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Specific learning disorders (SLD) (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, Washington, DC, USA, 2013) are

neurodevelopmental disorders characterized by difficulties in specific academic areas such as reading, writing,

mathematics, and spelling. SLD are diagnosed in individuals with normal intelligence, no neurological and sensory deficits

and with adequate educational and socio-cultural opportunities. 
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, there has been a growing interest in students’ well-being at policy level, and this attention led research

to focus on the study of the psychological aspects related to learning processes. In this light, several studies aimed at

discovering whether and how education systems might support student’s well-being . The Program for International

Student Assessment (PISA) defines well-being as the quality of students’ life within various dimensions of well-being,

including life as a whole, self-related, school-related, and out of school well-being . Interest in high school students and

particularly 15-year-olds is significant to the PISA and it is meaningful to address how this population feels about their

experience of well-being at school. Seligman (2011) outlines a new dynamic concept of well-being, according to which the

complex nature of human flourishing is composed of several concepts and experiences correlated with each other:

positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment (PERMA). In positive psychology applied to

educational contexts, several studies focused, in particular, on engagement in school activities, which has been described

as a multidimensional construct . It involves affective or emotional components, as it refers to the young people’s

interest and joy regarding school with the presence of positive emotions . Moreover, it involves behavioural components,

which refer to attention, effort, and persistence in accordance with school expectations . Finally, it involves cognitive

aspects, referring to the strategies applied to learning activity and to self-regulated learning .

A focus on flourishing in schools is particularly important because childhood and adolescence are pivotal stages of

development, which carry implications for functioning over the life-course. Adolescence is often viewed as a critical stage

in the emergence and trajectory of mental illness , and rates of mental health problems, especially depression and

anxiety, are consistently reported as problematically high in this developmental phase .

In summary, the relationship between school climate, student engagement, and well-being is well defined in the literature

. Moreover, there is evidence that these dimensions appear to be related to each other and to literacy skills , and

a positive correlation between high-school students’ well-being and their academic achievement was observed . A

recent study  showed that students’ well-being (in particular, the perception of support from the others and the

possibility to ask help when needed) is fundamental to promote the experience of social inclusive schools’ environments,

especially for students with specific learning disorders. In Italian schools, 3.1% of students have been diagnosed with

SLD, such as dyslexia, dyscalculia, and handwriting and spelling disorders, as shown by the last report edited by the

Italian Ministry of Education . The data for secondary school show 5.3% of students with SLD compared to the total

number of students attending these schools .

Several empirical studies have suggested that SLD is frequently associated with social-emotional and behavioral

problems and can cause intense emotional suffering , such as an increased risk of developing externalizing and

internalizing problems, loneliness, and poor self−esteem , with effects on well-being.

The study by Walker and Nabuzoka (2007) compared the academic achievement and social functioning of children with

and without SLD and found that academic achievement is related to social functioning. Other studies  have shown

that early reading and writing difficulties are a risk factor for the development of both internalizing problems in the early

years of schooling and for externalizing problems in the following years, in particular in adolescence . Generally, it is

assumed that learning difficulties have profound effects on a child’s emotional life. Students who have difficulties in
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developing literacy often experience feelings of deep distrust in their own abilities, low motivation, and low self-esteem.

Additionally, they are afraid to participate in activities, because they anticipate their own failure. Accordingly, reading and

writing skills have an impact on social status recognition within the classroom group , with significant effects not

only on learning, but also on well-being and school engagement.

2. well-being experience with SLD student

A recent study , comparing students with SLD and typically developing children, found closer relationships between the

learning and emotional problems at school and internalising/externalising symptoms in the SLD primary school students;

moreover, this highlights the importance of a supportive school and family environment to improve the school well-being

and general psychological health of these children. In this vein, a study conducted with adolescents with dyslexia

highlighted that they experience low academic and social self-efficacy, low mood, and a loss of hope and motivation when

they are faced with higher scholastic tasks . These results suggest that these problematic dimensions, strictly

connected with the student’s well-being, have a cumulative effect on development, thus demonstrating that they persist

when they grow. All these dimensions appear more relevant in the adolescence period of life, in which the recognition of

the risk factors for the well-being of students is crucial. In fact, when learning difficulties meet the typical problems of

adolescents, further complications could arise.

In Italy, in 2010, a law was promulgated (L. 170/2010) to protect the educational rights of students with SLD, according to

the inclusive perspective promoted by the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health-Children and
Youth, (ICF-CY, ). In this framework, the social and physical environment plays a major role in promoting the best

functioning of a person. When people live/work/study in an environment fit for their abilities and attitudes, they can

increase self-efficacy and self-esteem and, in general, well-being. Italian students with a diagnosis of SLD can use

compensatory strategies and devices (word processors, calculators, digital dictionaries, conceptual maps) and are given

more time to complete tests. All of these support mechanisms allow them to adequately cope with the demands of school

and, in this way, students are able to obtain appropriate levels of learning, through the recognition and the opportunity to

address these difficulties that mainly happen when they are under pressure . In addition, De Boer et al. (2011) found

that teachers do not feel confident in their ability to teach students with learning disorders. Therefore, these students

encounter teachers who do not feel effective in supporting the abilities of students with learning disorders and may feel

that any type of teaching practice can be effective. Thus, in this vein, they often do not use alternative instructional

practices related to, for example, creativity or dynamism, strong points in the cognitive functioning of children with SLD

. For these students, the choice of attending secondary school is correlated with the severity of the disorder (difficulty in

reading, spelling, and mathematics), IQ, and access to extracurricular activities and appropriate study guidance .

Most of these students attend vocational schools because high schools (in humanities or scientific topics) are too

challenging for them.

Beyond the students with a certified SLD, there are many students who show learning difficulties, but have never

undertaken a diagnosis procedure; indeed, the incidence of SLD is widely underestimated . In particular, learning

disorders are poorly recognized in secondary-school students, because they have already compensated for—or are trying

to compensate for—their difficulties at this stage of schooling . For that reason, these students with difficulty in learning

but without any diagnosis cannot gain advantage from the Italian law targeting students with SLD nor from the social

recognition of their difficulties, especially by teachers. They constantly realize that their own school performance does not

conform to that of their peers and usually live under pressure throughout the school-learning experience . This

condition is associated with negative feelings, such as low self-esteem and anger, disengagement from learning activities

and school drop-out in their later school career. Indeed, learning difficulties often result in dropouts during high school and

a related loss of fulfillment of one’s social and work opportunities . This is more significant when considering those

students who are not recognized within the school environment as having a special need, but are merely stigmatized as

not being at all interested in education.

The peculiarity of the experience of secondary school students with learning difficulties (LD) without a diagnosis, in

comparison to students with SLD diagnosis, and normotypical students turns out when well-being, school engagement,

and school climate perception are assessed through self-administered questionnaries. For students with learning

difficulties (LD) all these dimensions are fully correlated with each other: school climate perception, student engagement,

and well-being are interrelated for them. In students with certified specific learning disorders (SLD) the positive well-being

experience is directly associated only with the positive emotions that students experience with respect to school activities

(affective engagement) and with students’ effort in learning (behavioral engagement). On the contrary, in typically

developing adolescents, no association was found between well-being, student engagement and school climate,

demonstrating the independence of these dimensions in adelescents, in the absence of learning difficulties or disorders.
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It is worth noting that for the SLD group, in the Italian context, well-being experience,  engagement in school activities,

and representations of school climate are as positive as those of their schoolmates. On the contrary, when struggling

students do not meet an educational context that supports them, such as the LD group in this study, negative effects on

well-being, engagement, and school-climate representation might be observed.

3. Conclusion

Reading and writing skills influence the social status of students, exerting effects not only on learning, but also on well-

being.  Experiencing numerous failures at school can leave students frustrated, generating negative expectations about

their performance and a negative impact on their subsequent efforts. Low achievement at school affects the self-image of

students with learning difficulties, when such difficulties do not meet an inclusive education due to the lack of diagnostic

evidence of SLD, and when struggling students are expected to compare themselves (in terms of personal, familiar, and

scholastic expectations) with their peers without learning difficulties.These beliefs can intensify the feelings of defeat and

frustration already detected in several studies conducted with students with specific learning disorders in different socio-

cultural contexts .
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