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This article discusses the practical training of students majoring in Special Education at Trakia University in
the city of Stara Zagora. It reveals their positive attitude towards their practicum and awareness of its significance for
their future careers. It presents a summary of the authors’ views on the students’ achievements in the development of
outlines for teaching lessons and language therapy sessions with special needs pupils. The article discusses the idea
of Zh. Stoykova and V. Katsarska to implement a new model that includes experienced special needs teachers and
psychologists in the practicum supervision team. The current standards prescribe that such specialists almost entirely
limit their participation to the theoretical training of students. Resources for improving the students’ skills in the
planning and conduct of practical sessions are explored, involving specific forms, content and methods to achieve
this and to meet the increasing social demands regarding student training, rehabilitation and speech and language
therapy. The article concludes that the positive attitude of the students towards their practicum can serve as an excel-
lent foundation for this undertaking, along with their understanding of its significance for their future careers and
their relatively high level of preparedness for working with special needs children.

Keywords: children and students with special educational needs, practical training sessions, lessons, speech and language
therapy sessions, outlines for lessons and speech and language therapy sessions, resource used for correction of mistakes

The practical training of Special Educa-
tion students is an integral part of the learning
process in all accredited institutions of higher
education that admit students in this field. The
Faculty of Education at Trakia University in
the city of Stara Zagora has been admitting
students and training specialists to work with
children and students with special educational
needs since its founding in 2002. The neces-
sary conditions to train such students have
been established since the very beginning. A
lot of positive experience has been accumu-
lated and summarized over the years. At the
same time, the demands of our society con-
cerning the quality of student education, and
their practical training in particular, have been
on the increase. The higher requirements stem
mostly from: the continuous in-depth study of
the specific characteristics in the development
of children and students with special needs and
the findings concerning their significant and
largely untapped potential, the improved op-
tions for comparing the outcomes of their train-
ing, rehabilitation and socialization in different
countries, and the development of special edu-
cation and its increasing integration with other
scientific fields. In order to meet the rising de-
mands of our society, the practical training of
students needs to be explored further, analyz-
ing its current state and the perspectives for the
future. Proof of this can be found in the devel-
opment and regular updates of the instructions
for the organization and implementation of
different types of practice — classroom obser-
vation, ongoing and pre-graduation teaching
practicum, the inclusion of specific require-
ments in these instructions concerning the or-

ganization, form and content of the activity, the
control and assessment process, the acquisition
of key competences, etc. The respective facili-
ties for practical training are also expanding.
The selection of structures to be used for this
purpose and on-site teachers and speech ther-
apists is improving. To summarize, the focus
falls on all aspects of this exceedingly complex
process and the optimal utilization of all avail-
able resources. Practical training is becoming
a question of present interest and an increas-
ingly important part of specialist theory and
research. Proof of the latter can be found in
the publications of authors like N.M. Nazarova
et al [1], Gadzhalova — Lefterova D. [2], Ts-
vetkova M. [3], Radulov VI. [4], Trashliev R.,
E. Evgenieva [5], Karagyozov Iv., V. Katsar-
ska [6], Katsarska V., Zh. Stoykova [7] and
many others. Their works explore not only the
present state of practical training, but also pro-
vide evidence for the need to discuss this topic
within a new conceptual framework requiring
the inclusion of as yet unused resources — team-
based practicum management, including assis-
tant and habilitated instructors with high level
training and experience, regular discussions
of the observed lessons conducted by on-site
teachers and students, and summarization of
the results — in some cases they are “repeated”
and in others they appear “unreplicable» [5],
establishment of student support structures for
critical situations [7] etc. This as yet underuti-
lized resource aims to improve the results of
the students’ practice and encourage them to
transform successfully their theoretical knowl-
edge into practical skills, and, last but not least,
it has a positive impact on the students’ moti-
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vation to pursue the complex and difficult, but
socially significant profession of the special
needs teacher and speech therapist.

The present study is also aimed at enhanc-
ing the teaching practice and improving the
results of the students in the field of Special
Education.

For that purpose, we analyzed 64 lessons
and sessions, presented by students in the
aforementioned field, conducted over the last
five years [2012 — 2017] at the Special Needs
School in Stara Zagora, the Resource Center,
as well as the speech and language therapy
offices at the Fourth, Fifth, Sixth and Ninth
schools in the city.

Even though the two authors of the present
research collected lesson plans and speech and
language therapy session outlines over differ-
ent timeframes, general findings and conclu-
sions are presented below.

The types of outlines analyzed are present-
ed in Table No.1.

Table 1
Analyzed sessions
Type of analyzed session Number
of sessions

Classroom lessons 22
Sessions at the Resource Center 17
Sessions at speech and language 25
therapy offices

Total: 64

As seen in the table above, the types of
analyzed sessions are not equal in number.
Even though the differences in this respect are
relatively minor, the three types of outlines will
be analyzed separately based on their specific
characteristics.

The more common mistakes have been
identified and described for each type of out-
line, and they appear similar in practical terms.
This can be explained with the students’ diffi-
culties in specifying precisely the topics, goals
and tasks, as well as in selecting the linguistic
materials and exercises for solving a particular
task that are the most suitable for the children’s
needs.

Our observations, informal conversations
with the students and the results of the analysis
show that they generally subscribe to the idea
that practical training is crucial for their fu-
ture professional career. Our direct discussions
with them, however, revealed that they want an
increase in the number of hours dedicated to

practical training, especially concerning their
pre-graduation practicum.

All analyzed outlines were developed in-
dependently by the students, submitted in print
and well structured.

The analysis of the outlines shows that
they contain all the important structural el-
ements — session topic, principles, goals,
tasks, linguistic material, demonstration
tools. The plan for the course and direction
of the specific sessions is also provided. The
necessary demonstration tools are avail-
able — toys, pictures, models, etc. This can
be viewed as evidence of the well-developed
skills of the university students to plan and
prepare specific lessons and speech and lan-
guage therapy sessions.

The observations and the analysis of the
detailed course of the session, described by the
students, also show a desire to create a pleas-
ant and stimulating environment, to establish
successful contact and communication with
the children, as well as to properly select the
linguistic and nonlinguistic means [gestures,
fingertalk, body language, etc.] that meet the
children’s needs.

The positive aspects described above lend
credence to the claim that in general students
demonstrate adequate preparedness for work-
ing with children with special educational
needs.

We appreciate the positive aspects of the
planning the students performed and believe
that on the one hand, they demonstrate a rela-
tively high level of preparation, and on the oth-
er hand, what they have already achieved can
serve as a successful basis for improving their
skill in planning different types of sessions de-
signed for children with special educational
needs.

The analysis of the outlines presented by
the students also showed some mistakes. The
most common mistakes have been identified
and described for each type of outline, and
they appear similar in practical terms. This
can be explained with the students’ difficul-
ties in specifying precisely the topics, goals
and tasks, as well as in selecting the linguistic
material and exercises for solving a particu-
lar task that are the most suitable for the chil-
dren’s needs.

Figure No.1 below presents the most com-
mon mistakes made in the development of
lesson plans for students at the Special Needs
School in Stara Zagora.

It is immediately obvious that the lowest
percentage of mistakes are those connected
with the formulation of the topic. This is prob-
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ably due to the fact that the topics had already
been formulated in the teachers’ respective
programs and syllabi. The few mistakes might
be due to the students’ lack of experience in
adapting certain topics to the needs of children
with a more serious form of intellectual dis-
ability [moderate or moderate to severe]. For
example, the topic of one lesson was formu-
lated as “Animals”, while the lesson plan only
covered the “Domestic Animals” topic.

Students find it more difficult to achieve
consistency between the topic and the goals
of the planned lesson. One examples of this
is the following: The topic of the lesson plan
is “Fruits”, while the goal derived from it is
“Fruits that grow in our country”. This trans-
forms the goal into a specification of the topic.
In agreement with the ideas of Prof. R. Trash-
liev and E. Evgenieva [5] that preparation is
an ongoing process for teachers in both main-
stream and special needs schools, we firmly
believe that the students who made mistakes
will be able to overcome them and perform just
as well as the other 80 % who achieved consist-
ency between goals and topic, as long as they
are they receive the proper encouragement and
support from the teaching staff.

What is more troubling is the fact that ap-
proximately one-third of the analyzed lesson
outlines included the use of linguistic material
that was not precisely selected for the needs of
students with intellectual disabilities. It goes
without saying that they need to learn new
words and phrases within the context of the
topic covered by the lesson, but it is not ac-
ceptable to use vocabulary with low commu-
nication value for this specific category of stu-
dents. There is a good reason why specialists
place so much emphasis on the practically ori-
ented training for these children. Understand-
ing expressions [under the aforementioned
topic] such as “People have cultivated this
fruit”, “hybrid seed”, “fiber-rich” is a difficult
task for primary school children with special
needs. Such expressions can be replaced with
others that would be less problematic for the
children to grasp, or in some cases, they can be
completely omitted. As they go on to practice
the complex and difficult teaching profession,
most of the university students will learn on
their own to avoid such mistakes, but it would
be much easier to have the teaching staff at the
school help them to prevent these problems in
the first place.

¥ the topic is formulated
inaccurately

4 discrepancy between the
topic and the goals of the
lesson

imprecise linguistic material
selected for the lesson

Fig. 1. Common mistakes in the lesson plans developed for students at the special needs school

Fig. 2. Common mistakes at the Resource Center
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¥ the topic is formulated
inaccurately

& discrepancy between the
topic and the goals of the
lesson

“ imprecise linguistic material
selected for the lesson

¥ lack of exercises designed to
accomplish the specific task
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This also applies to another type of mis-
take — the lack of exercises for the accomplish-
ment of a specific task. For instance, in one
case the formulated task was to identify and
specify the colors and shapes of different types
of fruit, but no exercise connected with this
task was included in the planned activities for
the lesson.

Similar mistakes were found in the outlines
for sessions with special needs children at the Re-
source Center. They are depicted in Fig. No. 2.

These outlines are also characterized by
fewer mistakes related to the topic formulation.
In this respect, there are minimal differences
in comparison with the situation at the special
needs school [one percent], but they still exist.
The explanation for the relatively low number
of mistakes of this type is similar to the one
for the session plans for children at the special
needs school — it is the presence of topics al-
ready developed by the resource teachers.

The second most common type of mistake
relates to the planning of exercises correspond-
ing to the specific task to be performed for the
purpose of achieving the main goal of the ses-
sion. In comparison with the mistakes of the
same type made in the planning of lessons at
the special needs school, their frequency is ap-
proximately half of what we saw at this institu-
tion, but they still should not be overlooked.
Evidence supporting that last statement can be
found in the lack of exercises that correspond
to tasks with a significant corrective function.

The imprecise linguistic material consti-
tutes the majority of the mistakes made at the
Resource Center. The most common subtype
is the use of words and expressions connected
with the topic that are characterized by low
communication value for the children, as well

as ones they find difficult to understand. Some
of the important functions of the Resource
Center are to expand the active vocabulary of
the children and to enable understanding of the
lesson content. Bearing this in mind, it should
be obvious how important it is to focus on
avoiding such errors.

A surprisingly large proportion of the mis-
takes are connected with inconsistency be-
tween the topic and the goals of the session.
This observation can be discussed not only in
the context of the individual planned session,
but also from the perspective of the entire se-
ries of sessions covering a particular topic. To
some degree, students still lack the necessary
skills to envision the whole cycle of sessions
on a specific topic and thus to plan the respec-
tive goals and tasks for each of them. It would
very useful to observe their skill level in this
respect at different stages of their training. The
results would probably lead to the develop-
ment of different forms and means of training
that would produce better results in theoretical
and practical terms.

The session plans developed for working
with children and students at the speech and
language therapist’s office are also character-
ized by certain mistakes [Fig. No.3].

The percentage of mistakes concerning the
topic formulation is much higher compared to
the other two categories of outlines discussed
above. In almost one-third of the cases, the
topic is inaccurately described. Often it simply
reflects the goal of the session. Most common-
ly, such mistakes can be found in the sessions
developed for improving the children’s pro-
nunciation. A typical example of this type of
mistake is formulating the topic of the session
as “Automation of the “s” sound”.

# the topic is formulated
inaccurately

¥ discrepancy between the
topic and the goals of the
lesson

“ imprecise linguistic material
selected for the lesson

¥ lack of exercises designed to
accomplish the specific task

Fig. 3. Common mistakes at the speech and language therapy office
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The therapy session plans are often
plagued by inconsistency between the primary
goal and the topic of the session. In a session
on the aforementioned topic [«Automation of
the “s” sound»], the main goal is formulated
as follows: “Correct pronunciation of the “s”
sound”. The discrepancy is obvious and the
topic and goal cannot be distinguished from
one another.

It is a common occurrence to find impre-
cisely selected linguistic material as part of a
session plan. This type of mistake usually re-
lates to the low communication value of the
linguistic material chosen for the young chil-
dren. There are many examples of this. For in-
stance, in a session outline for the correction of
the “sh” sound in young children, in addition
to appropriate and common vocabulary such as
the Bulgarian words for “neck”, “hand”, “sew”,
“chocolate” and others, there are less common
and useful words like ,,furcoat”, “overshoes”,
“mill-wright”, a colloquial word that means
“doing the housework™, etc.

In one-quarter of the session outlines for
the speech and language therapy office, there
are mistakes related to the lack of exercises for
accomplishing the specific task. A typical ex-
ample of this is the absence of exercises corre-
sponding to the tasks of improving the auditory
gnosis, the language-related visual perception
skills of children with impaired hearing, the
fine motor movement, the letter-sound knowl-
edge, etc.

The analysis of the mistakes and the obser-
vations in general point to the need for improv-
ing both the theoretical and the practical train-
ing of the university students.

With regard to theoretical knowledge, it
is important to emphasize and explain more
clearly the meaning of the goals and tasks of
each type of session, to clarify to the students
their interrelationship and relative individual
function, to seek the correlation between them,
as well as between the place and role of the
individual exercises with regard to the general
goals and tasks.

It is recommended that such mistakes are
discussed during seminar and practical training
sessions in order to help the students under-
stand why they should not be included in les-
son plans and outlines and how to avoid them
in their practice.

We agree with Zh. Stoykova and V. Katasr-
ka [7], who espouse the idea that a model needs
to be implemented to include experienced spe-
cial needs teachers and psychologists as part
of the student practicum supervisor team. The
existing standards of higher education involve
these specialists for the most part only in the
classroom training of university students

Resources for improving the skills of the
student body in the planning and conduct of
practical sessions can be found in the students
themselves, as well as in their professors and
instructors. It is simply a matter of placing the
emphasis on this extremely important question
and seeking specific forms, content and meth-
ods to solve the problem successfully in order to
meet the increased demands of society regard-
ing student training, rehabilitation and speech
and language therapy. The positive attitude of
the university students towards their practical
training can serve as an excellent foundation
for this undertaking, along with their under-
standing of its crucial importance for their fu-
ture professional career and the relatively high
level of preparedness they demonstrate when it
comes to working with special needs children.

And last but not least, it is important to
point out the students’ wish for more hours
of practical training, which they expressed on
many different occasions. It is imperative to
fulfil their desire just based on the presence of
many different subgroups of special needs chil-
dren and the need for specific activities tailored
to their needs and the individual characteristics
of each child.

References

1. Pod red na N.M. Nazarova. Spetsialnaya pedaegogi-
ka. [Special needs education] M. AKADEMA, 2000.

2. Gadzhalova — Levterova D. Aktualni problemi na spet-
sialnoto obrazovanie [Contemporary problems of special needs
education]. P1., 2002.

3. Tsvetkova M. Obuchenie na slyapogluhi detsa i yu-
noshi [Education of deaf-blind children and adolescents], SU, 2004.

4. Radulov VL. Detsata sas spetsialni obrazovatelni nuzhdi
v uchilishteto i v obshtestvoto. [Children with special needs in
the school and in society] DARS, Burgas, 2007.

5. Trashliev R., Evgenieva E. Prakticheska podgotov-
ka [Practical training], S., 2008.

6. Karagyozov Iv., Katsarska V. Resursna [spetsialna] ped-
agogika [Resource room [special needs] education]. V.T, 2008.

7. Katsarska V., Stoykova Zh. In Search of New Models to
Guide the Practical Training of Special Pedagogy Students. In:

Trakia Journal, Vol. 13, Number 3, 2015 [Google Scholar h5-
index: 9 h5-median].

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF NATURAL HISTORY Ne 6, 2018



