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This study examined the self-perceptions, motivational orientations, and classroom
adjustment of children with learning disabilities (LD), matched-IQ non-LD, randomly
selected non-LD, and low achieving children. Elementary-age children (N= 148; 37
Jrom each group) completed domain-specific measures of their self-concepts, percep-
tions of control, and motivation. Teachers rated children on motivational and com-
petence indices and classroom behavioral adjustment. Comparisons among groups
indicated that children with LD were lower in perceived cognitive competence and
academic self-regulation relative to the nondisabled control groups, but were com-
parable to the low achieving children. Children with LD were most likely to perceive
academic outcomes as controlled by powerful others. No group differences were
Sfound for general self-perceptions of control or competence. Teacher ratings of
children with LD were more discrepant from those of comparison groups than were
self-ratings of children with LD. The results suggest the need for matched-IQ and
low achieving control groups in research on children with LD. The origin and role
of both environmental inputs and self-perceptions in the adjustment of students

with LD are discussed.

SChool-identified students with learn-
ing disabilities (LD) make up over
40% of the special education placements
(Biklen & Zollers, 1986) and represent the
largest group of classified children na-
tionally (Algozzine & Ysseldyke, 1986).
Yet, those labeled LD represent but a
subgroup of low achievers; children with
LD are those low achievers who have
been identified for special education ser-
vices on the basis of presumed cognitive
differences (Adelman & Taylor, 1986).
Currently, there is much controversy
about whether school-identified children
with LD in fact differ from their low
achieving nonlabeled peers (Adelman &
Taylor, 1986; Algozzine, 1985; Gallagher,
1986) and whether there is benefit from
highly differential educational program-
ming (Biklen & Zollers, 1986; Ysseldyke,
Algozzine, Shinn, & McGue, 1982).
The purpose of the present investiga-
tion was to examine differences between
school-identified students with LD and
their normally achieving and low achiev-
ing counterparts with regard to self-
perceptions, motivation, and classroom
adjustment. Current literature suggests
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that children with LD are different from
non-LD children in terms of self-concept
and motivation (e.g., Ceci, 1986; Saba-
tino, 1982). However, most such evidence
has compared children with LD with
either standardization samples or normal
controls, failing to address the fact that
children with LD are both low achieving
and labeled. They also typically have IQs
lower than comparison groups (Torgesen
& Dice, 1980). The extent to which dif-
ferences are specific to LD or generaliz-
able to low achievers, generally an unre-
searched question, would have important
implications for educational planning.
Among the specific dimensions of focus
in this study are those of perceived com-
petence, perceived motivation and con-
trol, and teacher-rated competence,
motivation, self-esteem, and adjustment.

Self-Concept

For a number of reasons, one might
expect that children classified as LD
would have negative global and school-
related self-concepts. First, it is general-
ly the case that children so classified have
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at some point experienced considerable
failure and negative competence feed-
back at school. These experiences would
likely be internalized and represented in
a more negative view of self (Sabatino,
1982). Second, many investigators have
suggested that the very fact of being
labeled may negatively affect self-concept
directly, as well as indirectly affecting it
through the mechanism of the self-ful-
filling prophecy (Good, 1982; Rosenthal
& Jacobson, 1968). Third, there have
been suggestions that the pullout of stu-
dents with LD from regular classrooms
for special programs may facilitate social
stigma, create discontinuities with class
activities, and, accordingly, highlight a
sense of difference from others (Biklen
& Zollers, 1986; Reynolds & Wang,
1983).

A number of studies have, in fact,
found lower self-esteem in subjects with
LD compared with non-LD samples, using
a variety of scales (Black, 1974; Bryan
& Pearl, 1979; Larsen, Parker, & Jor-
jorian, 1973; Rogers & Saklofske, 1985;
Rosenthal, 1973). However, these find-
ings become less compelling with regard
to children with LD in light of corres-
ponding findings that nonclassified low
achievers also differ from normally
achieving children in self-esteem (Shaw,
1961; Strang, 1968; Woolf, 1965). The
complexities of this issue are further
demonstrated in the fact that two studies
comparing children in special class place-
ments (resource rooms or self-contained
classrooms) with those whose academic
difficulties warranted special placement
but who had not been placed, found
higher self-esteem in the placed children
(Coleman, 1983; Ribner, 1980). Thus,
there may be advantages of LD place-
ment for self-concept, insofar as place-
ment may address existing problems or
create a different reference group for
social comparison (Marsh, 1987).

Additionally, some studies have docu-
mented that IQ is positively associated
with self-concept (Piers, 1969). Thus, IQ
may represent another confluential fac-
tor in these studies.

To date, most of the studies on the
self-concepts of children with LD have
used generalized measures of self-esteem.
Harter (1983) and others have stressed
the importance of domain specificity in
self-perception assessment. Two studies
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have examined domain-specific self-per-
ceptions in children with LD. Renick
(1985b) found that children with LD
were more negative in their self-percep-
tions across domains compared with
non-LD children. In contrast, Lincoln
and Chazen (1979) found that the more
negative self-perceptions of students with
LD were restricted to the cognitive
domain. Neither of these studies, how-
ever, included matched-IQ or low achiev-
ing controls.

Based on prior research findings and
theorizing, it was hypothesized that, be-
cause of their failure experience, children
with LD would have more negative self-
perceptions relative to matched-IQ and
randomly selected non-LD groups but
would not differ from children in the low
achieving group. The expected differ-
ences were hypothesized to be strongest
in the cognitive domain. To assess this
hypothesis, we employed Harter’s (1982)
Perceived Competence Scale to obtain
domain-specific scores for perceived
competence in general and in the cogni-
tive domain.

Motivation: Perceived Autonomy
and Control

To date, research on motivation and
attribution in students with LD has been
sparse (Deci & Chandler, 1986; Sabatino,
1982; Smith, 1986). Yet, as with self-
concept, there are a number of reasons
why differences from non-LD children
would be expected. A history of school
nonsuccess would be expected to decrease
a child’s sense of initiation and value for
school (Ryan, Connell, & Deci, 1985)
and undermine the interest and desire to
learn. Furthermore, there is some evi-
dence that interventions with children
with handicaps tend to emphasize exter-
nal contingencies and controls (Berkson
& Landesman-Dwyer, 1977; Torgesen,
1986), which may lead to decreased per-
ceived autonomy (Deci & Chandler, 1986;
Ryan & Grolnick, 1986) and increased
dependence on external sources of direc-
tion and reward (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987)
for learning.

Evidence in support of this reasoning
has been supplied by studies of both
motivational indices and control attribu-
tions in LD samples. Both Renick (1985a)
and Lincoln and Chazen (1979) found
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low mastery motivation— that is, curios-
ity, desire for challenge, and indepen-
dence in mastery attempts —in children
with LD relative to non-LD children, us-
ing Harter’s (1981) measure. With regard
to control attributions, Fincham and
Barling (1978) reported higher “external”
orientations in children with LD versus
non-LD children, while Hisama (1976)
reported no differences. Again, none of
these studies included low achieving or
matched-IQ controls.

In the present study, we examined as-
pects of both motivation and perceived
control in varied groups, using domain-
specific measures. Motivation was as-
sessed using Ryan and Connell’s (in press)
measure of self-regulation in school,
while control was measured using Con-
nell’s (1985) Multidimensional Measure
of Children’s Perceptions of Control. It
was hypothesized that children with LD
would be lower in self-regulation (i.e.,
more dependent on external controls)
and more likely to perceive powerful
others as controlling success and failure
outcomes relative to a non-LD control
group, to a low achieving group, or to
their matched-IQ non-LD counterparts.

Teacher Ratings

Teacher ratings of students with LD
versus non-LD students are of interest in
several respects. Generally, teacher rat-
ings of student motivation, competence,
and self-esteem provide an independent
source for the comparisons discussed
above. Most studies on motivation and
self-concept in LD samples have used
student self-report exclusively. Beyond
this methodological issue, however, it is
important to know whether, in the eyes
of teachers, children with LD differ from
other groups in meaningful ways. Further-
more, classroom teachers are highly
aware of those children who are classified
as LD. The salience of the classification
may itself result in differential percep-
tions, a point supported by some prior
research (Delclos, Burns, & Kolewicz,
1987; Good, 1982). For example, Aloia
and MacMillan (1983) found that teachers
felt that children labeled educable men-
tally retarded would be more difficult to
teach, have less potential, and be less
capable than unlabeled children. We
know of no research specifically examin-

ing teacher ratings of children with
LD versus those low in achievement or
matched in 1Q.

Teachers in the current study were
asked to rate individual students on dimen-
sions of academic competence, motiva-
tion, and self-esteem. In addition, we
asked teachers to indicate the extent to
which they tended to prod or externally
control the students in order to produce
performance. Here we reasoned that stu-
dents labeled as LD would elicit more ex-
ternal control, even when compared with
other low achievers or those matched in
IQ, in part as a function of the salient
label itself. Children with LD were also
expected to be viewed by classroom
teachers as less competent and motivated
than normally achieving controls, those
matched in IQ, and those in a low achiev-
ing group.

An additional facet of the teacher rat-
ings was the employment of a classroom
behavioral adjustment rating scale (High-
tower et al., 1986). The adjustment scale
assesses the dimensions of acting-out,
shy-anxious behavior, and learning prob-
lems. Previous research has suggested
that learning and behavioral problems
tend to co-occur (Sattler, 1982). Research
on behavioral problems in children with
LD has had mixed results, with some
studies finding a greater number of emo-
tional problems (e.g., Touliatos & Lind-
holm, 1980) in children with LD relative
to non-LD controls and others finding
the groups to be similar (e.g., Cullinan,
Epstein, & Lloyd, 1981). However, the
relative prevalence of such problems in
LD, matched-IQ, and low achieving
groups remains largely unexplored.

In summary, the current study was in-
tended to examine differences between
children with LD and others on dimen-
sions of self-evaluation, motivation,
teacher perceptions, and classroom ad-
justment, as seen by teachers. It should
be noted that this study was designed to
examine only school-identified children
with LD and does not attempt to deter-
mine whether nonidentified low or nor-
mally achieving children actually meet
criteria for learning disabilities but have
not been targeted by the school district.
The children with LD and the low achiev-
ing children are, thus, heterogeneous
groups (Hammill, Leigh, McNutt, &
Larsen, 1981). Information on character-
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istics of the groups is provided in order
to facilitate comparison with other studies
(Keogh, 1986).

While differences were expected on
most dimensions between the children
with LD and randomly selected controls,
many of these distinguishing character-
istics were not expected to discriminate
children with LD from other low achievers
or those matched in IQ. Such findings
would help to clarify attributes that are
specific to the school-identified children
with LD versus those general to low
achievers. In addition, they would dem-
onstrate the importance of low achiev-
ing and IQ-matched controls in research
on school-identified LD groups.

METHOD
Subjects

Subjects in this study were 148 third-
through sixth-grade students from a
school district approximately 1 hour out-
side a midsized northeastern city. The
school district serves students with family
backgrounds ranging from lower to up-
per middle class, and over 90% of the
families are Caucasian. Subjects were
drawn from a population of approxi-
mately 500 third- through sixth-grade
children. Thirty-seven children (25 boys,
12 girls; 8 third-grade, 12 fourth-grade,
10 fifth-grade, and 7 sixth-grade) com-
posed each of four groups: learning dis-
abled (LD), matched-IQ non-learning-
disabled (matched-IQ non-LD), random-
ly selected (not matched for IQ) non-
learning-disabled (randomly selected non-
LD), and low achieving non-learning-
disabled. Subjects in the second through
fourth groups, respectively, were matched
on a one-to-one basis to children in the
LD group on school grade and gender,
while only the matched-IQ group was
matched on a one-to-one basis for the IQ
variable. The mean educational level of
parents in the sample was 12.80 years
(SD=2.75, range = 8 to 20) for mothers
and 12.67 years (SD=2.41, range =10
to 20) for fathers.

Learning Disabled Group. The group
with LD was composed of children who
had been classified by the school district,
following teacher referral and a multi-
disciplinary evaluation and conference,
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as learning disabled. The school district’s
criterion for classification was a 40%
discrepancy between intellectual ability,
as measured by the Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children-Revised (Wechsler,
1974), and academic achievement, as
measured by the Woodcock-Johnson
Psycho-Educational Battery (Woodcock
& Johnson, 1977). In the district’s pro-
cedure, both scores are standardized, and
a discrepancy table, which allows for
measurement error, is used to determine
whether the classification criteria are
met. Seventeen of the children were
labeled as LD in reading only, 1 in math
only, and 19 in both reading and math.
All students classified as LD attained a
Full Scale IQ score of 80 or greater (at
least within the low average range).
Within the school district from which
our sample was drawn, children classified
as LD attend regular classrooms in all
areas except reading and/or math, de-
pending on their disability. All students
spend 1%2 hours (reading or math) or 3
hours (reading and math) per day in a
resource room working with a special
education teacher in a small group.

Matched-IQ Non-LD Group. Chil-
dren in this group were matched on the
basis of their scores on the Otis-Lennon
Mental Ability Test (Otis & Lennon,
1970), as well as on sex and grade, to
children in the LD group. The researcher
who assigned subjects to this group was
blind to children’s achievement test scores
and had available only information on
the grade, gender, and IQ scores of the
subjects with LD and the larger sample.
All children were attending regular
classes.

Randomly Selected Non-LD Group.
The 37 children assigned to this group
were randomly selected children who
were the same gender and grade as chil-
dren in the LD group. The researcher
assigning these children was blind to IQ
and achievement test scores and had
available only a list of the grade levels
and genders of subjects with LD and the
larger sample of children. Children within
this group had no other school-related
disabilities.

Low Achieving Group. Children in
this group were performing below the
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25th percentile relative to their same-
grade peers on either the Metropolitan
Achievement Test (fourth and fifth
graders) or Pupil’s Educational Progress
Test (third and sixth graders). Achieve-
ment test scores were standardized by
grade before the children were selected.
Students were assigned to this group if
they were below the 25th percentile in
combined reading and math scores (see
Note) and were matched on grade and
sex to one of the children in the LD sam-
ple. In assigning children to this group,
the researcher was blind to IQ scores.

Table 1 presents the means and ranges
for the Otis-Lennon IQs of children in
the various groups and for achievement
test scores where available. Students with
LD do not take the same standardized
achievement scales as children who are
not so classified.

Child Self-Report Measures

All questionnaires were administered
to children in their regular classroom
groups. Two experimenters were present
for the administration of all question-
naires. One of the experimenters read the
items aloud, while the other was available
to answer questions and to assist students
having difficulty responding.

Perceived Competence Scale (Harter,
1982). The Perceived Competence
Scale was used to assess children’s self-
perceptions of competence and worth.
This 28-item questionnaire assesses chil-
dren’s feelings of competence in three
specific domains (cognitive, social, and
physical) and general feelings of self-
worth. Children decide which of two
types of children, one representing a low
and one a high level of competence, they
are most like, then indicate whether the
description is really true of just sort of
true for them. The responses are scored
on a 4-point scale ranging from least
competent (1) to most competent (4). In
the present study, only items from the
Cognitive and General Worth subscales
were included.

Academic Self-Regulation Question-
naire (ASRQ) (Ryan & Connell, in press).
The ASRQ measures children’s styles of
regulating their school-related behavior
on a continuum ranging from external
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Table 1
Means and Ranges of 1Q and Achievement Indices by Group
Group
Matched Randomly
1Q selected Low Total
LD non-LD non-LD achieving population
(n=37) (n=37) (n=237) (n=37) (N =476)
Otis-Lennon 1Q
Mean 93.7 94.5 114.2 99.5 108
Range 80-130 80-127 101-129 86-115 74-147
Achievementa
Mean NAP 60.2 75.8 401 68.8
Range NAP 15-98.5 46-96.5 23-58.1 3.5-99
aAchievement test data (Metropolitan Achievement Test for Grades 4 and 5, New York
State Pupil Educational Progress Test for Grades 3 and 6) are expressed as unstandard-
ized percentile scores. PAchievement test scores were not available for the LD sample.

regulation to more autonomous self-
regulation. The 26-item questionnaire in-
cludes reasons why children engage in
behaviors such as “doing homework” and
“doing classwork.” Items are associated
with four subscales, ranging respectively
from low to high autonomy in self-regu-
lation: External (i.e., because of teacher-
imposed rules, contingencies, or sanc-
tions), Introjected (to attain approval or
avoid negative effects), Identified (for
self-valued goals), and Intrinsic (because
of inherent enjoyment of the activity).
Alpha reliabilities for the four subscales
range from .75 to .88. Scores are ob-
tained for each subscale, then subscale
scores are weighted according to their
position along the self-regulation con-
tinuum to yield one score, referred to as
the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI). This
score represents the degree of autonomy
in children’s school-related self-regulation.

Multidimensional Measure of Chil-
dren’s Perceptions of Control MMCPC)
(Connell, 1985). The MMCPC is a self-
report measure assessing children’s under-
standing of who or what controls success
and failure outcomes in general, and in
three specific content domains (cognitive,
physical, and social). Three sources of
control are measured: internal (i.e., the
child controls success and failure out-
comes); powerful others (i.e., powerful
others, such as the teacher, control such
outcomes); and unknown control (i.e.,
the child does not know who or what
controls outcomes). Children decide how
true a series of statements about control
are on a Likert-type scale. The focus of
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the present study was on the extent of the
child’s belief in control by powerful
others. The content areas of interest were
cognitive and general.

Teacher Rating Measures

Children’s regular classroom teachers
completed two rating scales for each
child in the study. The teachers were not
told the purpose of the study or given
any indication that we were interested in
specific groupings of children.

Teacher Rating Scale (Grolnick &
Ryan, 1989). The Teacher Rating Scale
was designed to assess teachers’ percep-
tions of elementary students’ competence,
motivation, and self-esteem, as well as
the degree to which the teacher tends to
control or prod the child. This 8-item
scale asks teachers how often a behavior
occurs or how true a number of state-
ments are for a given child in the areas
of competence (e.g., How well does this
child do in school?), motivation (e.g.,
How hard does this child try in school?),
self-esteem (How good does this child
feel about himself or herself?), and con-
trol (How much do you push this child
to see that he or she does his or her
classwork?).

Teacher-Classroom Adjustment Rat-
ing Scale (T-CARS) (Hightower et al.,
1986). Children’s behavioral adjustment
was measured by teachers’ ratings on the
Teacher-Classroom Adjustment Rating
Scale (T-CARS). This scale consists of 18
problem behaviors rated for severity on
5-point scales (1 =not a problem, 5=

very serious problem). Six of the 18 items
are associated with each of the follow-
ing three factor clusters: (1) acting-out
(aggressive, disruptive, impulsive behav-
ior); (2) shy-anxious (shy, withdrawn,
nervous behavior); and (3) learning prob-
lems (academic motivation and perfor-
mance difficulties). Internal consistency
coefficients range from .88 to .94 for the
three subscales, while test-retest reliabil-
ities range from .76 to .88.

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Before examining group differences or
specific hypotheses, a 4 x 2 (group x
gender) analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was performed on each of the child self-
report variables and teacher ratings to ex-
amine main effects or interactions for the
gender variable. One main effect for
gender emerged on the Relative Auton-
omy Index derived from the ASRQ,
F(1,147)=4.78, p<.05. This finding in-
dicated that, across groups, girls were
more autonomously regulated than boys.
No significant group x gender interac-
tions were revealed. Next, a series of 4
X 4 (group x grade level) ANOVASs were
conducted on outcome variables to ex-
amine any main effects or interactions
for children’s grade level. One main ef-
fect for grade was in evidence for cog-
nitive powerful others’ control, F(3,145)
=3.64, p<.0l. Analysis of means in-
dicated that sixth-grade children were
higher in perceptions of control by power-
ful others than other children. There
were no significant group x grade level
interactions.

Overview of Analytic Strategy for
Examining Group Differences

In order to examine hypothesized dif-
ferences between the LD group and each
of the matched non-LD, randomly se-
lected non-LD, and low achieving groups,
a three-stage procedure was followed.
First, in order to guard against spurious
findings associated with the large number
of dependent variables, multivariate anal-
yses of variance (MANOVA) were con-
ducted, with group as the independent
variable and each of the sets of child self-
report and teacher rating variables as the
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dependent variables. The results of these
analyses yielded highly significant effects
of group for the child self-report set,
Wilks’ lambda (15,384) =2.78, p<.001,
and the teacher rating variables, Wilks’
lambda (21,398) =3.28, p<.001. Next,
ANOVAs were conducted for each of the
child self-report and teacher rating out-
comes. These results are presented below,
first for the child-administered measures
and next for the teacher ratings. When
appropriate, ANOVAs were followed by
planned comparison 7 tests contrasting
the LD group with the two normally
achieving control groups and the low
achieving group.

Child Self-Report Measures

The ANOVA analysis with group as
the independent variable and cognitive
perceived competence as the dependent
variable was significant (see Table 2 for
Fvalues). Planned comparison ¢ tests (see
Table 2 for means and standard devia-
tions by group) indicated that children
with LD perceived themselves as signifi-
cantly less competent in the cognitive do-
main than their matched-IQ counterparts,
K72)= -2.17, p< .04, and than the ran-
domly selected control group, #72)=
—-3.96, p<.001. However, as predicted,
there was no significant difference be-
tween the LD and low achieving groups,
K72)= -1.32, p<.20.

The ANOVA for general self-worth
was nonsignificant. Thus, no further
analyses on this variable were conducted.

Next, group differences were examined
for autonomy in children’s self-regulation
by testing for group differences in chil-
dren’s scores on the Relative Autonomy
Index derived from the ASRQ. As indi-
cated in Table 2, there was a significant
group effect for the RAI. Children with
LD were significantly less autonomous
than the random non-LD controls, #(72)
=3.38, p<.001, but, contrary to predic-
tion, were not significantly different from
either the matched-IQ or low achieving
children.

The ANOVA examining group differ-
ences in cognitive powerful others con-
trol was significant. Results revealed that
children with LD were higher in per-
ceived control by powerful others than
the random non-LD group, #(72) = 3.49,
»2<.001, and higher than children in the
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Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and F-Values for Dependent Variables by Group
(n =237 for each group)
Group
Randomly
Matched-1Q selected Low F
LD non-LD non-LD achieving (3,144)
Self-Report
Variables
Cognitive 2.54, (.54) 2.84, (63)  3.05, (.56) 2.72, (.65) 3.28*
Perceived
Competence
General 2.86 (.43) 2.87 (.69) 2.96 (.56) 3.03 (.49) .66
Perceived
Competence
Cognitive 2.29, (.93) 1.90, (1.05) 1.62, (.67) 1.81, (.72) 4.37**
Powerful
Others Control
General 2.70 (.79) 2.52 (.85) 2.68 (.78) 2.43 (.81) 1.02
Powerful
Others Control
Relative -237,(1.78) -201,(2.19) -.60, (2.49) -1.47,(2.46) 5.32**
Autonomy
Index,
Teacher Rating
Variables
Teacher-Rated 1.81, (.69) 2.61, (.60) 3.01,, (.75) 2.34, (.64) 17.70***
Competence
Teacher-Rated 2.34, (.69) 2.85, (.77) 2.89, (.81) 2,66, (.72) 3.53*
Motivation
Teacher-Rated 2.28, (.69) 2.79, (.66) 3.1, (.70) 2.68,, (.66) 7.53***
Self-Esteem
Teacher-Rated 2.78, (.69) 2.23, (.90) 2.15, (.87) 2.38,, (.66) 4.45**
Control
Acting-Out 1.75, (.84) 1.58, (.76) 1.61, (.87) 1.32, (.44) 232
Shy-Anxious 1.91, (.88) 1.62, (.72) 1.36,, (.47) 1.61, (.67) 3.57**
Learning Problems 3.06, (1.04) 221, (1.02) 1.81, (91) 2.35, (.93) 9.47***
Note. Standard deviations are in parentheses. Means with subscripts of a do not significantly
differ from the mean of the LD group. A subscript of b denotes a mean significantly dif-
ferent from the LD group at p<.05, while a subscript of ¢ denotes a difference from the
LD group at p<.10.
8Possible range of scores for Relative Autonomy Index is —9 (highly external) to +9 (highly
autonomous).
*p<.05 **p<.01. ***p<.001.

low achieving group, #72)=2.52, p<
.01. There was a nonsignificant trend for
the LD group to be higher than the
matched-IQ controls, #(72)=1.63, p<
.11. There was no group difference for
general powerful others control, as indi-
cated by a nonsignificant F for the
ANOVA analysis.

Teacher Rating Measures

Group differences in teachers’ percep-
tions of children’s competence, as assessed
by ratings on the Teacher Rating Scale,
were examined first. The ANOVA results
were highly significant, as expected (see
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Table 2). Children with LD were rated
as significantly less competent than all
other groups; the matched control, #(72)
= -~ 5.00, p<.001, the random control,
#(72)= -6.87, p<.001, and the low
achieving group, #(72) = —3.40, p<.001.
Ratings of learning problems, derived
from the T-CARS, showed the same pat-
tern. Children with LD were rated as
having significantly more learning prob-
lems relative to the matched control,
H72)=3.31, p<.01, random control,
#(72)=5.27, p<.001, and low achieving
group, #(72)=3.03, p<.004. The results
provide validity for group composition.
By definition, all groups should differ on
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these competence and learning indices.

The F for teacher ratings of motiva-
tion was significant. In contrast with the
results for the child self-report of motiva-
tion, children with LD were rated as less
motivated than both the matched control
group, #(72)= —2.82, p<.004, and the
random control group, #72)= -2.97,
p<.001. There was a marginally signifi-
cant trend for teachers to rate students
with LD as less motivated than children
in the low achieving group, #(72)=
—1.89, p<.06.

The ANOVA for ratings of teacher
control also proved significant (see Table
2). Children in the LD group differed
from each of the other groups: the
matched control group, #72)=2.78,
p<.007, random control group, #(72) =
3.33, p<.001, and low achieving group,
1(72)=2.51, p< .01, with teachers report-
ing that they provided more control in
class to the children with LD. There was
also a significant effect for teachers’
ratings of children’s self-esteem. Results
of ¢ tests revealed significant findings for
all group comparisons. Teachers rated
the students with LD as lower in self-
esteem than the matched controls,
1(72) = —3.11, p<.004, the random con-
trols, #(72)= -4.95, p<.001, and the
low achieving children, #(72)= —2.49,
p<.02.

Finally, teachers’ ratings of children’s
behavioral adjustment on the subscales
of acting-out and shy-withdrawn were
examined. The F for the ANOVA con-
ducted on ratings of children’s acting-out
was marginally significant (p< .07); how-
ever, t tests were conducted for hypothe-
sized differences. Children with LD were
rated as displaying more acting-out be-
havior than the low achieving group
only, #(72)=2.66, p<.003. The ANOVA
for shy-anxious behavior was also signifi-
cant, with teachers rating children with
LD as more withdrawn than the random
control group, #(72) =3.17, p<.003, but
as equivalent to the matched control and
low achieving children.

DISCUSSION

While psychologists and educators
have formally and informally acknowl-
edged the important role of self-percep-
tions and beliefs in maintaining and
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exacerbating the school adjustment diffi-
culties of children with LD, pervasive
problems in the research literature have
limited its contribution to knowledge
about these children. Among the prob-
lems noted in studies with the LD popu-
lation are a failure to match control
groups for IQ, and a tendency to sam-
ple nondiagnosed children (Torgesen &
Dice, 1980). With regard to self-percep-
tions, problems have included a lack of
attention to domain specificity and a
paucity of work in the area of achieve-
ment motivation. The present study
sought to address some of these issues by
examining the self-perceptions and moti-
vation of school-diagnosed children with
LD relative to matched-IQ non-LD, ran-
domly selected control children, and a
group of nondiagnosed low achievers.
Descriptive characteristics of the four
groups support the suggestion of Tor-
gesen and Dice (1980) that, despite the
criteria that LD-labeled students attain
a Full Scale IQ of at least low average,
children with LD are, on the average,
lower in I1Q than their school population.
This finding becomes especially relevant
when considered in the context of the
results of this study. For the self-related
variables examined, in some cases chil-
dren with LD differed from our random-
ly selected control group but did not dif-
fer from one or both of the other groups.
Thus, failure to control for the IQ vari-
able may lead to a biased view of whether
the motivational and self-concept issues
that psychologists and educators face
with regard to children with LD are spe-
cific to this group. This issue was even
more apparent for comparisons between
the children with LD and the low achiev-
ing children. Our findings clearly under-
score the need for relevant control groups
when examining the characteristics of
school-identified children with LD.
Comparisons between children with
LD and other children were revealing in
providing a picture of the motivational
and self-perception profiles of children
with LD. With regard to children’s per-
ceived competence, our findings suggest
that children with LD see themselves as
less competent than a matched-IQ con-
trol group. By contrast, the academic
self-perceptions of the children with LD
did not significantly differ from those of
the low achieving children. These find-

ings support Harter and Connell’s (1984)
model of self-related cognitions and af-
fects that identifies achievement as the
point of origin of school-related self-
perceptions and underscores the key role
of environmental feedback in children’s
cognitive perceptions of competence.

For both general perceived competence
and general control perceptions, there
were no group differences. One possible
explanation for these somewhat surpris-
ing findings is that students with LD may
derive their general self-perceptions from
areas other than school. Other research
(e.g., Harter, 1983) has suggested that
the emphasis and importance placed on
a given domain may be an important de-
terminant of whether performance in the
domain will have an impact on self-
worth. Given students’ lack of a feeling
of autonomy, it is likely that they do not
have a sense of personal value for scho-
lastic endeavors. This theory is supported
by the finding that there was a nonsig-
nificant correlation between cognitive
perceived competence and self-worth
(r=-.08, ns) within the LD group,
while for each of the other groups there
was a strong positive correlation (rs
ranged from .59, p<.001, to .68, p<
.001). Capitalizing upon what may be an
adaptive capacity to sustain feelings of
worth (Covington & Beery, 1976), psy-
chologists and educators may be able to
focus on building confidence in areas in
which the student feels competent or
worthy.

For students with LD, a pattern of find-
ings suggesting a self-perpetuating cycle
emerged with regard to the issue of
school-related control. Children with LD
were somewhat more likely than the
matched control group and significantly
more likely than the low achieving group
to see control of success and failure out-
comes as resting in the hands of power-
ful others. Teacher ratings suggested that
more control is provided to children with
LD who are seen as poorly motivated
and as displaying behavioral problems,
especially acting-out, in the classroom.
Thus, in part because of behavioral dif-
ficulties, a cycle whereby children depend
on teachers for their source of motiva-
tion and where teachers must continually
provide it is perpetuated.

Generally, the LD group differed from
the low achieving group more on teacher
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ratings than on child self-reports. This
was true for teacher ratings of motiva-
tion, self-esteem, and competence. This
suggests that teachers perceive children
with LD as especially problematic. Dif-
ferences in children’s self-beliefs and af-
fects were most evident between normal-
ly and low achieving (including LD)
children rather than the low achieving
children and children with LD. While
these results question the impact that the
LD label may have on children, it is
possible, as some have suggested (e.g.,
Coleman, 1983), that students begin to
be affected by the label sometime after
elementary school. In addition, the be-
havioral difficulties noted in the LD
group may at least partially explain
teachers’ differential perception of the
groups.

A number of tentative conclusions can
be drawn from this study. First, research
on the LD population would benefit
from the inclusion of matched-IQ and
low achieving controls. Second, many of
the motivational and self-evaluative prob-
lems that children with LD have may be
nonspecific (i.e., they may be apparent
in other children who have difficulties in
learning). This issue raises the complex
question of whether resources should be
targeted to the broader population of
children having difficulties in school, or
even if resources should be put into mak-
ing “all education more special” (Algoz-
zine & Ysseldyke, 1986, p. 397). In any
case, attention to children’s motivational
and emotional adjustment in the school
assessment process could facilitate iden-
tification of low achieving children with
special needs, whether or not they qualify
for an LD placement.

We would like to end with a note of
caution. The control groups we used
were not completely “pure” (e.g., our low
achieving group was somewhat lower in
IQ than the randomly selected control).
However, we did not attempt to correct
for this since we wished to identify a
representative group of low achieving
children, thus making the results general-
izable to the population of low achiev-
ing children within a middle class, subur-
ban/rural population. Nevertheless,
comparisons between groups should be
made with some caution. In addition,
because the students with LD did not
take a comparable achievement test, we
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were not able to compare the actual
achievement levels of our low achieving
and LD groups. Furthermore, ideally,
one would like to obtain individual IQ
assessments of all children. Because of
school constraints, the Otis-Lennon (a
group-administered IQ test) was used to
match children on I1Q. Nevertheless, it is
hoped that this study will serve as a
stimulus for future research on the moti-
vational and self-related characteristics of
the LD population.
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NOTE
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