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ABSTRACT

The development of cognitive sciences and in particular the language development of
children has put on the agenda the issue of early diagnosis and intervention of language
disorders. The aim of the article is to examine the frequency and prevalence of Specific
Language impairment in Bulgaria and whether the specialists who support children are
sufficient in quantity and quality. This goal is achieved by the detailed medical-
geographical analysis of the prevalence of children's language impairments on the
territory of the Republic of Bulgaria at NUTS III level for the period 2010-2020. The
geographical analysis clearly shows the level of prevalence of language impairment
among children by areas, accessibility to specialists, the presence or absence of policies
to deal with the problem. It is very important for children with these specific needs and
for the team of specialists to start working at the first markers of the impairment, because
early diagnosis reduces the duration of therapy and further problems such as "Specific
learning disability", "Dyslexia", "Dyspraxia", "Dysgraphia” and others. In Bulgaria, at
the beginning of each school year, the Ministry of Education, as well as some private
practices, provide free screening tests for children of preschool and school-age, which,
however, does not always cover all children.

Keywords: Bulgaria, medico-geographical analysis, specific language impairments,
screening

INTRODUCTION

Medico-geographical research and analysis in the field of specific language impairments
in children are of particular importance to determine the prevalence and where specialists
are needed. Every child develops and learns the language differently and attention is
needed, especially in cases when even a slight delay in speech development begins.

The XVIII century marked the beginning of the study of children's language by physicians
and philosophers in Germany, and psycholinguistics gradually accumulated voluminous
material. In the 1920s and 1930s, Jean Piaget's theory [2019, [22]] of cognitive
development considered that "the main driver of language development is the adaptation
of the child to the socialized way of thinking of the adult." [Tsenova, 2008, 181 p. [15]]
The majority of children learn the language effortlessly and quickly and continue to do it
during childhood and early adolescence. However, for about 7% of English-speaking
children, this almost automatic language acquisition task does not follow a normal course.
Specific language impairment (SLI) is a developmental disorder in which children lag
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behind their peers in production and language comprehension for no apparent reason
[Bishop, 1997, [17]]. SLI by definition is not secondary to factors that typically cause
language problems, such as a local brain lesion or traumatic brain injury, hearing loss, or
even environmental factors. In addition, in SLI, language problems occur without any
other visible cognitive impairment, despite the relatively normal nonverbal intelligence.
Therefore, SLI is diagnosed by its language specificity [ Leonard, 1998, [19]].

Timely intervention is a key factor in bridging the lagging in the language formation and
if the family has the necessary information to access specialists at national, regional, and
municipal levels, the child has a chance for normal development and prevention of further
impairments. Therefore, medical geography could help a lot in terms of providing
specialists, clarifying the factors that would have an impact, and others.

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

In the theory of psycholinguistics two directions are emerging: the formalists [Chomsky,
N., [18]], who speak of innate language ability mainly in linguistic universals, and the
functionalists [Snow, C. E, M. Tomasello, DI Slobin, Bates, E., MacWhinney, [23], [24],
[16]], who believe that language is mastered through learning. In the second half of the
XX century in the field of psychology in neurology and psychiatry transferred the
associative model of brain function, according to which "large-scale networks in the
human brain are dedicated to specific functions such as language, face and object
recognition, behavior, visual-spatial sense, spatial attention, memory and emotions
[Mesulam, 2000, [20]; Kolev, 2019, 23 p., [6]]. There is still no single theory that fully
explains the formation of language, and it is probably a combination of all of them.

The object of the study is children in the age range 0 -19 years in the Republic of Bulgaria,
who show specific language impairments. In view of the volume constraints, the causes
of language impairments will not be analyzed.

The purpose of this report is to analyze the medical-geographical situation in the
frequency and prevalence of the specific language impairments in children in the country
and at the district level and to pay attention to the small number of specialists who help
the children.

Methods which are used are many. The descriptive is one of the most important. The
medical-geographical description is a description of a certain territory with the necessary
data on the natural, economic-geographical, medical-sanitary conditions and their
influence on the human health condition and the spread of various diseases.

Other methods are historical, statistical, cartographic, method of analysis, and synthesis.
Children are divided by the age factor of preschool and school-age, as at the end of the
fifth year is considered completed the process of normal language development and by
the beginning of first grade for most of them, it is overcome. When for one or another
reason this does not happen, children develop secondary impairments such as dyslexia,
dysgraphia and fall into another group of disorders.

For the present study, official data is taken from the National Statistical Institute and the
Ministry of Education of the Republic of Bulgaria for the period 2010 - 2020 for children
diagnosed with "Specific language impairments" and in that year were treated by
specialists from the ministry. Data on children who visit private centers and organizations
are not included here, as there are no statistics on this, and most of the children would be
duplicated.

Geographers Veselinova [2021, [3]], Dimov and Angelova [2009, [5]], Boyadzhiev
[2009, [1], 2011, [2]], Patarchanov [2011, [9]], Patarchanova [2010, [10]] and others pay
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attention to issues related to the theoretical foundations of medical geography
[Veselinova, 2021, [3]], the application of some spatial models in medical and
geographical research [Patarchanov, 2011, [9]], the spread of various diseases in Bulgaria
[Boyadzhiev, 2011, [2]], medical geography of Italy [Boyadzhiev, 2009, [1]] and others.
Patarchanova works on issues related to human health and the environment [2010, [10]].
Veselinova [2021, [4]] also considers the problems related to medical-geographical
cohesion.

The relationship between the quality of environmental components and human health has
been studied by Staneva et al. [2016, [12], 2016, [14]]. The impact of geopathogenic
zones on child development and learning abilities has been studied by Staneva and
Marinov [2012, [11], 2015, [13]].

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The population of the Republic of Bulgaria has been steadily declining since 1989,
according to national censuses conducted in 1992, 2001, 2011, 2021.

Table Ne 1 shows the total number of children with specific language impairments and
the total number of speech therapists, in Bulgaria and by district, for three selected years
- 2010, 2015, 2020. The review is for a ten-year period, between two censuses in the
country after the beginning of its membership in the European Union.

The presented data show that the age group 0-19 years decreased by 104 700 people for
the period. The districts of Varna, Plovdiv, and Sofia have an increase in children by 594
people, 359 people, 28,317 people. In all other districts, their number is significantly
reduced. The reasons for this decrease are many, but some of the main ones are the aging
population and the high level of emigration of young people to the big cities of the country
and abroad.

The number of speech therapists has increased significantly - almost 3.5 times or
246.25%. This suggests that with the reduction of children and the increase in the number
of specialists, there will be more than the necessary time to work with children with
specific language impairments. In 2020, the statistics report a low number of specialists
in the districts of Razgrad, Kardzhali, Gabrovo, Vidin, Lovech, Kyustendil, Montana. The
best-provided districts with speech therapists are the districts of Sofia - city, Varna,
Plovdiv, Blagoevgrad, Burgas.

After the democratic changes in Bulgaria (1989), the deinstitutionalization of work for
children with impairments began, which led to the establishment of small centers with
specialists. These are the regional resource centers and the speech therapy centers in the
cities of Sofia and Varna. Children with developmental problems have been served by
auxiliary schools and specialized kindergartens, which are very few. Speech therapy
centers in Sofia and Varna at that time were the only ones to offer services outside these
institutions, in which children with specific language impairments fall. According to
Mikhailova and Mitova: "Like any change in values, change in the broadest sense of the
word is slower and more difficult. It still faces barriers in the thinking of some people,
including politicians and managers. [Mikhailova [2010], [8]; Mitova [2016], [7]].
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Data for some districts in the table show very few children with specific language
impairments. It remains doubtful that a large proportion of children with such disorders
have not been diagnosed and registered by speech therapists in the country. In some
districts, such as Razgrad and Kardzhali, for some children, the mother language is not
Bulgarian. These children do not fall into the clinical picture of the specific language
impairments as a primary impairment.

The attached mapscheme shows the number of children with specific language
impairments in districts in Bulgaria for 2020. The highest number of children is reported
in the large regional centers, while the lowest number is observed in the border areas that
are depopulated, areas with an aging population and deteriorating economic profiles. A
complete change is needed in the early diagnosis of children with specific language
impairments. It is very important for parents with lower education to be covered by the
relevant structures, to be aware of the early signs of the impairments and where they can
get the necessary help and understanding.

.

‘ -
Vidin \/?/‘\/r\\\ 7\ . Silistra \—F;X/K‘f

Veliko Tarnovo

Razgrad Dobrich

-]

Montana

Vratsa Shumen

Lovech /f
| Gabrovo

H\ﬂ Pernik

T
Kyustendil 7 ——
@ 1000-1 Pazardzhik
@ 500- 1000
@ 400- 500 Haskovo
Bl d

@ 300-400 S
@B 200- 300 Kardzhali

100 - 200

30 - 100

Figure 1. Mapscheme of the number of children with specific language impairments by
districts in Bulgaria, 2020. Source: National statistical institute; Ministry of health

CONCLUSION

Early diagnosis and initiation of speech-enhancing therapy are very important when there
is aneed to work with children with specific language impairments. The number of speech
therapists, which work with children with impairments, is of great importance. The fewer
children are allocated to an average speech therapist, the more time and resources the
specialist will be able to devote to each child. Often children do not have individual
therapy but are included in the programs of small groups, which do not always meet the
individual needs of children. At the same time, speech therapists have therapeutic sessions
once a week, and in some more severe cases or temporary absence of another child - twice
a week, which is insufficient. Improvements are needed in the relation to the collection
of data on children with language impairments. This includes families who decide to visit
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a private speech therapist and do not register with the speech therapy center of the specific
district and municipality where they live. Private speech therapists are not obliged to
submit a number of children with language impairments to the Ministry of Health, the
Ministry of Education and Science. In this way, the data are distorted, and the frequency
of specific language impairments is in fact higher.

Medico-geographical analyzes are of particular help. In practice, they show the need for
specialists and where it is necessary to focus efforts to improve the medical and
geographical situation in a particular area.
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