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Practical Approaches to Learning Support for Children in the Developmental Gray Zone
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This paper examines the learning difficulties faced by children in the "developmental gray zone" —
those who do not receive a formal diagnosis — and the practical support strategies implemented in
the field, drawing on the author's 20 years of observational experience as an elementary school
teacher in both regular classrooms and resource rooms (tsukyu). The central argument is that the
success or failure of support is largely determined by two factors: whether the root cause of learning
difficulties has been accurately assessed, and whether the conventional "one-size-fits-all* approach to
assignments can be flexibly adjusted to match each child's characteristics.
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"Working hard but still unable to do it" — this phrase aptly describes the situation surrounding children
in the developmental gray zone. Many children remain in regular classrooms without receiving special
support because they do not meet the threshold for formal diagnosis. They tend to be overlooked as
"children who are just a little behind," but without appropriate support, they risk losing motivation for
learning and developing secondary problems such as school refusal and diminished self-esteem.

Over 20 years as an elementary school teacher, the author has been involved in learning support for
children in the developmental gray zone in both regular classrooms and resource rooms. What has
repeatedly emerged is that the success of support is determined not by the sophistication of teaching



methods, but by two factors: accurately identifying why a child is struggling, and flexibly designing
tasks suited to that child.
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Two Axes That Determine the Success or Failure of Support
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Axis 1: Assessment of the Root Cause (Surface Symptoms vs. Root Cause Identification)
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The first fork in the road of learning support is whether the root cause of a child's difficulty has been
accurately identified. For example, when a child "cannot write kanji," the appropriate support method
differs greatly depending on whether the cause is visual-cognitive difficulty due to LD (learning
disability) or a working memory issue due to ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).
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Axis 2: Flexibility of Task Design (Uniform Tasks vs. Individually Adjusted Tasks)
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In school settings, it is often assumed that all students will work on the same assignments. However,
for children in the developmental gray zone, the standard volume and format of tasks may not be
appropriate. By making individual adjustments — such as reducing the number of kanji practice
repetitions, shifting the goal from writing to reading, or using notebooks with larger squares — it
becomes possible for children to accumulate experiences of success.
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Observations of Difficulty Cases
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Case A: When Tablet-Based Note Substitution Did Not Work

E(CENEFBREICHLT. REFITLYNTIRETHAXENITHONEZZENH D, LHL.
BEXRAEITTEOY, #HhoRERTHFENAGZVLWRELDVLAGW EELEITNER, BIET
ETICMELRBE CERTELRVWIELZN, TOREICELOETC.BEZDEEOFAAE
FTEDODTHETZERDIDLELDH D,

EHICVEFFIREEE Y LEAHRELGVMREN B A TETWLS, TIVMOT ORI EMZE
ERAL. . RENEZASRMZERTORETE, ERERFELELETTIZERNETZERT D
CEFELL, F- BANERMSINSIRFLE REFORAZFEVTORITNITFETIZD
AL, XIBEZEADRICIE. TIREZE T EITREL EOFNRERNBLTERFL, £H
LEBICENELHEICHEOTVENELSRANEETH D,



For children who struggle with writing, a common support strategy is to allow them to photograph the
blackboard using a tablet. However, many children simply take the photo and never look at it again.
Photos accumulate without organization, and the child cannot retrieve them when needed. Support
must extend beyond the act of photographing to include how the child manages and uses the
captured information.

Furthermore, in recent years, an increasing number of classes no longer rely on board writing as the
primary medium of instruction. In classes that emphasize thinking time using printed materials and
digital resources, simply photographing the board does not lead to understanding. The critical
question in designing support is not "how to preserve the board notes" but "how to help this child
understand and retain the lesson content."
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Case B: Refusal of Developmental Assessment and Subsequent School Refusal
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This is the case of a child whose parents did not request a developmental assessment before
enrollment, reasoning that "the child is good at sports, so it should be fine." The child diligently
participated in supplementary lessons and individual instruction, putting in more effort than most
peers. However, by the latter half of the middle grades, the burden of learning reached its limit, and
the child began refusing to attend school. When a developmental assessment was finally conducted,
it revealed characteristics requiring intensive support even within a special needs classroom.

The strain of forcing adaptation to a regular classroom over years surfaced all at once when academic
content became more abstract. In the author's experience, cases where family disagreement —
particularly between mothers who sense the child's struggles and fathers or grandparents who resist
special support — delays the transition to an appropriate learning environment are not uncommon.

FAE BSOS

Observations of Success Cases
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Case C: Conducting Assessment for Kaniji Difficulty
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A fourth-grade student could generally write kanji correctly when copying from a model or immediately
after practice. However, in situations without a model, such as tests, conspicuous errors — both minor
writing mistakes and failures to recall — were observed. The inconsistency of the errors (different
mistakes each time) suggested that the issue was not kanji acquisition itself but potentially related to



attention and working memory, indicating the need for assessment encompassing ADHD as well as
LD.
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Case D: lllustration-Assisted Character Learning

1EAETUOLLILEERZE LTV E, HEITERLTWW-ASAMIZDUL N GRENEIEL
=ECH BARENGIFELEHNESBENTIEE DNz, TOFEIUZEECEEIC KED[LKI1EA
SAMEFIMICLTXFZRVHLTWAEEL TN, UOAEREEKREZDLLGEVREX
FORH. BEXFEREUFTEIIENEETHY . AFAMEIXFERVHLTT IV S
DX ZITHEHER LT,

EFOEBRNHLVREICE, EFZDLDOTREL EDEFNAFEDLODNLIEEEZASALTTE
LI-EFh—LEFALR, TR —FZREVOHEAZERYEL., EFADERBRERSL
®B.ASALEFANYICEEZIREHEELZY ., EDEFERLEEEZZALYLGN L. LY
DEGERCDEIF -, EFFEREZLOXFTHA-O . EREOEELHEEBUFTHIE
T.HIIRERADET TR HADREFIELTERLLIGDHERL,

When teaching first-graders hiragana, the author attempted to remove an illustrated hiragana chart
from the classroom wall, only to be told by a student, "Please don't take it down yet." The child
explained that when writing "ku," they recalled the character by thinking of "kuma no ku" (the "ku" in
"bear"). Since hiragana are phonetic characters without inherent meaning, connecting sounds to
characters through visual cues proved to be an effective support for output.
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For a child with strong resistance to writing and suspected LD characteristics, the learning goal was
shifted from "mastering writing" to "mastering reading." After consulting with the parents, the focus of
learning at both school and home was redirected toward reading kanji and understanding word
meanings. As a result, the child's aversion to kanji diminished, and they began engaging with learning
more positively.
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Case F: Improving the Home Environment Through Homework Adjustment
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Children who find assignments burdensome may end up in arguments with parents during homework
time, escalating household stress. Particularly in lower grades, where parents are closely involved in
supervising study, homework can significantly affect the parent-child relationship. In such cases,
adjustments — reducing kanji practice repetitions, using notebooks with larger squares, or narrowing
the range of math problems — allow children to complete their assignments without excessive strain.
When homework is set at a level the child can finish at home, parent-child conflict decreases, and a
positive attitude toward learning is easier to maintain.
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Discussion: Three Elements Critical to Supporting Children in the Developmental Gray Zone
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Analyzing the observed cases, the elements determining success or failure can be distilled into three
points. First, accuracy of assessment: identifying the root cause behind surface symptoms is
essential. Second, individual task adjustment: departing from uniform assignments is not indulgence
but rational support design. Third, collaboration with families: school-based support cannot sustain
itself without parental understanding and cooperation, and navigating family disagreements about a
child's needs is an integral part of the support process.
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Recommendations for Educators and Parents
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Based on these observations, four questions are proposed for educators and parents supporting
children in the developmental gray zone. Question 1: What is the root cause of this child's difficulty?
Question 2: Is the current task appropriate for this child? Question 3: Does the support method match
this child's way of learning? Question 4: Has the understanding been shared with the family?
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Learning support for children in the developmental gray zone may appear to involve "doing something
special." However, what the cases presented in this paper repeatedly demonstrate is an extremely
simple principle: the essence of support lies in "observing the child carefully" and "responding flexibly
based on what is observed."

What the author has felt repeatedly through 20 years of field observation is this: most cases where
support did not work were not because "the method was wrong" but because "the identification of the
cause was insufficient." And the greatest factor delaying cause identification is often the assumption
by those around the child that "this child is fine."

The author hopes that this paper will serve as an opportunity for all educators and parents involved
with children in the developmental gray zone to re-examine the question: "What does this child need
right now?"
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