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Abstract. In this paper we focus on the issue of depistication and accurate
diagnosis of specific learning disabilities in pupils with severe visual impairment
in the current special education practice in the Czech Republic. This issue is very
often dealt with in our country at the level of pronouncing a presumptive diagnosis
that accompanies visual impairment, but further diagnosis does not follow. The
aim of our paper is to present the results of ongoing research in this area (this
research is co-financed by IGA PdF 2024 019 - The phenomenon of specific
learning disabilities in pupils with visual impairment). The paper includes a
presentation of the results of the research on the topic in the context of global
research, which will be followed by the current situation at the level of Czech
special education. Paper prepared based on literature review and qualitative re-
search methodologies. The data for the research itself was collected by means of
questionnaires and interviews with experts in the field.

Keywords: Persons with Visual Impairment, Specific Learning Disabilities,
Diagnostics.

1 Introduction

Visual impairment (VI) is a term that refers to varying degrees of visual perception
from partial loss of vision, severe low vision to total blindness. According to ICD-11,
visual impairment is defined as: A vision impairment results when an eye condition
affects the visual system and one or more of its vision functions. “Visual impairment
or loss affects an individual's daily life, from household care, self-care activities,
independent movement, space perception, education, employment, partner and family
life (Brown & Barrett, 2011). Many of the consequences of visual impairment can be
compensated for through compensatory factors, the most important being touch and
hearing(Vondrakova et al., 2023). However, there are many other aids and compensatory
visionstrategies that can help people with visual impairments in all of these areas.
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In the field of education and training, the limitation or complete loss of vision can
play a significant role. In particular, it is reflected in the results of these pupils and
students. Pupils and students with visual impairments may have difficulties in retrieving
information from conventional printed learning materials, in working with conventional
workbooks and worksheets, in writing with a conventional pen, in activities and
activities requiring visual control, in moving around the school building and adjacent
school grounds, in competitive and physical activities, as well as in participating in
classroom activities and interacting with the class team. It is thus evident that without
adequate compensatory mechanisms, the education of these pupils may be impeded and
difficulties may occur in all subjects.

Specific learning disabilities (SLD) are defined as a heterogeneous group of disorders
that manifest themselves as significant difficulties in acquiring skills such as reading,
writing, listening and mathematics. These disorders are intrinsic and often caused by
dysfunction of the central nervous system (National Joint Committee on Learning Dis-
abilities, 2001). ICD-11 defines them as: ,Developmental learning disorder is
characterized by significant and persistent difficulties in learning academic skills, which
may include reading, writing, or arithmetic. The individual’s performance in the
affected academic skill(s) is markedly below what would be expected for chronological
age andgeneral level of intellectual functioning, and results in significant impairment
in the individual’s academic or occupational functioning. “ Michalova (2024) further
states that SLD includes a wide range of difficulties that make it difficult for
approximately 5-10% of people to learn to read, write or count well using conventional
procedures. They affect the progress of their education and learning. The American
Psychiatric As-sociation (2024) adds that: Specific skills that may be affected include
word reading accuracy, spelling, grammar, or calculation. In addition, fluency in
reading and math may be noted. Difficulties with these skills often cause problems in
subjects such as history, math, science and social studies, and can impact on daily
activities and social interactions.

As the article by Layton and Lock (2001) points out, students with low vision may
have difficulty processing information and then transcribing these ideas onto paper in
ways that do not include the necessary detail. These difficulties manifest themselves
mainly in trivia (writing, reading, arithmetic), e.g. in spelling, use of made-up words,
etc. This may then reflect on the assessment of these pupils. These manifestations are
very often attributed to visual impairment, so appropriate adjustments and
modifications are made in the education of these pupils using the necessary aids. For
example, pupils with amblyopia very often have difficulties with reading based on their
diagnosis. However, by implementing various accommodations (e.g., more time), these
students can achieve success in everyday school tasks (Birch & Kelly, 2017). However,
itis often the case that even after such adaptations, the difficulties persist. This raises the
question of to what extent these difficulties are due to reduced/limited visual perception
and to what extent they stem from other difficulties.

At this point it is necessary to emphasize that the diagnosis of SLD in pupils and
students with visual impairment is difficult. The authors Erin and Koenig (1997) state
that classical diagnostic methods may not always be effective specifically for low vision
pupils, e.g. standardised tests of intelligence and performance, as many of these
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tools are not adapted to pupils with VI. The use of standardized tests that are based on
visual items can lead to false and misleading results and diagnoses. It is therefore
important to use diagnostic tools that take into account the specific needs of these students.
For example, tests that focus on listening and tactile materials should be used to assess
reading skills, rather than those that require the involvement of visual perception.
Specific learning disabilities and visual impairments often share similar symptoms,
which can lead to misdiagnosis or overlooking students' specific needs. The same
authors (Erin and Koenig, 1997), who deal with SPU in students with low vision,
mentionseveral possible reasons why SPUs are overlooked in these individuals:
1. ,,Visual impairments are usually detected early in life, whereas learning
disabilities usually become apparent in the elementary grades.
2. Learning difficulties are sometimes mistakenly attributed to subnormal visual
functioning.
A visual disability is more easily observed than is a learning disability.
Atypical learning patterns can easily be overlooked.
5. The physiological nature of low vision may be more readily acceptable than
the more obscure label of a learning disability and, therefore, a more
acceptable explanation for low grades or failure in school.

B

1.1  Methodology

The first step of our research was to create a literature review (Vachalova et al., 2024).
Existing studies and publications on the topic were searched in the EBSCO Discovery
Service scientific database. The following criteria were chosen for the actual search
strategy:
e  Preschool, elementary and secondary school,
Involve also university and college education,
Age limit 4-26 years of age (pupils/students),
All genders,
All form of educational system,
Language — English,
Topic — associated with education (e.g., support, diagnostics, etc.) - excluded
teachers education, national or international statistics on people with SEN, di-
agnostics of only LD or visual impairment, QoL of people with disabilities,
etc.,
e Type of publication — not limited except posters and brochures or similar
materials, etc. - not based on research.

The search was performed with the application of key words: AB (pupil* or student*
or learner¥*) AND AB (low vision or visual impairment or visually impaired or
blindness or vision loss) AND AB learning disabilities. After the search was completed,
allretrieved records were exported to the Rayyan citation manager. A total of 841
articleswere found and 714 without duplicates (n=127). Of these, an additional 155
duplicateswere determined manually during abstract and title level screening. In the
next stage, 559 studies were assessed from which a total of 547 studies were further
screened at title/abstract level. Reasons for exclusion were: type of publication (n=34),
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Participants - not was participants with VI + SLD (n=143), topic - manual, booklet,
national statis-tics, diagnostic tools, use of teaching methods, aids, quality of life, etc. -
which not aimed at people with VI and SLD or their education or support (n=230),
abstract’s language (n=48), duplication (n=102). No studies were excluded in terms of
age of participants. In total, n=12 items were included in the literature review. During
this search, itwas found that there are rather fewer research studies on the subject.

The second area of our research was a direct focus on professionals working with
pupils with visual impairment, both in counselling practice and in direct school work
practice. The first area of our interest was directed towards a questionnaire survey that
was sent to all school counselling centers for pupils with visual impairment (n=14 in
the Czech Republic) and schools for pupils with visual impairment (n=10 primary and
secondary schools) in the Czech Republic. The return rate of these questionnaires was
almost 88% - resulting in 21 returned questionnaires, with the highest number from
counselling centers (n=17) and the lowest number from secondary schools (n=1).

Subsequently, interviews were also conducted with professionals working in the
schools to verify and clarify the responses from the questionnaires.

1. 2 Findings

The basis for the results of our pre-research is the above literature review. Individual
authors in the included articles and publications address the issues of pupils and
students with visual impairments and specific learning disabilities. Somearticles (e.g.,
Jones et al., 2015) focus on specific frameworks such as RTI, while others (e.g., Sheikh,
2018) focus on the use of technology for adaptive testing. Some studies focus on
specific skills such as language skills (Silberman & Sowell, 1987), while others cover
a broader spectrum of learning needs (Sacks & Silber- man, 1998).

In their study, authors Silberman and Sowell (1987) discuss strategies in teaching
language skills to students with visual impairments in combination with specific
learning disabilities. Diagnostic techniques are described that incorporate the
recommendation of appropriate tests for reading and language skills for the target group of
students. Practical strategies for instructional approaches (e.g., reading comprehension,
spelling, environmental organization) are also included. Specific methods that can be
used to support students' language skills are also described. Such interventions include
the use of interactive and multisensory methods. In particular, tactile and audio
materials that assist in the learning process of pupilsand students with VI and SLD by
engaging multiple senses simultaneously. The use of structured and systematic teaching
practices is also important. These procedures should be clearly defined and regularly
applied so that students can develop their language skills in a logical and sequential
order. Another aspect is theorganization of the classroom to make it as accessible as
possible and to support the learning of students with visual impairments. This includes
appropriate furniture arrangement, lighting and the use of contrasting colors to facilitate
orientation and access to materials. Teachers should also ensure that all teaching aids and
materials are easily accessible and adapted to meet the needs of students.
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Erin and Koenig (1997) point to the high incidence of learning disabilities among students
with visual impairments, emphasizing the need to carefully distinguish between the two
conditions. They focus on comparing definitions of visual and specific learning
disabilities and identifying inappropriate assessment approaches for students with low
vision. Traditional assessment methods are often not appropriate for students with
visual impairments, which can result in inaccurate diagnostic results (e.g., cognitive
assessment) and subsequent inappropriateidentification of educational strategies. The
authors suggest several intervention approaches that include environmental
modifications, teaching compensatory skills, use of specific teaching strategies, and
vision-assistive technology. These include the use of Braille, audio materials, specific
software and other aids. It is also key to tailor aspects to the needs of individual pupils
or students with disabilities. Such interventions aim to support the success and overall
development of students with VIand SLD. It enables the individual to learn effectively
and adapt to the school environment.

Layton and Lock (2001) detail a case study of a particular student and emphasize the
importance of combining different diagnostic methods. This research focuses on
methods and strategies that can help diagnose dual diagnosis (VI, SLD). This article
provides an overview of the need for combined approaches to assessing and supporting
students with dual diagnosis, highlighting the importance of careful and comprehensive
assessment for accurate diagnosis and effective interventions. It suggests specific
interventions such as space modifications, teaching compensatory skills, and using
special learning strategies. These recommendations are designed to ensure that students
with VI and SLD receive appropriate sup- ports and interventions to enable them to
achieve educational success.

Jones et al. (2015). details the application of the Response to Intervention (RTI)
framework and how it can be used to accurately diagnose SLD in students with VI.RTI
provides a structured approach to identifying SPU and providing the necessary support
that can often be overlooked due to visual impairment. It is a multi- tiered approach
based on an individual approach to pupils and students. In total, this approach consists
ofthree levels. The first is the so-called primary prevention,in which all students receive
quality instruction that includes differentiated teaching strategies. The second level is
based on secondary prevention. Here students who show signs of difficulty receive
targeted interventions in small groups. The last level is tertiary prevention. This is
already based on individual intensive intervention designed for students who do not
respond to the previous levels of sup- port. It was found that the implementation of RTI
improved the identification of SLD in students with VI, based on which adequate
support could be set up. Monitoring student progress is an important part of the process.
This allows for early intervention and adjustment of the support set to meet the specific
needs of eachstudent. The whole process involves the work of a multidisciplinary team,
makingit flexible with the possibility of individual support.

One study (Sheikh, 2018) addresses the need for testing systems that take into account
the specific challenges faced by students with visual impairments and learning
disabilities. The study emphasizes the need for more accessible testing
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methods. The system itself is designed to be accessible through a variety of assistive
technology, including magnification software, screen readers, and other tools that
facilitate access to information for students with visual impairments. Thus, the study
demonstrates that a well-designed computer-based accessible testing system can
significantly improve the educational experience of students with visual impairments
and learning disabilities. Not only does the system increase test accessibility, but it also
promotes inclusive education by allowing equal opportunities for all students regardless
of their disabilities.

Digital technologies are thus one of the tools that are important in the field of
education and human skills development. Ruzickova et al (2022) confirm the im-
portance of using these resources in the education of students with VI. Technology also
helps in the development of thinking, memory and assists in the creation of ideas. These
aspects are then sub-textual in the areas of reading, writing and numeracy, which can
be impaired as a result of SLD.

Another area of interest is pupils with central visual impairment (CVI). Author Lane-
Karnas (2023) discusses the impact of CVI on the acquisition of reading skills. Pupils
with central visual impairment are another group for whom readingdifficulties are
observed, but our research does not address them. However, considerable difficulties
are also observed among pupils with this disorder by guidance workers in the Czech
Republic, as revealed in the interviews.

For this article, we decided to focus the conclusions from the questionnaire sur-vey
on those professionals who already work with pupils in secondary schools, especially
because the data may show the correctness of early diagnosis and the subsequent
implementation of diagnostic procedures. Therefore, from that point of view, we
worked with 14 questionnaires, as 7 others reflected experience only with primary
school pupils. All 14 respondents answered that they work with pupils who have visual
impairments of varying degrees. Therefore, from the given questionnaires, we
subsequently found that:

e pupils in secondary school were diagnosed with specific learning disabilities
mainly in the special education center, but also in the educational and psycho-
logical counselling center (but to a much lesser extent, we are talking about 4
cases)

e  pupils with visual impairment in secondary schools were diagnosed with SLD
in primary school, most often at the age of eight or even seven. Only one
respondent answered that it was not until secondary education. This finding is
alarming for us, as children with visual impairment in the Czech Republic
usually enter primary school at the age of 7 - so it can be assumed that they
were diagnosed with SPU when they were still learning to read and write and
the fixation of these skills was not complete.

e the respondents who answered have most often around twenty pupils with this
combination in their establishment - i.e. in the school guidance center. The
most is 66, the least is 2.
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the most common problems that respondents found with these pupils, and
which emerged most frequently, include the area of diagnosis, where the di-
agnostic features of visual impairment and SPU overlap, problems in reading,
writing, also mathematics and getting tired more quickly.

among the most common type of SLD that appears in these pupils, dyslexia is
the most common, followed by dysorthographia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia and
finally dyspraxia.

pupils in secondary school were diagnosed with specific learning disabilities
mainly in the special education center, but also in the educational and psycho-
logical counselling center (but to a much lesser extent, we are talking about 4
cases)

pupils with visual impairment in secondary schools were diagnosed with SLD
in primary school, most often at the age of eight or even seven. Only one
respondent answered that it was not until secondary education. This finding is
alarming for us, as children with visual impairment in the Czech Republic
usually enter primary school at the age of 7 - so it can be assumed that they
were diagnosed with SLD when they were still learning to read and write and
the fixation of these skills was not complete.

the respondents who answered have most often around twenty pupils with this
combination in their establishment - i.e. in the school guidance center. The
most is 66, the least is 2.

The most common problems that respondents found with these pupils, and
which emerged most frequently, include the area of diagnosis, where the di-
agnostic features of visual impairment and SLD overlap, problems in reading,
writing, also mathematics and getting tired more quickly.

Among the most common type of SLD that appears in these pupils, dyslexia
is the most common, followed by dysorthographia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia
and finally dyspraxia.

The questionnaire survey was then supplemented by interviews, which revealed the
following:

The SPC notes that the diagnosis of SPU and visual impairment in secondary
school pupils occurs within the primary school. However, according to the
interviews, pupils are not diagnosed with SPU in secondary school because
the diagnostic features overlap and are confused with visual impairment. If
they suspect, they report to the special education center. They no longer
diagnose SPU because the visual impairment has the same manifestations.
Regarding the manifestations of specific learning disabilities in pupils with
visual impairment, we only received answers from the interview with the
secondary school. What is new is that it can also manifest itself in Braille.
Mostlyin written expression, grammar rules, they cannot read written. Thus,
we can say, in terms of speech, he finds the same as the intact children.

The work with pupils with a combination of specific learning disabilities and
visual impairment is such that re-education is no longer carried out and rather
this disorder is compensated, most of all an individual approach is applied.
They use dyslexic windows, enlarged writing, abbreviated text, and supplementary
exercises. They can also work with laptops. The school counselling center
adds that visual hygiene must not be forgotten.



160 V. Ruzickova et al.

1. 3 Results, Conclusions and Recommendations

The literature review shows that the studies found have a number of common aspects.
The fact that students with visual impairments are often found to have a high incidence
of specific learning disabilities is highlighted. Traditional diagnostic methods are not
always appropriate for students with visual impairments as they can lead to erroneous
results and misdiagnoses. This highlights the need for adapted and valid assessment
tools. Based on this, the need for a comprehensive approach is evident, emphasizing
the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods to accurately diagnose and identify
SLD in students with VI. Titrek et al (2023) talk about the fact that a systems approach
in educational organizations is always related to human behavior. In this regard, the
studies obtained agreed that the importance of multidisciplinary teams in assessment
and intervention planning, ensures a comprehensive approach to diagnosing and sup-
porting students with VI and SLD. Diagnosis and intervention should be individualized,
incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data to effectively identify and support
the specific needs of each student. Combining these methods can provide a more com-
prehensive picture and allow for better tailoring of educational strategies. Based on the
literature review, we can assess that this is a topic that addresses the current need for
further research and, above all, the practical application of appropriate procedures and
methods for the diagnosis and education of pupils with VI and SLD.

From the results of our survey, it is clear that the answers differ both from the experts
from the special education center, where it is obvious that they do not encounter any
more with do diagnostics within secondary education, and within secondary schools,
on the contrary, they have the problem that pupils are not do diagnosed but that in some
cases do diagnostics did take place.

What is also important to highlight is that the biggest problems special educators in the
special education center find in the area of diagnosis, where diagnostic features overlap
and the pupil suffers from two disadvantages at once, also in reading and writing, in
slow work and in being more tired.

In terms of the manifestations of specific learning disabilities that these pupils have, we
can see in the questionnaire survey and in the interview that they are slow in reading,
reading comprehension, in written text, especially in written speech, inability to read in
sequence, especially in the fact that pupils have a slow work pace and everything takes
them a long time. What is new is that we are finding that pupils who work with Braille
and have a specific learning disability are confusing the dots. This information was
given to us by the person interviewed, which brings us new and interesting information.
Otherwise, we can say that the manifestations are not particularly different compared
to the intact children. Pupils with visual impairment have it worse, due to the visual
impairment that makes all their work take longer, materials have to be adjusted and
more fatigue appears.

From the questionnaire and the interview, it is agreed that to work with pupils with this
combination it is advisable to use compensatory aids such as magnifying devices,
contrasting texts, it is advisable to use overviews of the curriculum for these pupils, also
use silent reading so that they do not stress, clean in front of the class, a lot of time is
increased. Also, bookmarks, rather use make-up exercises, because pupils take a long
time to do various writing tasks. The best tool for pupils is a laptop or tablet to help
with spelling correction. Sufficient size of materials is important. The secondary school
emphasizes individual approach and time to work as much as needed and not to rush
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the pupils anywhere. The special education center then adds an emphasis on visual
hygiene.

From both the questionnaire survey and the interview, the responses agree that the most
common specific disorder for pupils with visual impairment is dyslexia,
dysortographia, dysgraphia and dyscalculia. From the interview from the secondary
school person most dysortographia than the others.

There are a relatively large number of pupils with specific learning disabilities in
schools, and it is important to pay increased attention to them and work with them in
such a way that they can realize their potential and succeed not only in education, but
also prospectively in their future practical life (Jucovidova & Zackova, 2023).
International sources show that up to 65% of pupils who have a visual impairment also
have aspecific learning disability. They also find difficulties in visual impairment,
which overlaps the diagnostic features (Erin & Koenig, 1997).

Our investigation covers only the population in the Czech Republic, but already now,
at the beginning of our research, it is clear that properly established diagnostic tools
specific just for the group of pupils with visual impairment are the goal not only of
practicing special educators but should also be the goal of us researchers.
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