
109

Insights into Learning Disabilities is published by Learning Disabilities Worldwide (LDW). For further 
information about learning disabilities, LDW’s many other publications and membership, please visit our 
website: www.ldworldwide.org.

Insights into Learning Disabilities 17(2), 109-128, 2020 Copyright @ by LDW 2020

“I Went on the Mound and I Felt Like I Didn’t Have a  
Learning Disability”: A Qualitative Study of a Former  

Professional Baseball Player With Learning Disabilities

Matthias Grünke 
Carsten Klöpfer 

Thorben Wellmann 
Janine Bracht

University of Cologne, Germany

Individuals with severe academic challenges constitute one of the most vul-
nerable groups of our society. Science has to find ways to help arm them 
against life’s challenges and cope with the many risk factors that they are 
usually confronted with. Team sports like baseball seem to be a suitable 
means of achieving that goal. In this qualitative study, we interviewed a 
young man with learning disabilities who played professional baseball for 
two years. Our participant talked about his life as a student and related 
how his career in baseball made his academic difficulties appear much 
less significant. He gave some meaningful insights into what helped him 
to build a happy and fulfilling life for himself – not only in spite of his 
challenges but also because of what his learning disabilities taught him. 
Support from significant others, a sense of purpose, a fighting spirit ignited 
by sports, and the success that he experienced on the baseball field were 
among the most relevant factors. Overall, this study highlights the impor-
tance of finding an outlet for young people with learning disabilities where 
their academic problems fade into the background while their talents are 
validated.
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IntroductIon

Science and Human Well-Being
Life is suffering. This declaration is the first noble truth in Buddhism.  

But even though it is mainly associated with this world religion, most other 
major spiritual belief systems also consider pain an integral part of human ex-
istence. At the center of Christianity, for example, is a man taking on the tre-
mendous suffering of the world by being tortured to death. The very word Islam 
means “submission,” and a central way to submit to Allah is to endure the pain 
that inevitably comes our way. Most everyone agrees that nobody goes through 
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life without experiencing considerable suffering. And some of the challenges we 
are faced with can be overwhelming.

According to Purtill (1970), the central purpose of science is to ob-
serve, explain, and predict. Further, Schoenfeld and Mestrovic (1991) argued 
that these three functions should always be geared towards improving the hu-
man condition. In other words, science ought to aim at reducing suffering by 
improving external living circumstances and enhancing subjective well-being.

With regard to the first of these – improving external living conditions 
– science has done rather well. Thus, in his widely recognized book Factfulness, 
Rosling (2018) suggests that the world has undergone some tremendous positive 
changes over the last decades. For example, the proportion of people living in se-
vere poverty has halved in the past 20 years, most of the world’s population now 
lives in middle-income countries and, on average, life expectancy around the 
globe has increased to about 70 years. However, with regard to enhancing sub-
jective well-being, science has some catching up to do. In fact, even in countries 
with the highest living standards, the percentage of adults who chronically feel 
burdened, overstrained, hopeless, and immobilized has recently risen substan-
tially (Patalay & Gage, 2019). The 2019 World Happiness Report (Helliwell et 
al., 2020) reveals that overall life satisfaction around the globe has declined in 
the last 15 years. Specifically, in a large and widely accepted study, Twenge and 
colleagues (2015) found that American adults have been getting considerably 
more miserable since 2000. In sum, regardless of the advancements that Rosling 
(2018) describes in his book, people overall do not tend to grow in happiness 
commensurate with improvements in their external living conditions.
Building Resilience Against Life’s Adversities

Research provides some insights into circumstances that bring and 
maintain inner balance and satisfaction: If people are able to draw on social con-
nections and constructive coping strategies, they are likely to successfully adapt 
to life tasks, even in the face of highly adverse situations (Fergus & Zimmerman, 
2005). One of the most recognized studies of the reasons for the continuing 
trend of declining happiness has been going on for more than 80 years now. Ac-
cording to the well-known Harvard Study of Adult Development (Martin-Joy 
et al., 2017), embracing community is the main key to happiness. In a world in 
which individualism and market interests seem to prevail over personal relation-
ships, life satisfaction all too often falls by the wayside. If we have to cope with 
strokes of fate or permanent unfavorable living conditions without feeling part 
of a community, tragedy strikes us much more severely.

Developing an inner robustness to outer stress in preparation for what 
is ahead is the second main prerequisite for finding contentment. Research pro-
vides a lot of evidence for this assumption: If people are able to look at the big-
ger picture, maintain a positive attitude, and view setbacks as an opportunity 
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to grow, they tend to not get knocked off balance by minor or even by major 
blows. They toughen up, adjust to challenging times, and increase the amount 
of joy in their life (Odaci & Cikrikci, 2012; Özdemir, 2017; Ryu et al., 2020; 
Sagone, 2017).

A promising way to gain knowledge about how to build supportive so-
cial networks and develop coping styles associated with emotional strength is to 
examine incidences of positive outcomes. Indeed, a scholarly field that explicitly 
zooms in on successful life courses despite a high load of risk factors is called 
resilience research (Kate, 2002; Miller-Karas, 2015). Resilience is commonly 
defined as “the ability to withstand, recover and grow in the face of stressors 
and changing demands” (Deuster & Silverman, 2013, p. 24). Probably the best 
known study on this topic was conducted by Werner (2005) and her research 
group. They followed 698 children from the day they were born until middle 
adulthood. The central findings indicate that individuals who turned out very 
resilient and led healthy, happy, fulfilling lives as grown-ups despite multiple 
risks drew upon three kinds of resources during their upbringing:

(1) protective factors within the individual (they held a strong belief 
in their own effectiveness and a conviction that the problems they confronted 
could be overcome by their own actions),

(2) protective factors in the family (they had a close bond with at least 
one competent, emotionally stable person who was sensitive to their needs and 
grew up in households that instilled in them a value system which provided 
meaning in their lives), and

(3) protective factors in the community (they could rely on peers and 
older mentors in their environment for emotional support and seek them out 
for counsel in times of crisis).
People With Learning Disabilities as a Vulnerable Group

Various questionnaires – like the well-known Social Readjustment Rat-
ing Scale (SRRS; Holmes & Rahe,1967) – have been developed to operational-
ize the concept of suffering, (capturing hardships like chronic illness, physical 
limitations, economic pressure, under- or unemployment, discrimination, social 
isolation, abuse, harassment, violence, etc.). One group that generally has to 
cope with an especially heavy load of stress factors as listed in these instruments 
are people with disabilities, who commonly have to face a variety of challenges 
and are excluded from many parts of everyday life. Among them, people with 
learning disabilities (LD) are often identified as the most vulnerable in the com-
munity (e.g., Franz et al., 2017; Perry, 2011; Yitzchak, 2014). In a knowledge-
driven world, having severe problems in basic psychological processes that mani-
fest themselves in a limited ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 
to do mathematical calculations (Fattig-Smith, 2005) pushes one to the fringes 
of society. Individuals with LD are among the lowest percentages with regard to 



Insights into Learning Disabilities  17(2), 109-128, 2020

112

employment (Aro et al., 2019; Pallisera, 2011), they are relatively often hit by 
poverty (Chandler, 2014), they are confronted with discrimination more fre-
quently than other groups (McMahon et al., 2016, 2017), and they are more 
likely to get assaulted than the general population (Hogg et al., 2001).

Hence, on average, people with LD are not only confronted with a 
higher amount of afflictions, they are also more socially excluded than their 
non-labeled peers (Musetti et al., 2019), placing them at great risk for emotional 
distress. Having to cope with a high level of life’s suffering can be very difficult. 
However, having to handle it without enough supportive relationships can be 
bone-crushing. Unfortunately, the body of existing studies on the resilience to 
outer stress of individuals with LD seems to suggest that they are less able to cog-
nitively adapt to adversity than most everyone else (e.g., Bagnato, 2020; Firth et 
al., 2010; Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 2010).
Preparing People With Learning Disabilities for a Better Future Through 
Sports

Pleasant external living circumstances do not always coincide with a 
high level of subjective well-being. Someone can be comparatively well off, but 
miserable. But then again, many people feel overall happy with their lives de-
spite a wide range of challenges that they are affected with. In line with the basic 
perspective in resilience research, we want to explore cases in which individuals 
with LD have flourished despite all odds. Thus, understanding more about the 
significance of different protective and supportive factors in the lives of people 
with severe academic difficulties and analyzing the conditions under which they 
have managed to live healthy, happy lives is key to finding ways to support oth-
ers facing similar challenges.

Possible paths that marginalized people can pursue to create a support-
ive communal network and to build cognitive strength should provide opportu-
nities for mingling with (non-labeled) peers and for dealing with setbacks col-
lectively. According to Clifford and Feezell (2009), a social and cultural activity 
that fits this description perfectly is sports. The authors point out that physical 
exertion in which individuals or teams compete against each other is ideal for 
bringing people together and very appropriate for character building. However, 
not all types of sports are equally amenable in this regard. In his article, “Mean-
ingful inclusion of all students in team sports,” Ohtake (2004) highlights the 
benefits of intergroup competition as opposed to competing for oneself. For 
example, building relationships and creating opportunities for supportive social 
interactions is easier when people with disabilities are part of a team as opposed 
to having to contend with others in individual athletic activities.
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The Case for Baseball as a Means of Stabilizing People With Learning  
Disabilities

Whereas every popular team sport seems to provide some opportunities 
to enhance resilience among people with LD and related disorders, Grünke and 
Martis (2020) make a particular case for the benefits of baseball. They argue that

in basketball, football, and hockey, it is frequently not pos-
sible to pinpoint the blame. However, in baseball, the contri-
bution that each player made to a failure or a triumph can be 
exactly quantified ... baseball teaches you more than any other 
popular team sport that success is hard earned and that you 
are accountable for your actions. All too often, people with 
[learning] disabilities are told that they are victims of society. 
It is important to send them a constant message of encourage-
ment that motivates them to take up responsibility and use 
their abilities to reach their potential. (p. 93)
The impact that such a message can make on young people is docu-

mented in a study by Lumpkin and Favor (2012). By taking on personal respon-
sibility to reach a common goal (which baseball is destined to do), young people 
are encouraged to become more aspiring, persistent, and patient. This does not 
only help them to better deal with life’s challenges, but also to reach higher 
academic standards. For example, Lumpkin and Favor’s (2012) research clearly 
indicates that student athletes outperform non-athletes significantly in G.P.A. 
scores. The authors interpret this to mean that team sports exert positive group 
pressure on young people to develop self-discipline, build time management 
skills, and keep on working hard despite repeated failure.
Purpose of the Present Study 

In this study, we interviewed a young male athlete with LD in reading 
(dyslexia) who overcame numerous obstacles and setbacks in life by following 
his passion for baseball and excelling in it. Thus, he served as a positive example 
of an individual who managed to develop an optimistic attitude towards life and 
a positive identity despite the suffering he had to endure due to his academic 
struggles. In undertaking this study, we hoped that through his insights, we 
would be able to provide answers to our research question of how baseball can 
help young people to cope with a life with LD. There are multiple ways to help 
to foster resilience in individuals with low academic achievements. However, we 
decided to focus on one particular activity (playing baseball) that seems to be 
especially conducive to achieving this goal.

Method

Brandon (name changed to retain anonymity) was a 27-year-old ad-
ministrative employee at the time of the interview. He and the first author had 
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met about a year before the study took place at an event at which Brandon spoke 
about how he was able to lead a happy and fulfilled life despite his LD. The par-
ticipant grew up in a large metropolitan city in the United States. Even though 
he had always struggled with reading and writing, it was not until he entered 
middle school that he was officially diagnosed with LD. 

All throughout his life, Brandon had been passionate about sports and 
played baseball and basketball for his high school and different colleges. Because 
of his extraordinary skill level, he signed with a prestigious professional baseball 
team at age 24, playing high-level sports while receiving national recognition 
for his talent. Sadly, after two years, muscular problems and other physical chal-
lenges prevented him from continuing his career. After retiring from profes-
sional athleticism, Brandon started coaching baseball and followed a path in 
administration. 

We used a semi-structured, open-ended interview format to explore 
Brandon’s experiences of how baseball helped him build resilience. Key topics 
included (a) childhood, (b) life as an elementary and a high school student with 
LD, (c) developing an interest in baseball, (d) discovering a talent for baseball, 
(e) challenges of a baseball player with dyslexia, (f ) baseball as a resource for cop-
ing with life’s problems, and (g) life as a professional baseball player. However, 
these themes only served as a general outline. Whenever Brandon brought some-
thing up that related to the key issue of how he coped with struggles associated 
with his LD as an athlete, he was provided with the opportunity to go into what 
he wanted to talk about.

The interview was conducted by the first author via video conference 
and recorded. It lasted for 2 hours and 10 minutes. A verbatim transcription of 
the recoding resulted in 40 pages of standard A4 sheets (8-1/4x11-3/4”) con-
taining 23,367 words. The transcript was analyzed using the MAXQDA 2020 
software, which is designed to help organize and sort verbal data. An inductive 
category formation was carried out. For this, the relevant parts of the interview 
were initially identified. One coding unit was defined as a statement that was ap-
propriate for answering the research question. Coding units were subsequently 
generalized into the category system at a higher level of abstraction, and similar 
statements were deleted. Statements at the new level of abstraction that were not 
significantly relevant were also deleted. Subsequently, the categories were sum-
marized by bundling, integration, and construction to new paraphrases.

Two trained university students under the supervision of an experienced 
qualitative researcher went through the transcript independently and identified 
different empirical indicators in the text. In a next step, they assigned them to 
categories that were supposed to be as homogenous as possible. Subsequently, 
they reflected on their coding system and discussed any discrepancies until con-
sensus was reached.
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results

The qualitative analysis of the data yielded six overarching themes of 
117 empirical indicators as follows: (a) Discovering dyslexia during childhood 
(7 indicators), (b) Lack of support and sympathy in school (12 indicators), (c) 
Dealing with dyslexia (28 indicators), (d) Sports and dyslexia (14 indicators), (e) 
Sports as a means of interaction (15 indicators), and (f ) Personality (10 indica-
tors). In the following presentation of our findings, the source number after each 
quoted statement refers to the paragraph number in the interview.
Discovering Dyslexia During Childhood

Brandon described his upbringing as stable and sheltered: “I grew up in 
a catholic white neighborhood in the city … I went to school … with kids from 
all over the city, inner city, wealthy … It’s just that I was comfortable with myself 
at a young age” (22). He characterized his parents as very considerate: “Cause 
my parents are very caring and loving and I had good supports in elementary 
and kindergarten, in preschool” (28). His learning problems became evident at 
a young age, but they did not affect him in significant ways: “So I never knew 
anything was wrong with us. I mean, basically there’s nothing wrong. It’s just 
that we learn differently. But yeah, the teachers and my family never showed 
that I was different … I kind of felt like I was a little slower, but I didn’t think 
like: ‘Oh I’m dumb or stupid.’ I just thought: ‘Oh, maybe I’m just a kid and 
whatever’” (28).

It was not until sixth grade that Brandon learned that he had dyslexia: 
“… one day I got caught for saying a word wrong. And someone said to me like: 
‘You can’t read?’ And … it hit me like a sack of bricks. I was like: ‘What?’ And 
then I got embarrassed …” (24). From that moment onward, he viewed himself 
as being different, which changed his overall perception of himself and his per-
sonal confidence, leading to feelings of alienation and a disconnectedness from 
his classmates: “It really struck me and it really hurt me, because I felt like: ‘Oh 
wow, I’m different.’ Like I just wanted to be like everyone else” (24).

For the longest time he did not know what the term learning disability 
actually means. Only when teachers confronted him with his inadequate reading 
and writing performance did he begin to grasp the implications of this challenge 
on himself and his development: “And I had to go to the resource room. And I 
kinda learned about I had dyslexia at that moment … as I said, in my elemen-
tary school, I really didn’t know how I had a learning disability, I had all the 
confidence in the world” (24).

However, his positive and future-oriented attitude led Brandon to in-
form himself about dyslexia on his own: “I basically was learning how my brain 
works. And I learned at that point that I don’t learn like everyone else. I learn 
differently than someone maybe next to me has ADHD. And here is someone 
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next to me that might be on the autism spectrum. And that’s okay” (84). It was 
not until he dealt with the term and the associated symptoms that he under-
stood and was able to accept this condition better and to feel a sense of relief. 
He characterizes his thinking and learning performance as follows: “My brain’s 
going so fast that I can’t keep up with my hands” (84).
Lack of Support and Sympathy in School

In school, Brandon experienced little support from classmates and 
teachers in his struggles. Instead, he felt excluded and misunderstood: “It was 
hard to make friends at first. And people don’t understand me … we were kids 
…we were 11, 12 years old. They are not gonna understand why I’m leaving the 
room to take a test. They were just making fun of me. And that was embarrass-
ing, because like … I was just trying to get help. But the kids didn’t understand” 
(78).

His teachers assigned him to a special group, where he was instructed 
for a couple of hours each day. It was well-meant, but contributed to further 
discrimination by his classmates, which ultimately led to a decline in self-confi-
dence. He attributed the ostracism to a lack of communication among teachers, 
who failed to sufficiently explain Brandon’s situation in class and to make it 
transparent: “You know what I mean, no one knew what dyslexia was at that age. 
So yeah, it was tough” (34).

Although his parents tried to support him the best they could, he found 
it very challenging to connect with them during that time: “I think, the other 
thing that was hard too is that I couldn’t really express my feelings to my fam-
ily, because I didn’t know how to express my feelings. It’s not that didn’t have 
any emotions. Is just I didn’t know how to sit down and say: ‘Hey, this is what’s 
going on, it is because of my dyslexia.’ How to articulate a situation that I went 
through. So that was really tough with my family, because my parents like I said 
are very loving and supportive and … I mean middle school and high school, 
there were a lot of days that it seemed like I was a happy kid, but I could put up a 
good front. I can be smiling and look like I have a good day. But I felt miserable 
inside from struggling and stuff ” (42).
Dealing With Dyslexia

Being confronted with these challenges, Brandon had to develop a way 
to deal with his dyslexia. At first, he tried to hide his insecurities and later he 
dealt with his learning disability in a positive way and used it as a strength. Dur-
ing his school years, he tried to conceal his dyslexia by, for example, reading par-
ticularly quickly when reading aloud in order to be able to skip words without 
anyone noticing: “So I would read at my speed, how I talk fast with my accent. 
So people would never say anything … the teacher didn’t really notice because 
they thought I was just saying the right words and everything” (24). Further-
more, he would carefully observe his surroundings in order to get enough time 
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preparing what he had to read: “I would count the 10 students in front of me 
and look at the book and see what paragraph I would be reading. And I wouldn’t 
even pay attention what was going on in the class” (24).

However, he did not only deal with his challenges by trying to cover 
them up, he also reframed his dyslexia into something positive: “I look at it as 
I needed to go through that to get to where I am today. And I’ve been like that 
ever since I was a young kid, because I knew at that age that as much as I didn’t 
understand what was going on, it was for a purpose” (42). The person who par-
ticularly helped him to interpret even a very difficult life in a positive way was 
his grandfather: “My grandpa was a really big influence. So, I had that mindset 
at that young age that it really helped me with the bigger loops in life as I got 
older” (42).
Sports and Dyslexia
Tool for Success

An especially constructive way to cope with Brandon’s literacy chal-
lenges was his passion for baseball, which was ignited by his grandfather: “My 
grandpa was a big part of my life. I would watch the Red Sox with him every 
time I stayed over. And talk about sports and Boston sports and everything” 
(50). Brandon’s mother picked up on his evolving interest in baseball and tried 
to foster his athletic abilities: “My mom was really into getting me into being ac-
tive and getting me into sports camps” (50). However, Brandon did not excel at 
first. In fact, progress did not come easy: “When I started sports, I wasn’t an ath-
lete. I had trouble balancing … At a young age, I would throw a ball off a wall 
and I’d fall. Like I had a horrible hand-eye coordination. It was horrible” (50). 

While his grandfather kept his passion for baseball alive and his mother 
kept sending him to sports camps, Brandon gradually made progress and devel-
oped an ambition to not let any obstacles stop him from accomplishing a goal 
that he set his mind to: “But … my mom put me in camps every year. And I 
would struggle and struggle, but it made me outgrow those things like my bal-
ance … I got repetition of my practice. And then it made me … every time I 
would fail at a young age and maybe like in my head I’m like: ‘I want to keep go-
ing, I want to prove people wrong.’ Because I mean I can’t say how many times 
people would tell me I couldn’t do something” (50).

Brandon was able to transfer this aspirational mindset to school-related 
challenges: “And I think I’ve grown up with a chip on my shoulder. But people 
told me I can’t read or write. Or I can’t throw ball or nothing” (50). Through 
baseball, Brandon learned to react differently to negative perceptions and ob-
stacles on and off the field. Adversity made him try even harder instead of trying 
less.

As his interest in sports and his skill level increased, physical education 
became an ever more important part for him at school: “So, gym class was such 
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a huge thing for me” (50). Having a better balance of arduous academic lessons 
overshadowed by dyslexia and reinforcing physical education units made the 
school day much easier for Brandon, “… because that was my outlet … I can 
get my energy out and be more relaxed in class instead of stressing about how I 
am gonna do this test or whatnot” (50).
Career

As the years went by and Brandon’s athletic abilities became more and 
more apparent, he viewed his dyslexia not so much as a hindering block but 
more as a resource that helped him to succeed. As mentioned, he described a 
central characteristic of his literacy problems this way: “My brain’s going so fast 
that I can’t keep up with my hands” (84). Getting heavily engaged in baseball 
and playing as a pitcher seemed to be a perfect match for him: “I knew in my 
mind, with my dyslexia and how I think and how I proceed really fast and be-
ing on the mound … I could pitch a game. Some guys have a 90-miles-an-hour 
fastball, some guys have a great slider. But I could pitch a game. And that was 
because my brain was going so fast. I knew what to do … I go: ‘Okay, I already 
know the next pitch is coming.’ Because my brain’s going. I was picking it … 
it was finally a sport and a position that was at my speed” (90). Brandon even 
went so far as to conclude: “If I didn’t have dyslexia, I would not have been as 
successful as a pitcher as I was to play two years in pro” (94).

He was often approached by teammates and opponents because of his 
unusual pitching style, which clearly distinguished him from most other players: 
“And I remember some guys that have caught from me that are still in the majors 
now … had great careers … and they tell me, they’re like: I’ve never, I’ve caught 
… like Clayton Kershaw, big guys, like guys that throw a hundred miles an hour, 
everything. And they said they’d never ever caught someone as unique how I 
pitched” (92). Because of this talent, his special needs moved to the background 
and his sports achievements came to the foreground.

His dyslexia also prepared Brandon for the many disappointments that 
baseball inevitably holds in store: “I had to learn how to get punched in the 
mouth at an early age and get up without complaining … what made me who I 
am today through those experiences on the field and off the field with my dys-
lexia” (46). Baseball is often referred to as “a game of failure.” Averaging three 
hits in 10 at bats can earn a player a ticket to the Baseball Hall of Fame. Success 
is always hard earned. But unlike many other players that Brandon had to com-
pete with, he was used to that. What is more, he had learned from a young age 
to stick up for himself in difficult situations. As opposed to other team sports, 
Brandon described baseball very fittingly, stating: “You gotta look out more for 
what’s on your back than what’s on your front”1 (146), indicating that baseball 

1  On a baseball jersey, the name of the team is stitched on the front, while a player’s 
name and number are on the back.
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is a team sport, but played by individuals for themselves. Through a challeng-
ing life with dyslexia, Brandon felt prepared for a professional career in which 
competition is high and ever present: “I think that I learned that everyone’s 
out there for themselves at that level no matter if he’s your best friend or not.  
Because if you’re at the same position, I don’t care if you’re my best friend or 
family like: ‘I’m gonna do better than you.’ And when that competition comes 
out and stuff, that’s when one might … that chip on my shoulder, it’s always 
out in that competition, because … I want to play against people better than me 
and the best, because that’s brought out the best in me. So when I played at that 
level, I did the best” (146).
Sports as a Means of Interaction
Building Social Networks

Despite professional baseball’s competitive nature, Brandon was able 
to overcome the social exclusion that he experienced as a child by being a vital 
part of different teams as a skilled pitcher. Belonging to a group and even being 
named captain brought him prestige and taught him important skills for his life: 
“… it got me connected with people” (44). He was part of an ingroup with his 
learning problems not playing the slightest role: “And the mound, the pitching 
mound is like my safe haven. That’s the place in my life that I felt like … I go 
on the mound I felt like I didn’t have a learning disability. It didn’t matter … It’s 
nothing to the guys I am playing with and whatnot” (154).

About his friend and Boston Red Sox pitcher Chris Sale, Brandon re-
counted: “I always think that he’s a better person than he’s a player … He’s just 
a great human being. I mean we talk baseball, but we also talked about life and 
that was really cool, because at that level, guys love to talk about baseball, but 
they’re human beings, you know what I mean, and they want to talk about life” 
(58). Brandon repeatedly related incidents about friendships that he was able to 
build and maintain. He managed to form these supportive connections despite 
the rivalry that was part of competing for positions on a team. About one par-
ticular friend who helped him several times when he had trouble with tightness 
in his throwing arm, Brandon said: “One of my good friends on the team had 
a sports science degree and was all about that. So he gave me some exercises, 
and the knots [in my arm] were gone in two days. And the next day, I threw 88 
miles an hour” (116). “And that was really weird, because like I said, we’re all 
out for ourselves. And I think he just knew I was a reasonable guy. And I think 
he helped me because he understood how hard I was working … I just put the 
work in and he was the same way … And he gave me one of my shining spots in 
my career, because of him helping me and stuff … And I will always appreciate 
that what he did for me” (150).
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Becoming a Role Model
In addition, he realized that he had a gift to inspire and influence people: 

“I discovered that I was just a natural leader and that stuck with me all through-
out until my playing career ended” (52). It was one particular high school coach 
who opened the door for Brandon’s leadership talents to unfold: “And my men-
tor, my coach … he saw a leader in me. I never saw myself as a leader. I was 
always back of the class. And he really strived and pushed me ... he said I was a 
natural leader and he made me captain in my freshman year … And I asked him 
and I said: ‘Why are you gonna give me a captain at 18 years old?’ Like I felt, like 
I didn’t deserve it. And he just said like: ‘People listen to you’ (130).

In the course of his later life, Brandon experienced numerous situations 
in which he managed to support young athletes through his ability to connect 
with them, especially with those who struggled in school. Talking about a young 
man with LD, he related: “There was this boy … And he was hitting in the cage, 
but he was just missing everything … And I was the assistant coach … and I 
looked at him and I said: ‘Ryan, … I have to tell you something. Do you want 
me to tell you now or after?’ … And his eyes widened and he said: ‘After.’ He 
comes out of the cage and I said: ‘Do you know why I asked you that question?’ 
And he said: ‘No.’ And I said: ‘I can tell you have anxiety right now through 
sports.’ I learned at a young age that some students adapt better when you tell 
them afterwards instead of during. I said: ‘If I went into that cage and tried to fix 
something … you would have been all bottled up.’ That was one of those mo-
ments when I realized … what his learning style was. And a couple of days later 
… he came up to me … and said: ‘I really appreciate what you did Wednesday 
night … It made me feel comfortable.’ And that’s the biggest thing – giving back 
to these kids” (154).
Personality

A big part of the interview consisted of Brandon’s explanations about 
how baseball molded his personality. “People will never understand how much 
of that sport impacted my life” (144). Even though his professional career had to 
end after only two years, he repeatedly expressed his gratitude for how the sport 
had formed him during that time: “And I have to appreciate those moments 
and smile because I remember when I was that kid asking: ‘Hey … can I get an 
autograph?’ And I remember my first autograph I gave … And it was nice … I’ll 
always appreciate those moments and you know what I mean – to be able to go 
that far in play. And there’s nothing like it” (160).

Brandon adopted and cultivated a very distinct glass-half-full mentality. 
Reflecting on the early part of his career, he explained: “I wanted the whole pie, 
but God gave me a slice. And I have to be happy with that. And some people 
don’t even get a slice, some people don’t even get to college to play ball. And for 
me to play professional for two years and to be able to … hang my three jerseys 
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in my room and … look at them every night and be proud that I … played 
professional. At the end of the day that’s all that matters in life and that I accom-
plished one of my dreams. And now I can move forward and give back to people 
… So that’s pretty much sums up my story about baseball” (116).

It seemed as if he was able to make peace with his past and all the 
troubling times in his childhood and youth as an isolated student with dyslexia. 
During one pivotal moment of the interview, Brandon recalled his last game as 
a baseball player: “I struck out the side against the team that won the champion-
ship last year. And I’m walking off that mound and people were like cheering 
my name and stuff … that was one of the most powerful moments. Because 
God knew that was my last game. And I didn’t” (154). He recollected that he 
always wanted to be noticed and valued. Baseball gave him what other areas of 
life could not: “All my life with dyslexia, I just wanted to be heard. And, when 
I finally felt like I got to be heard, it was my last day of pitching professionally, 
when everyone was calling my name … And I always want to be heard and 
people to hear me like: ‘I’m struggling I want people to notice me.’ And then my 
last game I played professionally, people were cheering and giving me hugs and 
high fives. And I finally set aside that moment, when I walked off the mound … 
That’s something I’ll always cherish, I’ll always look back to. Like, I always want 
to be heard in life, but I actually felt like I got heard that day. That was the last 
day I played ball” (154).

Brandon believed that experiences like this allowed him to develop a 
generous personality: “I realized, not every slice is about you. Other slices could 
be for other people” (156). With his slice, he had the opportunity to help and 
encourage children with learning problems who have received less support than 
he did then: “God was showing me that baseball wasn’t all my life; that there’s 
more purpose for me in my life than just throwing a ball” (156). The conclusion 
that Brandon drew about the significance that baseball played for him was sum-
marized in one sentence: “Sports saved my life – if I had no sports, I wouldn’t 
be here” (128).

dIscussIon

Main Findings
The purpose of our qualitative case study was to gain insights into how 

baseball can help young people with LD manage their lives and handle obstacles 
in their way. Our interview partner was a 27-year-old man with dyslexia who 
struggled severely in middle and high school. However, through his involvement 
in baseball, he was able to find happiness and contentment. He discovered a 
sport that he could excel in and where his talent was recognized. Crucial for this 
positive development were his mother, his grandfather, and one particular high 
school coach. They sparked an interest in baseball in him and placed him in the 
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right situations for his potential to unfold. His talent, coupled with an immov-
able determination, resulted in a short but remarkable career that helped him to 
not define himself solely by his disability and to feel a deep gratitude for his life.

Our findings are not surprising. They square well with the results from 
the previously mentioned resilience study by Werner (2005), who identified cer-
tain protective factors in the individual, the family, and the community that en-
able one to cope and recover from problems and challenges. In the case of Bran-
don, it is easy to recognize all of these conditions or attributes in the accounts of 
his life. What is novel to our study is the insight gained on how these resources 
can be activated in young people with LD through baseball. Brandon devel-
oped a strong sense of self-efficacy through his participation in sports camps, in 
physical education, and in high school, college, and professional teams (protec-
tive factors in the individual). He had a loving family with strong values and a 
very special relationship with his grandfather who got him interested in baseball 
(protective factors in the family). Finally, he was able to rely on a net of friends 
on his teams for help and one particular coach who believed in him (protective 
factors in the community).
Limitations

Qualitative studies like ours provide analytical results but no statisti-
cally generalizable findings. Our participant was very communicative and elo-
quent, providing a good amount of verbal data that served as a basis for trying to 
reconstruct how he perceived his world and to develop ideas about how baseball 
can serve as a tool for personal growth. However, the value of a single qualitative 
analysis based on only one interview is clearly limited. More research like ours 
is needed to confirm the patterns that seemed to emerge from the conversation 
with Brandon.

In addition, a study like this can only take interim stock of Brandon’s 
situation. As mentioned, he was 27 at the time of the interview. Even though his 
life had turned out very positively up to that point, there is no way to predict 
what his future has in store for him. We can only postulate suppositions about 
what helped Brandon up to now.
Implications and Future Research

Regardless of any shortcomings of our study, it seems critical to focus 
research attention on how to support young people with LD in finding psy-
chological stability in life and to build social relationships that sustain them 
emotionally. As outlined above, science in general has helped improve external 
living conditions for people around the world, especially during recent decades. 
However, subjective well-being has not increased to the same extent. In fact, 
research indicates that it has even been declining lately (see above). With regard 
to individuals with LD, we know a lot today about how to support them in 
their academic struggles. A computer search in the databases Academic Search 
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Complete, ERIC, and PsycINFO using the terms learning disabilities AND 
meta-analysis OR literature review in the title field yields nearly 700 hits (as of 
September 30, 2020). This means that we have a solid and broad base of sys-
tematic syntheses of individual studies dealing with different topics around the 
phenomenon of low academic achievement. Almost all of these publications 
focus on ways to help students with severe difficulties in reading, spelling, writ-
ing, and math perform better.

However, the question of how to increase the emotional well-being of 
people with LD has not received the same degree of research attention. It is a 
worthwhile endeavor to accumulate more and more knowledge about how to 
teach struggling children and youth basic academic skills, especially if it involves 
cooperative grouping for interactive learning in inclusive classrooms. Students 
with LD might be able to participate well in the various activities and feel like 
they are part of what is going on. But every lesson eventually comes to an end 
and the school bell will mark the close of the school day. And at some point, 
students will leave the classroom and school for good. As outlined earlier, lone-
liness and social exclusion are among the most common concomitants of LD 
(e.g., Katz & Katz, 2013; Lackaye & Margalit, 2008; Musetti et al., 2019). 
Tilly (2019) fittingly entitled her paper on the ostracism of this group from 
mainstream society: “Afraid to leave the house: Issues leading to social exclu-
sion and loneliness for people with a learning disability.” Individuals with severe 
academic challenges often experience an unusual amount of isolation, which can 
have a devastating negative effect on their psychic balance.

Taylor Duncan, founder and CEO of the Alternative Baseball Organi-
zation, hit the mark when he explained: “Life itself is a big challenge, no matter 
where you go and how you look at it. We have to arm young people with special 
needs with as many life skills as possible and enable them to execute them on 
their own… You need to be prepared for how to tackle life’s challenges on your 
own and with a network of friends that you have built yourself ” (Grünke, 2020, 
p. 114). It is vital to come up with ways to equip young people with LD with 
resilience to raise their self-esteem, mental health, and overall well-being. Dun-
can elaborates further on this by saying: “A lot of them won’t know where to go, 
because they haven’t been taught the skills to be independent. That’s where base-
ball comes in. We’re teaching them life skills through baseball. We show them 
how to work together as a team so that maybe they can translate those skills into 
other life areas” (ebd., p. 114).

Admittedly, baseball is only one of many means to potentially help 
children, youth, and young adults with LD find their place in life. However, 
team sports are one of the best ways to bring people together, to create a sense 
of belonging, and to develop collaboration skills (Ohtake, 2004). What makes 
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baseball unique is the fact that it is a team sport played individually. Brandon 
pointed out that – unlike in other team sports – America’s pastime tends to place 
more emphasis on “what’s on your back than what’s on your front” (146). That 
is, while you are working as a team towards a mutual goal, almost all of the vari-
ous statistics used to keep track of a game reflect the performance of individual 
athletes, the core being the battle between one pitcher and one batter. One’s 
success or failure is clearly on display for everyone to see and cannot be shifted 
to others on the team. For example, pitchers’ and batters’ accomplishments are 
measured by a whole array of metrics, like earned runs times innings in a game 
divided by innings pitched or hits divided by at bats, making it possible to 
pinpoint who contributed what to a win or a loss. At the same time, teammates 
must constantly support and encourage each other if they want to eventually 
walk away victorious.

Another characteristic that has to be mentioned in this context is the 
fact that success is unusually hard earned in baseball. As Theodore Williams, 
former MLB player and Baseball Hall of Famer, put it, “Baseball is the only field 
of endeavor where a man can succeed three times out of ten and be considered 
a good performer” (Dickson, 2011, p. 236). Hitting a baseball with a round 
bat that is coming in at a rate of 90 to 100 miles per hour is extraordinarily 
challenging. If someone finally succeeds at it and “gets on base,” he or she has 
accomplished something remarkable. Yet, even such an achievement is eventu-
ally not worth anything if no one can take advantage of this partial success and 
score a run.

Individuals with LD usually have to work harder than most everybody 
else to get to where they want to be. Reading, spelling, writing, or numeracy 
typically does not come natural to them. Outside of the classroom, making 
friends, finding love, or getting employment is much more challenging for them 
than for others. Their road is paved with frustration. Through baseball, they get 
used to not lose sight of their goal despite frequent experience of failure. Surely, 
pursuing this sport is only one of many options to teach valuable live lessons to 
youngsters with LD and prepare them for what is coming. However, the case 
study of Brandon convincingly demonstrates what an involvement in this game 
can bring about in the life of a young person with severe learning difficulties. 
What is especially notable about our participant is that he expressed repeatedly 
how he has not only managed to cope with a bumpy road, but also often been 
able to walk it with a happy bounce in his step. Baseball gave him what other 
areas in his life could not. During different moments of the interview, Brandon 
expressed his deep gratitude that he got “a slice of the pie” (156). He felt happy 
and content about his achievements in life, which were mainly associated with 
his career as an athlete. In a crucial moment of the conversation, he elaborated: 
“All my life with dyslexia, I just wanted to be heard. And, when I finally felt like 
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I got to be heard, it was my last day of pitching professionally, when everyone 
was calling my name” (154).

Our study illustrates how baseball can help to find healthy social ac-
ceptance and offers opportunities to be part of a group that provides support. 
In addition, it teaches valuable life lessons about personal responsibility and 
prepares for the many situations where success does not come easy. Brandon put 
the significance of his involvement in the game against the background of his 
many struggles and challenges in a nutshell when he expressed: “Sports saved 
my life” (128).

Initiatives like the Alternative Baseball Organization, the Miracle 
League of Arizona, or the Butler County Challenger Baseball have to be highly 
commended. They are designed to lower the hurdles for young people with 
special needs to join a team and actively participate in the game. Not everyone 
is equipped with such an outstanding talent as Brandon. However, for some-
body else, the opportunities to learn and connect might be just as valuable as 
they have been for our participant. This is why it is so important to give every 
young person with LD the opportunity to find an outlet in life to express her- or 
himself. For many, baseball can be a wonderful tool to serve this purpose. But 
even for somebody as capable as Brandon, getting involved in the sport was not 
enough. It took a skilled and empathic coach to see through Brandon’s LD, rec-
ognize his gift, and to competently facilitate his exceptional aptitude for sport. 
In his illuminating essay entitled “Learning disabilities and player development: 
Understanding obstacles to coaching,” Epstein (2018) describes frequent lan-
guage and math barriers that athletes with LD face as coaches give them instruc-
tions. Despite sometimes very distinguished pitching or batting abilities, these 
players are often grossly underestimated and cut from a team. Using simple 
language, visual aids, videos, and multiple repetitions can make an enormous 
difference when explaining a game plan or helping someone to make sense of 
different baseball metrics.
Conclusion

We hope that more research on how to support young people with LD 
outside the classroom will emerge. If we find ways to involve more of these indi-
viduals in activities that make them more robust against life’s stressors and help 
them to mobilize social relations, we have made an important step toward easing 
the suffering of a group of people that typically experiences an unusual amount 
of hardships. For Brandon, baseball was a lifesaver. Excelling in the game gave 
him the chance to build an identity independent from what otherwise seemed to 
define him to a large extent. Before his career as an athlete, he was mainly viewed 
as someone who could not read or write properly. This view of him changed as 
he became more and more involved in baseball. Brandon phrased it best when 
he said, “I went on the mound and I felt like I didn’t have a learning disability. 
It didn’t matter” (154).
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