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COMPENSATION STRATEGIES

Competent learners are proficient in their capacity to
choose strategies according to the demands of a task, mon-
itor strategy usage, and adapt or devise strategic behavior
using a problem-solving paradigm (Borkowski & Burke,
1996). Very little has been written about compensation
strategies for gifted students with learning disabilities in ele-
mentary and secondary schools. Baum et al. (1991) sug-
gested that high-ability students with learning disabilities
should be able to work within their interest areas while also
addressing their disabilities. Since so few compensation
strategies are suggested for elementary or secondary stu-
dents, an excellent explanation of the use of specific com-
pensation strategy service delivery systems can be found in
the education of university students with learning disabili-
ties (Adelman & Vogel, 1993; Brinckerhoff, Shaw, &
McGuire, 1993; Shaw, Brinckerhoff, Kistler, & McGuire,
1992).

Study and Performance and Counseling Strategies

As noted by Crux (1991), study strategies comprise a
component of the compensation strategies that are very
important for these adult learners. In a comprehensive study
of learning specialists’ logs that recorded the activities of ses-
sions with university students with learning disabilities,
McGuire, Hall, and Litt (1991) found specific areas com-
monly addressed in a successful university program for stu-
dents with learning disabilities. These included study
strategies, course-related performance strategies (e.g., reading
comprehension and written expression), counseling, and self-
advocacy training. Study strategies and specific skills to com-
pensate for the learning disability emerged as the
overwhelming need of university students with learning dis-
abilities, including specific types of note-taking strategies,
time management, test-taking preparation, and library skills.
Note-taking strategies are not typically taught in the regular
university curriculum, yet are critical for the organization of
information delivered in classes.

Time management was the most frequently occurring
objective among study strategies. The use of one-month
organizers and semester overview calendars was consis-
tently modeled and further enhanced by analyzing each
week, and sometimes each day, to maximize the students’
use of time. Time management has been found to depend
on students’ abilities to self~-monitor their activities and
make appropriate decisions based upon awareness of the
extra time required to complete academic tasks in the area
of the specific disability.

The actual instruction of test-taking skills is rarely pro-
vided in students’ educational experience (Bragstad &
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Stumpf, 1987). For successful university students with learn-
ing disabilities, learning specialists usually facilitated a plan for
test preparation, modeled strategies for analyzing multiple
choice questions, suggested methods to reduce test-taking
anxiety, and trained students to use an error analysis approach
to review tests and pinpoint reasons for incorrect answers
(McGuire et al., 1991).

Strategies related to classroom performance, such as writ-
ten expression, reading comprehension, and mathematical
processes, were also modeled and facilitated by learning spe-
cialists (McGuire et. al, 1991). Written expression instruction
helped students in the development of skills such as the orga-
nization of written assignments, proofreading, and sentence
structure and mechanics. Learning specialists also addressed
the need for compensatory strategies using word processing
and other software packages for some individuals. To aid stu-
dents with reading comprehension, learning specialists pro-
vided modeling and practice in paraphrasing, highlighting the
text, identifying main ideas and supporting details, and train-
ing in a technique known as SQ3R (Survey, Question, Read,
Recite, Review). This strategy provides a reading format that
promotes an organized approach to absorb written informa-
tion (Bragstad & Stumpf, 1987). Content materials from a
course the student was taking were used to provide the
opportunity to apply strategies and reinforce transfer
(McGuire et al.).

Counseling for university students with learning disabili-
ties comprised one-third of the learning specialists’ instruc-
tional time (McGuire et al., 1991) and included academic,
personal, and career concerns. For example, students were
encouraged to consider balancing their academic courseload in
light of their learning strengths and weaknesses. If rate of read-
ing was a problem, students were advised to adjust their selec-
tion of courses to avoid a class schedule that required a great
deal of reading. Students were also advised of the other more
clinical counseling services available to them at the university.

Self-Advocacy

High-ability students with learning disabilities often need
guidance in understanding their strengths and weaknesses in
order to utilize appropriate strategies and advocate for acade-
mic accommodations. Self~advocacy involves the recognition
of these strengths and weaknesses and the students’ skills in
presenting their abilities, as well as weaknesses, in their com-
munication with faculty. This self-awareness enables students
to request accommodations such as extra time on tests, alter-
native testing environments, or extensions for assignments.
Again, self-monitoring is essential.
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COMPENSATION STRATEGIES

Executive Functions
and Metacognition

Executive functions and metacognition contribute to
compensation strategies for high-ability students. Executive
functions were defined by Stuss and Benson (1986) as

the planning and sequencing of complex behaviors, the ability to pay
attention to several components at once, the capacity for grasping the
gist of a complex situation, the resistance to distraction and interference,

the inhibition of inappropriate response tendencies, and the ability to
sustain behavioral output for relatively prolonged periods. (p. 158)

Metacognition includes one’s self~knowledge and self-regula-
tion. Denckla (1989) proposed that school-related behaviors
within the executive function domain include the abilities of
proactive organization to initiate, shift, inhibit, and sustain; to
plan, organize, and develop strategies or rules. These abilities,
or lack thereof, according to Denckla, make a significant con-
tribution to the demonstration of learning disabilities.

Research has suggested that the improvement of learning
ability includes the use of metacognition and executive func-
tion (Denckla, 1989; McGuire et al., 1991; Miller et al., 1991;
Sternberg & Davidson, 1986). Because skilled learners and
students with learning disabilities differ in metacognitive
behaviors (Graham & Harris, 1987; Wong, 1987), interven-
tions that train students to think about their thinking and
engage in self-reflection and questioning are particularly
important for success in postsecondary settings.

Research Methods

The primary purpose of this study was to explore the
perceptions of high-ability university students with learning
disabilities regarding a variety of issues germane to their aca-
demic experiences (see Reis et al.,, 1995). This article
addresses one facet of the broader study: the insights relating
to compensation strategies used by gifted college students
with learning disabilities to address their disabilities and
result in successful academic performance. Qualitative meth-
ods were used in this study to investigate participants’ per-
ceptions about compensation strategies related to
overcoming their learning disabilities. In order to obtain the
most accurate image of the subjects’ experiences and percep-
tions, open-ended questionnaires and in-depth interviews
were used to explore both the participants’ and their parents’
perspectives and experiences. A questionnaire was used for
demographic information and as a guide for extensive follow-
up interview questions focusing on elementary and sec-
ondary school and university academic and social
experiences.
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Sample

Twelve university students with learning disabilities
comprised the sample for this research (see Table 1). Experts
in the University Program for College Students with
Learning Disabilities initially selected participants from a pool
of 140 university students with learning disabilities. Criteria
for selection included: (a) current university enrollment or
graduation from the university during the year preceding the
study; (b) identification as having a learning disability as veri-
fied by documentation required to establish eligibility for uni-
versity services (McGuire, Shaw, & Anderson, 1992); (c)
qualifications for designation as gifted on the basis of scores
for 1Q, achievement, and other indicators of performance
(e.g., a notable talent in an area such as visual arts); and (d)
academic success in the university setting. These individuals
were identified as having a well-above-average or superior IQ
in either elementary or secondary school (range 125-158),
but had generally not been identified as gifted, usually because
of lower achievement due to their learning disability. IQ
scores on the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale Revised
(WAIS-R) are included in Table 1, but it should be noted that
IQ scores of several of the participants in this study declined
from elementary to secondary school to college. Information
used to document the label of giftedness in the selection for
this study, in addition to IQ, included achievement tests
results, academic awards, grades, outstanding performance in
one or more academic areas, teacher nomination, elementary
and secondary school records, and product information from
an extensive academic portfolio. Approximately 20 students
were initially identified for participation in this study, and
their records were carefully screened. Letters of invitation
were sent to 18 students, and the final selection of 12 took
place based on interest and time available to participate in the
study.

Data Collection

Gathering multiple viewpoints on a phenomenon, o tri-
angulation, enables greater accuracy of interpretation than any
of the data sources considered individually (Guba, 1978; Jick,
1983; Van Maanan, 1983). To ensure the highest degree of
accuracy possible, data for this study were collected using
three methods: document review of extensive records and
testing information, written responses to an open-ended
questionnaire, and in-depth interviews with each participant
and one of his or her parents.

The open-ended questionnaire served as a preliminary
source of issues investigated later during the interviews,
which were conducted by two of the researchers. Before the
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COMPENSATION STRATEGIES

Table 1
Summary of Respondent Self~Report Questionnaire Data and WAIS-R Scores

‘WAIS-R Scores
Participant Nature Time period Time period in
of the LD in which which identi- Verbal Performance Full Scale
identifiedas LD  fied as gifted

Arthur reading College No 128 118 126
disability,
slow processing
of information

Colin spelling, 7th grade 7th grade 132 139 139
handwriting,
poor short-term

memory, reading,
decoding

Diane dyslexia, College No 101 118 109

language
problems

Evan spelling, abstract 11th grade No 136 106 124
math problems

Fred math, spelling, 8th grade No 120 126 126
social problems

Forrest dyslexia, 7th grade No 120 139 133
processing

Jake dyslexia, 6th grade No 117 124 121
motor skills

Joe verbal and writ- 3rd grade 6th grade 142 132 140
ten expression,
auditory

Kate language, 2nd grade No 103 143 123
spelling, reading

Mike processing, 10th grade No 106 122 113
attention deficit
disorder

Martin dyslexia 1st grade No 107 129 118

Peggy slow thought 5th grade No 133 104 121
processes,
spelling,
penmanship,
reading
comprehension
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COMPENSATION STRATEGIES

initial interview, each participant and his or her parent were
given written information about the study and his or her
anticipated role in it. Each interview session was used to clar-
ify, verify, and expand upon the participant’s responses. All
interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed, and the field
notes and observations made by the researchers at the time of
the interviews were added to the transcriptions. Interviews
and other data collection procedures followed guidelines sug-
gested by Spradley (1979), Strauss (1987), and Strauss and
Corbin (1990). Participant and parent interviews were con-
ducted by two of the researchers. The number of interviews
conducted was determined when data saturation was reached;
that is, when the participant could only provide information
that was redundant and did not offer useful reinforcement of
previously collected information (Spradley).

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using techniques designed
by Strauss (1987) and Strauss and Corbin (1990). As sug-
gested by these researchers, data analysis coincided with data
collection and affected the collection of additional data. Data
analysis techniques included the use of a coding paradigm
described by Strauss and Strauss and Corbin, as well as cod-
ing suggested by the same researchers, including three levels:
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The initial
type of coding, known as open coding, involved unrestricted
coding of all data included in field notes, interviews, and
other pertinent documents. In open coding, data were ana-
lyzed and coded. As the researchers verified codes and deter-
mined relationships among and between codes, a
determination was made about the relationship of a code to
a category. After initial categories were determined, axial
coding enabled the researchers to specify relationships
among the many categories that emerged in open coding
and, ultimately, resulted in the conceptualization of one or
more categories selected as the “core.” A core category
accounted for most of the variation in a pattern of behavior;
therefore, “the generation of theory occurs around a core
category” (Strauss, 1987, p. 34). In the final stage of coding,
selective coding, the relationships among categories were
examined to determine the saturation of categories in the
identification of the core category.

Results
The early educational experiences of these students

strongly influenced their approaches to compensating for
their learning disabilities (Reis et al., 1995). During the inter-

views, all of the participants recalled negative and, in many
cases painful, memories of elementary and secondary school
experiences in which teachers accused them of being lazy
because of the intersection of their abilities and disabilities.
The learning disability programs in which some participated
varied in organization and quality, and most students were
critical of these programs. The reasons for the fluctuations in
the quality of the special education learning disability program
were numerous, including different teachers each year, no
clear program goals, and a lack of a coherent program. Almost
all of the respondents described scattered activities in an
unclear, disorganized learning disability program. It should be
noted that some of these students participated in new pro-
grams for students with learning disabilities. In some cases,
students were placed in a program with many students whom
they perceived to have more serious learning problems than
they did. Many of the participants had a difficult time describ-
ing what they did in their elementary or high school learning
disability program. Kate described her program as follows:

I was, I guess, mainstreamed. I was put in a regular classroom with

“normal students,” and they would take me out for an hour every day

or something, and I would go to a learning specialist or resource
teacher, and then go over and do games and stuff like that.

Jake reflected on his public school program for students with
learning disabilities:
No, they hadn’t gotten that far. Now that I think about it, they were
kind of pretty backwards. We just worked on, like vocabulary and

spelling. I figured I guess they would teach you to spell better, then
your disability would go away maybe.

These programs and the participants’ negative elementary and
secondary school experiences in general were not usually
conducive to gaining compensation strategies or effective
learning strategies. Not surprisingly, after the participants
became involved in a university LD program, they reflected
on how helpful it would have been if they had learned certain
coping skills or strategies earlier. Martin explained,

[ will complain to this day about high school and how they don’t teach

study skills. . . . This is the first time in my freshman year [at the uni-

vetsity] that I had to use SQ3R as some kind of method of study. They

never demanded it in my high school. In homework, I had maybe a
little bit more than an hour, unless I had an exam.

Another participant concurred, explaining, “Yeah, I didn’t
realize then, so I do realize as I look back on it . . . just that
they didn’t demand you to use study skills.”

Compensation Strategies
Multiple compensation strategies were employed by all of

the participants in this study in order to succeed in challeng-
ing university settings, as indicated in Table 2. Each partici-
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COMPENSATION STRATEGIES

pant reported using all of the categories of compensation
strategies listed in Table 2; however, the use of individual
strategies within each category varied by participant. All par-
ticipants attributed their success in their scholastic environ-
ments to their ability to employ these varied strategies. Study
and time management strategies included, but were not lim-
ited to, methods of learning to study; note taking; identifying
key points when reading and preparing for tests; library skills;
and the use of daily, weekly, and monthly calendars. Among
the compensation supports (Crux, 1991) reported were the
use of computers, word processors, and books on tape.
Executive functions included planning techniques, such as
time management, metacognition, setting work priorities,
and self-directed speech to help in difficult academic situa-
tions. Most of the participants in this study had previously
learned some, but not many, compensation strategies without
the benefit of a formal, structured learning disability program
in their elementary or secondary careers. Peggy explained,

I learned to compensate for some of my learning problems, but for

others, I was still working it out. I knew I had learning disabilities. I

knew that was why I couldn’t do things the same way other people did

them, but I didn’t necessarily know how to work it out [the other
problems].

Diane, who did not fully understand the nature of her
learning difficulties and how to compensate for them until
she entered college, explained one of the compensation
strategies she used to identify the best topics for her research
papers. She would make appointments with her professors.

Professors like to talk, and if I had to do a paper and couldn’t find a
topic, I would ask my professor what are the major research areas in
the field. Then, I would go to the next professor and say, “What are
top areas [in the same field]?” And I would go to each of the five pro-

fessors in the field, ask the same questions, look at the lists they gave
me, and identify the areas that matched.

Diane also cultivated friendships with persons in her
classes whom she would invite to lunch. During lunch and
after explaining about her learning disability, she would bring
up the current work being done in class and turn the conver-
sation toward the reading required for class, notes she had
missed, or lectures that she hadn’t understood. It was diffi-
cult, if not impossible, for many of the participants to listen
and take notes at the same time. Mike and others used a sim-
ilar compensation strategy. Mike, who had difficulty taking
notes, explained what happened:

I started to write things and stopped when [ got lost and thought,
“What am I going to do?”” Luckily, a kid in my dorm was in my class,
and I looked at his notes and I said, “Wow, this kid’s got all the things
I don’t have.” And it worked to my advantage. I used his notes and I
started asking people if I could photocopy [their notes]. Up to date,
I’ve always had at least one friend in the class. Every one of the classes
that I’ve taken. It helps to be in a fraternity because you meet a lot of

people, and you have a lot of brothers who have taken classes already
or been in class with you.

Table 2

Compensation Strategies Used by Gifted Students
with Learning Disabilities to Succeed

Strategy Components

Study and Performance
Strategies

Note taking

Test-taking preparation

Time management

Monitoring daily, weekly,
and monthly assignments
and activities

Using weekly and monthly
organizers to maximize use of time;
chunking assignments into workable
parts

Library skills

Written expression

Reading

Mathematical processing

Memory strategies such as mnemonics
and rehearsal using flash cards

Chunking information into smaller
units for mastery

Cognitive/Learning
Strategies

Compensation Supports ~ Word processing
Use of computers

Books on tape

By photocopying someone else’s notes and comparing
them with their own notes, participants in this study could
determine whether they missed anything important during
lectures.

Several of the students indicated that another compensa-
tion strategy they used was taking a reduced load of courses.
Students who used this strategy usually took four of, occa-
sionally, three classes a semestet, as compared to five classes,
which is normally considered a full course load at their uni-
versity. This strategy provided the flexibility that is important
if students must invest additional time and effort in their
studying to compensate for disabilities.

Most of the students also used many of the compensation
strategies available to them because of their identification as
having a learning disability and their participation in UPLD
(University Program for College Students with Learning
Disabilities) (Brinckerhoff et al., 1993), such as extended time
for examinations or taking an exam using a computer. Many
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