
Journal of Education and Practice                                                                                                                                                      www.iiste.org 

ISSN 2222-1735 (Paper)   ISSN 2222-288X (Online)  

Vol.11, No.21, 2020 

 

1 

The Assessment of Learning Difficulties: Designing a  

Non-Standardized Assessment Test for Preschool and Primary 

School Age 
 

Kalliopi Papoutsaki1       Eleni C. Marseli2       Johan Papathansiou3 
1. National Kapodistrian University of Athens, Kidathineon, 53, Helioupis, 15566, Athens, Greece 

2. Special Education Teacher, Dexamenis 42, Metamorfosi, 14452, Athens, Greece 
3. Philologist, Kidathineon, 53, Helioupis, 15566, Athens, Greece 
* E-mail of the corresponding author: kpapouts@primedu.uoa.gr 

 
Abstract 

This article presents a non-standardized assessment test (DΤLD-P.S.A.) which was been designed by special 
education teachers for preschool and primary education children. It is based on the Greek curriculum and aims on 
identifying the student's cognition and learning deficiencies. Specifically, it is a tool that examines childrens’ 
cognition of listening, speaking, reading, spelling, writing and maths. Teachers may use it in combination with 
other standardized tests in order to determine precisely types of learning disfunctions. Moreover, the test axes are 
designed by the authors based on learning difficulties literature so the assessment test (DΤLD- P.S.A.) can be used 
by special education teachers not only to identify children’s deficiencies but also to create early and tailor-made 
interventions depending on their needs and educational deficiencies.      
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1. Introduction 

Given the complexity of learning difficulties, it is worth evaluating learning disabilities of a multidisciplinary team 
of experts (Hayes, Dombrowski Shefcyk, & Bulat, 2018). Effective evaluations should assess all areas related to 
a student’s suspected disability, including: health, vision and hearing, social and emotional status, general 
intelligence, academic performance, communication abilities, and motor skills (Farrall, Wright, & Wright, 2015). 
A multidisciplinary evaluation is carried out by specialists such as doctors (paediatrician, paediatric psychiatrist, 
otorhinolaryngologist, ophthalmologist), a social worker, a psychologist, a speech therapist and a special education 
teacher. Thus, it creates a well-rounded diagnostic approach that highlights the development of the student’s social; 
psychometric; psychological profile; as well as the oral speech and level of learning.  

Identifying children’s difficulties from different scientific dysfunctions contributes to appropriate 
intervention programs designed by specialists to support pupils in their successful integration in mainstream 
schools. Assessments by Diagnostic Centres and multidisciplinary teams are conducted through structured or semi-
structured interviews and the administration of clinical tests. Thereafter, each evaluator will compose a report that 
will lead to an informed diagnostic and individualized assessment. 

Learning assessments aim at identifying the degree of pupils’ difficulties either through an initial evaluation 
that simply reveals the existence of difficulties or through a secondary evaluation that specifies the areas presenting 
deficiencies and the way these dysfunctions affect school performance (Hayes, Dombrowski, Shefcyk, & Bulat, 
2018). First, teachers detect if there are any issues of learning difficulties and afterwards, they use their programs 
like Response to Intervention (RtI) to support adolescents with learning difficulties. Nevertheless, if learning 
difficulties continue to appear, they urge children to go to Public Diagnostic Centers so that they can be identified 
by multidisciplinary teams. Parents’ involvement is also important for the identification of learning difficulties 
(Rutland & Hall, 2013), especially when information is provided by expert guidance. Teachers and 
interdisciplinary teams can diagnose learning disabilities by using standardized and non-standardized tests, as 
mentioned below.  

Unfortunately, there are not enough standardized tests in Greece, especially when it comes to assessing 
adolescents. In addition, only few educators have been trained and are qualified to conduct such tests. Some of 
them are (Tzivinikou, 2015): a) “Lambda test”, which is a special software that detects specific learning difficulties, 
in producing and acquiring writing, spelling, reading, comprehension, vocabulary, working memory and speech 
for pupils aged 10-15 years old. b) Identification of Learning Disabilities by Teachers (Ι.L.D.Τ), which investigates 
the existence of learning difficulties for pupils  8-15 years old, speaking; writing; reading; maths, c) A΄ Test, which 
detects reading errors for students aged from 8-15 year old; d) The Detroit Learning Proficiency Test, which is 
used to assess pupils' proficiency from 4-19 years of age and it investigates articulation, concept association, 
number sequences, memory, etc. Although these tests are being used, experts create a series of non-standardized 
assessment tests in order to detect pupils’ learning deficiencies and therefore from the outcome to design 
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appropriate interventions.   
In the existing international literature, there is a number of standardized and non-standardized protocols of 

evaluations that focus on visual and auditory perception; on the educational environment; on learning difficulties 
including disorders in reading and writing; and on the ability to handle new technologies so that they can be used 
in interventions (Hayes, Dombrowski, Shefcyk, & Bulat, 2018). Furthermore, some well-known tests for 
diagnosing learning disabilities are the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement (WJ), the Wechsler Individual 
Achievement Test (WIAT), the Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) and the Kaufman Test of Educational 
Achievement (KTEA). These tests focus on evaluating reading, writing, and maths.  

Both standardized and non-standardized tests can be used as part of a learning assessment. Standardized 
assessment tests ensure reliability, validity and objectivity of results because large data samples are collected and 
a set of structured rules follows for administration and scoring. Nevertheless, no-standardized assessment tests of 
learning difficulties are designed by special education teachers in order to identify learning dysfunctions. 
Furthermore, in Greece these tests are usually based on the National Curriculum in relation to age cognition, the 
peculiarities of language and the existing knowledge by evaluating (reading, writing, vocabulary, maths etc.). By 
combining standardized with non-standardized tests, more reliable conclusions and valuable suggestions to 
teachers may support students in their difficulties in a better way. 

The purpose of this study is to present the process of evaluation that takes place in Greek Public Centers for 
Adolescents’ Diagnosis of Learning Difficulties. Then, it presents the non-standardized assessment test (DΤLD) 
that identifies adolescents' learning difficulties from 11 to 18 years of age. It focuses on for adolescents’ 
deficiencies in reading, spelling, writing and maths, in order to identify the type of learning difficulties and it 
proposes the appropriate educational program. 
 
2. Identifying Learning Difficulties  

Identifying students with learning disabilities in preschool and elementary education is a complex and multifaceted 
process. Initially, teachers screen pupils’ skills to determine their disfunctions and they select ways to support 
them. Then they choose a more detailed evaluation to determine types and areas of learning disabilities which 
impact them. The non-standardized assessment test (DΤLD-P.S.A.) may be used with a standardized assessment 
test to assess learning difficulties for a more accurate evaluation.  
 
2.1. Communication skills and personal characteristics 

Initially, the examiner tries to create a friendly atmosphere with the student.  The dialogue between them is related 
to pupil’s personal life concerning friendships, family relationships, interests and school context.  The interview 
highlights pupil’s basic personal characteristics and communication skills (Table, 1) because all these influences 
their learning according to recent research (Angelkoska, Stankovska & Dimitrovski, 2016).  The examiner records 
the results of the evaluation on a five-point scale from low to high (1-5) (Table 1). The asterisk is the reverse score. 
We add up and multiply the grades by 100. The score that is below 50% indicates deficiency. 

Table 1. Communication skills and personal characteristics 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
1.1 Visual Contact       
1.2 Cooperation with the examiner       
1.3 Attention       
1.4⁎ Impulsive       
1.5⁎ Shy       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

⁎ Reverse  score                                                  Total score:( A/25).100=… 
 

2.2. Assessment of speech/Oral Assessment 

For all students, language is a central factor for learning. Pupils use speech to express their thoughts and to 
communicate with others in the school community and in their everyday life.  Speech disfunction has a potential 
impact for children on reaching and may also affect adults or other children. Therefore, this is a consequence of 
their social, emotional, behavioral and academic well-being (Lindsay, Dockrell, & Strand, 2007). It’s very 
important to discover all types of learning difficulties on time in order to implement intervention programs. The 
assessment of speech focuses on the axes below (Table, 2). 
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Table 2. Speech/Talk 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
2.1 Understanding questions       
2.2 Answering questions       
2.3⁎ Speech difficulties       
2.4 Oral Vocabulary       
2.5 Narrative ability       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

⁎ Reverse score                                                  Total score:( A/25).100=… 
 

2.3. Motor Skills and laterality 

Preschool education is a crucial period for children to develop their motor and literacy skills (Özkür, 2020) and 
are related to school readiness skills in areas such as language, socialization and cognition (Yang, Ostrosky, 
Favazza, Stalega, & Block, 2018). Large motor skills such as marching, climbing, and running, as well as fine 
motor skills, mostly combine hand and finger manipulation and the dominant side of the body.  Through painting 
the visual-moving coordination and the presence or absence of stabilized laterality - especially hand-related, are 
evaluated by the (DΤLD-P.S.A.) test (Table, 3).  

Table 3. Motor Skills and laterality 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
3.1 Gross motor skills (motor skills for large objects, strength, 

sensory) 
      

3.2 Coordination       
3.3 Reaction Time       
3.4 Pencil grip       
3.5 Dominant side of the body (right or left)       
 Total score      Sum of points 

(A)… 
Total score:( A/25).100=… 
 
2.4. Memory and Sense of Space and Time  

Both maths and learning to read share several main general features such as long-term and short-term memory, 
attention to details and existing knowledge (Das & Janzen, 2004) and this is the reason why it is important to 
assess these important characteristics. In addition, knowledge of time, spatial and orientation skills are essential to 
contribute to the acquisition of knowledge. Working memory controls, processes, and maintains relevant 
information to complete a complex cognitive task that predict not only mathematical achievements but also other 
general learning abilities (De Smedt et al., 2009). Space and time orientation are skills gained on the preschool 
age. Understanding the concepts: up-down, in-out, front-back, right-left is evaluated through playful activities. 
Checking the comprehension of time concepts such as the days of the week, seasons and months of the year are 
done through the student's personal experiences (routine day-to-day activities), or by scanning the basic season 
features. The evaluation of space and time concepts are done on a five-level scale (Τable 4). 

Table 4. Memory and Spatial skills 

  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
4.1 Long term memory       
4.2 Short term memory       
4.3 Working memory       
4.4 Spatial skills       
4.5 Knowledge of time (time of the days, the days 

of the week, the seasons etc.) 
      

 Total score      Sum of points 
(A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
Children with learning difficulties may have hearing or vision impairment (Dominguez & Carugnom, 2020) 

which influence their reading and writing. Visual assessment, sound perception and demarcation (Table, 5) are 
parts of the assessment test (DΤLD-P.S.A.). 
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Table 5. Visual and Sound perception 

  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
5.1 Visual perception       
5.2 Visual demarcation       
5.3 Sound perception       
5.4 Sound demarcation       
5.5 Visual motor coordination       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
The usual criteria for diagnosing reading disability include deficiencies in phonological awareness, word 

recognition and decoding skills (Dominguez & Carugnom, 2020). Phonological awareness typically develops 
around preschool years and is predictive for later reading outcomes (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Recognizing 
letter names and their corresponding sounds is perhaps the best predictor for future rehabilitation of reading ability 
(Schatschneider, Fletcher, Francis, Carlson, & Foorman, 2004). The acquisition of phonological awareness skills 
and the knowledge of letters are detected on Table 6.  

Table 6. Pre-writing/reading skills (pre-school ages) 

  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
6.1 Phonological awareness       
6.2 Letter formation       
6.3 Name writing       
6.4 Acquisition of Letter Naming knowledge       
6.5 Acquisition of letter-sound knowledge        
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
The literature of early math skills development emphasizes that at the beginning of primary school, this type 

of learning involves main skills related to numerical cognition, quantity understanding, recognition of numbers 
and counting skills (Geary, Hamson, & Hoard, 2000). The development of communication, prewriting, prereading 
skills, as well as the degree of the student's cooperation and concentration, the development of gross and fine motor 
skills, memory, space and time orientation and the letter or number formation are basic skills which focus on the 
Greek Curriculum of pre-school education. Our evaluation tool investigates the pupil's understanding of the 
concept of measurement (big-small, thin-thick, tall-short), as well as sequencing such as lining up objects from 
smallest to biggest and vice versa. The assessment test (DΤLD-P.S.A.) identifies sequencing, position and 
direction, categorizing, quantity, shapes and color skills (Table, 7). 

Table 7. Pre-maths skills (pre-school ages) 

  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
7.1 Sequencing (from small to large and vice versa)       
7.2 Categorization (size, type etc.)       
7.3 Quantity       
7.4 Colors       
7.5 Shapes       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
 

3. Identifying Learning Difficulties in Primary Education 

Reading and writing are very important skills used by people for communication purposes, teaching, thinking and 
learning skills. Phonological awareness is an oral language skill which is prerequisite for correlating sounds with 
letters and accomplishing in writing them (Anthony & Francis, 2005). Writing is evaluated through texts that are 
instructed to be copied by students and dictation assessment which the student is supposed to write words or 
sentences that are verbally dictated from the examiner. Legible writing, spacing between words, replacement, 
transposition, omissions of letters or syllables, inversions, anagrams, mirror writing are also being evaluated. The 
assessment of writing focuses on the use of the structural elements of the sentence, the structure of the text, the 
relativity of the content towards the topic, and the length of the text in relation with the pupil's age. The student's 
grammatical knowledge is evaluated in relation with the pupil's age, the tools that have been used on his teaching, 
existing knowledge from part of his speech, and the inflection of nouns, adjectives and verbs (Table, 8). 
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Table 8. Writing skills 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
8.1 Phonological awareness       
8.2 Spelling       
8.3 Copying words       
8.4 Dictation       
8.5 Written Expressions       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
Reading skills require the activation of the cognitive system and a range of complex knowledge such as 

selective attention, eye focus, visual information retention of short memory (Nikolopoulos, 2007). Therefore, the 
evaluation focuses not only on the apparent difficulties, but also on their causes, in order to characterize the type 
of learning difficulties. Reading skills require acquisition of phonemic and phonological awareness, fluency, 
vocabulary and comprehension (Tzivinikou, 2015). Weak readers usually have difficulty in the speed and accuracy 
of the words they read. These dysfunction problems may negatively affect the comprehension dimension which is 
the main purpose of reading (Kim, Park, & Wagner, 2014). 

Adolescents read texts that have been chosen for them and which are related to their mental age in order to 
evaluate their reading skills. The reading evaluation is for the examinee to identify as letters; correct expression of 
phoneme, omissions, grammatical or syllable substitutions, distinction of letters or spelling. Nevertheless, speed 
at reading and comprehension are thoroughly checked during the examination as well. Adolescents read (real and 
false) words and texts which range from 10 to 12 rows approximately 100 words. Then they answer some questions 
to evaluate their ability of comprehension (Table 9). 

Table 9. Reading skills 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
3.1 Phonological awareness       
3.2 Letter Identification       
3.3 Word Identification       
3.4 Fluency in Reading       
3.5 Comprehension       

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
Writing and spelling are skills that pupils learn at an early age and are some of the permanent learning factors 

(Duran & Karatas, 2019). Students with writing difficulties make a lot of mistakes on simple words and grammar 
because it is very difficult for them to automate grammar rules. More severe dysfunctions are as follows: letters 
cannot be written correctly; mixing small and large letters; incomplete letters; writing the written manuscript in 
different directions; irregular letter shapes and sizes (Akyol, 2011), irregular space between letters and words, 
irregular size of the letters, letters are not aligned on the line (Graham, Santoro, Berninger & Struck, 2006). All 
these dysfunctions affect legibility. 

Teenagers write a text which is dictated to them and the examiner evaluates their writing skills, their speed 
of writing, and their pencil handling, (Table 10). 

Table 10. Maths skills 
  1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
10.1 Perception of numbers       
10.2 Perception of symbols        
10.3 Math Calculation (integers, decimals, fractional numbers)       
10.4 Mathematical thinking       
10.5 Time, years, century e.t.c.       
 Total score      Sum of points (A)… 

Total score:( A/25).100=… 
At the end of the assessment, the teacher observes and studies all the above axes and subscales, focusing on 

the student’s deficiencies and characterizes if the difficulty is related to educational deficiencies or learning 
difficulties. The teacher records the percentage and the types of errors on a ten-point scale from low to high (1-5). 
The total result is converted to a percentage score that shows weakness if the score is below 50%, (Table 11). 
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Table 11: Total percentage of subscales: Identifying Learning Difficulties in Preschool Age and school age 
 1 2 3 4 5 Comments 
Communication skills and personal characteristics        
Speech       
Motor Skills and laterality       
Memory, Space and Time Awareness       
Visual and Sound perception       
Pre-writing (pro-school age)       
Pre-maths skills (pro-school age)       
Writing skills (school age)       
Reading skills (school age)       
Maths skills (school age)       
Total score         Sum of points(A)…. 

                                                          
3. Conclusion 

Τhe above-mentioned non-standardized test (DΤLD-P.S.A.) aims at identifying learning difficulties of preschool 
and elementary education children. Furthermore, it helps teachers to evaluate children’s deficiencies, to design 
and implement customized intervention programs in classrooms or to create the Individualized Education Plans 
(IEP), and to determine what supports best students to succeed in school. It evaluates communication skills, such 
as visual contact, co-operation and levels of distraction, speech ability, long and short-term memory, visual and 
sound perception, speech, reading, writing and maths skills. Considering Greek standardized assessment tests of 
learning difficulties, the Greek Curriculum, the native language and Culture, we have designed the (DΤLD-P.S.A) 
test in order to make it easy, fast and reliable to use. Τhis test can be initially given to students by teachers in order 
to identify types of learning difficulties which results in getting input to design an intervention for rehabilitation. 
In this way, teachers could have some thoroughly detailed information about any kind of disfunctions students 
may have and they may provide them with high level services to overcome their difficulties and improve their 
academic performance. In this study we have presented only the axes because the items are related with the special 
language characteristics.  

Using standardized tests requires training and experience. On the other hand, using non-standardized tools 
does not require training. Moreover, they are easy to use and they evaluate specific areas according to the students’ 
individualized needs. When non-standardized tests are available, teachers construct assessments on their own, 
which may not be in line with the standard assessment criteria and which may lack in proper evaluation. 
Nevertheless, we are hoping that using the (DΤLD-P.S.A) test, which  has been designed taking into account the 
axes of standardized tests will help teachers to screen and evaluate students’ progress and will help them design 
appropriate interventions to support and help children gaining academic success. This involves making “reasonable 
adjustments” by providing support for students with disabilities, to ensure their full participation and to provide 
them with equal opportunities in the school context (Mbuvha, 2019). 
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