses to risk failure, but feels even
worse because she knows she didn't do any of the work..

The mask of invisibility

“I would hide in my shell, hold my neck in like a
turtle, almost pleading with the teacher not to call upon
me."”’

By looking frightened, whispering to teachers and ‘act-
ing terrified with peers, this person gets everyone else
to do his work for him.

The student realizes he can get through school by not
talking, just repeating when necessary, taking a low
profile, and making no waves. With his head down and
sitting quietly for a long time, nobody bothers him. He
has the talent of melting into the crowd. Teachers and
supervisors later realize they never got to know this stu-
dent or acknowledge he was there.

The mask of the clown

“Isn't that a riot!” “Ha, ha, ha." “What a joke!™

Everything is funny when this student is around.
Laughter, however, hides the real issue—a learning
disability.

Cher, the Academy Award-winning actress/singer, ad-
mits she was the “class clown” to divert attention from
her inability to read, write or do arithmetic in school.
Despite her problems, she was exceedingly verbal and
outstanding in the arts. A teacher proclaimed that she
was not working hard enough. Feeling stupid, she
dropped out of school at 16 and wasn't tested for learning
disabilities until after she was 30.

The mask of the victim

“It’s not fair.”” “Everyone picks on me.” *“There's
no justice anywhere.”

Injustice is a basic theme with this person. Often called
a “‘jailhouse lawyer" because he has an argument for
everything, this student feels victimized and takes on a
“poor me" attitude. He assumes no responsibility for any-
thing. He angers others around him.

The mask of not caring -
““I don't care.” “Nothing matters.” With this mask,
the student is never vulnerable, and risks no failure. If

she tries to succeed and fails, she says she never tried
and it doesn’t matter, The mask is a way of keeping:
others at a distance, making her feel woefully inadequate,
If nothing matters, it's very difficult to change or moti-
vate this person. . -
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" This is boring!" Yawn. *“What time is it now?" y,
With big yawns, loud sighs, tapping fingers and tog,
this person lets the teacher know how bered he is, This

behavior puts the teacher on the defensive. Usually this
person is not bored, but frustrated, and can’t do whathe',
been asked to do.

Thomas Edison was kicked out of schools forn .
lowing instructions. He probably did not under: . the
instructions due to his auditory problems. Severe
learning disabilities prevented him from being able to

write what he was told.

The mask of activity
“Gotta run.” “Sorry, I'm in a hurry, I can't talk."

“I'm busy now, I'll do whatever you want later."

This student is always on the move. Standing still may
bring her close to others, and she precludes any
intimacy. Constant activity wards away others and keeps

her from having to perform.

The mask of outrageousness
“I'm way out.” *I don’t like being a conformist."”

“I believe in individualism to the extreme." Through wild
clothing, hair style and color, wigs, extraordinary -
glasses, stockings, boots, and so on, this student projects
eccentricity and hides his problems.

Robert Rauschenberg, a famous artist who had extreme
difficulty with math and spelling, did outrageous,
unheard of things in school and in his career. Many ar-
tists feel he expanded the definition of art for a generation
of Americans by daring to innovate.

The mask of the Good Samaritan

“Let me help you." “What can I do for you?"

This student wants to please at any cost. Frequent
she is too nice and too accommodating. She will echo
what you say, work longer hours than necessary and be
overly helpful to get out of doing what she can't do.

The mask of contempt
“They don't know how to teach.” *“This whole place

sucks.”

Negativity encompasses this mask. This joyless student
has a negative word for everything. If it's sunny out,
it could be sunnier. He wears out the people around him
because nothing is ever good enough. He takes no
pleasure in small successes. He's angry at the world for
making him feel stupid and believes the world owes him
something. He puts everyone around him on the

defensive.

The mask of the strong silent type

“I'm Joe Cool.” “Nobody comes too close to me,
_but they follow me everywhere." “Get out of my face.
Nobody moves on me.” “Every sport is for me. I live for
sports.”

Personified by a sleek body and prowess in sports,
this student is revered by many and endowed, in her own
mind, with every fine feature.

Bruce Jenner, Olympic decathlon champion who is
dyslexic, says sports gave him his self-esteem. Jenner s
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feauing awoud i UIe Classroom was much harder and
more frightening for him than competing in the decathlon.

"The mask of perfection
- ““If they don’t recognize my talents, that's their prob-
lem.” *Good artists don’t have to read really well,

~anyhow.

Proclaiming loudly that there are machines to spell
and write, secretaries to take dictation and lawyers to
read for him, this student presents himself as perfection.
He tolerates no mistakes in himself or others. He often
carries an impressive book or magazine he can't read
and saunters into a room looking completely pleased with
life. He makes everyone around him miserable.

The mask of iliness, frail health and vulnerability

“My head.” “My stomach.” “My side.” “My blad-
der.” “My migraine.”

To receive extra attention and get out of the work she
can’t do, this student calls in sick, leaves sick, constantly
pretends to be sick and talks about her frailties. ‘

Given something to read, she uses her illnesses and
frailties as an excuse or cries if necessary, Expecting spe-
cial attention, special privileges, while avoiding what
she can’t do, this student confuses everyone around her
and usually gets by with this behavior.

The mask of seduction
**Hey, woman, write this down for me. Men don’t

write.” The “macho man" often gets a female to do for

him what he can't do. He hides behind his macho mask,
making himself appear sexy.

1 “Math is men's work, girls can't do it.” The “helpless

“male™ asks a "'macho man" to do what she can’t do

.nd hides behind her female mask to make it appear sexy.

The mask of being bad
“Don’t mess with me. You'll be sorry.” “I threw the
book at him, so what?" “I'd rather be thought of as bad

than dumb.”
Losers at school often become winners on the street.

This student feels stupid, powerless and useless at s'c};ool
and often directs his frustration and anger towards his
teachers. His peers enjoy his bad behavior and encourage
more of it.

Billionaire Dallas real estate manager Rick Strauss
changed schools several times, always suffering the hu-
miliation of not learning to read or write due to his
severe dyslexia. He compounded his problems by cutting
up. Doing so diverted his teachers’ attention away from
his poor work. It wasn't until he was a high school
senior that he learned that his inability to read and write
resulted from his learning disabilities.

The mask of fantasy

“I'm going to be a millionaire by the time I'm 30!"
“The world will understand me soon.” “I'll have a Ph.D.
once I learn to read.”

Characterized by a fertile imagination and a great deal
of creativity, this student tends to live more in her
hopes and fantasies than in reality, which is filled with
daily frustrations.

Hans Christian Andersen didn't learn to read and
write, even with the help of 10 royal tutors of the Danish
Court. He dictated his wonderful fairy tales to a
scribe. His mask of fantasy protected him from the pain
of facing reality, even though glimpses of his suffering
appear in some of his stories, such as *“The Ugly
Duckling.”

Removing the masks-

The masks can be removed when students reach a cer-
tain comfort level. This usually happens when a student
realizes he is not stupid, but suffers from a learning
disability. The student experiences enormous relief when
he discovers why he has been having difficulties learning.

What learning disabled adults have to say about the
masks they wore in school alerts educators to the need to
reach children in their early years, identify those
children who have trouble learning before they begin to
wear the masks, and teach them in ways that will help

them succeed.
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