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Objectives: Learning disabilities can cause serious communication and socio-emotional
disorders in students. Teachers, as specialists who are in direct contact with students on a
daily basis, have an important role in identifying and referring students suspected of these
disabilities. Therefore, this study investigated the role of primary school teachers’ awareness
and attitude about the signs and symptoms of learning disabilities on the referral of students of
Ahvaz City, Iran to speech therapy centers.
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Methods: This case-control study was conducted on 165 elementary school teachers in Ahvaz
in 2016-2017. The teacher’s awareness questionnaire was used to determine the teachers’
awareness level. A logistic regression test was used to explore the role of teachers’ attributes on
the referral of students to speech therapies.

Results: The mean total score of teachers’ awareness about students’ learning disabilities was
significantly different in the case and control groups (P<0.05). Teachers’ awareness scores had
a direct and significant relationship with working experience (P<0.05) and participation in
educational workshops (P<0.05). However, there was no significant relationship between the
teachers’ awareness score with age and gender (P>0.05).

Discussion: Teaching experience, educational level, history of participation in educational

Keywords: workshops and the teachers’ awareness of learning disabilities are critical factors in referring
Learning disabilities, Teachers’  :  students to speech therapy centers. It is recommended that teachers participate in workshops at
awareness, Speech therapy : regular intervals to update their knowledge on this topic.
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Highlights

e Teachers’ experience, their level of education, participation in workshops, and awareness of learning disabilities can
directly affect their referral of students to speech therapy centers.

e The age and gender of teachers did not affect the rate of referral of students with learning disabilities to speech
therapy centers.

Plain Language Summary

Learning disability of educational skills can cause communicational, emotional and social disorders. Teachers play
a key role in diagnosing this problem in their students and referring them to special therapy centers. In this study, we
considered those variables related to the teachers’ awareness on learning disability. Teachers’ work experience, their
educational level, participation in educational workshops and awareness level of learning disability had main effect on

referring students to speech therapy clinics.

1. Introduction

earning disabilities are neurodegenerative
disorders with a prevalence rate between
3% and 12% in elementary school stu-
dents [1-4]. This rate was 11.4% among
the third, fourth and fifth grade primary
school students in Iran [5]. This rate was similar to that
found in America [6]. Genetic factors and prenatal and
postnatal conditions may cause learning disabilities [7].

The term “learning disability” was introduced by Sam-
uel Kirk in 1962 [8]. According to the fifth edition of
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-V-TR, 2013), learning disabilities refer to the
conditions when academic skills are greatly below the
average range of expected scores based on the chrono-
logical age (e.g. at least 1.5 SD below the population
mean score for age). The difference between intelligence
and academic achievement scores in standardized read-
ing, mathematical tests, and written expressions is ba-
sically lower than the chronological age, intellectual,
and educational level. Learning disabilities significantly
affect the academic achievement and daily living activi-
ties requiring reading, math or writing skills [9].

Lingeswaran (2013) introduced factors such as a his-
tory of language impairment, inability to carry out and
maintain activities, weak purposefulness and novelty
and the lack of socio-emotional maturity as predictors of
learning disabilities [7]. Students with learning disabili-
ties are usually not identified before the third and fourth
grades. Consequently, they may miss learning and edu-
cation opportunities due to secondary problems such as

lack of concentration, hyperactivity, communication dis-
orders and depression caused by learning disorders [5].

Most of the students with severe learning disabilities
attend exceptional schools due to a misdiagnosis of intel-
lectual disabilities. Those who attend public schools face
many challenges in educational progress, which, unfor-
tunately, is the result of 40% academic failure of these
children [3, 5]. The later the disabilities are identified, the
harder the rehabilitation will be. However, the identifica-
tion and treatment of such children will lead to their 70%
recovery [3, 4]. For this reason, since 1994, the training
of students with special needs has become an internation-
al concern. Also, countries around the world have com-
mitted themselves to provide equal education services for
students with special needs as their normal peers [5].

One of the most important strategies for an early age
identification of these abnormalities is referring them (by
primary school teachers) to rehabilitation practitioners
including speech therapists, for accurate and compre-
hensive assessment and the final diagnosis of childhood
learning disorder. This requires that teachers be aware of
the signs and symptoms of the disorder and even carry
out initial screening of the students [10]. Otherwise, the
evaluation and diagnosis may be delayed or lead to unde-
sirable outcomes. Therefore, the awareness and attitudes
of primary school teachers about learning disorders are
very important [11].

Some studies have reported that the teachers’ aware-
ness of learning disabilities is low that results in many
challenges in academic achievement of students [12-14].
Kataoka et al. (2004) studied the perception of teachers
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and principals about learning disabilities in Japan. In to-
tal, 128 principals and 123 teachers participated in that
study. They reported that both principals and teachers
need to obtain more knowledge about learning disabili-
ties [ 12]. Khatib and Jamal investigated the knowledge of
teachers in Jordan. They studied 405 elementary school
teachers in 3 districts. All of the teachers completed a
researcher-made test that included 40 items. They dem-
onstrated that teachers had moderate knowledge about
learning disabilities [15].

Abdi et al. reported that teachers’ awareness about
identification, categorization and the total awareness of
learning disabilities was significantly higher in female
teachers than male teachers. However, there was no sig-
nificant differences on the knowledge of rehabilitation
between male and female teachers. They concluded
that teachers with higher academic education had more
awareness about learning disabilities [13]. Arjmandi
and Kakabarei reported no significant differences be-
tween female and male teachers on the knowledge about
learning disabilities. They also reported that academic
education had no effect on the knowledge about learn-
ing disabilities [2]. Moothedath and Narasimha Vranda
(2015) also conducted a study on the knowledge of pri-
mary school teachers in India. In total, 200 teachers from
16 schools completed a questionnaire about teachers’
knowledge of learning disabilities. They emphasized
that teachers should increase their identification knowl-
edge of students with learning disabilities [14].

In many countries, workshops and in-service programs
are held for teachers in order to educate children with
special needs including learning disabilities in public
schools. Such programs help with identifying and diag-
nosing these disorders in a timely manner [11]. There is
still a lack of time management for referring many stu-
dents with learning disabilities in Iran. It can be because
of the low awareness of teachers about these conditions.
Therefore, the present study investigated the role of
awareness and attitude of primary school teachers as well
as other demographic characteristics on the referal time
of students with learning disabilities to speech therapists.

2. Methods

The participants of the present study were the elemen-
tary school teachers in Ahwaz City, Iran. The sample size
required for the current study was determined using the
sample size determination by G*Power (0=0.05, f=0.95,
d=0.71). Finally, 165 teachers participated in this case-
control study and completed the questionnaire of knowl-
edge and attitudes of teachers of children with learning
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disabilities. Initially, 59 students who were referred to
speech therapy clinics with the diagnosis of learning
disabilities by school teachers were selected by conve-
nience sampling method. Gender, age, and educational
background were identified. Then, the teachers who
identified these students and referred them to speech
therapy services were identified. A total of 45 elementary
public school teachers were identified and enrolled into
the case group. A demographic data questionnaire was
completed by them.

Characteristics such as teaching experience, degree,
gender, and history of participation in workshops con-
structed the main aspects of this questionnaire. Also,
120 primary school teachers of public schools were
randomly selected as the control group who completed
the demographic data questionnaire, as well. There were
also teachers in the control group who had a history of
students’ referral to the speech therapy centers, as well
as teachers without such history. After collecting the
demographic data, all teachers in the two groups com-
pleted the questionnaire for determining the knowledge
and awareness of elementary school teachers of students
with learning disabilities.

Psychometric properties of the questionnaire were inves-
tigated by Abdi et al. in Iran (2010). This questionnaire
consists of 3 subscales, including teachers’ knowledge of
the a. learning disabilities symptoms; b. symptoms cat-
egorization; and c. existing therapeutic approaches, to
improve learning disabilities in elementary school stu-
dents. This instrument consists of 34 items. The correct
and incorrect answers to each question are scored 1 and 0
respectively. The total score indicates the level of knowl-
edge and awareness in elementary school teachers of stu-
dent learning disabilities. Thus, a score of 0-10 reflects
low awareness, 11-20 moderate awareness, 21-30 desir-
able awareness, and over 30 very good awareness [13].

All of the teachers provided a consent form for partici-
pation in the current study. We explained the purposes of
our study to them. SPSS was used for statistical analysis.
Considering the normal distribution of data, Indepen-
dent t-test was used for between-group comparisons of
continuous quantitative variables. Spearman’s correla-
tion coefficient was used to determine the correlation
between teachers’ characteristics and their awareness
level and attitude. Binary logistic regression was used to
determine the role of teacher’s characteristics on the re-
ferral or non-referral of the students to speech therapies.
The teachers’ gender, level of education, awareness level
and attitude scores, and their attendance to workshops
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were separately entered into the logistic regression equa-
tion. The significance level was set at P<0.05.

3. Results

The baseline characteristics of both groups of teachers
are presented in Table 1. Table 2 presents the total mean
and standard deviation scores of awareness and attitude
of teachers of students with learning disabilities in the
case and control groups. There was a significant differ-
ence between the scores of groups in the questionnaire
(P<0.001).

According to Table 3, in both case and control groups,
the awareness and attitude scores of teachers had a direct
and significant relationship with the working experience
(P<0.001) and the history of participation in workshops
(P<0.001). In addition, in the control group, the aware-
ness and attitude scores of teachers had a direct and signif-
icant relationship with their level of education (P=0.04).
However, in the case and control groups, there was no
significant correlation between the awareness score of
teachers, and age. Furthermore, in the case group, there
was no significant correlation between teachers’ aware-
ness scores and educational level (P>0.05).

Table 1. Description of subjects” demographic characteristics
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After performing initial analysis, the logistic regression
test was used to determine the weight and role of each
characteristic of the teachers on the referral or non-refer-
ral of students (Table 4). As presented, teaching experi-
ence, teacher’s educational level, awareness test scores
and a history of workshop participation significantly af-
fected the referral of students with suspected learning
disabilities to speech therapies (P<0.003). However, the
age and gender of teachers did not affect the rate of refer-
ral of students with learning disabilities to speech thera-
pies (P>0.05).

4. Discussion

The current study determined the effective factors on
the timely referral of students suspected of learning dis-
abilities to speech therapy centers by elementary school
teachers. The obtained results indicated that the level of
awareness and attitude was different between the case
and control groups regarding learning disabilities in the
three areas of identification, classification, and rehabili-
tation (Table 2). Therefore, the Iranian teachers had a rel-
atively low awareness of students’ learning disabilities.

This finding is in line with the studies by Kataoka et
al. (2004), Moothedath and Narasimha Vranda (2015),

Groups
Demographic Particulars Components Test for Differences
Case (n=45) Control (n=120)
Age,y Mean1SD 43.5+4.4 44.1+3.9 t=0.55, P=0.67
Female 30(66.7%) 78(65.0%)
Gender x’=4.11, df=1, P=0.04
Male 15(33.3%) 42(35.0%)
Work experience, y Mean1SD 12.5+4.9 11.5+4.0 t=0.77, P=0.65
Graduate 34(75.6%) 98(81.7%)
Educational level x?=5.22, df=1, P=0.03
Postgraduate 11(24.4%) 22(18.3%)
Yes 43(95.6%) 77(64.2%)
Workshop attendance x?=3.95, df=1, P=0.03
No 2(4.4%) 43(35.8%)
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Table 2. The teachers’ general awareness and attitude about learning disabilities

Groups Total Scores of Teacher’s Awareness (MeantSD) P
Case (n=45) 29.5+2.5
<0.001
Control (n=120) 20.55.5

liranian [fehabilitation Kournal

Note: df=1; t=5.18
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Table 3. Correlation coefficients of teachers” awareness and attitude scores with other independent variables

Teachers’ Scores Age Gender Work Experience Educational Level orchen
Attendance
Awareness test score
of teacher’s viewpoint r=0.06, P=0.54 r=0.05, P=0.60 r=0.53, P<0.001 r=0.11, P=0.42 r=0.29, P<0.001
(case group)
Awareness test score
of teacher’s viewpoint r=0.05, P=0.66 r=0.04, P=0.55 r=0.61, P<0.001 r=0.40, P=0.04 r=0.35, P<0.001

(control group)
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Table 4. Logistic regression analysis and predictors of student referral to speech therapy by teachers

Referring or Not Referring Students to Speech Therapy by Teachers

Predictor Factors

B SE df P
Age 0.189 0.121 1 0.20
Gender 0.100 0.324 1 0.22
Work experience 0.480 0.101 1 <0.001
Educational level 0.299 0.106 1 0.041
Workshop attendance 0.348 0.119 1 0.003
Awareness test score of teacher’s viewpoint 0.512 0.100 1 <0.001

and Abdi et al. who found that primary school teachers
had a low level of awareness about learning disabilities
[12, 14]. However, these data were inconsistent with Ja-
mal and Al-Khatib study findings. In this study, teachers
had a moderate knowledge about learning disabilities
The reason of this result is the interaction of teachers
with those who had activities in the field of learning dis-
abilities, participating in training courses and, getting
information from workshops, TV programs, radios, and
learning disability journals [15].

The low level of teachers’ awareness can be attributed
to the incapability of teachers to identify invisible dis-
abilities. Studies have reported that in the curriculum
intended for Indian teachers, there are no specific cur-
riculum or a workshop on signs and symptoms of chil-
dren with learning disabilities. This can lead to a lack
of awareness among teachers and consequently, lack of
timely referral of students with special needs [13]. The
case group teachers had a history of referring a student
suspected of learning disabilities to speech therapies.

To determine the reason of significant difference be-
tween the two groups, the subjects’ backgrounds were
investigated. Comparisons revealed that factors such as
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teacher’s gender, educational level, and history of par-
ticipation in workshops were different between the two
groups (Table 1). In addition, the correlation analysis
suggested a direct and significant correlation between
the level of awareness and attitude of teachers with their
work experience, educational level and workshops atten-
dance. In addition, there was no significant correlation
between the level of awareness and attitude of teachers,
and age and gender (Table 3).

This finding is in line with Abdi et al. and Arjamndi
studies [2, 13]. However, it was inconsistent with Bhavya
and Kamala study [16, 17]. They also reported teachers
with higher educational level had higher knowledge
about learning disabilities. Arjmandi and Kakabarei also
reported similar findings. They stated that education and
gender had significant effects on teachers’ knowledge
about learning disabilities [2].

Kamala reported that gender had no effect on teachers’
knowledge. He also demonstrated no significant differ-
ences between teachers with 1-5 years of teaching ex-
perience and those with more than 5 years of teaching
experience in terms of knowledge about learning dis-
abilities [17]. Bhavya also reported that educational level
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and gender had no effects on teachers’ knowledge about
learning disabilities [16]. Lingeswaran also reported that
teaching experience had no effects on teachers’ knowl-
edge about learning disabilities [7].

The regression analysis suggested that teachers’ teach-
ing experience, their level of education, history of par-
ticipation in workshops, and their awareness of learning
disabilities can directly affect the referral of students to
speech therapy centers by teachers. Obviously, teachers’
participation in workshops can familiarize them with
the diagnoses, causes and the specialists for resolving
learning disabilities [11]. Moreover, teachers with higher
educational level learn more about the educational is-
sues and learning conditions among student, in addition
to their specialized courses [8]. Teaching experience is
another important factor illustrating the impact of man-
aging students’ issues. Certainly, one should not simply
ignore the unique experiences of each teacher in dealing
with students. The literature has also emphasized on the
importance and impact of this issue on teachers’ aware-
ness of the different conditions of students [13, 16].

To explaining the reason for this finding, it can be said
that recognizing the field of learning disabilities in the
education system of Iran is relatively new. In addition, it
can be indicative of the neglect of educational planners
to update teachers’ knowledge and motivation for self-
learning [13]. Finally, the obtained results revealed that
the higher the level of awareness and attitude of teachers
about student learning disabilities, the more the students
will be referred to appropriate centers. Therefore, it is
important to increase the awareness of teachers by hold-
ing workshops, improving the educational level of teach-
ers, and increasing their job experience besides increas-
ing their awareness and attitudes about students’ learning
disabilities. The aforementioned actions may lead to the
timely referrals of such children to specialized centers to
overcome their disabilities.

5. Conclusion

Teachers directly address the educational and behav-
ioural issues of students. Thus, they play a key role in
diagnosing, referring, and solving students’ problems.
Creating a proper vision of these students is essential
to have a suitable function for them. Treatment of these
students will be a result of interaction between the fam-
ily, teacher and therapist. Therefore, it is desirable for
primary school teachers, as the most important levels of
education, to have a thorough awareness of recognition
of learning disabilities. This can be achieved through
modification of teacher training programs and informing
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them via media on the needs of such children. In order
to achieve this goal, workshops at regular intervals could
be held. In addition, careful planning and the compre-
hensive support of the relevant authorities are required.
Further research is required to more accurately assess
teachers’ awareness. The lack of teacher awareness mea-
surement subtests was a limitation to this study.
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