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Learn How to Navigate Learning Disabilities in Law
School

Prospective law students should explore schools' disability services before enrolling.
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Law schools cannot discriminate against applicants based on their disability. [ (GETTY IMAGES)

If you have a learning disability or attention disorder, adjusting to the academic demands
of law school may be intimidating. Whether you are applying to law school now or are
preparing for your 1L year, it is important to know your rights.

The two big laws to be aware of are Title Il of the Americans with Disabilities Act, as
amended, and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. X

According to the U.S. Department of Education, the Americans with Disabilities Act
protects students who attend schools that receive federal financial assistance from
being discriminated on the basis of "specific learning disabilities." Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 allows for reasonable accommodations to be granted to
people with disabilities.

Students who have been diagnosed with a specific learning disability, dyslexia, attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder or executive functioning disability may be eligible to receive
accommodations. The purpose of such accommodations is not to give students with
learning disabilities an advantage over their peers but rather to put them on a level
playing field.

[EXPLORE law school options for nontraditional applicants.]

For prospective law students who have learning disabilites, here are four questions you
need to ask before requesting accommodations.

1. What accommodations are available? Reasonable accommodations include, but are
not limited to, extended time on exams or written assignments, use of a computer or
private room during examinations, reduced course load and a designated note taker or
option to record lectures.

Accommodations are granted depending on your particular diagnosis, documented
history and need. Requests can be denied if an applicant does not meet the standards
the law school has deemed sufficient to warrant an accommodation.
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Law schools are not required to make adjustments to the curriculum or degree
requirements. Nor must schools provide accommodations that would pose an undue
financial or administrative burden.

2. How do | request accommodations? First, determine what office provides disability
services at your law school. Some programs, like Cornell University's Law School, have a
Student Disability Services center that facilities accommodations for all students on
campus, not just those in the law program.

In contrast, a Committee on Disability Accommodations manages individual
accommodation requests at Loyola Marymount University's Loyola Law School Los
Angeles.

Next, contact the school's disability service coordinator to introduce yourself and inquire
about processes for requesting accommodations.

Most programs will require applicants to formalize their accommodation requests in
writing, provide a medical diagnosis to substantiate the need for the requested
accommodation and submit documentation of any previous accommodations received.
Applicants may also need to meet with a member of the disabilities services office or the
university psychologist as part of the evaluation process.

Keep in mind that 1L performance can impact postgraduate employment, so if you have
a diagnosed disability, it is prudent to explore accommodation options before you begin
your courses. Do not wait for pending exams to request an accommaodation, since the
process for approval typically takes several weeks once you have submitted the
appropriate documentation.

[DISCOVER HOW TO negotiate graduate school as a student with disabilities. ]

3. When should I disclose that | have a learning disability or attention disorder? Some
prospective law students may feel compelled to discuss a learning disability or attention
disorder as part of their law school applications. The goal of your applications is to
present yourself in the best possible light, and that can mean acknowledging challenges
or limitations you've faced.
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If you feel that overcoming a hardship related to a learning disability or attention disorder
is a compelling part of why you want to go to law school, sharing such information may
be appropriate. Remember, schools cannot discriminate against you on the basis of your
disability.

An addendum that explains a dip in your transcript or underperformance on the LSAT
may also involve disclosing your learning disability or attention disorder.

Note that if you received a testing accommodation on the LSAT, \._wever, you do not
need to disclose this information to law schools. Scores are reported the same
regardless of accommodations received.

Unless there is a compelling reason to discuss your learning disability or attention
disorder in your law school application, focus instead on your achievements and
experiences that demonstrate you are prepared to undertake a career in law.

[READ: 2 Law School Personal Statements That Succeeded. ]

If you are planning to request accommodations in law school, do not wait until you have
officially enrolled. Law schools vary in their disability services.

Deciding where to commit may come down to which program has resources better
suited to support your particular needs. Do, however, pay attention to any deadlines for
making accommodation requests.

4. What other resources are available to help me? If you have a learning disability, many
resources are available to help you understand your rights.

The American Bar Association Commission on Disability Rights, for example, "collects
data from ABA-accredited law schools about their disability related programming." Its
website includes a directory of each school's disability resource center and on-campus
organizations that support students with disabilities.

Be aware that once you have successfully navigated accommodations as a law student,
you will still need to pass the bar exam to practice law in the U.S. Be sure to review your
state bar's policies on testing accommodations.
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Have questions about applying to law school with a learning disability? You can reach me
at lawadmissionslowdown@usnews.com.
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