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Abstract: Specific learning disabilities (SLD) in adolescence are a key area for the successful application of the principles of
integrated education. However, there are not many studies on the topic, which is a key indicator of the relevance of this study.
The study presented in this article aims to detect and analyze the presence of characteristic features in the concept of self in
students with SLD in middle school age (from 10 to 16 years of age). In order to establish characteristic features and
peculiarities, an adapted version of the Q-sorting methodology was used. This method includes sorting cards with 14 polar
personal traits, selected for their accessibility and distinctness for students with SLD. A total of 32 students in secondary schools
in the municipality of Plovdiv were studied. 16 of them without a history of disabilities, and the remaining 16 have already
been diagnosed with SLD, for which they receive special additional support in the schools where they study. The results show
the presence of distinctive and specific differences in some aspects of the self-concept. The most significant differences are in
the appraisal of the qualities "Capable”, "Clever" and "Silly". The first two qualities are assessed by the students with SLD as
less relevant to their real-self, and the third is assessed as much more relevant to their own self-image, in contrast to their
classmates without disabilities. This assessment does not show gender or age specifics.
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Introduction

Specific learning disabilities (SLD) are part of the complex of disorders that underlie the emergence of
specific educational needs (SEN). Although not a common disorder, it is a particularly pressing problem
due to the need to develop uniform methodologies for research and therapeutic activities that can be
introduced into the education system. Creating a unified model of working with the construct is always
a problem associated with conducting a number of studies and analysis of a wide range of factors
influencing the studied problem. In the modern model of integrated education, children with SEN are
placed in a peer environment, predominantly, without any difficulties and should acquire the skills and
knowledge set in the main school curriculum. They don't just learn, but also develop their personality in
school. Along with all the benefits of this type of communication and learning, there may be negative
effects caused by the competitive, at times, nature of schooling and the inability of students with SLD
to acquire some knowledge and skills with the speed and completeness with which their classmates
cope. This aspect of the problem in most studies remains somewhat out of the picture, as its connection
with the development of the social aspects of the individual and its internal congruence remain a poorly
explored field in the psychological spectrum. Therefore, the present work focuses on this social
perspective, looking for possible points of contact between the disorder and the formation of self.

Literature review

Literature behind this article is focused on the two main dimensions of the problem. On one hand, SLD
and their specifics, and on the other, the formation and development of the self-image in this age.
Specific Learning Disabilities

"Specific learning ability” (SLD) is not a single disorder, but an umbrella term that includes disorders
in the acquisition of various specific school skills - reading, writing, ability to perform arithmetic
operations and work with nonverbal, abstract information (NJCLD, 2018). The most important criteria
determining the existence of such a disorder are: the discrepancy between the learning potential of the
student and the current level of learning, in the presence of adequate education (Levterova, 2005); the
presence of reduced (according to age) reading, writing and arithmetic skills, while "their abilities in
other areas give reason to expect more from them™ (Matanova, 2003); the absence of other (sensory,
intellectual, emotional) disorders (Levterova, 2005); intra-individual origin of the impairment; language
disorders, academic underachievement (Hammil, 1990); (partial) retardation, which is described as the
immaturity of certain functions and aspects of the psyche (Sorokin, 2003); and minimal dysfunction in
the central nervous system. The presence of minimal brain dysfunction causing SLD is suggested by all
of the above-mentioned researchers. Transmodal gnosis (rhythmic) can also be affected, and tempo,
melody, beat patterns, and rhythm are not always well discriminated from both verbal and nonverbal
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stimulus (Levterova et al., 2018). Quite often these students have some problematic behavior, reduced
strength and duration of attention, a lower work efficiency compared to their peers. At the same time,
without having intellectual problems, they lag behind in mastering and especially in memorizing the
material, but they do not show only signs of dyslexia (Prishchepova, 2019). Gribanov and Risina (2011)
point to a tendency towards a slower and more inaccurate response to newly given stimulus compared
to other children. They also found a need for more time to make decisions, which they suggest is due to
a delay or difficulty in perceptions or in the afferent synthesis in the processing of information. These
characteristics are also pointed out by Passolunghi (2011), obtained from a similar study of students
with impaired mathematical skills. The slower speed of information processing, weaker verbal memory,
more procedural errors, and impulsivity are some of the results obtained from this study. We also report
difficulties in screening and ignoring the irrelevant for the given task information. This has been
indicated as a possible reason for the occurrence of the above-mentioned peculiarities. Greater
impulsivity in children with SLD is also reported by Venkatesan and Lokesh (2019). This personal trait
complex mentioned by many researchers brings to light questions about the social dimensions of SLD.

Social aspects of SLD and image of self

As Ruegg (2006) points out, children with SLD have low self-esteem, demoralization, and deficits in
social skills. In addition, social deficits can arise as a result of some disorders that are common among
children with this type of disorder - depression, oppositional deviant disorder, hyperactivity disorder
and attention deficit. Kevan (2003) also draws attention to this phenomenon by providing evidence in
favor of the link between communication difficulties and challenging behavior. He found an inverse
relationship between communication skills and challenging behavior. At the same time, there is a certain
heterogeneity - some children show negativity and do not want to initiate social contacts, others try but
fail to maintain communication or are hyperactive in their speech behavior (Levterova, Atanasova, &
Trichkov, 2016). In general, it can be argued that social intelligence in children with dyslexia is
hampered mainly because "the operations with semantic content presented in verbal form is impaired"
(Kiseleva, 2011). The existence of a positive correlation between social intelligence and learning skills
has also been pointed out by Kaukiainen et al. (2002). They describe higher levels of aggression in the
behavior of children with SLD. The peculiarities in social functioning of the students with SLD affect
the formation of their personality, especially in the age group considered in the present paper of 10-16
years, when the development of identity is marked by the crisis of identity against confusion. As Eriksiin
(2013) points out, adolescents at this age are "unusually engaged in what they seem to represent in the
eyes of others compared to what they themselves feel they are." This unusually strong commitment is
also at the heart of the construction of mature identity in adolescents, which "always takes place in a
specific cultural field" and through the "exchange of significant symbols" that provoke emotions in both
the individual and the social group where its development takes place (Popzlateva, 2010). In this context,
social relations and social comparison play a significant role in the formation of identity in this age
group. By definition, students with SLD have predetermined lower academic achievements, compared
to their peers. The presence of deficits in the acquisition of school skills presupposes a certain lower
academic success in relevant, determined by the deficit type, subjects. This suggests that the considered
group: students with SLD, at the age of puberty (10-16 years) will face an almost certain negative factor
(low academic performance) in building their identity. This supposes that for students with SLD the
social comparison mechanism does not act in their favor. The search for a solution to identity crisis in
this specific group, as is for the others should not be done without analyzing the resolution of previous
crises. But the resulting identity embodied in the overall, integrated and coherent self-image can be
considered final, at least for the current period of development. The product of the positive solution to
the current crisis of identity development is to overcome the confusion of roles. In fact, this concept is
valid for all other students, but for those with SLD it can be extremely important because they generally
have more difficulties in forming a congruent and coherent self-concept. The presence of such a trend
in students in the considered age group (lower rate of formation of image of self) is also indicated by
Gallagher et al. (2020). The listed characteristic of SLD give grounds to search for specifics in the self-
image through a study based on the principles of the Q-sorting method.

Data and methodology

The methodological principles and mathematical justification of the Q-sorting method were developed
in 1953 by William Stephenson (Bardov, 2008). The potential of the method was noticed by Carl
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Rodgers who began to use it extensively to study the self-image. The basis of the methodology for the
study of the images of real and ideal-self, through this type of sorting is laid, namely by him. He
suggested that the lack of a strong correlation (the presence of large discrepancies) between the two
images showed poor adjustment and unrealistic self-esteem (Kaplan, R. Saklizo, D., 2013). The
improvement of the coherence indicator is perceived by the author as a good measure of the
improvement of "social adjustment skills" (Rogers, 2018). The classical methodology was adapted for
the present study. The adaptation is based on the Bulgarian adaptation of Kokoshkarova (1984). In her
study, she used the methodology of Rogers (1954), adapted in short form by Helm (1977) to study the
characteristic coherence of the image of self in "neurotically ill". In this methodology 28 statements are
used,14 positive and 14 negative, and they are sorted into 6 categories. In the current revision of the
instrument, the reduction of the sorting categories is done in order to preserve the quasi-normal
distribution of the obtained data, necessary for the application of the statistical technique of processing
the final result. Taking into account the characteristics of students with SLD in the current adaptation
the sorted items are reduced to half - up to 14 (7 positive and 7 negative), and the categories to 5. Given
the psychological characteristics of the subjects, sorted statements are significantly simplified by
introducing simpler linguistic constructions. Sorted statements are polar to facilitate self-assessment.

Table 1: Sorted statements (personal traits)

Positive Negative
Good Bad
Responsible Irresponsible
Respected Not respected
Popular (I have a lot of friends) Neglected (Nobody cares about me)
Loved (People like me) Unloved (People don't like me)
Capable (I can do a lot of things) Uncapable (clumsy)
Clever Silly

Source: Author

Table 2: Results Students with SLD

Respo- | Resp- | Popu- | Lov- | Cap- | Cle- Irresp- | Notres- | Negl- | Unl- | Unc-
Subject [ Good | nsible | ected | lar ed |able |ver |Bad|onsible |pected |ected |oved |apable |Silly
1 4 4 2 3 5 3 4 2 1 3 2 1 5 3
2 5 5 3 3 4 3 4| 4 1 2 1 2 3 2
3 5 3 3 2 5 1 2 3 4 3 1 2 4 4
4 4 3 4 1 2 3 2 3 4 5 5 1 2 3
5 5 1 3 1 5 3 2 3 4 4 4 2 2 3
6 5 4 5 3 3 4 4 3 3 2 1 2 1 2
7 5 3 2 5 3 3 3 1 4 4 4 2 2 1
8 4 5 2 3 3 4 3 1 2 4 1 2 3 5
9 3 3 4 5 5 3 4 1 1 2 2 2 4 3
10 5 5 4 4 4 3 3 3 1 2 1 2 2 3
11 4 4 5 2 5 4 3 3 1 3 2 2 3 1
12 2 4 3 5 4 3 2 1 2 3 1 4 5 3
13 5 4 4 3 4 5 3 1 3 2 2 1 2 3
14 5 4 3 2 4 4 3 2 5 3 2 1 3 1
15 5 5 4 2 4 4 3 1 2 3 3 3 2 1
16 2 1 1 2 2 4 3 4 3 5 5 4 3 3

Source: Author

The statements are sorted into the following categories: "This does not apply to me at all" (2 cards);
"This applies to me in parts, to some extent, approximately™ (3 cards); "This already applies more to
me" (4 cards); "This is very important to me" (3 cards); "This applies exactly to me" (2 cards). When
placing a statement in a category, a relative score between 1 and 5 it is assigned. Starting with 1 point
for a statement placed in "This does not apply to me at all" to 5 points for "This applies exactly to me".
The subjects arrange the cards with personal traits (statements) according to their perceived relevance
to the answer to the question: "Who am 1?" (Rogers, 2018). This is considered as a description of the
real-self of the subjects. With the present methodology 32 students were studied from 17 different
schools in Plovdiv, Bulgaria. 16 of them were diagnosed with SLD and 16 were without a history of
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disorders. The average age of the subjects is 13.06 years (min. 10 and max.16). 17 boys and 15 girls.
All the data was collected between September 2019 and March 2020 with the explicit consent of both
the students, their parents and the supporting pedagogical professionals (psychologists, speech
therapists, resource teachers). The results from the research are shown in Table 2 and 3.

Table 3: Results Students without SLD

Respo- | Resp- | Popu- | Lov- | Cap- | Cle- Irresp- | Notres- | Negl- | Unl- | Unc-
Subject | Good | nsible | ected | lar ed |able |ver |Bad]onsible | pected |ected |oved |apable | Silly
1(5 5 3 3 1 4 4 3 |4 3 2 2 1 2
213 4 5 3 3 4 4 3 2 2 1 2 5 1
313 4 3 3 5 4 4 3 2 5 1 2 2 1
415 1 2 3 2 3 3 4 |5 4 1 2 3 4
5|4 3 4 5 4 3 5 3 3 2 1 2 2 1
6|5 3 4 1 4 3 4 3 5 1 2 3 2 2
715 3 4 4 3 4 5 1 2 3 3 2 2 1
813 3 4 4 3 5 5 1 2 4 2 2 3 1
914 3 3 5 4 4 5 2 3 3 1 2 2 1
103 4 5 5 3 4 3 4 |2 1 2 1 2 3
11 (5 3 3 4 5 4 3 3 |4 2 1 1 2 2
12 (4 4 4 3 3 5 5 3 2 2 2 3 1 1
13(3 3 4 4 4 5 5 3 3 2 1 2 1 2
1415 5 4 3 3 4 4 1 2 3 3 2 2 1
15(5 2 3 3 5 4 4 3 |4 2 1 2 3 1
16 {5 5 3 2 4 4 4 3 1 3 1 2 3 2

Source: Author
Results and discussion

The points indicated for every sorted card are attributed depending on the category where the subject
choose to sort them as mentioned above.
In order to look for possible specifics, expressed in statistically significant differences between the

results obtained from the comparative study of students with SLD and those without, was performed
ANOVA analysis. For the analysis was used IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25.

Table 4: Reported descriptive statistics
Respo- Resp- Popu- Lov- Cap- Cle- Irresp-  Notres- Negl- Unl-  Unc-

SLD Good nsible ected lar ed able ver Bad onsible pected ected oved apable Silly

yes  Mean 425 363 325 288 388 338 300 225 2.56 313 231 206 2.88 256
N 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
Std. Dev. 1.065 1.258 1.125 1.310 1.025 0.885 0.730 1.125 1365 1.025 1.448 0.929 1.147 1.153

no Mean 419 344 363 344 350 4.00 419 269 2.88 263 156 200 225 1.63
N 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16 16
Std. 0911 1.094 0.806 1.094 1.095 0.632 0.750 0.946 1.204 1.088 0.727 0.516 1.000 0.885
Deviation

Total Mean 4.22 353 344 316 369 369 359 247 2.72 288 194 2.03 256 2.09
N 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32 32
Std. Dev. 0.975 1.164 0.982 1.221 1.061 0.821 0946 1.047 1276 1.070 1.190 0.740 1.105 1.118

Source: Author (exported from IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25)

As expected, the positive statements have a higher average value of indicators. The highest is for the
trait “Good” - 4.25 points for students with SLD and 4.19 for students without SLD. For students in the
norm, the average value for this trait is the same as that for the quality “Clever”. This personal trait for
students with SLD registers the second lowest result of the positive qualities (3.00 points). The lowest
score for students with SLD is for "Unloved"” (2.06), and for students in the norm "Neglected" (1.56).

An ANOVA analysis revealed statistically significant differences between the values of the arithmetic
mean of 3 sorted personal traits. From the positive personal qualities "Capable (I can do many things)"
and "Clever" show significant difference between the two groups. From the sorted negative personal
traits only "Silly" showed significant difference in the mean value between the studied groups. The
results for the rest of the sorted personal traits, which didn’t show statistically significant differences
(Sig.> 0.05) are not shown in the Table 5.

The value of the average grade for the traits "Capable” and "Clever" in students without disabilities is
significantly higher than that in students with SLD. The mean for the trait “Capable” for students with
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SLD is 3.38 point, compared to 4.00 point for those without disabilities. For the second personal trait
“Clever” the difference is ever bigger — 3.00 points average for students with SLD and 4.19 for those
without. In other words, students without disabilities value their cognitive skills and manual dexterity
more than those with SLD.

Table 5: Comparing means (Only rows with statistically significant difference shown) 95%
Confidence Interval of the Difference

ANOVA Table
Sum of
Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Capable *  Between Groups (Combined) 3.125 1 3.125 5.282 0.029
SLD Within Groups 17.750 30 0.592
Total 20.875 31
Clever * Between Groups (Combined) 11.281 1 11.281 20.589 0.000
SLD Within Groups 16.438 30 0.548
Total 27.719 31
Silly * Between Groups (Combined) 7.031 1 7.031 6.657 0.015
SLD Within Groups 31.688 30 1.056
Total 38.719 31

Source: Author (exported from IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25)

Figure 1: Mean plot of “Capable”
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Source: Author (created with IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25)
Figure 2: Mean plot of “Clever”
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Source: Author (created with IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25)

On the other hand, there is a significantly higher value in the average assessment of the relevance to the
personality of students with SLD with the trait "Silly". The students without disabilities gave a mean
grade of 1.63 points and the students with SLD 2.56.
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Figure 3: Mean plot of “Silly”
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Source: Author (created with IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25)

This conclusion completes the picture so far, reinforces the notion that students with SLD rate their
cognitive abilities significantly lower. This confirms the assumption of the importance of social
comparison in the formation of the self-image and gives reason to believe that the difficulties in
acquiring school skills have a particularly strong impact on the self-esteem of students with SLD.

Conclusion

This kind of lower assessment of abilities can lead to a decrease in learning motivation, which is one of
the main factors for success in school education. This necessitates an in-depth study of the roots of this
perception and in directing the methodologies and therapeutic work with students that have SLD to
increase their motivation to learn and to compensate for their feelings of having inferior cognitive
abilities. In this context, some positive peculiarities of the children with these kind of impairments
should be taken into account. Like, for example, Todorova (2016) found higher creativity levels in
students with dyslexia. All possible strengths should be used for promoting and facilitating the healthy
and harmonious personal development of students with SLD. That is why the research in this field is
extremely important for promoting social inclusion and for the full realization of the potential of children
with SLD. Although, in order to fully validate this indicator, it is necessary to expand the research with
students with SLD into other countries to further expand our knowledge about the processes arising
from the socialization of students with SLD (in general) and to find ways to facilitate their participation
in school life.
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