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ABSTRACT

The article is devoted to revealing the possibilities of preventing learning disabilities in
pre-school children. Early intervention is crucial to manage school failure and loss of
self-confidence in children. Research is topical, as the number of children with mixed
developmental disabilities and later, at school age - learning disabilities - is increasing.
Some pre-school children may have various developmental disabilities, including mixed
developmental disabilities, which present a whole spectrum of different problems that
cannot solve themselves. If they do not receive help, these children will be diagnosed
with lasting learning disabilities by reaching school age, and that can lead to a number
of hardships for the pupils. Lessening or resolving these hardships will require a lot more
effort to not inflict damage on the child’s self-confidence and future life quality.

The aim of the study is to determine the knowledge of teachers about children with mixed
developmental disabilities, their difficulties, and possibilities of recognizing early signs of
problems.

Methodology: the research was carried out using literature review and questionnaire for
pre-school teachers.

Results were not surprising - many teachers are not aware of mixed developmental
disabilities; these disabilities are diagnosed alongside speech and language problems,
and the number of these is increasing. The results are significant, and it is a possibility for
speech therapists and special education teachers to create a curriculum for teachers to deal
with these children to lessen problems.

Keywords: Learning disabilities, mixed developmental disabilities, preschool children, prevention,
Speech therapy.

Introduction

Preschool children turn into pupils imperceptibly. It does not happen in
a single day. Even though competency-based learning offers children the
possibility to develop on their own, the teacher needs to be very knowledge-
able in order to support and, in a way, guide this process. The Skola 2030
[School 2030] documents offer various suggestions for organizing the
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education process in preschools. They offer a preschool education program
(Miesniece, n. d.) which analyses the education process in three stages for
a number of education areas — language, social, civic, and cultural under-
standing, the art of self-expression, natural sciences, mathematics, technol-
ogies, health, and physical activities. They also include a detailed plan for
content and approach of teaching and give methodological advice for pre-
school teachers (Olina & Rolanda, n. d.). General recommendations for edu-
cation for modern competencies (Namsone & Olina, n. d.) are given. Even
though a preschool child’s development can happen at an individual rate,
the preschool teacher evaluates the child’s accomplishments and observes
his actions when acquiring transversal skills, habits, and basic skills of the
previously mentioned education areas (Miesniece, n. d.). A huge emphasis is
placed on the child’s self-assessment and activity while inquiring about the
world and learning at the same time. After finishing this level of education,
the child has achieved the necessary development to start learning in school.
There needs to be a specific level of readiness, also called school readiness.
Not every child has the same level of success, and it is determined by his
individual developmental characteristics, which speech therapists, special
education teachers, and skillful preschool teachers can help with.

Methodology

The research used a review of theoretical literature that helps to under-
stand the problem and its topicality and justifies the necessity and impor-
tance of the research. Scientific articles were sourced from Google Scholar
(keywords learning disabilities, prevention, early prevention, developmen-
tal delays were used); eight articles were analysed in theoretical findings.
Various books on preschool children development and school readiness
were also used. One of the survey methods used was a questionnaire of
preschool teachers (54 respondents participated; random sample) in order
to determine whether teachers know what mixed developmental disabilities
are and whether they are ready to work with these children. The research
questionnaire included multiple questions, but the article presents and
analyses only those answers that describe their understanding of character-
istics of mixed developmental disabilities and recognizing them. The data
were anonymos and analysed in an aggregated manner.

Results

The topic of children’s school readiness has been addressed by several
researchers and scientists, and they have focused on various developmen-
tal areas, determining what a child should know and be able to do when
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starting school (Gavrina et al., 2006; Kanepéja, 2003; 2012; Ba6kuna, 2006;
Hy6poBuna, 2001; I'yrkuna, 2000; 2007; ExxanoBa, 2007). Although they
look at abilities in the areas of language, mathematics, social knowledge,
physical development, and other areas, it does not differ in essence from
the seven education areas for preschool that have been put forth in the
latest research (Miesniece, n. d.). The difference lies in evaluation and defi-
nitions, but one thing is clear — the child needs to be ready to progress
from play activities to learning activities, to begin a different kind of didac-
tic communication, and to learn the abilities and knowledge provided in
school.

However, sometimes this progression is not that simple (Bethere, 2013),
and the child needs help to prepare for school (Craft, 2020; Kauce, 1971;
Kame, 1985), as not everyone is capable of advancing on the path of learn-
ing by themselves. An important topic is the adjustment of children in first
grade, what affects it, and how we can help (Aboltina, 2014; Kussesa,
2007; Koctsk, 2008), because delayed development hinders the process of
adjustment.

At school age, we can recognize learning disabilities which are repre-
sented by a specific heterogeneous group of children (Tiibele et al., 2013b;
Turkington & Harris, 2006). They have difficulty following the school’s
education program without support (Tibele, 2019). These children do not
appear suddenly, the school’s educational process is not the beginning of
their hardships. It can often be noticed at preschool age, especially if the
child has a speech or language disability. The number of these children is
relatively big, and it has a tendency of increasing (Tomele, 2018). In more
severe cases, when the problem concerns not only pronunciation, but also
the process of learning a language and using it in everyday communica-
tion, children need regular, specially organized speech therapy sessions and
constant support (Law et al.,, 2017; Tabele et al., 2013a; Tiibele, 2019).
This seemingly creates a contradiction, as the work is competency-based;
however, it is important to understand that support measures allow these
children to catch up with their peers in a relatively short time and become
learners that are just as successful (Skorek, 2009). Without this kind of
help, they will not be able to successfully develop by themselves. This sup-
port is also necessary for children with mixed developmental disabilities
(F 83), when the problem concerns not just a single developmental area,
but, alongside language disabilities, problems are present in preschool with
learning arithmetic skills, the development of cognitive abilities is hindered,
and there is a lack of planning of purposeful movement (Tibele, 2019;
Turkington & Harris, 2006). This also determines the formation of diagno-
ses — mixed specific developmental disorders (F83) (ICD-10, 2021); later on,
at school age — mixed disorder of scholastic skills (F81.3) (ICD-10, 2021).
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Mixed specific developmental disorders is a residual category for disorders
in which there is some mixture of developmental disorders of speech and
language, school skills, and motor functions; nevertheless, none of these is
dominant enough to form a main diagnosis. This mixed category should
only be used if there is an extensive overlap with all of these circumscribed
developmental disorders. The disorders are usually associated with a cer-
tain degree of general impairment of cognitive functions; it should there-
fore be used if there are malfunctions that meet the criteria of two or more
categories of F80; F81 and F82 (Tiibele et al., 2013a). It is very important
to notice these impairments early on, at preschool age, and to start correc-
tive developmental activities that could lessen the level and manifestations
of the impairment (Fielding-Barsley, 2006; Rice et al., 2014). These would
be preventive measures, and many researchers emphasize these and offer
significant solutions (Batista & Pestun, 2019; Craft, 2020; Healy, 2009;
Pesova, Sivevska, & Runceva, 2016). Early diagnostics by observing pre-
school children is one of the most important measures (Fielding-Barsley,
2006; Pesova et al., 2016). Speech therapists and special education teach-
ers know of the possible measures, but the age when corrective activities
are started is a little belated (in Latvia it is usually 5 years of age), when
many undesirable and incorrect habits (for example, distorted pronuncia-
tion, substitution and mistaking of sounds, etc.) have already been fixated
and are harder to correct. Gaps in education require more effort from the
teacher, lowered interest or lack of interest in learning and unwillingness
to make an effort to overcome hardships requires creativity and a special
approach from the teacher. In order to achieve this, it is necessary to diag-
nose not just the deficiencies and weak points in a child’s development; a
crucial factor for success stories is the child’s strong points and interests
(Ttdbele, 2019).

Well-organized support measures in preschool will be a basis for a more
successful overall development. For specialists (speech therapist, special
education teacher, psychologist), the question is not the child’s hardships
and problems; it is rather a question of finances — at which point they can
begin work with a child who has a speech or language disability, or even
mixed developmental disabilities.

The knowledge of preschool teachers about mixed developmental disabil-
ities and ways of understanding them and helping children was researched
in the master’s thesis Cooperation between special education teacher and pre-
school teacher in mixed developmental disorder reduction for 5-6-year-old chil-
dren by M. Osmane. 54 preschool teachers were interviewed, and among
other questions, there was a question about mixed developmental disability
characteristics in preschool children and whether those had been observed
(Table 1).
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Table 1. Knowledge of preschool teachers about the characteristics of mixed
developmental disabilities

Observed characteristics Never Rarely Regularly
Speech and language impairments 5 7 42
Motor difficulties 6 30 18
Inhibited mental processes 7 23 24
Impaired learning ability 4 22 28
Impaired understanding of space, time, cause 11 30 13

and effect

The data presented in the table shows that 78% or 42 (out of 54) pre-
school teachers have regularly observed speech and language impairments
(specific speech articulation impairments, expressive language impair-
ments, receptive language impairments, and/or phonological development
impairments) amongst their pupils. Out of 54 respondents, 52% or 28 have
observed impaired learning ability (specific reading impairments, spelling
impairments, and/or arithmetic ability impairments). Out of 54 respond-
ents, 44% or 24 have observed inhibited mental processes (deviations in
the development of emotions and perception, as well as memory, imagina-
tion, and understanding; inhibited development of emotions and will; slow
work pace; difficulty concentrating; quick fatigue). Out of 54 preschool
teachers, 33% or 18 have regularly observed motor difficulties (weak or
underdeveloped fine and/or gross motor skills) amongst their pupils. Out
of 54 preschool teachers, 24% or 13 have observed impaired understanding
of space, time, cause and effect (difficulty with orientation in space, plane,
time; difficulty separating the important and less important, determining
the sequence of events) (Osmane, 2020).

Preschool teachers have observed various impairments in their pupils,
and, although they seek advice from the available specialists, they would
also benefit from the knowledge of how to help these children.

Discussion

It would be beneficial to develop a corresponding further education pro-
gram for preschool teachers in order to give them the opportunity to recog-
nize possible disabilities early on and to create a further plan of action. In
this way, together with a special education teacher and a speech therapist,
they could support the child with mixed developmental disabilities and
ensure probable successful development. It is advisable to include parents
in the process of corrective developmental activities, especially in the stage
of consolidating learned abilities, as this will not only further the child’s
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development, but also improve the bond and mutual understanding with
the child. Teacher’s knowledge of children with mixed developmental dis-
abilities is superficial, early signs and difficulties of these children are not
always seen.

Conclusions

Language disorders are mainly recognized the number of which tends to
increase. Teachers have difficulty linking various symptoms and different
manifestations of problems and finding solutions to help.

Children with mixed developmental disabilities present with irregular
development in several areas; overall development is also inhibited and
does not correspond with the child’s actual age.

In order to acquire new knowledge and abilities, children with mixed
developmental disabilities need more time, demonstration methods, and
repetitiveness.

These children easily accept and use the help of adults, and that is
a good indicator and a factor that contributes to development.

Strong points are the basis of development for all children; therefore, it
is important to determine and use them when planning and carrying out
lessons.

Professional measures need to actively include a speech therapist and
a special education teacher, as well as the collaboration of all included
parties.

Analysis of theoretical literature allows for the conclusion that solutions
to the problems are possible, but the results of the questionnaire show
that preschool teachers have insufficient understanding and knowledge of
mixed developmental disabilities.

Recognizing the problems and starting corrective developmental activ-
ities early on is an important preventive measure in order to ensure less
manifested learning disabilities at school age.

It is necessary to further educate preschool teachers about recognizing
mixed developmental disabilities and using corrective developmental meth-
ods in their daily work.
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