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Abstract

The current research is designed to examine the relationship between a training program designed for students
with learning disabilities and their perceived competence. The need for such endeavor must be accorded due
attention in order to create a comprehensive policy reform that takes into account the different dimensions of
effectual reform. The study declares the need for providing a clear insight into the obstacles faced by Jordanian
students, especially those in the rural areas, who are continually hampered by learning disabilities. In an attempt
to answer the research questions, the “Perceived Competence Scale for Children” (Harter, 1982) was used as the
main tool in the current study. Moreover, the study sample consisted of 26 fourth-grade students with learning
disabilities who joined the resource rooms of the Ministry of Education in the Jerash district of Jordan. Findings
of the study indicated the presence of significant statistical differences between the experimental group that
underwent the training program and the control group that was not exposed to it.
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1. Introduction

Jordan is currently witnessing a rising interest in the field of special education, with unique focus on children with
learning disabilities. Researchers have been urged to study the factors affecting such students and highlight the
means by which appropriate teaching methodologies can be designed and implemented. The problem is reflected
in the children’s learning abilities, creating barriers in their learning process. Barriers include the children’s
perceived competence, which was low, thus negatively affecting their achievement level and social attitude with
teachers, peers, and parents (Elbaum and Vaughn, 2003).

Several studies conducted worldwide illustrate that children with learning disabilities often develop negative
concept of themselves. They do not feel the satisfaction of those around them in what they are doing; they fail both
academically and socially, frequently leading to frustration, disappointment, and ultimately low self-concept.
Furthermore, they lack essential skills and abilities such as motor-visual synergy, and experience a form of
impairment in attention and memory. They are subjected to disturbances in thinking as well as difficulty in solving
problems and understanding concepts.

Learning disabilities experienced by children consume a significant part of their mental and emotional energy,
which in turn causes emotional disturbances or consensual effect on overall personality. These may trigger poor
compatibility in personal, emotional, and social aspects, with children becoming more susceptible to introversion,
depression, withdrawal, and the formation of negative self-image (Zayat, 1998). Numerous research studies have
confirmed a connection between perceived competence in children and their perceived visible behavior and
academic performance (Lapin and Green, 1980). In further probing the problem, Lecky demonstrates that low
achievement may be attributed to the fact that the child may fail to regard himself as an educated person. Moreover,
low achievers were observed to view themselves in a negative manner while high achievers maintained a positive
view of themselves (Shown, 2004). In other words, children with low self-confidence are trapped in the belief that
they have little or no value, affecting their motivation, behavior, and general outlook on life (Scheffer and Mlman,
2001).
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Other researchers (AL-Wkfee, 2000) emphasize that students with learning disabilities are characterized by their
adoption of low and negative self-concept; they often lack self-reliance, speak about themselves in a frivolous
manner, and even demean themselves because of repeated failure. Moreover, Lerner (2000) argues that students
with learning disabilities are usually fearful, resulting from prolonged lack of encouragement, frustration, despair,
sense of rejection and failure, and loss of hope for the future. All these negatively affect the efficiency perceived in
the student both at school and at home.

AL-Wkfee (1998) stresses a crucial need for a program that seeks to develop students’ perceived competence,
especially those with learning disabilities who continue to deal with various issues and problems that are not
addressed and treated in a scientific manner. It is important to design a program that focuses on the dimensions of
their personality, needs, interests, preferences, and unique characteristics. Hence, this study has created a training
program aimed at enhancing and developing perceived competence among students with learning disabilities.

2. Research Objectives

This study examines the effectiveness of a training program on an experimental group to enhance perceived
competence. Its intent is to provide insights into the role of special programs in upgrading students’ abilities and
achievement level, especially those with learning disabilities. Specifically, the objectives of this research are as
follows:

e To clarify the extent to which the developed program will influence the concept of perceived competence among
students with learning disabilities

¢ To identify other factors that appear to affect the concept of perceived competence among students with learning
disabilities
To achieve the above research objectives, the following research questions were formulated:

e To what extent does the developed program influence the concept of perceived competence among students with
learning disabilities?

e What are the other factors that appear to affect the concept of perceived competence among students with
learning disabilities?

3. Review of Literature

A number terms overlap in the attempt to define perceived competence: self-acceptance, self-assertion,
self-fulfillment, self-awareness, self-image, and so on (Bahadir, 1983). The term itself — perceived competence —
represents two sides of a coin, indicating that the conscious part is perceived by an entity of the human
personality that can be seen and identified. The terms self-concept, self-esteem, and perceived competence are
synonymous and cannot be separated (Harter, 1982).

The multi-dimensionality of self-esteem creates many disabilities in its measurement. Therefore, it is
considerably more prudent to study the individual experience categories. The experience category, which may
hold the most promise for physical educators and their claim to increased self-esteem, may lie within perceived
physical competence. Perceived adequacy of the important dimensions of human personality has a significant
impact on the individual’s behavior and actions, as perceived competence plays a key role in guiding and creating
behavior. A student who views himself as intelligent, studious, and hard-working tends to act on this idea (Hussein,
1987).

Perceived physical competence is defined as one’s overall perception of personal physical abilities. It is important
to note that one’s perceived physical competence is a subjective view of physical abilities, and these perceptions
may or may not coincide with the actual ability. Perceived physical competence is considered to be the more global
construct compared with physical self-efficacy. Therefore, it is considered to be people’s overall perceptions of
their general physical abilities in accomplishing physical tasks. In most psychological theories, self-concept is an
important concept in the study of personality, perceived skills, and psychological adjustment.

In the psychological aspect, the term “self” is used in two ways. The first — “self-appointed” — refers to the
individual and his feelings, while the second refers to a process composed of a set of elements such as thinking,
memory, and cognition (Zahran, 2003). Moreover, self-efficacy is defined as situation-specific self-confidence,
indicating the strength and level at which one believes one can successfully perform a skill or task (Bandura, 1977).
Therefore, one’s self-efficacy toward a specific task is affected by the contextual variables surrounding the task, as
well as one’s perceptions of one’s ability to cope with these factors. Researchers have achieved moderate success
in measuring the strength and level of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986; Clark and Nelson, 1990; McAuley and Gill,
1983). These influences on self-efficacy are listed in order of their significant contributions to how people perceive
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their ability on physical tasks. Thus, performance attainment is the single most powerful influence on one’s
perceived physical competence.

Variables that affect self-efficacy contribute to the complexity of utilizing efficacy judgments to motivate
school-aged children. As detailed in an earlier discussion, the social cognitive theory posits that people are not
driven by inner forces (autonomous) or controlled by external stimuli (mechanical), but are shaped by a model of
triadic reciprocity in which behavior, cognitive factors, and the environment interact (emergent interactive agency)
(Bandura, 1989, p. 1175). People’s belief in their capability to exercise control over these factors determines their
“self-efficacy” toward a task.

The issue then becomes how people judge their capabilities and how these efficacy judgments affect their
motivation and behavior. Each person’s model of triadic reciprocity is different; therefore, the variables affecting
one ’s self-efficacy may operate in a manner that is not homogeneous in its effect.

According to literature, social and cultural influences are the variables that exhibit powerful effects on self-efficacy.
For example, gender may play a role in the development of perceptions of physical competence in the American
society (Lirgg, 1992; Whitehead and Corbin, 1991). Perceived physical competence of males is generally higher
than that of females, and this different situation may be attributed to social and cultural influences (Pate, Long and
Heath, 1994). The issue of utilizing self-perception of efficacy to motivate school-aged children is evidently highly
complex. However, the question remains: What benefit, if any, would further knowledge of self-efficacy and
perceived competence provide to educators? The impact of research on self-efficacy for educators — specifically
physical educators — would appear to center around what motivates the following:

1) An individuals’ choice of activity or task

2) The amount of effort placed on a task

3) How long one will persist in the face of failure
4. Methods

A self-report instrument, “Perceived Competence Scale for Children” (Harter, 1982), was used as the main tool in
the current study. The study sample consisted of 26 fourth-grade students (13 male and 13 female) with learning
disabilities who joined the resource rooms in the Ministry of Education in the Jerash District. The samples were
distributed in eight schools. Table 1 illustrates the distribution of the study samples according to school gender and
number.

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of the two groups used for the study

Group Gender
Females Males Total

Control Mean 57.095 55.134 56.115

Standard deviation 1.427 1.419 1.007
Experimental Mean 84.617 84.692 84.655

Standard deviation 1.434 1.419 1.007
Total Mean 70.856 69.913

Standard deviation 1.003 1.003
Table 2. Sample of the study
Experimental Group Control Group

mber of mber of
School Gender I;tlllldebnets ) School Gender I;tlllld:nets )
Kafkafa Females 6 Sakeb Basic School Males 8
Primary School
Talat AL-Roz Females 5 AL-Mastaba Secondary Females 9
Secondary School School
Soof basic school Males 8 Amneh Binti Wahb Females 4
Basic School

Khafer Khal Basic Males and 5 Marsaa Secondary Males 5
School females 2 School
Total 26 Total 26
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To achieve the objectives and answer the research questions, the study found that the best tool was the “Perceived
Competence Scale” developed by Harter (1982). The instrument was modified to cope with the Jordanian
environment and the unique societal traits. This step was carried out to insure the suitability of the instrument
(Sheikah, 1993). The scale constitutes four main dimensions: social competence, cognitive competence, physical
competence, and general self-worth.

5. Findings and Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify the effectiveness of the training program and its impact on perceived
competence among students with learning disabilities. In light of this, one of the crucial purposes of this study was
to examine other factors that may affect students’ perceived competence, especially those experiencing learning
disabilities.

The results reveal the existence of differences in the adjusted averages for the dimensional testing in favor of the
experimental group. Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of the two groups used for the study. The
study was able to verify this hypothesis through analysis of covariance bilateral. Results showed statistically
significant differences in the dimensional scale; it preserved the variable efficiency perceived in children, in favor
of the experimental group (84.655).

There were several findings based on the obtained data. Improvement in the concept of perceived adequacy as a
whole, thinking and social adequacy, and physical adequacy in the experimental group may be due to the nature of
the sessions included in the training program. This was first initiated with the aim of teaching students to improve
their self-understanding through awareness of a realistic self-image and interaction with others. They were trained
on self-reliance by developing independence and motor skills, and on the use of positive language to enhance their
self-statement and achieve self-reinforcement. Moreover, the sessions addressed ways by which the individual can
achieve successful interaction with others by offering gratitude and appreciation. Hence, student participation in
the program was observed to help improve their understanding of self-perception and increased their
self-confidence, abilities, skills, and sense of success.

Various training strategies were employed, such as social reinforcement, modeling, feedback, issuance of
instructions, role play, and homework; these are considered to be among of the most effective methods identified in
previous copious educational literature. The training program is marked by several positive features, including
precise data and clear and simple language, which can assist teachers in applying the program. The program is
flexible, easy to implement, and low cost. Therefore, it is easy for any teacher to provide tools funded by the
school.

Teachers in charge of resources were asked to re-apply what has been accomplished in the activities and exercises
in each session after two or three days of running each session. This procedure could increase the program’s
effectiveness and thus improve the concept of adequacy perceived among students with learning disabilities.

The results of the current study are in line with the findings of Elbaum and Vaughn (2003), whose study was aimed
at determining the effectiveness of certain interventions represented in the development of children’s skills in the
academic sphere. The said study examined intervention guidelines (i.e., correct misconceptions and weakening
self-defeating ideas) and explored physical interference and cognitive intervention in the development of the
concept of perceived competence among students with learning disabilities. It found that students with learning
disabilities subjected to the training program (intervention) exhibited statistically significant improvement in
self-concept. Moreover, students with high level of academic achievement possessed enhanced self-esteem. These
confirmed the findings of the current study, that such diverse programs provide the children with a wealth of
opportunities for social interaction and awareness of the physical ability they possess, which is aimed at modifying
the perspectives of individuals and correcting misconceived ideas that will be applied within a specific organized
program targeted to increase the level of self-concept among students with learning disabilities.

Moreover, the current study is in line with the study conducted by AL-Smadi (2003), which found significant
statistical differences due to self-concept, competence, and social and motor skills in favor of the experimental
group. However, the study of AL-Smadi did not determine whether there are differences between the experimental
groups due to race.

The results of the present study likewise affirm the findings of Omizo (1985), which indicated no statistically
significant differences between the control and experimental groups with respect to the concept of self-pre-testing.
Moreover, there are differences in statistical significance due to the self-concept between the control and
experimental groups during post-testing. However, Omizo’s study (1985) was aimed at determining the effect of
collective guidance sessions (emotional, rational) on the concept of self and control center for children with
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learning disabilities.

The results of this study likewise support those of Dewlin’s research (1991), which indicated significant statistical
deference for the exercise of physical fitness and its impact on the development of self-concept. The training
program in the current study contained sessions targeted at developing several motor skills in children through
certain sports activities. Dewlin’s study was aimed at assessing the developmental impact of a two-month physical
fitness training program on changes in self-concept. The effectiveness of the program was a result of the
willingness of school administrators to implement it throughout the school year, with the target of increasing the
aspired benefits for the largest possible number of students with learning disabilities. Feedback from a group of
students revealed a demand for more sessions to be held on a daily basis without interruption, confirming the
effectiveness of the training program.

6. Recommendations

Pre-obtained results indicated the effectiveness of the training program in the development of the concept of
perceived competence and development among students with learning disabilities. The most salient
recommendations that require further exploration are as follows:

1) Conduct further research on the impact of the training program on different samples.

2) Conduct further research on the impact of a training program on self-concept in the category of learning
disabilities and its relationship to variables such as the classroom level.

3) Develop in-service training courses for teachers to introduce to them the importance of the concept of perceived
competence.
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