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What is a nonverbal learning 
disability?
A nonverbal learning disability, or NLD, is a 
subtype of a learning disability. NLD is described 
as a neuro-developmental disorder of the right 
hemisphere of the brain that is present at or 
soon after birth. 

People with non-verbal learning disabilities may 
have difficulty processing non-verbal, nonlin-
guistic information, yet they may be very good 
at processing verbal information. Frequently, 
they are excessively verbal and expressive. 
Since about 65% of all communication is actu-
ally nonverbal you can imagine the implica-
tions this would place on a person with NLD.  

Nonverbal learning disorders (also called 
“right-hemisphere learning disorders”) often go 
unrecognized and unaided by teachers and 
other professionals for a large part of a child’s 
schooling.

Nonverbal learning disorders appear much 
less frequently than language-based learning 
disorders. Of the 10% of the general population 
that could be found to have identifiable learn-
ing disabilities, it is thought that only 1 to 10% of 
those individuals would be found to have NLD 
(or 1% of the general population).

How is NLD diagnosed?
Nonverbal learning disorders routinely go un-
recognized. When people with nonverbal LD 
are assessed, typically their performance IQ is 
significantly lower than their verbal IQ because 
of visual-spatial weaknesses.

Nonverbal learning disabilities often go undi-
agnosed because reading ability tends to be 
regarded as the chief indicator of academic 
well-being by most public school systems. 
Because it has a pronounced effect on social 
interaction, as well as academic performance, 
nonverbal LD presents a unique challenge to 
parents and teachers.

What are some of the 
characteristics of NLD?

Great vocabulary and verbal expression•	
Excellent memory skills•	
Attention to detail, but misses the big      •	
picture
Trouble understanding reading•	
Difficulty with Math, especially word       •	
problems
Physically awkward, poor coordination•	
Takes things very literally•	
Trouble with nonverbal communication, like •	
body language, facial expression and tone 
of voice
Fear of new situations•	
Trouble adjusting to changes•	
Does not complete assigned tasks.•	

What are the treatment options?
Parent education regarding NLD is a high 
priority. Planning should encompass school, 
social and family issues. Some special services 
to be considered are:

Occupational therapy - to develop fine  •	
motor and visual motor integration skills.
Early speech/language therapy -  very •	
young children with NLD may have difficulty 
with the motor planning  involved in speech 
production. 
Social skills groups •	
Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) - helps •	
develop coping techniques.
Because of the variability of individual •	
strengths and weaknesses, some NLD 
children may benefit from a self-contained 
special education class while others should 
remain in a regular education class with 
support services.
Teach and practice organizational skills.•	

Can NLD be cured?
NLD cannot be cured; however, it can be 
managed. The symptoms can be reduced if 
a combined program has been implemented 
and continues to be followed.


