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Agrip (Abstract in Icelandic)

Bakgrunnur Fyrri rannséknir 4 hdgum barna hafa synt a® namserfidleikar hafa
neikvaed &hrif 4 lidan og sjalfsmynd barna & grunnskélaaldri. betta er fyrsta islenska
langtimarannséknin par sem lidan og reynsla barna med namserfidleika af skélagéngu
sinni er kdnnus.

Markmid Meginmarkmi® pessarar langtimarannséknar var ad varpa ljdsi & reynslu
barna med ndmserfidleika af skélagéngu sinni, sjélfsmynd peirra og skélatengda lidan.
i peim tilgangi voru foreldrar barna med og 4n namserfidleika bednir um ad meta
skélatengda lidan barna sinna. Bérnin sjalf métu sjlfsmynd sina endurtekié yfir fjiégurra
ara timabil. A sama tima var reett vi& bérn med nimserfidleika um skélagéngu sina,
askoranir og bjargréd, til ad f& dypri innsyn og skilning & peirra adstaedum i skélanum
fré 4. bekk upp i 7. bekk. prjar freedigreinar hafa verid ritadar sem beindust ad pvi aé
svara rannséknarspurningum sem sn(a ad a) mati foreldra & lidan grunnskélanemenda
med og é&n namserfidleika, b) samanburdi & préun sjélfsmyndar hjé
grunnskélanemendum med og an namserfidleika, og c) athugun & reynslu fimm
grunnskélanemenda med namserfidleika, hvad pau telja hafa &hrif & ndm beirra og
lidan, og hvort vidhorf peirra breytast & rannséknartimanum.

Adferdir batttakendur skiptust i prjd meginhépa: a) foreldrar (N = 327) barna i premur
skélum, b) grunnskélanemendur i 4. — 8. bekk (N = 264) fr& fjérum skélum &
hofudborgarsvaedinu, c) grunnskélanemendur (N = 5) frd einum skéla. Gégnum var
safnad fré hausti 2014 til vors 2077 med megindlegum og eigindlegum a&ferdum.
Foreldrar svérudu rafreenum spurningalista ad hausti 2014 um lidan barna sinna par
sem studst var vid foreldradtgéfur KIDSKREEN-52 og KINDL® spurningalistana.
Nemendur svérudu spurningalistum um almenna sjélfsmynd, nédmslega sjalfsmynd,
sjélfsmynd i lestri og steerdfraedi, i sex skipti fra hausti 2014 til vors 2017. Studst var vié
spurningar Gr The Self-Perception Profile for Learning. Disabled Students
spurningalistanum. Halfstodlud vidtdl voru tekin vid fimm nemendur i fjdgur skipti fré
hausti 2014 til vors 2017.

Nidurstodur Mat foreldra 4 lidan barna sinna reyndist tluvert til miki® verra (d = 0,45
— 0,88) hjd bérnum med sérparfir en hjd jafnéldrum an sérparfa. Samkveemt mati
foreldra var lidan barna med sérparfir sem féru reglulega i sérkennslutima pé mikis
betri (d = 0,7) hvad snerti samskipti vid fjdlskyldu en barna med sérparfir sem fengu
ekki sérkennslu. Bérn sem fengu sérkennslu i sérrymi &ttu i mun jdkveedari (d = 1,16)
samskiptum vid fjdlskyldu sina. Préun almennrar sjélfsmyndar hjd bérnum med
namserfidleika reyndist jékveed fra einu ari til annars (Az = 0,2). A rannséknartimanum
reyndist némsleg sjélfsmynd hjad nemendum med& namserfidleika ad medaltali miki®



leegri (Az = -0,7) en hjd nemendum &n namserfidleika. Sjalfsmynd i lestri var ad
medaltali mun leegri & rannséknartimanum (Az = -1,3) hjd& nemendum med
namserfidleika samanbori® vié jafnaldra &n ndmserfidleika. Sjélfsmynd i steeréfraedi var
einnig ad medaltali mikid leegri hja sama hépi (Az = -0,8) samanborid vid jafnaldra én
namserfidleika & umraeddu timabili. Viétdlin sem tekin voru vié sdmu nemendur med
ndmserfidleika yfir fijdgurra &ra timabil leiddu i ljés a& peim leid almennt vel i
skélanum, en lidan peirra var mest had félagstengslum og vindttubdndum vié adra
nemendur. Pau téldu mikilveegt ad nd gédum tengslum vid kennara i sérkennslu.
Vidmaelendur méatu sérkennslutimana mikils, pvi par veaeri haegt aé fa meiri frid til ad
lzera og meira naedi veeri til ad einbeita sér og medtaka némsefnid. Vishorf gagnvart
heimandmi versnadi me® haekkandi aldri patttakenda. Nidurstédur eru i samraemi vid
fyrri rannséknir og syna ad islenskir nemendur me& némserfidleika blia vié apekkar
hindranir og nemendur erlendis. Mikilveegt er aé sty&ja vel vid nédmsframvindu barna
med ndmserfidleika og finna leidir til ad styrkja sjalfsmynd peirra og lidan i skéla med
studningi fra starfsménnum skéla og skélayfirvalda.

Lykilord:

Némserfidleikar, sjalfsmynd, lidan, sérkennsla



Abstract

Background Previous research has shown that learning difficulties usually negatively
impact the well-being and self-concept of children in primary school. This is the first
Icelandic longterm study to examine the well-being of children with learning difficulties
and the development of their self-concept and school perception as they progress from
primary to middle school.

Aim The main objective of this longterm study was to gain deeper understanding of
school-related well-being of children with learning difficulties in Iceland, and the
development of their self-concept and school perception during the shift from primary
to middle school. The school-related well-being of children with and without learning
difficulties was assessed through parental reports. The self-concept of students was
assessed repeatedly with questionnaires over a period of four years, from Grade 4 to
Grade 8. Over the same period, a comparable group of five children with learning
difficulties were inferviewed about their schooling, challenges, and coping strategies to
get a deeper insight and understanding of their school perception and learning
experiences from Grade 4 to Grade 6.

Three academic articles have been written and some published focusing on answering
research questions relating to: a) parents’ assessment of the well-being of Icelandic
primary school students with and without learning difficulties, b) a comparison of the
development of self-concept of Icelandic primary school students with and without
learning difficulties, and c) an examination of the perception of school of five Icelandic
primary school students with learning difficulties, what they considered to affect their
learning and well-being. The participants’ responses were also examined in terms of
whether their attitudes changed during the research period.

Method Research collaboration was established with four schools in the capital area of
Iceland. Data were collected from autumn 2014 to spring 2017 using quantitative and
qualitative methods. Participants were divided into three main groups: a) parents (N =
327) of children in Grade 4 to Grade 7 three schools, b) primary school students in
grades 4—8 (N = 264) from four schools in the capital area of Iceland, c) primary
school students with learning difficulties in Grade 4 at the beginning of the study (N =
5) from one school. Parents responded to an electronic questionnaire about their
children’s well-being using the parent versions of KIDSKREEN-52 and KINDLR
questionnaires. Students answered six times questionnaires on general self-concept,
academic self-concept, and self-concept in reading and mathematics from autumn 2014
to spring 2017. Questions from The Self-Perception Profile for Learning. Disabled



Students were used. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five students on
four occasions from autumn 2014 to spring 2017.

Results The school-related well-being of children with learning difficulties turned out to
be moderately to much worse (d = 0.45 — 0.88) than that of students without learning
difficulties, according to parental assessment. The well-being of children with special
needs, who regularly took special education classes, was better (d = 0.7) in terms of
communicating with family than children with learning difficulties who did not receive
special education, according to parental assessment. Children who received only
special education in a separate classroom were much more (d = 1.16) comfortable
interacting with their family. The study on self-concept revealed that the average annual
development of general self-concept in children with learning difficulties was positive
during the research period (Az = 0.2). However, throughout the study period,
academic self-concept was much lower on average among students with learning
difficulties (Az = -0.7) compared to students without learning difficulties. Especially,
self-concept in reading was very much lower on average for children with learning
difficulties (Az = -1.3) compared to their peers. Self-concept in mathematics was also
much lower on average (Az = -0.8) for children with learning difficulties during the
study period. The interviews conducted with the same students with learning difficulties
over a four-year period revealed that they generally felt comfortable at school, and that
their well-being seemed most dependent on social interactions and friendships with
other students. Solid connections with teachers were also considered important and that
teachers were kind, fair, and caring. Participants reported struggling with
understanding instructions in general education classes and valued the special
education classes, as they provided better instruction and quieter conditions to focus
and learn. Atffitudes towards homework worsened with the increasing age of the
participants. Findings of the present study support and extend results from prior
studies, showing that Icelandic students with learning difficulties face similar barriers as
students in other western countries. The results underline the importance of finding
effective ways to improve the academic progress of students with learning difficulties,
as well as well-being and self-concept with the support of school staff and
administrators.

Keywords:

Learning difficulties, self-concept, well-being, special education
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1 Introduction

This doctoral project is a part of a larger research project [Can the use of Direct
Instruction and Precision Teaching enhance the skills of Icelandic students in reading
and math?] that was funded by the Icelandic Research Fund (Rannis, grant
#141905053) and the University of Iceland Research Fund. The principal investigator of
the larger research project was dr. Zuilma Gabriela Sigurdardéttir, professor at the
department of Psychology, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Iceland, who
managed the project along with dr. Anna-Lind Pétursdéttir, professor at the School of
Education, Harpa Oskarsdéttir, doctoral student and Guérian Bjérg Ragnarsddtir,
doctoral student. In the large research project, the main research areas were the well-
being of children and their progress in reading and math when receiving lessons with
evidence-based teaching methods. This doctoral research project used both a
qualitative interview study and a quantitative study with questionnaires. In the large
research project, a group comparison was done to study the effects of reading
instruction using evidence-based methods. Three groups of participants were included
in the large study: children in 1st and 2nd grade, parents of children in Grade 4 to
Grade 8 with and without learning difficulties, and children with and without learning
difficulties in Grade 4 to Grade 8. Students in Grade 4 to Grade 7 participated in
special education where they were taught three times a week in small groups in a
separate classroom. Students in 1st and 2nd grade participated five times a week in a
traditional classroom with their class. Comparisons were made between the
experimental and comparison groups at the beginning and end of each school year
during the research period, starting in the autumn of 2014 and ending in the spring of
2017. Performance in reading and math was evaluated with a variety of measures under
the supervision of Harpa Oskarsdéttir. In my job as a special education teacher,
working with struggling students in Grade 11to Grade 8, | began to change my teaching
methods. | saw the positive effects of Direct Instruction and Precision teaching on the
well-being of children who were struggling with some kind of learning difficulties.
However, | wanted to try to confirm my suspicion that the self-concept and well-being of
this group was weaker than that of their peers without learning difficulties. As a special
education teacher, | also wanted to explore how children with learning difficulties were
experiencing special education and to hear from children what could be improved at
their school.

| contacted Dr. Anna-Lind Pétursdéttir, who had guided me in my master’s thesis and
told her about my interest in researching the well-being of children with learning
difficulties and the possible effects of teaching methods on the well-being of the
children. It turned out that she was collaborating with Dr. Zuilma Gabriela



Guérin Bjorg Ragnarsdéttir

Siguréarddttir, with an extensive research project in preparation that would be able to
accommodate the research questions | had. Thus, | subsequently applied for a doctoral
degree. In collaboration with them, | developed research questions focused on how
children with learning difficulties perceive their schooling and special education, with
regards to their well-being, perception of ability in reading and mathematics, and self-
concept. | decided to compare children with and without learning difficulties. A period
that spanned three school years, from the autumn of 2014 to the spring of 2017
followed in which | collected large amounts of data. The data proved to be sufficient for
several doctoral projects, so | took the time to review them to decide what | wanted to
use for my doctoral project. | chose three parts of the data collected. These are not a
direct continuation of each other, however, they are related directly and are three
aspects of the same theme, i.e., the well-being of children with and without learning
difficulties, as seen by their parents; the self-concept of children with learning
difficulties in comparison to the self-concept of children without learning difficulties
over four years and as affected by variables in their learning environment. And lastly,
the school-perception of five children with learning difficulties.

In the doctoral research project, the data gathering supervised by me was threefold:

1. A survey conducted in the autumn of 2014 to explore parents’ evaluation of
their children’s well-being in school, and whether there were differences
between students receiving special education and those not receiving
special education. Parents of children in Grade 4 to Grade 7 in three
schools participated.

2. Students’ general self-concept, academic self-concept, reading self-concept,
mathematics self-concept, self-efficacy, and student engagement were
assessed using questionnaires. Participants were students with learning
difficulties and students without learning difficulties and their data were
compared. Data collection was done in six waves, starting in the autumn of
2014 and ending in the spring of 2017.

3. Extensive interviews were conducted with special education students to
assess the students’ experience of school, their well-being, and experience
of special education classes before, during, and after intervention. Separate
semi-structured parent inferviews were conducted in the same month as the
student inferviews. Data collection was done in six waves, starting in the
autumn of 2014 and ending in the spring of 2017 with a total of 159
interviews.

This is the first study in Iceland to compare the well-being and self-concept of students
with learning difficulties with students without learning difficulties. Very few interview
studies, both internationally and in Iceland, have been conducted with students with



Introduction

learning difficulties. For the doctoral thesis, data from three sources were selected for
analysis and presentation in three separate papers. Firstly, parent survey exploring the
Secondly,
questionnaire evaluating self-concept, academic self-concept, reading self-concept and

parents’ evaluation of the well-being of their children. from one
mathematic self-concept in children with and without learning difficulties, and thirdly
the repeated interviews with five students with learning difficulties were chosen.

1.1 Structure of the thesis

The thesis includes six chapters beginning with an introduction that presents the
doctoral thesis and its origin, the aim, and the research questions. The second chapter
is the theoretical framework of the study, it includes a description of the
multidimensional-hierarchical model on self-concept and a discussion of the concepts
related to the subject matter of the thesis. The third chapter presents the methodology
of the study. Data collection and analysis are described in detail. Results are presented
in the fourth chapter and the research questions are answered. In the fifth chapter, the
findings are discussed along with the limitations of the study. Conclusions are
discussed in the sixth chapter. Three academic papers are included in the thesis. They

are summarized in Figure 1 and presented in their original form.

Table 1. Overview of the three papers

Summary of papers

Paper I: Parents’ reports on the well-being of their children in Iceland: A comparison
of elementary students with and without special needs

Objective

Method

Conclusion

To explore parent perception
of the well-being of children
with and without special
needs and if age, gender,
type of special needs and if
receiving special education
in  separate  classrooms
affected the well-being of the
children.

Quantitative. An online cross-

sectional survey using
questions from two
questionnaires, KINDLR and

KIDSCREEN-52. Participants
were parents of 327 children
in grades 4 to 7 in three
schools,

Children’s  general  well-
being, school well-being,
and self-concept were better
in children without learning

difficulties.  Children  who
received only special
education in separate

classrooms were reported to
have better interaction with
their family, social
relationships, and general
well-being  compared 1o
children special
education in both the general
classroom and  separate
classroom.

receiving
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Paper ll: The development of self-perception of ability in Icelandic children with and
without specific learning difficulties

Objective

Method

Conclusion

To examine possible changes
over time in the self-concept,
academic self-concept,
reading  self-concept,
mathematics self-concept in
children with and without
learning difficulties.

and

Quantitative. A longitudinal
multilevel model (MLM) with

repeated measures design
(mixed model) using
questions from the
questionnaire Self-
Perception  Profile  for
Learning. Disabled

Students. Children with and
without learning difficulties in
Grades 4 through 8 in three
public schools participated.

decrease  for
with learning
difficulties was observed for
self-concept. A
much poorer reading self-
concept
self-concept was observed for
children with LD during the
research period. Students’
self-assessment of general
self-concept showed a yearly
decrease consistently
observed during the research
period  among
without learning difficulties.
At the time, a
considerable yearly increase
for students with LD was
observed.

A yearly
students

academic

and mathematics

students

same

Paper IlI: Student voices: A Longitudinal Study of Students' Perception of their
Schooling and Special Education Lessons in Iceland

Objective Method Conclusion
To investigate how children | Qualitative. ~ Semi-structured | The participants were
with LD perceive their social | interviews with five children | generally positive towards

status and schooling,
focusing on their academic
challenges, special support,

and homework.

with LD, taken from the
autumn of 2074 to the spring
of 2017/ from Grade 4 to

Grade 6

their school even though they
did not always understand
the instructions or were able
to complete their
assignments. The participants
held a mixed view towards
special education but
considered a good teacher-
student relationship important
for their well-being.




2 Theoretical Perspectives and Concepts

2.1 Children with learning difficulties

The focus of this dissertation is on students with learning difficulties. Many different
terms have been used to describe difficulties in learning academic subjects, most often
reading, including Specific learning disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013;
Moll et al., 2014), specific learning disability (Grigorenko et al., 2020; Scanlon, 2013),
learning disabilities (Deno, 2001, Fletcher et al, 2007, 2014, Torgesen, 2002). The
term learning difficulties is used here as a collective term to simplify. Specific learning
disorder is a term that describes a neurodevelopmental condition affecting academic
achievement (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Scanlon, 2013). Key features of
specific learning disorders (LD) are persistent difficulties when learning important
academic skills and performance of academic skills are significantly below average for
the individual's age (American Psychiafric Association, 2013). Learning difficulties
often appear in the early school years and are considered specific because the
difficulties are not attributable to intellectual disabilities, comprehensive developmental
delay, hearing and/or vision disorders, or neurological or motor disorders (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Specific learning disorders include difficulties with
reading, writing or mathematics (e.g., reading comprehension, reading fluency,
mathematics computation or problem solving, and written expression) (Fletcher et al.,
2007; Moll et al., 2014). In school-aged children, the prevalence of specific learning
disorder is 5-15% across the domains of reading, writing, and mathematics where
reading difficulties is the most common (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Bjérn
et al., 2016; Grigorenko et al., 2020; Parekh, 2016).

Without effective intervention, students with learning difficulties lag behind in their
studies and their complications increase over time (Deno et al., 2001; Morgan et al.,
2008, Stanovich, 2009; Torgesen, 2002). It is important to teach children from an
early age to read using explicit and systematic methods to prevent early reading failure
(Snow & Juel, 2005; Snowling, 2013; Torgesen, 2004). Phonics instruction-based
reading lessons can benefit young children (Coyne et al., 2004; Vadasy & Sanders,
2023). It is recommended that students are taught the sounds of single letters and multi-
letter grapheme-phoneme correspondence along with differentiating work (Conrad &
Levy, 2011; Jones & Reutzel, 2012). All students who have difficulty reading can be
supported. However, many factors including age and general learning ability can
impact students’ response to early reading intervention. In some cases, these may be
children who have additional learning difficulties or impairments further impacting their
learning.
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2.2 Reading

Reading is an important part of learning, and in the modern world people often must
rely on written guidance in work and study. Reading is a process that includes
acquiring meaning from printed text and applying knowledge about the written
alphabet and the sounds of each letter to achieve understanding (Snow et al., 1998).
The model called The Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) has been used
to explain the science of reading. It states that good reading comprehension ability is a
product of two equally important factors; listening comprehension ability (language
comprehension) and word reading ability (decoding), see Figure 1 (Hoover & Gough,
1990). Decoding refers to translating symbols (e.g., alphabetic letters) into
recognizable syllables and words based on knowledge of spelling sound
correspondence (Hgien & Lundberg, 2000; Snow et al., 1998). Achieving language
comprehension is a natural process for most children. On the other hand, the decoding
process needs to be deliberately taught (Gottlieb et al., 2022).

Good language comprehension. | Good word recognition and good
poor word recognition language comprehension

Simple view of
reading

Poor word recognition and poor Good word recogniton, poor
language comphrehension language comphrehension

|
v
Figure 1. Factors of reading according to the Simple View of Reading (Hoover & Gough, 1990:

132)

Other models, like the Active view of reading model (Duke & Cartwright, 2021) or the
Rope Model of Reading (Scarborough, 2001) have built up-on and expanded the
Simple View of Reading model. In the Active view of reading model, motivation,
engagement, and strategy use are considered as parts impacting reading, see Figure 2.
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This is a reader model.
Reading is also impacted by text,
task, and sociocultural context.

BRIDGING
PROCESSES

LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION

Figure 2. The Active View of Reading Model (Duke & Cartwright, 2021: S33)

Although the approaches of the above-mentioned models have expanded the Simple
View of Reading, factors such as language comprehension and word recognition make
up a large proportion of the models and recognize that these factors are crucial to the
reading process. History shows a long conflict about the “correct” or most effective
way fo teach reading, but research has repeatedly shown that phonics methods, where
individuals are trained to recognize letters and produce their corresponding sounds, is
a crucial element (Ehri et al., 2001; Snow & Juel, 2005). A meta-analysis by Ehri et al.
(2001) revealed that phonemic awareness programs connected to reading and writing
can add significantly to achievement in both reading and spelling (Ehri, 2020).
Phonemic awareness is a part of phonological awareness. It entails the ability to analyze
and connect sounds and the understanding that words can be considered as a
sequence of phonemes (Snow et al.,1998; Walpole & McKenna, 2007). Phonics
methods can benefit dyslexic children, who demonstrate poor phonological awareness,
and therefore affect their ability to sense that words are made of various sounds.
Phonological awareness has been considered the first step to reading (Gillion, 2007;
Snow et al., 1998; Torgesen, 2002).

Different views about reading instruction have centered around the issues of what units
of the language should be focused on, should reading be taught through large,
meaningful units or small, analytic units with less meaning (Snow & Juel, 2005).
Different methods (e.g., phonics methods) have included emphasis on teaching
students the connection between the letfters in written language and individual sounds
of spoken language, so the student can sound out words, and eventually learn to
quickly read words and sentences. The lessons are gradually constructed with gradually
longer and complex words and sentences until the child has mastered decoding or
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reading (Snow & Juel, 2005). Children who have mastered decoding and have become
fluent in reading can focus their attention on the meaning of the text and develop their
reading comprehension (Ehri, 2020). In whole language approaches, reading
development has been seen as similar to language development, a natural process
where emphasis is on literature, composition, inquiry and process centered instruction
(Dahl & Scharer, 2000; Snow & Juel, 2005). Learning to read is considered to
proceed from the whole to the part rather than from the part to the whole and reading
is taught through experiences with connected text.

2.3 Mathematics

The second most common challenge in academic learning relates to mathematics.
Following reading skills, learning basic mathematics is often considered among the
main goals of schooling (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2014). Similarly to
reading, mathematics involves the use of abstract symbols, that can be hard to acquire.
In addition, mathematics requires memorizing facts and step-by-step procedures, just
like reading. Not surprisingly, difficulties in reading and mathematics often go together
(Emerson, 2015). A mathematics learning disability is a specific learning difficulty that
involves impairments in mathematics (e.g., number sense, remembering arithmetic
facts, calculation and/or math reasoning) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013;
Gross-Tsur et al. 1996; Shalev & Gross-Tsur, 2001). Dyscalculia can co-occur with other
learning difficulties (Landerl, 2015). The main deficit in mathematics difficulties
concerns poor number sense that affects the mastery of basic computational skills of
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, and the applications of these
operations to solve word problems (Emerson, 2015; Geary, 2004). Children with
mathematics difficulties frequently struggle with retrieving basic arithmetic facts (Geary,
2004), and often also find it challenging to learn abstract concepts of time and
direction (Vaidya, 2004). The prevalence of math difficulties has been estimated to be
from 5 to 6% of the general school population (Shalev & Gross-Tsur, 2001).

The origin of mathematics difficulties has been traced to environmental factors such as
poor teaching as well as genetic factors (Shalev & Gross-Tsur, 2001). The likelihood of
being diagnosed with mathematics difficulties is tenfold higher for family members
(e.g., parent and/or sibling) of children with mathematics difficulties than people of the
general population (Geary, 2004; Kadosh & Walsh, 2007). For example, in a study by
Landerl and Moll (2010) on comorbidity of learning disorders, reading problems were
four times more prevalent in participants already experiencing problems in one
academic domain, than in the general population (6.1%; Landerl, 2015; Landerl &
Moll, 2010).



Theoretical Perspectives and Concepts

2.4 General self-concept

General self-concept is a person’s perception of him- or herself formed through the
individuals' experience with the environment and significant others (Shavelson et al.,
1976). The term has also been referred to as global self-worth (Renick & Harter,
1988/2012). The concept can be described as: structured, multifaceted, hierarchical,
developmental, evaluative, and differentiable (Shavelson, et al., 1976). Self-concept has
been considered a stable ftrait by some researchers, but others maintain that self-
concept is fluid and can change (Hattie, 1992). The latter group considers that
experience affects each person’s perceptions of him- or herself. To simplify these
experiences, each individual classifies them to categories, or simpler forms, based on
their prior knowledge or circumstances. For example, a child can classify its experience
to those relating to family, friends, or school (Shavelson et al., 1976). Self-concept can
be considered to comprise self-esteem and self-confidence (Shunk, 1991). Self-
confidence is a person’s belief about his or her ability to finish tasks and achieve
goals. Different terms have been used to describe how people perceive themselves,
with general self-concept often used (Byrne & Shavelson, 1986, Marsh & Craven,
2006; Shavelson, 1976), global self-worth (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) self-esteem
(Coopersmith, 1967), self-image (Wei & Marder, 2012).

The most validated model about self-concept is the multidimensional-hierarchical model,
first developed by Shavelson, et al. (1976), see Figure 3. According to the model, self-
concept is hierarchical and can be divided into academic self-concept and non-
academic factors of self-concept (March & Craven, 2006). Subareas of non-academic
self-concept include social, emotional, and physical self-concept which can be divided
even further, see Figure 3 (Shavelson et al., 1976). A person’s self-concept can differ
by sub-factors, but general self-concept can meanwhile maintain stable. Thus, an
individual's academic self-concept in math can be low but high in English (Marsh &
Craven, 2006; Shavelson et al., 1976). The multidimensional hierarchical model of self-
concept has been supported by research (Byrne & Shavelson, 1986; Marsh & Craven,
2006). Researchers have been encouraged to focus on specific domains when
exploring the relationship between self-concept and academic self-concept, academic
achievement, and behavior (Marsh & Craven, 2006). Icelandic children spend 180
days a year at school (Directorate of Education, 2021). During this time, they carry out
their studies and receive different degrees of assistance to complete their tasks.
Naturally, their well-being and self-concept are influenced by various factors, but
students with learning difficulties face various obstacles in their studies. Following the
advice from Marsh & Craven (2006), specific domains of the multidimensional-
hierarchical model were explored in this study.



Guérin Bjorg Ragnarsdéttir

General: General self-concept
Non-academic self-concept

3 ] |
Academic and non- Academic Social Emotional Physical
academic self-concept: self-concept self-concept self-concept self-concept

cbareny, T T ——1
upareas: L English J[ History w Math [ Science ‘ Peers ‘ Significant Particular Physical Physical
45 3 others \emotional states ability appearance
> S J \
Figure 3. Hierarchic organization of self-concept (Shavelson et al.,, 1976: 413)

Various types of questionnaires have been used to examine self-concept in individuals. To name
a few, the Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ |, Il, Ill) (Marsh, 1990), Self-Perception Profile for
Learning. Disabled Students (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012), KIDSCREEN-52 (The KIDSCREEN
Group, 2004) and KINDL® (Ravens-Sieberer & Bullinger, 2000). All are designed to examine
different domains of self-concept. General self-concept is a common category in the above-
mentioned questionnaires, but they also include questions pertaining to physical self-concept,
social self-concept as well as other domains.

2.5 Academic self-concept

Academic self-concept or self-perception of ability (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) refers
to a person’s perception of his/her knowledge and skills in academic situations (Bong
& Skaalvik, 2003; Marsh & Seaton, 2013; Rosen, 2010). It is thought to be formed
through the student’s experience and interpretation of the school environment and has
often been found to be related to academic achievement (Guay et al., 2010; Marsh &
Craven, 2006). Thus, students receiving special education due to persistent learning
difficulties can be expected to have lower academic self-concept than their peers
without learning difficulties. Academic self-concept has subareas for each subject,
which can be further divided into certain behaviors that can be evaluated in specific
situations (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976). Academic
self-concept is more closely linked to school success than general self-concept (Byrne &
Shavelson, 1986; Chapman, 1988; Marsh & Craven, 1997; Marsh et al., 2005). The
direction of causality between academic self-concept and achievement is unseftled in
the literature (Rosen, 2010) but three models have been presented to describe the
causal relationships between self-concept and academic achievement: the skill-
development model, the self enhancement model, and the reciprocal effects model.

In the skill-development model, academic self-concept is the result of prior achievement
whereas in the self enhancement model prior academic self-concept determines later
achievement. In the reciprocal effect model, it is argued that prior self-concept predicts
following self-concept and academic achievement, and prior academic achievement
predicts subsequent self-concept (Marsh & Craven, 2006; Rosen, 2010). Findings
regarding general self-concept, academic self-concept, and self-awareness in students
with learning disabilities have been extremely variable, possibly because of the broad

}
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range of definitions and measures used to assess these complex constructs (see meta-
analyses and reviews by Bear, et al., 2002; Chapman, 1988; McPhail & Stone, 1995;
Valentine et al., 2004).

2.6 Reading self-concept

Reading skills imply that a person possesses a cerfain vocabulary, understands a read
text, can distinguish words into smaller units or phonics and is able to read with
precision and speed. These skills form reading self-concept that has been described as
a person’s idea of his or her competence and ability in reading (Bong & Skaalvik,
2003; Walgermo et al., 2018). Reading self-concept has also been referred to as
reading competence (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012). Students who are poor readers are
likely to have a lower self-concept in reading and lower academic self-concept than
their peers who are good readers (McArthur et al., 2020).

2.7 Mathematic self-concept

Self-concept or competence in mathematics (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) is a
subcategory of academic self-concept and is related to an individual’s assessment of his
or her own abilities in mathematics. Mathematical competence focuses on how an
individual perceives his/her/their number sense that affects the individual's ability to
master basic computational skills of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division,
and the application of these operations to solve word problems (Emerson, 2015;
Geary, 2004). Together, all these factors, general and academic self-concept, as well
as subcategories of academic self-concept in reading and mathematics, affect general
well-being in and outside the school (Chapman, 1988; McArthur et al., 2020). Self-
concept in mathematics seems to decline as students get older, however what causes
this is unclear (Nagy et al., 2010).

2.8 Previous research on general self-concept

The broad range of definitions and measures used to evaluate the multiple factors of
self-concept have resulted in variable results in research regarding general self-concept
and academic self-concept (Meltzer, 1996). Coopersmith (1967) was among the first to
study educational characteristics of students with different levels of self-esteem. Both
students and their mothers answered questionnaires, and the mothers were also
interviewed. Children with high self-esteem were more likely to resist peer pressure,
regard themselves as smarter than their peers, be more expressive, assertive,
independent, creative, and less anxious than their peers with lower self-esteem. They
were also more likely to be participants rather than just listeners in group discussions.
Over 60% of the mothers of children with high self-esteem believed their child to be
above average in effectiveness and 57.6% rated their child above average in
intelligence. Results also showed that children with low self-esteem believed they had
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more difficulty in forming friendships. An individual’'s perception of his own social
success rather than peers’ evaluation of his ability and success was a dominant factor in
determining how the children regarded themselves in connection with social success.
Hay et al. (1998) compared academic achievement of students with significantly high or
low self-concept using standardized tests in reading, spelling, and math. They also
interviewed the feachers to determine students’ academic and nonacademic
characteristics. Their aim was to re-examine Coopersmith’s claim that students with high
self-esteem had more positive characteristics in areas such as cooperation, persistence,
leadership, peer relations and low anxiety. The participants, 515 5" grade students,
answered the Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ 1) (Marsh, 1990) in addition to
taking standardized tests. Students with high self-concept outperformed their peers with
low self-concept in reading, spelling and math. Teachers rated the students with high
self-concept to be better behaved in class, more popular and supported by their
families. Those students were also rated to be more persistent with schoolwork,
cooperative in class, less anxious than their peers, academically orientated, more
interested in school, talkative, bossy, and dominating with peers.

2.9 Previous research on academic self-concept

A meta-analysis by Valentine et al. (2004) showed that academic self-concept and
achievement are correlative and independent from gender or age of participants.
When studies using specific academic self-concept measures were reviewed, a
significantly lower score for academic self-concept was revealed for children with
learning disabilities compared to comparison groups, with 81% of the former group
having lower academic self-concept than the average non-LD student. Chapman (1988)
reviewed 20 studies on academic self-concept, finding that 81% of students with
learning  difficulties had lower academic self-concept than their average
“nonhandicapped” peers.

Since the relationship between academic achievement and academic self-concept can
be affected by other variables, some researchers have explored how students rate their
effort, motivation, and even classroom adjustment. Students who participated in a study
by Meltzer and colleagues (2001) viewed themselves as motivated, hard-working,
academically skilled, and using correct strategies. Over 600 students in grades 4
through 9 participated: 308 students with learning disabilities, 355 without learning
disabilities, and their 57 teachers. Students answered two questionnaires; The Student
Self-Report System (Melizer, 1996), used to assess students’ perception of strategy use,
and The Student Rating System (Melizer, 1996), used to evaluate student’s perception
of their academic performance. Students with learning disabilities rated their effort in
academic work lower than peers without learning difficulties but overall, they
considered themselves as skilled students and effective. Teachers considered low
achieving students with learning disabilities to be below average in academic
performance, strategy use and organization, but students who had succeeded
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academically were judged as hard-working, motivated, and academically competent,
despite their learning disability (Melizer et al., 2001), thus teachers’ judgment of the
students was mainly based on their academic success.

Some studies have not shown significant statistical difference in self-perception between
students with or without learning difficulties but differences in other areas have been
found. Nearly 150 students with and without learning disabilities in grades 3 through 6
participated in a study where the aim was to explore whether there were differences in
self-perception, motivational orientations, and classroom adjustment between the
groups (Grolnick & Ryan,1990). Participants answered three questionnaires: Perceived
Competence Scale (Harter, 1982), used to assess self-perceptions of competence and
worth, Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire (Ryan & Connell, 1989), to measure
how students regulated their school-related behavior, and Multidimensional Measure of
Children’s Perceptions of Control (Connell, 1985), to measure children’s understanding
of who and what controls achievement and failure outcomes. Students with learning
disabilities were significantly less independent than children without learning
disabilities. They also presumed success and failure to be controlled by powerful
others. No difference was found between groups’ general self-perception. Grolnick
and Ryan (1990) suggested that a plausible explanation for this is that children with
learning disabilities may develop their general self-perception from other areas than
school.

The effects of school-based interventions aimed at enhancing self-concept or academic
self-concept in students with learning disabilities can differ by grade levels. Elbaum and
Vaughn (2001) reviewed 82 interventions in 64 studies assessing the effects of
intervention on self-concept of students with learning disabilities. They found that, for
elementary students with learning disabilities, academic interventions targeting
academic skills had a greater effect on academic self-concept than on other factors of
self-concept. The mean effect size of the 82 interventions was found to be d = 0.19.
Interventions had the greatest effect on academic self-concept (d = 0.28) which was
affected by academic interventions and counseling, social self-concept (d = 0.18)
affected by mediated interventions, and general self-concept (d = 0.15) affected by
counseling and mediated interventions. Duration of interventions, except for one
intervention, ranged from 2 to 32 weeks and findings revealed academic interventions
effective for elementary students when they lasted longer and were more intensive than
equally effective counseling interventions. The greatest effect on elementary school
students came from an intervention by Yager et al. (1985) where students participated
in cooperative learning groups with students without learning difficulties (as cited in
Elbaum and Vaughn, 2001). Low self-concept or negative views of oneself has been
linked to poor school performance and a higher risk of school dropout but
interventions seem to benefit those students more than students with average or high
initial self-concept (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003). Elbaum and Vaughn (2003) further
analyzed 15 studies from their analysis in 2001 to explore whether pre-interventions
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scores of self-concept were related to the effects of self-concept interventions for
students with learning disabilities. Students with low initial self-concept were found to
benefit significantly more from interventions, or up to three times more, than students
with average or high initial self-concept.

2.10 Self-concept and students with learning difficulties

Research on student self-concept has focused, among other things, on students with
learning difficulties where their self-concept has been compared to self-concept in
students without learning difficulties. Prior performance and academic self-concept in
students with learning difficulties have been found to be significant predictors for
performance in literacy (Stranghéner et al., 2022). Chapman (1988) reviewed research
on the self-concept of children with learning disabilities to explore the basis for
statements about children with learning disabilities having lower self-concepts than their
peers. In five studies, students with learning disabilities had general self-concept within
the normal range but lower than students without learning disabilities. In Chapman's
(1988) review, findings from 21 studies did not support the idea that learning disabled
students have low general self-concept. Students participating in the studies tended to
have lower general self-concept than peers without learning difficulties but results
frequently failed to reach statistical significance. However, one study has found that
students with learning difficulties have lower self-concept than their peers without
learning difficulties (Girli, 2013). It is possible that students with learning difficulties are
high-achieving in other areas like sports and their general self-concept therefore is not
affected. General self-concept between students with and without learning difficulties
was found to be similar in a meta-analysis by Elbaum and Vaughn (2003). Different
findings regarding general self-concept and academic self-concept are in line with
studies showing a stronger link between academic achievement and academic self-
concept than general self-concept (Chen et al., 2012; Marsh & Martin, 2011; Wei &
Marder, 2012). Chapman’s (1988) and other researchers’ results indicate the
importance of measuring sub-domains associated with general self-concept because
general self-concept can maintain stable while sub-domains can differ (Marsh & Craven,
2006; Shavelson et al., 1976). Wei and Marder (2012) examined two self-concept
constructs in three domains (academic, social and self-image). Participants were 8 to 17
years old students representing 11 disability categories, 43% of the participants had
learning difficulties. In their study, two components of self-concept were explored: a)
self-confidence where an individual’s appraisal to perform certain tasks is important,
and b) importance beliefs where an individual evaluates his or her characteristics and
ability to perform certain tasks. During elementary school both components of self-
concept evaluated in the study declined with age in students with learning difficulties
suggesting that long-lasting academic problems can be related to decrease of academic
self-confidence and importance beliefs.

10
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It is important to respond to these results and assist children with learning difficulties in
increasing their self-concept. However, when conducting inferventions for students with
learning difficulties, it is important fo distinguish between interventions focusing on
increasing self-concept directly and interventions that indirectly enhance self-concept.
Self-concept interventions seem to be most beneficial to students with prior negative
self-perceptions (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003).

2.11 Well-being in school

The term well-being has been related to how individuals perceive their position in life
with the achievement of their goals and if their interests are fulfilled (Diener & Suh,
1997; Qayoom & Husain, 2016; WHO, 1997). Individuals’ ideas about their own well-
being are based on their experiences, among other factors, such as the philosophical
perspective, are thought to influence individual choices (Diener & Suh, 1997). The
concept, along with the term quality of life has been used to describe how well people
feel (Exenberger & Juen, 2014). Quality of life has been referred to as a person’s
perception of life conditions, general well-being, and fulfillment with life (Borthwick-
Duffy, 2000; Felce & Perry, 1995). Well-being has been examined and compared with
various factors that affect well-being in different situations, for example school settings
(Gutman & Feinstein, 2008) or by family affluence, the social support adolescents
have, and ethnic diversity (Ranarsdéttir & Vilhjadlmsson, 2019). In some cases,
children’s well-being is examined by requesting parental assessment (Rotsika et al.,
2011). In this study the concept of well-being is based on Allardi's model of well-being
(Allardt, 1976). In Allardt’s definition, well-being is connected to basic needs and the
possibility to satisfy them. Allardt's model of well-being includes both material and non-
material basic human needs. The needs are divided into three categories: having,
which refers to material conditions and impersonal needs; loving, for personal needs to
relate to other people and form social individualities; health, which refers to a person’s
health status, and lastly being, which signifies the need for personal growth (Allardt,
1976; Konu & Rimpeld, 2002). The concept of well-being has been developed to fit
school settings and is based on Allardt’s model of well-being (Konu & Rimpels, 2002),
see figure 4. Four categories form the basis of well-being in school: school conditions,
social relationships, means for selffulfillment, and health status (Konu & Rimpels,
2002; Konu & Lintonen, 2006).

1
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Figure 4. The School Well-being model from a student’s viewpoint (as cited in Konu & Rimpels,
2002: 83)

Gutman and Feinstein (2008) explored the effects of school- and student-related factors
on the well-being of elementary students. On average boys tended to express lower
well-being than girls, they also engaged more in anti-social behavior. Factors that
affected students’ well-being were bullying, friendships, their self-confidence and their
environment (e.g., interaction with teachers and peers). Over 2,000 students
participated, and dimensions of children’s well-being measured were socio-democratic,
mental health, pro-social behaviors, antisocial behaviors, and achievement. Children
participated when they were eight years old and again at the age of ten. Low achieving
boys were more likely than other groups to experience a decline in well-being but 35%
of the students’ experienced improvements in well-being.

Well-being is associated with academic success and positive school experience (Bird &
Markle, 2012). When assessing student well-being, it is important to consider that well-
being in school may vary during the school year. Students have reported higher well-
being in school from October through December and lowest from March to May (Konu
et al.,2014). This could also affect how parents rate their children’s well-being in
school.

Findings of studies on the well-being of children with and without special needs have
suggested that the well-being of children with special needs is worse than in children
without special needs (Biggs & Carter, 2016; Papadopoulou, et al., 2017; Sakiz, et al.,
2015, Sacks & Kern, 2008). Rotsika et al. (2011) explored the agreement between child
and parent reports of quality of life in children with and without learning difficulties. In
Rotsika’s et al. (2011) study, children from 8 to 14 years old and their parents were
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assessed with the KINDLR for parents of children and adolescent's questionnaire
assessing six dimensions: physical well-being, emotional well-being, self-esteem,
relationship with family, relationship with friends, and everyday functioning in school.
Children with learning difficulties assessed their quality of life as being poorer than
same aged children without learning difficulties, as reflected in lower scores regarding
emotional well-being, self-esteem, and relationships with family and friends. Children
with learning difficulties rated their everyday school functioning higher than their
mothers did but emotional well-being lower than their mothers did. Greater agreement
was found between children and both parents in the comparison group, but both
parents rated their children’s self-esteem higher than the children themselves. A follow
up study exploring the effects of an intervention on health and well-being found
comprehensive positive outcomes (Reynolds et al., 2007). The intervention emphasized
basic skill practice in language arts and math through rather structured teaching.
Parents were also expected to participate in the program and a low childto-staff ratio
was a major element of the intervention. The intervention was found to have enduring
effects on students’ general well-being into their adult years, higher educational
attainment, a higher rate of fulltime employment and lower levels of violent crime.

2.12 Views on learning difficulties and related school factors

A child’s learning difficulties present both persistent and complex problems for the
child and the family, involving the child’s experience with the difficulties, effects on the
family and the external environment (Falik, 1995; Heiman, 2002). It is necessary to
help the child and reduce its problems and the pressures placed on their family at the
same time. But for that to be possible, the problem needs to be looked at more
broadly. Those involved in the child's education should keep in mind international
agreements such as the Salamanca Declaration (UNESCO, 1994), the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (the United Nations Convention, 2007), and the Incheon Declaration
(UNICEF, 2015). In all these agreements, the way to remove obstacles is inclusion.
Rights are very important and to the ability to make full use of them. It is also desirable
to listen to children and examine their experiences of schooling.

2.13 Perception of school

All children should get sufficient support in their education and understanding the
children’s perspective is part of that process. Norwich & Kelly (2004) examined the
perception of children with learning difficulties on inclusion. Semi-structured interviews
were used to explore children’s perceptions and evaluations of their experience of
school, teaching and learning in mainstream and special schools. Most of the
participants expressed positive feelings towards school and their teachers. In an
interview study by Myhill and Jones (2006), the students mentioned teachers treating
boys and girls differently, with more being expected of girls in terms of their
achievement and behavior. Forty teachers and 144 students were interviewed in the
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study where boys’ underachievement was explored with the intention of effecting
change when the study ended. Participants in Norwich & Kelly (2004) said they found
English/literacy and mathematics/numeracy to be the hardest subjects to learn. Boys
with learning difficulties in mainstream schools reported receiving less help from their
teachers and waiting longer for help than boys in special schools. Children who found
a resource room fo be their preferred learning support reported better quality support,
less noise, appropriate and better work, more fun, less distraction, more attention, less
bullying, and being with friends as main reasons for this. A large majority or 83% of the
participants experienced some form of bullying with no significant difference between
mainstream and special schools (Norwich & Kelly, 2004). Students in special schools
experienced more bullying from students in mainstream schools than from peers in
special school settings, which is in accordance with findings showing negative attitudes
towards peers with learning difficulties (Nowicki, 2012). In Nowicki’s study (2012),
children (n=192) from grades 1 to 8 were asked about their aftitudes and their peers’
aftitudes towards children with and without learning difficulties. Attitude, group
judgment and group identification were more positive towards children without
learning difficulties. Students in general identified more with children without learning
difficulties than children with learning difficulties. Although children can perceive
support as a positive factor in their life (Norwich & Kelly, 2004), they can perceive
support as a negative part in their education (Broer et al., 2005; Mortier et al., 2011).
Mortier and colleagues (2011) studied children’s experience of support in inclusive
settings through interviews. The participants (n=6) all needed support in some form;
visual, learning, social, cognitive, or motor. The children mainly identified positive
effects of support like being able to follow instructions better, having access to
materials, and receiving extra instruction. Their classmates without identified disabilities
(n=19) who were inferviewed at the same time also considered support to be positive
for their classmates. However, participants getting support all reported receiving too
much support. They emphasized the importance of being helped with things they could
not do but not with things they could do (Mortier et al., 2011). Children often
appreciate support from their parents when they have homework assignments. A study
in Iceland revealed that 69.3% of students in Grade 7 to 10 welcomed parental help
with homework (Sigurgeirsson & Bjérnsdéttir, 2016). However, parents’ educational
background, lack of knowledge on homework assignments and lack of time can hinder
the parents in helping their children with their homework (Jafarov, 2015). Parents from
lower socio-economic environments have been found to have less resources to assist
with homework or more likely to skip supervising and checking their child’s homework
assignments (Ndebele, 2015). In the previously mentioned Icelandic study, parents of
children with learning difficulties described homework as challenging and too
demanding (Sigurgeirsson & Bjérnsdéttir, 2016).
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2.14 Children with learning difficulties: Icelandic context

All' schools in Iceland are obliged to adhere to Icelandic laws and international
statements (such as the Salamanca statement; UNESCO, 1949) to meet the diverse
needs of students. Schools are expected to support all students in their education
(no.91/2008, article 17; Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2011) and the
concept inclusive education is accepted as the idea that all students have the right to be
a fully participating member of the school community (Olafsdéttir et al., 2014).
Inclusion in education was declared in Icelandic law on compulsory schools (no.
91/2008, article 17) where the expectation that all students should receive their
education in their neighborhood inclusive schools was stated. A national curriculum
published in 2011 further strengthened inclusion in schools (Ministry of Education,
Science and Culture, 2011). The main goal of the above-mentioned law and curriculum
is to support all students, with and without learning difficulties, through various plans or
methods.

Statistics of the support students receive in schools have been recorded and the results
show that in 2019 — 2020 over 31% of elementary and secondary students received
special education or support of some kind which was an increase from 22.7% in 2004
(Statistics Iceland, 2023). In Iceland, pull-out programs are used about 35% of the time,
directed by a special education teacher (Statistics Iceland, 2023). The percentage of
students who have been formally diagnosed with learning problems is much lower but
around 14 to 17% of students have been formally diagnosed with disabilities or
disorders (Statistics Iceland, 2023),

Over the last decades, studies have shown many students have underachieved in
reading (Bjérgvinsson & Bentsdéttir, 2017; Directorate of Education, 2019; Halldérsson
et al., 2012; Hansen, 2020; Logaddttir et al. 2008; OECD, 2019). Repeatedly, roughly
a third of students have failed to meet set standards at the end of 2" grade, reflecting a
lack of reading comprehension required for academic learning (Bjérgvinsson &
Bentsdéttir, 2017). Also, the performance in reading of 10" graders in Iceland on the
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), where students’ ability in reading,
mathematics, and science is tested, has declined since 2009 (OECD, 2019). There has
been a negative development in students’ literacy and reading comprehension in
Iceland (Bjérgvinsson & Bentsdéttir, 2017; Directorate of Education, 2019; Hansen,
2020; Hrund Logadéttir et al. 2008). In 2013, 37% of students in 2" grade lacked
skills in reading comprehension compared to 29% in 2011 (Bjérgvinsson et al., 2013).
Reading difficulties affect about one of every ten students in grades 1to 10. In grades 1
to 4 a majority, or 71 to 100%, of special education lessons are used for improving
reading skills (Svavarsdéttir et al., 2011). Overall, a large proportion of students in
Iceland seem to have difficulties with learning.

Recent international studies have shown that 26% of Icelandic students in 10" grade do
not reach Level 2 proficiency in reading where they should be able to identify main
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ideas in texts, find information and reflect on a purpose and form of texts (OECD,
2019). Results from earlier studies showed that Icelandic students are thirteen points
below the OECD average in reading comprehension after a decline of about two points
every year over the last twelve years (Halldérsson et al., 2012). Results from the PISA
research for the past twenty years has shown the trend in both reading and mathematics
for Icelandic students being a negative one or a downward slope (OECD, 2019).

2.15 Purpose of the research

The main purpose of the studies that underpin this PhD thesis was to investigate the
school-related well-being of Icelandic children with learning difficulties. Three
perspectives were chosen to examine the well-being of students shifting from primary to
middle school. Parents were asked about their children’s well-being, children answered
questionnaires about their self-concepts, and repeated semi-structured interviews were
conducted with children about their perception of school and special education.

The main research question was: How is the school-related well-being of children with
learning difficulties compared to children without learning problems? The term school-
related well-being is used to describe how parents describe the well-being of their
children, how children with and without learning difficulties evaluate their self-concepts,
and how children experience their schooling. To answer the main question three
academic papers were written for publication in double peer-reviewed journals. In each
article, research questions related to the main question were answered. The articles,
together, give multi-faceted insight into the school-related well-being of Icelandic
children with learning difficulties. The research questions in each paper are listed
below.

Paper I: Hvernig lidur bérnum med sérparfir i skélanum? Mat foreldra a
lidan barna med eda an sérparfa [Parents’ reporis on the well-being of their
children in Iceland: A comparison of elementary students with and without
special needs].

Is there a difference in the parent-reported well-being of elementary students in
Iceland based on whether they had special needs, what their specific special needs
were, their gender, age, or parental level of education, and whether special needs
were addressed in special education classes or in the general education
environment?
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Paper Il: The development of self-perception of ability in Icelandic children
with and without specific learning difficulties.

Do students with and without specific learning difficulties differ in the self-
perception of their general intellectual ability, reading competence, math
competence, and global self-worth during Grade 4 through Grade 8?

Do self-concept of general intellectual ability, reading competence, math
competence and global self-worth develop differently in students with or without
learning difficulties over time, from primary to middle school?

PAPER Ill: Student voices: A Longitudinal Study of Students’ Perception of
their Schooling and Special Education Lessons in Iceland

How do students with learning difficulties perceive their schooling and social status,
with regards to academic challenges, special support, and homework as they
progress from primary to middle school?

The aim of the journal articles was to give an insight into the school-related well-being
of children with learning difficulties and how their self-concept and school perceptions
developed as they shifted from primary to middle school.
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3 Methodology

This dissertation is based on two quantitative data sets and one qualitative set, one for
each of the three papers written. In this chapter, the method of each sub-study,
described in each of the three articles that are part of the dissertation, will be outlined
in detail. First, the design of each study will be described, followed by a discussion on
data analysis, the participants, the materials used to gather data and the procedures
applied in each study. It should be noted that in some cases two terms are used
interchangeably in this thesis for the same concepts when self-concept is discussed.
This stems from different terms being used in the literature for theoretical purposes and
in the measurement instruments used for data collection. Therefore, general self-
concept is used when discussing the concept of global self-worth and vice versa,
academic self-concept when self-perception of ability occurs, reading self-concept in
discussion of reading competence, and when discussing mathematic self-concept or
math competence.

3.1 Study design

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in the study. Qualitative research
can support quantitative research and vice versa, combined they can present a more
precise picture of the issue being studied (Flick, 2006). A historical argument for using
both qualitative and quantitative methods has been that it provides strengths that can
make up for the weaknesses if one method is used exclusively (Creswell, 2012). In the
current study, the purpose for using a collection of quantitative and qualitative methods
was to try to give a more thorough description of the school-related well-being, self-
concept, and school perception of children with learning difficulties.

Quantitative methods were used in the first two sub-studies. First, to compare, through
parental assessment, the school-related well-being of children with and without learning
difficulties. Second, to explore the development of self-assessments of children with
and without learning difficulties with regards to their general self-concept/global self-
worth, academic self-concept/general intellectual ability, reading self-concept/reading
competence and mathematic self-concept/math competence. The first study was a
cross-sectional survey design and focused on parents of children with or without special
needs in grades 4-7 in two schools in the capital area of Iceland. The second study was
a cohort-sequential study comparing the development of self-perception of ability in
Icelandic school children with or without learning difficulties (LD). Lastly, the third study
was a longitudinal interview study using thematic analysis o examine how children with
learning difficulties perceived their schooling, special education classes, social status,
homework, and other challenges as they progressed from primary to middle school.
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3.2 Data collection and analysis

Data collection was twofold, through measurements with questionnaires and interviews.
For paper |, data were collected in one wave of measurement through an online
questionnaire at the beginning of the research project. For paper Il, data were
collected in six waves of measurement over a period of three school years. For paper
I, semi-structured interviews were conducted four times over a period of three school
years.

3.2.1 Paper I: A cross-sectional survey

The study entailed a cross-sectional survey design and focused on parents of children
with or without special needs in grades 4 to 7 in two schools in the capital area. The
aim of the study presented in paper | was to explore parents’ evaluation of their
children’s school-related well-being, and whether there were differences between
students receiving special education and those not receiving special education. The
research hypothesis was tested by calculating descriptive statistics, reliability, and two
independent sample Ttests were used to estimate differences in means between the
study and control groups using the SPSS 24 software (Heck et al., 2013). The internal
reliability of questions was examined using Cronbach’s alpha for the questionnaire as a
whole, and individual components. Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

3.2.2 Paper lI: A longitudinal multilevel model (MLM)

A longitudinal multilevel model (MLM) was used to examine changes in self-perception
for the participants in study 2. The aim of the study was to explore general self-concept,
academic self-concept along with reading self-concept, and mathematic self-concept in
children with or without learning difficulties. The research hypotheses were tested using
a multilevel model. MLM is a quantitative approach used to deal with non-
independence between data points (Hox et al., 2017). The approach is ideal to analyze
change over time for independent or clustered subjects and to deal with missing data
points (Brauer & Curtin, 2017).

In this study, the individual scores from the children at different times (level 1) were
nested within individuals (level 2). The intercept was used as a random effect and by
doing so variability among participants was allowed (Hox et al., 2017). Descriptive
background statistics (frequencies, means, and standard deviations) were explored for
student groups (with or without learning difficulties). The GAMLj module (Gallucci,
2019) in jamovi (The jamovi project, 2022) was used to run a multilevel model (MLM)
with a repeated measures design (mixed model). These analyses allowed us to examine
changes in self-perception of ability from Grade 4 to Grade 8. The intention was to
examine whether the particular effect, in this case learning difficulties, played a role in
shaping self-concept and try to predict participants’ assessment of self-concepts.
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3.2.3 Paper llI: Thematic analysis of interviews

The third study entailed repeated interviews and applied thematic analysis (TA) for data
analyses to develop themes in answers from students over the research period. The
study’s aim was to explore the school perception of students with learning difficulties as
they progressed from primary school to middle school. TA is a “method for
developing, analyzing and interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset” (Braun &
Clarke, 2022, pp. 4). More specifically, reflexive TA was chosen to analyze the data.
Reflexive TA has a six-phase process starting with the researcher familiarizing himself
with the dataset, then coding the dataset and generating initial themes by identifying
shared pattern meaning in the data. Later, the themes are both developed and
reviewed and then refined, defined, and named. The last step in the process is writing
up by weaving together the data and the researchers’ analytic narrative (Braun &
Clarke, 2022).

During data analysis, essential elements of reflexive TA were considered and adhered
to. Thus, the researcher was constantly aware of her subjectivity, as a basic tool of the
researcher. Also, it was kept in mind that the data analysis and the interpretation of the
data is either weak or strong, not right or wrong. The data can be analyzed in
collaboration with others or alone, the researcher needs to immerse and engage with
the data while also allowing for a certain distance from the process, often done by
taking a break when analyzing the data. A common idea, meaning or concept creates
themes that are analytic outbursts. Themes do not emerge, but they are the result of
active work by a researcher. Theoretical assumptions underlie the analysis of data, and
at the same time, the researcher needs to remember that reflexivity is a key factor in the
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Although the above basic features are known within
the method, flexibility is one of the main advantages of the method. Thus, there is not a
single way of interpreting data, but the researcher’s approach and the objectives of the
study affect data analysis.

The first interviews were conducted by me. After the first interviews in the autumn of
2014 and until the spring of 2016, | observed about two of every three special
education classes that the children attended. During the special education classes, | was
able to observe the children’s interactions with their peers and their teachers, and how
they approached their assignments and their work. | tried to only observe but
concerned that my presence would influence the students’ aftitudes and responses
during interviews, two master’s students were trained to conduct the interviews with the
children in the spring of 2015 (interview 2) and the spring of 2016 (interview 3). When
it came to the last interview session, it had been a year since | had observed any
special education classes, thus | determined | could take the last interviews myself.
Once the interviews were recorded verbatim, | read them over repeatedly. During each
reading, | wrote down what impressions the interviews had on me. | coded the
interviews, according to best practice, based on the participants’ direct responses and
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what | felt was behind their responses. | repeated this process several times and
compared my previous listings with the most recent ones each time. After this, |
compared my listings with the research questions and developed themes. The theme
names were at first temporary and related to the direct responses of the participants,
but gradually themes began to form that | felt were related to the overall thinking from
more than one participant. Throughout the whole process, | began to understand the
evolution that was taking place in the children over the course of the study period and
how their thoughts changed over time. In this way, their words gradually became
stories that gave a wealth of information about the children’s well-being at school and
what they thought about their studies, their challenges, and supports.

3.3 Participants

3.3.1 Paper l: Parents of children with and without learning
difficulties

The participants in the first study, where the aim was to examine if there was a
difference in the well-being of children with and without learning difficulties, were
parents of 421 children in Grade 4 to 7 in three public schools. Parents of 327 children
or 77.7% participated by answering an online questionnaire. Of those, 194 or 59.3%
were parents of children without special needs and 133 or 40.7% were parents of
children with special needs.

3.3.2 Paper lI: Students with and without learning difficulties

For the second study, both children (N = 198) with learning difficulties (LD; n = 33)
and children without learning difficulties (n = 165) in Grades 4 through 8 in four public
schools answered a questionnaire assessing general self-concept, academic self-
concept, reading self-concept and mathematics self-concept. In the study 54.5% of the
participants identified as boys and 46.5% as girls. Intake criteria for the children with
learning difficulties were that they had been diagnosed with learning difficulties by
independent service providers and/or had been experiencing academic difficulties in
reading for at least three years, prior to intake, according to both teacher and parent
reports.
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Table 2. Background of the participating students

Background variable Total (N) Total (%)
Gender
Boys 106 54.5
Girls 92 46.5

Learning difficulties

With learning difficulties 33 16.7
Without learning 165 83.3
difficulties
School
School 1 165 83.3
School 2* 8 4.0
School 3* 3 1.5
School 4* 22 1.1

* Only students with learning difficulties

The study took place in the capital region of Iceland and all children who participated
attended public schools. All the schools were public neighborhood schools and had
been operating for over 25 years. In all participating schools, a similar daily schedule
was in place where the school started at 8:10 and ended at 13:40. Study sessions
usually lasted 40 to 80 minutes followed by a 20-minute recess. After the recess, the
children had a short snack break followed by an 80-minute study session. Then lunch
break and the last 80-minute study session. During the research period students in all
participating schools worked on similar projects and the use of technology (e.g., use of
computers) was similar.

All participating schools had a similar studentteacher ratio of 9:1. Class sizes were also
similar, varying from 17 to 25 children in each class. Special education classes were
generally taught in small groups, depending on each student’s difficulties and
behavior. Usually, the group size in special education classes did not exceed six
students in any of the schools. In the special education classes, the students either
completed tasks assigned by the general education teacher or tasks prepared by the
special education teacher. Tests in the participating schools were usually administered
in December/January and at the end of May, all composed and administered by the
general education teachers except for nation-wide administered standardized tests at
the beginning of Grade 4 and Grade 7.
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3.3.3 Paper lll: Students with learning difficulties

Five children, two girls and three boys, who had experienced learning difficulties for at
least three years at the beginning of the large research project, participated in study 3.
All participants attended the same public school, or school 1 as presented in Table 1,
and attended Grade 4 at the beginning of the study. Purposeful sampling was used to
select the participants. All participants had received special education lessons with pull-
out programs in reading and math since Grade 1. They attended special education
classes three to five times a week with each lesson lasting about 40 minutes. All
followed regular classroom programs. In the case of four of the five participants, their
parents reported that concerns about learning abilities had been expressed as early as
in preschool, by their children’s teachers. Also, it was reported that family members of
three of the participants had learning difficulties.

3.4 Procedure

The research was conducted in four schools in the greater capital area of Iceland in the
autumn of 2014 and ended in the spring of 2017. Schools were selected in
collaboration with administrative staff at the superintendent of schools’ office, who
contacted school principals to invite them to participate in the study. Four schools
agreed to participate after an introduction about the project and consulting with their
staff. Comparison school 3 was added when comparison schools 1 and 2 lacked a
sufficient number of students to meet the criteria for participation in this study.

3.4.1 Paper I: Survey

Piloting of the parent questionnaire was conducted by a master’s student with a small
group of parents not participating in the research project. Taking into consideration
feedback from those pre-experimental parent participants, a final version of the parent
questionnaire was constructed. With the approval of the school administrators, an
information email was sent to all parents of children in Grades 4 to 7 in three schools.
Parents answered the online pre-survey via the website Kannanir.is in November and
December 2014. An email was sent to the parents with information on the study and a
request to participate. A few days later a URL for the survey was sent through email.
Three reminders to answer the survey were sent over a time span of three weeks.
lterative emails were sent twice fo parents, in December, with a request to respond to
the survey. Participants were also invited to participate in a loftery after participation,
and three participants were awarded a prize for participation.
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3.4.2 Paper Il: Questionnaire

Six cohorts (9, 10, 11, and 12 years of age at each initial assessment) were assessed six
times during the beginning and end of three consecutive school years covering in tofal

an age span of 5 grade levels (see Table 1).

Table 3. An illustration of the cohort-sequential design

Schoolyear*
Cohort 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

The arrows represent the grade information retrieved from each subsequent cohort

*Two waves of measurement were conducted within each school year

When the initial version of the student questionnaire had been constructed in
November 2014, it was piloted in a public school which did not participate in the
project. Both students with and without learning disabilities in grades 4 to 7
participated in the piloting, including 28 students with learning difficulties. The student
questionnaire was piloted to ensure that participants would understand the questions
and the instructions, and to assess how long it would take to complete the questionnaire
(Creswell, 2012; Karlsson, 2003).

Initially, all questions were read aloud for students during piloting, and everyone
prompted to answer each question by themselves at the same time. However, students
in grades 6 and 7 reported being distracted by having somebody else read the
questions aloud and did not want to wait for everybody else to answer each question.
Thus, it was decided to only read questions aloud for students in Grade 4 and 5.
Piloting participants were instructed to inform the researcher if they had trouble
understanding certain words in the questions or answer options. Completion time was
measured to ensure it would not take students too long to answer the questionnaire.
Cronbach’s alpha was assessed for each factor of the questionnaire and turned out to
be acceptable. Upon taking into consideration student feedback, Cronbach’s alpha,
and distribution of answers to each question, the final version of the student
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questionnaire for this study was constructed. Student responses from the pilot were not
included in the data analysis of the project.

Students in both experimental and comparison schools participated in the survey from
November 2014 to February 2015. After the project started it turned out that the initial
two comparison schools lacked students who met the criteria set for participants in this
study. The third comparison school was therefore added in January 2015. The same
group of students participated in the surveys again in May 2015. New student
participants (in Grade 4) were asked to participate in a survey in September 2015. All
student participants were asked to participate in a survey in May 2016. The same
process was repeated, where new student participants were asked to participate in
September 2016 and all students again in May 2017.

Students answered the questionnaire in groups of no more than 14 at a time and fewer
in most instances, from November 2014 to May 2017. Before the students answered
the questionnaire, they were given instructions and information about the project, e.g.,
“this is not a test and you will not be graded”. Instructions were based on the original
questionnaire (Self-Perception Profile for Learning Disabled Students; Renick & Harter,
1988/2012). All questions were read aloud one at a time for students in Grades 4 and
5, and students were given a few seconds to respond until the next question was read
out loud. Students in grades 6 and 7 read the questions silently by themselves. All
students were given instructions to raise their hand and ask for help if they needed.
Questions were read aloud for one student in Grade 7 after a request from him. During
most of the testing in November 2014 through May 2017 two researchers, the PhD
student, and a trained master student, were present to ensure instructions would be
followed and to assist students if needed. The children were reminded each time they
participated they could withdraw from the research or refuse to answer specific
questions. They were also assured, each time they participated, of confidentiality and
anonymity.

3.4.3 Paper lll: Interviews

Each participant was interviewed four times over a period of three school years, with
the first interview taking place at the beginning of 4" Grade and the last at the end of
6" Grade, for a total of 20 interviews. The first round of student interviews took place in
October and November 2014 when the children were in Grade 4 after parents had
given consent for their children’s participation and after parents had been interviewed.
The second round of interviews took place in May 2015 when the children were
finishing Grade 4, the third round in May 2016 at the end of Grade 5 and the fourth
and last round of interviews in May 2017 when the children were finishing Grade 6.
The participants were interviewed in their school building during school hours but not
during their favorite classes (e.g., physical education) or classes deemed of particular
importance (e.g., special education). This arrangement was to support the children’s
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positive attitude toward being interviewed. Interviews were conducted in a quiet
resource room close by their main classroom. The PhD student interviewed the children
in November 2014 and May 2017 and trained master students interviewed them in May
2015 and May 2016. At the beginning of the interview, students were told or reminded
briefly about the project, their approval for participation and an approval for recording
were obtained, and they were reminded that they could opt to not answer any question.

3.5 Measures

3.5.1 Paper I: Questions from the KINDL? and KIDSCREEN-52
questionnaires

To measure well-being, parents of children with and without learning difficulties
answered an electronic questionnaire consisting of selected and translated questions
from two established child well-being and quality of life questionnaires: the KINDL®R and
the KIDSCREEN-52.

KINDLR. 19 questions were selected from the parent version of the KINDL® (KINDLR,
Quality of Life Questionnaire for Children) developed for parents of children aged 7 to
17 (Ravens-Sieberer & Bullinger, 2000). Questions were skipped if wording
overlapped between questionnaires used. Aa single question was used regarding
physical well-being, in other categories values from grouped questions were calculated.
The questions came from all six categories of the list designed to measure well-being
related to physical and psychological factors, self-confidence, social connections,
relationships with family, and well-being at school. In this study, the internal reliability,
measured with Cronbach’s alpha, of the 19 questions from KINDL® was found to be a =
0.87, a little higher than what had been reported in previous research, or a = 0.70
(Bullinger et al, 2008).

KIDSCREEN-52. 21 questions were selected from the parent version of the KIDSCREEN-
52 questionnaire (The KIDSCREEN Group, 2004) to measure well-being related to
physical and psychological factors, leisure time, self-esteem, and school. An Icelandic
translation of the questions from Egilson and her colleagues (2013) was used
with permission from the authors and translators. The internal reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha) for the parental version of the list has been found to be moderate to high,
ranging from a = 0.59 to 0.92 for the subcategories (Longo et al., 2017). In this study,
Cronbach’s alpha for the tofal list was high, a = 0.92, Cronbach’s alpha for general
well-being was high, a = 0.93, which was comparable to that observed for the original
measuring instrument, a = 0.90, self-esteem a = 0.67 which was higher than that
observed for the original measuring instrument a = 0.59, and school well-being a =
0.92 which was higher than that observed for the original measuring instrument a =
0.85.
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3.5.2 Paper Il: Questions from the Self-Perception Profile for
Learning Disabled Students

To assess students’ general and academic self-concept 17 questions from Self-
Perception Profile for Learning Disabled Students (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) were
selected. The questionnaire is based on the Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter,
1982,1985; Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) and adapted for 8 to 15-year-old students
with learning disabilities but considered to suit all students (see Appendix C). The
questionnaire has ten factors assessing self-perception regarding: general intellectual
ability, reading competence, writing competence, spelling competence, math
competence, athletic competence, social competence, behavioral competence, physical
appearance, and global self-worth. The questionnaire has four to five items in each
factor or 46 items in total. Each item consists of two statements and the respondent
chooses which statement applies the best to him/her. Then they select if the statement
is “really true for them” or “sort of true for them”. Cronbach’s alpha in Renick’s and
Harter's research (1988/2012), ranged from a = 0.78 to 0.89.

In this project, questions from four factors in the questionnaire Self-Perception Profile
for Learning. Disabled Students (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) were selected based on
the larger project’s aim and its intervention focus: general intellectual ability, general
self-worth, reading competence, and math competence. The same process was used for
translating items from the Self-Perception Profile for Learning. Disabled Students as for
the SDQ | questionnaire. Results from piloting the questions with Icelandic students
showed acceptable levels of reliability or a = 0.91. In the final version, Cronbach’s
alpha turned out to be a = 0.87 for all items, general intellectual ability a = 0.73,
reading competence a = 0.88, math competence a = 0.82, and general self-worth o =
0.69.

3.5.3 Paper lll: Semi-structured interview frame

For the student interviews, 35 questions with additional follow-up questions were used.
The questions were constructed by the researcher based on guidelines from Lewis &
Porter (2004) and Nind (2008). Students were asked about their perception of school
in general, special education, teachers, homework, social relations, and what
expectations they had regarding their studies and the future. Background questions
were excluded in later interviews and questions added about students’ perception of
the changes made in the special education lessons, 25 questions in total with
appropriate follow up questions, see Appendix D).

3.6 Ethics

Ethics principles set out by science ethics and the Science Ethics Committee of the
University of Iceland and Rannis — The Icelandic Centre for Research were followed.
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The study was reported to the Icelandic Data Protection Authority and approved by the
agency. The participants were informed about the study’s aim and asked to sign a
voluntary informed consent form. Full confidentiality was ensured, and participants
informed that they could withdraw at any stage and given information on data storage
and usage. As children are considered a vulnerable group, they were reminded each
time they participated, in an age-appropriate way, that they could decide to withdraw
from the research or refuse to answer specific questions without any consequences.
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4 Resulits

In this dissertation, the aim was to examine the well-being, self-concept, and school
perceptions of children with learning difficulties in comparison with their peers. Three
research papers have been written for three journals. Paper | focused on parental
assessments of the well-being of children with learning difficulties in comparison to
parental assessment of children without such difficulties. In paper Il, the aim was to
examine the development of self-perception of ability in Icelandic children with or
without specific learning difficulties. In paper lll, the purpose was to explore the school
perception of students with learning difficulties, their well-being, social status,
challenges and supports as they progressed from primary school to middle school. An
overview of the main results from each study is presented in this chapter. More detailed
results are presented and discussed in each article.

4.1 Paper l: Parents’ reports on the well-being of their children

In the first article, Parents’ reports on the well-being of their children in Iceland: A
comparison of elementary students with and without special needs, well-being, and self-
concept were compared across educational needs, gender, the age of the children and
special education placement.

Results regarding questions from the KINDLR questionnaire about well-being of children
with and without learning difficulties showed that parents rated well-being of children
without LD higher than parents of children with LD. Moderate to large differences (d =
0.45 — 0.88) on all variables were seen except physical well-being when comparing
children with and without LD, see Table 3. Parents of children with and without LD
responded to statements, e.g. My child had fun and laughed a lot, my child had lots of
good ideas and my child was liked by other kids in a more positive way than parents of
children with LD.
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Table 4. Parent Evaluation of Child Well-being using KINLDR Questionnaire, Children with and
without Learning Difficulties (LD)

KINDLR® With LD Without LD df F P Cohen's
categories d
M SD M SD

Physical well- 71.75 20.15 75.46 17.86 1 2.47 0.117 0.19
being
Emotional 78.63 14.39 87.22 9.51 1 36.49 < 0.001 0.67
well-being
Self-esteem 64.32 15.11 76.00 13.95 1 42.80 < 0.001 0.79
Relationships 80.77 12.14 85.77 9.1 1 15.47 < 0.001 0.45
with family
Social 73.33 18.85 84.29 12.88 1 33.94 < 0.001 0.65

connections

School 72.16 16.24 85.32 12.18 1 59.94 < 0.001 0.88

well-being

When exploring whether there was a difference in the well-being of children with
learning difficulties based on whether they received special education or not, a
significant difference was revealed. According to parents, children with LD who
received special education were more comfortable interacting with family members (d
= 0.7) compared to children with learning difficulties who did not receive special
education, see Table 5.

Parents of children with learning difficulties who attended special education answered
statements such as My child got on well with us as parents and my child felt fine at home
more positively.
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Table 5. Parent Report on Child Well-being using KINDLR, Children with LD receiving Special
Eduation or not receiving Special Education

KINDLR® With LD and With LD who df F p Cohen's
categories received sp. ed did not receive d
sp.ed.
M SD M SD

Physical well-  71.11 18.90 72.1 23.03 3 0.136 0.938 0.05
being
Emotional well- 76.06 15.00 76.76 13.80 3 0.930 0.430 0.16
being
Self-esteem 63.80 14.17 63.95 16.89 3 0.812 0.490 0.01
Relationships with  83.88 11.51 76.18 12.27 3 3.297 0.024 0.66
family
Social 74.44 18.57 71.58 20.19 3 0.373 0.773 0.15

connections
School 71.97 15.34 72.10 18.19 3 0.641 0.590

well-being

0.01

Next, the aim was to explore whether there was a difference in the well-being of
children with LD based on where they received special education support. Some
students received special support in the general education classroom and a separate
special education classroom. Others received special support only in a separate
classroom. Findings revealed that children who received only special education in a
separate classroom or studio were much more (d = 1.16) comfortable with regard to the
child’s interaction with the family F(1.50) = 14.95, p < 0.001 social relationships (d =
1.0) F(1.50) = 12.8 2, p = 0.001 and emotional well-being (d = 0.77) F(1.49) = 6.55, p
= 0.014 compared to children receiving special education in both class and separate
classroom, see Table 6.

33



Guérin Bjorg Ragnarsdéttir

Table 6. Parent Report on Child Well-being using KINDLR, Children with LD receiving Special
Eduation only in a Separate Classroom or receiving Special Education in a Separate Classroom
and in the Regular Classroom

KINDLR® With LD and With LD who df F P Cohen's
categories received sp. did receive sp. d
ed.ina ed. in class and
separate in a separate
classroom classroom
M SD M SD
Physical well-  69.71 17.73 75.29 21.82 1 0.972 0.329 0.29
being
Emotional well- 82.79 12.86 71.76 17.40 1 6.555 0.014 0.77
being
Self-esteem 65.42 15.59 59.70 10.82 1 1.847 0.180 0.41
Relationships with  87.14 8.51 75.59 12.85 1 14.952 < 0.001 1.16
family
Social 80.57 15.95 62.75 18.56 1 12.829 0.001 1.06

connections

School well-being  72.38 14.91 71.37 17.44 1 0.047 0.830 0.06

No significant difference was found when comparing children with and without LD and
if they received special education or no special education using the KIDSCREEN-52
questionnaire. Furthermore, no significant difference was found when comparing
where the special education lessons took place using the KIDSCREEN-52 questionnaire.

4.2 Paper ll: The development of self-perception of ability

In the second article, the development of self-perception of ability in Icelandic children
with and without specific learning difficulties was explored with regards to the students’
educational needs and age.

First, the self-perception of students in Grade 4 was explored to see whether there was
explored to see whether there was a difference between students” perceived general
intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence and global self-worth,
depending on whether they had learning difficulties or not. A ttest for the main study
variables with a comparison of the Grade 4 students with and without LD revealed large
differences (d = 0.58 — 1.55), especially for the self-perception of reading competence
(see Table 6).
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Table 7. T-Test for the Main study Variables by Learning Difficulties at the Beginning of Grade 4
as measured by the Self-Perception Profile for Learning Disabled Sudents

Main Study Variables With Without
learning learning
difficulties difficulties
M D M s df ¢ p d

General Intellectual Ability 14.6 3.3 16.8 2.5 51 2.8 0.007 0.77

Reading Competence 10.2 3.3 14.2 2.0 50 5.6 < 0.001 1.55
Math Competence 1.4 3.4 13.2 2.7 47 -2.05 0.045 0.60
Global Self-Worth 12.1 2.6 13.2 2.3 51 2.06 0.046 0.58

Results regarding questions from the Self-Perception Profile for Learning Disabled
Students questionnaire about the self-perception of general intellectual ability of
children with and without learning difficulties showed a cross-level interaction between
learning difficulties and age, a marginal significant (p = 0.09) yearly decrease for
students with learning difficulties was found. A comparison between the self-perceived
reading competence of participants with and without learning difficulties revealed a
much poorer (Az=-1.3) self-perception of reading on average among students with
learning difficulties. The inclusion of learning difficulties in the mixed model analysis
explained a large part (27.4%) of the variation in the self-perception of reading
competence. The self-perception of math competence among students with learning
difficulties was, on average, much poorer (Az = -0.7) compared to the self-perception
of math competence in students without learning difficulties. A marginally significant (p
= 0.05) yearly decrease was measured in the self-perception of math competence for
all participants, with and without learning difficulties.

Results regarding global self-worth in children with and without learning difficulties
showed a significant (p =0.03) slight (Az=-0.09) yearly decrease for students without
learning difficulties and a significant (p=0.03) and considerable (Az=0.17) yearly
increase in global self-worth for students with LD.

4.3 Paper llI: A Study of Students’ Perception of their Schooling
and Special Education Lessons

In the third article, Student voices: A Longitudinal Study of Students’ Perception of their
Schooling and Special Education Lessons in Iceland the school perception and
experience of five students with learning difficulties was explored. In general, positive
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peer relations seemed crucial to well-being in school as participants talked about
friends and peers when discussing their well-being. They linked friendships with well-
being and cited teasing as the main cause of discomfort at school as noted in one
participant's answer “Sometimes it's a bit difficult at school. Then | feel a little bad. But
sometimes | just feel really good... sometimes difficult because some in my class are
naughty and the boys tease me a little often it's a bit difficult”. Throughout the study the
participants were generally positive towards their school even though they did not
always understand the instructions or were able to complete their assignments. There
were different attitudes between the boys and girls regarding their own abilities, where
the girls were more positive and persistent, while the boys expressed less self-
confidence in their studies and indicated that they wanted and needed more assistance.

The participants held a mixed view towards special education. They liked the quiet time
in smaller groups, receiving more concise instruction from teachers and more time with
the teacher who was able to provide greater assistance than possible in the general
education classroom. Participants’ well-being in special needs classes seemed to be
somewhat related to whether they considered their special needs teacher to be “a good
teacher” or not. All participants mentioned that “good” teachers helped them, were
kind, treated them with respect and acted as if student well-being mattered to them.

The main emphasis on homework assignments in the children’s school was reading five
days a week with short math or writing assignments on a weekly basis. All participants
needed assistance from their parents with homework assignments throughout the study
period. Attitudes towards homework were positive among all participants when the first
interview took place at the beginning of 4" Grade. Comments like “just enjoy studying
with my mother” were made. During the research period, their attitude towards
homework became more negative as the homework became more difficult and some
mentioned their parents having more difficulties helping them "I feel like | can't do it,
because | find it difficult to do it when | do not have any help, because the teachers
know it, because some things my mother and my father do not know...the teachers still
know, so I'm always in trouble”.
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5 Discussion

This is the first longitudinal study where students’ self-concept is examined as well as
their experience of schooling. The overall aim of the thesis is to shed light on the
perception of school and well-being of children with learning difficulties, and the
development of their self-concept and school perception. It was observed that the well-
being of children with learning difficulties, when rated by parents, was rated worse
than peers without learning difficulties. However, interviews indicated students with
learning difficulties related well-being mainly to good social relationships, and having
friends being equal to feeling better. According to parents of children with learning
difficulties, there were better family interactions if the children received special
education in a separate space. Self-assessments of self-perception of ability of children
with learning difficulties revealed that they perceived their reading competence and
mathematics competence lower than did their peers without learning difficulties
throughout the study period. The global self-worth of children with learning difficulties
was lowest when the children were 8 to 9 years old but improved as the children got
older. When children with learning difficulties were interviewed, they mentioned
various advantages of receiving special education in separate classrooms, but believed
a good teacher was important. The overall aim of the thesis was achieved by the studies
described in Paper |, Il and lll. The research is important because its results can be
used to improve the well-being and self-concept of children with learning difficulties.
However, since children themselves mention the importance of friends in relation to
well-being, it would be desirable to use that knowledge to teach children with learning
difficulties social skills so that they can improve their social relationships even better.

5.1 Paper I: Well-being of children as perceived by their
parents

The concept of well-being relates to how individuals experience position in life and if
their interests are fulfilled (Diener & Suh, 1997; Qayoom & Husain, 2016, WHO,
1997). In study |, this concept was examined with school conditions and learning
difficulties for children of primary school age, more specifically in grades 4 to 7. The
parents of the children were asked to assess their children’s well-being. The results
showed that three out of ten parents of children with special needs feel that their child'’s
well-being is not good. Parents of children with special needs believed that the
children’s self-concept was worse than that of children without special needs. These
findings are consistent with a study by Sakiz et.al (2015) that found a more negative
self-concept in children with special needs. Children’s self-concept can be strengthened
by introducing the concept of identity to them, enhancing their awareness of their own
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behavior and how interactions with peers and external factors such as social media
affect their identity (Daglas-Pelish, 2006; Park & Park, 2015), and what they can
manage. In Study |, parents of 40.7% of children considered their child to have
learning difficulties. This proportion is roughly one third higher than the proportion of
students receiving special education or support according to official records (around
30% in 2022). It is unclear why this difference was observed, as they include children
in mainstream primary schools in Iceland and not children in special schools. The only
demographic information requested of parents was about their child (age, gender,
difficulties or not), who filled out the questionnaire (e.g. mother, father, stepmother)
and their education. A correlation between t was observed between the educational
background of parents and the child’s well-being at school, as reflected in parents’
responses on the KINDLR questionnaire, indicating that children’s well-being in school
was rated worse if the parent had completed vocational education compared to parents
with other education, such as having finished elementary school, earned a junior
college diploma, or university degree. Data were not analyzed further in terms of
characteristics of the difficulties the children were facing.

As noted in Allardt’s model (as cited in Konu & Rimpeld, 2002) regarding well-being in
school, school conditions and school staff are mentioned as important factors in
promoting better well-being among students. It could be assumed that the well-being of
children with learning difficulties could be improved by considering the environment,
organization, and group sizes. There, special education in a separate space is a good
option in addition to the support the children receive in their class. After all, students
with learning difficulties have mentioned that support in a separate classroom has
various advantages, such as greater peace to work and better help from teachers
because s/he can provide more time (Gu&jénsdéttir, 2015). Here, the results show that
special education in a special space had a very positive effect on how children with
learning difficulties interacted with their families. A smaller group in a separate space
that receives appropriate instruction and help therefore seems to have a positive effect
on students with learning difficulties.

In contrast with findings from the KINDL® questionnaire, no significant differences were
observed when questions from the KIDSCREEN-52 list were used when comparing
children with and without LD and if they received special education. In both KINDLR
and KIDSCREEN-52, parents are asked to think about last week when rating their child’s
well-being before responding. However, wording of questions is different in the rating
scales. The KIDSCREEN list includes questions such as "Has your child been happy at
home?” while KINDL® contains statements like "My child felt fine at home.” This
different form of questions may have impacted how parents responded, but response
options were in both cases five-point Likert scale from not ot all to extremely.
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5.2 Paper ll: Perception of self-concept

In study Il, specific domains of the hierarchic organization of self-concept as presented
by Shavelson et al. (1976) were explored. The development of general self-concept,
academic self-concept, reading self-concept and mathematic self-concept was examined
in children with and without learning difficulties over three school years. The children
answered questions from the Self—Perception Profile for Learning. Disabled Students
(SPPLD) (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) assessing these concepts. The results showed a
significant cross-level yearly decrease in general self-concept for students without
learning difficulties and a considerable yearly increase for students with learning
difficulties. In this study the general self-concept of children without learning difficulties
declined during the study period but increased in children with learning difficulties, the
result of this study supports findings from previous research that self-concept is fluid
and can change (Hattie, 1992). According to Shavelson et al. (1976), each individual’s
experience shapes the perception of him- or herself. When the general self-concept of
students with learning difficulties increases, their resilience, cooperative skills,
leadership, and well-being can increase at the same time, as revealed in a study by Hay
et al. (1998). At the same time, the resilience and collaborative skills of students with a
lowered self-concept can be expected to decrease. General self-concept/global self-
worth of students with learning difficulties seems fluid in this study and supports the
findings of Chapman’s (1988) review, in which the findings of 21 studies were that
students with learning difficulties did not have a poorer general self-concept than
students without learning difficulties.

Academic self-concept is a subcategory of general self-concept, and questions that
measure this identity are focused on educational situations. In this study, academic self-
concept (perception of general intellectual ability) seems less fluid than general self-
concept. A yearly decrease in academic self-concept was found for students with
learning difficulties. However, no significant changes were found over time in
academic self-concept for students without learning difficulties. The results of this study
are consistent with those of previous studies (Bear et al., 2002; Chapman, 1988;
Polychroni et al., 2006; Valentine et al., 2004; Zeleke, 2004) showing that academic
self-concept in students with learning difficulties is inferior to that of students without
learning difficulties.

5.3 Paper lll: Perception of schooling and special education
classes

In study lll, the school perception and well-being as perceived by five students with

learning difficulties was explored. The children were interviewed individually four times

from autumn 2014 to spring 2017. They had all experienced learning difficulties from
the beginning of their schooling and had received support in their studies in special
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education. The children generally felt comfortable at school, but their well-being
depended on social connections and friendships with other students.

A study by Grolnick and Ryan (1990) found that students with learning disabilities
believed that their success was controlled by others. Participants in this inferview study
did not mention success, but some believed that external factors would help their
studies. For example, they reported that a good connection with their special education
teachers was important. The gender difference found regarding the participants
perception about their abilities in school and what could help them can be related to
the expectations they meet from their teachers as observed in the study by Myhill and
Jones (2006).Positive relationships with teachers mattered to participants and they
believed that good teachers showed them respect and expressed not liking special
education classes if they didn't like the teacher. This affected their well-being in school.

Well-being in school can be related to factors like group size, social needs, the
connection between teacher and student, bullying, social connections with peers,
motivation, and the possibility of guidance (Konu & Rimpeld, 2002). The participants
noted that they liked being in special education classes as they received more help,
and they could concentrate better as they were in smaller groups. Similar results were
presented in a study by Norwich & Kelly (2004) where their participants reported
better quality support, less noise, appropriate and better work, more fun, less
distraction, more attention, less bullying in resource rooms. Their social needs were
met in special education classes, they participated in projects with their peers there and
mentioned children from those classes as their friends but also children who were in
their regular classes. During the research period, the participants’ attitude towards
homework became more negative. Although the children appreciated the help they got
from their parents or siblings, some parents stopped helping them as they got older.
Perhaps the parents” lack of education was an obstacle preventing them from being
able to help as Jafarov (2015) found to be the case in some studies.

5.4 Strengths and limitations

The main strengths of the current study lie in the diverse data collected from autumn
2014 to spring 2017, with cross-sectional, longitudinal comparison using multilevel
model with repeated measures design, as well as semi-structured interviews. There
were no time constraints during data collection made by the administrators of the
schools that participated in the large research project. Therefore, | had ample
possibilities to collect data, in good collaboration with the children, their teachers, and
their parents. Another benefit of being part of a larger study was the opportunity to
observe special education lessons that gave a certain advantage for the interviews as |
had gained an insight info the students’ school projects and social connections. For
example, | was able to show Master students who interviewed the children in spring
2015 and spring 2016 examples of projects the children had worked on in special
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education classes. This was especially useful if the children reported not remembering
any assignments. Also, the classroom observations enabled me to get well acquainted
with teachers and thus able to inquire about certain statements made by students during
inferviews, about their teachers or assignments in class.

When interpreting the results, the limitations of this study should be considered.
Despite the acceptable response rate in the parental survey and student surveys in study
2, the generalization value of the results is unknown, as the participants were few and
only associated with grades 4 through 8 in four schools in the capital area in Iceland. A
geographical limitation is present as only parents and students from the capital region
in Iceland participated and thus findings may not represent those of parents and
children from rural areas in Iceland. A certain homogeneity is present as all children
participants had a similar background, they all attended public neighborhood schools
with children from the age of 6 to 16, with similar daily schedules, class sizes, and
special education classes. One limiting aspect of the research relates to a lack of prior
research about children’s experiences in their schooling through interviews, it seems to
be uncommon to interview children who meet some kind of challenges in their
education. The discussion of children’s experiences at school in this doctoral project
was based on interview research by Broer et al. (2005), Norwich & Kelly (2004),
Mortier et al. (2011), and Raufelder et al. 2016).
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6 Conclusions

In this doctoral research project, the well-being, self-concept, and school perception of
children with learning difficulties (LD) was examined. A variety of data collection
procedures was applied, including questionnaires for children with learning difficulties
and their peers and parents, as well as repeated interviews with children with learning
difficulties. The main results of the three studies support and extend prior findings in
this field of research.

The main results of the present study support and extend prior findings regarding the
well-being of children with LD being worse than the well-being of children without LD.
When parents of children with learning difficulties assessed the well-being of their
children compared to children without learning problems, differences were observed
between groups, where the well-being of children with learning difficulties was poorer.
Children without learning difficulties were perceived by their parents to have better
relationships with their family and friends, greater school well-being, and better self-
concept, than children with learning difficulties were perceived by their parents. The
well-being of children with learning difficulties who received special education in
separate classrooms was better than the well-being of children who received special
education both in a separate classroom and in the general classroom.

Interviews with five students with learning difficulties confirmed results from the student
surveys and provided deeper insight into the well-being of children with learning
difficulties. The interview study revealed that students did not always understand
instructions they had received from teachers or in textbooks. This could have affected
their academic self-concept. The students mentioned being able to concentrate better
when receiving education in a separate classroom. They also stated that the instructions
they received in special education were more specific and helpful. Also, findings from
study 1, indicating that placement in special education was related to better well-being
and interaction with their family, were further supported in study 3, where interviews
with students revealed that they felt comfortable in special education when it took place
in separate classrooms, where they were given more help and peace to learn.

Many questions remain unanswered in this field of study. It is important to explore
further how different teaching approaches, both in general education and special
education affect students’ well-being. Since there were differences in children’s well-
being depending on where the special education took place, it is important to explore
further what factors are at play. Is there anything in the special education classroom that
has a positive impact on children’s wellbeing? Or could other aspects related to
separate special education classrooms be at work? For example, different teaching
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methods, fewer students per teacher, less distractions, adapted assignments or
socializing with students with similar difficulties could affect students’ well-being.

It is well established in the literature that the self-concept of children with learning
difficulties is inferior to children’s self-concept without learning difficulties. In study 2,
when the children answered a questionnaire regarding academic self-concept, self-
concept in reading and mathematics and general self-concept, the results regarding
self-concept in students with LD was in agreement with previous studies (Bear et al.,
2002; Chapman, 1988; Hattie, 1992; Polychroni et al., 2006; Valentine et al., 2004;
Zeleke, 2004).

The assessment of children with LD showed that Icelandic students with LD have lower
self-perception of academic self-concept/general intellectual ability, reading self-
concept/reading competence, and mathematic self-concept/math competence than
their peers without LD. According to the Shavelson model, certain parts of self-concept
can change while others are stable (Shavelson et al., 1976). Reading self-concept in
children with learning difficulties remained mostly constant but was much poorer in all
measurements than in children without learning difficulties. The stability of the
academic self-concept in children with learning difficulties was reflected in being lower
than in children without learning difficulties throughout the study. However, the
changes observed were that academic self-concept steadily declined in children with
LD throughout the study period. Self-concept in mathematics decreased between
measurements for all participants, being lower in children with learning difficulties
throughout the study. One of the surprising findings in this study was a significant slight
yearly decrease indicated in general self-concept for students without learning
difficulties and a significant and considerable yearly increase in general self-concept for
students with learning difficulties. It is unclear why this change occurred in the children
and calls for further studies on factors affecting general self-concept among children
with and without learning difficulties.

In interviews with students with learning difficulties, the children mentioned that they
generally liked school, all said they had friends at school, but they had also
experienced teasing or bullying during their schooling. Positive relationships with
teachers mattered to them and they reported that these affected their well-being. They
also claimed that relationships with special education teachers influenced their attitudes
towards special education, they mentioned positive aspects of special education such
as more peace and more help, but at the same time they felt that teachers’ behavior
was important in making them feel comfortable while they were receiving support. It is
important that school administrators, teachers and others who work with children listen
to children’s opinions regarding their own learning and learning conditions. That way,
adults can better provide children with the best conditions to support their learning.
Well-being can be considered as an important foundation for students’ learning,
language development, and social development. Students only want to aftend with a
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positive mindset ready to test themselves and strengthen their resilience if they feel well
at school. Overall, the three studies shed light on important factors affecting the well-
being, self-concept and school perception of children as they shift from primary to
middle school. For the most part, well-being and self-concept of children with learning
difficulties was poorer than that of their peers without learning difficulties. This
concerning finding needs to be addressed, as poorer well-being and self-concept, in
addition to learning difficulties, can further negatively impact students’ outcomes and
future prospects.

Interviews revealed that academically struggling students’ perception of school was
positively influenced by suitable learning conditions, effective instruction, and strong
relationships with encouraging teachers. Given the importance and emphasis of
inclusion in current school laws and legislation, it is essential to explore how the
academic and social needs of students with learning difficulties can be adequately met
in general education classrooms. Hopefully the findings of this doctoral project can be
utilized in that endeavor.
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Utdrattur

Rannsdknir & lidan barna hafa aukist & sidustu arum. Hér verdur fjallad um rannsdkn 4 lidan
islenskra barna med eda an sérparfa i skdlanum. Lidan barna var metin med véldum spurningum
ar foreldradtgdfum KIDSCREEN-52 og KINDLR. Rafraenn spurningalisti var sendur til

foreldra 421 barns i 4.-7.bekk i tveimur skélum & héfudborgarsvaedinu. Svor barust fra 327
foreldrum, 29,7% s6gdu barn sitt vera meo sérparfir (59 drengir, 38 stdlkur, medalaldur barna
10,7 ar), 59,3% sogdou barn sitt ekki vera med sérparfir (95 drengir, 99 stilkur, medalaldur barna
10,9 ar) en 11% foreldra svorudu ekki spurningu um serparfir. Nidurstodur syndu ad foreldrar
matu lidan barna med sérparfir markteekt verri hvad snerti almenna lidan, heilsu,

sjalfsmynd, samskipti vid fjolskyldu, félagstengsl og skolalidan. Samkvaemt mati foreldra var
lidan barna med sérparfir sem féru reglulega i sérkennslutima betri hvad snerti samskipti vid
fjolskyldu en barna med sérparfir sem fengu ekki sérkennslu. Nidurstddur syna verri lidan barna
med sérparfir, sem brynt er ad bregdast vid med markvissum heetti til ad 6llum bérnum geti lidid

vel 1 skolanum.

Efnisord (3-5): Lidan, sérparfir, grunnskdli &n adgreiningar, mat foreldra, sérkennsla



Hvernig lidur bérnum med sérparfir i skdlanum?
Mat foreldra & lidan barna meo eda an sérparfa

Hioan Eigin lidan er flestum ofarlega i huga. Til ad studla ad godri lidan huga margir ad
hreyfingu, mataraedi og rakta tengsl vid fjolskyldu sina og vini. Hugtakid vellidan (e. well-
being) hefur, &samt hugtakinu lifsgaedi (e. quality of life), verid notad til ad lysa hversu vel félki
lidur og um leid takna ,,allt sem er gott (Exenberger og Juen, 2014). Badi hugtdkin visa til
upplifunar einstaklings & st6du sinni i samhengi vid menningu og lifsgildi hans i tengslum vid
eigin markmid, ventingar, viomio og hugdarefni en hugtakio vellidan hefur frekar verio tengt
hamingju (Diener og Suh, 1997; WHO, 1997; Qayoom og Husain, 2016). Undanfarin ar hefur
verid aukin ahersla 4 ad meta lifsgaoi barna og unglinga og hafa fjdlbreyttar leidir verid préadar
til pess. Matslistar fyrir vellidan barna hafa til deemis beinst ad geedum menntunar, heilsu,
efnislegum gadum og hegdun. Likt og i flestum préudum og rikum I6ndum (Unicef, 2013) hefur
vellidan islenskra barna endurtekid malst g66 (Berntsson og Kéhler, 2001; OECD,

2009; Unicef, 2013).

Ein leid vio mat & vellidan barna byggir a svérum foreldra sem getur
hentad sérstaklega vel pegar bornin eiga erfitt med sjalfsmat (Solans,Pane, Estrada, Serra-Sutton,
Berra, Herdman, o.fl., 2008). Oft er samhljémur i mati foreldra og barna & vellidan barnanna,
enda eru foreldrar oft sagdir sérfreedingar i sinum bérnum. bannig reyndist samhljomur milli
foreldra og barna med ADHD vardandi félagstengsl, likamleg og
almenna lidan i ranns6kn Marques, Olivera, Goulardins, Nascimento, Lima og
Casella (2013). Samberilegar nidurstddur komu fram i rannsokn Sakiz, Sars, Borkan, Korkmaz,
og Babiir (2015) par sem samhljomur var i mati barna med sérparfir og foreldra peirra
a lifsgeedum barnanna hvad vardadi likamlega heilsu og almenna lidan. Mat foreldra getur pvi
gefio goda innsyn i lidan barna en hafa verdur i huga ad mat foreldra getur verid élikt mati barna.
I rannsokn Sakiz o.fl. (2015) kom til deemis fram munur & hvernig samskiptin innan
fjélskyldunnar voru metin en par téldu foreldrar samskiptin betri en bérnin gerou.

Erlendar rannséknir hafa borio saman skolatengda lidan barna ad mati foreldra eftir pvi
hvort barnid er med sérparfir eda ekki. Nidurstddur hafa bent til ad lidan barna med sérparfir sé
verri en hja bérnum &n sérparfa (Biggs og Carter, 2016; Papadopoulou, Malliou, Kofotolis,
Vlachopoulos og Kellis, 2017; Sakiz o.fl., 2015; Sacks og Kern, 2008). Rannséoknir & sjalfsmati



barna & lidan hafa einnig synt verri lidan hja bérnum med sérparfir samanborid vid skélafélaga
an sérparfa (Ginieri-Coccossis, Rotsika, Skevington, Papaevangelou, Malliori, Tomaras og
Kokkevi, 2012; Rotsika, Coccossis, Vlassopoulos, Papaeleftheriou, Sakellariou,
Anagnostopoulos o.fl., 2011) en heekkandi aldur hefur haft jakveed ahrif & sjalfsmynd (Gosling,
Bleidorn, Arslan, Denissen, Rentfrow, Gebauer og Potter, 2016). Kyn barna getur haft ahrif &
lidan peirri og hafa stalkur malst med malst med verri likamlega heilsu og félagslega st6du

(Karande og Venkatarman, 2013).

Lidan nemenda med sérparfir

Sérparfir (e. special needs) nemenda geta stafad af ymsum erfidleikum og visa i porf fyrir
sérhaefoa eda aukna adstod vegna sértekra namsdrdugleika, tilfinningalegra eda félagslegra
erfidleika og/eda fotlunar (Reglugerd um nemendur med sérparfir i grunnskoéla nr. 585/2010) .

Hérlendis hafa erfidleikar i lestri eda sterdfraedi verid algengasta astaedan fyrir
sérkennslu eda studningi i ndmi (Hagstofan, 2018; Hildur B. Svavarsdéttir, Sara Bjorg
Olafsddttir og Hrund Logadottir, 2011). A heildina litid hafa um 28% nemenda fengid
sérkennslu eda studning i nami hérlendis undanfarin ar og af peim hefur rimlega helmingur
verid med formlega greiningu (Hagstofan, 2018).

Lidan barna med sérparfir ad mati foreldra hefur litt verid rannsokud hér & landi. baer
kannanir sem hafa verid gerdar a lidan nemenda, s.s. Skélapulsinn, hafa yfirleitt ekki falid sér
samanburd & lidan nemenda med eda an sérparfa. Nidurstoour erlendra rannsékna par sem
foreldrar hafa verid spurdir benda til ad nemendum med sérparfir 1idi almennt verr en
jafnéldrum (Ginieri-Coccossis 0.fl., 2012; Rotsika 0.fl., 2011; Sakiz o.fl.,

2015). Slakari almenn lidan, leegra sjalfsmat og 6anaegja med tengsl vid fjélskyldu og vini hefur
komid fram i mati barna med sérparfir & eigin lidan samanborid vid jafnaldra an sérparfa. Sama
mynstur hefur einnig komid fram i rannsknum sem fela i sér mat foreldra & lidan barnanna. |
rannsokn Papadopoulou, Malliou, Kofotolis, Vlachopoulos og Kellis (2017) reyndist mat
foreldra & likamlegri heilsu, almennri lidan og lidan barnanna i skélanum betri hja peim bérnum
sem ekki hofou sérparfir samanborid vid bérn sem voru i sérkennslu eda sérsk6lum. Ekki fannst
munur & lidan barna sem fengu sérkennslu i almennum skélum og peirra sem voru i sérsk6lum,
ad mati foreldra. Yfirleitt fer lidan i skéla versnandi med haekkandi aldri barna (Liu, Mei, Tian
og Huebner, 2015).



Lidan islenskra barna

Lifsgaoi norreenna barna hafa almennt verid talin god og er stadan hérlendis svipud.
Lifsgadi islenskra barna hafa farid batnandi. Sjalfsmynd islenskra barna hefur styrkst milli ara
0g anzgja peirra med skdlann hefur einnig aukist (Berntsson og Kéhler, 2001). Jafnframt hefur
lifsdnaegja islenskra barna nylega mealst heaest innan OECD rikjanna (OECD, 2015) og hafa um
90% barna tjad anagju med skdlann sinn (OECD, 2015; Skélapulsinn, 2015). Mikill meirihluti
foreldra eda rimlega niu af hverjum tiu, hafa talio ad bérnum sinum lioi mjég eda frekar vel i
skolanum (Skoélapulsinn, 2016). I konnunum & vegum Umbodsmanns barna (2010) hefur
skélatengd lidan islenskra barna verid metin reglulega og hafa nidurstédur bent til agd lidan
barna fari batnandi. bratt fyrir ad bornunum virdist almennt lida vel i sk6lunum pykir ekki jafn
morgum gaman i skélanum. I alpjodlegri rannsokn & heilsu og lifskjorum skélanema (Health
Behaviours in School-Aged Children, HGBC) kom fram ad helmingi (49,5%) islenskra 11 ara
nemenda patti gaman i skolanum. petta hlutfall var 6gn leegra hja eldri nemendum, 42% 13 éra
barna og 44,5% 15 éra fannst gaman i skélanum (Inchley, Currie, Young, Samdal, Torsheim,
Augustson o.fl., 2016). Apekku hlutfalli nemenda leiddist oft eda stundum i kennslustundum og
22% nefndu ad peir hefdu ahyggjur af framtid sinni (Umbodsmadur barna, 2010). Ekki kom fram
i nidurstddum pessara rannsokna hvort um var ad reeda nemendur med sérparfir, i hvada
kennslustundum nemendum leiddist eda hvad pad var sem bérnunum pétti skemmtilegt i

skélanum.

Markmid rannséknar
Markmid pessarar rannsoknar var ad skoda mat foreldra & lidan barna med sérparfir,

samanborid vid mat foreldra barna an sérparfa. Spurt var: 1) Er munur & lidan barna,
med eda an sérparfa, ad mati foreldra? 2) Er munur & lidan barna med sérparfir eftir pvi hvort

pau eru i sérkennslutimum eda fa alfarid kennslu i almenna skdlaumhverfinu?

Adferd
patttakendur
Beioni um patttoku var send til foreldra 421 barns og svorudu foreldrar 327 barna (253

maedur, 70 fedur, 1 stjupmadir og 3 med 6nnur tengsl vid barn). Petta voru foreldrar barna i 4. til



7.bekk i tveimur rétgronum skélum a héfudborgarsveedinu sem hvor um sig hefur yfir 400
nemendur i 1. til 10.bekk. patttakendum var skipt i tvo hopa eftir pvi hvort bérn peirra voru med
sérparfir i skélanum edur ei. Teepur fjérdungur foreldra (N = 97; 75 madur og 21 fadir) ségou
barn sitt med sérparfir (59 strakar, 38 stelpur, medalaldur 10,7 ar). Algengustu sérparfir barna
voru vegna ADHD og lestrarerfidleika, sja nanar i t6flu 1. Ramur helmingur (N = 54, 55,7%)
barnanna med sérparfir fékk sérkennslu i sinum skoéla en fjogur af hverjum tiu bérnum med
sérparfir (N = 38, 39,2%) fengu ekki sérkennslu. Foreldrar tveggja barna med sérparfir htfou
ekki upplysingar um hvort barn peirra fengi sérkennslu. Sex af hverjum tiu foreldrum (N = 194;
151 moair, 41 fedur, 1 stjupmaodir, 1 énnur tengsl vid barn) ségdu barn sitt &n sérparfa (95
strakar, 99 stelpur, medalaldur 10,93 &r). RUmur tiundi hluti foreldra svaradi ekki spurningu um
sérparfir (N = 36; 27 madur, 8 fedur). Flest barnanna sem voru i sérkennslu fengu einn til fimm
tima & viku (N = 37) og 10 foreldrar vissu ekki hversu oft i viku barnid fékk sérkennslu.

TAFLA 1 HER.

Bérnin voru a aldrinum 8 til 14 &ra og medalaldur barnanna apekkur hja hépi barna med sérparfir
(10,7 4ra) og hopi barna an sérparfa (10,9 ara). I hopi foreldra barna med sérparfir héfdu 61,3%
madra og 61,9% fedra lokid studentsprofi eda meiri menntun. I hopi foreldra barna an sérparfa

hafoi 72,2% meedra og 75,6% fedra lokid stldentsprofi eda meiri menntun.

Meeliteeki
patttakendur svorudu rafrenum spurningalista sem samanstdd af spurningum um
bakgrunnsupplysingar patttakenda, umfangi og fyrirkomulagi sérkennslu barnsins dsamt

voldum spurningum dr tveimur spurningalistum; KINDL®? og KIDSCREEN-52.

KINDLR. Valdar voru 19 spurningar ar foreldradtgafu KINDLR spurningalistans (KINDLF,
Quality of Life Questionnaire for Children) sem atladur er foreldrum barna & aldrinum 7 til 17
ara (Ravens-Sieberer og Bullinger, 2000). Spurningarnar komu tr éllum sex flokkum listans sem
®tlao er ad mela lioan tengda likamlegum og salfreedilegum pattum, sjalfstraust, félagstengsl,
tengsl vid fjolskyldu og lidan i skdla. Hverri spurningu var svarad a fimm punkta

jafnbilakvarda med svarmodguleikum 1 til 5 sem stddu fyrir alls ekki/aldrei, svolitid/sjaldan,
midlungs/nokkud oft, mjég/mjog oft eda akaflega/alltaf og attu svor foreldra ad endurspegla

sidastliona viku i lifi barnsins. baer voru pyddar af tveimur tvityngdum einstaklingum (islensku-



og enskumelandi). prigji tvityngdi einstaklingurinn yfirfor ad lokum ordalag og lagfeerdi eftir
borfum. T samraemi vid leidbeiningar héfunda listans var gildum svara snid & kvardann 20 til
100 vid urvinnslu gagna. Innri areidanleiki fyrir foreldradtgéafu listans i heild (Cronbach’s
alpha) hefur reynst o= 0.84 en fra a = 0,63 til 0,81 fyrir undirflokkana (Ravens-

Sieberer og Bullinger, 2000). I pessari rannsokn reyndist innri areidanleiki (Cronbach’s alpha)
spurningannal9 Ur KINDLR vera a = 0,87.

KIDSCREEN-52. Valin var 21 spurning Ur foreldradtgafu KIDSCREEN-52 spurningalistans
(The KIDSCREEN Group, 2004) til ad meela lidan tengda likamlegum- og salfraedilegum
pattum, fritima, sjalfsmynd og skéla. Hverri spurningu var svarad & fimm punkta jafnbilakvarda
med svarmoguleikum 1 til 5 sem stodu fyrir alls ekki/aldrei, svolitid/sjaldan, midlungs/nokkud
oft, mjog/mjog oft eda akaflega/alltaf og attu svor foreldra ad endurspegla sidastliona viku i

lifi barnsins. Gildum svara & stakri spurningu um heilsu var sntid vid til ad geta sameinad 6drum
spurningum i sama flokki. Notud var islensk pyding spurninganna fra Snafridi P6ru Egilsson og
féldgum (2013) ad fengnu goofaslegu leyfi Snaefridar og Ravens-Sieberer, héfundar
spurningalistans. Innri areidanleiki (Cronbach’s alpha) fyrir listann hefur reynst fra o= 0,77 til
0,90 fyrir undirflokkana (The KIDSCREEN Group Europe, 2006). | pessari rannsokn reyndist

innri areidanleiki (Cronbach’s alpha) spurninga Ur listanum einnig har, eda o= 0,92.

Ranns6knarsnid
Rannsoknin var pversnidsrannsékn (e. cross-sectional survey design) og beindist ad

foreldrum barna med eda an sérparfa i 4.-7. bekk i tveimur sk6lum & héfudborgarsvaedinu.

Framkvaemd

Rannsoknin var skrad hja Persénuvernd og leyfi fyrir framkvaemd hennar fengid hja
Visindasidanefnd Haskéla islands 4samt stjornendum skélanna. Spurningalistinn var forprofadur
med hopi foreldra og adlagadur i samraemi vid endurgjof peirra. Upplysingabréf var sent i
tolvupdsti til foreldra barna i 4.- 7.bekk patttokuskoélanna med beidni um patttdku og kreekju a
spurningalistann. Til vidbétar voru sendir tveir tdlvupdstar med tveggja vikna millibili med
endurtekinni beidni um patttoku. Gagnadflun for fram i nGvember og desember 2014.

Tolfreediforritid SPSS (24.0tgafa) var notad vid Urvinnslu gagna. Lysandi tolfraedi var notud til



ad svara rannsoknarspurningum. Innri areidanleiki spurninga var skodadur med Chronbach’s

alpha fyrir spurningalistann i heild og einstaka peetti. Tolfreedileg marktekt var sett vid 0,05.

Nidurstédur
Hér verour fjallad um nidurstddur med hlidsjon af rannséknarspurningum og skodad
hvort munur var & lidan barna med eda an sérparfa ad mati foreldra peirra. Einnig verdur rynt i
hvort munur var & lidan barna med sérparfir eftir pvi hvort peir voru i sérkennslutimum eda

fengu alfarid kennslu i almenna skdlaumhverfinu.

Mat foreldra & lidan barna med eda an sérparfa
pegar litid er til KINDLR spurningalistans, reyndist mat foreldra & lidan barna an sérparfa
marktaekt betra hvad snerti almenna lidan, sjalfstraust, tengsl vio fjolskyldu, félagstengsl og lidan

barnanna i skéla heldur en mat foreldra barna med sérparfir, sja toflu 2.

TAFLA 2.

pegar rynt var i nidurstdéour ar KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum reyndist mat foreldra barna
an sérparfa markteekt betri vardandi lidan i skéla, likamlega heilsu, almenna lidan og sjalfsmynd,
sja toflu 3.

TAFLA 3.

Munur & lidan eftir erfidleikum. begar rynt var i svér & KINDL®R um hvort munur veeri 4
lidan eftir pvi hvers konar erfidleika barn atti vid ad etja kom i 1j6s ad foreldrar barna med
ADHD matu almenna lidan barna sinna verri (M = 71,96, F(1,93) = 12,11, p = 0,001) og
félagsleg tengsl slakari (M = 61,01, F(1,95) = 27,19, p = 0,000) midad vid foreldra barna med
adra erfidleika. Hja bornum med namserfidleika an formlegrar greiningar kom fram verri lidan i
skéla (M = 62,00) F(1,95) = 10,88, p = 0,001) og minna sjalfstraust (M = 53,50) F(1,95) = 14,73,
p = 0,000) ad mati foreldra samanborio vid mat foreldra barna med adra erfidleika. Foreldrar
barna med hegdunarrdskun méatu tengsl barnanna vid fjolskylduna verri (M = 69,16) F(1,95) =
6,15, p = 0,015) en foreldrar barna med adra erfidleika gerdu og sama atti vio um foreldra barna
med tilfinningardskun (M = 72,77) F(1,95) = 4,45, p = 0,037).



Hja tveimur hpum kom fram betri lidan i svérum foreldra peirra vid KINDLR
spurningum. Foreldrar barna med lestrarerfidleika matu tengsl barnanna vid fjolskyldu sina betri
(M =87,33) F(1,95) = 14,43, p = 0,000) og almenna lidan betri (M = 84,16) F(1,93) = 6,89, p =
0,000) en foreldrar barna med adra erfidleika. Mat foreldra & lidan barna sinna med einhverfu i
skélanum var jakvaedara en mat foreldra barna med adra erfidleika (M = 86,66) F(1,95) = 5,32, p
=0,023). Ekki kom fram munur a lidan hja bérnum med steerdfraedierfidleika eda proskahdmlun
pegar svor foreldra peirra vid KINDLR spurningum voru borin saman vid svor foreldra barna
med adra erfidleika.

Rynt var nanar i svér tengdum KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum og skodad hvort munur
veeri & mati foreldra & lidan eftir pvi hvers konar erfidleika barn atti vid ad etja. Bérn med ADHD
voru metin med verri lidan (M = 3,39) F(1,91) = 4,30, p = 0,041), verri likamlega heilsu (M =
3,43) F(1,93) = 5,18, p = 0,025) og minni fritima (M = 3,65) F(1,94) = 4,17, p = 0,044)
samanborid vid mat foreldra barna med adra erfidleika. Mat foreldra barna med namserfidleika
an formlegrar greiningar bendir til ad pau séu vid verri likamlega heilsu (M = 3,39) F(1,93) =
6,13, p = 0,015) og hafi verri almenna lidan (M 3,74) F)1,91) = 5,42, p = 0,022) en born med
adra erfidleika. Ad mati foreldra barna med tilfinningardskun var sjalfsmynd peirra verri (M =
2,25) F(1,88) = 6,41, p = 0,013) en barna med adra erfidleika.

I svérum foreldra vid KIDSCREEN spurningum kom fram betri almenn lidan hja bérnum med
lestrarerfidleika (M = 3,99) F(1,91) = 8,52, p = 0,004) og betri sjalfsmynd (M = 1,49) F(1,88) =
5,73, p = 0,019) en hja bérnum med adra erfidleika. Ekki kom fram munur & lidan hja bérnum
med staerdfradierfidleika, proskahémlun, einhverfu eda hegdunarréskun pegar svér foreldra
peirra vid KIDSCREEN spurningum voru borin saman vid svor foreldra barna med adra
erfidleika.

Munur & lidan eftir kyni, aldri og menntunarstigi foreldra. KINDL® gdgnin voru
einnig greind med tilliti til hvort munur veeri a lidan eftir kyni eda aldri barnanna og
menntunarstigi foreldra. Pa kom fram kynjamunur F(2,321) = 3,40, p = 0,034 par sem foreldrar
stilkna matu sjalfstraust peirra meira (M = 73,81) en foreldrar drengja (M = 70,63). Einnig
reyndist munur & skélatengdri lidan eftir aldri barns F(6,315) = 3,33, p = 0,003, par sem
foreldrar 10 ara barna matu lidanina versta (M = 80,92) en foreldrar 13 ara barna matu lidan

peirra besta (M = 91,67). begar kannad var hvort munur veeri & lidan barnanna eftir



menntunarstigi foreldranna kom i 1jés ad lidan i skéla var verri F(7,319) = 2,20, p = 0,034 hja
peim bérnum sem attu foreldra med proéf i idngreinum (N =53, M = 75,22) samanborid vid
foreldra med annad menntunarstig (grunnskdlapréf M = 80,0, stidentsprof M = 84,5,
haskélaprof M = 81,6).

KIDSCREEN goégnin voru einnig greind med tilliti til hvort munur veeri & lidan eftir kyni
og aldri barnanna og menntunarstigi foreldra. b4 kom fram kynjamunur F(2,322) = 8,99, p =
0,000 par sem foreldrar stalkna méatu likamlega heilsu stulkna betri (M = 3,73) en foreldrar
drengja (M = 3,13). Einnig reyndist munur a sjalfsmynd eftir aldri barns F(6,294) =2,53, p =
0,0021, par sem foreldrar 8 ara nemenda métu sjalfsmynd peirra versta (M = 81,56) en foreldrar
13 &ra barna métu sjalfsmynd peirra besta (M = 3,19). begar kannad var hvort munur veeri &
[idan barnanna eftir menntunarstigi foreldranna midad vid spurningar ir KIDSCREEN

spurningalistanum reyndist ekki markteekur munur.

Nemendur med sérparfir og sérkennsla. begar svor foreldra vid KINDL® spurningum um
lidan barna peirra voru skodud eftir pvi hvort bérn med sérparfir fengju sérkennslu eda ekki kom
fram ad lidan barna sem fengu sérkennslu var metin betri hvad vardadi samskipti vid fjolskyldu,
sja toflu 4. Rynt var nanar i gognin til ad kanna hvort fjoldi sérkennslutima skipti mali, en svo
reyndist ekki vera. Ekki kom fram munur & lidan hja bérnunum eftir umfangi sérkennslu. Hins

vegar virtist skipta mali hvar sérkennslan for fram.

TAFLA 4.

Munur & lidan eftir stadsetningu sérkennslu og fjolda sérkennslustunda. Vid frekari
skodun & KINDLR spurningum kom fram ad pau born sem fengu eingdngu sérkennslu i sérrymi
eda namsveri leid betur ad mati foreldra hvad vardadi samskipti barnsins vid fjolskylduna
F(1,50) = 14,95, p = 0,000, félagstengsl F(1,50) = 12,82, p = 0,001 og almenna lidan F(1,49) =

6,55, p = 0,014 samanborid vid bérn sem fengu sérkennslu bzedi i bekk og sérrymi, sja toflu 5.

TAFLA 5.

Svor foreldra vid KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum voru einnig skodud med tilliti til lidan barna

med sérparfir sem ymist fengu sérkennslu eda alfario almenna kennslu. par reyndist ekki



vera munur i mati foreldra & lidan hopanna, sja toflu 6. Rynt var nanar i gégnin og sast ad born
sem fengu einn til fimm sérkennslutima i hverri viku voru talin vio betri likamlega heilsu F(3,49)
= 4,27, p = 0,009 og med betri sjalfsmynd F(3,47) = 4,30, p = 0,009 en bérn sem fengu fleiri

sérkennslustundir & viku.

TAFLA 6.

Hins vegar reyndist ekki munur & lidan hopanna eftir pvi hvort sérkennslan for fram i sérrymi

eda i almennu kennslurymi, sja téflu 7.

TAFLAT.

I heildina syndu nidurstddur ad foreldrar sem toku péatt i pessari ranns6kn métu almenna
lidan barna an sérparfa betri en foreldrar barna med sérparfir. Einnig voru bérn an sérparfa talin
standa betur hvad snerti sjalfsmynd, félagstengsl, likamlega heilsu, samskipti vid fjélskyldu og
lidan i skélanum ad mati foreldra samanborid vid born med sérparfir. Samskipti vid fjolskyldu
voru metin betri hja bérnum med sérparfir sem fengu sérkennslu samanborio vid nemendur med
sérparfir sem fengu alfarid kennslu i almenna kennsluryminu. Einnig reyndist lidan peirra barna
sem fengu sérkennslu i sérrymi vera betri hvad vardadi samskipti vid fjolskyldu, félagstengsl og
almenna lidan heldur en hja bérnum med sérparfir sem fengu sérkennslu baedi i sérrymi og
almennu kennslurymi. Auk pess maldist betri lidan hja peim bérnum med sérparfir sem fengu
einn til fimm sérkennslutima hvad snerti sjalfsmynd og likamlega heilsu ad mati foreldra heldur

en peirra barna med sérparfir sem fengu fleiri sérkennslutima.

Umreda
Markmid pessarar rannsoknar var ad skoda mat foreldra & lidan barna med eda an
sérparfa, og skoda hvort sérkennsla hefdi eitthvad med lidan ad gera. Nidurstddur syndu ad
foreldrar barna med sérparfir matu almenna lidan og likamlega heilsu barnanna verri, téldu pau
med minna sjalfstraust, verri tengsl vio fjolskyldu sina og vini dsamt verri lidan i skéla heldur en
foreldrar barna med sérparfir. Lidan barna sem fengu sérkennslu i sérrymi var betri hvad vardadi
samskipti vid fjolskyldu, félagstengsl og almenna lidan heldur en hja bornum med sérparfir sem

fengu sérkennslu badi i sérrymi og almennu kennslurymi. Betri lidan maldist hja bérnum med



sérparfir sem fengu einn til fimm sérkennslutima hvad snerti sjalfsmynd og likamlega heilsu ad

mati foreldra heldur en peirra barna med sérparfir sem fengu fleiri sérkennslutima.

Mat foreldra a lidan barna med eda an sérparfa

Samhljémur er a milli nidurstadna hér vardandi lidan barna med eda an sérparfa vid
erlendar rannséknir, til deemis rannsokn Sakiz og félaga (2015) par sem mat foreldra barna med
sérparfir var ad bornin veeru med minna sjalfstraust, almenn lidan 4&samt lidan i skdla var einnig
s0gd verri, félagstengsl lakari sem og likamleg heilsa samanborid vio mat foreldra barna an
sérparfa. Hér kom fram nokkur munur milli foreldra barna med eda &n sérparfa hvad vardadi
notkun & kvérdum spurninga. Foreldrar barna an sérparfa merktu oftast vid efri kvarda spurninga
ar KINDLR spurningalistanum vardandi almenna lidan barnanna. | KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum
munadi minnstu milli foreldra barna med og an sérparfa & spurningum sem sneru
ad fritima barnanna. Oljost er hvort uppeldisadferdir islenskra foreldra skipta hér mali en 6l
bornin virdast hafa naegan fritima og rada sinum fritima ad miklu leyti sjalf. Mesti munur milli
foreldra barna med og an sérparfa kom fram i spurningum um lidan i skéla og atti petta baedi vid
spurningar Gr KINDLR og KIDSCREEN-52. Ad mati madra 8 til 14 ara barna med sérteka
namserfidleika, sem toku patt i rannsékn Rotsika og félaga (2011), kom einnig fram verri lidan
hja pessum hopi barna. Lidan i skdla er liklega s& pattur sem flestir foreldrar grunnskélanemenda
leida hugann ad alla jafna. Margir spyrja bdrn sin hvernig skéladagurinn hafi gengid og telja sig
pvi hafa g6da innsyn vardandi skolalidan barnanna. Mégulega ytir pad undir ad foreldrar eru
6hraeddir vid ad nyta alla kvarda spurninganna en leita frekar i hlutlausari svor vardandi
spurningar ar 6érum flokkum.

Mat foreldra 11 &ra barna i pessari ranns6kn var ad rimum helmingi patti mjog eda
akaflega gaman i skdlanum en prir af hverjum tiu i hépi foreldra barna med sérparfir téldu ad
barninu sinu petti gaman i sk6lanum. betta bendir til ad meirihluti foreldra barna med sérparfir
telur ad bérnum sinum pyki ekki gaman i skdlanum. i rannsokn Inchley og félaga (2016) par
sem islensk born alls stadar af landinu voru spurd um lidan sina i skola, sagdi teepur helmingur
11 4ra islenskra barna ad peim patti gaman i skdlanum. Apekkar nidurstédur komu fram i
rannsékn Umbodsmanns barna (2010) par sem ramur helmingur barna sagdi ad peim leiddist
sjaldan eda aldrei i kennslustundum. Hér kemur fram munur sem nemur um 10% par sem

foreldrar virdast telja ad bornum pyki skemmtilegra i sk6lanum en raunin er. Hafa verdur i huga



ad hér er um tvo dlika hopa ad reeda og hoparnir svara & 6likum timum. Samskipti foreldra og
barna eru mégulega ad gefa litla innsyn i lidan barnanna. Einn af hverjum tuttugu foreldrum i
pessari rannsékn taldi ad barnid sitt hefdi ahyggjur af framtid sinni en teeplega einn af hverjum
tiu i hopi foreldra barna med sérparfir taldi barn sitt hafa ahyggjur af framtidinni. Teepur
fjéroungur barna sem tok patt i rannsékn Umbodsmanns barna (2010) sagdist hafa ahyggjur af
framtid sinni en ekki var gerdur greinarmunur & bérnum med og an sérparfa i rannsokninni. Hafa
ber i huga élikar timasetningar rannsoknanna en Umbodsmadur barna (2010) lagdi sinar
spurningar fyrir bornin tveimur arum eftir mikla nidursveiflu i pjédfélaginu. Almenn
samfélagsumraeda og innan heimila & pessum tima geeti hafa haft ahrif & veentingar barna til
framtidarinnar. Ordalag spurninga hefur ad éllum likindum einhver ahrif en pegar Umbodsmadur
barna (2010) spurdi hvort hraedsla veeri vid framtidina & heimili barnanna sagdi rimlega eitt af

hverjum tuttugu bdrnum svo vera sem er i samrami vid nidurstédur hér.

Munur & lidan eftir erfidleikum

| pessari rannsokn reyndist sjalfsmynd barna med sérparfir einnig metin neikveaedari af
halfu foreldra heldur en sjalfsmynd barna an sérparfa. pad atti vid um sjalfsmynd barna med
lestrarerfidleika, sterdfraedierfidleika, einhverfu, ADHD eda namserfidleika an formlegrar
greiningar, allir pessir hopar voru taldir med verri sjalfsmynd en born an sérparfa ad mati
foreldra peirra. I rannsokn Sakiz og félaga (2015) kom mestur munur milli hopa fram i
spurningum um sjalfsmynd par sem sjalfsmynd barna med sérparfir var neikvadari. Mikilveegt er
ad ryna vel i pann mun sem fram kom i pessari rannsokn pvi kennarar og foreldrar geta hjalpad
bérnum og styrkt sjalfsmynd peirra med ymsum leidoum (Elbaum og Vaughn, 2001;2003). Medal
pbess sem heegt er ad gera til ad styrkja sjalfsmynd barna er ad kynna fyrir peim hugtakid
sjalfsmynd, efla vitund og skilning a eigin hegdun, vekja athygli barnanna og fa pau til ad velta
fyrir sér hvada ahrif jafningjar peirra, fjdImidlar og samfélagsmidlar hafa & pau (Daglas-Pelish,
2006; Park og Park, 2015). Hafa verdur i huga ad mismunandi leidir geta hentad hverju
sinni. Aldur barnanna hefur ahrif en meginmarkmidid parf ad vera ad styrkja sjalfsmynd peirra
(O"Mara, Marsh og Cravens, 2006). Einnig skiptir mali hvada patti sjalfsmyndar er verid ad
vinna med en sterk ahrif hafa komid fram & sjalfsmynd yngri barna par sem unnid hefur verid

med namslega peetti i tengslum vid sjalfsmynd (Elbaum og Vaughn, 2001).



Munur & lidan eftir kyni, aldri og menntunarstigi foreldra

Rynt var i gégn at fra kyni og aldri barnanna og kom fram ad foreldrar matu sjalfstraust
og likamlega heilsu stilkna betri en drengja. | rannsokn Ginieri-Coccossis og félaga (2012) kom
ekki fram munur milli kynja en i rannsékn Karende og Venkataraman (2013) kom fram munur
par sem likamleg heilsa og félagsleg stada indverskra stilkna var talin verri en drengja. beer
niourstddur var talio ad maetti rekja til samfélagsgerdar Indverja. Sjalfstraust islenskra stdlkna
hefur verid til umradu sidustu ar. Opinberir adilar & bord vid Reykjavikurborg (Audur Magndis
Audarddttir, 2014) hafa gefid Ut skyrslur med pad ad markmidi ad styrkja stilkur og samdar hafa
verid baekur med sama markmidi (Kristin Témasdédttir, 2015). Samfélagsgerdin hér & landi og
aournefnd umrada hefur vafalitid ahrif & uppeldi stilkna og i kjolfarid haft pau ahrif ad
sjalfsmynd peirra meelist ad mati foreldra betri en drengjanna. Aldur skipti mali hvad vardadi
skdlatengda lidan og sjalfsmynd en skélatengd lidan 10 ara barna var metin verri en skdlatengd
lidan 13 ara barna og sjalfsmynd 8 ara barna var metin verri en 13 ara barna. bessar niourstédur
eru i motsogn vid erlendar rannséknir sem hafa synt skolalidan fara versnandi med heekkandi
aldri barna (Liu, Mei, Tian og Huebner, 2015) og sjalfsmynd batna med hakkandi aldri (Gosling
og fleiri, 2016).

Nemendur med sérparfir og sérkennsla

I pessari rannsokn voru bérn med sérparfir sem fengu sérkennslu i betri samskiptum vid
fjélskyldu sina. Kennslustadur skipti mali hvad vardadi betri lidan barnanna en bérnin sem fengu
kennslu baedi inn i sérrymi eda i ndmsveri voru jakveedari i samskiptum vid fjolskyldu, med betri
félagstengsl og leid almennt betur. Mdgulega skipta hér vinnubrdgd sérkennara mali en peir sja
oft um ad adlaga namsefni ad getu barnanna. Alag vegna ndms minnkar pa en i rannsokn Inchley
og félaga (2016) kom fram ad rimlega helmingur 13 ara nemenda upplifdi alag vegna
skélaverkefna. Minna alag leidir ad 6llum likindum til betri samskipta vid fjolskyldu og vini.
A0ldgud verkefni i sérrymi geta einnig dregid Ur hegdunarerfidleikum en bérn med sérparfir geta
synt 0zskilega hegdun pegar verkefni eru peim ofvida (Kern og Clemens, 2007; Todd, 2012).
Séu verkefnin adlégud naer barnio mogulega betur ad sinna pvi og eiga um leid i jakvaeedum
samskiptum vid onnur bérn sem leidir til betri félagslegra tengsla.

/Eskilegt er ad born med sérparfir fai sérkennslu vid hafi en lidan barna hefur verid tengd

namsarangri og jakveedri skélaupplifun (Bird og Markle, 2012). Fjoldi kennslustunda virtist



skipta mali pvi pau bérn sem fengu einn til fimm tima & viku voru ad mati foreldra peirra vid
betri likamlega heilsu og med betri sjalfsmynd en bérn med sérparfir sem fengu fleiri
sérkennslustundir & viku. Born sem fa fleiri sérkennslutima & viku eru kannski med fleiri
erfidleika sem hafa neikved ahrif & sjalfsmynd peirra. Ekki var lagt mat a geedi sérkennslunnar
en i badum skoélum sau sérkennarar ad mestu um sérkennsluna. Athygli vakti ad kennslurymid
virtist skipta mali vardandi almenna lidan, félagstengsl og samskipti vid fjdlskyldu en pau bérn
sem fengu sérkennslu eingdngu i sérrymi leid betur en bérnum sem fengu sérkennslu baedi inn i
bekk og i sérrymi. Ad 6llum likindum hefur edli erfidleika barnanna hér ahrif og sérkennararnir
fa mogulega meira nadi til ad mata namsporfum barnanna heldur en i almennu
kennslustofunum. T rannsékn Emeliu Gudjonsdéttur (2015) kom fram i vidtélum vid nemendur
med namserfidleika ad peim leid flestum vel i sérkennslutimum sem fram féru i litlum hépum
utan bekkjar og nefndu vidmalendur pa einkum nzdi, meiri einstaklingsbundna adstod og ad
peim gengi almennt betur ad leera vid pessar adsteedur. Einnig er mégulegt ad bérn sem fa
sérkennslu bzdi i bekk og sérrymi séu med erfidleika sem vid fyrstu syn virdist haegt ad vinna
med inni i bekk en vandamal komi upp og pau purfi ad skipta um rymi sem veldur peim
vanlidan. begar barn byrjar i sérkennslu veeri betri kostur ad kennslan feeri i upphafi fram i
sérrymi, pad gefur sérkennara og barni tekiferi til ad mynda mikilvag tengsl og pegar reynsla
veeri komin & kennsluna geeti kennarinn fylgt og kennt barninu i bekkjarstofunni. bannig veri ef
til vill haegt ad draga 0r likum & vanlidan hja barninu i tengslum vid kennslurymid. Mikilvaegt er
ad stuoningur vio bérn meo sérparfir feli i sér vandada kennslu. Reynold og félagar (2007) syndu
fram & ad heegt var ad hafa varanleg og jakvaed ahrif a lidan barna sem stédu héllum faeti i
samfélaginu langt fram & fullordinsar med ihlutun sem ol i sér kerfisbundna kennslu i steerdfraedi
og tungumalum. Ahersla var & ad efla grunnferni nemenda i tungumalun og steerdfreedi med
skipulagdri og fjolbreyttri kennslu sem hofst i leikskéla. Kennslan var kennarastyrd og ymist
kennt i bekkjum, litlum hépum eda einstaklingslega. Ahrifin komu medal annars fram 19 arum
sidar i skélaskyrslum, kénnunum sem lagdar héféu verid fyrir nemendurna og foreldra peirra og
opinberum gégnum. Par kom fram ad patttakendur héféu haerra menntunarstig, hofou sidur leidst
at i gleepi og voru liklegri til ad vera i fostu starfi en peir sem ekki h6fou fengido samberilega
kennslu.



Takmarkanir rannséknar. Vid tdlkun nidurstadna ber ad hafa i huga
takmarkanir pessarar rannséknar. Hér var sjonum eingdngu beint ad mati foreldra en sjonarhorn
barnanna sjalfa, annarra attingja peirra, kennara eda annarra starfsmanna skdlanna kemur ekki
fram. Full porf er & pvi ad kanna hvert mat pessara einstaklinga er & lidan barna med eda an
sérparfa og skoda hvort samhljomur er & milli pessara hopa. bratt fyrir vidunandi svarhlutfall
er alhafingargildi nidurstadnanna 6pekkt par sem patttakendahépur var ekki mjog stér og adeins
tengdur nemendum 4. til 7. bekkja i tveimur skdlum & héfudborgarsveedinu. Ekki er vitad hversu
vel peir spegla hép foreldra grunnskélabarna almennt. Framtidarrannséknum meetti beina ad
foreldrum barna & landsbyggadinni til ad meta hvort dpekkur munur kaemi fram a lidan barna
med eda an sérparfa i skdlum & dlikum landssveedum. bar sem munur reyndist & lidan barna eftir
pvi hvar sérkennslan fér fram er mikilvaegt ad skoda hvad pad er sem veldur. Er pad eitthvad i
sérkennsluryminu sem hefur jakvaed ahrif & lidan barna? Eda geetu adrir peettir sem tengjast
sérkennslu i sérrymi verid ao verki? Til ad mynda geetu mismunandi kennsluadferdir, fjoldi
nemenda a hvern kennara, vinnufridur, adlégud verkefni eda félagsskapur vid nemendur sem
glima vid svipada erfidleika haft ahrif & lidan nemenda. Mikilveegt er ad rannsaka nanar hvada
peettir studla ad betri lidan nemenda med sérparfir og leitast vid ad skapa almennt namsumhverfi
par sem 6llum nemendum getur lidid vel.

préatt fyrir takmarkanir benda nidurstédur pessarar rannséknar til pess ad bérnum med
sérparfir 1idi verr i skola en bérnum &n sérparfa ad mati foreldra. Mikilvaegt er ad bregdast vid,
huga ad asteedum sem liggja ad baki og leita leida til ad stydja betur vid bérn med sérparfir en ni
er gert. Brynt er ad beta lidan peirra, efla pau i ndmi og gera pad sem parf til ad styrkja

sjalfsmynd peirra pannig ad pau geti notio jafngildra teekifeera og nytt hafileika sina til fulls.
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Parents’ reports on well-being of their children: A comparison of children with and without
special needs.

The aim of this study was to assess the well-being in Icelandic children with or without special
needs. Children’s well-being was assessed by parents answering selected questions about their
children from two questionnaires; the parent versions of KIDSCREEN-52 and the KINDLR. An
online questionnaire was sent to parents of 421 children in two schools in the Reykjavik area.
Parents of 327 children answered, 29.7% reported their child had special needs (59 boys, 38
girls, median age 10.7 years), 59.3% said their child did not have special needs (95 boys, 99
girls, median age 10.9 years), 11% did not answer questions about special needs. Significant
differences were found between children with special needs and control group scores in
dimensions regarding well-being, health, self-esteem, family, social contacts and school
environment, indicating a higher level of well-being for the control group of children without
special needs. Children with special needs attending special education classes reported higher
levels of well-being with regards to family relations. Implications of results for planning and
policy making are discussed.

Well-being, special needs, inclusion, parents assessment, special education.
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Tafla 1
Yfirlit yfir erfidleika peirra barna sem foreldrar greindu fra ad vaeru med sérparfir i sklanum

Erfidleikar barns ad mati Fjoldi barna Hlutfall barna med Hlutfall innan héps
foreldra med tiltekna  tiltekna erfidleika af  barna med sérparfir (N
erfidleika heildarhopi (N = =97)
327)

ADHD 33 10,1% 34%
Lestrarerfidleikar 30 9,2% 30,9%
Namserfidleikar 4n 20 6,1% 20,6%
formlegrar greiningar
Steerofraedierfidleikar 10 3,1% 10,3%
Tilfinningaréskun 9 2,8% 9,3%
Einhverfa 6 1,8% 6,2%
Hegdunarrdskun 6 1,8% 6,2%
Proskahémlun 1 0,3% 1%
Engar sérparfir 194 59,3%
Engin svor vid spurningu 36 11%
um sérparfir
Tafla 2
Mat foreldra & lidan barna med eda an sérparfa samkvaemt KINDLR listanum
KINDLR flokkar Bdrn med Born an df F P

sérparfir sérparfa

N=97 N=194

M (sf) M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa® 71,75 (20,15) 75,46 (17,86) 1 2,47 0,117
Almenn lidan 78,63 (14.39) 87,22 (9,51) 1 36,49 0,000
Sjélfstraust 64,32 (15.11) 76,00 (13,95) 1 42,80 0,000
Tengsl vio fjolskyldu 80,77 (12,14) 85,77 (9,11) 1 15,47 0,000
Félagstengsl 73,33 (18,85) 84,29 (12,88) 1 33,94 0,000




Lidan i skola

72,16 (16,24)

85,32 (12,18)

1

59,94

0,000

Skyring: M = medalskor , sf = stadalfravik, F =F gildi ANOVA.
1 stok spurning. T 6drum flokkum er buid ad reikna saman gildi Gr nokkrum spurningum.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, sjalfstraust og félagstengsl stdu gildin fyrir alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjog eda akaflega. I flokkunum almenn lidan, tengsl vid fjdlskyldu og lidan i skdla

stédu gildin fyrir aldrei, sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjég oft eda alltaf.

Tafla 3

Mat foreldra & lidan barna med eda &n sérparfa samkvaemt KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum

KIDSCREEN-52 Born med Born &n df F P
flokkar sérparfir sérparfa

N =97 N =194

M (sf) M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa 3,71(0,868) 4,13 (0,660) 1 20,701 .000
Almenn lidan 3,65(0,847) 4,18 (0,566) 1 39,290 .000
Sjalfsmynd 1,71(0,639) 1,42 (0,479) 1 18,161 .000
Fritimi 3,85 (0,696) 3,95 (0,613) 1 1,652 .200
Lidan i skéla 3,09 (0,808) 3,90 (0,657) 1 79,676 .000

Skyring: M = medalskor; sf = stadalfravik; F = F-gildi ANOVA.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, fritimi og almenn lidan st6du gildi alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjog eda akaflega. I flokknum lidan i skéla og sjalfsmynd stodu gildin fyrir aldrei,
sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjog oft eda alltaf.

Tafla 4

Mat foreldra med KINDLR spurningum & lidan barna med sérparfir, eftir pvi hvort bérnin fengu
sérkennslu eda alfarid almenna kennslu.

KINDLR flokkar Bdrn med B&rn med sérparfir df F P

sérparfir sem sem fengu alfarid

fengu almenna kennslu

sérkennslu

N= 38

N= 54 M (sf)

M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa * 71,11(18,90) 72,11 (23,03) 3 0,136 0,938
Almenn lidan 79,06 (15,00) 76,76 (13,80) 3 0,930 0,430




Sjalfstraust 63,80 (14,17) 63,95 (16,89) 3 0,812 0,490
Samskipti vid 83,88(11,51) 76,18 (12,27) 3 3,297 0,024*
fjolskyldu

Félagstengsl 74,44 (18,57) 71,58 (20,19) 3 0,373 0,773
Lidan i skola 71,97 (15,34) 72,10 (18,19) 3 0,641 0,590

Skyring: M = medalskor , sf = stadalfravik, F =F gildi ANOVA.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, sjalfstraust og félagstengsl stdu gildin fyrir alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjog eda akaflega. I flokkunum almenn lidan, tengsl vid fjolskyldu og lidan i skola
stédu gildin fyrir aldrei, sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjég oft eda alltaf.
1 Sték spurning. T 68rum flokkum er buid ad reikna saman gildi Gr nokkrum spurningum.

Tafla 5

Mat foreldra med KINDLR spurningum & lidan barna med sérparfir, eftir pvi hvort bérnin fengu
sérkennslu i sérrymi eda ndmsveri.

KINDLR flokkar Born med Born med sérparfir df F P

sérparfir sem sem fengu

fengu sérkennslu i bekk

sérkennslu i 0g sérrymi

sérrymi eda

namsveri N=17

M (sf)

N=35

M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa * 69,71 (17,73) 75,29 (21,82) 1 0,972 0,329
Almenn lidan 82,79 (12,86) 71,76 (17,40) 1 6,555 0,014*
Sjalfstraust 65,42 (15,59) 59,70 (10,82) 1 1,847 0,180
Samskipti vid 87,14 (8,51) 75,59 (12,85) 1 14,952 0,000*
fjolskyldu
Félagstengsl 80,57 (15,95) 62,75 (18,56) 1 12,829 0,001*
Lidan i skola 72,38 (14,91) 71,37 (17,44) 1 0,047 0,830

Skyring: M = medalskor , sf = stadalfravik, F =F gildi ANOVA.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, sjalfstraust og félagstengsl stodu gildin fyrir alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjog eda akaflega. I flokkunum almenn lidan, tengsl vid fjolskyldu og lidan i skdla
stédu gildin fyrir aldrei, sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjég oft eda alltaf.
1 Sték spurning. T 63rum flokkum er baid ad reikna saman gildi Gr nokkrum spurningum.



Tafla 6

Mat foreldra metin med KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum & lidan barna med sérparfir, eftir pvi hvort

bornin fa sérkennslu eda alfarid almenna kennslu

KIDSCREEN- Born meo Born med df F P
52 flokkar sérparfir sem sérparfir sem fa
fa sérkennslu alfarid almenna
kennslu
N =54
M (sf) N =37
M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa 3,77 (0,823) 3,55 (0,948) 3 1,276 0,287
Almenn lidan 3,77 (0,813) 3,44 (0,826) 3 1,483 0,224
Sjalfsmynd 1,69 (0,668) 1,81 (0,619) 3 0,847 0,472
Fritimi 3.94 (0,630) 3.76 (0,805) 3 0,986 0,403
Lidan i skola 3,17(0,799) 3,04 (0,914) 3 0,469 0,705

Skyring: M = medalskor; sf = stadalfravik; F = F-gildi ANOVA.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, fritimi og almenn lidan stédu gildi alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjog eda akaflega. I flokknum lidan i skéla og sjalfsmynd st6du gildin fyrir aldrei,
sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjog oft eda alltaf.

Tafla 7
Mat foreldra metin med KIDSCREEN-52 spurningum & lidan barna med sérparfir, eftir pvi hvort
boérnin fengu sérkennslu i sérrymi eda namsveri.

KIDSCREEN- Bérn med Bérn med df F P
52 flokkar sérparfir sem sérparfir sem fa

fengu kennslu i bekk

sérkennslu i 0g sérrymi

sérrymi eda

namsveri N=17

M (sf)

N=35

M (sf)
Likamleg heilsa 3,911 (0,701) 3,500 (1,030) 1 2,833 0,099
Almenn lidan 3,86 (0,806) 3,48 (0,835) 1 2,279 0,138
Sjalfsmynd 1,61 (0,545) 1,80 (0,867) 1 0,818 0,370
Fritimi 4,00 (0,642) 3,76 (0,615) 1 1,579 0,215
Lidan i skola 3,26 (0,827) 2,93 (0,753) 1 1,828 0,183




Skyring: M = medalskor; sf = stadalfravik; F = F-gildi ANOVA.

I flokkunum likamleg heilsa, fritimi og almenn lidan stédu gildi alls ekki, svolitid,

midlungs, mjdg eda akaflega. I flokknum lidan i skdla og sjalfsmynd stddu gildin fyrir aldrei,
sjaldan, nokkud oft, mjog oft eda alltaf.
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Abstract

This cohort-sequential study compared the development of self-perception of ability in Ice-
landic school children with and without learning difficulties (LD). Participants (N=198)
were students with LD (r=33) in Grade 4 through 8 and their classmates without LD
(n=165). Self-report measures were taken six times to assess students’ perception of their
general intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence, and global self-worth
from The Self-perception Profile for Learning Disabled Students. Measures were taken
during the beginning and end of three consecutive school years covering five grade levels
in total. Findings indicate that measures of global self-worth showed a considerable annual
positive development (Az=0.17) for children with LD from Grade 4 through 8. Students
with LD had much lower ability self-perception (d=0.7-1.3) compared to students without
LD across Grade 4 through 8. These results indicate that students with LD meet complex
academic challenges from an early age that need immediate attention from school staff and
policymakers.
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Learning difficulties can occur in both children with intellectual disability and specific
learning difficulties. As defined by the World Health Organization, (2010), individuals with
an intellectual disability or general learning disability have a diminished ability to learn
and apply new skills. Intellectual disability is characterized by intelligence significantly
below average, impaired adaptive behavior or functioning, and the onset of these difficul-
ties within 18 years of age (Gillberg & Soderstrom, 2003). Intellectual disability affects
about 1% of the population (Maulik et al., 2011). Specific learning difficulties or disabili-
ties (LD) have been defined as a neurodevelopmental condition affecting academic achieve-
ment despite average or above-average intelligence (American Psychiatric Association,
2013; Scanlon, 2013). Early signs of LD often appear in the preschool years and include
persistent difficulties with academic tasks, with performance significantly below average
for their age (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Fletcher et al., 2007; Moll et al.,
2014). In school-aged children, the prevalence of LD is 5 to 15% through the domains
of reading, writing, and mathematics, with reading difficulties being the most common
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Frolov & Schaepper, 2021). In Iceland, between
15 and 17% of students have been formally diagnosed with disabilities or disorders and
around 30% of students across grades receive special education or support, either in the
general classrooms or special resource rooms (Statistics Iceland, 2022). The effects of this
special support have not been formally explored, but parents of children with disabilities
have expressed concerns that their children’s needs are not being adequately met at school
(Jonsdottir et al., 2017). Also, nearly 19% of students with the lowest grades have reported
that their teachers treat them unfairly (Arnarsson et al., 2019). Despite these alarming find-
ings, over 90% of students in Iceland report that they like being in school (Arnarsson et al.,
2019) and around 90% are pleased with their reading performance, rate school positively,
and consider themselves happy in general (Municipalities in the Reykjavik area, 2014;
Organization for Economic co-operation and Development [OECD], 2019).

Self-concept

Students with LD have reported poorer self-concept than their peers without learning dif-
ficulties (Girli, 2013; Zeleke, 2004). Self-concept can be described as the sum of an indi-
vidual’s perception of him- or herself shaped through the individual’s experience with the
environment, family, and friends (Rosenberg, 1989; Shavelson et al., 1976). It is a set of
ideas that a person has about himself: qualities, limits, values, and connections with friends
and family, all affected by the person’s experience (Rady et al., 2016; Shavelson et al.,
1976). The concept is a complex, multidimensional construct and can be divided into aca-
demic domains as mathematics and language for example and non-academic domains of
self-concept (Marsh & Craven, 2006; Marsh & Martin, 2011).

Academic self-concept

Academic self-concept is related to academic situations and is based on an individual’s
judgment of his or her knowledge and skills in school settings (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003;
Marsh & Seaton, 2013; Rosen, 2010). It is thought to be shaped by the individual’s expe-
rience and understanding of the school environment and has been found to be linked to
academic achievement (Doss & Nathan, 2015; Guay et al., 2010; Marsh & Martin, 2011;
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Rady et al., 2016). Thus, students receiving special education due to persistent LD can be
expected to have lower academic self-concept than their peers without LD.

Research on academic self-concept has shown students with LD to have lower academic
self-concept than their peers without LD (Bear et al., 2002; Chapman, 1988; Polychroni
et al., 2006; Valentine et al., 2004; Zeleke, 2004). Chapman’s (1988) review found that the
majority, or 81%, of students with LD had lower academic self-concept compared to their
average “nonhandicapped” peers (ES= —0.88; SE=0.16). Similar results were reported in
Zeleke’s (2004) review, which showed children with LD to have consistently lower scores
in academic self-concept than their peers.

Findings as regards the bond between general and academic self-concept have been
inconsistent, perhaps because these constructs have been defined and measured too broadly
(see meta-analyses and reviews by Bear et al., 2002; Chapman, 1988; Maiano et al., 2018;
Valentine et al., 2004; Zeleke, 2004). Throughout schooling, children’s academic self-
concept typically is lower than their general self-concept at each grade level (Onetti et al.,
2019; Szenczi et al., 2018). Children with LD have demonstrated that they prefer less chal-
lenging work and they show less curiosity and interest in school assignments than chil-
dren without LD (Zisimopoulos & Galanki, 2009). A plausible explanation for children
reporting a positive general self-concept despite negative academic self-concept is that
children with LD may develop their general self-concept from experiences within other
areas than school. Children with LD who experience academic disappointment more often
than their classmates without LD are at risk of developing lower levels of achievement
motivation that can lead to lower levels of academic self-concept (Grolnick & Ryan, 1990;
Kocaj et al., 2018). If a child in middle school fails to achieve a sufficient skill level in core
subjects such as reading and mathematics, the low grades can lead to the child experienc-
ing academic disinterest and later dropping out of school (Balfanz et al., 2007). Failure to
complete studies and losing interest in academic tasks as trying to engage in things beyond
one’s skill level are defeating and can lead to increased likelihood of substance misuse,
health problems, and lower lifetime earnings (Gonzales et al., 2016; Lee-St. John et al.,
2018). It is therefore important to support children with learning difficulties in their studies
because the consequences of not doing so can have serious consequences on their lives.

Although negative results from tests can impact children’s learning experience, there
are other things that influence motivation in academic settings. Social comparison can
also be a possible explanation for lower motivation in children with LD as individuals
compare their abilities with their peer reference group (Dijkstra et al., 2008), with self-
concept being more positive when students compare themselves to peers with similar
backgrounds (Festinger, 1954; Renick & Harter,1989). Thus, school settings can affect
how children rate their general and academic self-concept as they compare their ability
to that of their classmates. For children with LD, school setting is especially important,
as comparison to peers without LD in a high-achievement environment can lead to lower
self-concept than comparison to equally able or lower-achieving peers as is reflected in
the Big fish little pond effect (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Marsh, 1987). In that effect, Marsh
& Parker, (1984) proposed that students surrounded by high-achieving peers would con-
sider themselves less capable, while equally able students in lower-achieving settings
would consider themselves more capable, as is reflected in higher self-concept. Social
comparison also applies to students with LD as they tend to evaluate their own achieve-
ment negatively compared to their peers without difficulties (Kocaj et al., 2018). In con-
trast, students with LD in a school environment with less able peers, such as special
education classrooms, could see themselves as more capable in comparison, resulting
in higher self-concepts. Correspondingly, students with LD that do not receive special
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education could have a more negative self-concept because they do not get to experience
being in a group with similar or less able peers (Bakker & Bosman, 2003). A meta-anal-
ysis by Elbaum, (2002) on 38 studies with a total of 65 different placement comparisons
did find students in special schools to have higher self-concept than their peers with LD
in regular schools, but no other systematic association between self-concept and educa-
tional location of students with LD was found.

Reading self-concept

Reading is a fundamental factor in students’ learning and success in life. Students with
reading difficulties can struggle with decoding and/or reading comprehension. Some are
diagnosed with dyslexia which is characterized by problems with accuracy and/or fluency
in reading and weak spelling abilities, associated with difficulties using the phonological
part of the language (Dickman et al., 2002; Nation, 2005). Dyslexia has been estimated to
affect between 5 and 10% of the global population (Siegel, 2006).

Students who regard themselves as good readers frequently engage in reading, while
their peers with lower reading self-concept have poorer reading skills and engage less fre-
quently in reading (Spear-Swerling & Sternberg, 1994). Reading self-concept has been
described as a person’s idea of his or her competence and ability in reading (Bong & Skaal-
vik, 2003; Walgermo et al., 2018). Children begin at an early age to define their skills in
reading and students with difficulties in reading have reported lower reading self-concept
than their higher-performing peers right from entry into primary school (Walgermo et al.,
2018).

Mathematic self-concept

Dyslexia can co-occur with a Mathematics Learning disability as dyslexic students can
have weaknesses in memorizing facts and step-by-step procedures (Emerson, 2015). The
main deficit in mathematics difficulties concerns poor number sense that affects the indi-
vidual’s ability to master basic computational skills of addition, subtraction, multiplication,
and division, and the application of these operations to solve word problems (Emerson,
2015; Geary, 2004). The frequency of dyslexia has been estimated to be from 5 to 6%
(Shalev & Gross-Tsur, 2001). Achievement in mathematics has been found to correlate
with self-perceived math competence in students with LD (Moller et al., 2009). Results
regarding the development of self-concept in mathematics have varied from self-concept
in mathematics declining with student age (Erdogan and Sengul, 2014; Wilkins, 2004) to
increasing slightly with student age (Watson et al., 2019).

Students with poor reading ability and a negative reading self-concept tend also to have
low academic self-concept (Chapman et al., 2000); McArthur et al., 2016). Both academic
and reading self-concepts have been shown to fluctuate over time and tend to gradually
worsen with higher age (Onetti et al., 2019). At a young age, children lack the ability to
self-evaluate their skills and tend to overestimate their abilities. With increasing age, the
ability to evaluate themselves progresses as children add external criteria, such as test
scores, to their self-evaluation (Dweck, 2002). Also, the relationship between students and
teachers changes over time, and academic requirements grow, with academic self-concept
decreasing if students struggle to meet academic demands (Grygiel et al., 2017; Incley
et al., 2020; Onetti et al., 2019; Renick & Harter, 1988/2012).
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The present study

This study aimed to explore the development of students’ perception of general intellec-
tual ability, reading competence, math competence, and global self-worth in upper ele-
mentary and middle school students, with and without LD. The study took place in Ice-
land where the vast majority of students attend general public schools that are obliged to
meet students’ diverse needs regardless of disabilities or learning difficulties. The major-
ity of schools in Iceland are run by municipalities, with over 96% of students attend-
ing those schools, while just under 4% of students attend private schools run with sup-
port from municipalities (Statistics Iceland, 2022). Icelandic students attend their school
180 days a year and all schools follow the national curriculum which sets out a similar
division between subjects and the same number of lessons. The basic elements of educa-
tion in Iceland focus on literacy, sustainability, creation, health and well-being, democ-
racy and human rights, and lastly equality (Ministry of Education & Children, 2022).
The well-being of Icelandic children has been examined in various studies (Arnarsson
et al., 2019; Palsdéttir et al., 2021), but differences between Icelandic children with and
without learning difficulties have not been examined over time. Since 2007, the propor-
tion of Icelandic students in need of academic support has steadily increased; during the
research period, this proportion for the first time exceeded 30%, while for the school year
2019 to 2020, it reached 31.2% (Statistics Iceland, 2022). It is unclear what is causing
this increased need, but it is necessary to take a closer look at this group of students to
see where they need the most support. It remains to be explored how Icelandic students
rate their general intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence, and global
self-worth in light of their academic challenges, widely provided special support, and
general happiness reported by students.

The goal of this study was to explore students’ perception of their general intellectual
ability, reading competence, math competence, and global self-worth. Participants were
students with and without LD. Differences were also explored across age and how self-
concept of this vulnerable group and their peers develops over time during the formative
years of middle school. The following research questions were addressed:

1. Do students with and without LD differ in the self-perception of their general intellectual
ability, reading competence, math competence, and global self-worth during Grade 4
through Grade 8?

2. Do self-concept of general intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence,
and global self-worth develop differently in students with and without LD over time in
middle school?

Method
Participants

The sample was a convenience sample consisting of students in the control group of
a larger study conducted by the first three authors. Participants (N=198) were students
with learning difficulties (LD; n=33) and students without LD (n=165) born in the years
of 2002 to 2007 in four public schools in the capital region of Iceland during the school
years of 2014/2015, 2015/2016, and 2016/2017. The students with LD who were invited to
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Table 1 An illustration of the cohort-sequential design

Schoolyear*
Cohort 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

The arrows represent the grade information retrieved from each subsequent cohort

Two waves of measurement were conducted within each school year

Table 2 Background of the

o Background variable Total (%)
participating students
Gender
Boys 106 (54.5%)
Girls 92 (46.5%)
Learning difficulties
With learning difficulties 33 (16.7%)
Without learning difficulties 165 (83.3%)
School
School 1 165 (83.3%)
School 2* 8 (4.0%)
School 3* 3(1.5%)
School 4* 22 (11.1%)
N=198

*Only students with learning difficulties

participate came from three separate schools whereas the students without LD who were
invited to participate came from the fourth school (see Tables 1 and 2). A cohort-sequential
design was used to measure changes in self-perception of ability. Six cohorts (9, 10, 11,
and 12 years of age at each initial assessment) were assessed six times during the begin-
ning and end of three consecutive schoolyears covering in total an age span of 5 grade
levels (see Table 1).

Convenience sampling was used based on geographical proximity and availability dur-
ing the research period. Each school had around 400 to 600 students in Grades 1 to 10
and the student—teacher ratio was 9:1 in each school. Class sizes varied from 17 to 25
children, with fewer students in younger classes. All students with LD followed regular
classroom programs and received support in reading through two to five group lessons per
week in special education classrooms. Group size in the special education classes did not
exceed 6 students. Intake criteria for the LD group were that students had been diagnosed
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with learning difficulties by independent service providers and/or had been experiencing
academic difficulties in reading for at least three years, prior to intake, according to both
teacher and parent reports. Two children with broader intellectual disabilities attending the
same classes were excluded from participation. A comparison group was formed with stu-
dents of the same age without LD attending a comparable school in a matched neighbor-
hood as the students with LD (see Table 2).

Measures

Perception of general intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence, and
global self-worth were assessed with 17 selected items from the Self-perception profile
for learning disabled students (SPP-LD, Renick & Harter, 1988/2012), an adapted version
of the Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter, 1982, 1985/2012; Renick & Harter,
1988/2012), for 8- to 15-year-old students with LD but is considered to suit all students.
The SPP-LD has ten subscales assessing self-perception four to five items in each subscale
in the questionnaire, with 46 items in total. Each item consists of two statements and the
respondent chooses the one that best applies to him/her and marks if the statement is really
true or sort of true for him/her. The Self-perception Profile for Children has shown good
internal consistency, as reflected in Cronbach’s alpha of a=0.78 to 0.90 for children with
and without LD (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012). Items from the SPP-LD were translated
from English to Icelandic by two bilingual individuals (both Icelandic- and English-speak-
ing). A third bilingual individual then reviewed the wording of the statements to decide on
final translations. When the Icelandic version of the questionnaire had been constructed,
it was piloted with students in a public school not participating in the study. Students with
and without LD in Grade 4 to 7 participated in the pilot study. During piloting, students’
understanding of the questionnaire’s instruction and items was assessed, along with the
time needed to complete it.

In this study, items from four subscales in the SPP-LD (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012),
Global self-worth, General intellectual ability, Reading competence, and Math compe-
tence, were selected to assess general self-concept, academic self-concept, reading self-
concept, and mathematic self-concept.

Global self-worth Four items were selected to assess global self-worth, for example,
“Some kids are happy with themselves as a person BUT Other kids are often not happy
with themselves.” Cronbach’s alpha was a =0.69 for items assessing Global self-worth.

General intellectual ability Five items were selected to assess self-perception of general
intellectual ability, for example “Some kids are sure that they are pretty smart in school
BUT Other kids are not so sure they are all that smart in school.” Cronbach’s alpha was
a=0.73 for items assessing General intellectual ability.

Reading competence Four items were selected to assess self-perception of reading com-
petence, for example “Some kids can read most stories and books pretty easily BUT Other
kids have a hard time reading stories and books.” Cronbach’s alpha was o« =0.88 for items
assessing Reading competence.
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Mathematic competence Four items were selected to assess self-perception of math-
ematic competence, for example “Some kids are good at math BUT Other kids have a hard
time with math.” Cronbach’s alpha was a =0.82 for items assessing Math competence.

Procedure

The data collection was conducted in six waves of measurement over the period of three
school years with the control group of a larger study. In the larger study, new students
with LD in Grade 4 were added to the control group every autumn (see Table 3). As mul-
tilevel linear modeling (MLM) does not require complete data across time points (Heck
et al., 2013), the 2002 cohort was, due to convenience, invited to participate in Grade 8 to
increase the statistical power of the study. As instructed by Renick & Harter, (1988/2012),
all statements were read aloud to the younger participants (in 4th and 5th Grade) and the
first two items were read to the older participants (in 6th and 7th Grade). All older partici-
pants with reading difficulties were offered to have statements read aloud to them, but only
a few students accepted the offer.

This study adhered ethical guidelines on respect, indemnity, justice, and goodwill were
adhered to (Bournot-Trites & Belanger, 2005). Ethics principles set out by the Science Eth-
ics Committee of the University of Iceland and The Icelandic Centre for Research were
followed. All participants and their parents were informed of the study’s aim and were
assured of full confidentiality and anonymity. The study was registered at the Data Protec-
tion Agency and parents had to give written permission for their children’s participation.
As children are considered a vulnerable group, they were reminded each time they par-
ticipated that they could decide to withdraw from the research or refuse to answer specific
questions. Participants were also assured of confidentiality and anonymity each time they
participated. Questionnaires were submitted to small groups in a separate room, giving
participants privacy to answer without worrying about teachers or classmates seeing their
responses.

Table 3 Overview of participating students by cohort, school year, and grade

School year 2014/2015 School year 2015/2016 School year 2016/2017

Cohort N Autumn W1 Spring W2 Autumn W3  Spring W4 Autumn W5  Spring W6
2002 42 T7th (N=38) 7th(N=38) - 8th (N=20) - -

2003 9 6th (N=7) 6th(N=6) - Tth (N=6) - -

2004 28 S5th(N=12) 5th(N=10) - 6th (N=5) - 7th (N=20)
2005 43 4th (N=36) 4th (N=33) - 5th(N=32) - 6th (N=32)
2006 37 - - 4th (N=11) 4th (N=33) - S5th (N=31)
2007 39 - - - - 4th (N=6)  4th (N=37)
Total 198 94 88 11 96 6 120

% Completed 77% 72% 100% 89% 100% 82%
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Data analysis

Quantitative data obtained were analyzed using the 2.2 version of the jamovi computer
software (The jamovi project, 2021). Descriptive background statistics (frequencies,
means, and standard deviations) were explored for student groups (with and without LD).
We used the GAMLj module (Gallucci, 2019) in jamovi to run a multilevel model (MLM)
with a repeated measures design (mixed model). These analyses allowed us to examine
changes in self-perception of ability from Grade 4 to Grade 8. In a mixed model, individual
scores at different times of assessment (level 1) are nested within individuals (level 2). For
all the models, the intercept was used as a random effect. Model 0 had no predictors and
was an unconditional model, and served the purpose of a baseline model. For Model 1, we
included the age of the participants at each time of measurement centered on the average
age of Grade 4. For Model 2, we added learning difficulty (the individual level 2 predictor).
Finally, Model 3 was created to analyze cross-level interactions (i.e., learning difficulty by
age). All models were fit using maximum likelihood estimation. The Akaike information
criterion (AIC) and the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) were used to evaluate model
fit, where a model difference: greater than 10 very strongly favored; 610 strongly favored;
2-6 favored; and 0-2 weakly favored the more complex model (Raftery, 1995). Likelihood
ratio tests (LRT) were also used to compare nested models.

Results

Descriptive data for self-perception of general intellectual ability, reading competence, math
competence, and global self-worth are displayed in Table 4.

The cohort-sequential design assumes no severe cohort differences in the main study vari-
ables. To test this assumption, we made a series of ANOVA tests. No significant cohort differ-
ences (p <0.05) were found for three of the four outcome variables being studied. However, a
significant difference (p=0.02) was found for the measure of general intellectual ability where
the oldest cohort (2005) with LD at the beginning of Grade 4 seemed to perceive their over-
all general intellectual ability much higher (7°=0.14) than the two younger cohorts with LD
(2006 and 2007) at the beginning of Grade 4. Therefore, some bias due to cohort effects might
exist in the analyses that use the measure of general intellectual ability of students with LD at
the beginning of Grade 4. A comparison of the Grade 4 students with and without LD on the
main study variables revealed large differences (d=0.58-1.55), especially for the self-percep-
tion of reading competence (see Table 5).

In the following sections, results are reported for the four domains of ability.

Table 4 Descriptive statistics of the main study variables at the beginning of Grade 4

Variable M SD N Range Actual range Skewness Kurtosis
General intellectual ability 15.9 2.9 52 7-20 5-20 -0.73 0.98
Reading competence 12.8 3.2 51 4-16 4-16 —-0.93 0.05
Math competence 12.6 3.1 48 4-16 4-16 -0.87 0.34
Global self-worth 13.0 25 52 5-16 4-16 -0.72 0.50

@ Springer



G. B. Ragnarsdottir et al.

Table 5 T-tests for the main study variables by learning difficulties at the beginning of Grade 4

With learning ~ Without learn-

difficulties ing difficulties
Variable M SD M SD df t p d
General intellectual ability 14.6 3.3 16.8 2.5 51 —-2.8 0.007 0.77
Reading competence 10.2 33 14.2 2.0 50 -5.6 <0.001 1.55
Math competence 11.4 34 13.2 2.7 47 —2.05 0.045  0.60
Global self-worth 12.1 2.6 13.2 23 51 —2.06 0.046  0.58

General intellectual ability

The results of the mixed model analysis for the self-perception of general intellectual abil-
ity are displayed in Table 6. The final model showed a marginally significant (p=0.09)
cross-level interaction between LD and age. A test of simple effects indicated that the
cross-level interaction was significant due to a moderate (Az= — 0.14), and only marginally
significant (p=0.09), yearly decrease in the self-perception of general intellectual ability
for students with LD (see Fig. 1). No significant changes (p=0.70) however were found
over time in the self-perception of general intellectual ability for students without LD. The
model explained a moderate part (8.5%) of the variation in self-perception of general intel-
lectual ability.

Table 6 Mixed model analysis for the self-perception of general intellectual ability

Parameters Model 0 Model 1 level 1: Model 2 level 2:  Final model: Final model:
Null Within subjects  Individual level ~ Cross-level inter- Dependent (z)
action

Estimates of fixed effects

Intercept 16.0 (0.20)*** 1595 (0.20)***  15.28 (0.24)***  15.2 (0.25)*** —0.26 (0.08)

Age 0.004 (0.10) —0.03 (0.10) —-0.18 (0.13) —0.06 (0.04)

LD-noLD —2.12 (0.49)***  —2.26 (0.50) —0.75 (0.17)

LD x age —0.45 (0.26) —0.15 (0.09)
Estimates of covariance parameters

Pseudo R 0.000 <0.001 0.082 0.085

ICC 0.636 0.636 0.604 0.620

AIC 1962.727 1964.725 1948.722 1947.906

BIC 1974.812 1980.838 1968.863 1972.076

LogL —978.364 —978.363 —969.361 —967.953

A-2LL 0.002 18.004*** 2.816

*p<0.05; #p <0.01; *%p <0.001
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Fig. 1 Growth trajectories of — 2
general intellectual ability for \N; . .
students with and without learn- = o cmce ]
. . . b .« [
ing difficulties from Grade 4 to - > @ue o © oo 0
Grade 8 < 01 e c e
=}
- ®ce e
8 L ] e o L] o @
% L ] - L
E -2 ee L :
(_E ° ‘ L] °
() °
C
o)
O 4

Learning difficulties (LD)

Without LD
— With LD

Age centered at the beginning of Grade 4

Reading competence

The results for the mixed model analysis for self-perception of reading competence ability
are displayed in Table 6. A comparison between the self-perceived reading competence
of participants with LD to that of their peers without LD revealed that students with LD
had, on average, much poorer (Az= — 1.4) self-perceptions of reading competence during
Grade 4 through 8 (see Table 6). No cross-level interaction was found between age and LD
(»p=0.57). The inclusion of LD in the model explained a large part (27.4%) of the variation
in the self-perception of reading competence or more than three times as much as in the
model of general intellectual ability (see Table 7). Self-perception of reading competence
showed the largest and most prevalent mean difference between students with and without
learning difficulties during the study (see Fig. 2).

Table 7 Mixed model analysis for the self-perception of reading competence

Model 0
Null

Model 1 level 1:
Within subjects

Parameters

Model 2 level 2:

Individual level

Final model:
Cross-level inter-
action

Final model:
Dependent (z)

Estimates of fixed effects

Intercept 13.2 (0.20)*** 13.08 (0.29)***
Age 0.04 (0.09)
LD—-no LD
LD x age

Estimates of covariance parameters
Pseudo R 0.000 <0.001
1cc 0.701 0.700
AIC 1896.051 1897.834
BIC 1908.121 1913.928
LogL —945.025 —-944.917
A-2LL 0.216

12.01 (0.28)%#*
—0.01 (0.09)
—3.8 (0.42)%+

0.276
0.587
1833.736
1853.854
—911.868
66.098%**

11.94 (0.31)%#*
0.03 (0.12)
—4.08 (0.61)#++
—0.15 (0.23)

0.277
0.590
1835.346
1859.486
-911.673
0.39

—0.42 (0.11)%%*
0.01 (0.04)

— 1.4 (0.21)%%*
0.05 (0.08)

*p<0.05; #p <0.01; *%p <0.001
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Math competence

The results for the mixed model analysis for self-perception of math competence are dis-
played in Table 8. A comparison between the self-perceived math competence of partici-
pants with LD to that of their peers without LD revealed that students with LD had, on
average, much poorer (Az= —0.7) self-perceptions of math competence during Grade
4 through 8 (see Table 8). No cross-level interaction was found between age and LD
(p=0.50). However, Model 2 indicated a small (Az= —0.07) and marginally significant
(p=0.05) yearly decrease in the self-perception of math competence from Grade 4 through
Grade 8 for both groups (see Fig. 3). The best fitting model (Model 2) explained a moder-
ate part (10.3%) of the variation in the self-perception of math competence.

Table 8 Mixed model analysis for the self-perception of math competence

Parameters Model 0 Model 1 level 1: Model 2 level 2:  Final model: Final model:
Null Within subjects  Individual level — Cross-level inter-  Dependent (z)
action

Estimates of fixed effects

Intercept 12.6 (0.21)*** 1295 (0.31)***  12.26 (0.33)***  12.37 (0.37)*** —0.09 (0.12)

Age —0.16 (0.11) —0.21 (0.10)* -0.27 (0.14) —0.09 (0.04)

LD—-no LD —2.49 (0.51)***% —2.11 (0.73)** —0.69 (0.24)**

LD Xxage —0.19 (0.27) —0.06 (0.09)
Estimates of covariance parameters

Pseudo R 0.000 0.005 0.103 0.103

1cC 0.659 0.661 0.623 0.623

AIC 1947.475 1947.135 1926.509 1928.004

BIC 1959.501 1963.170 1946.553 1952.057

LogL —970.737 —969.567 —958.254 —958.002

A-2LL 2.34 22.63%%* 0.50

*p<0.05; #p <0.01; #*%p <0.001
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Global self-worth

The results of the mixed model analysis for the self-perception of global self-worth are
displayed in Table 9. The final model showed a significant cross-level interaction between
LD and age (p=0.004). A test of simple effects indicated a significant (p=0.03) slight
(Az= —0.09) yearly decrease in global self-worth for students without LD and a significant
(»=0.03) and considerable (Az=0.17) yearly increase in global self-worth for students
with LD (see Fig. 4). However, the final model explained only 2.6% of the variation in self-
perception of global self-worth indicating that the inclusion of other variables is needed to
better explain the variance observed in global self-worth.

Table 9 Mixed model analysis for the self-perception of global self-worth

Parameters Model 0 Model 1 level 1: Model 2 level 2:  Final model: Final model:
Null Within subjects  Individual level — Cross-level inter-  Dependent (z)
action
Estimates of fixed effects
Intercept 13.5 (0.15)*** 13.69 (0.24)***  13.62 (0.25)***  13.28 (0.28)*** —0.11 (0.12)
Age —0.08 (0.09) —0.09 (0.09) 0.12 (0.11) 0.05 (0.05)
LD—-no LD -0.25(0.37) —1.48 (0.56)** —0.64 (0.24)**
LD X age 0.65 (0.22)** 0.28 (0.10)**
Estimates of covariance parameters
Pseudo R 0.000 0.003 0.004 0.026
ICC 0.469 0.468 0.467 0.472
AIC 1799.283 1800.307 1801.838 1795.328
BIC 1811.346 1816.391 1821.943 1819.454
LogL —896.642 —896.153 —895.919 —891.664
A-2LL 0.98 0.47 8.51%*

*p<0.05; #p <0.01; #*%p <0.001
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Discussion

This study aimed to examine Icelandic children’s self-perception of general intellectual
ability, reading competence, math competence, and global self-worth, with a focus on a
possible difference between children with learning difficulties (LD) and their peers without
LD. In this study, self-concept was considered a multifaceted, hierarchical construct (Marsh
& Craven, 2006; Marsh & Martin, 2011), and two academic domains were explored sepa-
rately. A significant difference was assumed between students with and without LD in the
academic domains being analyzed and further examined in terms of grade level.

Consistent with prior studies in other countries, self-perception of general intellectual
ability was found to be significantly poorer among Icelandic students with LD than among
their classmates without LD from Grade 4 through Grade 8. The results extend prior find-
ings from empirical and meta-analytical studies by Bear et al., (2002), Chapman, (1988),
Polychroni et al., (2006), Valentine et al., (2004), and Zeleke, (2004) where children with
LD have been found to have lower self-perceived general intellectual ability than their
peers without LD. In this study, students with LD consistently perceived themselves as
less competent in academic settings than their peers throughout the data gathering, from
Grade 4 through Grade 8. All participants attended regular classes in public schools in the
capital area of Iceland, where students with LD probably compared their academic ability
to that of peers without LD, maybe resulting in them feeling like “small fishes in the big
pond” (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003; Marsh, 1987). Students often compare their performance
in school with peers of the same age and gender, who perform better than they do (Dijkstra
et al., 2008), perhaps hoping for improvement during their studies. However, if they repeat-
edly experience others to do better academically, the effect on their self-perceived general
intellectual ability can be negative.

Self-perception of reading competence and math competence was found to differ
between students with and without LD. Although no cross-level interaction was found
between age and LD in reading competence and math competence, students with LD
reported poorer self-perception, both in reading and math competence than their class-
mates without LD over the research period. With the intake criteria for this study in mind,
with participants who had been experiencing academic difficulties for at least 3 years and/
or been formally diagnosed with LD, and the assimilation of general intellectual ability,
reading competence, and math competence, these findings are in agreement with previ-
ous studies indicating that students who experience academic problems are at high risk for
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negative self-perception of competence in reading and math (Chapman et al., 2000; McAr-
thur et al., 2016; Moller et al., 2009).

In this study, children with LD from Grade 4 through Grade 8 repeatedly evaluated their
general intellectual ability, reading competence, and math competence as poorer than their
peers, indicating that pupils compare themselves with peers in academic settings. This
was the case, even though the children were receiving special education lessons. Although
children tend to overestimate their abilities at a young age (Dweck, 2002) and typically
experience lower academic demands, a difference was reported on their perception of gen-
eral intellectual ability, reading competence, and math competence from Grade 4, students
with LD reported lower self-concepts. Furthermore, a decline in their perception of gen-
eral intellectual ability and math competence was reported by participants with LD. The
findings regarding students with LD are in agreement with results by Onetti et al., (2019),
where elementary students in Spain had higher academic self-concept than middle-school
students. Also, there is an agreement regarding the decline in academic self-concept of stu-
dents with LD observed in Hungary (Szenczi et al., 2018).

A significant cross-level interaction between LD and age was found in the final model
for global self-worth. In students with LD, an increase in global self-worth was observed,
whereas reports of peers without LD indicated a decrease in global self-worth. Could it
be that receiving continuing, individualized support in special education classes led to
an improved sense of self-worth in students? In Iceland, around 30% of children in each
grade level receive individualized support or special education (Statistics Iceland, 2022),
with relatively little stigma associated with receiving that kind of support. There are indi-
cations that Icelandic students have positive views towards special education lessons in
separate classrooms, describing how they prefer them over general classes due to manage-
able assignments, individualized assistance, and quieter learning environments making it
easier for them to concentrate and finish assignments (Author). Possibly, longer exposure
to special education classes provided older students with LD with a favorable comparison
to other students there, giving them a chance to perceive themselves as “big fish in a small
pond”? Also, during special education classes teachers can provide more individualized
assistance and encouragement, supporting positive and meaningful relationships with stu-
dents, that can boost perceived self-worth. Another possible influential factor is that stu-
dents in Iceland are typically assigned to new class teachers in 5th Grade, giving them
a clean slate to build on. When taking on a new class, teachers often focus on getting to
know each student, discovering interests and strengths. Perhaps students with learning dif-
ficulties started receiving more positive attention and favorable feedback from their new
teachers than before, which could have improved their sense of global self-worth (Burnett
et al., 1999). Lastly, it should be noted that many factors, other than academic achieve-
ment, can affect the perceived global self-worth in children. For example, after-school lei-
sure activities, in which about 83% of Icelandic children are enrolled (Unicef, 2021), can
have positive effects. Organized leisure activities have been linked to better physical and
mental health (Badura et al., 2015) and can provide children with varied opportunities to
be successful, feel included, and build friendships, all factors likely to boost their sense of
global self-worth. Perhaps families of children with LD are more likely to emphasize par-
ticipation in after-school leisure activities to counterbalance difficulties at school, leading
to increases in global self-worth not seen in children without LD? Children with special
needs attending special education classes have been found to report higher levels of well-
being with regard to family relations, than students with special needs not attending special
classes (Ragnarsdottir et al., 2018). Further research is needed to explore and determine
what factors lead to an improved sense of global self-worth in students, despite academic
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difficulties, as those could be key to fostering resilience and well-being of children faced
with challenges.

Limitations and future research

The main results of the present study support and extend prior findings to show that
Icelandic students with LD have lower self-perception of general intellectual ability,
reading competence, and math competence than their peers without LD. However, the
methodology employed in this study did not enable us to determine at what age chil-
dren start socially comparing themselves with peers in school settings. Also, questions
were limited to two academic subjects, reading and math, and thus excluded other sub-
jects. Possibly, students with LD have a stronger self-perception of competence in other
areas. A geographical limitation is also present as only students from the capital region
in Iceland participated. Although there is a certain degree of homogeneity between
schools in the capital area of Iceland, it should be noted that participants without LD
came from one school and participants with LD from three other schools. It would have
been desirable to compare students with and without LD from the same schools, but
that was not possible as students with LD in the “control school” received intervention
as part of another larger study, and thus were not representative of the general popula-
tion of students with LD in Iceland. Also, randomly selecting participants from more
schools would better represent the population and strengthen the external validity of the
study. Future research could include students from rural areas as students from those
areas in Iceland have been measured with poorer academic skills than students from
the capital area (Directorate of Education in Iceland, 2019). Also, it would be inter-
esting to compare self-perception of general intellectual ability, reading competence,
math competence, and global self-worth in students with LD across countries in a sys-
tematic fashion. Despite these limitations, the present research adds findings regarding
self-perception of general intellectual ability, reading competence, math competence,
and global self-worth of Icelandic children with and without LD. The results reflect that
students with LD are not only struggling with academic achievement but also have more
negative perception of their general intellectual ability, at least regarding competence in
reading and math, than their peers. This is important for school staff and policymakers
to keep in mind, so they can find ways to prevent learning difficulties, intervene early,
and implement support and teaching methods that will maximize students” academic
success and well-being. Professionals already available in the school system, e.g., guid-
ance counsellors, psychologists, and social educators, can provide assistance by teach-
ing the child how to address challenges in their studies and how they can seek appropri-
ate assistance. The child would benefit from being connected to the right support and a
coordinator for each child would be beneficial. The coordinator would regularly review
the child’s performance at school and at the same time look at the child’s strengths and
weaknesses, comparable to what is done in the City Connects (Lee-St. John et al., 2018)
evidence—based intervention system. Information sharing between all parties involved in
the child’s learning is also important, and regular team meetings can be helpful to pro-
mote the right support for the child. All of this leads to improving the child’s well-being
and at the same time their self-perception as a person and student.
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Abstract

This qualitative study explored the school perception of five Icelandic students with learning
difficulties, factors affecting their academic progress and well-being, and how their views
developed over time. The purpose of this study was to gain knowledge to assess to the school
experience of children with learning difficulties in Iceland. Semi-structured individual
interviews were conducted repeatedly over a period of three school years. Interviews revealed
that participants’ general well-being in school seemed linked to peer acceptance and
friendships. Participants generally expressed positive attitudes towards school although
participants developed a negative attitude towards homework as they got older. The students”
perception of their schooling underlined the importance of listening to students” wishes
regarding their studies and what can support their well-being.

Keywords: Special education, learning difficulties, interview, student perception, well-being
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Student voices:

a longitudinal study of students” perception of their schooling and special education

lessons in Iceland

In the past decades, inclusion has been recognized worldwide as the idea that all students have
the right to be fully participating members of the school community. To guarantee children’s
rights numerous countries have confirmed international statements such as the Salamanca
Statement (UNESCO, 1994), the Rights of Persons with Disabilities from the United Nations
Convention (2007), and the Incheon Declaration (UNICEF, 2015). Inclusion in education has
been in place in Iceland since 2008 when it was declared in Icelandic law on compulsory
schools (no. 91/2008, article 17) that all students should receive their education in their
neighborhood inclusive schools. A national curriculum published in 2011 further strengthened
inclusion in schools (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2011). In Iceland, the main
criticism on inclusion focuses, among other things, on the allocation for students with
disabilities being inconsistent for their need for service and support (Hrund Logadottir et al.,
2012) and the legal environment and the procedures and organization of schools not being
compatible (Ministry of Education and Children, 2015,2017). It is clear, that it is essential
that legislation and policies of authorities’ better support staff within the educational system
so they can better support students.

One way of supporting students in their learning is through special education where
lessons are designed to meet individual educational needs (UNESCO, 2017). Although special
education is sometimes provided through individualized lessons in a separate resource room,
the lessons do not have to be separate from other teaching and can be planned within the
student’s mainstream class by providing extra resources or by applying alternative teaching
strategies (European agency for special needs and inclusive education, 2020). The aim is for

all students to be given appropriate teaching, and a formal examination of the child's
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difficulties is sometimes requested. Formal diagnoses of specific learning disorders are based
on persistent learning difficulties in one or more areas (e.g. reading, writing, and/or math) for
six months despite deliberate teaching, observed academic skills significantly below peers,
with onset in school or preschool, and not due to other conditions (e.g. vision or hearing
problems; American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Frolov & Schaepper, 2021).

In Iceland, around 14 to 17% of students have been formally diagnosed with
disabilities or disorders, (Statistics Iceland, 2022). In recent years, around 30% of students in
Iceland, across grades 1 to 10 have received special education or support (Statistics Iceland,
2022). One of the reasons for this high proportion could be a relatively open process for
applying for special education or support for students, as teachers, parents, and/or students
can apply for it, without requiring a formal diagnosis. Most schools use a blended approach to
meet the academic needs of those students by using pull-out programs (Statistics Iceland,
2022). Students are offered lessons in small groups either in the same subject as students
without learning difficulties or adapted study material. In Iceland, pull-out programs are used
about 35% of the time, directed by a special education teacher (Statistics Iceland, 2022).
Despite supporting the learning needs of a large group of students roughly a third of students
have failed to meet set standards at the end of 2" grade, reflecting a lack of reading
comprehension required for academic learning (Bjorgvinsson & Bentsdottir, 2017).

In school it is important to listen to the voices of everyone involved, and student
voices can for instance be helpful in making schools and classrooms more inclusive
(Ainscow, et al., 1999) and demonstrate discrepancies that can occur between groups such as
teachers and students (lanes, et al., 2016). A mismatch between needed and provided support,
and the feeling of not being listened to, can hinder learning and progress of this vulnerable
group (De Boer & Kujiper, 2021). Information from students can be helpful to improve and

change teaching for the benefit of the students. Advocacy, a sense of identity, transparency,
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and shared experiences are among the key elements of inclusion in education (McMaster,
2014) and emphasize the importance of listening to student voices. Researchers have explored
the views of students with learning difficulties, aiming to shed light on their perception of
school, challenges, and support received in different settings, and how these factors have
affected their learning and social status (De Boer & Kuijper, 2021; Gudjonsdottir, 2015;
Hjaltadottir, 2018; Mortier et al., 2011; Norwich & Kelly, 2004). Dutch and Icelandic
students have expressed a positive view of the special educational support they receive (De
Boer & Kuijper, 2021, Gudjonsdottir 2015; Hjaltadottir, 2018). Norwich & Kelly (2004)
examined the perception of children with learning difficulties on inclusion in mainstream and
special schools. Most of the participants expressed positive feelings towards school and their
teachers. Students have also reported better quality support in pull-out programs where they
could concentrate better, get attention from teachers, develop better learning strategies, get
appropriate and better work, less distraction, and less bullying (De Boer & Kuijper, 2021;
Klingner et al., 1998; Norwich & Kelly, 2004; Mortier et al, 2011). Although students have
reported a mismatch in given support and support needed they have also reported the support

they received resulted in better learning outcomes.

Students with learning difficulties have considered their social status excellent in
school and assessed their general well-being as good (Hjaltadottir, 2018). Icelandic students
with learning difficulties who have received academic support in special education classes
through pull-out programs often have to attend special education classes separate from the rest
of the class, causing them to miss out on experiences the rest of the group shares (Author).
These missed experiences can negatively affect social status, relationships, and friendships of
students with learning difficulties (Riitaoja et al., 2019). For example, reports of Dutch
students (De Boer & Kujiper, 2021) have supported this notion, indicating that receiving

support in special education classes had negatively impacted their interactions with peers due
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to decreased opportunities for peer interaction. Thus, it is important to have the opportunity to
form relationships with classmates so they can easily seek support both socially and
academically.

Good relationships between teachers and students are important. Students need to feel
comfortable in class to make it easier for them to ask for teachers' help. Strong teacher and
student relationships can also be beneficial for teachers. For example, teachers who strive to
form meaningful relationships with their students have been found to have greater self-
efficacy in engaging their students in learning activities (Chang et al., 2022). Students have
said good teachers show empathy, use humor, are fair, be determined but at the same time
flexible with students (Raufelder et al., 20016). Thus students have emphasized personal
factors rather than academic abilities in their teacher.

Parental involvement and support are important for children with special educational
needs but variables like student grade level and educational needs have to be considered. One
way for parent to get involved in their child’s learning is to help with homework. When
considering grade level early intervention is important as greater effects of homework have
been found for students in grade four and five than older students (Paschal et al., 1984), who
tend not to complete their homework if they do not perceive it as meaningful or beneficial
(Maharaj-Sharma & Sharma, 2016). Teaching students appropriate learning strategies for
assignments, increases the likelihood of them completing their assignments quickly and
accurately (Bas, Sentiirk, Cigerci, 2017; Maharaj-Sharma & Sharma, 2016).

In general, individuals try to form groups with similar individuals and maintain
positive social identity through the group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Therefore, it can be
challenging for students with learning difficulties who are identified as such and grouped
together to receive special support, to form positive connections with their classmates without

learning difficulties. Attitude, group judgment and group identification has been measured
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more positive towards children without learning difficulties (Nowicki, 2012). Students with
learning difficulties have reported significantly more bullying experiences than peers without
learning difficulties (Kokkinos & Antoniadou, 2013; Lung et al., 2019; Saylor & Leach,
2009). Bullying has been described as a deliberate act of aggression involving repeated
exposure of the victim to a variety of aggression ranging from teasing to causing deliberate
physical harm (Denault, 2018). Bullying is often directed towards individuals who are
perceived to be different or belonging to another group. There are also indications that
students with learning difficulties are more likely to show behavioral characteristics of the
bully (Kokkinos & Antoniadou, 2013) perhaps due to their previous experience as victims,
social skill deficits, insecurities related to academic challenges, or lack of peer acceptance or
support from friends, negatively affecting their well-being.

In this study, the main aim was to examine the attitudes of students with learning
difficulties towards their primary schooling, the special education they have received and their
well-being. We do not know of any research where students have been followed over time

and interviewed repeatedly to see if there is a change in their attitude.

Method
This longitudinal study employed a qualitative approach to understand how students
with learning difficulties perceived their schooling, academic challenges, special support,
homework and social status over time. A qualitative, reflexive thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2022) was used to develop themes from students” answers over time. Thematic
analysis is a “method for developing, analyzing and interpreting patterns across a qualitative
dataset” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, pp. 4) with reflexivity involving a practice to reflect on the

research practice and development (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Research question
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The current study was guided by the following research question: How do students with
learning difficulties perceive their schooling, focusing specifically on academic challenges,

special support, and homework?

Participants

All participants were part of a larger study conducted by the first three authors, conducted in a
public school in the capital region of Iceland. In the large study, the effect of teaching
methods on reading learning for students in grades 1 and 2 war examined, as well as the
impact on reading and mathematics in students with learning difficulties in grades 4 to 8. The
effect on self-concept, academic self-concept, reading self-concept and mathematic self-
concept of students with learning difficulties was also examined. The parents of all children
with learning difficulties were interviewed separately. Participants in this study were children
with learning difficulties who were in Grade 4 when the large study began and were enrolled
throughout the study. Purposive sampling was used to select five participants. They were
chosen for this study because they were the only participants interviewed on four occasions
whereas other participants were interview on one, two or three occasions. Around 400
students in grades 1 to 10 attended the school and the student-teacher ratio was 9:1. Class
sizes varied from 21 to 23 students during the three school years this study was conducted.
Participants were nominated by teachers and permission for participation granted by parents
and participants. Intake criteria were that students had been diagnosed with learning
difficulties by independent service providers and/or had been experiencing academic
difficulties in reading for at least three years according to both teacher and parent reports. All
participants had received special education lessons (pull-out) in reading and math since first
Grade. All followed regular classroom programs and received support in reading and math
through three to five group lessons per week in special education classrooms, with each pull-

out lesson lasting 40 minutes. Group sizes in the special education classrooms did not exceed



STUDENTS' PERCEPTION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION 9

6 students. Consent was obtained from the parents of all participants, describing each part of
the study separately. Parents gave consent to interviews after being provided information
about the research and information about where and when the interviews would take place, as
well as information about who would conduct the interviews. The interviews were always
conducted without the presence of the children's parents, also the school staff were not present
at the interviews. The parents of the children also participated in separate interviews that took
place within the same month and the interviews with the children. Before each interview, the
child was reminded that he or she could refuse to participate, refuse to answer certain
questions, and stop participating at any time. To ensure the privacy of all participants they

were given the following pseudonyms: Aron, Mikael, Emil, Sara and Anna.

Procedure

Data Collection and Analysis

The data were collected through one-to-one semi-structured interviews (see Appendix A),
each lasting between 20 and 30 minutes. In this longitudinal study, each student was
interviewed four times where the interview questions were asked repeatedly at the four waves.
The first interview took place two months after participants started 4" Grade, interview two at
the end of 4" Grade, interview three at the end of 5" Grade and interview 4 at the end of 6™
Grade. Interviews were chosen because the objective was to enable participants to express
how they perceived their learning difficulties, special education classes and school in general,
homework and social relations. The participants were asked if they experienced any
difficulties in school, how they perceived school and special education classes, how they
managed their schoolwork and homework, and how they perceived the available support. All
interviews took place in a separate room without teachers or other staff at the school. The
interview always began by informing the child of the purpose of the interview and requesting

his or her consent to the interview. A prior consent had been obtained by a parent of the child.
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The child was always reminded that participation could be refused without consequences.
Once consent was given, an informal chat took place to try to achieve a relaxed atmosphere
and make the child feel comfortable. At the end of the interview, the child was thanked for

his or her participation (Lichtman, 2006).

The first and last interviews of the study were conducted by the first author. From
fall 2014 to fall 2016 the first author observed special education lessons attended by
participants. To reduce the likelihood of effects on participants, the second (spring 2015) and
third interviews (spring 2016) were conducted by trained master students. The collected
audio-recorded data was transcribed verbatim. The study used reflexive thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021) as it was considered a good method for
“developing, analyzing and interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset” (Braun &
Clarke, 2002, p. 4). A systematic and transparent approach was used to ensure the quality of
the analysis and the six-phase process of reflexive thematic analysis was used. Analysis was
performed by the first author and started by the first author familiarizing herself with the
dataset and checking the transcripts prior to coding. Initial code generations were made by
repeatedly reading the data in an active way and extracting codes from the data that summed
up what was being described (e.g. “I think there should be like less bullying™). Codes were
reviewed and shifted from descriptive to analytical codes when appropriate. Groups of initial
codes were brought together. Codes were given interpretative meaning (such as “Bullied
because of speech impairment”). Themes were developed, using significant quotes, codes
were organized into likely themes, and checked if the themes fit the data set. In the last step,
the data was written up and weaved together with the analytic narrative (Braun & Clarke,

2022).
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Ethics

Ethics principles set out by science ethics and the Science Ethics Committee of the University
of Iceland and Rannis — The Icelandic Centre for Research were followed. The study was
reported to the Data Protection Agency (Icel. Persénuvernd). Ethical guidelines on respect,
indemnity, justice, and goodwill were considered (Bournot-Trites & Belanger, 2005, Flick,
2006). The participants and their parents were informed about the study”’s aim and asked to
sign a voluntary informed consent form, with information about participant anonymity,
withdrawal right at any stage, confidentiality from the researchers and information on data

storage and usage.

Results
Four key themes were developed regarding well-being in school, views towards

learning, views towards special education classes and homework.

Positive peer relations crucial to well-being in school

In general, the participants linked friendships with well-being and cited teasing as
the main cause of discomfort at school.

At the beginning of fourth grade, all participants but one expressed mixed feelings
towards school. They liked school and all of them said they had some friends. Anna had just
started in the school but felt the new school was immediately better than the old one because
of less noise and no bullying. Sara’s comments about the school were characteristic of
everyone's answers: “Sometimes it's a bit difficult at school. Then | feel a little bad. But
sometimes I just feel really good... sometimes difficult because some in my class are naughty
and the boys tease me a little often it's a bit difficult ”. Bullying and teasing affected the
children. They had all been subjected to some form of violence, either mental or physical,

even by kids they considered their friends. For example, Mikael said “When my friends are
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mean” and when asked what he meant by “mean” his answer was “They sometimes beat me”.
In some cases, they managed to shake it off and carelessly mentioned that a friend was
sometimes teasing. When asked if they told someone about the teasing, the participants said
they usually didn"t tell their parents or teachers about incidents of bullying simply because
they said it wouldn't help, but the experience of bullying affected them for a long time. An
example of this was Anna, who said at the beginning of 4th grade that a friend in the old
school had turned against her in 3" Grade after being her friend in 1% Grade and 2" Grade.
She mentioned this friend again unasked at the end of 5" Grade and that experience clearly
still affected her. She also wondered what she had done wrong when trying to make friend,
describing how she had smiled and tried to be friendly at school “I was kind of hated there,
yet | don't understand why | smiled every morning and never refused to go to school, | wasn't
learning well and | always smiled but I didn't have any friends”. She had even taken action at
the end of 4™ Grade, negotiating with a boy at school so he would leave her alone “I made a
deal with one boy... S0 he would stop teasing me”.

The students” own past behavior also affected their well-being at school. Emil, for
example, wanted to acquire a time machine so that he could go back in time to improve his
own behavior and remove a registration of negative behavior. He said “...because | sometime
get a note and I really want to go back in time and yes....I have to put it [the note] in my bag
and show mom and dad...| feel sad”.

During the study period, it was found that well-being at school was related to
whether participants felt they had friends or not. This was well demonstrated in interviews
with Mikael, Anna, Aron and Emil who felt better at school when they thought they had good

friends, even though they were experiencing bullying from classmates at times.
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Despite challenges school is a good place

Throughout the study the participants were generally positive towards their school
even though they did not always understand the instructions or were able to complete their
assignments. There were different attitudes between the boys and girls regarding their own
abilities, where the girls were more positive and persistent, while the boys wanted more help
and expressed less self-confidence in their studies.

The participants mentioned that teachers were helpful if they raised their hand and
asked for help. However, sometimes they experienced a mismatch between help they asked
for and the help they received. Changes in assignments or class placement were usually not
explained to them and they were never asked about their opinion about those changes. By the
time Aron had just started 4" Grade he had noticed that his class teacher was sometimes
trying to help him by shortening tasks, “she told me to do less than the other kids”, which he
found to be strange since his classmates had to finish their assignments. Throughout the study
the children were asked about what they liked most in school, four out of five repeatedly
mentioned woodwork, home economics, and mathematics were their favorite subjects. Emil’s
answer at the end of 5 Grade was typical for the participants, he said “Home economics and
then woodwork and then arts | just like it all”.

During the research period, a certain change of mindset seemed to take place among
the girls and they discussed the importance of diligence and resilience as factors that could
help them in their studies and overcome obstacles. For example, Anna said: “...you will not
know what to do when facing difficulties if you always take the easy route” and then added
“Sometimes | like doing hard things” as if she liked the challenge of hard work. The boys, on
the other hand, seemed to think that external factors such as listening to music in class, using
spinners, wearing earmuffs, taking medication or getting a new teacher would help them in

their studies. Two of the participants mentioned at the end of 4" grade that they felt difficult
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starting school after summer break. Aron said he would “probably forget everything” he
learned while on summer break. Mikael said “When I"ve been away for a long time | just feel
like the school has changed into another school...|1 don’t like taking a summer break...just
never close the school | want to live here” which indicates that though he had difficulties in
his studies and sometimes had trouble regarding friends he viewed the school as a safe place.
Students want classes tailored to their needs

Throughout the study the participants followed regular classroom programs and
received support in reading and math through three to five pull-out lessons per week in special
education classrooms. In general, the participants held a mixed view towards special need
education. They liked the quiet time in smaller groups, receiving a more concise instruction
from teachers and more time with the teacher who was able to help them more. Anna, who
held a positive view towards special education classes throughout the study said “It’s really
what | like most in school” when she was asked about the classes at the end of 5™ Grade.
Mikael however disliked the special education classes when he was in 4™ Grade. He said it
was some kind of punishment if he couldn’t finish his tasks ‘“They sometimes make me go
over there because | take my time finishing, then they me make go down there.”

Participants” well-being in special needs classes seemed to be somewhat related to
whether they considered their special needs teacher to be “a good teacher” or not. All
participants mentioned that “good” teachers helped them, were kind, treated them with respect
and acted as if their well-being mattered to the teachers. In 5 Grade, for example, Mikael
changed special needs teachers, and this had a positive effect on his well-being in the special
education class. He described there was more peace in class and the tasks suited him.
However, he claimed all repetition was boring. This was the only year that Mikael mentioned
positive changes in his reading ability, but he said “I read much faster and understand the

words very well”. Aron expressed similar perceptions, after he got a new special needs
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teacher, he said the tasks and classes were fun as well as him being “quicker to read and read
more clearly”. During the study the participants repeatedly mentioned a specific special
education teacher that they regarded as a good teacher. When asked about that teacher and
what made him a good teacher, Sara’s comment at the end of 6™ Grade was typical for their
responses but she said the teacher “acts a little more like we 're becoming teenagers not just
that we ’re little kids”, she furthermore mentioned that the teacher who rewarded the students
when they achieved their goals was a better teacher than the other teachers. The same teacher
rewarded his students when they achieved their goals. This way, the teacher managed to
monitor student progress while informing the students that he was noticing their effort. The
rewards seemed to matter to the participants although the extent of the rewards mattered little,
for example, some participants were rewarded when they achieved their 6™ Grade reading
goals by getting candy (one sugar-free mint). Most of the participants said it was easier to get
short and specific assignments where the goal was clear but more difficult to get longer texts
to read and "to imagine the text and it's so hard to remember what happened in the text and |
have to answer questions” (Anna). They claimed short reading comprehension tasks, such as
texts about animals or kids their age, appealed to them but said tasks based on old test texts
were boring. Aron’s comments at the end of 5" Grade on the old test texts were "easy but did
not make sense" and he managed to summarize well that the participants did not seem to
connect with the text as it was too fictional and possibly not connected with their reality.
Mikael’s wishes regarding a new special needs teachers were not met, but he said in
an interview in 6" grade that he had repeatedly asked to be allowed to change teachers in
special needs education. Being denied a new special needs teacher seemed to have a negative
effect on his well-being, he found all tasks difficult, the teacher boring and did not notice any
progress in reading or math. Aron had made the same wishes and got assistance from his

mother, and his wish was met. As a result, he changed teachers in the middle of the year in the
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5th Grade. This change had, according to him, a positive effect on his well-being, which
continued to improve while he was in 6" Grade.
Homework appreciated given parental support

During the research period, the main emphasis was on students reading at home five
times a week on average. They also had to do short math assignments on a weekly basis as
well as short writing assignments. All participants needed the assistance of parents or other
relatives with their homework throughout the study period. The assistance was necessary for
them to be able to carry out their tasks and the assistance they received influenced their views
on homework. Their parents did not always have the skills needed to help them and this had a
negative effect on the participants' learning.

Attitudes towards homework were positive among all participants when 2 months
had passed from the beginning of 4" Grade. During the research period their attitude towards
homework became more negative as the homework became more difficult. All of them
received help at home from their parents and felt that the homework generally went well if
they received help. During the study period, all participants named their mother as the person
who provided the most help with homework. At the end of 4™ Grade, there were slightly more
negative feelings towards homework. Mikael “just enjoy(ed) studying with my mother" but
said his mother sometimes did the work for him in part to make it easier for him. Other
participants mentioned that parents would say no when asked to finish the homework
assignments for them. Two participants said that the part of homework was overtime for
them, they preferred to finish their work during school hours as the teachers knew better how
to solve the tasks. Anna said "I feel like | can’t do it, because | find it difficult to do it when |
do not have any help, because the teachers know it, because some things my mother and my
father do not know...zhe teachers still know, so I'm always in trouble”. Sometimes they

simply told their teachers that they had forgotten to do their homework when in fact they
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weren’t able to work on the assignment because they didn’t know how to. One participant
(Mikael) said that his teacher would be irritated if he did not hand in homework (which he had

not been able to work on at home because his parents did not know how to help with the task).

Discussion
The main purpose of this study was to listen to students” voices about their perceived well-
being in school, schooling experience, special education lessons and homework. Results
showed that when asked about their well-being in school the participants linked their well-
being in school with friends and having someone to play with during recess and after school,
they cited teasing as the main cause of discomfort. Attitude towards school and learning was
generally positive although participants did not always understand instructions given in books
or by teachers. Craft and art such as woodwork and home economics were repeatedly
mentioned as students’ favorite subjects. All schools in Iceland implicit inclusive school
policies and focus on a wide range of subjects in everyday activities. Most schools in Iceland
offer students studies in craft and art such as woodwork, painting, sewing, acting, and home
economics for a limited time each school year throughout their schooling. Attitudes towards
special education were mixed with well-being in special education partly being related to
feelings towards the teacher. Teachers' behavior towards students seemed to have the greatest
impact on whether students thought the teacher was suitable for them. Participants in the
current study seemed to have similar assessments of what characterized a good teacher as
participants in a research by Raufeld et al (2016) who mentioned personal traits when asked
about what characterized good teachers. Two developments among the participants were
noticed during the research period. Firstly, a change in the attitude among the girls as they
started to focus more on the importance of diligence and resilience while the boys focused
more on external factors for educational success. These different attitudes are shaped by

various factors in the participants” lives. Perhaps the girls have the autonomy and connections
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that help them in their studies while it hinders the boys and decreases their student
engagement. Secondly, attitude towards homework became more negative as students got
older and homework assignments seemed to get more difficult for them leading to them

needing help from their parents who sometimes could help and sometimes not.

Statistics regarding students with special needs have been stable in recent years with
about 30% of Icelandic students requiring support in their studies (Statistics Iceland, 2022).
The needs of this group should be met, both academically and socially. If this group is in
social difficulties, as some of the participants in this study reported, support needs to be
increased by teaching them positive communication and supporting social communication in
various ways. In addition, a school environment that supports children who have social
difficulties needs to be created. Both teachers and parents can help the children, for example
teachers in lessons with discussions and exercises in communication and parents with
discussions and by inviting their children's schoolmates to visit or some other activities that
they can manage. Evidence based materials such as the Program for the Education and
Enrichment of Relational Skills (PEERS®) can be used in parallel. In previous research
students have reported their social relationships to be disrupted during school hours if their
classmates/friends did not also attend special education classes (De Boer & Kujiper, 2021;
Riitaoja et al., 2019). Participants in this study did not mention missing out on social
connections, they all knew each other and even mentioned each other as friends even though
there was no or little communication between them outside of school. The participants were in
the same year group, with two classes and ample opportunities for communication between
teachers and students in terms of collaboration in various tasks. Participants in this study
mentioned cases that could be considered as being victims of bullying. However, they rarely

told their parents because they did not think that would change anything. Previous research
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has indicated a difference in the responses of students and their parents regarding bullying as
parents seemed less aware of the bullying that their children experienced (Lung et al., 2019).

In recent years, about 30% of students in Icelandic primary schools have received
some support in their studies (Statistics Iceland, 2022). One of the reasons for this high
proportion could be a relatively open process for applying for special education or support for
students, as teachers, parents, and/or students can apply for it, without requiring a formal
diagnosis. The support is, among other things, intended to help students understand their
assignments, but reading comprehension among a third of Icelandic students has been
repeatedly measured below the reference level at the end of 2™ grade (Bjorgvinson &
Bentsdottir, 2017; OECD, 2019). It is therefore clear that despite the diverse teaching
methods and qualified staff in Icelandic primary schools, there is a need to examine more
closely how students who struggle with reading difficulties can be better supported.

Both positive and negative feelings were expressed by the participants towards special
education. Participants reported they could concentrate better, get more attention from the
teacher and less distraction in special education classes as reported by De Boer & Kuijper
(2021), Klingner et al (1998), Norwich & Kelly (2004) and Mortier et al (2011). The well-
being in special needs education seemed to be somewhat related to whether participants liked
their special needs teacher or not. It is important for teachers to try to engage with students
and especially students with learning difficulties to further their learning activities. Teachers
in Chang’s et al study (2022) who reported stronger goals of forming important relationships
with their students also described more self-esteem in involving students in learning activities.
If a student and teacher do not match, it should be easy for the student to be transferred to
another teacher to increase success rate.

Attitudes towards homework were positive among participants when 2 months had

passed from the beginning of 4th grade. During the research period their attitude towards
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homework became more negative as the homework became more difficult. Elementary
schooling in Iceland is divided into three ways: the first level when the children are 6 to 9
years old, the second level when the children are 10 to 12 years old and the third level when
they are 13 to 15 years old. Learning materials are generally considered to be more difficult as
children move on to the next level. At the same time, homework becomes more difficult and
students with learning difficulties must spend more time on homework than their peers
without learning difficulties (Sigurgeirsson & Bjornsdottir, 2016). Paschal et al. (1984) found
that greater effects of homework on academic success could be found for students in grades
four and five than on older students. Here, attitude could play a part as students need to find
homework assignments meaningful and beneficial. Mikael s attitude got more negative as he
got older, he stopped trying to work on his homework as he found it too difficult, and his
parents could no longer help. He mentioned a teacher getting annoyed with him for not
completing his assignments at home. A better approach would be to customize the project so
the student would be able to work independently on the project at home. As feedback from
teachers is an important part of encouraging students to do their homework (Maharaj-Sharma
& Sharma, 2016) a negative one like being annoyed does little to encourage students.
Homework is in most cases intended to be more focused on students’ fewer specific skills. It
is therefore necessary for students to have the skills the teacher intend for them to work with
when they return home. If parents are to be encouraged to support their children's education,
parents also need to be taught the methods that their children are expected to master.
Limitations and conclusion

In this longitudinal study, 5 students were interviewed four times over a period of
three school years or from the time the children were 9 years old until they were 12 years old.
The time given in the study's data collection is among its strengths. A longitudinal study such

as this can reveal whether there is a specific pattern in students’ opinions that develops during
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their schooling. This study has limitations that are worth mentioning. First, the selection of the
sample should be mentioned as only students who had experienced learning difficulties for
three years or more were selected. With only five participants there is a lack of representatives
of important groups such as bilingual students, queer students, immigrants, and students with
physical disabilities. Also, a certain homogeneity is present as all participants attended the
same school in the capital area of Iceland and had the same teachers. Future research related
to the attitudes of students with learning difficulties could therefore relate to a more diverse
group of participants compared to the attitudes of the participants in the current study and the
sample could be larger.

The main results of this study are that the participants associate well-being at school
with friends and acquaintances at school. Participants generally feel comfortable at school,
despite having difficulty understanding instructions and not being able to complete their
assignments sometimes. They like to go to special education classes in smaller groups as they
get help quickly from teachers, but a good relationship with special teachers is important so
that students feel good in class and experience progress in their own studies. Participants in
the study could not work independently in their homework assignments, always needed help
from parents or relatives and if that help was not available, homework was not completed.
The participants developed a more negative attitude towards homework as they got older. The
homework got more difficult and seemed to be too difficult for the participants. These results
emphasize the importance of paying attention to how homework is presented both to students
and their parents, who are primarily responsible for providing educational support at home for
their children. Furthermore, the findings of this study indicate that students are not asked
about their opinions about many things related to their schooling, for instance their projects

and educational placement.
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Appendix A.

The following questions were presented to participants:

1. What do like to do?

2. What do you want to become when you grow up?

3. What do you like to do in school?

4. Do you have any difficulties in school? When did it start?

5. Have your difficulties been diagnosed? Do you know why? Has anything
changed since you were diagnosed?

6. What do you find most difficult in school? Can you explain?

7. What do you think this school year will be like?

8. Can you finish your tasks in school? What kind of tasks do you finish? What
kind of tasks do you not finish?

9. Do you understand instructions? In books? Given by teachers? What is difficult
to understand?

10. Does another teacher sometimes come to your class? Does the teacher help just
you or everybody?

11. Does a teacher sometimes come and invite you to another room? How do you
like that? Do you know why the teachers comes? Does it help? What do you do in
these classes?

12.How do you like school? How do you like language lessons? How do you like
math?

13. If you could change anything in the school. What would you change?

14. Do you look forward to school after the summer break?
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15. Do you look forward to school when you wake up?
16.How do you think learning to read is going?
17.What’s homework like? Who helps you?

18. If you had one wish, what would you change regarding school?
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Appendix A: Overview of questions used from the parent versions of
KIDSCREEN-52 (The KIDSCREEN Group, 2004) for paper I.

Factor within questionnaire
evaluating parents’ perception of]
their children’s well-being in
school

Question used to assess parents’ perception of their
children’s well-being in school

KIDSCREEN-52°

Question used to assess parents’ perception of their
children’s well-being in school

Physical activities and health

1.

In general, how would your child rate her/ his
health (excellent, very good, good, fair, poor)
Has your child felt fit and well? (not at all,
slightly, moderately, very, extremely)

Has your child felt full of energy? (never,
almost never, sometimes, almost always,
always)

Feelings

Thinking about last week:

A e

Has your child felt that life was enjoyable?
Has your child felt pleased that he/she is alive?
Has your child felt satisfied with his/her life?
Has your child been in a good mood?

Has your child felt cheerful?

Has your child had fun?

General mood

Thinking about last week:

Has your child felt that he/she does everything
badly?
Has your child felt sad?

Has your child felt so bad that he/she didn’t
want to do anything?

195



Has your child felt that everything in his/her
life goes wrong?

Has your child felt fed up?
Has your child felt lonely?

Has your child felt under pressure?

Free time

Thinking about last week:

Has your child had enough time for
him/herself?

Has your child been able to choose what to do
in his/her free time?

Family and home life

Thinking about last week:

Has your child been happy at home?

Friends

Thinking about last week:

Has your child had fun with his/her friends?

School and learning

Thinking about last week:

Has your child been happy at school?
Has your child got on well at school?

Has your child been satisfied with his/her,
teachers?

Has your child enjoyed going to school?
Has your child been able to pay attention?

Has your child gotten along well with his/her
teachers?

196



Appendix B: Overview of questions used from the parent versions of
KINDLR (Ravens-Sieberer & Bullinger, 2000) for paper I.

KINDLR

During the past week:

Emotional well-being

1.

My child felt alone
My child felt scared or unsure of him-/herself

Self-esteem

My child was proud of him-/herself
My child had lots of good ideas
My child felt pleased with him-/herself

Family

My child got on well with us as parents
My child felt fine at home
We quarreled at home

My child felt that | was bossing him/her around

Social contacts

A AN

My child was liked by other kids
My child felt different from other children

School

=

My child easily coped with schoolwork
My child worried about his/her future

My child was afraid of bad marks or grades
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Appendix C: Overview of questions used from Self-Perception Profile
for Learning Disabled Students (Renick & Harter, 1988/2012) for

paper Il.

Factors of self-concept

Questions

General self-
concept/global self-
worth

1.

Some kids are unhappy with themselves BUT other kids
are pretty pleased with themselves

Some kids are happy with themselves as a person BUT]
other Kids are often not happy with themselves

Some kids are happy being the way they are BUT other
kids wish they were different

Some kids are not happy with the way they do a lot of
things BUT other kids think the way they do things is
fine

IAcademic self-
concept/general
intellectual ability

Some kids are sure that they are pretty smart in school
BUT other kids are not so sure they are all that smart in
school

Some kids feel that they are just as smart as others their
age BUT other kids aren't so sure and wonder if they are
as smart

Some kids feel that they are very good at their|
schoolwork BUT other kids worry about whether they
can do the schoolwork assigned to them

Some kids feel kind of dumb when it comes to doing
their schoolwork BUT other kids feel that they are pretty
bright when it comes to doing their schoolwork

Some kids are not very good learners in school BUT
other Kkids are good learners in school
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Self-concept
reading/Reading
competence

in

Some Kkids can read most stories and books pretty easily,
BUT other kids have a hard time reading stories and
books

Some Kkids are really good readers BUT other kids have a
hard time with their reading

Some kids have trouble with their reading BUT other|
kids do well in reading

Some kids read pretty fast BUT other kids are pretty
slow readers

Self-concept
math/Math competence

in

Some kids can do their math pretty easily BUT other
kids find it hard to spell most words

Some kids are good at math BUT other kids have a hard
time with math

Some kids have trouble doing math problems BUT other,
kids do well at their math problems

Some kids find it hard to understand math BUT other
kids can understand math pretty easily
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Appendix D: Questions presented to participants in interviews.

1. What do like to do?

2. What do you want to become when you grow up?

3. What do you like to do in school?

4. Do you have any difficulties in school? When did it start?

5. Have your difficulties been diagnosed? Do you know why? Has
anything changed since you were diagnosed?

6. What do you find most difficult in school? Can you explain?
7. What do you think this school year will be like?

8. Can you finish your tasks in school? What kind of tasks do you
finish? What kind of tasks do you not finish?

9. Do you understand instructions? In books? Given by teachers?
What is difficult to understand?

10. Does another teacher sometimes come to your class? Does the
teacher help just you or everybody?

11. Does a teacher sometimes come and invite you to another room?
How do you like that? Do you know why the teachers comes? Does it
help? What do you do in these classes?

12. How do you like school? How do you like language lessons? How
do you like math?

13. If you could change anything in the school. What would you

change?
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14. Do you look forward to school after the summer break?
15. Do you look forward to school when you wake up?
16. How do you think learning to read is going?

17. What's homework like? Who helps you?

18. If you had one wish, what would you change regarding school?
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