Health Scope 302

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Knowledge of Special Education Teachers’ on Learning Disabilities

Nur Nadira Aiza Nasharuddin, Rosilah Wahab

Centre of Occupational Therapy Studies, Faculty of Health Sciences, Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Kampus

Puncak Alam, 42300 Bandar Puncak Alam, Selangor, Malaysia

Abstract:

Learning disability is commonly related to reading disability, mathematical disability, writing
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disability, sensory disability and problems with visual-spatial, intuitive, organizational, evaluative
and holistic processing functions. Special education teachers need to do effective, efficient and
quality screening and assessment services for identification of children with learning disabilities. T
There is a lack of information about the knowledge among special education teachers on learning

disabilities .Aim of this study is to identify the level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers. This was a cross-sectional study, 94 participants in integrated primary
schools in Petaling Perdana District, Selangor were participated in this study. The questionnaire
consists of socio-demographics items and Knowledge Questionnaire on Learning Disabilities. The
results shows 76 participants (80.9%) showed that majority of the special education teachers are in
the average level of knowledge on learning disabilities. There are no significant differences in the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities with all socio-demographic data.
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1. INTRODUCTION

There has been a consistent increase in the awareness of
learning disability in this new era [1]. Learning disability is
an "umbrella” term describing more specific learning
disabilities such as reading disability (Dyslexia),
mathematical disability (Dyscalculia), writing disability
(Dysgraphia), sensory disability (Auditory and Visual
Processing Disorder) and problems with visual-spatial,
intuitive, organizational, evaluative and holistic processing
functions (Nonverbal Learning Disabilities) [2]. Due to the
increased number of children with learning disabilities, a
multidisciplinary team including teachers need to do
effective, efficient and quality screening and assessment
services for identification of children with learning
disabilities[3]. However, Malaysian mainstream teachers'
and special education teachers' knowledge about children
with specific learning disabilities was low and limited [4].
The factors that influence teachers' knowledge of learning
disabilities are lack of time for professional development on
learning disabilities, poor training, the overload of work,
insufficient preparation of special education teachers and
teachers' misunderstanding of special education terms [5].

Besides, there is no specific formal definition for specific
learning disabilities [6]. In Malaysia, there are two different
approaches for defining learning disabilities which are the
definition used in the medical field and the definition used

by another field such as educational and social services [3].
This lack of a standard definition of learning disabilities may
be a contributing factor to teachers’ confusion and
knowledge of learning disabilities [5].

Teachers’ lack of knowledge often leads to the students’
poor performance and low motivation in school [7]. If
teachers’ knowledge is low and limited, they will not be able
to accommodate students with learning disabilities [8].
Professionals involved should prepare themselves with the
most recent knowledge and information on specific learning
disabilities so that appropriate counseling and support can be
given to persons with specific learning disabilities and their
families [9]. To date, there is lack of information about the
knowledge among special education teachers on learning
disabilities. Hence, there is a need for the study to be
conducted.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study is a cross-sectional study with convenience
sampling which is used to identify the level of knowledge on
learning disabilities among special education teachers. The
population of this were calculated using the Roasoft sample
size calculation software. The commonly accepted value is
124 respondents. The questionnaires have been distributed to
6 integrated primary schools in Petaling Perdana District,
Selangor but only 94 respondents completely answered the
questionnaire. The questionnaire has been distributed in
paper pencil method.
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The questionnaire consists of two-part which are
demographic questions and Knowledge Questionnaire on
Learning Disabilities. Part | of the questionnaire consists of
demographic information about participants. Demographic
data contains the question about gender, age, number of
years of working experience, educational qualification,
marital status, and duration of special education courses.

For Part Il, the Knowledge Questionnaire on Learning
Disabilities questionnaire consists of 40 items proposed by
Padmavathy and Lalitha in 2009. The tool contains 40
multiple choice questions with only 1 correct answer for
each. Each participant gets one mark (1) for correct response
and zero (0) mark for wrong response. The maximum score
is 40 and the minimum score is zero (0). The questionnaire
has 7 dimensions which are concept and definition,
incidence and prevalence, causes and classification, clinical
manifestations, investigations, treatment, and outcome. The
tool was validated (content validation by experts) and
adequate reliability was also established (0.74 - Guttmann
split-half method) [10].

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Descriptive statistics of socio-demographic variables

for special education teachers.

As seen in Table 1, the majority of the respondents are
36-50 years of age. 50.0 % (47) of the respondents are 36-50
years of age, 39.4% (37) of respondents are 20-35 years of

age and 10.6% (10) of the respondents are 51-65 years of age.

Besides, majority of the respondents are married which is
comprised of 80.9% (76) among the respondents. 9.6% (9) of
the respondents are single while only 5.3% (5) and 4.3% (4)
are divorced and widowed. For the educational level, the
majority of the respondents have a Bachelor's Degree or its
equivalent, which is comprised of 84.0% (79) among the
respondents. 11.7% (11) of the respondents have a Diploma
or its equivalent, and only 4.3% (4) of the respondents have
a Master's degree. Other than that, years of teaching
experiences of the respondents were categories into four
categories, above 1 year to 5 years, 6 years to 10 years, 11
years to 15 years, and above 15 years. Majority of the
respondents has 6 to 10 years of teaching experiences.
415 % (39) of the respondents have 6 to 10 years of
teaching experiences, 18.1% (17) of respondents has 1 to 5
years of teaching experiences, 20.2% (19) has 11 years to 15
years of teaching experiences and 20.2% (19) of the
respondents has above 15 years of teaching experiences. For
the duration of attending special education courses, the
majority of the respondents have been attending to the
special education courses for above 1 year which is
comprised of 66.0% (62) among the respondents. 21.3% (20)
of the respondents have been attending to the special
education courses for below than 6 months while 12.8% (12)
of the respondents have been attending to the special
education courses for 7 months to one year.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of socio-demographic
variables for special education teachers.

Variables Frequency  Percent Median(IQR)
(n=94) %

Gender

Male 8 8.5 2.00(0)

Female 86 915 2.00(0)

Age

20-35 37 39.4 2.00(0)

36-50 47 50.0 2.00(0)

51-65 10 10.6 2.00(0)

Marital Status

Single 9 9.6 2.00(2)

Married 76 80.9 2.00(0)

Divorced 5 53 2.00(2)

Widowed 4 4.3 2.00(1)

Level of

Education

Diploma 11 11.7 2.00(0)

Bachelor Degree 79 84.0 2.00(0)

Master Degree 4 4.3 2.50(1)

Years of

Experience

>1-5 17 18.1 2.00(0)

6-10 39 415 2.00(0)

11-15 19 20.2 2.00(0)

>15 19 20.2 2.00(2)

Duration of

Special Education

Courses

< 6 months 20 21.3 2.00(0)

7 — 12 months 12 12.8 2.00(0)

>1 year 62 66.0 2.00(0)

3.2. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers.

The Knowledge Questionnaire on Learning Disabilities is
a measurement tool that is used to identify the knowledge of
primary school teachers in identifying children with learning
disabilities. The interpretation of the score was subgrouped
into 3 categories for analysis and categorized as ‘good":
score >75%, ‘average': score 50-75% and ‘poor': score <50%.
Frequencies analysis was carried out to check frequency
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers and descriptive analysis data showed that
mean and standard deviation of level of knowledge on
learning disabilities among special education teachers mean
(SD) 2.13 (0.42).

Overall, 76 special education teachers (80.9%) showed that
the majority of the special education teachers are in the
category of the average level of knowledge on learning
disabilities. 15 (16.0%) had poor level of knowledge on
learning disabilities and only 3 special education teachers
(3.2%) showed good level of knowledge on learning
disabilities as shown in Table 2.

In line with this, according to the results found in a few
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Indian studies, the teachers had a moderate level of
knowledge about specific learning disabilities, irrespective
of their gender and teaching experience.[1,11] Besides, a
found that Kuwait teachers' knowledge of LD also was
limited and low [12].

Table 2. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers.

Level of knowledge on Frequency Percent
learning disabilities (n=94) %
>75% (Good) 3 3.2
50 — 75 (Average) 76 80.9
<50% (Poor) 15 16.0

3.3. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers with socio-demographic data.

Gender

As the data is not normally distributed, then the data need
to be analyzed by using the Mann-Whitney test. The final
result for the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on the gender of the
teachers is median (IQR) of male teachers, 2.00 (0) and
median (IQR) of female teachers, 2.00 (0). Result of Mann-
Whitney test = -0.05 (p-value = 0.96). Based on the results,
the null hypothesis should not be rejected since p-value more
than the significance value, 0.05. Therefore, there is no
significant difference between the level of knowledge on
learning disabilities among special education teachers based
on the gender of the teachers. Table 3 shows the result of the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers based on the gender of the teachers.

There are few previous studies that emphasis on knowledge
of learning disabilities based on the gender of the teachers. A
study revealed that the gender of the teachers has significant
differences in the level of knowledge about specific learning
disabilities [1]. Besides, there also a study conducted in
identifying Estonian teachers' knowledge about learning
disabilities revealed that female teachers have better
knowledge compared to male teachers [13]. Other than that,
a study found that the teacher's gender has its role in the
effectiveness of the teachers [14]. However, the finding of
this study is contradictory to the findings of many other
studies. This study reveals that the special education
teacher's gender has no role in the knowledge on learning
disabilities.

Table 3. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers with the gender of the teachers.
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Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to identify any
significant differences in the level of knowledge on learning
disabilities among special education teachers as the data is
not normally distributed. The final result is median (IQR) of
age 25-35, 2.00 (0), median (IQR) of age 36-50, 2.00 (0) and
median (IQR) of age 51-65, 2.00(0). Result of Kruskal-
Wallis test = 2.25(2) (p-value = 0.32). Based on the results,
the null hypothesis should be accepted since p-value more
than the significance value, 0.05. Therefore, there is no
significant difference between the level of knowledge on
learning disabilities among special education teachers based
on the age of the teachers. Table 4 shows the result of the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers based on the age of the teachers.

There are few previous studies that are consistent with the
finding of this study which emphasis on knowledge of
learning disabilities among teachers based on the age of the
teachers. A study analyzed that school environment factors
and personal characteristic factors of the teachers which are
the age of the teachers and teaching experience have no
statistically significant relationship towards the awareness of
learning disabilities [15]. In addition, there is also a study
revealed that there was no association between level of
knowledge with the age of the teachers and teaching
experience [16].

Table 4. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers based on the age of the teachers.

Variables 25-35 36-50 51-65 X2 P
n=37 n=47 n=10 statistic value
Median (IQR) (df)? 2
Level of 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.25 0.32
knowledge 0) 0) (0] 2

Variables Male Female Z P
(n=8) (n=86) statistic®  value?
Median Median
(IQR) (IQR)
Level of 2.00(0)  2.00(0) -0.05 0.96
knowledge
aMann-Whitney test
Age

aKruskal-Wallis test

Years of experiences

The final result for level of knowledge on learning
disabilities among special education teachers based on years
of experiences of the teachers is median (IQR) of =1-5
years, 2.00 (0), median (IQR) of 6 -10 years, 2.00 (0),
median (IQR) of 11-15 years, 2.00(0) and median (IQR)
of >15 years, 2.00(1) . Result of Kruskal-Wallis test = 0.57(3)
(p-value = 0.90). Therefore, there is no significant difference
between the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on years of
experiences of the teachers. Table 5 shows the result of the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers based on years of experiences of the
teachers.

A study mentioned that the number of years of teaching
experience in primary school did not show any statistically
significant association with the fund of knowledge on
specific learning disabilities [11]. Thus, the finding of this
study also reveals that there is no significant difference
between the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on years of
experiences of the teachers. However, there are few previous
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study emphasis that length of experience with disabled
children influenced the teachers' knowledge [13]. Teachers
who have been working for more than 20 years had better
knowledge than the teachers who had less working
experiences [12].

Table 5. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers based on the age of the teachers.

Variabl >1-5 6-10 11-15 >15 X2 P
€es n=17 n=39 n=19 n=19 statist value
H a
Median (IQR) (oll%a
Level 2.00 2.00 2.00 2.00 0.57 0.90
of ) (0) ) 1) 3)
knowl
edge

aKruskal-Wallis test

Marital status

The final result is median (IQR) of single, 2.00 (1),
median (IQR) of married, 2.00 (0), median (IQR) of
divorced, 2.00(1) and median (IQR) of widowed, 2.00(1) .
Result of Kruskal-Wallis test = 3.42(3) (p-value = 0.33).
Based on the results, the null hypothesis should be accepted
since p-value more than the significance value, 0.05.
Therefore, there is no significant difference between the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers based on the marital status of the teachers.
Table 6 shows the result of the level of knowledge on
learning disabilities among special education teachers based
on the marital status of the teachers.

A study mentioned that the influence of marital status
between the married and unmarried teachers influenced the
teachers' effectiveness in their teaching profession [17]. This
is because 75% of married teachers experiencing more work-
family conflict than single, divorced and separated teachers
[18]. However, the finding of this study is contradictory to
the other studies which are there is no significant difference
between the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on the marital status
of the teachers. There is also a study revealed that married
and unmarried teachers are found to have no significant
difference in terms of the amount of responsibility and
overload of work [19].

Table 6. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers based on the marital status of the
teachers.

The final result is median (IQR) of diploma, 2.00 (0),
median (IQR) of bachelor degree, 2.00 (0) and median (IQR)
of master degree, 2.50(1). Result of Kruskal-Wallis test =
3.42(2) (p-value = 0.18). Based on the results, the null
hypothesis should not be rejected since p-value more than
the significance value, 0.05. Therefore, there is no significant
difference between the level of knowledge on learning
disabilities among special education teachers based on
education qualification of the teachers. Table 7 shows the
result of the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on education
qualification of the teachers.

In line with this result, there is also a study stated that
educational qualification has no significant mean differences
in primary school teachers' knowledge of the early signs of
dyslexia [12]. However, there also study emphasis that
teachers who had a bachelor's degree in education had better
knowledge than the other teachers [10]. Besides, a study
stated that educational qualifications of teachers in special
schools may influence the level of knowledge on learning
disabilities and there are only 26% of teachers in special
schools who had an undergraduate or graduate degree in
education [20].

Table 7. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers based on education qualification
of the teachers.

Variables Diploma Bachelor  Master X2 P
Degree  Degree statist val
n=11 n=79 n=4 ic ue?
Median (IQR) (df)2
Level of 2.00 2.00 2.50 3.42 0.18
knowledge 0 () (€D)] 2

Variabl ~ Singl Marri  Divorc  Wido X2 P

es e ed ed wed  statist value
n=9 n=76 n=5 n=4 ic a

Median (IQR) (af)?

Level 2.00 2.00 2.00 200 342 033

of 1) ©) 1) @ ®)

knowl

edge

aKruskal-Wallis test
Educational qualification

aKruskal-Wallis test

Duration of special education courses

The final result is median (IQR) of < 6 months, 2.00 (0),
median (IQR) of 7 - 12 months, 2.00 (0) and median (IQR)
of > lyear, 2.00(0). Result of Kruskal-Wallis test = 0.86(2)
(p-value = 0.65). Thus, there is no significant difference
between the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers based on the duration of
special education courses. Table 8 shows the result of the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers based on the duration of special education
COurses.

A study revealed that there is no evidence that either
undergraduate training or the scholastic aptitude of teachers
influence their ability to increase student achievement [21].
However, the quality of teacher education, experience,
interest, special training and child’s gender are several
factors that can influence teachers’ knowledge [13]. The
performance of students with special needs will be affected if
the teachers are not adequately trained and prepared to teach
the students [20].
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Table 8. Level of knowledge on learning disabilities among
special education teachers based on the duration of special
education courses.

Variables <6 7-12 >lyear X2 P
months months 62 statist  val
n=20 n=12 n= ic  ue?
a
Median (IQR) (an)
Level of 2.00 2.00 2.00 0.86 0.65
knowledge
: (©) (©) © @

aKruskal-Wallis test

4. CONCLUSION

Majority of the special education teachers are in the
category of the average level of knowledge on learning
disabilities. All of the demographic data have no role in the
level of knowledge on learning disabilities among special
education teachers.

From the finding of the study, the limitation of this study is
this study only focuses on the overall total score and it does
not explain the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
for each of the dimensions in the questionnaire such as
concept and definition, incidence and prevalence, causes and
classification, clinical manifestations, approaches to
assessment, interventions, and outcome.

The recommendations for further research is the comparison
between the level of knowledge on learning disabilities
among special education teachers in rural areas and urban
areas. The socio-demographic factors can be used in further
research as the variables in order to explore the impact of
different socio-demographic factors in rural areas and urban
areas on the level of understanding about learning disabilities.
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