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Educating Secondary School Students with Learning Difficulties: The Teacher’s Perspective
Abstract

Educating students with learning difficulties in mainstream classrooms has been a major
concern for educators (Elkins, 2007). This paper reviews the résearch relating to the issues
teachérs’ experience when teaching students with learning difficulties (LD) in secondary
schools. The review initially provides an overview of the definition of LD and the academic,
social, and behavioural characteristics experienced by students with LD. The review explores
student, teacher, and school environment factors that impact oﬁ the teachers’ role when
students with LD are educated in mainstream classrooms. The analysis of the research in this
area showed that teacher’s attitudes, views, and concerns regarding the education of students
with LD in mainstream classrooms can influence the outcomes students’ experience. In
addition, the review highlights the support teachers required to meet the needs of students
with LD. The current review has identified methodology issues (Avramidis & Norwich,
2002; Klassen & Lynch, 2007) within the research literature. Limitations of the review and

future research are noted.

Author: Christine Potter
Supervisor: Associate Professor Lynne Cohen
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Educating Secondary School Students with Learning Difficulties: The Teacher’s Perspective

Over the past twenty years there has been a distinct shift in the philosophy relating to
the education of students with learning difficulties (LD), with an international movement to
include these students within the mainstream classroom (Avrémidis & Norwich, 2002). The
, curreﬁt philosophy, that the mainstream environment can provide invaluable opportunities for
students with LD to experience similar educational and social experiences appreciated by all
other students, has gained momentum on an international scale and also within the Australian
context (Anderson, Klassen, & Georgiou, 2007; Westwood & Graham, 2003). In the same
period, a major éoncem for Australian educators has been students who experience learning
difficulties at school (Elkins, 2007). The Adelaide Declaration of National Goals for
_ Schooling in the Twenty-First Century stated that schools should promote social justice for
all students, develop their personal talents and abilities, and provide an environment free of
discrimination of any form, including in terms of this review, disabilities (Ministerial Council
of Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 1999). In Western
Australian (WA), the Department of Education and Training (DET)(2003) announced
through their Building Inclusive Schools policy that, “all childreﬁ, including those with
disabilities and learning difficulties, are educated in supportive, heterogeneous, age

appropriate, natural, and least restrictive student-centred school environments” (DET, 2003,

p.18).

In essence, LDs are viewed as a mainstream issue by the government states and
territories, and it is the role of schools to support students who are not achieving acceptable
academic levels due to LD (Elkins, 2000, 2007; Rivalland, 2000). It is estimated that
nationally 20% of school students have problems in academic areas (Graham & Bailey,

2007). This figure is supported by the Western Australian Child Health Survey which found
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that one in five WA school students were below academic competency in relation to their age
(Zubrick et al., 1997).

Secondary séhool students with LD are taught mainly in mainstream classes (Watson
& Boman, 2005). The outcomes for these students have not alWays been positive and a policy
of inciusion can for some students lead to early school leaving, unemployment or low paid
employment, juvenile delinquency, and mental health problems (Prior, 1996; Watson &
Boman, 2005). The social and economic consequence of these outcomes affects not only the
individual students but their families and society as a whole (Watson & Boman, 2005). The
accumulation of difficulties connected with LD makes the promotion and enhancement of the
educational and mental well-being of students with LD through teachers extremely important.

The provision of education for students with LD can have consequences for the
mainstream teacher’s role (Ashman & Elkins, 2002), an issue highlighted in the Building
Inclusive Schools (BIS) policy (2003) which recognised the challenges for mainstream
teachers of students with LD (Anderson, Klassen, & Georgiou, 2007). The impact on teachers
may be more profound in secondary schools where there may be more emphasis on academic
success and political/ economic agendas compared to accomrnodating diversity within the
student population (University of Canberra, 2007). Teacher attitudes and beliefs concerning

students with LD also impacts on the effectiveness of their teaching and the subsequent

outcomes for students.

This review recognizes that due to limited research on students with LD and their
teachers in secondary schools as compared to primary schools (Watson & Boman, 2005),
some literature presented will relate to primary schools only. Learning difficulties are for life
(Prior, 1996); 70% of students with LD in literacy at seven years of age continued to struggle
at age 15 (Snowling, 2000). Therefore, the inclusion of primary school research is relevant

for a review at a secondary school level (Watson & Boman, 2005).
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To understand the effect on schools and their teachers this review will examine the
issues inherent to the teaching of secondary students with LD. The starting point for this
review will be defining LD and then outlining the characteristics of LD and any associated
problems. A review of teachers’ ever changing role in relation to providing for the
educational and emotional well being of secondary students with LD will be presented. The
beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of teachers regarding students with LD in their regular
classrooms will be discussed. Finally, the support teachers require and the services that can
provide this support are considered. Adolescence is a complexA stage in any student’s life and
this review will acknowledge throughout its impact on the student with LD and their teachers.
Defining Learning Difficulties

Defining learning difficulties (LD) has been an issue internationally and within
Australia as a number of terms are used to describe the same construct (Rivalland, 2000;
Watson & Boman, 2005). The two major expressions used in the Australian education system
are: learning disabilities, which include a small subgroup of students who display severe
learning problems often with no explanation for their existence; and, learning difficulties
which involves a large number of students who require additional assistance with the school
curriculu'm (Louden et al., 2000). Australian educators do not always differentiate between

these terms and group students with significant academic difficulties under LD (Elkin, 2000).

It has been suggested that the lack of a clear definition arises from the
interchangeability of the two terms which can complicate the identification process
(Rivalland, 2000). Firth’s (2008) newspaper report highlighted this complication. A female
student'was awarded $80,000 in a civil action against the Victorian Education Department
due to its failure to support the student with her leaining disability. Firth suggested that as
there was né clear definition under which the student’s severe language disorder could be

identified, the teachers were unaware of the persistent nature of the disability and how they
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could address her academic needs. Cunningham and Firth (2005) recommended a nationally
agreed definition of LD in a submission to the national inquiry into the teaching of literacy.
This could limit legal actions in the future, but more significantly, as suggested by Klassen,
Neufeld, and Munro (2005), assist educators in providing for the long term implications of a
student’s LD. The current approach for defining LD within the Australian school system
requires clarification.

The Australian education of students with LD has been influenced by the United
States of America (USA) where the majority of research in thé area of LD is undertaken
(Elkins, 2000, Eilis, 2005). The USA uses the term ‘learning disabilities’ to describe students
who, in Australia, would be identified as experiencing LD, and it is the basis for funding of
intervention programs in USA schools. The United States Department of Education (1997);
Individual with Disabilities Act (IDEA) provides a definition that is widely applied in
American research. This definition states that learning disabled students are those who
~experience specific literacy and numeracy problems but who are not mentally retarded,
emotionally, environmentally, culturally, or economically deprived, or suffering from
disabilities involving vision, motor skills or hearing.

This definition is very similar to the WA term ‘specific learning difficulties’ (referred

to as LD) put forward by the Ministerial Task Force (MTF) (1993) in their report: The

~ Education of Students with Disabilities and Specific Learning Difficulties, which reads:

‘Students whose achievements in mathematics and/or language (literacy) are
significantly below specified benchmarks and where these results can not be
attributed to intellectual or physical disability, sensory impairment, emotional
difficulties, low socio-economic background, geographic isolation, cultural
background or lack of appropriate educational experiences’ (original

italicised),(MTE, 1993, p.19).
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The underlying link between all these definitions are students within the normal range
of intelligence, often determined by an intelligence test, who are failing to learn or achieve at
expected levels for fheir age (Hammond, 1996). Psychologists worldwide adopt a
classification system of differences between academic achievément and individual cognitive
abih'ty to determine the presence of a LD (Ellis, 2005). This is evident by the American
Psychiatric Association’s (APA) definition of learning disorders contained in the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; fourth text revised edition (DSM-IV-TR):
Learning disorders are diagnosed when the individual’é achievement on individually
administered standardised tests in reading, mathematics, or written expression is
substantially below that expected for age, schooling, and level of intelligence. The
learning problems significantly interfere with academic achievements or activities of
daily living that require reading, mathematical or writing skills (APA, 2000, p 49.).
It has been suggested that this discrepancy classification should not be a basis for the
definition of LD, and a noncategorical approach should be applied to the definition (see
Elkins, 2007; Klassen et al., 2005; Siegel, 1999). For example, the MTF (2003)
recommended, that in addition to diagnostic assessments, observations, checklists, and
interviews with teachers and parents should be utilised. This issue, however, is beyond the

scope of the present literature review.

The definitions applicable within the Australian education system, the origins of their
influence, and the problems they pose are not always the main focus for schools and teachers.
Rivalland (2000) identified that many schools and their teachers believe that they have a
responsibility to cater for all students who are not successful academically, irrespective of the
cause of their underachievement. Once LD’s are defined it is essential that educators have an

understanding of the characteristics that students identified with LD exhibit.
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Characteristics of Learning Difficulties and Concomitant Disorders

Every student with LD will be unique in the problems they experience; the only

common factor for these students is academic underachievement (Hammond, 1996).

Researchers (Hammond, 1996; Semrud-Clikeman, 2005) beliéve LD result from dysfunction
in thev brain’s processing of language, visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic information. As a
consequence, students have difficulties understanding, classifying, storing, and

acknowledging the information presented to them and are likely to present with a weakness in

_ one or more of the following cognitive functions:

1) Short term memory, for example, storage and retrieval;
2) Sequencing, ordering, and recall;
3) Spatial and directional awareness;
4) Visual and auditory perception, for example, interpreting and acknowledging
information, and
5) Perceptual — motor functioning (Hammond, 1996).
Adolescents with LD are a diverse groﬁp and in addition to the characteristics
identified by Hammond (1996), exhibit a range of characteristics within specific areas of
academic and personal development (Twomey, 2006). Academically these students have

limited basic skills in reading, written expression, and mathematics (Larkin & Ellis, 2004).

This is the result of an inability to incorporate previously acquired knowledge into their
current learning (Watson & Boman, 2005). Basic academic skills which should be learnt and
consolidated in primary school (Larkin & Ellis, 2004) are not automatic for students with LD
compared to their non LD peers (Bellert & Graham, 2006), leading to less efficient and
effective learning (Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST), 2005).

Stude;nts with LD experience deficits in the development of organisational skills, for

example, remembering assignments, having resources available to complete tasks, following
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class routines, time management, meeting deadlines, and arranging a desk may be difficult
tasks for the students (McMulleh, Shippen, & Dangel, 2007). Bellert and Graham (2006)
stated that these deficits are a consequence of the failure to automatically apply basic
academic skills; therefore, focusing on organising oneself, a high-order skill, is not an option
for these students.

According to Erikson (1968), identity formation is a core psychosocial conflict in the
adolescent’s developing personality, coupled with the added challenges of learning deficits
(Klassen & Lynch, 2007); the effect on a student with LD can have profound social and
emotional consequences (Bellert & Graham). Larkin and Ellis (2004) highlighted the social
consequences for students with LD. They stated that students with LD usually withdraw from
class activities and often will not ask questions or participate in social exchanges within the
classroom context. There is an unwillingness to contribute in lessons, especially if a verbal
response is required as they do not acknowledge that participation gives opportunities for
learning. Involvement in extracurricular events is limited and the repercussions for the
student with LD are isolation and even rejection from peers. Larkin and Ellis believe that
students engage in these practices aé a form of self protection from humiliation. This may
lead to motivation issues.

Due to a lack of success in the past, students with LD become inactive and

unmotivated in relation to learning (DEST, 2005 ; Larkin & Ellis, 2004). This results in
learned helplessness; a belief that success is outside of their control, hence effort is pointless
(Bellert & Graham, 2006; Watson & Boman, 2005), and the establishment of avoidance
behaviours to reduce the stress associated with failure usually occurs (Larkin & Ellis, 2004).
Avoidance strategies give the student a sense of conitrol over the outcomes associated with
learning (Larkin & Ellis, 2004). Klassen and Lynch (2007) used focus groups, involving

seven spécialist teachers and 28 students (average age of 14) diagnosed with a learning
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disability, in a Canadian high school, to reveal the beliefs adolescent students held in terms of
their academic abilities. The adolescents with LD attributed their underachievement to
internal, unstable, and controllable actions; not trying or persisting with a strategy. It was
found that the effort required for success was perceived as ovérwhelming by the student with
LD. This is of concern because a number of students with LD in this study were assessed by
their teachers as capable of academic Success in some areas. Self protection from failure and
a concealment of fear and anxiety relating to failure were revealed as influencing the
attributions students expressed (Klassen & Lynch, 2007).

In addition, Klassen and Lynch (2007) highlighted the connection between motivation
and self awareness; it is difficult for students to be motivated if they do not understand
themselves. Megacognitive deficits relate to self awareness and students with LD lack insight
relating to their academic performance (Klassen & Lynch, 2007) and are unable to articulate
their strengths and_weaknesses. It was suggested by Klassen and Lynch that the development
of megacognitive understanding is delayed in these students. Delays in the development of
social and self awareness skills can manifest themselves in emotional and behavioural
problems for the student with LD.

It has been established that students with LD often co-present with clinically

significant emotional and behavioural disorders (EBD) (Raphael, 2000; Rock, Fessler, &

Church, 1997). In Australia, the prevalence of co-morbidity between LD and EBD is 40-50%
(Prior, 1996) which is consistent with international rates of between 24-52% (Rock, Fessler,
& Church, 1997). Students with LD/EBD find it difficult to access the school curriculum and
develop effective strategies to manage in school. This leads to low frustration tolerance, low
self-concept and self-esteem, and even depression, all viewed as obstacles to success in the

school environment, and furthermore, the psychosocial development of the student (Rock,

' Fe»ssler,v & Church, 1997). There is a need to be aware of the relationship between LD and
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behavioural disorders (Fry & Bartak, 2006); it is possible that students suffer behavioural
problems due to LD or vice versa. The student with LD/EBD can often exhibit behaviours
which are classified as either internalised or externalised behaviours.

Internalised behaviours include withdrawal, anxiety, and depression and are an
individual’s inner emotions, making them more difficult to assess (Prior, 1996; Raphael,
2000). Externalised behaviours which include defiance, impulsivity, hyperactivity,
aggression, frustration, and antisocial tendencies are due to the interactions between an
individual and their external environment (Prior, 1996; Raphaél, 2000). Examples of
disorders associéted with externalised behaviours are Conduct Disorders, Oppositional
Defiant Disorders, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (DSM-1V, 2000).
ADHD is the most prevalent disorder, present in 14% of all 13-17 year olds measured in the
national survey of the mental health and well-being of children and adolescents (Sawyer et
al., 2000). These behaviours (internalised and externalised) are the consequence of many
variables inherent to the student with LD.

Adolescents with LD/EBD display inappropriate social skills in the school context
(Bellert & Graham, 2006) as they are unable to perceive the school environment and the
interpersonal interactions taking place which manifest in social isolation and their

psychological needs left unfulfilled (Abrams, 2005; Svetaz, Ireland, & Blum, 2000).

Perception improves with maturity but unfortunately it has long been established that a lag
occurs in this development during the adolescent years (Svetaz, Ireland, & Blum, 2000).
Svetaz, Ireland, and Blum (2000) highlighted the importance of connectedness with one’s
school and how it can help to alleviate many of the internalised and externalised behaviours
for students with LD. They suggested that the sensé of belonging associated with connecting
with one’s s;:hool assists in the promotion of emotional well-being. It provides the protection

students with LD require to adjust to the complex social situations at school. Connectedness
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not only offers protection but also acts as a monitor for inappropriate behaviour as students
do not want to risk the gains they have made (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992).

Studies reviewing the negative impact of the inability of students with LD to adapt to
the behavioural/ emotional expectations of school reveal that students usually have little
insight into their disruptive behaviours, generally blaming others for their actions (Abrams,
2005). When the student with LD can no longer control their emotions the school is not a safe
place for them as they are ignored by their peers and teachers may become angry, with
punishment the likely outcome (Abrams, 2005; Morris, 2002).>Diminished levels of self-
concept and self;esteem usually occur as the student with LD is seldom praised or positively
_reinforced for appropriate behaviours (Rock, Fessler, & Church, 1997). However, diminished
self-concept may only occur in academic areas (Sridhar & Vaughn, 2002) and low self-
esteem may not be a result of LD but the ongoing inability to succeed academically
(Westwood, 2004) therefore allowing students with LD to be optimistic about school and the
future.

Prior (1996) stated that students with LD who persevere, can make academic progress
through adolescence, with more positive prospects for the future, so failure is not
unavoidable. This view has been supported in an analysis of research involving low achieving

students, limited in their opportunities to complete secondary school and enter university but

who were still in a position to obtain rewardihg employment or further education and training
(e.g., TAFE) (Marks, 2006). Marks (2006) conducted this analysis on the educational and
employment outcomes of participants during the 2000 and 2001 period based on data initially
collected from a longitudinal study of Australian students ( n=13,500) undertaken by the
Australian Council for Educational Research during 1995. Marks (2006) found there was a
gender differ‘ence with boys (80%), compared to girls (65%), being more successful in

acquiring employment due to the academic skills required for specific jobs, an outcome for
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which educators must make allowances. The heterogeneity of the characteristics of student’s
with LD provided in this review and the evidence that failure is not inevitable places a
significant value on the role of teachers in the education of these students.

The Teacher’s Role
The literature suggests that due to the ever changing economic, political, and social
agendas of secondary schools, inclusion must impact on the roles of teachers, and more
appropriate descriptions for teachers would be advisors, coordinators, and assistants ( Forlin,
2001; Pearce & Forlin, 2005). Teaching students with LD reqﬁires knowledge in effective
learning strategies to develop communication skills, resilience, and social competence within
the regular classroom (Zipin, 2002). One term desrcribing students with LD in WA is
“students at educational risk” (Rivalland, 2000, p.14). The role of the teacher under the
students at education risk policy includes:
1) devising and implementing a meaningful curriculum which meets the
unique strengths, interests, and needs of students at risk;
2) use benchmark data and expected academic outcomes as indicators for
planning for these students;
3) consulting with parties (carers, parents, and outside agencies) on the content

of the intervention plans required;

4) - providing feedback on the students performance, and
5) advising the principal of professional development required to meet the
needs of students at risk (DET, 2001).
The curriculum is an effective tool for breaking the cycle of underachievement of
students with LD (Vaughn, Gersten, & Cha;d, 2000). Varying the difficulty of the work
required and the assessments set, students are given opportunities to succeed and demonstrate

what théy have learnt (Shaddock, Giorcelli, & Smith, 2007; Vaughn et al., 2000). It has been
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suggested that when adapting the curriculum teachers be aware of students’ attitudes.
Shaddock at al. (2007) reported that students with LD often want to attempt the same lessons
as their peers, even if the work is too difficult for them. They do not want to be singled out
for special attention (Shaddock et al., 2007), or to be seen as the person to be humiliated in
front bf their peers (Pearce & Forlin, 2005).

Educators should base their alterations to the curriculum with coexisting problems
being acknowledged as postulated by Semrud-Clikeman (2005). Development of plans that
promote the individual students overall social and emotional Well-being (Murray, 2002) and
not just academic skills is imperative. It is necessarly that self-esteem and motivation issues
together with megacognitive skills are considered in these plans as they have a significant
impact on the underachieving student with LD (Twomey, 2006). Attributions (Klassen &
Lynch, 2007) could be discussed to delineate those that are counter effective for learning
(Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard 2000). According to Elbaum and Vaughn (2003), discussions
enable students to adjust their self-perception in response to the information provided in
intervention programmes. Improving the academic skills of students with LD through their
perceived academic self-concept, esteem, and efficacy is important for progress (Vaughn,
Gersten, & Chard 2000).

Vaidya (2001) argues that teachers should use strategies that are evidence based. The

role of the teacher is to access research findings that focus on current intervention
programmes that have effective teaching strategies for students with LD (Rohl & Milton,
2002). Learning Difficulties Australia (LDA) (2007) considered this essential and made the
following submission to the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into Effective Strategies for
Teacher Professional Learning: “reliable, trﬁstworthy and valid evidence exists that if the
particular intervention approach is implemented students can be expected to experience

adequate learning gains” (LDA, 2007, p.2).
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Teachers identify students with LD as they are adept at recognising skills necessary
for academic success (Prior, 1996). It is their role to refer students to professionals for further
assessment. Teachers can become defensive when these situations arise as they may feel that
referrals undermine their teaching abilities and the subjectivity of their opinions for specific
students. The decision to refer is taken very seriously and not without trepidation and usually
because the teacher has exhausted their own resources to change the situation for the student
with LD (Athanasiou, Geil, Hazel, & Copeland, 2002).

Learning difficulties can coexist with other mental heaith problems (Raphael, 2000;
Rock, Fessler, & Church, 1997). Improving the mental health of students through counselling
and behavioural interventions can have a posttive effect on academic and behavioural
outcomes (Pattison & Harris, 2006). It 1s imperative that teachers refer students who may
benefit from counselling. Pattison and Harris’ (2006) literature review found that cognitive
therapies are clinically effective for young people. This study involved young people not
presenting with a learning difficulty and the outéomes for students with LD need to be
considered with this limitation in mind. However, modifying the therapy plans for students
with LD to accommodate their cognitive deficits may be an option for professionals
counselling these students.

Teachers have an obligation to relate to students the expectations they have for them

and then teach them the skills to achieve these expectations (Lane, Pierson, & Givner, 2004).
In the Lane, Pierson, and Givner (2004) study a social skills rating system was given to 240
USA teachers from four ethnic diverse high schools. From this a number of social skills were
identified 'for success in the school context. A three point Likert scale; not important,
important, and critical was utilised to identify self control, defined as controlling ones temper
in interactions with teachers/peers, and cooperation skills as equally important for school

success. These findings need to be considered with caution as the data was derived from self-
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reports and the behaviours identified for successful experiences may not actually be occurring
in the schools participating. Lane et al. (2004) suggested that any social skills programmes,
based on their ﬁndiﬁgs, must be developed and implemented so that the skills acquired can be
generalised to varied situations within the school. environment (e.g., interactions with other
studehts and different course teachers). Schumaker and Ellis (1982) found that not all
students with LD generalised the social skills learnt to other circumstances. Therefore, in
addition to teaching social skills, generality to other contexts must be included as part of the
intervention.

Teachers have a role in disclosing the skills they berceive as important for social
interactions in the regular classroom. Reed and Spicer (2003) looked at the teacher’s
perspective of how a conversation between a teacher and student should be. Australian
teachers (n=143) from 17 private secondary schools completed a questionnaire, which
involved ranking (forced choice) 14 communication skills by importance. The results
revealed that teachers gave particular importance to narfatives (relaying a story, presenting
views in a logical manner, clarification, perspective taking), views of other participants in
dialogue, and turn taking. As this study involved non LD students, the expectations for
teachers of students with LD may differ. For example, eye contact, which did not rate highly

in this study (Reed & Spicer), may be considered important in the communication between a

teacher and student with LD. These findings coiﬂd be extrapolated in future research to
consider the expectations of teachers relating specifically to students experiencing LD.

For some teachers intervention is only successful if academic competence improves
(Athanasiou et al., 2002). It is important to note that the gains from social skills training may
not improve the academic competency of sﬁldents with LD in the short term; however, they
can have a positive effect on attitudes and behaviours which can be built on in the long term

for academic progress (Hawkins, Doueck, & Lishner, 1988). Murray (2002) stated that it is
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not sufficient for teachers to identify and communicate their expectations; they must model
these skills themselves and then insist that the students do the same. Success requires a
secure, dependable, and predictable relationship built on trust between the student with LD
and their teacher.

For the promotion of a student’s well-being positive student/teacher relationships are
essential (Kortering & Braziel, 2002). ‘Good teachers’ were identified as caring, who
developed active programmes, and provided individual attention to students. Zundans (2003)
looked at this relationship from Joe’s point of view, a 14 year Aold student with LD. Joe
expressed that a good teacher recognised his efforts and therefore he was not afraid to
approach them to ask questions. Several studies provide contrasting evidence for the nature of
these relationships.

A longitudinal study (Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989) involving three high
schools averaging 1300 students, and their teachers, hypothesised that the perceived
relationship between students and their teachers would affect the enthusiasm they held for
maths. If students went from a more supportive to less supportive environment their
enthusiasm would decline. This decline would be higher for low achieving students who were
more sensitive to teachers’ attributes as a result of their low academic outcomes. The results

supported the theory that a causal relationship existed between motivation for maths and the

= strength of the student/teacher relationship. The characteristics of the participants may
confound the results as the low achieving adolescent student’s perception of school may
influence their feelings towards their teacher. Birch and Ladd (1997) found that primary
students who perceived their relationship with teachers as supportive were more academically
competent compared to students who perceived a conflict in this relationship. The following

evidence presented for students with LD supports this outcome.
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In their cross-sectional study of 289 primary school students’ measure of
student/teacher relationships, Murray and Greenberg (2001) found a main effect for LD, in
particular, with a concomitant emotional disorder. A correlation between student/teacher
relationships and social/emotional adjustment was found. The .nature of the relationship was
not the same for non LD versus LD students. Students with LD expressed little trust, respect,
security, or individual attention, only conflict with their teacher which often led to
behavioural problems. There is a need to consider the effect of self-reporting bias on these
findings, observational and teacher reflections may provide fufther evidence for the outcomes
reported. In addition, the effect of the co-morbidity of disorders must be acknowledged.

In support of this result, further evidence suggested that the structure of secondary
schools (e.g., class sizes, different subject teachers, and timetabling) reduced opportunities
for strong relationships between students and teachers to develop (Hargreaves, 2000; Murray,
2002). The establishment of a pastoral care system in secondary schools in Australia is one
step schools are taking to improve relationships between students and their teachers (Pearce
& Forlin, 2005; Zundans, 2003).

In summary, the research revealed that teachers who recognised the importance of
their role in curricula modifications, evidence based learning strategies, communication and

social skills training, referral procedures, and promoting healthy student/teacher relationships

created a classroom environment which accommodates the academic and psychological needs
of students with LD. When attending to the problems characterised by students with LD the
attitudes and beliefs of the mainstream teacher is fundamental.
Attitudes and Beliefs of Teacher’s towards Students with Learning Difficulties

Teacher’s attitudes can present hurdles for the educational opportunities of students
with LD. Weiner (2003) found that when teachers were required to rank the essential

requirements for mainstreaming students with special needs, 74% indicated that the teacher’s
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attitude was the most important variable for success. A recent study in the United Kingdom
(UK) involving 99 mainstream, education support, and special education teachers in a
primary school settiﬁg found that teacher’s attitudes and expectations directed their behaviour
(Woolfson, Grant, & Campbell, 2007). The teachers in the study were required to scale
vigneftes relating to students with LD, utilising a Likert scale. Mainstream teachers believed
that compared to students without LD, students with LD had significantly limited control
over their academic results. It was suggested that pity lowered the expectations teachers had
for these students which negatively affected future academic aftempts. In addition, the study
revealed that from the teacher’s perspective these students were not receptive to changing
their academic outcomes. It is evident that the teachers attributed the difficulties as internal to
the students.

In another attitude study, from the USA, Cook, Cameron, and Tankersley (2007)
analysed the attitudes of teachers who were required with limited time, training, and support
to instruct students with disabilities including learning difﬁculties.‘ Teachers were asked to
rate individual students based on hypothetical statements demonstrating attitudes of
attachment, concern, indifference, and rejection. As hypothesised, students with learning
difficulties were rated significantly higher in concern, indifference, and rejection, and

significantly lower on attachment compared to their non disabled peers. Behaviour problems,

for example, being disruptive and unresponsive, were identified as the issue pertinent to the
“ attitudes expressed. As the attitudes were determined from one session the results need to be
interpreted with this limitation in mind, a longitudinal study including observations may
reveal different results.

A study conducted by Levins, Bornholt, and Lennon (2005) established an opposite

trend. The explicit or direct thoughts and feelings, assessed from statements pertaining to

_ students with special learning needs, were significantly related to the behavioural intentions
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of teachers. The results indicated that teachers on average had more positive explicit thoughts
about these students which led to a willingness to pursue further experience in the area of LD.
Future studies could determine if these behavioural intentions are pursued. Examining
teacher’s attitudes to students with LD facilitates the understahding of the views teachers
hold for including these students in the regular classroom.

A number of variables influence the attitudes and views held, for example, the nature
of the LD and any coexisting disorders were shown in an early study (Clough & Lindsay,
1991) to affect the views of teachers. Clough and Lindsay’s (1991) UK study involved
surveying 584 pﬁmary school teachers to ascertain their opinions as to which students should
be taught in mainstream classrooms. The results indicated that teachers felt they would have
difficulties meeting the needs of students with emotional/behavioural disorders, followed by
students with LD. Significantly, this view has not changed over the past decade as research
by Briggs, Johnson, Shepherd, and Sedbrook (2002) and Westwood and Graham (2003)
found that teachers continue to view these disorders as d;fﬁcult to provide for. It was
suggested that negative attitudes were related to the student’s continued lack of ability to
meet the expectations of their teachers (Briggs et al., 2002), which affected the smooth
running of the classroom (Hargreaves, 2000). Contrasting findings were reported for

teacher’s views when perceived competency and numbers of years teaching students with LD

 were considered.

Soodak, Podell, and Lehman (1998) surveyed 188 teachers to establish their responses
(hostile/receptive or anxious/calm) to the acceptance of students with LD in mainstream
classrooms. Being receptive to accepting students with LD in the mainstream classroom was
significantly related to the teacher’s level of teacher efficacy (a belief that teaching can
influence stl;dent’s academic outcomes), and personal efficacy (a belief that one is confident

“and competent to achieve acceptable academic outcomes for students). Higher
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teacher/personal efficacy related to more receptive/calm responses to acceptance and also
higher teacher efficacy related to a willingness to adapt curricuia. Future research could focus
on how these responses from teachers translate into behaviour towards students with LD.
Other studies (Briggs et al., 2002; Forlin, 2001; Van Reusen, Shoho, & Barker, 2001) have
indicated similar results; the more extensive the training and experience teachers have with
students experiencing LD the more positive their views and the less stressful it is for them
teaching these students in regular classrooms. This relationship was based on the belief that
teachers were more competent and confident in delivering the éuniculum to students with
LD.

In contrast, a personal experience of contact with a child with LD was cited by Levins
et al. (2005) as having little influence on the attitudes of teachers. Pre and in-service teachers
with between 2-15 years experience expressed similar attitudes. Having social contact with
students with LD, for example, through family, did not significantly affect the teacher’s
attitudes towards them.

Teaching experience and its influence on teacher’s views has been the focus of
several studies. Forlin (2001) showed that teachers with 10 years or more experience
expressed a lack of acceptance for children with LD, finding it one of the most stressful

components of their careers. It was suggested that teachers were concerned that their roles

had changed and more children with LD were being accommodated in regular classrooms.
Similarly, Soodak et al. (1998) found that a teacher’s willingness to accommodate students
with LD declined with the number of years that they had practiced in the profession. Soodak
et al. proposed that for all their teaching efforts, students were still not achieving expected
outcomes and recently graduated teachers may have more strategies to meet the needs of
students with LD. These studies highlighted a pattern relating to years of experience and

negative attitudes, however, in a study by Van Reusen, Shoho, and Barker (2001), where
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47% of the participants had 16 years or more general teaching experience, it was suggested
that no significant relationship was established between years taught and attitudes held.

Another factor that has attracted attention is the knowledge teachers have regarding
LD. Heiman (2001) surveyed mainstream teachers with an avérage 12 years experience prior
to their attendance at an in-service course. Of the 116 teachers, 28% had no appropriate
knowledge relating to the specific LD present in their classrooms and therefore their attitudes
towards these students were unclear. This study by Heiman was conducted in Israel, but the
outcome has been noted internationally. The findings of an Auétralian study by Rohl and
Greaves (2005) noted that many graduate teachers felt they were unprepared to teach students
at risk due to their limited background knowledge of LD. This included 47% for literacy and
72% for numeracy, and represents a concern for education departments as these student
teachers are soon to commence a teaching career.

Finally, Watson (2004) and Watson and Bond (2007) found an unexpected result in
their studies that an understanding of the characteristics of LD di/d not have any relationship
to the attitudes held about students experiencing LD. The 280 teachers surveyed for their
studies generally held negative views, which did not relate to their understanding, which was
deemed low. The method for data collection (web based survey), may have limited the ability

of the research team to reach the target sample population and therefore the demographics of

the participants may be a confounding factor in terms of the results.

A number of studies (Athanasiou et al., 2002; Forlin, 2001; Hargreaves, 2000;
Heiman, 2001; Schumm & Vaughn, 1998; Scott, Vitale, & Masten, 1998; Westwood &
Graham, 2003; Wright & Sigafoos, 1998) have identified classroom and school issues which
create obstacles and benefits for the successful inclusion of students with LD, especially in
secondary schools. These studies conducted in Europe, America, and Australia all reveal

_ similar obstacles including the negative attitudes of non LD students and other teachers,
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disruptions to the positive climate of the classroom, catering for the needs of all students,
impeding the progress of non LD peers, workload, lack of resources, stress, guilt, anxiety,
and fear of not providing for their needs, the feasibility of adapting the curriculum to meet the
individual needs of the students with LD, large class sizes, tirﬁetabling concerns, and a lack
of adéquate support.

In contrast, the benefits included the awareness, acceptance, and social support non
LD students can provide, the support, if any, provided benefits for the whole class, and
finally the satisfaction achieved from meeting the needs of theée unique individuals
(Anderson et al., 2007; Heiman, 2001; Weiner, 2003; Westwood & Graham, 2003). The
evidence presented highlights teacher’s attitudes and their views, including their concerns
regarding inclusion in regular classrooms, therefore, providing the basis for where support is
needed. 7
Support for Teachers and the Source of Delivery

Under the arrangements of inclusive education it is the responsibility of the
mainstream teacher to develop and delivery programs for students experiencing LD
(Anderson, Klassen, & Georgiou, 2007; Westwood & Graham, 2003). As a result, it is often
beyond the capacity of teachers to cater for the needs of students with LD without support

(Fry & Bartak, 2006). Support for teachers is required to meet everyday obstacles, provide

for their emotional and psychological well-being, and to assist them in the development of
positive attitudes towards students with learning difficulties. Westwood and Graham (2003)
found that teachers expressed the support they received was of value but more was needed,
especially in training and professional development, a result reinforced in the reflections of
teachers in a study by Watson and Bond (2007). In their submissions to a Ministerial Task

Force on public education, the Australian Resource Educators’ Association (2000)



Educating Students with LD 24
recommended increased professional development for teachers in the area of LD and the
appointment of a teacher in every school with specialised knowledge and training in LD.

In a national sample of 103 Australian primary and secondary teachers, Shaddock,
Hoffman-Raap, Smith, Giorcelli, and Waddy (2007) reported fhat teachers required: a)
professional development (PD) based in the classroom that focussed on practical strategies;
b) PD delivered by experts/teachers who acknowledged the importance of the current
classroom context; and, ¢) PD involving networking and observing others. Barriers to these
requests centred on funding, conflicting priorities, and time. The teachers commented that PD
through specific university courses was not as important as PD in context. They also
expressed that they did not need PD about consultation with other professionals,
collaboration with peers, or assistants even though they were of value to support systems. In
contrast, a number of papers have noted the importance of collaboration (e.g., co-teaching
and mentors) (Bartak & Fry, 2004; Heiman, 2001; Pearce & Forlin, 2005). It was perceived
as practical in its approach to addressing problems as they arise in the classroom and
allowing for ongoing support and training as required. Shaddock et al. (2007) suggested that
teachers in their study may have underestimated the benefits of collaboration.

The literature has highlighted the influence of teacher’s attitudes and views regarding

students with LD. Professional development programmes need to address this issue due to

their effects on teacher/student relationships énd sﬁécessful learning. Van Reusen et al.
(2001) postulated that for attitudes to change, PD needs to offset the anxiety and frustration
teachers experienced. Research undertaken by Weiner (2003) found that once teachers were
advised of, and given support in terms of their roles, responsibilities, and expectations to
meet the needs of children with diverse learning needs their self-efficacy increased. A flow
on effect occurred for the attitudes teachers held which resulted in improved academic

outcomes for students.
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A study by Forlin (2001) identified the factors contributing to the stress teachers
experienced in their work. The most stressful factor was catering for the needs of all students
in a regular classroom when having to provide on-going assistance to a student with
difficulties. The stress relating to teachers perceived professiohal competence. It was
suggested that the identification of these stressors in PD programmes would allow for
additional support to be provided for teachers. Teachers can also check and manage their
stress by talking to a supportive principal, colleagues, mentors, and family and friends who
can give them a different perspective on their experiences (Abfams, 2005; Richardson &
Shupe, 2003). If these support networks are not available the literature suggests approaching
a school psychologist who may be supportive in a number of areas.

The role of school psychologists in supporting teachers of students underachieving at
school was outlined in a report by Elliot (2007). Elliot stated that to give meaning to the
consultations between teachers and psychologists regarding student’s strengths and
weaknesses and the interventions to accommodate them psychologists must embrace the
process teachers engage in to identify low achieving students. The psychologist must perform
classroom observations so students can be seen in the context of the learning environment.
This allows the psychologist to determine where intervention is required and the extent of

training involved for the teacher. It was proposed that observations would also limit

misdiagnosis and unwarranted referrals.

Teachers often do not identify psychologists as being part of their framework for
teaching students with LD. In one study by Anderson et al. (2007) only 10% of WA teachers
(n=162) corisidered the work of psychologists as important to their professional role.
Furthermore, they did not feel that psychologists offered any assistance beyond the
evaluation, élassiﬁcation, and placement of students with LD in regular classrooms. It was

pdstulatéd that due to psychologist’s extensive knowledge relating to LD they need to
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anticipate the needs and support of teachers in this area. In addition, psychologists are in a
position to enhance teacher’s sense of well-being and promote their needs to principals and
education departments. This study was conducted in WA and therefore the generalisability of
the results may be limited in relation to other states.

F arrell, Jimerson, Kalambouka, and Benoit (2005) utilised a questionnaire to assess
the support psychologists offered to 1105 teachers from eight countries. Results indicated that
although the service was valuable there was limited time for consultation. Teachers viewed
the psychologist’s role as providing them with more consultatinon time, training, and advice
on curriculum issues and less on assessments of students with special needs.

In contrast, Athanasiou et al. (2002) found that a stronger relationship existed between
teachers and psychologists. Psychologists provided emotional support by listening and
appraising teacher’s efforts as educators, intervention support by integrating intervention
programmes for specific students, and practical support through open communication and
sharing workloads. In this study teachers expressed they did not require the psychologist to
fix students’ problems but provide team support for all the parties involved in the lives of
students with academic and/or behavioural problems. Teachers in this study received
unlimited support from psychologists, not the current practice in most schools (Farrell et al.,

2005) which may account for the positive results reported.

In summary, the literature suggests that if teachers are to successfully educate
students with LD and provide a worthwhile learning environment, it is imperative the support
teachers identify and require is made available. This will enable teachers to develop the
necessary skills to meet the needs of this heterogenous group of students.

Methodology Concerns
Of importance to the current paper was that the majority of the literature reviewed

relied on Likert scales to determine the participant’s support or lack of support for the
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variables under investigation. How the teachers in these situations interpreted the variables,
for example, social skills may influence the level of support allocated to it. Avramidis and
Norwich (2002) suggested that vignettes which include specific operational definitions for
variables allow for more interpretable results. Another issue is the use of self-reporting open
ended questionnaires and surveys, as these methods would be more meaningful if used in
conjunction with observational procedures. This could partially control for the influence of
participant bias.

Klassen and Lynch (2007) stated that a reliance on quahtitative methods to analyse
self-reported daté, measuring for example, attitudes on inclusion, lessens the influence of the
participant’s personal reflections in relation to the variable in question. In response to this
argument Lindsay (2007) suggested that qualitative methods provide no data to advocate the
conclusions made. However, to obtain a sense of the psychological meaning of a variable, for
example, a reflection on the support needed by teachers, qualitative research is of significant
value. Importantly, the application of a mixed methods approach (see Watson & Bond, 2007)
may go part way to resolving this dilemma; a view supported by Miles and Huberman (1994)
who stated that utilising qualitative and quantitative methods for data analysis can improve
the validity and interpretations of major research results.

Limitations of the Review

Research appears to be limited in the Australian secondary school context in relation
to some of the issues being explored in this review, for example, the attitudes and beliefs of
teachers towards students with LD. A majority of the papers reviewed either originated from
the USA or were from the perspectives of primary schools. An implication of this limitation
is that the conclusions drawn from this review may not be fully applicable to the Australian
education S}‘Istem and its secondary school teachers who may adopt different philosophies,

definitions, policies, and practices.
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Conclusions and Future Directions

The purpose of the current review was to evaluate the research relating to the issues
teachers’ experience when teaching students with learning difficulties (LD) in a secondary
school setting. The academic and psychological outcomes for.secondary students with LD are
of cohcem to educators. Identifying these students is confounded by the lack of a clear
definition of LD. The literature reviewed provided a comprehensive overview of the diverse
characteristics students present with and acknowledges the importance of a supportive
learning environment for the students. The outcomes for studénts experiencing LD is
influenced by the relgtionships they have with fheir teachers. A number of teacher, student,
and school variables interact to direct these relationships and the literature shows that they are
not always positive. The role of the teachers is ever changing and continued support, for
example, through consultation, professional development, training, and collaboration is
essential to meet their professional and emotional needs. The literature demonstrates that
support does not necessarily have to come from outside sources; the expertise of the support
1s of most value to teachers.

The current literature review has indicated that a major portion of the research has
investigated learning difficulties in primary school settings. Future research should examine

the experiences of secondary school teachers who are dealing with the challenges of teaching

different groups of students with LD. This research must focus on the pre-service and in-
service attitudes, values, and needs of regular classroom teachers to determine the priorities
of support. In addition, this research may provide valuable information on areas where
changes are required or current effective practices continued. This area would also benefit
from longitudinal studies involving observations to examine the changes that occur in these
attitudes, values, and needs over time, thus providing pertinent information for pre-service

and current teaching professionals in terms of providing training for our future teachers or
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professional development for those currently in the education system. This future research
allows for positive experiences for the teachers which flow onto the learning experiences of

students with LD.
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