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ABSTRACT OF THE STUDY 

There were four aims identified for the study. Firstly, 

to become familiar with current research concerning 

children with learning difficulties in mainstream classes 

in primary schools. Secondly, to ascertain teachers' 

attitudes towards, and experience of, these children. 

Thirdly, to interview a sample of children identified by 

their teachers as performing in all academic areas at 

least 18 months behind the rest of the class. The purpose 

of the interview was to examine how they perceived their 

performance in reading and mathematics compared with the 

rest of the class, and to investigate their self-concepts. 

The final aim was to gain an understanding of the nature 

of the interaction between teachers and children with 

learning difficulties by observing a small sample of 

them, and a Control group, in class. 

Field work was conducted in three A.C.T. primary 

schools in 1984-85. The field work was divided into three 

stages. In Stage 1 a sample of 30 teachers volunteered to 

complete a questionnaire. In Stage 2 a sample of 30 

children identified by their teachers as having learning 

difficulties was interviewed. In Stage 3, 6 of the 

previously identified children and 6 Control children 

were observed in class. 
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Whilst the findings of these 3 stages of field work 

can only be presented tentatively due to the small sample 

sizes involved, there were some findings worthy of 

comment. For exampl$, many teachers indicated a lack 

of pre-service training, or even in-service course attend

ance which could have provided a background to teaching 

children with learning difficulties. 

The childrens' responses indicated that their per

ception of their performance in reading compared with their 

peers was that they were "not as good as the rest of the 

class." However, for mathematics their perception was 

that their performance was more in the middle of the 

class. As a group their self-concept was low, as measured 

on the Coopersmith Self Esteem Inventory. From the 

observation it appeared that children with learning 

difficulties were on-task as much as the Control children. 

The teacher was twice as likely to interact with a child 

with learning difficulties than with a Control child, 

and the majority of these interactions were to impart 

instructions. 
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PREFACE 

The choice of this topic as the subject for my field 

study became clear when I became a school counsellor in 

three primary schools at the beginning of 1984. 

My lack of knowledge of the field of learning 

difficulties notivated me to become better informed. 

Also, in informal discussions with teachers, I gained the 

impression that whilst they were concerned about the few 

children in their classes who were behind the rest in all 

academic areas, they felt at a loss to know how best to 

help them. I thus became curious as to what training 

primary school teachers had been given in teaching these 

children, and also what their attitudes were to children 

with learning difficulties. 

The execution of this field study would not have 

been possible without the co-operation and assistance 

of the Principals, staffs and selected pupils of Monash, 

Urambi and Village Creek Primary Schools. To them all 

I give my thanks. I would like to especially thank 

Louise Thake of Monash for the extra help she provided 

in joining me in the classroom observation to check on 

the reliability of my observations. 

I am most appreciative of the hours Lawrie Kendall 

of the CCAE School of Education spent in providing me 

with statistical advice. 



I would lik~ to thank my supervisor, Dr Sandi 

Plummer, for her constructive criticism. 
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The efforts of Anne Clugston in typing the manuscript 

so rapidly and accurately are much appreciated. 

Above all I am indebted to my family, Max, Joanna and 

Andrew, who have provided the necessary love, encouragement, 

and support to enable me to see the project through to its 

conclusion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This field study owes its origins to observations and 

assessments of children in mainstream classes in primary 

schools who were performing academically behind the 

majority of the class. Whilst teachers were able to 

identify these children, problems became apparent when 

an attempt was made to define or describe them as a group. 

McDonald (1968) identified 43 different descriptions 

or definitions used in this field which referred to 

practically the same group of children.who were lagging 

behind their peers in acquiring literacy and numeracy 

skills. 

A selection of some of the more common terms are 

discussed below. The terms which have been selected for 

definition are learning disabilities, backwardness, 

learning difficulties and slow learners. 

Even when the range of possible definitions has been 

reduced to the four listed above, there is still a problem 

of terminology. For example, if the term learning 

disabilities is considered. An eminent U.S. writer in 

this field, Cruickshank (1981) stated that the term was 
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recognised as an artefact, and that its origin could be 

traced back to a small group of parents. It was then 

agreed to by "a still smaller group of professionals in 

1963 and 1964, and then spread rapidly to other profes

sional groups" (p .18 2) • 

Farnham-Diggory (1978) observed that the appeal of 

the term 'learning disability' was that it "sidesteps 

the stigmata and hopelessness generally associated with 

such terms as retardation, brain damage, or just plain 

slow" (p. 2) • 

Even with its widespread acceptance there were many 

definitions of learning disability, leading to confusion. 

Cruickshank, and other leaders in special education in 

the United States worked on a committee for two years 

to draw up a definition of learning disabilities which 

would dissipate the confusion. The definition was 

published in 1975. It states that learning disabled 

children are children of any age, and of any intellectual 

level: 

who demonstrate a substantial deficiency in a 

particular aspect of academic achievement because 

of perceptual and perceptual-motor handicaps 

regardless of etiology or other contributing 

factors. The term perceptual as is used here 

relates to those mental (neurological) processes 

through which the child acquired his basic 



alphabets of sounds and forms. The term 

perceptual handicap refers to inadequate 

ability in such areas as the following: 

recognising fine differences between auditory 

and visual discriminating features underlying 

the sounds used in speech, and orthographic 
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forms used in reading; retaining and recalling 

those discriminated sounds and forms sequentially, 

both in short and long term memory; ordering 

the sounds and forms sequentially, both in 

sensory and motor acts .•.••.••• . ..... , 
distinguishing figure-ground relationships •••..• ; 

recognising spatial and temporal orientations; 

obta.ining closure •••••• ; integrating inter

sensory information ••••.• ; relating what is 

perceived to specific motor functions. 

(Quoted in Hobbs (1975) p.306} 

Thus, according to this definition, if there is no percep

tual processing deficit, then there is no learning 

disability. 

Whilst the term 'learning disability' has occurred 

frequently to describe children who were having difficulties 

in acquiring literacy and nUFleracy in literature emanating 

from the United States, somewhat different terminology has 

been conunon in Britain. The influence of Sir Cyril Burt 

on the thinking in this area is apparent. 
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Burt (1969) suggested that any child whose attain

ments, as measured by objective tests, were less than 85% 

of those of the·average child of the same chronological 

age, should be regarded as backward. Such backwardness 

could be a general all-round one in all the subjects of 

the curriculum, or it might be confined to one specific 

subject or skill. 

In his book Backwardness in the Basic Subjects, 

Schonell (1949) defined a backward pupil as one who, 

"compared with other pupils of the same chronological age 

shows marked educational deficiency" • (p. 5 5) This 

educational impoverishment may characterise only one 

school subject or it may be shown in all subjects. That 

is, backwardness may be either specific (one or two 

subjects), or general (all or most subjects). The back

wardness may be primarily due to innate causal conditions 

or to acquired or extrinsic conditions. 

From the 1940s to the 1970s U.K. children whose 

standard of school work fell below that of children 20% 

younger were referred to as 'educationally subnormal' 

and special provision was made for them. (Williams, 1970). 

The 1978 Warnock Report of· the Enquiry into the 

Education of Handicapped Children and· Young Peop le, 

recommended that the term 'educationally subnormal' no 

longer be used in Britain on the grounds that: 



it is 1mprecise and assumes agreement on what 

is educationally normal with regard to ability 

and attainment. It also suggests that a child 

so described suffers from an intrinsic deficiency 

whereas often the deficiency has been in his 
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social and cultural environment. We recommend 

that the term 'children with learning difficulties' 

should be used in future to describe both those 

children who are currently categorised as 

educationally subnormal, and those with educ

ational difficulties who are often now the 

concern of remedial services. (3.26;p.43}. 

A Survey of Special Education in Australia (1979) also used 

the. term 'learning difficulties'. Students with learning 

difficulties "display continuing difficulty in basic 

school learning such that they fail to respond to the 

usual range of teaching strategies employed by regular 

classroom teachers and who, in the principal's opinion 

require the support of specially trained personnel." 

(p.127). 

Whilst the report issued by the Australian Parliament 

in 1976 was entitled Learning Difficulties in Children and 

Adults, the Committee, in fact, decided to use the terms 

'specific learning difficulty' or 'intelligent underachiever' 

to describe "children who were failing to acquire competence 

in reading, writing and numeration, despite 'adequate 

intelligence' 11 
• (p. 2) . 
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Another term frequently used in both the U.S.~. 

and Britain is 'slow learner'. Many definitions of slow 

learners mention an intelligence quotient range as the 

major criterion in defining these children. Whereas Johnson 

(1963) mentioned an I.Q. range between 75 and 90, others 

(quoted in Abraham, 1964) use I.Q.s of 80-95, 85 or less, 

70-89, 50-75, and 50-89. Terms such as borderline, 

borderline retarded, low normal, dull, dull normal, mildly 

handicapped, dullards, backward and non-academic appear. 

A number of writers, for example, Kolstoe (1976) 

and McLeod (1968) embrace Kirk's (1962) definition of 

slow learners as 

children who could be expected to achieve a 

moderate degree of academic success, although 

at a slower rate than average children. They 

can. be educated in regular classes without 

special provisions except an adaptation of 

the regular class program to fit their slower 

learning ability. 

Kirk also pointed out in describing siow learners, that 

even though they might show symptoms of emotional and/or 

social maladjustment, particularly as they approach 

adolescence, the primary handicap of the slow learner 

is one of cognitive deficiency. 

Haigh (1977), whilst emphasising that these children 

should be seen as individuals, suggested the following 



profiles of children who would be grouped in the slow 

learner category. These are summarised below: 
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children with problems in reading-language skills 

which cause schoolwork to be generally affected. 

children who are failing because their background 

militates against what the school is t_rying to do. 

those with a below average intelligence. 

those who are emotionally disturbed. 

those who have particular physical or perceptual 

difficulties which make it difficult for them to 

read, learn, remember or write. (p.13). 

Haigh's profiles provide a succinct account of the aetiology 

of the indi_viduals who are the concern of this field study. 

Their common_bond is that in academic subjects such as 

mathematics and language-reading skills they are not 

performing as well as most of their peers. 

Whilst many of the definitions given have attempted 

to provide an aetiology of their chosen label, this is not 

especially helpful to those responsible for these children 

in an educational setting. The Schonell Educational 

Research Centre made this point very clearly in their 

evidence to the House of Representatives Select Committee 

on Specific Learning Difficulties (1976). They urged that 

"educational procedures to assist children having diffic

ulties with school learning should be organised according 

to educational needs rather than the diagnosed labelling 

of children." 
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Further, "in practice it is difficult to decide 

whether a child's problems relate to intrinsic deficits, 

instructional inadequacies, or a lack of match between 

the child and the instruction he has received. In other 

words, the hypothesis of 'dyspedagogia' as a cause of 

failure to learn is usually as tenable as that of 

'dyslexia', 'minimal brain dysfunction' and other such 

terms. In general, the problem of inadequate school 

learning performance ought to be regarded as indicating 

an inadequacy and inefficiency of schooling to meet the 

needs of individual children." (p.10). 

The operational definition used in this field study 

was made as simple as·possible. The children of concern 

were children in mainstream classes who in all academic 

areas were at least 18 months behind the others in the 

class. 

The choice of a term to refer to those children was 

also difficult. As a result of the suggestions of the 

Warnock Committee, and the Survey of Special Education 

in Australia, the children will be referred to as children 

with learning difficulties. 

Estimates of the proportion of children with 

learning difficulties vary according to the parameters 

applied to the group. The estimate in the United Kingdom 

is between 10 and 20% of the school population. A U.K. 

Department of Education survey of slow learners in 
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secondary schools in 1971 found that the average figure 

for schools in the sample was 14%, but the estimates 

varied from 60% to 7% depending upon the catchment area 

of the school. Again, depending upon the definition 

applied to the group, U.S.A. estimates vary between 4% 

and 20%. Dunn (1973) concluded that around 10% of the 

school population require special education services. 

Kephart (1968) estimated that 15-20% of children in any 

heterogeneous class have difficulty in learning the basic 

school subjects. 

In 1970 a U.S. Office of Education Survey of 2000 

public elementary and secondary school principals was 

conducted to ascertain the number of their students with 

specific learning disabilities based on the Congress 

definition of learning disabled. The survey found that 

2.6% of students fitted the criteria. 

1978, p. 6). 

{Farnham-Diggory, 

When Australian information is examined the same 

constraints .of different definitional groups in different 

populations persists. The Australian Government's Report 

on Learning Difficulties in Children ana· Adults (1976) 

was "unable to reliably determine the incidence of 

learning difficulties in the Australian population on 

the basis of information received in submissions". (p .15). 

The ACER Literacy and Numeracy in Australian schools 

Study (1975), reported that 15-20% of students in normal 



10 

schooling were found by their teachers at both 10 and 14 

year old levels to be in need of remedial instruction 

in reading and number. A Survey of Special Education 

in Australia (1979) by Andrews; Elkins, Berry and Burge, 

gave the prevalence of students with learning difficulties 

in Governme.nt primary schools throughout Australia as 

11.5% (p.132). Retardation in literacy and numeracy were 

accepted as the major forms of learning difficulties. 

From their survey of schools Andrews et al. found that 

schools had a strong tendency to regard literacy problems 

as occurring in alxrost all students with learning 

difficulties (median 80%), whilst difficulties in mathem

atics had a median of 65%. (p.137). 

The N.S.W. Report of the Working Party on a Plan 

for Special Education in N.S .w. (1982} stated that in 1980 

the total population of 4-18 year olds in N.S.W. was 

1,285,609 (Bureau of Statistics estimates, 1978). Of 

these children it was estimated that 115,000 had learning 

problems and that 22,400 were mildly intellectually handi

capped, of whom 12,400 were in regular classes. Thus it 

was estimated that approximately 10% of children in 

regular classrooms would have learning problems. 

To place these Australian figures in a local pers

pective, it could be estima.ted that an A.C.T. primary 

school with an enrolment of 500, would have approximately 

50-55 ·students in need of assistance for learning 

difficulties. 
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The A.C.T. Schools' Authority policy, as espoused 

in the 1973 Guiding Prirtciples and Aims· of· the A.C.T. 

Schools Authority , the 1981 Report Oh Primary Children 

in the A.C.T., and the 1981 Review of Provisions for 

Children with Special Needs,. all reiterate that children 

are to be regarded as individuals. As far as possible 

all children should be educated in their neighbourhood 

school. 

The policy recognises that by acknowledging childrens' 

individuality it is necessary to provide specialist assist

ance to help some children either adjust to the school 

environment, or to make gains in literacy and numeracy. 

The means by which these ends are to be achieved have not 

been resolved. A number of submissions to the ACT Primary 

Education Review recommended the provision of more and 

better qualified remedial teachers, counsellors and 

specialist staff (p.20). However, the Review Committee 

considered "that the imaginative use of existing teachers, 

including the re-deployment and retraining of surplus staff 

may enable schools to help provide for the individual 

differences of children". (p.20). 

The Review of Provisions for Childreh with· special 

Needs (1981) made the following observations and 

predictions: 

••.•• as far as possible, all children should 

be educated in their neighbourhood school, and 

it thus becomes clear that new patterns of 



service must be designed to cater better for 

the diversity of needs which are, and 

increasingly will be, present in our schools. 

Principals, in particular, will be required 

to assume a role of increased responsibility 

to the education of children with special needs, 

whether it be the less able or the most able. 

School staffs generally will become more 

sensitive to the needs of these students and 

will be required to develop a wider range of 

teaching skills (p.S). 
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The present situation in ACT primary schools is that, where 

feasible, the neighbourhood school is seen as "the least 

restrictive environment" for children with learning 

diffi'culties. The neighbourhood school is not deemed 

suitable for a few children and they are placed in special 

classes or schools, either for short term assistance, or 

possibly for their entire schooling. 

The children under investigation in this field study 

were in regular classes in schools where either a full 

time Resource Teacher, or a part-time Remedial Reading 

Teacher were members of staff. They were available to 

support the classroom teacher with individual programs, 

or to withdraw small groups of children or individuals 

for remediation. 
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The purpose of this study w:as firstly, to become 

familiar with current research concerning children with 

learning difficulties in mainstream classes in primary 

schools. 

As a result of the literature review, and also 

from classroom observations, the second purpose of the 

study was to ascertain teachers' attitudes towards, and 

experience of, these children. This seemed an important 

aspect to explore since the neighbourhood school concept, 

favoured in ACT education, places the onus on the class

room teacher to help these children. 

Thirdly, the point of view of children identified 

as having learning difficulties seemed a vital perspective 

to include in this analysis. The literature review had 

provided some examples of how these children perceived 

themselves in relation to the rest of the class. It also 

appeared significant to investigate the self- concepts of 

these children, especially the self-concept related to 

academic achievement. 

The final purpose was to gain an understanding of 

the nature of the interaction between teachers and children 

with learning difficulties by observing a small sample in 

class. 
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ISSUES IN TEACHING CHILDREN WITH" LEARNING 

DIFFICULTIES. IN MAINSTREAM CLASSES - RESEARCH FIND'INGS 
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In this chapter some research findings which. are pertinent 

to the central themes of the field study will be reviewed. 

The major themes are concerned with teachers, with the 

children identified as having learning difficulties, and 

with the classroom interaction between teachers and these 

children. 

1. Teachers 

a. Training 

The first issue concerns how well qualified mainstream 

teachers are to teach children with learning difficulties 

in their classes. Findings from both overseas and in 

Australia indicate that teachers' initial training is 

inadequate to prepare them for the demands of teaching 

children with learning problems. 

Nisbet, Shanks and Darling (1977), whilst investig

ating initial teacher training in Scotland with newly 

qualified primary teachers asked them how well prepared 

they were for teaching slow learners. 58% said they felt 

inadequately prepared and 6% claimed that the topic had 

not been covered at all in their pre-service course. (p.2) 
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Gickling and Theobald {1975) found that 85% of 

regular classroom teachers in their sample felt that they 

lacked the necessary skills to teach exceptional children. 

Cruickshank {1977) considered that part of the 

inadequacies of teachers in the U.S. was due to the new'"'." 

ness of the field of learning difficulties. He advocated 

in-service training programs for regular classroom 

teachers and other professionals working in schools to 

help them cope since many communities were employing the 

concept of normalization with learning disabled children. 

He also considered it essential that all pre-service 

courses contained sections to do with learning difficulties. 

In the 1976 Report of the House of Representatives 

Select Committee on Specific Learning Difficulties : 

Learning Difficulties in Children and Adults, evidence was 

cited from all over Australia concerning the paucity of 

content in pre-service training courses to equip teachers 

with "the teaching of basic skills, recognition of learning 

difficulties and methods of remediation" (p.88). The 

conclusions the Committee reached included the necessity 

of adequate pre-service courses in teaching reading, 

basic nwneracy and coping with learning difficulties. 

In-service courses in learning difficulties were also 

recommended for teachers who were inadequately trained 

at the pre-service level, and/or whose initial training 

was ten. or more years ago. 
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Campbell, Beaver, Carss, Genn and Grassie's 1975 

report entitled: Being a Teacher in Australian State 

Government Schools highlighted the development of individ

ualised instruction as one of the major problems facing 

classroom teachers. They favoured a resource teacher 

model to achieve this goal: 

what is needed is more ready access to teachers 

with the relevant interests and competencies 

who, by working alongside their colleagues can 

sensitize all teachers to the needs of 

exceptional children. (p.62) 

For the Survey of Special Education in Austr·alia (1979) 

Andrews, Elkins, Berry and Burge, also heard submissions 

from individuals and groups.which strongly supported the 

need for all teacher training to contain core components 

on the recognition of children with special needs (p.288). 

The same survey also obtained from a sample of 175 primary 

schools the number of teachers on·the staff who had 

relevant academic qualifications (e.g. a Bachelor of 

Special Education degree, or a Diploma in Reading); relevant 

tertiary subjects; or had attended relevant courses or 

seminars in the past year, to meet the needs of children 

with learning and/or behavioural problems. The findings 

were that in 77% of schools there was no teacher with 

relevant academic qualifications. In 50% of schools no 

member of staff had relevant tertiary subjects. In 42% 

of schools no teachers had attended a relevant course 
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or seminar in the past year. Overall, 29~ of schools 

had no member of staff with relevant training, or course 

attendance in the past year; 33% of schools had one to 

nine members of staff; 30% of schools had ten to nineteen 

members of staff, and 9% had more than 20 staff members 

(Table 8.13, p.151). 

For the report entitled The Education of Mildly 

Intellectually Handicapped Children in the Ea.stern States 

of Australia : Philosophies, Practices and· Outcomes _(1978), 

Watts et al. asked regular and special class teachers in 

Queensland, N.S.W. and Victoria how adequate they considered 

their teacher education training had been to prepare them 

for teaching mildly intellectually handicapp~d children. 

Like their Scottish counterparts, 52% of mainstream class 

teachers considered that both their pre-service, and their 

in-service training had been inadequate. The teachers 

were then asked their recommendations about ways of 

improving their effectiveness in teaching mildly intellec~ 

ually handicapped pupils. 33% of teachers nominated an 

increase in teacher knowledge and understanding of mildly 

intellectually handicapped pupils; 27% smaller classes; 

26% greater provision of support staff, and 19% a greater 

range of resource materials. (p.197) 

b. · Teachers·'· Confidence· in Teaching· Children with 

Learning Difficulties 

Whereas the survey of· sp·ecial Education in Australia 

obtained an indication of the qualifications of primary 
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teachers to deal with children with learning difficulties, 

Watts et al. looked at beliefs teachers held about the 

competence of mainstream teachers to teach mildly 

intellectually handicapped pupils. Fewer than one quarter 

of mainstream class teachers in Victoria, N.S.W. and 

Queensland believed that their colleagues were adequate 

in the absence of support services. Only slightly more 

than half saw the presence of supportive services or help 

ensuring adequacy of provision for the mildly intellectually 

handicapped in mainstream classes (p.192). 

When asked about their own competence, rather than 

their colleagues' to teach mildly intellectually handi

capped children in their present teaching situation, 

only one quarter believed themselves competent. The vast 

majority believed these pupils have special needs in 

teaching strategies, curriculum and teaching materials 

which they were not trained to provide. 

Since the most recent of these Australian surveys 

was published in 1979, and none of them had specifically 

addressed the background of A.C.T. mainstream teachers, 

two of the hypotheses to be tested in the field study were: 

Hypothesis l The majority of teachers will not consider 

that their training (pre-service, in-service or some 

other type such as post-graduate) has prepared them to 

teach children with learning difficulties in regular 

classrooms. 



Hypothesis 2 The majority of teachers will not feel 

confident that they can help children with learning 

difficulties in regular classrooms. 

19 

2. Children Identified as Having Learning Dif•ficulties 

A large volume of the research concerning the achieve

ment and self-concept of children with learning difficulties 

is tied in with the current concern in America with ma1in

streaming these children rather than placing them in 

special classes. According to a critical review of this 

literature conducted by Madden and Slavin (1983), many of 

these studies are methodologically inadequate. This is 

because most of these studies are correlational, comparing 

students in special classes with "matched" students who 

are mainstreamed. As the authors point out, this type 

of matching cannot take into account all the factors that 

went into the decisions to mainstream some children and 

to retain others in a special class. Non I.Q. variables 

such as actual achievement or behaviour, almost certainly 

determined the student"s placement. (p.522) Hence 

the findings are contradictory, with some studies concluding 

that the special class environment is more productive and 

leads to higher self-esteem for these children, whilst 

others make these claims for placements in mainstream 

classes. 
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Madden and Slavin commented most favourably on two 

particularly well designed studies by Leinhardt (1980), 

and Calhoun and Elliott (1977). The latter study over

came the methodological problems mentioned above by 

randomly assigning children on a waiting list for special 

education to special or regular classes. In addition, 

they controlled for differences in teacher competence by 

using teachers trained in special education in both 

settings, and rotating them each semester. From these 

two studies, the following conclusions were advanced: 

if individualised instruction is used in 

regular classes in which learning disabled 

children are mainstreamed, the achievement 

of these students is markedly higher than in 

special education classes using the same 

programs. (p.529) 

The key appears to be individualised instruction. When 

this is absent, students with learning disabilities whose 

achievement level is closest to the rest of the class 

manage in a mainstream class, but a .child with more severe 

learning difficulties gains most in a special class. 

Another successful means of helping children with learning 

difficulties in mainstream classes is to carefully 

construct resource programs to supplement instruction 

in the mainstream class. From the findings of the research 

comparing the social-emotional growth of children with 

learning difficulties in mainstream classes to that of 
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children in full time special classes, Madden and Slavin 

concluded that for self-concept, classroom behaviour, 

and attitudes towards school, placement in a mainstream 

class (with adequate support), was superior to full time 

special class placement. The only times it was noted 

that regular class placement was not found to improve 

social-emotional outcomes were studies in which no special 

supports, such as individualised instruction, were 

provided to mainstreamed students. 

a). Time to Mastery 

(p.536). 

Another branch of classroom research concerned 

with academic achievement in.mainstream classes has con

centrated on an analysis of the time children actually 

spend on academic pursuits. 

Bloom (1974), in introducing his concept of mastery 

learning, made two points about time. The first point was 

that "the slowest 5% of learners take about 5 times as much 

time to reach the criterion as do the fastest 5% of the 

learners." (p. 682) The second point was that the amount 

of time a child spends directly on learning a subject is 

predictive of the learning achievement of the child in 

that subject. (p.686) In part, the amount of time will 

be determined by the teacher, or the school, in the time

table allocation given to that activity. 

b) Time On-T·ask 

However, within the time allocated there are 

individual student differences in the amount of time 

spent pursuing the subject. McKinney, Mason, Perkerson 
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and Clifford (1975) obtained reasonably consistent 

findings that the amount of time actually spent on task 

was strongly predictive of student learning. McDonald 

(1976), Berliner, Fisher, Filby and Marliave (1976), and 

Filby, Marliave and Fisher (1977} conducted studies in 

which pupil time on-task was recorded for reading and 

mathematics. Considerable variation was found ·for 

individual pupils within the same class. For example, 

Filby et al. (1977) found a range of 23% to 91% in on-task 

behaviour. 

Berliner, Fisher, Filby and Marliave (1976) 

demonstrated a similar range in Grade 2 reading and math

ematics classes. They observed that some pupils would be 

on~task for these subjects for less than 40 hours per year 

(quoted in Smyth (1980} p.235). 

In a study of 6th Grade pupils in a single class

room Smyth (1979), found that both high and low achieving 

students attained higher levels of on-task behaviour and 

amounts of content covered when the teacher provided a 

high degree of structure and direction to learning tasks. 

Time on-task still varied amongst pupils ranging from 

38% to 78%of allotted time in reading and mathematics. 

Time on-task in mathematics was considerably higher overall 

than in reading (p.236). 

Bryan (1978) in two studies of learning disabled 

boys in mainstream classes found that they spent less 
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time in on-task behaviour than normal boys in the class. 

When observed with a resource teacher in a resource room 

the boys engaged in much more on-task behaviour than 

they had in their mainstream classes. 

These research findings concerning time on-task 

of children with. learning difficulties in mainstream 

classes led to the third hypothesis in this field study: 

Hypothesis 3 Children identified by their teachers as 

having learning difficulties will be off-task more 

frequently than a control group of children during an 

academic activity. 

c) Academic Achievement and s·e1 f-C'onc·ep t 

Within the mainstream classrooms comparisons of 

childrens' academic achievement take place overtly when 

the teacher comments on individuals' work, and more 

covertly when children compare their efforts with those 

of their neighbours. Barker-Lunn (1970) found lower 

ability children in non- streamed English schools had poor 

self-images, and experienced shame at not being clever. 

She attributed this to the fact that these children were 

constantly being compared, to their disadvantage, with 

other members of their class. 

An awareness of the academic pecking order in a 

mainstream class is established early in a child's school 

career, according to Nash (1973). In a study he conducted 
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he found that children at the age of eight were able to 

make assessments of their position in the class which 

correlated highly with those of their teachers. 

The relationship between academic achievement and 

self-concept has been an area of interest for many 

researchers. Indeed, a number of self report inventories 

such as Coopersmith, Sears, Piers-Harris, and the Self 

Description Questionnaire, include sub-scales which look 

at self-concept in the area.of academic subjects. However, 

as Wylie (1961) criticized when reviewing the early 

studies on self-concept, • and as Shavelson, Hubner and 

Stanton (1976) have reiterated subsequently, the self

concept interpretation of the measurements obtained in 

these studies may not be valid. The reasons for this 

are that definitions of self-concept are imprecise and 

hence vary from one study to another. The other difficulty 

concerns the comparability of various instruments used 

to measure self-concept. It is impossible to generalize 

across studies which have used different instruments. 

Rogers, Smith and Coleman (1978) were also critical 

of the lack of theoretical models in these studies. They 

argued that researchers have assumed an invariant 

relationship between academic achievement and self-concept 

and have disregarded other environmental or psychological 

factors. For example, they described two theoretical 

orientations, Model theory and Mirror theory, which 
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emphasize the interplay between the environment and the 

individual. Model theory "suggests that a child develops 

a sense of self-regard through the process of imitating 

various others in the immediate environment. 11 Mirror 

theory "proposes that the self-concept is a product of 

the reflected appraisals of others significant to the 

child." (p.51). 

The implications of these theoretical models are 

that the majority of studies investigating the self-concept/ 

academic. achievement relationship have sought large samples, 

gathered from many different classrooms and schools, or 

even different communities. This then· leads to a total 

masking of the relationship between academic achievement 

and self-concept. 

To test this hypothesis, Rogers, Smith and Coleman 

conducted a study in which academic standing within 

immediate peer-reference groups was incorporated into 

the analysis. The Piers-Harris Scale was used to measure 

self-concept, and achievement in reading and mathematics 

was obtained from the Metropolitan Achievement Test. 

Their conclusions were as follows: 

When information regarding relative academic 

standing within the classroom was considered, 

a strong relationship between both reading 

and math. achievement with self-concept was 

found: but when information regarding relative 



academic standing within the classroom was 

not considered, reading achievement showed 

no relationship to self-concept and the 

observed relationship between math. achievement 

and self-concept was substantially less robust. 

Our results suggest that the child compares 

his/her own level of achievement to the 

achievement levels of others in the classroom, 

and to the extent that the results of such a 

comparison are favourable, his or her self

concept is enhanced, but if the comparison is 

unfavourable, his or her self-concept may be 

diminished. (p.56) 
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These findings are compatible with Festinger's (1954) theory 

of social comparison. Festinger hypothesised that people 

use significant·others in their environment as the bases 

for forming estimates of self-worth. Morever, individuals 

compare themselves with those who are more similar than 

dissimilar. "The tendency to compare oneself with some 

other specific person decrea.ses as the difference between 

his w •• •• ability and one' s own increases" • (p.120) 

Thus the selection of an individual or group with 

whom to compare oneself is based on both the usefulness 

of a.comparison of one's own ability with that of the 

target, and also the perceived similarity between the 

two. 
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If Festinger's theory of social comparison is 

accepted it helps to make sense of the contradictory 

findings which have emerged from the studies of self

concept of children with learning difficulties when these 

children were moved from special classes to mainstream 

classes for all or part of the time. Children who were 

mainstreamed for part of the time and demonstrated an 

increase in self-esteem probably did so as a result of 

their comparison of their academic performance with that 

of others in the special class, rather than with the peers 

in the mainstream class. 

study, 1977). 

(e.g. Smith, Dokecki and Davis' 

In a recent study Marsh, Smith and Barnes (1984) 

have investigated mathematics and reading self-concepts. 

Having found that amongst pre-adolescents there was a 

near-zero correlation between reading and mathematics 

self-concepts, which contrasted markedly with the sub

stantial correlations between mathematics and reading 

achievement scores, they postulated a model to explain 

these findings. In part the model builds on the ideas 

of Rogers, Smith and Coleman (1978), and Festinger (1954) 

mentioned previously. Their explanation is that reading 

and mathematics self-concepts are formed in relation to 

both external. and internal comparisons. The external 

comparisons are based upon self-perceptions of one's own 

ability relative to the perceived ability of one's peers. 
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Internal comparisons are based upon self-perceptions of 

how one's ability in one area compares with one's ability 

in other areas. According to this model, if a child has 

a high self-concept in reading this would be due to a high 

achievement in reading, which provides an external com

parison, and should reading achievement be higher than 

mathematics, this would provide the internal comparison 

process. Once the effect of reading achievement is 

controlled for, it is the difference between reading and 

mathematics achievement which determines reading self

concept, and the direct effect of mathematics achievement 

is predicted to be negative. The authors suggest that 

their findings demonstrate that academic self-concepts 

are- affected by different processes than are achievement 

measures, and that they illustrate the separation of 

self-concept into specific academic subjects. (p.383-4). 

In an earlier series of studies conducted with 

primary school children in both Sydney and Wollongong, 

Marsh, Parker and Smith (1983) found that academic self

concept was substantially correlated with academic 

achievement,- teacher's ratings of academic ability, and 

teacher's ratings of student self-concept in the academic 

areas. Academic abilities, as measured on the PAT test 

and TOLA 4 and 6 tended to be uncorrelated with non

academic dimensions of self-concept, and most highly 

correlated with the academic dimension of self-concept 

that most closely matched the particular academic ability. 
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In a study comparing the self-concepts of learning 

disabled, normal and gifted students, Winne, Woodlands 

and Wong· (1982) used both the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory and the Sears Self- Concept Scale. They found 

on both the Coopersmith Academic sub-scale and the Sears 

Convergent Mental Abilities and School Subjects sub-scales, 

statistically reliable differences among the three groups 

of students. On all these sub-scales learning disabled 

students had lower self-concepts than normal and gifted 

students. This contrasted with the findings that there 

was no reliable difference between the three groups of 

students on the Coopersmi.th Home and General sub-scales, 

and on the Sears Happy Qualities sub-scale. 

Regarding their studies of self-concept and causal 

attributions of learning disabled children, Bryan and 

Pearl (1979) concluded that compared with non-learning 

disabled children, these children were more likely to 

have low self-concepts, and to.make causal attributions 

which were likely to lead to ~learned helplessness'. 

They observed that these children bear a double burden 

not only do they have their own negative feelings about 

their academic performance,. but also parents and teachers 

who provide them with important feedback about their 

performance are likely to convey a negative message to 

them too. (p. 226). 
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In a study of self-concept of learning disabled 

adolescents, Rosenberg and Gaier (1977) found that the 

learning disabled group on the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory showed more negative General Self, and Academic 

sub-scale scores when compared with a control group of 

children who were not identified as learning disabled. 

The mean for the learning disabled children overall was 

66, which is below the mean of 71 obtained by Coopersmith 

when he established the norms for the inventory. 

From their review of studies concerning general 

self-concept, self-concept of academic ability and school 

achievement, West, Fish and Stevens (1980) concluded that 

there was:~not adequate evidence that general self-concept 

was a primary determinant of achievement. However, they 

concluded that achievement seems to be causally predominant 

over self-concept of academic ability. (p.206). In line 

with the findings of Bryan and Pearl, West, Fish and 

Stevens also mentioned feedback from significant others 

as an important influence on a child's self-concept of 

academic ability. Indeed, they concluded that 11it is 

even possible that feedback may be more causally important 

than achievement {in the.formation of the self-concept of 

academic ability)" (p.208). 

The following hypotheses evolved as a result of 

research into studies on achievement and self-concept: 
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Hypothesis 4 The majority of children identified by 

their teachers as having learning difficulties will perceive 

themselves as being not as good as their peers at reading. 

Hypothesis 5 The majority of children identified by their 

teachers as having learning difficulties will perceive them

selves as being not as good as their peers at mathematics. 

Hypothesis 6 The majority of children identified by their 

teachers as having learning difficulties will have a lower 

than normal self-concept score, as measured by the Cooper

smith Self-Esteem Inventory. 

3. The Interaction Between the Teacher· and· the Child 

with Learning Difficulties 

A number of studies have observed the classroom inter

action between teachers, and children identified as having 

learning difficulties. 

Sands and Kerry (1982) in their observation concluded 

that teachers have more transactions with learning disabled 

children than with the child performing at the average or 

above average level for the class. This was due to the 

teachers' need to give them instructions more clearly, 

more slowly, . and more often in the course of completing 

a piece of work. 

In her study of mildly intellectually handicapped 

children in mainstream classes in Brisbane, Henry (1981) 
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also noted that these children had a high interaction 

rate with their teachers. However, a good deal of the 

interaction was spent in rather unproductive ways, such 

as calls to order, castigation for not having done enough 

work, or directives as to which book to take out next. 

In ohe of a series of classroom observation studies 

of learning disabled children, Bryan (1978) found that 

the time learning disabled children spent interacting with 

their teachers did not discriminate them from non-learning 

disabled children. The quality of the relationship did 

appear to differentiate between them. Whilst teachers 

gave about the same number of positive reinforcements to 

both groups of children, the learning disabled children 

were given twice as many negative reinforcements as non

learning disabled children. These negative reinforcements 

were of the type also observed by Henry. 

Whereas Bryan observed no difference in the amount 

of interaction teachers had with learning disabled and 

non-disabled children, McKinney and Feagans (1980) found 

in their study that learning. disabled children were inter

acted with less frequently by the teacher than were 

non-learning disabled children. When the quality of the 

interaction was analysed it was found that 70-80% of the 

interactions were of a negative kind. 

Other evidence concerning the negative quality of 

the interactions learning disabled children have with 



their teachers came from a study by Bryan and Wheeler 

(1972). In this study the researchers were interested 
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in interactions initiated by learning disabled children 

with their teachers or their peers. They found that these 

interactions were to a significant extent more likely to 

be ignored than were the interactions of a comparison 

group of non-learning disabled children. Based on the 

findings of these observations, the final hypothesis for 

the field study was: 

Hypothesis 7 The interaction between the teacher and 

children with learning difficulties will be of a negative 

type {i.e. criticism, call to order etc.) more frequently 

than of a positive type (i.e. praise). 
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Table l List of Hypotheses Formulated for the study 

1. The majority of teachers will not consider that their 

training (pre-service, in-service or some other type 

such as post-.graduate) has prepared them to teach 

children with learning difficulties in regular class

rooms. 

2. The majority of teachers will not feel confident that 

they can help children with learning difficulties in 

regular classrooms. 

3. Children identified by their teachers as having . 

learning difficulties will be off-task more frequently 

than a Control group of children during an academic 

activity. 

4. The majority of children identified by their teachers 

as having learning difficulties will perceive them

selves as being not as good as their peers at reading. 

5. The majority of children identified by their teachers 

as having learning difficulties will perceive them

selves as being not as good as their peers at 

mathematics. 

6. The majority of children identified by their teachers 

as having learning difficulties will have a lower 

than normal self-concept score, as measured by the 

Coop:ersmith Self-Esteem Inventory. 

7. The interaction between the teacher and children with 

learning difficulties will be of a negative type (i.e. 

criticism, call to order etc.) more frequently than 

of a positive type (i.e. praise). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

The fieldwork for this study was conducted between August 

1984 and March 1985. Some staff members and selected pupils 

from three A.C.T. government primary schools provided the 

subjects for the study. The field study was divided into 

three stages: 

1. Stage 1 

subjects 

The subjects were 30 primary school teachers, both male 

and female, full-time staff, who volunteered to fill in a 

self-completion questionnaire. Principals, Assistant 

Principals, Senior Teachers, Resource Teachers, and class

room teachers were represented. 

Procedure 

61 teachers in three primary schools were approached 

and asked to complete a questionnaire. 49% returned a 

completed questionnaire. The bias associated with a sample 

of volunteers is acknowledged. It is not known how 

representative, in terms of their training, and attitudes, 

were the teachers who responded, compared with those who 

did not return their questionnaires. 
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The questionnaire sought information about courses the 

teachers had undertaken which covered content of assistance 

in teaching children with learning difficulties. Years of 

primary teaching experience, and confidence in their ability 

to teach children with learning difficulties were obtained. 

Teachers who taught a class were asked to provide details 

about the children with learning difficulties in their 

classes. All teachers were asked to list the characteristics 

which they had noted a child with learning difficulties was 

likely to display in the classroom. In the final section 

of the questionnaire all teachers were asked to respond to 

questions about their attitudes to children. with learning 

difficulties. 

A copy of the teachers' questionnaire is found in 

Appendix A. 

At the conclusion of the questionnaire the classroom 

and Resource teachers were asked to identify children in 

their classes whom they thought met the criterion of being 

at least 18 months behind the rest of the class in all 

academic areas. It is possible that this request focussed 

teachers' attention on certain children in their classes, 

and that they might have responded to the attitudinal 

statements with those children in mind. 
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2. Stage 2 

Subjects 

The subjects were 30 children, selected from the pool 

of children nominated by teachers as being at least 18 

months behind their peers in all academic areas. There were 

18 boys and 12 girls in the sample, ranging from Years 3 

to 6. The Year and sex distribution of the children was as 

follows: 

Year Male Female 

3 5 2 

4 2 2 

5 4 5 

6 7 3 

Total 18 12 

Procedure 

The names of 72 children were provided by 15 teachers. 

The first step in selecting subjects was for the investigator 

to limit the choice to children nominated in Years 3 to 6. 

This was done as it was intended to use the Coopersmith 

Self-Esteem Inventory and the recommended age range for the 

school form of this instrument suggested that Year 3 students 

were at the lower end of the age range. 

The second decision made by the investigator was to aim 

for a sample of 30 children who met the criterion, spread 

over Years 3 to 6, and over the 3 participating schools. 

Whilst it was recognised that 30 was a small sample, it was 

the largest group manageable for the investigator to inter

view whilst undertaking full-time counselling duties in the 
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three schools. 

To ascertain that the children who were nominated met 

the criterion of being at least 18 months behind the rest 

of the class in all academic areas (which was interpreted 

as being behind in both language and reading skills and in 

mathematics), the children were screened using achievement 

tests. Many of these children had been assessed by the 

school counsellor within the previous six months, and test 

result information was available to check the child's 

suitability for inclusion in the sample. If test information 

was not available, the investigator administered screening 

tests. In both situations the tests which were used were 

the Basic Number Screening Test, Forms A or B (Gillham and 

Hesse, 1976); Neale Analysis of Reading Ability Forms A 

and B (Neale, 1981); or GAP Reading Comprehension Test, 

Form R3 (McLeod, 1977); and the St. Lucia Graded Word 

Reading Test (1972). 

Following the screening the children were interviewed 

by the in.vestigator, using a standardised questionnaire, 

to determine their attitudes to school, their perceptions 

of their academic achievement.compared to their peers, and 

their self-concept, as measured by the Coopersmith Self

Esteem Inventory (1981). 

The childrens' questionnaire is found in Appendix c. 

As an adjunct to Stage 2 the classroom teachers of the 

selected children were asked to fill in a classroom 
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behaviours checklist for each of the children. The class

room behaviours given in the·checklist were those which 

were suggested most frequently when the teachers in the 

Stage 1 questionnaire were asked to list the characteristics 

they had noticed that a child with learning difficulties 

displayed in class. See Appendix B for a copy of the 

· checklist. 

3. Stage 3 

Subj ects 

6 of the children from Stage 2 : 3 boys and 3 girls 

were observed. A matched Control group of 3 boys and 3 

girls drawn from the same classes was also selected. 

Procedure 

The selected children belonged to three different 

classes, -one in each of the three schools participating in 

the study. Thus two of the identified boys were members of 

the same class, and they were matched with two boys in that 

class who had not been identified by their teachers as 

being at least 18 months behind the class in all academic 

areas. Two of the girls, who were members of the same class, 

were matched with two girls who·had not been identified by 

their teachers. In the last class a boy and a girl who had. 

been identified were matched with a Control boy and girl. 

Observations took place on five separate occasions during 

either mathematics or language classes. Each observation 
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was for 20 minutes. During that time each of the four children 

was observed, in rotation, for four consecutive periods of 

15 seconds duration. Thus in a 20 minute observation session 

each child was observed for a total of 5 minutes. Overall, 

25 minutes of data was collected for each child. 

Another teacher joined the investigator for one observ

ation to check on the reliability of the observations. 91% 

agreement of behavioural categories was achieved by the two 

observers. 

The following behavioural categories were used in record

ing the observed behaviour of the children: 

On-task behaviour - the child was engaged in the 

required activities e.g. reading 

set materials, writing, listening 

attentively to the teacher 

Talking to another child or children, when this was 

not a specified activity 

Inactive 

Out of seat 

Other materials 

- not working, staring into space, 

at a time when on-task behaviour 

was expected 

- moving about the cla·ssroom 

- engaged in an activity which was 

not the set task, such as stabbing 

a rubber or sharpening a pencil, 

playing with a toy. 

Teacher behaviour recorded included: 

A. Interactions with the Group - either the total class 

or a sub-group in which the observed child was a member. 

Making a general statement e.g. "I could see the 
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bushfires from my house last night" 

Giving an instruction e.g. "read the passage and 

then answer questions in your books" 

Asking a question e.g. "what does .... mean?" 

Positive interaction e.g. praise or encouragement, 

"I was pleased with ..... " 

Negative interaction e.g. warning, reprimand "I've 

told you all before .•. " "The next person who .•.• " 

B. Interactions with. the Observed Child 

The categories were defined in the same way as for the 

group: 

Making a general statement 

Giving an instruction 

Asking a question of the child 

Positive interaction e.g. praise or encouragement 

Negative interaction·e.g. warn.:iirig, reprimand 

Correcting the child's error 

C. Silence or confusion - pauses, short periods of 

silence, periods of confusion. in which communication 

cannot be understood by the observer. 

Certain practical constraints in conducting the observation 

should be mentioned, since they have contributed to bias in 

the observation. The observations, like the interviews 

with the children, had to be fitted into the investigator's 

heavy workload in the three schools. Therefore, based on 
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time constraints, it was decided to observe only 6 of the 

identified children and 6 Control children. To simplify 

the time needed to conduct the observation classrooms were 

selected in which two of the children who had been inter

viewed were class members. Thus only three classrooms were 

observed. Another bias which is present is that the 

investigator attends each school on a set day of the week. 

This meant, for example, that whilst a particular class 

might cover a range of reading-language activities in the 

course of a week, each Tuesday from 9.15 to 10.00 a.m. when 

it was convenient for the investigator to observe, the same 

type of comprehension activity was taking place. The 

consequence of this was that a narrow range of reading

language or mathematics activities was observed, and the 

childrens' observed behaviour may not be a true reflection 

of their on-task behaviour in that subject over the whole 

week's curriculum. Conclusions reached from the observ

ation only relate to those particular activities. 

Treatment of the Data 

When the fieldwork of all three stages was completed, 

the data was collated by hand .to obtain frequency counts. 

On the advice of a statistician, since only small 

samples of teachers and of children had been obtained, 

statistical treatment of the data was limited to percentages 

and means. 
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Data from the teachers' questionnaire concerning 

attitudes to children with learning difficulties, and data 

from the behaviour checklist were ranked according to 

average ratings. An average rating was calculated by 

assigning the value of 3 to strongly agree/agree in the 

attitude statements and to usually in the behaviour checklist; 

2 to neither agree nor disagree or to sometimes; 1 to 

disagree/strongly disagree or rarely/never responses, summing 

and dividing by N. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

1. Teachers 

a} Courses Undertaken 

From their responses to questions about pre-service, 

in-service, or other educational courses which had provided 

information about teaching children with learning difficulties, 

33% of the sample stated that their pre-service course 

covered subjects which had been useful to them in teaching 

children.with learning difficulties. 47% of the sample made 

this claim for in-service courses, and 37% mentioned their 

source of information was from courses undertaken in up

grading their qualifications, or in undertaking a post

graduate course. See Table 2. 

Table 2 courses undertaken 

Type of course 

Pre-service 

In-service 

Other (up-grading, 
post.-graduate) 

No information 

(N = 30) 

Teaching children with 
learning difficulties 

covered 
Yes No· 

% % 

33 67 

47 53 

37 .63. 

3 
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The data concerning courses teachers had undertaken was 

further analysed to ascertain how many teachers had been 

exposed to information about children with learning diffic

ulties from all three sources, from two of the possible three 

types of courses or from only one type. Of particular interest 

was the percentage of teachers who claimed that they had no 

background at all from their pre-service courses, from in

service courses or from other types of courses. It was 

found that one-third of the present sample made this claim. 

17% of teachers mentioned that their pre-service course had 

not prepared them but they had received information about 

children with learning difficulties from in-service and 

other types of courses. 

Table 3 provides full details of the combinati ons of 

courses which teachers had, or had not, attended. 

Table 3 Combinations of Types of Courses 
Undertaken 

Combinations of Types of Courses 

No pre-service, in-service or other 

No pre-service, but in-service or other 

No pre-service or other, but in-service 

Pre-service, in-service and other 

Pre-service, but not in-service or other 

Pre-service and in-service, but not other 

No pre-service or in-service, but other 

Pre-service and other, but not. in.-service. 

{N = 30) 

33 

17 

10 

10 

10 

10 

7 

3. 
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The number of courses teachers had undertaken was cross

analysed with their responses to certain attitudinal 

statements. There were indications that teachers who had 

attended two or more types of courses concerned with teaching 

children with learning difficulties had some beliefs which 

differentiated them from teachers who had undertaken one or 

no courses. For example, the majority of those who had 

attended two or more types of course were more likely to 

disagree with statements such as "it disrupts the progress 

of others to have slow learners in the classtl (83%): 

"you have to teach slow learners in an entirely different 

way to the rest of the class" {58%); "it's more efficient 

for the learning of the entire class to withdraw slow 

learners to a specialist teacher for all academic subjects" 

(67%); "the only way slow learners will progress is when 

they are taught in a very small group" (50%). However, the 

-majority of teachers who had undertaken one, or no courses, 

agreed with those statements. The percentages of teachers 

who agreed with the statements were: "you have to teach 

slow learners in an entirely different way to the rest of 

the class" (44%); "it's more efficient for the learning 

of the entire class to withdraw slow learners to a special 

teacher for all academic subjects" (44%); "the only way 

slow learners will make progress is when they are taught 

in a very small group" (56%). Full details are given in 

Table 4. 
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Attitudinal statement 

I see slow learners(c) 
as an educational 
challenge 

I try to search for 
the best way to teach 
a particular slow 
learner 

You need alot of 
patience to teach 
slow learners 

I think slow learners 
do best if the 
teacher can work with 
them individually 

I could manage the 
slow learners in my 
class if I had some 
extra help 

The only way slow 
learners will progress 
is when they are taught 
in a very smal 1 group 

Even though I spend 
a lot of time with my 
slow learners they 
don't ·make much 
progress . 

You have to teach slow 
learners in an 
entirely different 
way to the rest of 
the class. 

It's more efficient 
for the learning of the 
entire class to with-
draw slow learners to 
a specialist teacher 
for all academic 
subjects 

Courses Urtdertaken Related 
to Attitudinal Resp onses 

All 3 types, Average 
or 2 of 3 (12) rating(b) 
types of 

courses 

(a) % 
SA/A 92 
N 8 2.9 

0/SD 
N. I. 

SA/A 92 
N 8 2.9 

0/SD 
N. I. 

SA/A 67 
N 8 2.4 

D/SD 25 
N. I. 

SA/A 58 
N 2.3 

D/SD 42 
N. I. 

SA/A 67 
N 8 2.2 

0/SD 
N.I. 17 

SA/A 33 
N 17 1. 8 

0/SD so 
N. I. 

SA/A 25 
N 33 1.8 

D/SD 42 
N. I. 

SA/A 17 
N 25 1.6 

D/SD 58 
N.1. 

SA/A 17 
N 17 1.5 

0/SD 67 

47 

1 of the 3 Average 
types of (18) rating 
courses, or 

None 

% 
83 

6 2.7 
6 
6 

83 
11 2.7 

6 

78 
6 2.5 
6 

11 

78 
2.4 

11 
11 

78 
11 2.5 
6 
6 

56 
11 2.2 
28 

6 

33 
39 2.0 
22 

6 

44 
28 2.1 
22 

44 
11 2.0 
44 
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Table 4 (contd) 

All 3 types, Average 1 of the 3 Average 
Attitudinal statement or 2 of 3 (12) rating types of (18) 

types of courses, or 
courses None 

% % 

The best way to help SA/A 17 17 
slow learners is to N 8 1.4 22 
move them into a D/SD 75 50 
special class N. I. 6 

Slow learners are a SA/A 8 22 
lot of work for a N 17 1.3 11 
teacher, for little D/SD 75 56 
return N. I. 11 

It disrupts the SA/A 8 28 
progress of the others N 8 1.3 22 
to have slow learners D/SD 83 39 
in the class N. I. 11 

I really don't know SA/A 11 
how to help slow N 8 1.1 17 
learners D/SD 92 61 

N. I. 11 

Notes 

(a) The abbreviations refer to the following response 

categories on a Likert Scale: 

SA/A : Strongly agree/agree 

N Neither agree nor disagree 

D/SD Disagree/strongly disagree 

N.I. : No information 

(b) Average rating: Calculated by assigning the value 

of 3 to strongly agree/agree, 2 to neither agree 

nor disagree, l to disagree/strongly disagree 

responses, summing and dividing by N. 

(c) Slow learner: A change in terminology will be 

noted in this, and in following tables drawn from 

the teachers' questionnaire. At the time the 

teachers' questionnaire was devised the investigator 

had not settled on a preferred term to describe 

children who were performing at least 18 months 

rating 

1.4 

1.4 

1. 7 

1. 3 



Notes (contd) 

behind the class in all academic areas. 

Subsequently it was decided to refer to them 

as children with learning difficulties, and 

this is the term used to describe them through

out the rest of the report. 

b) Teachers' Confidence in Teaching Children with 

Learning Difficulties 
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Teachers' confidence levels in teaching children 

with learning difficulties were gauged from their responses 

on a confidence scale. 60% of the sample gave responses 

which indicated they were confident. 33% of the sample were 

less confident and indicated that they only felt confident 

in teaching these children if they could draw on the assist

ance of a specialist. teacher. Only 7% indicated that they 

were not at all confident in teaching children with learning 

difficulties. 

See Table 5 for full details. 

Table 5 Teachers' Level of Confidence 

Level of confidence 

Not at all confident 

Confident, with support of a 
specialist teacher 

Confident 

Quite confident 

Very confident 

7 

33 

23 

27 

1.0 

It was speculated that the amount of confidence teachers 

expressed in their ability to teach children with learning 
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difficulties might be attributed to-their exposure to 

information in courses they had undertaken. Therefore the 

data concerning courses undertaken was cross-analysed with 

the data obtained about teachers' levels of confidence. 

With the small sample size involved, it was necessary to 

combine some cells so that the overall picture was based on 

two groups: confident teachers, who had responded that they 

were confident, quite confident or very confident in their 

ability to teach children with learning difficulties: 

not so confident teachers, who had indicated that they were 

not at all confident, or only felt confident if they had 

the support of a specialist teacher. 

The sample sizes are small, and therefore the following 

results can only be regarded as indications of trends. There 

did seem to be a relationship between the number of courses 

undertaken and the confidence teachers felt in teaching 

children with learning difficulties .. All the teachers who 

claimed that they had undertaken all three types of courses 

described themselves as confident, as did 78% of the teachers 

who had undertaken two of the three types of courses. 70% 

of the teachers who had undertaken no courses at all 

described themselves as not so confident in teaching children 

with learning. difficulties. 



Table 6 Teachers' Level of confidence Related 
to courses Undertaken 

Confident Not so 
Types of courses teachers confident 

teachers 

% % 
All 3 types of courses 100 

2 of the 3 types of courses 78 22 
1 of the 3 types of courses 67 33 

None 3.0. 70 

N 

3 

9 

8 

10 
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It was hypothesised that another factor which could contribute 

to a teacher's feelings of confidence in teaching children 

with learning difficulties was the length of their primary 

teaching experience. The trend·which emerged was that the 

longer teachers- had been teaching, the more confident they 

felt in teaching children with learning difficulties. Thus 

67% of the teachers who had been teaching for 15 or more 

years responded that they were confident teachers, 64% of 

teachers with 10-14 years' experience were confident teachers, 

but only 43% of teachers with 0-9 years' teaching experience 

rated themselves confident teachers. See Table 7. 

Table 7 Teachers' Level of Confidence Related to 
Years of Teaching Experience 

Confident Not so 
Years of Teaching teachers confident 

Experience teachers. 

% % 

0-9 years 43 57 

10-14 years 64 36 

15 or more years 67 33 

N 

7 

11 

12 
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To gain a fuller picture of those teachers who felt confident 

in their ability to teach children with learning difficulties, 

and those who were not so confident in their ability, their 

responses to certain attitudinal statements concerning 

children with learning difficulties were compared. Whilst 

the responses to a number of the attitudinal items were 

similar for both the confident teacher and the not so con

fident teacher groups, there were some statements where the 

majority of each group responded in diametrically opposed 

ways. For example, in the following statements the majority 

of the not so confident teachers agreed with the belief 

expressed in the statement, whilst the majority of confident 

teachers disagreed with it. The statements in which this 

response pattern was noted were the following: "The only 

way slow learners will progress is when they are taught in 

a very small group"; "you have to teach slow learners in 

an entirely different way to the rest of the class"; "it's 

more efficient for the learning of the entire class to with

draw slow learners to a specialist teacher for all academic 

subjects".; Table 8 shows the attitudinal statements on 

which the confident and not so confident teachers' responses 

were compared. 



53 

Table 8 Attitudinal Responses of Cohfident and 
Not so Confident Teachers 

Attitudinal statement 

I try to search for the 
best way to teach a 
particular slow learner 

I see slow learners as an 
educational challenge 

I could manage the slow 
learners if I had some 
extra help 

You need a lot of patience 
to teach slow learners 

I think slow learners do 
best if the teacher can 
work with them individually 

You have to teach slow 
learners in an entirely 
different way to the 
rest of the class 

The only way slow learners 
will progress is when they 
are taught in a very small 
group 

Even though I spend a 
lot of time with my 
slow learners they don't make 
much progress 

It's more efficient for 
the learning of the entire 
class to withdraw slow 
learners to a specialist 
teacher for all academic 
subjects 

Slow learners are a 
lot of work for a teacher 
for little return 

(a) 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 
N.I. 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

SA/A 
N 

D/SD 

Confident Average 
teachers rating 

(b) 

% 

94 
6 

82 
12 

6 

76 
24 

71 
12 
18 

65 

35 

29 
29 
41 

29 
24 
47 

18 
35 
47 

18 
12 
76 

24 

76 

2. 94 

2. 76 

2.76 

2. 53 

2.29 

1.88 

1.82 

1. 71 

1.53 

1.47 

Not so Average 
confident rating 
teachers 

% 

83 
17 

100 

75 
17 

8 

75 
8 

17 

83 

8 
8 

50 
25 
25 

7S 

25 

42 
42 
17 

58 
17 
25 

8 
33 
42 

2.83 

3.00 

2.67 

2.42 

2.58 

2.25 

2.50 

2.25 

2.33 

1. 33 
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Table 4 (contd) 

Confident Average Not so Average 
Attitudinal statement teachers rating confident rating 

(b) teachers 

(a) % % 

The best way to help SA/A 6 25 
slow learners is to move N 24 1. 35 33 
them to a special class D/SD 71 42 

It disrupts the progress SA/A 12 33 
of others to have slow N 12 1.35 33 
learners in the class D/SD 76 33 

I really don't know how SA/A 17 
to help slow learners N 6 1.06 33 

D/SD 94 50 

Notes 

(a) The abbreviations refer to the following response 

categories on a Likert Scale: 

SA/A Strongly agree/agree 

N 

D/SD 

N.I. 

: Neither agree nor disagree 

Disagree/strongly disagree 

No information 

(b) Average rating: Calculated by assigning the value 

of 3 to strongly agree/agree, 2 to neither agree 

nor disagree, l to disagree/strongly disagree 

responses, summing and dividing by N. 

c) Teachers' Perceptions of Children with Learning 

Difficulties 

1. 83 

2.00 

1.67 

Characteristics of children with learning difficulties 

which teachers had noted in the classroom were also gathered 

in the teachers' questionnaire. The characteristic mentioned 

most frequently by teachers was that children with learning 

difficulties are unable to concentrate on a task (43%). 

The next most frequently mentioned characteristics were 
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that these children employ strategies to avoid work, and 

that they engage in compensatory attention seeking behav

iour (each 27%). 23% of the teachers mentioned that they 

considered that children with learning difficulties lack 

motivation, and that they exhibited a tendency to hide behind 

others or to melt into the background. Table 9 includes all 

the characteristics of children with learning difficulties 

mentioned by the teachers. 

The stereotypic characteristics of children with learning 

difficulties mentioned above became the basis of a classroom 

behaviour checklist on which a child identified as having 

learning difficulties was rated by his or her teacher. On 

the checklist the teachers were asked to indicate the 

frequency of occurrence of each behaviour. The overall 

picture of children with learning difficulties which emerged 

was that they usually dither around to avoid work (70%); 

they usually are unable to concentrate on a task for more 

than a few minutes· ( 62%) ; they usually distract others in 

the class by talking to them, making noises or playing with 

objects (59%}. Sometimes they can execute a verbal instruct

ion given by a teacher (55%); and sometimes they cheat by 

copying answers from others (55%). 72% of the children 

were rated by their teachers as rarely or never listening 

attentively; correct books and equipment were rarely or never 

ready to use in 59% of cases. 55% of the children were 

thought to rarely or never volunteer answers in discussion. 

Table 10 provides a full account of the behaviour checklist. 



Teachers' Perceptions of Children 
with Learning Difficulties 

(N == 3 0) 

Characteristic 

Inability to concentrate; short attention span 

Strategies to avoid work; dithers around 

Compensatory attention seeking behaviour 

Lacks motivation 

Hides behind others; tries not to be noticed 

Distracts others 

Low self-concept; poor self-image 

Has difficulty understanding oral and written 
instructions 

Untidy and poorly written work 

Poor listening skills 

Lacks confidence 

Copies from others 

Other 

Restless; off-task for great percentage of day; 

easily upset; poor fine motor control; vague; 

often introverted; pretend they have forgotten; 

talkative; destructive tendencies towards 

finished work; likes to play around and joke; 

seeks company of younger children; seeks 

company of those of similar ability; appreciates 

praise; i:rmnature; social problems with peers; lacks 

eye contact; works better in a 1:1 situation; gives 

up easily; negative attitude towards school and 

teachers; reluctant to try new things. 

Notes 

% 

43 

27 

27 

23 

23 

20 

20 

17 

17 

13 

10 

10 

The 'Other' response category lists characteristics 

which were mentioned by not more than 2 teachers. 

56 



Table 10 Teachers' Ratings of the Classroom 
Behaviour of Children with Learning 
D if ficult1.es 

Classroom behaviour 

Dithers around to avoid work 

Unable to concentrate on a task 
for more than a few minutes 

Distracts others in class e.g. 
talks to them, makes noises, 
plays with objects 

Smiles and looks happy 

Hides behind others so as not to 
be noticed 

Can execute a verbal instruction 
given by a teacher 

Easily upset 

Joins in class activities willingly 

Peers choose him/her to work or 
play with 

Cheats by copying answers from 
others 

Neat presentation of written work 

Correct books and equipment ready 
to use 

Volunteers answers in discussion 

Listens attentively 

Note 

(N = 29) 

Frequency of occurrence 
Usually Sometimes Rarely 

% 
70 

62 

59 

48 

34 

21 

21 

17 

24 

7 

14 

14 

3 

3 

% 
28 

34 

31 

31 

34 

55 

45 

38 

24 

55 

38 

28 

41 

24 

% 
3 

3 

10 

21 

31 

24 

34 

45 

51 

38 

48 

59 

55 

72 

57 

Average 
rating 

(a} 
2.66 

2.59 

2.48 

2.28 

2.03 

1. 97 

1. 86 

1.72 

1. 72 

1.69 

1.66 

1.55 

1.48 

1. 31 

The Average Rating was calculated by assigning a value 

of 3 to usually, 2 to sometimes, 1 to rarely or never, 

summing the three categories and dividing by N. 



2. Children with Learning Difficulti•es 

a) Attitudes towards school 
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Information in this section is derived from the child

rens' questionnaire (see Appendix C). 

The children were asked about their attitudes to school. 

On the positive side, school was liked in the main for social 

reasons, such as meeting new people or playing with friends 

(60%). 50% of the responses given as a reason for liking 

school were the attraction of a specific school subject, 

such as mathematics (17%), sport, social science, or language 

(each 10%}. An eagerness to learn, in general terms, was a 

response given by 27% as a reason for liking school. Table 

11 contains the positive responses to school. 

53% of the childrens' sample reported that the~e was 

something they did not like about school. The major response 

category centred on the childrens' dislike of a specific 

subject (37%). Whilst mathematics was seen as a positive 

aspect of school for some children, a similar percentage 

(17%) nominated mathematics as the reason they did not like 

school. Teachers had a low profile as a source of negative 

feelings about school with only 17% of responses. See 

Table 12 for a fuller account of the negative aspects of 

school. 



Table 11 · Positive Aspects of school 

Aspects of school 

Social reasons 

Playing with/seeing your friends 

Lunchtime 

Get to meet people 

Learning in general 

Learning everything 

New work I haven't learnt about 

Learning specific subjects 

Learning maths 

Sport 

Social science 

Language/spelling 

Art and craft 

Other 

The teachers 

Working hard 

Watching T.V. 

Doing something special 

Nothing 

Don't know 

Note 

{N = 30) 

60 

27 

so 

17 

3 

3 

Many children gave more than one response. 

47 

10 

3 

23 

3 

17 

10 

10 

10 

3 

7 

3 

3 

3 
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Table 12 Negative Aspects of School 

Aspects of school 

Specific subjects 

Maths 

Spelling 

Health 

All work except drawing 

Some social science 

Reading 

Teachers 

Punishment 

Other 

The rules; getting told what to do; 

the big kids; getting into fights; 

some of the kids; the classroom; 

when you have to see boring movies 

when you don't want to. 

Notes 

{N = 30) 

% 

37 

17 

13 

23 

17 

7 

3 

3 

3 

3 

The above responses came from 53% of the 

childrens' sample who reported that there 

was something they did not like about school. 

Some children gave more than one response. 

The responses listed under Other were each 

made by one child. 
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b} Children's Perceptions of their A·cade:mic 

Performance 
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The children were asked for two different perceptions 

of their academic performance. In the first, which is 

presented in Table 13, children were asked for an assessment 

of their performances in reading, mathematics, social science, 

and P.E. and sports. They were supplied with the categories 

very good, O.K., or not so good, for their responses. The 

neutral O.K. was the response given by the majority of the 

sample for their reading performance (63%), and for their 

mathematics performance (57%). The responses to social 

science were evenly divided between those who thought their 

performance was O.K. (43%), and those who thought it was 

not so good (40%). It was only for P.E. and sports that 

the majority of the sample (60%) considered their perform

ance very good. 

The second assessment required the children to make a 

comparison be~ween themselves and the rest of the class in 

reading and in mathematics. Again, the investigator 

provided the response categories of better than most of the 

class; in the middle o.of the class; not as good as the rest 

of the class. Whilst the majority of the sample (63%) 

assessed their reading as being not a·s good· as the rest of 

the class, for mathematics 57% of the sample placed them

selves in the middle of the class. See Table 14. 
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Table 13 Perceptions of Academic Per·forntance 

(N :::: 30) 

Subject Perception of performance Average 
Very good O.K. Not so good rating(a) 

% % % 
Reading 3 63 33 1.7 
Mathematics 10 57 30 1.8 
Social Science 17 43 40 1.8 
P.E. and Sports 60 37 3 2.6 

Note 

The average rating was calculated by assigning a value 

of 3 to very good, 2 to O.K. and l to not so good, 

and dividing the summed score for each subject by N. 

Table 14 Perceptions of Reading and Mathematics 
Performance Comp ared· with the Re·st of 
the Class 

Perceived performance 

Better than most of the class 

In the middle of the class 

Not as good as the rest of 
the class 

Don't know 

(N = 30) 

Reading Mathematics 

% % 

3 13 

33 57 

63 27 

3 
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c) Childrens' se1f~concep ts 

The childrens' self-concepts were measured using 

the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI). The group 

norm· for school aged children given by Coopersmith is 71.2. 

This sample obtained a total mean of 56.0, indicating a 

skew towards low self-esteem (see Table 15). 

Since it seemed likely that high scorers and low scorers 

on the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory might perceive their 

academic performance differently, this relationship was 

explored and the details are to be found in Table 16. The 

numbers in the high and low scoring groups were very small. 

The response patterns for both groups were very similar for 

all categories, suggesting no difference in the perception 

of academic performance between high and low scorers on 

self-esteem, as measured on the Coopersmith SEI. 

Some differences between high and low scorers on 

Coopersmith were found when teachers' ratings of these 

children for classroom behaviours were compared. Table 17 

has a full account of this comparison. Some of the points 

of difference were as follows: low scorers on Coopersmith 

were perceived.by their teachers as rarely or hever being 

chosen by their peers to work o.r play with, whilst the 

majority of high scorers were usually chosen by their peers. 

Whilst high scorers on Coopersmith were perceived by their 

teachers as rarely or never easily upset, or as cheating by 

copying answers from others, low scorers on Coopersmith 

were rated on these behaviours as sometimes engaging in them. 



Table 15 Self-Concep t Group Means on the 
Coopersmith Self-Esteem Ihverttory 

Coopersmith norm 

Donaldson (1974) Grades 3-6 

Roe (1985) A.C.T. Grades 3-8 

This sample 

Note 

X 

71.2 

60.0 

72.1 

56.0 

23% of this sample achieved a score 

O·f 71 or more. 
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Table 16 The Per·cep tion· of A·caa·emic• Pe·rforniahce 
of High artd Low Score·rs· o·n· the 
Coopersmith SEI 
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Perception of academic 
performance 

Low scorers High scorers 
(M:3 7 •. 4. N=lO) (M=7 5 • 4 , N=ll) 

Reading 

Very good 

O.K. 

Not so good 

Mathematics 

Very good 

O.K. 

Not so good 

Don't know 

Social Science 

Very good 

O.K. 

Not so good 

P.E. and Sports 

Very good 

O.K. 

Not so good 

Reading 

Better than most of the class 

In the middle of the class 

Not as good as the rest of the 
class 

Mathematics 

Note 

Better than most of the class 

In the middle of the class 

Not as good as the rest of the 
class 

Don't know 

% 

60 

40 

10 

50 

30 

10 

20 

40 

40 

60 

40 

40 

60 

50 

50 

9 

55 

36 

18 

73 

9 

27 

36 

36 

55 

36 

9 

9 

27 

64 

18 

73 

9 

Low scorers had total scores below 48 and high scorers 

had total scores 68 or above on the Coopersmith SEI. 



Table 17 Teachers' Rating$ of the Classroom 
Behaviour tff High and Low' Scorers on 
the Coopersmith SEI 

Classroom behaviour 

Unable to concentrate on a 
task for more than a few 
minutes 

Dithers around to avoid 
work 

Distracts others in class 
i.e. talks to them, makes 
noises, plays with objects 

Hides behind others so as 
not to be noticed 

Can execute a verbal 
instruction given by a 
teacher 

Neat presentation of written 
work 

Listens attentively 

Cheats by copying answers 
from others 

Volunteers answers in 
discussion 

Smiles and looks happy 

Peers choose him/her to 
work or play with 

Correct books and equipment 
ready to use 

Frequency of Low scorersa 
occurrence (M=37. 4 ,. N=l 0) 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

Usually 
Sometimes 
Rarely or never 

% 

80 
20 

70 
30 

70 
30 

40 
30 
30 

20 
60 
20 

10 
40 
so 

30 
70 

10 
70 
20 

10 
30 
60 

50 
20 
30 

30 
70 

10 
10 
80 
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High scorers 
(M=75 .4, N=ll) 

% 

50 
so 

60 
40 

so 
30 
20 

10 
40 
so 

30 
60 
10 

10 
30 
60 

40 
60 

30 
70 

40 
60 

70 
30 

60 
20 
20 

20 
so 
30 
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Classroom behaviour Frequency of Low scorersa High scorers 
occurrence (M=37.4, N=l 0) (M:.75 .4, 

% % 

Usually 10 30 Joins in class activities 
willingly Sometimes 30 40 

Rarely or never 60 

Easily upset Usually 20 

Note 

Sometimes 60 
Rarely or never 20 

Low scorers had total scores below 48, and high scorers 

had total scores 68 or above on the Coopersmith SEI. 

d) Time on-Task 

30 

30 
70 

Classroom observations of 6 children with learning 

difficulties and a. Control group of 6 children drawn from the 

same classes and matched for sex, provided the data in this 

section. 

The mean percentage time children with learning diffic

ulties spent on-task during the observed language or mathem

atics classes was 62%. The Control group spent a mean of 

69% of observed time on-task. Thus the children with 

learning difficulties, as a group, spent a similar mean 

percentage of time on-task as did the Control group (Table 

18) • 

However there were individual variations in time on

task. Amongst the children with learning difficulties the 

percentage of time on-task varie d from 35% to 78%, a range 

of 43%. For the Control group individual variations ranged 

N=ll) 



from 62%· to 73%. The graphs for individual children in 

Appendix D highlight these variations clearly. 

Table 18 Time Spent on-Task During 
Mathematics c>"r Language Classes 
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Method of spending 
time 

Children with 
learning Control 

difficulties.("6) Group ( 6) 

x% 
On-task 62 
Talking to other(s) 

Inactive 

12 

15 

Out of seat 3 

Other materials 4 

Notes 

Definitions of the methods of spending time are: 

On-task: the child was engaged in the required 

activity e.g. reading set materials, 

writing, listening attentively to the 

teacher. 

Talking to other(s): the child spoke to another 

child when this was not a specified 

activity. 

-<1. x-,, 
69 

7 

18 

4 

1 

Inactive: not:working, staring into space at a 

time when on-task behaviour was expected. 

Out of seat: the observed child was moving about 

the classroom. 

Other materials: the child was engaged in an 

activity which was not the set task 

e.g. stabbing a rubber, sharpening a 

pencil, playing with a toy. 



3. The Interaction Between the Teacher and the Chi1d 

with Learning Difficulties 
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An analysis of the data collected during the classroom 

observations revealed that in the classes observed very 

little interaction occurred between the teachers and the 

observed children. For the children with learning difficulties 

there was no interaction between the observed child and the 

teacher for 73% of the observed time. For the Control group 

there was no interaction for 83% of the observed time. 

A difference was noted in the amount of time the 

teachers spent on a 1:1 basis with children identified as 

having learning difficulties and with the Control children. 

15% of the observed time was spent in this way for children 

with learning difficulties, and only 8% of the observed 

time for the Control ·group was an individual interaction. 

Half of the individual interaction time spent with children 

with learning difficulties was occupied in giving them 

instructions. Table 19 gives further details of the 

observations of both groups of children. 
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Children with 
Learning. 41ifficulties Control group 

Total no. of 15 sec 
periods the 6 children 
were observed 

444 = 111 rnins 448 = 112 rnins 

Type of Interaction % Observed time % Observed time 

Group interactiona 

Individual interaction: 

Giving the child an 
instruction 

Asking the child a 
question 

Correcting an error 

Giving positive feedback 

Giving negative feedback 

11 

15 

9 

8 

8 

3 

1 

2 

1 

No teacher interactionb 73 83 

Notes 

a . . Group Interaction was recorded when the teacher inter

acted with the class as a whole, or with a sub-group 

of which the observed child was a member. 

b No teacher interaction was recorded when there was 

neither a group nor an individual interaction 

between the teacher and the observed child during 

a 15 sec. observation period of that child. 

3 

2 

0.5 

2 

0.5 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

l. Teachers 

a. Training 

The studies cited in the literature review (e.g. 

Nisbet, Shanks & Darling (1977), the Report of the House 

of Representatives Select Committee on Specific Learning 

Difficulties (1976), Andrews, Elkins, Berry & Burge (1979)) 

suggested that the majority of teachers would consider that 

their pre-service training was inadequate to prepare them 

for teaching children with learning difficulties. This 

was also borne out by the teachers who completed the 

questionnaire in the present study. The majority of the 

teachers did not think their pre-service training had 

provided information to help them teach children with 

learning difficulties. Only one-third of the sample 

could recall course content in their pre-service training 

which they considered useful in teaching children with 

learning difficulties. 

Further, the survey conducted by Andrews, Elkins, 

Berry and Burge, and reported in the survey of Special 

Education in Australia (1979, p.151), found that if in

service courses or seminars were considered, just over 
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ha~f the schools (58%) had one or more members of staff 

who had attended a course in the last year about the 

needs of children with learning and/or behavioural 

problems. The present study did not limit in-service 

course attendance to the last year. The finding was 

that only half the sample could recall attending an in

service course concerned with teaching children with 

learning difficulties during their teaching careers. 

The situation was no better when teachers were questioned 

about courses undertaken to up~grade their pre-service 

qualifications, or at the post-graduate level. Approx

imately one-third of the sample had received information 

about teaching children with learning difficulties from 

this source. 

Of some concern is the claim from one-third of the 

sample in the present s.tudy that they have never formally 

undertaken any type of course - pre-service, in-service, 

up-grading or post'.""graduate, which covered topics relevant 

to teaching children with learning difficulties. 

The first hypothesis which was formulated concerning 

teachers stated that "the majority of teachers will not 

consider that their training (pre-service, in-service or 

some other type such as post-graduate) has prepared them 

to teach children with learning difficulties in regular 

cl as srooms " • 

Since the majority of the present sample claimed 

that their pre-service training, in-service courses they 
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had undertaken, and other types of courses, had not covered 

teaching children with learning difficulties, it does seem 

that the first hypothesis was supported. A number of 

related factors were examined to try to explain these 

findings. 

When length of primary teaching experience was examined 

it was found that 40% of the sample had been teaching for 

15 or more years. Possibly they no longer had a clear 

memory of the course content of their pre-service courses. 

Another possibility for this group was that their length 

of teaching experience meant that they must have received 

their pre-service t;raining prior to 1970. They might thus 

be, as Cruickshank (1977) suggested for teachers in the 

U.S.A., inadequately trained due to the newness of the 

field of learning difficulties at that time. 

Whilst the number of teachers in the sample with less 

than ten years' primary teaching experience was only seven, 

five of these seven claimed that their pre-service course 

contained no course content relevant to teaching children 

with learning difficulties. If this is an accurate 

perception, then there is an urgent need for Schools of 

Education in tertiary institutions to ensure that all 

undergraduates studying to become primary school teachers 

are formally exposed to information concerning the 

educational requirements of children with learning 

difficulties. 
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Some support for this assertion by teachers trained 

within the last ten years is provided by the submissions 

to the House of Representatives Select Committee on 

Learning Difficulties in 1976 which expressed concern at 

the inadequate pre-service training provided at that time. 

It will be remembered that the Conunittee's report recommended 

that all pre-service courses should cover the teaching of 

reading, basic numeracy and coping with learning difficulties. 

b. Teachers'· Confidence in Teaching Children with 

Learning Difficulties 

The second hypothesis concerning teachers was that 

"the majority of teachers will not feel confident that they 

can help children with learning difficulties in regular 

classrooms." 

It appears that this hypothesis was not supported. 

60% ·Of the sample responded that they were confident, 

quite confident or very confident in their ability to 

teach children with learning difficulties. When the 

teachers who had responded that they were confident to 

some degree were further examined, their confidence seemed 

to be derived from two sources. One was their exposure 

to courses which had dealt with children with learning 

difficulties. Even with the small numbers involved, there 

was an indication that confident teachers had taken pre

service, in-service, and/or other courses more than not so 

confident teachers. Not so confident teachers tended to 
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be those who claimed not to have undertaken any type of 

course, or to have taken one of the possible three types 

of courses concerned with teaching children with learning 

difficulties. 

The other source of confidence was years of primary 

school teaching experience. There was a trend that the 

more years teachers had taught, the more likely they were 

to consider themselves confident in teaching children with 

learning difficulties. 

Another possible explanation for the majority of the 

sample expressing confidence in their ability might be 

derived, from the sampling bias mentioned in Chapter 3. 

It will be remembered that whilst all full-time teachers 

on staff were approached and asked to complete a 

questionnaire, ·only 49% of the possible pool of teachers 

did so. Perhaps it was the teachers who felt confident 

in discussing children with learning difficulties who 

were motivated to complete and return the questionnaire, 

and hence were represented in the present teacher sample. 

An examination of responses to attitudinal statements 

by confident and not so confident teachers suggested that 

their attitudes towards teaching children with learning 

difficulties differed in some subtle ways. whilst the 

responses to many statements were similar for both 

confident and not so confident teachers, the following 

differences were noted. Since the sample sizes of confident 
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and not so confideht teachers were small·, the differences 

are but interesting indications which would need to be 

substantiated with a larger sample. It appeared that 

confident teachers more than not so confident teachers 

thought that their children with learning difficulties 

were making progress. Confident teachers considered that 

children with learning difficulties did not have to be 

taught in an entirely different way to the rest of the 

class; also, that these children did not have to be taught 

in very small groups to make progress. The majority of 

not so confident teachers gave the opposite responses. 

That. is, they agreed that children with learning difficult

ies have to be taught in an entirely different way to the 

rest of the class, and that the only way children with 

learning difficulties will progress is when they are taught 

in a very small group. Likewise, con:fident teachers tended 

to disagree that it was more efficient for the learning of 

the entire class to withdraw children with learning 

difficulties to a specialist teacher for all academic 

subjects; and that it disrupts the progress of the others 

to have children with learning difficulties in the class. 

Not so confident teachers tended to agree with both these 

statements. 

To sum up, the impression gained was that a confident 

teacher was of the opinion that he/she was able to deal 

with a child with learning difficulties in the classroom 
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without withdrawing the child. In fact, it seemed that 

he/she considered these children to be no different, in a 

teaching sense, to the.rest of the class. It is specul

ated that a confident teacher would respond in this way 

because their method of teaching was already to individual

ize programs, and not simply to teach to the whole group. 

A net so confident teacher preferred.to deal with the 

child with learning difficulties by withdrawing him or her 

from the approach used with the rest of the class. 

Unfortunately it was outside the scope of the present 

study to observe the actual classroom behaviour of teachers 

who con~idered themselves confident or not so confident 

to ascertain how their professed attitudes were translated 

into classroom practice in dealing with children with · 

learning difficulties. 

2. Children Identified as Having Learning•oifficulties 

a. Time Spent on Academic Pursu•its 

The literature review had suggested that the amount 

of time children actually spent on an academic task was 

strongly predictive of student learning (e.g. McKinney, 

Mason, Perkerson and Clifford, 1975). 

In addition, Smyth (1979) concluded that both high 

and low achieving subjects attained higher levels of on

task behaviour and amounts of content covered when the 
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teacher provided a high degree of structure and direction 

to learning tasks. Even in these conditions, time on-task 

in reading and mathematics ranged from 38% to 78% for 

individual pupils. 

From the observation undertaken in this study of six 

children identified by their teachers as having learning 

difficulties, and six Control children of the same sex, 

drawn from the same classes,. rather similar ranges for time 

on-task in language-reading or mathematics classes were 

obtained. However the range variation for learning disabled 

children was 43: 35% to 78%, whilst that for the Control 

group was 11: 62% to 73% (See Graphs 1-6 in Appendix D). 

Unfortunately in this study it is not possible to conclude, 

as Smyth's study did, that the higher percentages of time 

on-task were achieved in classes exhibiting a high degree 

of structure and direction to learning tasks, since this 

information was not recorded. 

An explanation which is tentatively submitted for 

this study is that the range shown for time on-task might 

be due purely to the small number of children observed. 

Thus the results reflect idiosyncratic differences based 

on such.factors as the child's attitude to that subject, 

or his/her learning· style. So, a child who felt positively 

towards that subject would be on-task more often than a 

child who was not so keen on the subject. In terms of 

learning style, some children appeared to spend a 

considerable time bein_g inactive before they moved back 
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to being on-task. Others appeared to have short bursts 

of on-task behaviour, then played with other materials, 

or talked to their neighbours before sustaining another 

burst of on-task behaviour. 

The hypothesis in this study was that "children 

identified by their teachers as having learning difficulties 

will be 'off-task' more frequently than a contro~ group of 

children during an academic activity." The hypothesis was 

tested by observing six children identified as having 

learning difficulties and six Control children, described 

above. It was found that there was not much difference 

between the mean percentage time spent on""".task by the two 

groups: the Control group spent a mean 69% of observed 

time on-task, the children with learning difficulties 

spent a mean 62% (See Table 18). A possible explanation 

for the overall similar mean percentages for on-task time 

is due to a bias in the observation. In two of the three 

observed classes children were grouped according to ability 

in that academic subject. Thus the Control child, although 

not identified by the teacher as a chi.ld with learning 

difficulties, was also in the lower ability grouping for 

either reading-language, or mathematics, and possibly 

being on-task for approximately two-thirds of the time 

is a common pattern for children in a low ability group. 

This speculation would have to be tested by observing the 

middle and high ability grouping classes for those subjects 
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to ascertain how much time observed children there spent 

on-task. 

From the similarity of the results obtained from the 

two observed groups of chiJ.Jdren it was not possible to 

support the hypothesis. 

Whilst it lacked the weight of evidence of a quantified 

observation, it was interesting to note that when teachers' 

responses to the classroom behaviour checklist for a 

nominated child with learning difficulties were collated, 

it was found that the majority of children had been per

ceived by their teachers as usually "unable to concentrate 

on a task for more than a few minutes 11 (62%), (See Table 10). 

b. Perception of Academic Ability 

Two perceptions of academic ability were obtained from 

the sample of children. One required them to assess their 

academic performance as either 'very good', 'O.K.', or 

'not so good' for reading, mathematics, social science, 

P.E. and sports. The other asked for their assessment of 

their performance in mathematics and reading vis-a-vis the 

rest of the class. The assumption was that these children 

would be aware of their academic standing in the class. 

The results of the childrens' assessment of their 

performance found two-thirds of the sample assessing their 
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reading as 'O.K.', whilst one-third considered that they 

were 'not so good'. A few students believed that they 

were 'very good' at maths, slightly over half said that 

they were 'O.K.' and nearly one-third considered they 

were 'not so good'. 

Since Social Science is dependent upon language 

and reading skills, it was not surprising that only a few 

students rated their performance in the subject as 'very 

good'. The rest of the children were evenly divided 

between saying that they were 'O.K.' (43%) or 'not so good' 

(40%) at it. 

P.E. and Sports was the one curriculum area in which 

these children saw their performance as being 'very good' 

(60%). For approximately one-third of the sample their 

performance in P.E. and Sports was 'O.K.'. 

When an assessment of reading or mathematics 

performance was made in relation to the rest of the class, 

some shifts in perception were noted. Whereas two-thirds 

of the sample considered that their reading was 'O.K.', 

two-thirds of the sample also assessed their reading 

performance as being 'not as good as the rest of the class'. 

One-third of the sample thought their reading performance 

placed them 'in the middle of the class'. 

It is feasible that these two responses are not 

incompatible. Children in Years 3 to 6 might quite 

accurately assess their reading performance as 'O.K.', 
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that is, adequate for the demands of the classroom, but 

be aware that they were at the bottom of the class when 

compared to the reading performance of their peers. 

There was no indication, either, that having a high 

score on Coopersmith's Self-Esteem Inventory was related 

to a higher assessment of one's ability in reading in 

relation to the rest of the class. In fact the majority 

of both high and low scorers on Coopersmith assessed their 

reading performance as being 'not as good as the rest of 

the class'. (See Table 16). 

Hypothesis 4 stated that "the majority of children 

identified by their teachers as having learning difficult

ies will perceive themselves as being not as good as their 

peers at reading". From the findings mentioned above it 

would seem that this hypothesis was supported. 

When responses to mathematics were studied it was 

found that slightly more than half the sample (57%) 

believed themselves to be 'in the middle of the class'. 

13% thought themselves 'better than most of the class, 

whilst 27% rated themselves as 'not as good as the rest 

of the class' • 

In two of the three schools in which this study 

took place, children move for mathematics into a class of 

a suitable ability level. It is probably this class rather 

than their usual class which the children would be thinking 

about when comparing themselves with others. It is therefore 
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quite likely that these children would be performing 'in 

the middle of the class' of a homogeneous, low performance 

in mathematics, class .. 

On this occasion when high and low scorers on the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory were compared, it was 

found that high scorers assessed themselves as being 'in 

the middle of the class' (73%), or 'better than most of 

the class' (18%), whereas low scorers were equally divided 

amongst seeing themselves 'in the middle of the class' (50%), 

or 'not as good as the rest of the class' (50%). 

Hypothesis 5 stated that "the majority of children 

identified by their teachers as . having learning difficult

ies will perceive themselves as being not as good as their 

peers at mathematics." Since only 27% of the sample 

assessed their mathematics performance as 'not as good as 

the rest of the class', this hypothesis was not supported, 

given the peer groupings. 

c. Self'--Concept Ratings 

The children in this study achieved a total mean score 

for the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory of 56.0. This is 

considerably below the norm of 71.2 given for school age 

children by Coopersmith. It is also below the means 

obtained by Donaldson (1974) of 60.0 for normal children 

in Grades 3 to 6, and Roe (1985), using a sample of A.C.T. 

children aged 7 to 14 years, who were not identified as 

having learning difficulties who had a mean of 72.1. 
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The results obtained in this study thus supported 

Hypothesis 6: "the majority of children identified by 

their teachers as having learning difficulties will have 

a lower than normal self-concept score, as measured by the 

Coopersmith Self•Esteem Inventory." 

Comment has been made in (b) above concerning high 

and low scorers on Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory and 

their assessment of their academic standing in mathematics 

and reading compared to their peers in the same class. It 

was mentioned that for reading both high and low scorers 

on Coopersmith SEI tended to rate their reading as being 

'not as good as the rest of the class'. On the other hand, 

for mathematics high scorers on the whole saw themselves 

as 'in the middle of the class', and 18% even considered 

themselves to be 'better than most of the class; low 

scorers were equally divided amongst seeing themselves 'in 

the middle of the class' or as 'not as good as the rest of 

the class'~ 

In line with the Marsh, Smith and Barnes {1984) 

model which was outlined in the literature review, a 

possible explanation for the differences noted in percep

tions of mathematics and reading achievement by high and 

low scorers on the Coopersmith SEI can be proffered. 

Based on external comparisons with their peers the 

majority of both high and low scorers on Coopersmith 

rated themselves 'not as good as the rest of the class' 

for reading. Due to the groupings operating in two of 

the three schools for mathematics the external comparisons 
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appeared not so harsh for mathematics with the majority 

of· high scorers, and half the low scorers rating them

selves 'in the middle of the class'. 

Another explanation for the less gloomy rating of 

their mathematics performance is that it might be due to 

internal comparisons. In an internal comparison people 

weigh up their ability in one area and compare it with their 

ability in other areas. Thus for these children who 

acknowledged their poor showing in reading compared with 

the rest of the class, their mathematics performance, 

whilst still low compared with their peers, might be 

assessed as being superior to their reading. 

3. The Interaction Between the T·eacher and the Child with 

Learning Difficulties 

Various research findings had set up certain expect

ations in this study concerning the interaction between 

the teacher and the child with learning difficulties. For 

example, it was anticipated that this observation would, 

like Sands and Kerry's study (1982), and Henry's (1981), 

observe more transactions between the teacher and children 

identified ·as having learning difficulties, than between 

the teacher and control children. It was also anticipated 

that, just as Henry (1981) and Bryan (1978) noted, the 

interaction between teachers and children with learning 

difficulties would have a predominantly negative quality 
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of calls to order, warnings, or castigations for not having 

done enough work. The findings of these two studies had 

led to the formulation of Hypothesis 7: "the interaction 

between the teacher and children with learning difficult-

ies will be of a negative type (i.e. criticism, call to 

order etc.) more frequently than of a positive type (i.e. 

praise)". The present observation of six children identified 

as having learning difficulties, and six Control children of 

the same sex drawn from the same class produced a similar 

finding to Sands and Kerry, (1982) and to Henry, (1981) 

in that more transactions were observed between the teacher 

and children with learning difficulties than between the 

teacher and the Control group. As predicted by Sands and 

Kerry, a significant portion of the interactions between 

the teacher and the child with learning difficulties was 

devoted to the teacher giving the child an instruction. 

One finding which had not been anticipated from 

the literature review was the small percentage of observed 

time during which an interaction occurred between the 

teacher and a child from either group. In the case of 

children with learning difficulties, for almost three

quarters of the observed time neither group nor individual 

interaction occurred between the child and the teacher. 

For the Control group it was 83% of observed time. A 

possible explanation was that in all classes observed the 

tasks the children were engaged in were quite structured 

individual seat work. In mathematics lessons the children 
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worked on set work which was generally explained to the 

class or group as a whole before they commenced. They 

were then expected to work by themselves until the work 

was completed, or they were in need of help. With the 

exception of two process writing classes, the other 

language-reading classes were working from cards or 

stencils on comprehension or short answer exercises 

associated with passages they had read. Again, it was 

expected that the children would work by themselves for 

most of the session. 

When data relating to Hypothesis 7 was studied it 

was found that negative feedback accounted for 1% of the 

observed time for children with learning difficulties, 

and positive feedback (e.g. praise), occurred for 2% of 

the observed time. Findings for the Control group were 

similar with 0.5% of the observed time being recorded 

as negative feedback, and 2% as positive feedback. Whilst 

the am::>unt of time spent in either a positive or a neg

ative teacher-child interaction is minute, there does not 

really appear to be support for the hypothesis that the 

interaction between the teacher and children with learning 

difficulties will be of a negative type more frequently 

than of a positive type. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Whilst the small sample sizes involved in this exploratory 

study make it necessary to be tentative in arriving at 

conclusions, it is possible to draw attention to certain 

trends. 

1. Teachers 

The first hypothesis tested in this study was that "the 

majority of teachers will not consider that their training 

(pre-service, in-service, or some other type such as post

graduate) has prepared them to teach children with learning 

difficulties in regular classrooms." Responses from the 

sample of teachers indicated that this hypothesis was 

supported. 

The conclusion drawn from support for this hypothesis is 

that even though other studies in the last 15 years, both 

overseas and in Australia, have reached similar conclusions, 

the deficiency has apparently not been corrected. There is 

still a strong need for tertiary institutions to include 

units concerned with the identification and remediation of 

learning difficulties as compulsory subje9ts in undergraduate 

courses for primary school teachers. It would also be 

recommended that instruction in designing individualised 

programs be given in pre-service courses, since this is a 

skill many present teachers lack. 
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For those teachers who are not currently enrolled in 

formal courses for the purposes of up-grading their 

qualifications or undertaking post-graduate courses, which 

might expose them to content concerning children with 

learning difficulties, in-service courses are urgently 

needed. It would appear that the content of the in-service 

courses should, in part, provide an overview for teachers 

about learning difficulties and current research in the 

field, since many practising teachers do not have this 

background. Other in-service courses would be needed to 

provide assistance in how to help children with specific 

difficulties, and also how to design an individual program 

for a child with learning difficulties. Since the A.C.T. 

Schools Authority policy is to educate children in main

stream classes in their neighbourhood school, if at all 

feasible, it is vital that classroom teachers are provided 

with the necessary expertise to help children with learn

ing difficulties reach their potential. It was also noted 

in this study that confident teachers believed that they could 

teach children with learning difficulties. like other children 

in the class, without removing them to a specialist for help. 

This confidence was derived, to a significant degree, from 

courses the teachers had undertaken. 

In addition to the more usual in-service courses which 

provide information and skills, an ideal form of in-servicing 

would be for classroom teachers to be able to observe a 

specialist teacher, such as a Resource Teacher, working 

with children with learning difficulties and then modelling 
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the approaches observed in their own classrooms. Another 

in-service approach which has been successfully used in 

ELIC (Early Literacy In-Service Course) is for a specialist 

to conduct a school-based in-service course for all staff 

members. The specialist is available between the weekly 

sessions to provide advice in the classroom, and to model 

suggested approaches with a particular child. There would 

be many benefits in adopting this whole school approach 

to in-servicing teachers about learning difficulties. 

The second hypothesis concerning teachers was that 

"the majority of teachers will not feel confident that they 

can help children with learning difficulties in regular 

classrooms". 

This hypothesis was not supported since 60% of the 

sample responded that they were either con·fident, quite 

confident, or very confident in their ability to teach 

children with learning difficulties. It appeared that this 

confidence was based in part on the number of courses which 

had been undertaken concerning children with learning 

difficulties, and in part on the years of primary teaching 

experience. What is not known from this study is how the 

classroom behaviour of confident teachers differed from that 

of not so confident teachers in teaching children with 

learning difficulties. It would be recommended that further 

investigation be given to this aspect. 
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2. Children Identified as Having Learning Difficulties 

Hypothesis 3 stated that "children identified by their 

teachers as having learning difficulties will be on-task 

more frequently than a Control group of children during an 

academic activity." To test this hypoth~sis 6 children 

identified by their teachers as having learning difficulties, 

and 6 Control children were observed during mathematics or 

language-reading classes. The findings were such that there 

was only a slight difference in the mean percentage time 

spent on-task by both groups, and hence in this study the 

hypothesis was not supported. A possible explanation for 

the similarity between the on-task behaviour of the two 

groups was that the Control group tended to be drawn from 

low ability groups. Thus although they were not identified 

by their teachers as being at least 18 months behind the 

rest of the class in all academic areas, their achievement 

or attitudes in the observed subjects were not dissimilar 

to those of the children identified as having learning 

difficulties. A greater contrast in time spent on-task 

might have been noted if the Control group had been composed 

of higher achievers in the observed subject. 

Hypotheses 4 and 5 were concerned with the childrens' 

perceptions of their academic achievement in reading, and 

in mathematics, vis-a-vis the other members of the class. 

It was found that two-thirds of the sample considered 

that their reading achievement was not as good as the· rest 

of the class, and hence Hypothesis 4 was supported. 
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However, only 27 % of the s:ample assessed their perform

ance in mathematics as being not as good as the rest of the 

class, so Hypothesis 5 was not supported. 

Two tentative explanations for the differences in 

perceptions of reading and mathematics achievement were 

suggested. One was the nature of groupings operating in 

the schools for mathematics, since these children were 

placed in a homogeneous low ability mathematics class. 

Based on their external comparisons of others in these low 

ability classes they perceived their performance as adequate. 

For reading, groupings only occurred within the usual classes. 

Therefore the children may have been more conscious of where 

their reading achievement placed them in the academic 

performance hierarchy of the class. Since reading skills 

are also important in other curriculum areas such as social 

science, it is possible that deficiencies in reading were 

accentuated more than those in mathematics. 

The other explanation which was advanced was that 

internal comparisons might be in operation. Thus, although 

these children were aware of their low mathematics achieve

ment, in their eyes it was not so low as their reading 

achievement, and was hence perceived as being a more 

satisfactory performance. 

The responses the children gave when interviewed 

indicated that they enjoyed school, particularly the social 

aspects, but also they liked learning. About half the 

sample mentioned that there was some aspect of school they 
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did not like, and for the majority of them this was centred 

on a particular subject. 

Responses by the total sample of children to the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory suggested that children 

with learning difficulties are likely to have low self

esteem, as measured on the Coopersmith Inventory. These 

findings supported Hypothesis 6 which stated that "the 

majority of children identified. by their teachers as having 

learning difficulties will have a lower than normal self

concept score, as measured by the Coopersmith Self-Esteem 

Inventory". The low self-esteem finding in this study is 

similar to others,e.g. Bryan and Pearl (1979) and Winne, 

Woodlands and Wong (1982), which have identified children 

with learning difficulties as having lower self-concept than 

children without learning difficulties. The implication of 

this finding for classroom practice is that it is important 

for the teacher to work. on the child 1 s self-concept at the 

same time as remediating the learning difficulty. In this 

context it is pertinent to recall the double burden these 

children bear, as mentioned by Bryan and Pearl (1979), and 

West, Fish and- Stevens (1980).: not only do these children 

have their own negative feelings about their academic 

performance, but also significant others such as parents 

and teachers who provide them with feedback are likely to 

convey a negative message to them. The teachers must try 

to become objective and analyse the type of feedback they 

are presently providing to children with learning difficulties. 
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For some teachers it might have to become a conscious 

activity to be encouraging, both verbally and non-verbally, 

in the feedback they give about a child's effort. Attention 

should also be drawn to the need for parents and teachers 

to convey to the child their regard for him/her, and to 

make the child realise that it is specific skills in 

literacy or numeracy which are deficient, not him or her 

as a person. 

The stereotyped picture of children with learning 

difficulties which emerged when teachers completed a 

behaviour checklist for an individual identified child, was 

that they usually dithered around to avoid work; they were 

unable to concentrate on a task for more than a few minutes; 

they distracted others in class. They were seen as rarely 

or never listening attentively; volunteering answers in 

discussion; or having correct -books and equipment ready to 

use. Whilst this stereotype does not differ from character

istics identified elsewhere for children with learning 

difficulties, it does serve to re-emphasise the types of 

classroom management strategies which should be implemented 

by the teacher to optimize the conditions for learning to 

take place with children with learning difficulties. For 

instance, it seems that these children will perform best 

in a structured, predictable classroom where a routine of 

work behaviour has been established. Also, when the learning 

task is presented the instructions should be presented in 

a clear and simple form, and the child should be questioned 
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to ascertain that the instructions have been understood. 

If possible, a task should be broken into segments to 

enhance the chance of the task being completed successfully. 

The final part of this exploratory study was concerned 

with the interaction between the teacher and children with 

learning difficulties. 

From other studies some contradictory findings had 

emerged concerning the amount of time teachers spent with 

children with, and without, learning difficulties. For 

example, Bryan (1978) concluded that there was no difference 

in the time a teacher spent with both groups. McKinney 

and Feagans (1980) found children with learning difficulties 

were interacted with less frequently by their teacher than 

were children without learning difficulties. 

Sands and Kerry (1982) found that teachers interacted 

more with children with learning difficulties, because 

these children needed the teacher to give them instructions 

more clearly, more slowly and more often in order for them 

to complete their work. The findings in the present study 

were that teachers interacted more with children with 

learning difficulties than with children without learning 

difficulties. It also seemed that the majority of the 

interactions teachers had with children with learning 

difficulties were to give them instructions, thus corrobor

ating Sands and Kerry's findings. 

The final hypothesis for the study was posited on the 

observations of Henry (1981) and Bryan (1978) that the 
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interaction between teachers and children with learning 

difficulties would have a predominantly_ negative quality 

(e.g. of calls to order, warnings, castigations for not 

having done enough work) more frequently than of a positive 

type (e.g. praise). Very few instances of either positive 

or negative interactions were noted in this study. Even 

when these few examples were compared, it was found that 

for both children with learning difficulties and the Control 

group a positive interaction occurred more often than a 

negative one. Therefore this hypothesis was not supported. 

In conclusion, this exploratory study has highlighted 

the need to provide teachers with both background knowledge 

and specific skills to help children with learning 

difficulties to make progress in mainstream classes. It 

is recommended that deficiencies in teacher training in 

this area be addressed at both the pre-service level, and 

through in-service courses. 

By means of responses by teachers to a behaviour check

list for children identified by them as having learning 

difficulties, and also from classroom observation, certain 

classroom management strategies were identified as being 

necessary to keep children with learning difficulties on

task, and thus hopefully to optimize the conditions for 

learning to take place. 

Another aspect which emerged was the need to incorporate 

into any remedial program work on the child's self-concept. 



It was suggested that teachers might need to be made 

consciously aware of this since negative feedback from a 

teacher just confirms the opinion a child already has of 

his/her academic performance in relation to the rest of 
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the class. Hopefully, if teachers are successful in 

providing encouragement, children with learning difficulties 

will no longer voice the wish that they "had more brains", 

or that they "weren't dumb". 
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In this questionnaire I am interested in finding out your views 

on slow learning children in regular classrooms. By slow learning 

I mean those children who in all academic areas are at least 18 

months behind the others in the class. 

1. Did your pre-service teacher education course cover teaching 

slow learning children? YES NO -
IF YES 

Please outline the aspects which were covered 

/ 
2. Have you ever, undertaken an in-service course which has helped 

you in teaching slow learning children? YES NO 

IF YES 

Please outline what the course(s ) covered 

3. Have you ever undertaken any other course (e.g. up-grading, post 

graduate ) which has helped you in teaching slow learning children? 

YES NO 

IF YES 

Please outline what the course(s) covered 

4. How much experience have you had as a primary school teacher? 

TICK 
0-4 years 

5-9 years 

10-14 years 

15-19 years 

20 + years 
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5. Based on either courses you have taken and/or your teaching 
experience, how confident do you feel in teaching slow learning' 

children? TICK 

No t at al 1 con fide n t 

Confident, if I have support of a 
specialist teacher 

Confident 

:lui te confident 

Very confident 

FOR TEACHERS WHO HAVE A CLASS - CTHER TEACHERS TO q.7 

6. (a). How many children are in your class or roll call group? 

Less than 20 

20-25 

26- 30 
more than 30 

,, 

(b) Thinking of the children in your class or roll call group, 

how many fall into the s~ow learning category, i.e. at least 18 

months behi~~ 1he class in all academic areas? 

(c) Of the children given in (b), how many are receiving help 

at the moment from a resource teacher, or a remedial reading teacher, 
or a remedial maths teacher? 

(d) How many of the children given in (b) are following a special 
individual or small group program with you ( or another teacher in 
your unit ) for language or reading? 

All 
Some 

A few 

None 
Comments : 

TICK 
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( e) How many of the children given in ( b) are following a special 

individual or small group program with you ( or another teacher•in 

your unit ) for mathematics? TICK 

Comments 

All 

Some 

A few 

None 

(f) Are you able to spend time giving individual help to slow 

learning children in your class? 

IF YES 

YES NO 

(i) Please estimate how much of your time (in minutes) on an 

average day would be spent in helping a slow,,learning child on a 
•· 

one to one basis. minutes 

(ii) Compared with the time you spend with other children in the 

class on a one to one basis on an average day, is this time: 
TI.CK 

More 

About the same 

Less 

(g) What proportion of these slow learning children do you think 

is aware of being slower than others in the class? 

7. ALL TEACHERS 

. , ., 
rl.l..L 

Some 

A few 

None 

Don't know 

TICK 

What characteristics have you noticed that the typical slow learning 

child displays in class? 
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IN THIS SECTION PLEASE READ EACH STATEMENT AND CIRCLE THE RESPCNSE 
WHICH MOST CLOSELY AGREES WITH YCUR OPINION. 

Strongly 
Statement Agree 
8.Slow learners are 
just developmentally 
delayed and will achieve, 
given time 

9. The best way to help 
slow learners is to move 
them into a special class 

10. Slow leaners are a lot 
of work for a teacher, for 
little return 

11. Other children treat 
slow learners differently 
in the playground 

12. The rest of the class 
know who the slow learners 
are 

13. I make a point of 
praising the slow learners 
in my class 

14. You need a lot of 
patience to teach slow 
learners 

15. Slow learners are 
"dumb" and there is not 
much a teacher can do to 
help them 

16. I worry about the 
future for a slow 
1 earning child 

17. It disrupts the 
progress of the others 
to have slow learners 
in the class 

18. I really don't know 
how to help slow learners 1. 

19. I think slow learners 
do best if the teacher can 1 
work with them individually 

1 

Agree 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Neither 
Agree nor Strongly 

Disagree Disagree Disagree 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 

3 4 5 



Statement 
Strongly 
Agree Agree 

20. Other children 
treat slow learners 
differently in class 

21. I could manage the 
slow learners in my class 
if I had some extra help 1 

22. You have to teach 
slow learners in an 
entireLy different way 
to the rest of the class 1 

23.Slow learners tend to 
have behaviour problems 
too 1 

24. I al ways try to 
"build up" the slow 
learners in my class 

25. The only way slow 
learners will progress 
is when they are taught 
in a very small group 1 

26.The future for a slow 
learner is no worse than 
it is for other children 1 

27. I treat slow learners 
the same as the rest of 
the class 

28. The goal of school 
for slow learners should 1 
be to master basic skills 
29. I see slow learners 
as an educational 
challenge 1 

30. I think some child
ren are unable to 
achieve academically, 
even with help 1 

31. It's not fair to the 
rest of the class to 
spend a lot of time 
helping slow learners 1 

32.r try to search for 
the best way to teach a 
particular slow learner 1 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Di s.;l. ,-s ree 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

4 
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Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 j 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

5 

4 
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Strongly 
Statement Agree Agree 

33. Slow learners 
will never do well 
academically so it is 
better to concentrate 
on other skills with 
them 

34. Even though I 
spend a lot of time 
with my slow learners 
they don't make much 
progress 

35. It's more efficient 
for the learning of the 
entire class to withdraw 
slow learners to a 
specialist teacher for 
all academic subjects 

2 

2 

2 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree Disagree 

3 4 

3 4 

4 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR ff?:LP. 
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Strongly 
Disas:ree 

5 

5 

5 

\ 
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Appendix B 

Classroom Behaviour Checklist 



Checklist of Classroom Behaviour 

Please rate on the 
following classroom behaviours by placing a tick in the 

appropriate column for each behaviour. 
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Behaviours Usually Sometimes Rarely Never 

1. Can execute a verbal 
instruction given by a 
teacher. 

2. Distracts others in class 
i.e. talks to them, makes 
noises, plays with 
objects etc. 

3. Volunteers answers in 
discussions. 

4. Smiles and looks happy. 

5. Cheats by copying 
answers from others. 

6. Hides behind others so 
as not to be noticed. 

7. Peers choose him/her to 
work or play with. 

8. Correct books and 
equipment ready to use. 

9. Joins in class activities. 

10.Easily upset. 

11.Unable to concentrate on 
a task for more than a 
few minutes. 

12.Neat presentation of 
written work. 

13.Listens attentively. 

14.Dithers around to avoid 
work 

Don't 
Know 



Appendix C 

Childrens' Questionnaire, inoluding the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory. 
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STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. What is the best thing about coming to school? 

2. Are there any things you don't like about school? 

YES NO 

IF YES What are they? 

3.a How are you at reading? VERY GOOD O.K. NOT SO GOOD 

b How are you at maths.? VERY GOOD O.K. NOT SO GOOD 

c How are you at social studies? V.G. O.K. NOT SO GOOD 

d. How are you at P.E. & Sports? V.G. O.K. NOT SO GOOD 

4.a Think of the other people in your class/unit: 

5. 

When you read are you: better than rcost of the class 

in the middle of the class 

not as good as the rest of the class 

b When you do maths are you: 

In 

My 

a. 

b. 

c. 

d. 

better than most of the class 

in the middle of the class 

not as good as the rest of the class 

the next question I want you to think about your class. 

class is a place where •....•. YES NO D.K. 
I really like to go 1 2 3 

I like learning things 1 2 3 

The teacher never chooses me 1 2 3 

If I do good work the teacher says so 1 2 3 
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YES NO D.K. 

e. I feel unhappy l 2 3 

f. The work is too hard l 2 3 

g. The things_ we do are boring 1 2 3 

h. I feel that I'm doing well l 2 3 

i. I'm sorry when it's time to go home l 2 3 

j. I get into trouble a lot l 2 3 

k. The teacher helps me if I can't 
do the work l 2 3 

NAME 

AGE CLASS 



Li"--- Unlike Like Unlike 

~ Me Me Me 

DO 1. Things usually don't bother me. [] [J 30. I spend a lot of time daydreaming. 

D [J 2. I find it very hard lo talk in front of the class. □ D 31. I wish I were younger. 

D □ 3. There ore tots of things about myself I'd change if I could. □ Q 32. I always do the right lhing. 

D □ 4. I tan make up my mind without too much trouble. [Ji 0 33. I'm proud of my school work. 

0 □ 5. I'm a lot of fun to be with. 0 D 34. Someone always has lo tell me what to do. 

D □ 6. I get upset easily at home. □ [l 35. J'm often sorry for the things I do. 

D tl 7. It takes me a long time to get used to anything new. Cl O 36. I'm never happy. 

□ □ 8. I'm popular with kids my own age. A O 37. I'm doing the best work that I con. 

□ □ 9. My parents usually consider my feelings. D 38. I can usually toke care of myself. 

□ D 1 0. I give in very easily. □ 0 39. I'm pretty happy. 

D 0 11. My parents expect too much of me. □ 0 40. I would rather play with children younger than I om. 

□ D 12. It's pretty tough to be me. □ [J 41. I like everyone I know. 

D D 13. Things ore all mixed up in my life. 0 D 42. I like to be called on in class. 

□ O 14. Kids usually follow my ideas. tJ D 43. I understand myself. 

D 0 15. I hove a low opinion of myself. 0 D 44. No one pays much attention to me at home. 

b D 16. There are many times when I'd like to leave home. □ [7 45. I never get scolded. 

D D 17. I often feel upset in school. ·□ O 46. rm not doing os well in school as I'd like lo. 

□ CJ 18. I'm not as nice looking as most people. f"A D 47. I con make up my mind and stick to it. 

D g 19. If I have something to say. I usually say it. IJ 
· ·boy-:. 0 48. I really don't lil<e being a girl. p 20. My parents understand me. 

□ D 49. I don't lil<e to be with other people. 
Cl O 21. Most people ore better liked than I am. 

0 0 22. I usually feel as if my parents ore pushing me. □ I.J 50. I'm never shy. 

□ D 23. I often get discm1raged at school. □ O 51. I often feel ashamed of myself. 

Cl D 24. I often wish I were sor:neone else. □ [J 52. Kids pick on me very often. 

CJ 0 25. I can't be depended on. □ O 53. I always tell the truth. 
I 

□ [] 54. My teachers make me feel I'm not good enough. 0 0 26. I never worry about anything. 

d b 27. I'm pretty sure of myself. D D 55. I don't core what happens to me .. 

Cl 0 28. I'm easy to like. □ [J 56. I'm a failure. 

D 0 29. My parents and I hove a lot of fun together. D D 57. I get upset easily when I'm scolded. I-' 

□ D 58. I always know what to soy lo people. 
I-' 
-..J 

.. ,, Gen Soc H Sch Total I. 

□ 
•c• 1967 by W.H. Freeman & Co. Published in 1981 by Consulling 

CJ [] □ □ ( I [] Psychologists Press. Inc. All righrs reserved. 11 is unlawful lo reproduce x?. .,. 
or odapl lhis torm without wrillen permission from tho Puhl1shm. 

-p; : "\ 



Appendix D 

Individual. Graphs of Children with Learning 

Difficulties and Control Children. 
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Explanatory Notes 

The 12 graphs in the Appendix illustrate the way time 

was spent by each child during the classroom observation ..• 

For comparative purposes the graph of a child with 

learning difficulties is shown on the same page as the 

graph of the child of the same sex with whom the child 

was matched in his or her class. 

The types of activities shown on the graph were defined 

as follows: 

On-task 

Talking 

Inactive 

Other 
material.s 

the child was engaged in the required 

activity, e.g. reading set materials, writing, 

listening attentively to the teacher. 

recorded when the observed child talked to 

another child or children when this was not 

a specified activity. 

not working, staring into space at a time 

when on-task behaviour was expected. 

being engaged in an activity which was not 

the set task, e.g. stabbing a rubber, 

sharpening a pencil, playing with a toy. 
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a) Male with Learning Difficulties 

100 

90 

"O 
(l.) 

~ 80 f.a 
::, 
u u 
0 70 
f.a 
;:) 
0 60 •..-i 
> 
ct! ..c: 
QJ so 

,Q 

V) 

.-4 
ct! 40 
~ 
QJ 
.µ 

30 i:::: 
•r-i 

~ 
0 20 
"'" 

10 

0 
On-task Talk- active Other Out o 

ing Materials seat 

Type of Activity 
b) Male Control 

10 

90 

60 

so 

0......_---+---+---+-""""'"'"-1------+ 
On-task Talk- nactive Otrer Out of 

ing Materials seat 

Type of Activity 

Fig.2. A Comparison of the Way Observed Time was Spent by a 
Child with Learning Difficulties and a Control Child 

121 



a) Female with Learning Difficulties 

100 

9 

,-

0-

"Cl 

~ 8 s 
(.) 

0-

g 7 o-
5 
-~ 6 
> rn 

..c 
] 5 

1 

o-

o-

0-

0-

0-

o-

n 

b) Female Control 

I I . ' On-task Talk- Inactive Other Out of 
ing M:tterials seat 

Type of Activity 

On-task Talk-- Inactive Other Out of 
ing Materials seat 

Type of Activity 

Fig. 3. A Comparison of the Way Observed Time was Spent by a 
Child with Learning Difficulties and a Control Child 

122 



a) 

b) 

Male· with Learning Difficulties 

"O 
<1) 
H 
H 
;::l 
(.) 
(.) 
0 

H 
;j 
0 

•..-i 
:> 
ltt 

,.r;:: 
<1) 
.c 
1/l 
~ 
(1$ 

:> 
·H 
<1) 
.µ. 
s::: 

•.-1 

~ 
0 

<>'-0 

Male Control 

V) 
~ 

ro 
:> 
H 
Q.) 
.µ 
s::: .... 

c)..Q 

100 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 

4 

3 

2 

10 

Q......_ _ _ -+---+--- t---~---1 
On-task Talk- Inactive Cl:her Out of 

ing Materials seat 

Type of Ac ti vi ty 

100 

90 

80 

7 

60 

5 

4 

3 

20 

10 

On-task Talk- Inactive Other Out o 
ing Materials seat 

Type o f Activity 

Fig. 4. A Comparison of the Way Observed Time was Spent by a 
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a) Male with Learning Difficulties 
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Child with Learning Difficulties and a Control Child 

125 


