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Abstract

The wide gap in literacy proficiency among students with learning disabilities is one of the
rising issues in education field. This study is conducted to find out the factors that contribute
towards the gap on literacy skills among students with learning disabilities and mainstream
students. Furthermore, teachers’ strategy to improve the literacy skills among learning
disabilities students also inquired. Besides, this study also discussed about the interventions
or programs that have been implemented to help these students. An interview with three
special needs teachers at Sekolah Kebangsaan Putrajaya Presint 16(2) is conducted to
investigate this issue. The findings shows that lack of awareness among parents which then
causing their children to received late interventions is among the causes for unsatisfactory
literacy skills. It is important for teachers to use variety of teaching strategies to reduce the
gap on literacy skills. At the end of this paper, the author discussed on how to enhance the
intervention programs and what teachers and parents role to fit the needs of these students.
The findings of this study provide new dimension in explaining the importance in reducing the
gap on literacy skills among special education needs students.

Keyword: Literacy Skills, Literacy Gap, Learning Disabilities, Teaching Strategies, Intervention
Programs

Introduction
In special needs education, there are many types of children with different needs to be fulfill.
Learning disabilities children are one of them. Learning disabilities is a term that describes
several types of developmental disorders such as difficulties in learning specific academic or
language skills, including reading, mathematics, speech, writing, and motor performance
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Children with learning disabilities also have
difficulty to learn particular skills or specific academic subjects. However, learning disabilities
are not related to intelligence. They are often physiological, as in the brain of someone with
learning disabilities; it may be wired differently than other people's brains.

Meanwhile, Keefe and Copeland (2011) had proposed five core principles of definition
for literacy. One of it is that literacy involves interaction, contact, and expecting all people to
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be able to communicate while also has the ability to lead to empowerment. Furthermore,
literacy also includes continuity for learning which enables the person to accomplish their
objectives, improve their understanding and capability, and actively engage in their society
and the world (UNESCO, 2004; 2017). Besides, literacy also can be described as the ability to
use language and images in rich and varied forms to read, write, listen, speak, view, represent,
discuss and think critically about ideas (Ministry of Education Ontario, 2013). Reading and
writing skills is a part of literacy skills which the foundation for effective teaching and learning
process in various types of disciplinary (Jamian, 2011).

As children get older and continue to lag further behind their friends, it becomes more
difficult for them to obtain productive intellectual and social-emotional results (Dovey, 2018).
So, it is important to identify these learning disabilities children and provide them with
earliest intervention so that they would be able to live a successful life as others. Besides that,
most of the children that had been diagnosed with learning disabilities are not less in
intelligence, it just that their potential were hidden and required assistive resources in order
for them to live successful life as others.

In this study, the author wanted to explore on the factors affecting the gap on literacy
skills among mainstream students and learning disabilities students at Special Education
Integrated Program. This study intends to find out the teachers’ perspectives on the factors
that may cause this outcome. Besides, these teachers also had been inquired on their
strategy, standardized activities or programs as well as the interventions held for these
students.

Significance of the Study

Literacy skills which include reading and writing are one of the important skills that every child
needs in order to help them learn progressively as well as their peers. Literacy skills also help
a person to participate independently and contribute significantly in a community, and also
increase chances for employment (Spooner et al., 2015). That is why it is important to do
research on how to improve their literacy skills and close the gap between normal students
and learning disabilities students.

By understanding the factors influencing the gap on literacy skills, it may help to
increase awareness to the community and reduced the children at risk to have difficulties in
learning literacy. Besides, through this research, the researchers would like to find out the
possible efforts that can be done by educators and community in order to increase literacy
proficiency among these students. Therefore, the main purpose of conducting this study is to
explore the affecting factors for the huge gap on literacy skills among learning disabilities
students and mainstream students.

Objectives

The objectives for this study are:

1. Tofind out the factors that affect the gap on literacy skills among students with Learning
Disabilities with mainstream students

2. Tofind out the strategies or activities used by teachers to improve literacy skills among
students with Learning Disabilities.

3. To find out the suitable intervention programs or therapies for students with Learning
Disabilities.
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Literature Review

Most of the previous research had focused on one aspect of learning disabilities such as
reading disability or cognitive factors of the disability (Moll et al., 2016; Tummer & Hoover,
2017; Shankweiler et al.,2017). In addition, some of the parent or even educators thought
that learning disabilities is only children with brain dysfunction such as syndrome down
whereby there is actually a few more other than that such as autism, ADHD, dyslexia and
cerebral palsy. So, the author intends to figure out more on the other factors that may lead
to learning disabilities besides chromosome abnormality among these children.

A research had stated that there are many children with learning disabilities that have
low literacy skills, especially in reading. It is found that reading performance for students with
learning disabilities at the secondary school level is on average 3-4 years behind their
admitted grade level (Mooney & Silver-Pacuilla, 2010). On another literature, the difficulties
in developing literacy skills experienced by many students with intellectual impairments,
multiple impairments, and autism are can be associated with specific cognitive deficits and
impaired underlying processes (Foley, 1993).

Meanwhile, some studies proposed that skills in literacy might be affected by self-
confidence and intrinsic motivation (Lacono et al., 2001; Ross et al., 2016). A major reason of
these students' lack of literacy abilities may be that they have inadequate comprehension for
learning tasks that they are requested to undertake and therefore have restricted interest in
fulfilling the reading and writing assignments. Moreover, when being taught with literacy
skills, students with learning disabilities need to be involved in learning experiences that make
sense to them (Basil & Reyes, 2003).

On the other hand, one of the main cause for difficulty in developing literacy skills
among these students is because of the cognitive impairments (Moll et. al, 2014; Peterson et
al., 2016; Bathelt et al., 2017). These studies suggested that reading disabilities among
children are highly affected by processing speed and verbal memory. The impairment for this
function in the brain could possibly be the main factor for slow development of literacy skills
among the children.

A few researches stressed on the importance of early detection for learning disorders
among children of early age (Peterson et al., 2016). It may help them receive proper early
interventions which may provide a strong foundation for literacy learning process.

Besides, there are many interventions had been introduced over the years in order to
improve literacy skills among learning disabilities student. It has been reported that reading
skills are significantly related with phonological skills. So, it has been proposed that by
resolving children verbal difficulties and phonological before they start learning literacy, they
may prevent literacy difficulties among young children (Nathan et al., 2004). Another research
has supported the usage of e-book as a tool for literacy learning in order to enhance literacy
development among these students (Shamir et al., 2012).

Methodology
This study is a qualitative research by doing a case study. Interview method was implemented
in this study while the respondents were teachers from special needs education backgrounds.
Three teachers from Sekolah Kebangsaan Putrajaya Presint 16(2) had volunteered to be
interviewed. This school was chosen as location of the study because there is a Special
Education Integrated Program.

Before conducting the interview, the school had been informed through email about
the study. A briefing was given to the schools and teachers about the purpose and process of
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the study. Then, as the school had given the permission to conduct this study, three teachers
volunteered to participate as respondents. In this school, this program focuses on providing
education for learning disabilities students. There are diverse backgrounds of students who
have learning disabilities including autism, syndrome down, cerebral palsy, ADHD, speech
disabilities, dyslexia and a few others. Compare to other students in mainstream education,
in this special education integrated program, they use special needs syllabus that are much
easier than KSSR.

Meanwhile, the instrument used in this study was a set of interview questions that
had been constructed by the researcher to achieve the objectives of this study. Among the
main questions that are being asked is about the teachers’ perspectives on the factors that
contribute toward the gap on literacy skills between the mainstream students and students
with learning difficulties. Besides that, the researcher also asked about the strategies or
activities that teachers had introduced to improve students’ literacy skills and reduce the gap;
as well as a few questions about the intervention programs that being organized to help these
learning disabilities students.

Findings and Discussion

There is such a huge gap of literacy skills among learning disabilities students with mainstream
students. Furthermore, in the same class, there are also huge differences among the
disabilities students on the literacy skills. There are students who are able to read and
students who do not know the slightest about alphabet in the same class.

Factors that Affect the Gap on Literacy Skills

During this study, it is found that there are a few factors that may influence student’s literacy
skills. Firstly, physical or physiological disabilities are one of the main causes for the low
literacy skills among these students. For instance, cerebral palsy students who had difficulties
to learn to write because of lack of motor skills. One of the respondent said her opinion where
she said, “l think that their motor, especially fine motor skills, may be the factor for difficulties
in learning literacy. One of cerebral palsy students here has problem with his hands. So, it had
affected him a lot on his abilities to write.” This is supported by a research that children with
motor skills impairment would highly develop reading and writing difficulties (O’Hare &
Khalid, 2002). It is also the same issue for students with intellectual disabilities such as
syndrome down children. Because of their condition where they are born with these
conditions which cannot be easily cure or treated, they are having slower progress in learning
things including developing literacy skills.

Besides that, another major factor for literacy problems among students with learning
disabilities is that they are not being introduced with learning routine from early age where
they often overlook the significance of learning how to write or read. Parents who do not
introduce learning purpose and routine from early age will cause the lack of readiness and
motivation to learn as they see it as not important or needed. They will still immersed in
playing and have no drive to learn. Some parents believe that children would be able to catch
up to learn basic literacy skills when they enter elementary schools. However, without
readiness to learn from the children, it causes the learning process to be much difficult and
challenging. Past researches had suggested that pre-literacy knowledge would be one of the
predictors towards these children later performance in literacy skills (Pentimonti et al., 2016).
So, by introducing learning routine such as alphabet or phonics in a fun way during young age,
they will be accustomed with learning environment. There are a student that had been added
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to inclusive program in mainstream education program and perform well in academic because
of the parents had been sending him for tuition class and nurture learning routine from young
age.

Besides lack of readiness, lack of intrinsic motivation is one of the risk factor for a child
to develop learning disabilities. Students that are not used to read or write during young age
would not be motivated to do so when they enter the school. They would feel that it is already
late for them to learn to do so as they are much behind than their peers. Most of the students
who are struggling in doing some tasks would eventually lost interest and motivation to do
so. For example, students who find it hard to read would hardly like to read even they know
the importance of reading. (Melekoglu & Wilkerson, 2012). The respondents in this study said
that it is hard to maintain students’ interest in learning literacy as they have no motivation to
do that. That is why sometimes they had to be creative by incorporate literacy lesson in a fun
way.

In addition, parents that fail to identify their children late development may also fails
to provide early intervention programs or therapies to these children. This is because most of
the time, parents had ignore the possibilities of their children having the disabilities and just
assume that they are just naughty or lazy to learn. Only after they had been going to school
and facing problems to learn properly, the child was identified to be having these disabilities.
At that time, it surely will be harder for the child to adapt with learning environment as he or
she had not been exposed to it much earlier. If earlier intervention had been given to the
child, he or she will be more ready and able to adapt easier with new learning environment.
Besides, some children that just had difficulties with psychomotor coordination, might be able
to learn literacy skills such as writing and reading better if they were exposed to occupational
therapies from early age. This is supported by a research which had suggested that in order
to close the gap between students with language disabilities and typical students in reading
abilities, it is important for these students to receive proper language and literacy instruction
from earliest age possible (Skibbe et al., 2008).

Strategies and Activities to Improve Literacy Skills

Throughout this study, it is found that even in the same class, there is a huge gap in students’
literacy skills among the students. It is because in this special education integrated program,
they focus more on mastery learning. The students have to understand the basic skill first for
them to proceed to another level of the lesson. So, the student who takes more time in
mastering certain skills or knowledge would be much behind in literacy performance compare
to the others.

So, in order to improve their readiness and focus, teachers have to identify their
interest and favourite things to make use of it as rewards or attention grabber. For example,
at the beginning of the class, teacher would attract their attention and increase their mood
by through songs, attractive sounds such as animal sounds or videos of their favourite
characters. Then, after they grab their attention, teachers can start the lessons. Sometimes,
these videos can be used as reward for them if they done a good job during learning session.

As they are only able to focus for a short period of time and always love to play, it is
also important to integrate important lesson through playing. Teachers have to be creative
and flexible and know how to manipulate students’ moods. Play therapy also served as one
of the lesson for these students. Just by playing with Lego’s bricks or doing star jumping, they
are able toimprove their fine and gross motor skills. So, by integrate playing during the lesson,
they would be able to focus more in class and also enjoy the learning process.
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One of the teachers said “For the students that have potential to read, | held extra
class after school session has finished. | will take around 30 minutes to guide them on how to
read using a book named KALAM”. So, as being said by the respondent, in order to boost
students’ potential, some teachers willing invest some time to give extra lesson after the
schools ends by using other reliable books or interactive teaching aid as different approach
to learning process. One of the books that had been used to improve reading skills is “KALAM”
book.

For examples, the usage of laptop and television had been widely used as teaching
aids. Students are often given screen time as rewards or reinforcement. Of course, interactive
and informative videos and movies are showed so that even for entertainment, they will also
absorb beneficial input from the shows. Besides, technologies also being used to improve
their literacy skills as the uses of latest gadget boost students’ moods and interest to learn. In
addition, it is found that visual presentation of the lesson could improve student engagement
in literacy learning (Parsons et al., 2015). However, there are always insufficient devices for
all students because of financial constraint. Some teachers would buy online teaching aids to
help them in teaching.

Intervention Programs and Therapies

There are a few intervention programs that can be conducted in order to help students in
improving their literacy skills. One of the interventions is by collaborating with mainstream
students programs. Program such as awareness campaign, language week or entrepreneur
week can be organized and includes all students. From the inclusive programs like this,
learning disabilities students are given opportunities to associate with other people and learn
together with them. Social interactions with peers of the same ages may boost their interest
to learn.

Besides, teachers also try to introduce these students with real-life experiences such
as shopping and buying things. Instead of just doing simulations in class, they would attempt
to do simple task by themselves which help them to understand things better. They get to
meet different kinds of people and associate with them. As they get more familiar around
people, they will adapt better in learning new things from others.

In order to assist learning process, teachers also incorporate therapy steps during
learning session in order to increase their focus span. Higher focus in class will directly
contribute towards more effective learning process. In order to aid learning process, teachers
applies therapies approach into the classroom setting. In order to do that, teachers have to
do more research or collaborate or trained with professional therapist to learn the right steps
to do it.

In addition, there are also other therapies that usually being held outside of school
setting such as horse riding, archery, swimming and bowling. These sports plays major role in
building self-confidence, enhance focus, and improve motor coordination among these
special needs students. One of the respondents said that, “Archery is good for focus, while
horse riding and swimming are good for building up confidence.

Conclusion

From this study, the author find out that a child readiness for learning is one of the main
factors that influence the development of literacy skills. If a child with learning disabilities had
been introduced with early intervention and the purpose of learning using appropriate
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learning resources before they start formal education, they had higher chance to develop
literacy skills as progressively as mainstream students.

In addition, the literacy skills among learning disabilities students indeed have a huge
gap compared to mainstream students. However, there are always alternatives and
opportunities for them to improve to the same level as their peers. From this study, it is found
that there are a few students that had been transferred to mainstream classroom and
showing achievement in academic. It shows that learning disabilities students are able to
perform well in academic as well as literacy development as mainstream students. The
teacher said that his parents support him well by providing him with tuition after class as well
as he had received intervention to help his academic development from very young age.

So, the author concludes by emphasizing on early intervention programs and
therapies, it increases the possibilities for them to develop basic literacy skills as well as
increasing their opportunity to have a better future. Besides that, it is also important for them
to receive support from their parents. Parents are the person that are closest to the students
and spend more time with them. So, parents have to be more supportive in terms of
emotional, psychological and also financial in order to help their children be the best version
of them.

Implications and Recommendation

In this study, a few possible factors for learning disabilities among children had been
identified. In order to prevent learning difficulties to worsen in the future, and further widen
the literacy gap among learning disabilities students and mainstream students, the author
had propose a few suggestions.

In order to improve special needs education in providing proper education to students
with learning disabilities, more complete facilities should be added to aid teaching process
and providing conducive learning environment to the students. Laptop and tablet should be
provided as it is one of the most important teaching aids. Besides, for learning disabilities
students, Visual Reality (VR) room and Sensory Integration (SI) room are important facilities
to boost students learning experiences. So, these kinds of rooms should be provided in special
needs education centre.

There are schools or special needs educations centre that have a complete facilities
but did not being fully utilized by the students. In order to maximize the usage of these
facilities, they should invite or organised programs or therapies for special needs students
from other schools or centre. These kind of collaboration will give every side involves win-win
situation.

Other aspects of providing better education to these students, it is also important to
hold more training focusing on new and latest strategies and techniques of instruction for
special education teachers. They should be trained properly to handle therapy session or at
least integrate therapy methodology in classroom. Furthermore, more seminars or campaign
should be held to increase parents and community involvement in special education
programs.

On the other hand, the author would like to suggest for educators and researchers to
do future researches on the awareness among parents on understanding if their children are
at risk of having learning disabilities. It is also important to do research on how many parents
with learning disabilities children send their children for intervention and therapies as early
as possible to prepare them for learning environment. If parents had introduced the child
with intervention and therapies at very young age, it will increase the students’ readiness and
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focus much earlier with will be a great help when they start going to schools. Besides, home
is always the first place of education for children. So it is important for parents to have
awareness on their child learning development as they have to prepare their child to be ready
to learn. If they are late in their growth, be it physical growth or intellectual, parents have to
consult with professional expert in order to help their children as soon as possible.

Moreover, more researches on the influence of literacy skills on the self-development
and social adaptation of students with learning disabilities should be conducted. It is because
literacy skills also contribute towards communication skills and how a person interact with
others. So, with more researches on learning disabilities aspects, it is hoped that special needs
education may progressively improve in the future.
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