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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine if the perceptions of school quality of
life (QOL) of elementary-school students differed for children with and without
learning disabilities (LD). The study included 286 third through sixth-grade
students from three general education schools in Israel. The sample consisted of
50 (17.5%) students who were identified by the school system as having a mild
to moderate learning disability (LD). Multivariate analysis, using grade level as
a covariate, indicated that the school QOL of students with LD did not
significantly differ from that of their peers. These results support the idea of
inclusion and the biopsychosocial paradigm, showing that students with learning
disabilities who study in the general education system may feel that they
participate in school activities and are just as socially satisfied as their normally
achieving peers.
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Introduction
Students with learning disabilities (LD) account for approximately 10-20% of
the population (e.g., Paterson, 2007). By definition, when compared to their
typically achieving peers, students with LD often attain lower school
achievement, although their intellectual abilities are as expected for their age
(APA, 1994). In addition, students with LD frequently display emotional,
social and behavioral difficulties (Karande, Bohsrekar, Kulkarni, & Thakker,
2008; Martinez & Semrud-Clikerman, 2004). Many of these students are
educated in general education classroom (Kavale, 2002), following the policy
of inclusion. The idea of inclusion is based on the value of equality (as
opposed to segregation or separation) (McGregor & Campbell, 2001; Simpson,
De Boer-Ott, & Smith-Myles, 2003). The goal of inclusion is to enable
students with disabilities to become active and equal members of the society
(Eriksson, Welander, & Granlund, 2007). When initiated, the policy of inclusion
reflected a social trend resulting in a paradigm shift from a medical to a social
model, and later to a biopsychosocial model. The biopsychosocial model
emphasizes the mutual relationships between the person, the activities he or she
needs or wants to perform, and the context within which these activities are
performed, namely the physical, social and attitudinal contexts (Simeonsson et al.,
2003; WHO, 2001). The biopsychosocial model therefore acknowledges the
responsibility of society in creating opportunities for individuals with disabilities to
participate in daily activities (Eriksson et al., 2007).

Over the years, much debate has evolved relating to the policy and practice
of inclusion. This debate reflects both social views and questions as to the
efficacy of inclusion for students with disabilities (Kavale, 2002), as well as for
their typically achieving peers (Reiter & Vitani, 2007). Various studies have
shown that successful inclusion of students with disabilities depends on a
variety factors, including academic issues (Hornby, 1999; Ring & Travers,
2005), the classroom ecology (Fuchs, Fernstrom, Scott, Fuchs, & Vandermeer,
1994) the social climate, (McGregor & Campbell, 2001; Reiter & Vitani, 2007;
Ring & Travers, 2005) and the opportunities the children are given to
participate in activities (Eriksson et al., 2007; Simpson et al., 2003). Finally,
studies have also shown that successful inclusion is further influenced by the
teachers' beliefs and attitudes towards children with disabilities and inclusion
(Hornby, 1999). Although the underlying premise of inclusion is that it will
improve the well being and quality of life (QOL) of the students, there is a lack
of research to substantiate this premise (Hornby & Kidd, 2001). A literature
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review revealed that health related QOL was researched in children with
ADHD, pointing to decreased quality of life (e.g. Escobar et al., 2005, 2010).
However, in this study we relate specifically to school's quality of life, which is
a less researched aspect of QOL.

School quality of life

As a result of the biopsychosocial model, the QOL group of the World Health
Organization (WHO) defined QOL as "Individuals' perception of their position
in life, in the context of the culture and value systems in which they live, and
in relation to their goals, expectations, standards and concerns" (WHOQOL
Group, 1995, p.1405). Rodger and Ziviani (2006) defined subjective well being
as "a child's assessment of their quality of life across domains, and consists of
both affective components (happiness) and cognitive-judgmental components
(life satisfaction)" (pp. 96, 98), suggesting that life satisfaction also refers to
QOL and well being. Similarly, school quality of life may be defined as
students' general well-being and satisfaction, from the point of view of their
positive and negative experiences, particularly in typical school activities
(Malin & Linnakyla, 2001).

Although school QOL definitions vary, there appears to be a consensus that
QOL is a multi-dimensional construct (e.g., Mok & Flynn, 2002; Shalock,
Bonham, & Verdugo, 2008), as reflected in various measures of school QOL.
The most common dimensions that are included are: (a) students' satisfaction
with school (Epstein & McPartland, 1976; Keith & Schalock, 1994; Linnakyla,
1996), (b) promotion of academic achievement and/or sense of responsibility
(Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000; Watson & Keith, 2002), (c) teacher-student
relationship (Baker, 1999; Keith & Schalock, 1994; Mansour et al., 2003), (d)
commitment to school work (Epstein & McPartland, 1976; Linnakyla, 1996),
and (e) social relationships, as in status in the classroom, social climate, etc.
(Linnakyla, 1996; Shalock et al., 2008; Watson & Keith, 2002). In the past
decade, researchers have also acknowledged the important role of the physical
environment, in general, (Law, 2002; Schalock et al., 2008) and specifically,
the physical environment at school, in either enhancing or limiting students'
academic performance, participation (Almqvist & Granlund, 2005; Rodger &
Ziviani, 2006) and well being (Konu & Rimpela, 2002). Thus, when measuring
students' school QOL, it is also important to include factors relating to the
school's physical environment.
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In recognition of the importance of the schools in children's lives, the
World Health Organization (WHO, 2007) acknowledged the need to promote
students' health within the school context. In the "Global School Health
Initiative" it launched, one of the stated purposes was to create a healthy
environment in the schools that will respect an individual's well-being and
dignity, and provide multiple opportunities for success. Studies have shown a
significant relationship between students' perceived QOL and satisfaction and
their attitudes toward school (Mok & Flynn, 2002), their relationship with their
teachers (Linnakyla, 1996) and their school achievement (Epstein &
McPartland, 1976). In contrast, dissatisfaction with school has been found to
be related to behavioral problems and poor achievement (Karatzias et al.,
2001). Therefore, in examining the efficacy of inclusion, both with respect to
the children with disabilities and with the typically-developing children within
these inclusive classrooms, it is important to know how children perceive their
QOL at school (Lefort & Fraser, 2002).

Given the complexity of the QOL construct, it is not surprising that studies
have shown that various factors may be related to students' perceptions of their
QOL. The effect of gender on students' QOL appears to be equivocal. A few
studies (e.g., Malin & Lynnakyla, 2001; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002) reported that
typically developing girls were generally more satisfied at school compared to
the boys. In contrast, Petersen, Schmidt, Bullinger, and the DISABKIDS group
(2006) found that in comparison to girls, boys with chronic diseases reported a
higher QOL. However, most studies did not find a significant gender effects on
the perceptions of QOL among typically developing students (e.g., Gilman &
Huebner, 2006; Mok & Flynn, 2002; Ng, Chong Lim, Jin, & Shinfuku, 2005;
Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009). In contrast, most studies have found that
age did influence students' perceptions of their QOL. Specifically, older
students usually reported lower QOL compared to their younger peers (e.g.,
Epstein & McPartland, 1976; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Ng et al., 2005;
Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009).

School quality of life of children with disabilities

Few studies have examined the school QOL of students with special needs.
Most of these studies examined the QOL of students with attention deficits
(ADHD). Based on a systematic review of 36 studies, Danckaerts et al. (2008)
concluded that parents of children with ADHD viewed their children's QOL as
lower than their peers, but the individuals themselves did not do not always see
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themselves as having a lower QOL compared to a "normative" control group.
This review, however, did not relate to QOL at school. Karande et al. (2008)
measured the health-related quality of life of newly diagnosed children with
LD, as described by their parents. They found that overall, parent of these
children viewed their children's QOL as lower, including in social
participation. However, as seen in the study by Danckaerts et al., often children
view their QOL as different from their parents. Watson and Keith (2002) were
one of the few studies found that examined school QOL among children with
and without disabilities including children with learning disabilities. Their
results indicated that students with disabilities perceived their QOL at school as
worse, compared to their peers. This study, however, did not differentiate
between age groups and between students who were included in regular
education settings vs. students in special programs. Thus, there is a need for
additional studies comparing students with and without disabilities in relation
to their perception of their school QOL.

The purpose of this study was to examine if the perceptions of school QOL
of elementary-school students differed for children with and without learning
disabilities (LD). We hypothesized that students with LD would perceive their
QOL as worse than their normally achieving peers.

Methods

Participants

The study population included 286 in 3rd through 6th grade students from
three general education schools in Israel, of whom 165 (57.7%) were boys.
The sample consisted of 50 (17.5%) students who were identified by the school
system as having a mild to moderate learning disability (LD), and who were
fully included in the general education classrooms. It should be noted that in
Israel, most often students with severe learning disabilities are in special
classes or schools. In each of the classrooms, which included between 30 to 40
students, all students participated in the study if their parents granted them
permission. The schools included students from average socio-economic status.
Table 1 describes the distribution of the participants by disability and grade-
level. As seen in Table 1, the percentage of students with LD in each of the
grade levels ranged from 12.1% to 21.1%. This percentage is similar to the
prevalence of students with LD among the school-age population (e.g., Altarac
& Saroha, 2007; Paterson, 2007).
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Table 1
Distribution of Study Population by Learning Ability Group and Grade-Level.
Typically Achieving Learning Disability Total

Grade Level n % n % n
3rd 37 86.0 6 14.0 43
4th 84 83.2 17 16.8 101
sth 86 78.9 23 21.1 109
eth 29 87.9 4 12.1 33

N = 286

Measures

Quality of Life at School Questionnaire (QoLS; Weintraub & Bar-Haim
Erez, 2007).
The QoLS was constructed to assess elementary school students' perception of
their quality of life at school. It is based on the biopsychosocial model of
functioning (WHO, 2001) as well as on the theoretical definition of school
quality of life by Malin and Linnakyla (2001) (described in the introduction).
Following this definition, the QoLS addresses students' feeling of well-being
and satisfaction at school, taking into consideration their positive and negative
experiences in this context, their relationship with their teachers and their
satisfaction from the physical environment. The QoLS includes 36 items,
which are divided into four categories: (a) Teacher-student relationship and
school activities (12 items; e.g., "I like my teacher" or "I like the various social
activities at school"; (b) The physical environment of the school and classroom
(11 items; e.g., "My school is well kept" or "The chairs and tables are
comfortable for me"; (c) Negative feelings toward school (8 items; e.g., "I feel
lonely" or "I would like to transfer to another school"; and (d) Positive feelings
toward school (5 items; e.g., "I have friends in school" and "I am satisfied with
my grades". Each item is scored on a 4-point Likert-type scale, from 1 - 'never
true' - representing the answer that least describes the reality of the student to
4 - 'always true' - representing the answer that most describes the reality of
the student. A mean score ranging from 1 to 4 is computed for each of the
categories as well as for the total QoLS score.

Construct validity of the QoLS was established using exploratory factor
analysis. The Eigenvalue for each of the factors ranged between 2.5 - 5.8 and
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the percent of variance in QoLS explained by these factors was 50.9.
Furthermore, internal consistency analyses were carried out for each of the four
categories and for the total score. The final Cronbach's alpha levels were as
follows: Teacher-student relationship and school activities 0.91; the physical
environment 0.82; negative feelings 0.90; positive feelings 0.68. The internal
consistency of the total questionnaire scores was 0.88 (Weintraub & Bar-Haim
Erez, 2009).

Procedure

After receiving permission from the Ministry of Education and school
administrators, parental permission was requested to allow their children to
participate in the study. Teachers then received an explanation as to the
purpose of the study, and a time period for administering the questionnaires
was set. Graduate students trained in administering the questionnaires entered
each of the classrooms. They explained the purpose of the study to the students
and the fact that the questionnaires are anonymous, namely, that the students
should not write their names on the forms. This ensured that the children
would feel comfortable in stating what they feel. Students who needed help
with reading parts of the questionnaire were assisted by the graduate students.
This process was repeated in each of the classrooms.

Data analysis

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS. Significance level was set
at .05. Descriptive statistics were used to depict the study population. First we
employed MANOVA to examine gender and grade-level differences, for each
of the QoLS's categories and t-test or ANOVA for the total score. Next, we
employed MANOVA with grade level serving as a covariate (due to age
differences found) to compare the students' school QOL in each of the QoLS
categories. ANCOVA was used to compare the two groups in the total score of
the QoLS, while controlling for grade level.

Results
First, we examined gender differences in each of the QoLS categories and the
total score. No differences were found, thus, further analyses did not control
for gender. Next we examined if there was a grade-level effect on students'
perception of their QoLS. Due to the fact that we found significant differences in
each of the sub-categories and the total score (F (3,282) = 6.40 - 22.97, p = .00),
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in the subsequent analyses, we included grade-level as a covariate.
MANCOVA analysis showed that the MANOVA model was not significant.
Means, standard deviations and difference between typically achieving students
and students with LD on the four categories and total score of the QoLS are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2
Means and Standard Deviation of the QoLS Scores among Students in the Two
Groups.

Typically Learning
Achieving Disabilities
n=236 n=350
M SD M SD (p) F
Relationship and Activities! 3.16 0.60 3.06 0.67 (ns) 0.84
Physical Environment 2.96 0.52 2.88 0.54 (ns) 0.39
Negative Feelings 279 0.85 2.47 0.66 (ns) 0.89
Positive Feelings 3.32 0.49 3.26 0.45 (ns) 0.70
Total QoLS 3.06 0.39 292 0.36 (ns) 0.45

1Relationship and Activities - Teacher-students relationship and school activities

Discussion
In recent years, as part of the policy of including students with special needs in
the general education system, there has been an increase in the number of
students with learning disabilities in general education settings. The intention
of this policy is to improve the students’ academic achievement and social well
being. However, only few studies were found that examined these students'
perceptions of their quality of life in general, and specifically, how they
perceived their QOL at school. The purpose of this study was to compare the
school QOL of students with and without LD and to examine if these
differences were influenced by gender and age.

First we examined if boys and girls scored differently on the QoLS. The
results indicated no significant gender differences. These results are
commensurate with the results of many of the studies in this area (e.g., Gilman
& Huebner, 2006; Ng et al., 2005; Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009). In
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contrast, our results are different from those of Mok and Flynn (2002) as well
as Verkuyten and Thijs (2002), who found that girls perceived their quality of
school life as better, compared to boys. The difference in the results of these
studies may be explained by the fact that researchers used different
questionnaires to measures school QOL, hence operationalizing this construct
somewhat differently.

Further analysis indicated that students in the different grade-levels
perceived their QoLS significantly different. These results support the findings
of previous studies showing developmental trends in children's perception of
their QOL (e.g., Eriksson et al., 2007; Gilman & Huebner, 2006; Park, 2005;
Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009), where younger children usually perceived
their school QOL as better than their older peers. It is not quite clear why
children are less satisfied with their life or perceive their QOL as lower as they
grow older. One explanation for this phenomenon is provided by Eriksson et
al. (2007), who found that with age, both typically developing children and
children with disabilities seem to lose interest in classroom activities. Yet, QOL
in general and specifically school QOL encompasses other factors, and thus,
the relationship between age and QOL, in children with and without disabilities
should be further investigated.

The major hypothesis of our study was that students with LD will perceive
their school QOL as lower, compared to their typically achieving peers. This
hypothesis was based, among others, on the findings of Watson and Keith
(2002), who reported that students with disabilities (from kindergarten to 12th
grade) perceived their QOL at school as worse, compared to their peers.
Contrary to our hypothesis, we did not find significant differences between
students with and without LD in any of the sub-categories and the total score
of the QoLS. One of the major goals of inclusion is to enable students with
disabilities to become active and equal members of the society (Eriksson et al.,
2007; Kavale, 2002), and consequently improve their QOL. The results of this
study suggest that the students' perception of their QOL at school was not
related to their learning ability. Given the appropriate opportunity and climate,
overall students with LD in this study felt just as good as their typically
achieving peers in terms of their relationship with their teachers, their
participation in activities as well as about themselves. It appears that the
schools where the students studied managed to create an accepting social
climate that enabled the students with LD, who were included in the general
education classrooms, to participate in the various facets of school-activities
(Baker, 1999; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002).
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Our findings are somewhat encouraging given the results of previous
studies indicating that students with LD, and especially with severe LD, were
less satisfied with their social position and showed more emotional distress
(Martinez & Semrud-Clikerman, 2004; Svetaz et al., 2000). However, Martinez
and Semrud-Clikerman (2004) also found that students with mild LD did not
differ from their typically achieving peers with respect to these aspects. Since
the students in our study were younger and most had mild to moderate LD, it
appears that perhaps age and the severity of the disability may have had an
effect on students' emotional and social well-being. However, it is clear that
further studies comparing the general and school QOL of students with and
without LD are necessary.

Although this study's results support the idea of inclusion of students with
disabilities in general education settings, various limitations of the study
suggest that these results should be treated with caution. First, although the
sample size of this study was quite sufficient, it was not large enough to
examine the interaction between age (grade level) and disabilities. Thus, this
study should be replicated with a large sample of students with LD. In
addition, the children were sampled from only three schools. Second, existence
of learning disability was determined based on the list of students who were
diagnosed with LD as reported by the school's authorities. This was due to the
policy of the Ministry of Education that allowed research, and access to the
students, but not to their personal files. The level of LD in students who are
included in the regular system is mild-moderate, and that was our assumption.
The analysis of our data could have been more sensitive if we would have had
more academic and general information relating to our sample. However, as
was stated, this information is not accessible to the researchers. Based on the
biopsychosocial paradigm, and studies showing the important influence that
the environment may have on individuals' QOL and well being (e.g., Malin &
Linnakyla, 2001; Weinstein, 1979; Weintraub & Bar-Haim Erez, 2009) and
participation (Law, 2002), future studies should further explore this issue, by
sampling a greater number of schools. Such a comparison will enable to further
examine the interaction between school and disability on students' perceived
quality of life.

Implications for practice

The fact that the results of this study showed that typically achieving students
did not perceive their QOL at school as better than their peers with LD, is
encouraging. These results may suggest that when a positive school climate is
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created, having a learning disability may not be a sufficient cause for these
students to be less satisfied with their quality of life at school, compared to
their typically achieving peers. Educators and therapists, who work in
educational settings where students with disabilities are fully included in
general education settings, should take this into consideration. It is the
responsibility of the educational team to create a positive school climate which
is accepting to students in general, and specifically in relation to students with
disabilities. When such a climate exists, it appears that it is possible that
students with LD may experience their QOL as good as, or even better than
their peers. Although the results of this study are encouraging, it is clear that
studies like this, which are quantitative in nature, are not structured to examine
specific areas or individual cases. Therefore, educational teams and school-
based therapists should focus on the individual cases in their schools; specific
classes or children, and examine their perceived school quality of life.

Summary
This study examined the perception of school quality of life of elementary
school students with learning disabilities studying in general education
settings, as compared to their normally achieving peers, using a questionnaire
that was developed specifically to assess quality of life in the school setting
(QoLS). Main findings suggest that the students with learning disabilities did
not differ from their peers in their perception of quality of life at school. The
results are encouraging and may support the idea of inclusion of students with
disabilities in general education settings. However, more research is warranted in
the area of quality of life at school, for students with and without disabilities.
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