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Abstract 
The impairment of cognitive performance (ICP) in terms of reduced intellectual abilities at the level of 
mental retardation is a phenomenon that deserves attention of the educational public. Currently, learners 
with ICP are primarily educated in mainstream schools. The school environment is a place where 
learners' deficits are most common. They think more rigidly, adapt to change more slowly, sometimes 
are unable to understand all subject matter presented. 

The aim of the research was to identify how successful learners with ICP are in the context of native 
language learning. The research involved teachers of Czech language in elementary schools who have 
direct experience with teaching learners with ICP. The research focused on how learners with ICP work 
in lessons, how successful they are in mastering the educational content of the Czech language, in 
which areas they are successful and in which areas their cognitive weakness manifests most often. The 
research data were obtained through a non-standardized questionnaire of the authors’ own design. The 
questionnaire was compiled in a written and online form and sent via e-mail. The questionnaire mainly 
included closed questions; some questions were multiple choice. Open questions were used only to 
identify specific responses based on the respondents' individual experiences. The questionnaire 
focused on several topics: general questions about the respondents and objects of interest, general 
conditions of education of learners with ICP in elementary schools, coping with the learning 
requirements in Czech language, and teachers’ attitudes. 

In the research, the following hypotheses were defined: 

• H1 Girls are more successful in Czech language than boys. The hypothesis was confirmed. 
• H2 Learners with an assistant teacher gain more work-related competences than learners without 

an assistant teacher. The hypothesis was rejected. 

• H3 Learners with good reading literacy achieve better results in literature than learners who are 
not familiar with literary texts. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

• H4 Learners achieve better results in literature than in grammar. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

• H5 Learners who prepare themselves conscientiously for classes at home achieve better learning 
outcomes than learners who do not prepare at all. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

• H6 Learners with acquired communication competences are more likely to engage in discussion 
than learners who do not. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

• H7 Teachers feel the need to complete a special education course when they teach a learner with 
ICP. The hypothesis was rejected. 

A more detailed analysis of the results above is presented in this paper. In principle, it can be stated 
that the coordination of teaching intact learners and learners with ICP requires high demands on the 
teacher. The assistant teacher seems to be a very beneficial factor in the teaching process, although 
the survey did not show much better results in acquiring work-related competences by learners under 
supervision. The key role in achieving success in learning is understanding of the information presented, 
instructions and contexts that the learner encounters in a Czech language lesson. The understanding 
of learners with ICP is disrupted. The research highlighted the need to ensure understanding of the 
teacher’s verbal instructions and the preference of verbal form for clarification. 

The relatively negative results triggered a debate about areas in which learners with ICP are successful 
and from which areas they can profit. Most success was achieved by learners in the field of 
communication education. The ability of verbal communication is an asset that learners can use in the 
future. Learners also achieve favourable results in reading skills. 

Proceedings of EDULEARN19 Conference 
1st-3rd July 2019, Palma, Mallorca, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-09-12031-4
3601



The results point to some reserves in the educational concept. These include potential efforts to improve 
academic success of these learners (regarding the relative low success rate of learners in Czech 
language). The research emphasises the necessity, justification and legitimacy of support measures in 
education that would better reflect the specific educational needs of learners. 

Keywords: impairment of cognitive performance; support measures; Czech language teaching; learner 
success rate. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
ICP is understood as “decreased performance, which is not yet at a level of mental retardation, mental 
impairment, ID/IDD, but still represents an obstacle to education and requires support measures of an 
educational (or psychosocial) nature” (Valenta, 2015b, p. 235-236). Valenta (2015a) considers ICP 
traditionally on the border of mental retardation, i.e. the results of a learner with below-average cognitive 
abilities capacity are compared with a standard value in the population of peers. “Impairment of cognitive 
performance (...) usually describes an individual whose cognition is at a lower level than expected 
compared with an average learner. Within the traditional concept of intelligence, such learner would be 
referred to as having below-average intellectual ability or borderline intellectual ability (...). In this 
concept, learners’ performance is compared with a norm, i.e. something that is considered standard in 
the population of peers” (Valenta, 2015a, p. 8). This is a phenomenon that deserves greater attention 
among the professional community. The amount of individuals who belong to this group is not negligible. 
The exact percentage is not known as the number of individuals is not specifically mapped. Valenta and 
Müller refer to a variance between 5 and 16% in the population (Valenta, 2013). The upper limit of the 
variance is also estimated by Mensa, according to which at least 13% of the population have an IQ 
score between 70 and 80 (Praus, 2008). The number of individuals in this zone among the Czech 
population corresponds with the percentage in the world. The results of a standardized intelligence test 
suggested that as much as 14% of the total population may have an IQ score between 70 and 85 
(Sadock, 2009). 

Until recently, most learners with ICP were educated in the system of special education, which has been 
transformed in a short period of time. Currently, these learners are predominantly educated in 
mainstream schools. The school environment is the place where learners’ deficits usually appear. They 
are unable to cope with the pace of education, their thinking is more rigid, it is more difficult for them to 
adapt to changes, their understanding is slower and they are unable to understand the whole learning 
content. Depending on their family conditions, they are able to achieve average results and do well 
among classmates and later in life. The role of the school, which is supposed to provide learners with a 
feeling of success and security, must be adapted accordingly. Until recently, learners with ICP were not 
entitled to a decrease in the learning content in terms of depth or extent, or to special education methods 
and forms of work, which would match their cognitive abilities and as a result of which they could achieve 
better results. A change finally took place with the arrival of support measures for learners with special 
educational needs, which adequately reflect the needs of learners with ICP (Brožová, 2010a). 

In 2010 Dr. Dana Brožová carried out a research study specifically aimed at children with learning 
disorders in a broader sense, involving also learners with ICP. This is a unique study devoted primarily 
to the issue of learners with decreased intellectual abilities in the below-average zone. The author 
conducted an analysis of counselling support provided to learners with ICP and SLD. The conclusions 
of the research study are part of her dissertation. Brožová addressed the employees of educational 
counselling centres, i.e. psychologists and special education teachers. The research focused on an 
analysis of counselling support and education of learners with ICP. The sample comprised a group of 
children whose intellectual abilities were in the IQ zone of 70-79. The results of the research suggested 
that learners with ICP faced a number of problems in school. The support provided by educational staff 
and counselling centres proved desirable (Brožová, 2010a). 

In this context, a positive aspect is the interest of the professional community in this debated issue. The 
requirement of support measures (in the context of special education) is currently considered to be 
achieved. Other findings suggest that counselling staff are confronted with an unclear definition of 
learners with ICP and would welcome binding diagnosing criteria. In the education of learners with ICP 
they emphasise their entitlement pursuant to Section 2 of the Education Act, i.e. taking into account the 
educational needs of an individual, provided that the provisions in Section 16 are not met. Unfortunately, 
86% of respondents suggested that their school showed little interest in the issue of learners with ICP. 
The results also suggested a high proportion of inaccurate expression or difficulties and 
misunderstanding in communication situations among learners with ICP in the area of communication 
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competences. Naturally, emphasis is on an individual approach to these learners. The research study 
also suggested a strong bond with the family as two-thirds of respondents believed that the role of the 
family in the educational process was crucial (Brožová, 2010b). 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research objectives and hypotheses  
The objective of the research part was to map the current state of Czech language teaching in 
mainstream lower secondary schools with an emphasis on learners with ICP. The researchers focused 
on learner success in Czech language and related educational conditions.  

On the basis of available literature and personal interest of the researchers the following hypotheses 
were defined:  

• H1 Girls are more successful in Czech language than boys.  
• H2 Learners with an assistant teacher gain more work-related competences than learners without 

an assistant teacher.  
• H3 Learners with good reading literacy achieve better results in literature than learners who are 

not familiar with literary texts. 

• H4 Learners achieve better results in literature than in grammar.  
• H5 Learners who prepare themselves conscientiously for classes at home achieve better learning 

outcomes than learners who do not prepare at all.  

• H6 Learners with acquired communication competences are more likely to engage in discussion 
than learners who do not.  

• H7 Teachers feel the need to complete a special education course when they teach a learner with 
ICP. 

The research also involved information concerning the following areas:  

- Student’s social position in the group of classmates  
- Effect of ICP on student’s self-confidence  
- ICP and associated disabilities  
- Role of assistant teacher in the education of students with ICP  
- Level of understanding  
- Clarity as a facilitating factor of teaching management  
- Easily manageable learning content  
- Reduction of learning content  
- Causes of ICP  

2.2 Research methodology 
The data were obtained by means of a questionnaire. This is the most frequent method designed for 
mass data acquisition. It is considered an economical research instrument. The research study was 
designed as a descriptive research problem. A typical feature of this approach is identification and 
description of a situation, state, or phenomenon (Gavora, 2010). The questionnaire was made in a 
written and electronic form and sent via email. The researchers addressed a total of 178 schools by 
telephone, of which 41 had learners with ICP and were sent the questionnaire via email. Moreover, 345 
questionnaires were sent without prior telephone arrangement. However, only 36 questionnaires 
returned from all schools. The overall return rate of the questionnaire is therefore 7%.  

The survey was intended for Czech language teachers who have a direct experience with teaching 
learners with ICP. These teachers were asked how these learners work during classes, how successful 
they are in mastering the learning content of the Czech language, in what areas they achieve success, 
and what areas are most affected by their cognitive impairment. The questionnaire predominantly 
included closed questions, in some cases with multiple choice. Open-ended questions were used 
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primarily to identify specific responses based on the respondents’ experiences. A total of 17 items were 
constructed as semi-closed. The questionnaire focused on several areas including general questions 
about the respondents and learners with ICP, general conditions of educating learners with ICP in 
elementary schools, coping with learning requirements in Czech language, and teachers’ attitudes. For 
a learner to be included in the study, his/her cognitive abilities had to be diagnosed by a counselling 
centre and described in a report or recommendation kept by the school or educational counsellor. The 
purpose of this requirement was to ensure the validity of the data for the target group. A disadvantage, 
which is generally associated with the questionnaire method, is reliance on the information provided by 
the respondents. The following descriptions were expected in the counselling reports in line with special 
education practice: learner on the border of mental retardation, borderline learner, learner with below-
average abilities, deep below-average, borderline talent. A research study focusing on the identification 
of this group of learners was performed by Brožová (2010a). 

3 RESULTS 
The following section includes the results of testing of the hypotheses, discussion and reflection on the 
results, and practical recommendations. 

3.1 Testing of the hypotheses 
ª H1 Girls are more successful in Czech language than boys.  

The survey suggested a difference of four tenths in quantitative assessment of learners in the research 
sample. On average, girls achieve better results compared with boys. This was based on marks received 
in school; the values were averaged. Girls are often close to C or D, while boys are close to D. The 
hypothesis was based on an assumption that girls are more diligent and industrious than boys and care 
more about their results. The hypothesis was confirmed.  

ª H2 Learners with an assistant teacher gain more work-related competences than learners without 
an assistant teacher.  

A total of 6 learners had an assistant teacher (AT) as a support measure. Three learners were 
considered successful in work-related competences. Fifteen learners without an assistant teacher were 
also successful in this key competence. In both groups of learners, about one-half adopted work-related 
competences, specifically 3:6 and 15:29. It is therefore impossible to conclude that learners with AT 
would achieve better results in adopting these competences over learners without AT. The hypothesis 
was based on an assumption that AT is a supporting person who helps the learner gain more 
independence and positively affects the adaptation of the learner with ICP to the group of classmates. 
The hypothesis was rejected.  

ª H3 Learners with good reading literacy achieve better results in literature than learners who are not 
familiar with literary texts.  

A total of 19 learners achieve a good or very good level of reading literacy. 11 of them achieve over 
50% in literature. On the contrary, 16 learners read without comprehension and only 2 of them achieve 
over 50% (which means that 14 learners achieve below 50%). It can thus be concluded that learners 
with a better level of reading abilities and orientation in text have a better understanding of other tasks 
in literature. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

ª H4 Learners achieve better results in literature than in grammar.  

When comparing these two units, the answers in the grammar area ‘makes very few mistakes’ and 
‘makes few mistakes’ were combined as well as ‘makes mistakes’ and ‘makes a lot of mistakes’ 
(15:85%). The percentages were compared with learners’ success in literature and the same procedure 
was applied, i.e. the two upper values and two lower values were combined (36:64%). The research 
assumption was confirmed, the research sample achieved better results in literature compared with 
grammar. The authors believe it is due to the high number of grammatical phenomena that must be 
learned and applied in practice. To a certain extent, literature allows memorizing without practical 
applications and working with texts and forms, which provides a degree of self-actualization, as opposed 
to grammar with strict rules that need to be respected. The hypothesis was confirmed.  
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ª H5 Learners who prepare themselves conscientiously for classes at home achieve better learning 
outcomes than learners who do not prepare at all.  

The research revealed slightly better results among learners who are diligent in their preparation for 
classes. Their most frequent marks are C and D. Learners who do not prepare at home at all usually 
receive D or E. According to teachers, home preparation is the most important aspect of academic 
achievement. This means that learners are significantly affected by their families. Therefore, the home 
environment is of crucial significance and should be safe, sensitive to the child’s needs, and should 
provide optimum conditions for the child’s development including school duties. The family is also a 
strong motivational factor, but motivation for study is not always achieved. The hypothesis was 
confirmed. 

ª H6 Learners with acquired communication competences are more likely to engage in discussion than 
learners who do not.  

This hypothesis was confirmed but not with a significant difference as expected. Over one-half of all 
learners with acquired communication skills engage in discussion (8 learners out of 13). However, those 
learners who according to their teachers lack communication competences represent the other half of 
debaters. This is almost one-half of individuals (6 out of 14). The hypothesis was confirmed.  

ª H7 Teachers feel the need to complete a special education course when they teach a learner with 
ICP.  

Although all teachers involved in the research have a direct experience with educating learners with 
ICP, only few of those who do not have special education qualification believe in the importance of 
proper qualification with respect to their learners’ special needs. Almost two-thirds of teachers do not 
consider qualification in this respect important. The hypothesis was rejected.  

3.2 Discussion 
The research included lower secondary school teachers of Czech language and literature in the so-
called mainstream education. The respondents assessed the success rate and other characteristics of 
learners with impaired cognitive performance in Czech language and literature in lower secondary 
schools.  

The research study revealed slightly better learning outcomes among girls as opposed to boys, but no 
significant differences were observed. This means that gender does not play a significant role in school 
success. Support provided by assistant teachers is important, but the research did not point to markedly 
better results in adopting work-related competences under their supervision. Work-related competences 
were also well adopted by learners taught without an assistant teacher. The high rate of adoption of 
these competences is a positive finding and the authors believe it is important for the future of all 
students, just as any other competences that learners with ICP are able to adopt. Another positive 
finding is the high proportion of social and personal competences that learners with ICP adopt.  

A key role in achieving success in education is understanding of information, instructions and contexts 
in Czech language classes. Understanding is the basis of further work and achievement. The process 
of understanding in learners with ICP is disrupted. Another key aspect is the preference of verbal form 
in clarification. The survey suggested a need to ensure understanding through the teacher’s verbal 
commentary. An important role is also played by visual aids. Improved understanding in the context of 
using visual aids was confirmed by four-fifths of respondents. There is also a group of learners however, 
where visual aids have no effect on understanding.  

Positive results were also observed in the area of reading skills; one-half of learners showed good 
reading skills. Literacy appears very important in this practical skill for understanding information or other 
text resources that individuals come across in their personal as well as professional life. It is also 
desirable to support learners in communication competences in order to refine their language expression 
and improve public presentation skills, especially if they are introverted or submissive. Another desirable 
aspect among learners with ICP is the ability to formulate and defend their thoughts because they may 
be more endangered on the labour market.  

The results of the research study suggest that almost one-half of learners with ICP are integrated in the 
group of peers – classmates, and their cognitive deficits have no effect on social relationships. However, 
it is important to mention the other half of learners who are not integrated or accepted in the group of 
classmates. According to the responses, some learners with ICP search for friends among children 
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younger by several years. The question is whether this is “healthy” for learners with ICP, who are among 
their classmates but in reality are segregated.  

ICP is a very sensitive issue for affected individuals, especially in situations when they realize their 
impairment and compare their performance with other classmates and try to match their performance. 
Feelings of inferiority, which may occur in this environment, affect the learner’s self-confidence. The 
other possible extreme is the very opposite approach to learning; lack of motivation and a very lax 
attitude to learning. The results suggested consistent opinions about the effect of ICP on learners’ self-
confidence. The authors believe that these results signify the need for a sensitive approach to learners 
with ICP, and show the difficulty of making these learners motivated.  

Although impaired cognitive performance is not a disability or disadvantage that would according to 
applicable legislation allow concessions, special aids, or an individual education plan, learners with ICP 
are often educated according to individual education plans. Counsellors use associated diagnoses to 
provide learners with ICP with this particular special education support. In this context, the authors of 
the present paper refer to a research study conducted by Brožová (2010). In the present research, 
individual education plans were mostly associated with specific behavioural disorders, specific learning 
disorders, or their combinations. It should be mentioned that the opinion about diagnosing specific 
learning disorders in learners with decreased talent differ, and so far, diagnosing is preferred in children 
with at least an average level of intellect.  

To coordinate education of intact children and children with ICP is a very difficult task for the teacher, 
which is even more difficult to carry out in practice. The main difference is in children’s working pace, 
level of understanding, and the extent of learning content that they are able to acquire in comparison 
with intact children. A broad differentiation of the learning content and techniques used can only be 
performed by an experienced professional, who is able deliver various levels of education to children on 
a wide intellectual spectrum (including talented learners, who may also require a special approach to 
education). The position of an assistant teacher appears a very beneficial factor in the process of 
education. An individualized approach is the main factor that needs to be respected in teaching of a 
learner with ICP, which is very difficult to ensure with respect to all children in class. Assistant teachers 
are available (not only) to these children, motivate them, help them if they are behind, and explain the 
learning content. At the same time, they cooperate with the teacher and complement the teacher’s 
activities so that the teacher can involve all learners in class.  

To some extent, the negative results naturally raised questions about areas where children with ICP are 
successful and in which they can profit. The greatest potential seems to be in the area of communication 
education. Regarding the practical significance of this component, it is surely good for learners with ICP 
to be successful in society. The ability of verbal communication is an asset that children will use in the 
future. Compared with other grammatical areas, the best results were achieved in the application of the 
so-called listed words. Good results were also achieved in reading skills, which are given sufficient 
space in modern Czech language teaching.  

The learning content that should be acquired by learners with ICP is in most cases reduced. This 
reduction is considered necessary by most teachers. In terms of literature, the learning content is usually 
reduced by one-half or is limited to basic facts and literary works, simpler or shorter texts, training of 
only one phenomenon, or shorter essays. According to one teacher, the learning content cannot be 
reduced for learners with ICP pursuant to a statement by the Czech School Inspectorate. However, 
regarding the extent of the learning content and some limitations of these individuals, reduction of the 
learning content is desirable both in terms of extent and depth. The degree of adjustment of the learning 
content must always be based on the abilities of a particular learner. The authors of the present paper 
believe that any adjustments to the learning content must match the learner’s capabilities, be designed 
to use the learner’s potential, and motivate the learner to achieve the best possible results that will be 
of benefit to the learner.  

A positive finding is that in nearly one-half of children their teachers use verbal assessment, which is of 
higher response relevance compared with quantitative assessment and is not so much demotivating in 
case of failure. On the contrary, marks in case of success are very motivating. It should be borne in mind 
that assessment is an expression of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the current learner activity and 
achievements and is an integral part of the educational process. It is therefore desirable to focus on its 
form and quantity, so that learners’ desire for positive assessment does not become the reason for their 
efforts.  

A very surprising fact was that most teachers do not consider themselves competent to educate learners 
with ICP but at the same time do not consider qualification in special education desirable. The question 
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is what is the role of teachers’ personal motivation in self-education, taking into consideration the amount 
of requirements placed on teachers.  

The research also suggested some decided opinions or a certain degree of unwillingness to educate 
these learners, which is attributed to the respondents’ personality qualities rather than learners’ impaired 
cognitive performance. A positive finding was that some teachers have a kind approach to education of 
learners with ICP, respect their determinants, and do not consider them a burdensome element in class. 
In conclusion, the authors would like to show their admiration for all teachers who teach learners with 
ICP in a group of other children and manage to conduct this activity to the benefit of all children. Other 
items of the survey not discussed herein illustrate the issue of teaching learners with ICP in Czech 
language lessons.  

The authors are aware that the research sample is statistically insignificant. Therefore, the results cannot 
be generalized to the whole population of learners with ICP but relate to the group of individuals included 
in the research sample. The conclusions only suggest the state of teaching learners with ICP in the 
educational area of Czech language and literature.  

3.3 Practical recommendations 
A natural feature of today’s education should be an individualized approach, respecting individual pace, 
principle of clarity, and the use of overviews, which learners have constantly at hand. An example of 
good practice is test adjustment, where, unlike intact students, learners with ICP have multiple choice 
or gap filling. It is very important to focus on home preparation and training, which is of great benefit in 
transferring the learning content to life. The goal is not to overload learners with various requirements 
and make school their focal point even in free time.  

In accordance with current educational preferences, the authors believe it is necessary to strengthen 
learners’ competences. In the field of Czech language teaching, these include mainly reading 
competences, and in a broader context all key competences. An area of potential development is 
learners’ problem solving competences. These competences are difficult to acquire for learners with ICP 
and there are certain limitations, but even partial adoption is considered a manifestation of an individual’s 
independence and a desirable factor for future life.  

Verbal assessment is considered a desirable method of communicating improvement and mastery of 
the learning content. Using this tool, the teacher can reflect on learners’ achievements and in an easy 
manner point to weaknesses that need to be improved. The assessment may take the form of short 
sentences or phrases, or encouraging emoticons.  

It also appears necessary to use the potential of assistant teachers, who should not be automatically 
assigned to learners with ICP but if they are unable to meet the requirements, the position of an assistant 
teacher or second teacher is beneficial. Another desirable measure seems to be to decrease the number 
of children in classes.  

The authors of the present study also believe that regarding the concept of joint education and 
considering the fact that most teachers encounter a learner with ICP during their professional career, it 
would be desirable to educate elementary school teachers in the basics of special education. It is 
therefore the responsibility of the resort of education to decide whether it is desirable to have qualified 
teachers who could better perceive and respond to the needs of those learners who require support in 
education.  

A potential for improvement is also in the area of extracurricular activities in cooperation with the family, 
which is a factor with a strong effect on the learner. However, this type of intervention combined with 
parental guidance is a vision that is difficult to achieve. A possible intermediary could be a non-profit 
organization, whose task would be to influence the family in a positive way and strengthen its 
competences. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results suggested some drawbacks of the educational concept, including potential efforts to 
increase school success among learners with ICP (given the low success rate in Czech language). The 
aim of the research was to not to highlight the drawbacks in the education of learners with ICP. However, 
the results emphasise the need and legitimacy of support measures in education that would better reflect 
the special educational needs of learners. The results of the present study indirectly emphasize the 
need for a modification of the educational conditions in order for them to correspond with the changes 
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in the education of learners with ICP to better achieve their individual educational needs and to respect 
their specific qualities, as is the case with learners with other types of impairment.  

Education in general, but especially education of learners with special educational needs, places 
considerable demands on all actors. The success of this process is primarily based on the cooperation 
of all participants involved. This primarily includes cooperation between the teachers, parents and the 
learner. Another necessary aspect is the support of adequate cooperation by educational counselling 
centres. All this creates the foundation of an appropriate climate for Czech language teaching, which is 
the core school subject. A successful delivery of this subject is a positive signal for the teacher and 
particularly for the learner, who acquires knowledge and skills necessary for future life. This area 
includes reading literacy, writing, and communication skills.  

The change in the concept of education of learners with special educational needs in favour of 
individuals with ICP is very desirable, because the school is the place where learners spend a 
considerable part of their life and should be an institution which respects learners’ educational 
capabilities and personality specifics, and where learners feel comfortable. The authors would like to 
express many thanks to all people who are involved in the issue of learners with ICP and teachers who 
educate these children with responsibility and kindness. 
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