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THE IMPERATIVE FOR OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY IN CHILDREN WITH
LEARNING DISABILITIES — A LITERATURE REVIEW

Denis Arsovski
Higher Medical School Bitola, University “St. Kliment Ohridski — Bitola
denis.arsovski@uklo.edu.mk

Domnika Rajchanovska, 1zabela Filov, Daniela Petkovska, Tatjana Nestorovska, Angelka
Jankulovska, Tanja Jovanovska, Viktorija Prodanovska-Stojchevska

Abstract:

Children with learning disabilities face unique challenges that can significantly impact their academic
performance, social development, and overall well-being. This abstract explores the compelling need for
occupational therapy (OT) as an essential intervention for children with learning disabilities. Drawing upon a
growing body of research, this paper highlights the multifaceted nature of learning disabilities and the ways in
which occupational therapy can effectively address these challenges. Learning disabilities encompass a
spectrum of neurodevelopmental disorders that manifest as difficulties in acquiring and using listening,
speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities. These disabilities, often characterized by
dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia, not only hinder academic achievement but also lead to emotional and
psychological distress in affected children.

Occupational therapy, with its holistic approach plays a pivotal role in addressing the needs of children
with learning disabilities. Occupational therapists are skilled in assessing a child's sensory, motor, cognitive, and
emotional functions, thus enabling them to tailor interventions that cater to individual needs. This includes
strategies to enhance fine and gross motor skills, sensory integration techniques, and cognitive exercises aimed
at improving executive functions such as attention, planning, and organization. Furthermore, OT interventions
extend beyond the classroom, encompassing activities of daily living (ADLs) and social participation. Children
with learning disabilities often struggle with self-care tasks and establishing peer relationships. Occupational
therapists can equip these children with essential life skills, boost self-esteem, and enhance social integration,
thus fostering overall independence and resilience.

Research has consistently demonstrated the positive impact of occupational therapy on children with
learning disabilities, with improvements noted in academic performance, self-regulation, and emotional well-
being. Early intervention is key, as it can mitigate the long-term consequences of learning disabilities and
empower children to reach their full potential. In conclusion, this abstract underscore the critical need for
occupational therapy in children with learning disabilities. By addressing the complex and multifaceted nature
of these disabilities, occupational therapists offer a holistic approach that fosters academic success,
independence in daily life, and improved emotional well-being. As educators, parents, and healthcare
professionals recognize the pivotal role of occupational therapy, greater support, and resources should be
allocated to ensure that all children with learning disabilities receive the comprehensive care they deserve.

Keywords: Occupational therapy, rehabilitation, learning difficulties, ADLs.

Introduction:

Learning disabilities are prevalent neurodevelopmental disorders that affect a significant
proportion of children worldwide, often impairing their academic achievement, social integration, and
overall quality of life. These disabilities, which encompass conditions like dyslexia, dysgraphia, and
dyscalculia, are characterized by persistent difficulties in acquiring and using essential skills such as
reading, writing, and mathematical reasoning. For children grappling with learning disabilities, the
journey towards educational success and emotional well-being can be fraught with challenges.
(Dominguez et al., 2023)

Amid the complex landscape of learning disabilities, occupational therapy (OT) emerges as a
vital and multifaceted intervention that offers a holistic approach to addressing the diverse needs of
affected children. (Nelson et al., 2009) Occupational therapists possess unique expertise in assessing
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and enhancing sensory, motor, cognitive, and emotional functions, allowing them to develop tailored
interventions aimed at mitigating the impact of learning disabilities. (Foster et al., 2014)

This introduction sets the stage for an exploration of the compelling need for occupational
therapy in children with learning disabilities. The subsequent discussion will delve into the
multifaceted nature of these disabilities, the specific challenges they pose, and the ways in which
occupational therapy interventions can significantly enhance academic performance, emotional well-
being, and overall independence in affected children. As educators, parents, and healthcare
professionals increasingly recognize the pivotal role of occupational therapy in this context, this
research aims to highlight the imperative of ensuring comprehensive care for children with learning
disabilities.

The role of occupational therapists in treatment in children with learning disabilities

The role of occupational therapists in children with learning disabilities is multifaceted,
encompassing assessment, intervention, and support in various domains.

= Assessment of Functional Abilities:

Occupational therapists play a crucial role in assessing the functional abilities of children with
learning disabilities. They evaluate a child's sensory, motor, and cognitive skills to identify specific
areas of difficulty (Novak et al., 2019). These assessments help create a tailored intervention plan.

= Sensory Integration Therapy:

Occupational therapists often employ sensory integration therapy to address sensory
processing issues commonly observed in children with learning disabilities (Randell et al., 2022). This
therapy aims to improve a child's ability to process and respond to sensory information effectively.

= Fine and Gross Motor Skills Development:

Occupational therapists work on enhancing fine and gross motor skills, as these skills are
often impacted in children with learning disabilities. Through therapeutic activities, they aim to
improve handwriting, coordination, and motor planning (McGlashan et al., 2017).

= Executive Function Training:

Occupational therapists may provide training to improve executive functions such as
attention, planning, and organization. These skills are critical for academic success and daily life
activities (Fraker et al., 2014).

= Supporting Daily Living Skills:

Beyond academics, occupational therapists help children with learning disabilities develop
essential life skills. They work on activities of daily living (ADLS) such as dressing, feeding, and self-
care to foster independence (Rogers et al., 2016).

= Social Skills Development:

Occupational therapists also play a role in improving social skills and peer interactions in
children with learning disabilities. Social skills training can enhance their ability to build relationships
and engage in collaborative activities (Gasiewski et al., 2021).

Common Challenges in Children with Learning Disabilities

Children with learning disabilities often encounter a range of challenges that can significantly
impact their educational progress and overall well-being. These challenges may include:

= Academic Struggles: Children with learning disabilities typically face difficulties in
acquiring and applying essential academic skills, such as reading, writing, and mathematics (Al-Qadri
et al., 2021). These challenges can lead to poor academic performance and a sense of frustration and
inadequacy.

= Sensory Processing Issues: Some children with learning disabilities also experience
sensory processing difficulties, which can affect their ability to process and respond to sensory stimuli
in their environment (Gentil-Gutiérrez et al., 2021). These sensory challenges may lead to sensory
overload or avoidance behaviors.

= Executive Function Deficits: Children with learning disabilities often struggle with
executive functions, such as attention, organization, and time management (Schreiber et al., 2014).
These deficits can make it challenging to plan and complete tasks efficiently.
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= Social and Emotional Difficulties: Learning disabilities can contribute to social and
emotional challenges, including low self-esteem, anxiety, and difficulty forming peer relationships
(Musetti et al., 2019). These difficulties can further hinder their overall development and well-being.

Challenges and Barriers

While occupational therapy holds great promise for children with learning disabilities, several
challenges and barriers exist in delivering these services effectively:

= Limited Access to Services: Access to occupational therapy services may be limited in
certain regions, particularly in underserved or rural areas (Dew et al., 2013). This limitation can result
in delayed or inadequate intervention for children with learning disabilities.

= Resource Constraints: Occupational therapy programs often face resource constraints,
including budget limitations and staffing shortages (Hayes et al., 2017). These constraints can affect
the availability and quality of services for children with learning disabilities.

= Awareness and Stigma: Lack of awareness and misconceptions about learning disabilities
can lead to stigma and reluctance to seek occupational therapy services (Knaak et al., 2017). This can
result in delayed intervention and missed opportunities for support.

= Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Effective care for children with learning disabilities often
requires collaboration among various professionals, including educators and healthcare providers.
However, challenges in communication and coordination among these disciplines can impede
comprehensive care (Schimith et al., 2021).

= Cultural and Linguistic Diversity: Addressing the needs of culturally and linguistically
diverse children with learning disabilities can be challenging due to language barriers and cultural
differences (Grandpierre et al., 2018). Cultural competence and sensitivity are essential in providing
effective occupational therapy.

= These challenges and barriers highlight the importance of addressing systemic issues to
ensure that children with learning disabilities receive timely and appropriate occupational therapy
services.

Future Directions and Research Needs

As the field of occupational therapy continues to evolve, several promising avenues and
research needs have emerged concerning the care of children with learning disabilities:

= Personalized Intervention Plans: Future research should focus on developing personalized
intervention plans tailored to the specific learning profiles and needs of each child (Aditi, 2022).
Utilizing data-driven approaches and technology, such as artificial intelligence and machine learning,
can aid in designing more effective, individualized interventions.

= Telehealth Services: Given the increasing use of telehealth in healthcare, further research
is needed to explore the efficacy of teleoccupational therapy for children with learning disabilities.
Investigating the feasibility, effectiveness, and long-term outcomes of remote interventions can help
expand access to services (Jaswal et al., 2023).

= [Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Research should continue to examine the benefits and
challenges of interdisciplinary collaboration between occupational therapists, educators, speech-
language pathologists, and other professionals in supporting children with learning disabilities.
Evaluating collaborative models and their impact on outcomes can inform best practices (LaFrance et
al., 2019).

= Long-Term Outcomes: There is a need for longitudinal studies to assess the long-term
outcomes of occupational therapy interventions in children with learning disabilities. Such research
can provide insights into the persistence of gains and the impact on later academic and life
achievements (Bailey et al., 2016).

= Cultural Competence: Future research should explore the development of cultural
competence in occupational therapy practitioners, with a focus on addressing the needs of culturally
diverse populations of children with learning disabilities (Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2007).
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Conclusion

In the realm of occupational therapy for children with learning disabilities, the journey
towards comprehensive care and effective interventions is guided by a growing body of research and a
commitment to addressing the evolving needs of these young learners. This paper has underscored the
pivotal role of occupational therapists in providing support and tailored interventions to children
facing the challenges of learning disabilities.

Through an exploration of the challenges faced by children with learning disabilities, it
becomes evident that their academic struggles, sensory processing difficulties, executive function
deficits, and social-emotional challenges necessitate a holistic approach to intervention. Occupational
therapists, armed with their expertise in assessing and enhancing sensory, motor, cognitive, and
emotional functions, play a central role in addressing these multifaceted challenges.

The discussion on future directions and research needs in the field has shed light on promising
avenues for improvement. Personalized intervention plans, informed by data-driven approaches and
emerging technologies, promise to revolutionize the way children with learning disabilities receive
support. Telehealth services offer the potential to bridge geographical gaps, ensuring access to crucial
interventions. Interdisciplinary collaboration among professionals and a focus on cultural competence
will contribute to a more comprehensive and inclusive approach.

One critical aspect highlighted is the need for long-term outcomes assessments, shedding light
on the enduring impact of occupational therapy interventions beyond the immediate gains. This
holistic approach considers not only academic progress but also life achievements, emphasizing the
broader scope of occupational therapy's influence.

As we navigate these future directions, it is imperative to recognize that children with
learning disabilities are a diverse group, each with unique strengths and challenges. Personalized,
culturally sensitive interventions are keys to unlocking their potential and fostering their
independence and well-being.

In conclusion, occupational therapy stands as an indispensable resource in the lives of
children with learning disabilities. It offers a path to improved academic performance, enhanced
sensory processing, sharpened executive functions, and strengthened social and emotional well-being.
By embracing emerging technologies, interdisciplinary collaboration, and culturally competent
practices, the field of occupational therapy is poised to continue evolving and meeting the ever-
changing needs of these remarkable young individuals. Through ongoing research and dedication to
personalized care, occupational therapists are unwavering in their commitment to helping children
with learning disabilities thrive and reach their full potential.
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