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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Serving vulnerable and marginalized populations in social and educational contexts




In this editorial, we offer a comprehensive overview of the themes and findings from the Research Topic, emphasizing the significance of addressing the needs of vulnerable and marginalized populations in social and educational contexts. We also explore the research included in the Research Topic, which delves into the unique challenges faced by individuals from diverse backgrounds. This interdisciplinary Research Topic provides evidence-based studies on these groups, focusing on various areas such as education, psychology, emotional wellbeing, social work, health, and welfare issues. We believe that this Research Topic of 26 published articles serves as a valuable resource for cutting-edge research and policy development for a wide range of professionals, including scholars, policymakers, psychologists, educators, sociologists, advocates, and practitioners. We are especially proud that the research and policy articles span diverse cultural, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds in both developing and developed countries.


Educational accommodations and inclusion

The first theme explored in this Research Topic revolved around educational accommodations and the pursuit of inclusion, as students with disabilities often encounter numerous hurdles in accessing quality education (Shuayb, 2020). A study by Lovett delved into two equity-related concerns regarding educational accommodations, underscoring the necessity of inclusive practices within educational institutions. It was evident that creating inclusive environments required proactive measures to ensure equitable access to educational resources. Another study by Madaus et al. explored the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent academic year, revealing significant challenges related to accessibility, instruction, and mental health support. In a study by Gelbar et al., the perceptions of accessibility service providers regarding college students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) were explored, highlighting the critical role of self-advocacy, independent decision-making, self-regulation, and coping strategies in facilitating the success of college students with ASD. These skills empowered students to navigate the academic environment effectively and advocate for their needs. Additionally, a study by Mohamed and Elhoweris focused on preschool teachers' perceptions of gifted learners in Abu Dhabi, emphasizing the need for educational systems to invest in resources and professional development to cater to the diverse learning needs of all students, including those with exceptional abilities. In summary, these studies collectively underscored the pressing need for equitable educational accommodations and support services. They also highlighted the persistence of accessibility challenges, the importance of skill development for students with disabilities, and the significance of early identification and support for gifted learners.



Impact of COVID-19 on vulnerable populations

The global COVID-19 pandemic had far-reaching consequences, disproportionately affecting vulnerable and marginalized populations (Kantamneni, 2020). In a study conducted by Goodrich et al., the impact of the pandemic on elementary school teachers' practices and perceptions was examined across two critical semesters. The study highlighted the challenges faced by teachers as they adapted to rapidly changing circumstances. In another study, Mitwalli et al. investigated the double burden of COVID-19 and Israeli military rule on persons with disabilities in the West Bank of the occupied Palestinian territory. Their findings illuminated the importance of understanding the unique challenges faced by these populations during times of crisis. A separate study, conducted by Shuayb and Doueiry, focused on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education and healthcare services of persons with disabilities in Lebanon. In this study, the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic were found to bring new challenges to the lives of persons with disabilities. The study identified five overarching themes that hindered persons with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic, including accessing education and healthcare, both at the policy and decision levels and in academic and healthcare services.



Gifted education and talent development

Equity in education also extends to gifted and high-potential students and their talent development (Al-Hroub, 2023; Jouni and Al-Hroub, 2023). A study conducted by Smedsrud et al. explored the experiences of mathematically gifted students. The study underscored the significance of recognizing and nurturing the talents of gifted individuals, regardless of their backgrounds. Furthermore, another study by Chagas-Ferreira et al. delved into the development of talent among the Sinti and Calon Romani populations, providing insights into the importance of recognizing and supporting giftedness within marginalized communities. “The School Handbook for Dual and Multiple Exceptionality,” authored by Yates and Boddison in 2020 and reviewed by Batrouni and Al-Hroub, was the subject of this book review. This book review highlighted the significance of the book's themes and chapters in advancing our understanding and approach to addressing dual and multiple exceptionalities in educational settings. This set of articles underscored the profound and disproportionate impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic on vulnerable and marginalized populations, including elementary school teachers, persons with disabilities in the West Bank, and individuals with disabilities in Lebanon. These findings emphasized the urgent need for comprehensive support and policy measures to address the challenges faced by these populations during times of crisis, as well as a focus on strengths as well as deficits (Reis et al., 2022).



Refugees and marginalized populations

The impact of conflict and displacement on vulnerable populations, particularly children and adolescents, cannot be understated (Al-Hroub et al., 2020). A systematic review of empirical evidence on art therapy with traumatized refugee children and youth, completed by Annous et al., underscored the potential of art therapy as a means of healing and recovery for those who had experienced trauma. Additionally, a study by Khamis explored the role of neuroticism as a mediator and moderator between war atrocities and psychopathology in Syrian refugee children and adolescents. Recognizing the role of individual differences in coping with trauma could inform tailored interventions and support systems for these young survivors. Alkhateeb et al. systematic review study highlighted the often-overlooked challenges faced by parents of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in Arab countries. Understanding the unique stressors and support needs of these families was essential for promoting the wellbeing of both children with ASD and their caregivers. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education worldwide, but a study by Brigandi et al. provided a biological systems theory approach to understanding the challenges faced by educators during this crisis. Recognizing the complexities of teaching in a pandemic could inform more effective strategies for remote and hybrid learning, especially for marginalized students. Xiong and Xu shed light on the experiences of Chinese migrant children and their struggles with relative deprivation and loneliness. Their research underscored the importance of addressing the social and emotional wellbeing of marginalized children who faced unique challenges related to migration. The resilience of Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp, Lebanon, was explored in Al Beainy and El Hassan's study. Their research highlighted the coping strategies employed by this marginalized population and their potential for personal growth even in the face of adversity. These studies collectively remind us of the pressing need for compassion, support, and research that amplifies the voices and experiences of marginalized populations, including refugees.



Transition and mobility in education

Another critical theme explored in this Research Topic was the impact of transition and mobility on educational outcomes. For example, Stamp et al. highlighted the importance of considering seasonal and developmental timing in school mobility and high school dropout rates. The study emphasized the need for comprehensive strategies to support mobile students during critical transitions in their educational journeys. In another study, Ching et al. examined the transition experiences of community college transfer students within an Asian educational context. Their findings shed light on the challenges and opportunities faced by these students as they navigated the “2 + 2” pathway. These studies underscored the significance of timing and support for mobile students during critical transitions, offering insights into the challenges and opportunities they encounter along their educational journeys.



Social and psychological factors in education

Education is not solely about curriculum; it is also profoundly influenced by social and psychological factors, and Taylor and Zaghi explored the interplay of ADHD characteristics and executive functioning with the GPA and divergent thinking of engineering students. This study underscored the importance of considering individual differences in educational contexts and providing appropriate support. Cody et al. investigated teachers' beliefs about giftedness, with a focus on twice exceptional and culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse populations. This study highlighted the need for culturally sensitive and inclusive approaches to identifying and nurturing gifted students, challenging stereotypes, and recognizing potential in all corners of society. Antoun's study took place in Lebanon, where she explored the framing of education for gifted Lebanese and gifted refugee students. The research provided a critical perspective on the challenges faced by these exceptional students and the importance of fostering their potential in a context marked by adversity and displacement. Jaber and Al-Hroub's qualitative study delved into school counselors' perceptions of virtual counseling in Lebanon. Their findings shed light on the evolving landscape of mental health support in education, particularly in times when virtual platforms play a vital role. Finally, environmental education emerged as a crucial component of responsible citizenship. A study conducted by GAO and Jiang focused on the development and validation of China's Environmental Citizenship Questionnaire among junior high school students. This study highlighted the importance of nurturing environmental awareness and responsibility among future generations. These studies within this thematic area provided educators, policymakers, and researchers with essential insights to navigate the intricate web of social, psychological, and environmental factors that shaped the educational experiences of students in diverse contexts.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the research presented in this Research Topic underscores the critical importance of serving vulnerable and marginalized populations in social and educational contexts. These populations face unique challenges, and addressing their needs requires a concerted effort from educators, institutions, and policymakers. As we navigate the ever-changing landscape of education, it is imperative that we continue to advocate for equitable and inclusive practices that empower all individuals to reach their full potential. The studies in this Research Topic provide valuable insights and serve as a catalyst for continued research, policy development, and advocacy in support of vulnerable and marginalized populations in education. It is our collective responsibility to ensure that no one is left behind in the pursuit of knowledge and opportunity.
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Educational accommodations are frequently given to students with disabilities. For instance, students might be given a copy of class notes or provided additional time to complete a test. One purpose of accommodations is to improve educational equity, putting all students on equal footing. However, research on current accommodations practices raises two distinct equity-related concerns. First, students from privileged backgrounds are more likely to receive certain accommodations even without adequate evidence of need; this can provide an unfair boost in performance and widen gaps among students. Second, when students from less privileged backgrounds are given accommodations, the incentive for schools to provide academic remediation, compensatory strategies, and coping skills is lessened, leaving these students in a worse position when accommodations are not available outside of educational settings. Implications for practice are discussed.
Keywords: educational accommodations, students with disabilities, educational equity, disability accommodations, assessment
INTRODUCTION
Educational accommodations are alterations made to the delivery of instruction or testing, while keeping the essential content the same (Lovett and Lewandowski, 2015).1 Such accommodations are frequently provided to students who have been diagnosed with disabilities. For instance, a student with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) might be permitted to take tests in a separate location, due to concerns that the student is unusually prone to distraction, and that their performance would be unduly affected by taking the test in a typical classroom full of ambient noises. Similarly, the student might be given preferential seating during instruction, always being seated close to the teacher, to help the student focus on the teacher and not be distracted by peers. These accommodations would not change the content of the test or curriculum, just their delivery.
Accommodations can be distinguished from interventions, in that accommodations are designed to adjust the task requirements for a student in some way, without directly altering the student’s skill levels. In contrast, interventions attempt to change the student’s skill levels, so that the student can participate in a school’s instruction and assessment practices in their typical delivery formats.
In the United States, it appears that accommodations are the most common response to disability diagnoses in school settings. Recent research finds that the vast majority of students with disabilities receive accommodations, and it appears that accommodations are more frequently recommended and implemented than evidence-based interventions are. Kern et al. (2019) inspected the special education plans (IEP documents) of 222 students in secondary school, most of whom had diagnoses of a learning disability, an emotional/behavioral disorder, or a health impairment. Collectively, the IEP documents listed 1,840 accommodations for these students. The most common accommodations were extended time to complete tests and assignments, and having tests read aloud and in a small group setting. Burns et al. (2020) reviewed school psychologists’ evaluation reports for 130 students, to determine what services these professionals recommended. Burns et al. (2020) found that the three most common recommendations made were for accommodations: extended time, breaking tasks into smaller units, and preferential seating. Recommendations for interventions were substantially rarer. Finally, Hustus et al. (2020) reviewed special education and disability accommodation plans for 183 secondary school students with ADHD, and also found that accommodations were among the most common services provided. Specifically, these investigators expressed concern that many students with behavior problems (a common issue in ADHD) were not given special education goals related to improving behavior, as accommodations were apparently viewed as more acceptable.
Given that accommodations are so prevalent, and that school professionals seem to naturally respond to disability identification by proposing accommodations, it is important to explore whether they are serving their intended purposes. The present paper focuses on one such purpose: equity of educational opportunity.
ACCOMMODATIONS AND EDUCATIONAL EQUITY
“Educational equity” does not have a single consensus definition, but it generally includes concepts such as fairness in educational opportunities across students from different backgrounds (for a classic statement, see Gordon, 1976). A goal of equity has long been applied to special education efforts as well (McLaughlin, 2010). Historically, students with disabilities were often either a) denied educational opportunities entirely, b) provided with grossly substandard opportunities due to inappropriately low expectations for their potential, or c) placed in standard educational settings without the supports needed for meaningful participation in those settings. It is the latter problem that is most relevant to accommodations, since accommodations are supports meant to help “level the playing field” (Byrnes, 2008), allowing students with disabilities to participate fairly alongside their nondisabled peers. Used well, accommodations promote educational equity, by allowing students to access educational opportunities. For instance, a blind student cannot meaningfully participate in a chemistry test administered in a standard paper-and-pencil format. The student’s score on a such a test would be a reflection of their visual acuity rather than their knowledge of chemistry. With an accommodation, such as reading the test items aloud and recording the student’s oral responses, meaningful participation in the testing process can be achieved. The logic of accommodations is easiest to understand in relation to sensory and physical disabilities, but they can be just as relevant to other disability conditions. For instance, a child with a severe reading disability (and who is unable to decode many words correctly) may also need read-aloud accommodations on some tests.
To be clear, equity of educational opportunity does not guarantee equal outcomes, and even with accommodations, students with disabilities often underperform relative to their nondisabled peers. Accommodations are designed to allow for access to educational opportunities, not necessarily success in a particular educational endeavor. These goals can become conflated because accommodations often do raise the performance of students with disabilities (Sireci et al., 2005), and thus reduce the gap in outcomes between these students and nondisabled peers. However, the two goals are logically distinct, and have very different implications for equity-based accommodations practices. Pressure for improvement in superficial indicators of performance (e.g., scores on tests) can lead students to receive inappropriate accommodations. This presents in two forms: more privileged students seeking further performance gains, and less privileged students receiving accommodations instead of needed interventions. Both phenomena work against genuine equity of educational opportunity.
SOCIAL ADVANTAGE AND ACCOMMODATION AVAILABILITY
Educational accommodations provide a benefit to those who receive them, and like any benefit, the distribution of accommodations should be fair. Students should receive accommodations just because those accommodations are needed for access to educational programming. The chances of obtaining accommodations should not be due to irrelevant factors, such as demographic features (e.g., gender and ethnicity) that often raise concerns about potential discrimination.
Unfortunately, the available research suggests that demographic factors do play a causal role in determining whether a student will receive accommodations. Specifically, students with higher socioeconomic status (which does vary by ethnicity) are more likely than their peers to receive accommodations. In the United States, this has been investigated via the analysis of “Section 504 plans”—educational accommodation plans that students receive, typically for relatively mild disorders and disabilities where comprehensive special education is not needed, only accommodations. In 2019, two sets of investigative reporters at the New York Times and Wall Street Journal performed independent analyses of the prevalence of Section 504 plans in many high schools, where each school was coded by income level (Belkin et al., 2019; Goldstein and Patel, 2019). Both investigations found large differences in 504 plan prevalence by income level. For instance, the New York Times found students in the wealthiest 20% of schools were almost twice as likely as students in the poorest 20% of schools to have 504 plans. Students in the wealthiest 1% of schools were almost four times as likely to have 504 plans as were students in the poorest 1% of schools. Although accommodations are expected to specifically address disability-related deficits, and therefore differentially raise performance of student with disabilities, some studies have found that accommodations boost performance in students with and without disabilities (for reviews of relevant studies, see Royer and Randall, 2012; Sireci et al., 2005), and since wealth is already a predictor of educational outcomes, differential provision of accommodations to the wealthy contributes to widening gaps in performance.
Some may wonder if the richer schools are truly overproviding accommodations, or whether they are simply providing what all schools should. The latter possibility is unlikely; the Wall Street Journal investigation report described specific wealthy schools with implausible rates of disability identification, including one (Newton North High school, in a suburb of Boston) where one-third of the students received 504 plans. Such rates of disability are improbable on their face—indeed, taken literally, they would suggest a public health crisis. Nationally, only about 1% of students have solely 504 plans (Zirkel and Weathers, 2014), and 14% have IEPs (Institute of Education Sciences, 2021). It is even odder that such high rates of disability would be present in a wealthy district, since poverty leads to higher rates of genuine disabilities through a variety of mechanisms (e.g., poor prenatal care, inadequate housing, less linguistic and cognitive stimulation, etc.; Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).
How does wealth lead to implausible rates of disability identification and (therefore) inappropriate accommodations? First, sociological research has found that wealthier parents are more involved in their children’s education and more likely to request accommodations (e.g., Calarco, 2018). Second, wealthier parents are better able to afford independent disability evaluations from private-practice and hospital-based diagnosticians, who have a significant financial incentive (i.e., direct payment by the parents) to make diagnoses and accommodations recommendations that the customers are seeking (Roberts, 2012). (To be clear, public school districts must provide free disability evaluations by parental request, but school district employees lack a direct financial incentive to recommend desired accommodations, especially when children are doing well in school). Finally, students from privileged families are more likely to be under intense pressure from parents and schools to achieve at extremely high levels (Luthar et al., 2020), leading to a search for any supports (e.g., subject-area tutors, executive function coaches, and educational accommodations) to make that achievement possible. These students are apt to feel in competition with peers in the same high-achieving environment, rather than judging themselves against expectations for the general population or criterion-referenced standards such as skill mastery. Therefore, accommodations become a critical tool in outperforming peers, and as the frequency of accommodations in wealthy settings rises, any students without accommodations are indeed at a disadvantage in relative terms.
If accommodations only had effects on students with relevant disabilities, this would not be especially problematic. However, accommodations often boost the performance and assuage the anxiety of students both with and without disabilities. The most common accommodation—extended time on tests—has repeatedly been found to raise the performance of students regardless of disability status (Cahan et al., 2016). More generally, accommodations tend to make all students feel more comfortable when taking a test (Lovett and Leja, 2013)—another key reason why they are sought.
When accommodations are provided to more privileged students who do not actually need them, the accommodations function as an unfair advantage that increases inequities in both educational access and performance outcomes. An extreme “natural experiment” of sorts illustrating this phenomenon came to light in 2019, when it was revealed that a group of wealthy parents had asked their children to feign disabilities to get accommodations on college admissions tests (for analysis, see Lovett, 2020). While an unusual event in and of itself, the 2019 college admissions scandal relied on the very same processes operating to provide accommodations to relatively privileged students every day.
ACCOMMODATIONS VS. INTERVENTIONS FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS
When seeing the unequal rates of accommodations provided across socioeconomic classes, it may be tempting to simply provide more accommodations to less privileged students. Certainly, many students in this population need and fully deserve accommodations to access their educational programs. However, even here, accommodations are often used too readily, and with different but still quite problematic effects on educational equity.
This issue is raised well by a recent study, the first and only randomized controlled trial comparing accommodations to interventions, for students aged 11–15 with ADHD (Harrison et al., 2020). Students in the accommodation group were given organizational support (an assistant would organize their assignments for them in their binder), a copy of class notes, and 50% additional time to complete assignments. Students in the intervention condition were instead given training in how to organize their own assignments (i.e., instruction and practice with feedback), instruction in how to take class notes, and a computerized intervention to train sustained attention skills. Student performance and behavior were compared between the two groups a) at baseline, b) after a period of the interventions or accommodations, and c) at a later follow-up after the interventions or accommodations had been withdrawn. At the end of the treatment, the students in the intervention group outperformed those in the accommodation group (e.g., took better class notes, were more engaged in class, completed more assignments correctly), and these differences remained at follow-up, sometimes becoming even greater in magnitude. The accommodations not only failed to teach skills, but actually seemed to reduce motivation to acquire skills; for instance, if a student received a copy of the teacher’s class notes, what was the incentive for them to take good notes themselves? The corollary effect of all this on equity is evident; as students (with ADHD) who are more impaired than their peers receive inappropriate accommodations, their skills do not develop, while their classmates’ skills do, and the skill gaps grow as the classmates receive more experience practicing their skills whereas the students with ADHD fall farther and farther behind. For a time, accommodations may artificially prop up the performance of the students with ADHD, but at some point (even if not until exiting the educational system), accommodations are withdrawn, and the students are left without skills that their schools could have been developing. In youth from disadvantaged backgrounds, such skills are all the more critical for success in life, as these youth lack other privileges.
A similar problem happens when accommodations are given for emotional disorders, particularly anxiety. Qualitative research suggests that student anxiety is a common basis for accommodation decisions by school staff (Rickey, 2005), but a large literature in the field of child clinical psychology has found that accommodating anxiety tends to make it worse over the long term (for review, see Kagan et al., 2017). Admittedly, most studies have examined accommodations made by family members—for instance, not visiting relatives who own a dog because the child has a fear of dogs. However, the same principles apply to school-based accommodations, with anxiety disorder experts warning that accommodations help students to avoid situations that they must learn to cope with. In one survey study (Conroy et al., 2020), experts expressed particular concern about reducing grading standards, allowing additional time, and waiving class participation requirements in response to anxiety. Again, the goal of school staff should be to teach coping skills, and school mental health staff (school psychologists, school counselors) can offer evidence-based interventions to reduce anxiety. Such interventions typically contain, as the central active ingredient, exposure to the feared situation (Whiteside et al., 2020). Students from privileged backgrounds may be able to afford (literally) to continue avoiding anxiety-provoking situations, but disadvantaged students cannot, and school is a place where they can receive skills to handle such situations, rather than receiving support for their avoidance.
The cases of ADHD and anxiety illustrate how providing accommodations along with interventions is sometimes untenable, since the accommodations take away any motivation to participate in the difficult work of the interventions. Indeed, in the case of anxiety, accommodation has been found to work against intervention effects when the two are present together (for a vivid clinical example, see Rudy et al., 2015). This does not mean that accommodations are never appropriate; of course, they can be critical parts of an educational program. However, interventions should generally be attempted first. This approach is in keeping with modern Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) approaches to special education delivery, where students are provided increasingly intensive interventions and only considered for formal disability classification and services such as accommodations after multiple interventions fail (Jimerson et al., 2016). Of course, where appropriate, students can be provided with IEPs, and the objectives on the IEPs can be attained using evidence-based interventions. The problem occurs when IEPs are used to provide inappropriate accommodations, essentially giving up trying to help students increase academic skill levels and other age-appropriate competencies.
The incentives to provide inappropriate accommodations to privileged youth were easy enough to see; in contrast, the incentives in settings for disadvantaged youth often relate to the stress of school staff working in high-need areas, where taking on additional intervention cases is far more difficult and time-consuming than simply providing accommodations that—for the time being—“solve” the problem. Indeed, Conroy et al. (2020) found that school staff who reported higher levels of emotional exhaustion were more likely to use accommodations that simply allowed students with anxiety to avoid dealing with whatever they were afraid of. We should sympathize with overworked and undertrained individual school staff members, while nonetheless realizing that school systems abrogate their legal and ethical responsibility to disadvantaged youth by providing superficial accommodations rather than addressing skill deficits. These youth then go into education or employment settings where even if they receive some type of disability supports, they still lack adequate academic skills to lead to likely success (Sparks and Lovett, 2013).
DISCUSSION
Educational accommodations are one tool for allowing students with disabilities to participate in educational programs meaningfully. Certainly, for many youth with disabilities, these kinds of adjustments are appropriate, and when they allow access to instruction, accommodations lead to skill development, which in turn helps to lessen gaps between students with and without disabilities. In short, used well, accommodations are a tool for educational equity. Unfortunately, accommodations are often misused. As I have discussed, some of the misuses actually actively impede educational equity goals, either by giving privileged students unfair advantages or by denying disadvantaged students needed training in academic, organizational, and coping/emotional skills.
The solution to this problem is not to give in to wholesale skepticism about accommodations (e.g., Lerner, 2004). Instead, accommodation decisions must be made carefully, based on individualized data about the student and the educational program in question. In a seminal treatment of the issue, Phillips (1994) suggested several questions to be asked when making accommodation decisions. Two of those questions are particularly pertinent to the present paper: 1) Would the accommodation benefit nondisabled students as well? 2) Can the student with a disability adapt to standard conditions? When the answer to the first question is “yes,” we should explore whether the accommodation is just an unfair performance booster, and when the answer to the second question is “yes,” we should try to implement an intervention rather than an accommodation. Considerations like these, as part of a structured decision-making approach, can lead to accommodations that serve their intended purposes, including addressing inequities in educational opportunities.
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FOOTNOTES
1Some sources distinguish between accommodations and modifications; however, this distinction is not always made in consistent ways, and the same alteration might be considered an accommodation in one situation and a modification in another (Lovett and Lewandowski, 2015). Therefore, I use the term accommodations throughout.
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The purpose of this research was to examine the utility of psychometric and dynamic assessment for the identification of a twice-exceptional (2E) group of students who showed both mathematical high abilities and specific learning disabilities. Of a population of 800 students, 30 (14 boys and 16 girls) ages 10 to 12 years were selected and identified as twice-exceptional at three public elementary schools in Amman, the capital of Jordan. A combination of three psychometric tests and one dynamic math assessment tool was used to recognize the cognitive and perceptual characteristics strengths and difficulties among students. Both psychometric and dynamic assessment models were found important and complementary to one another for the identification of cognitive and perceptual characteristics of twice-exceptional children. The findings were reported and discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last thirty years, increasing attention has been given to the demanding question of “twice-exceptional” – 2E and mainly those who are highly able and show specific learning disabilities – LDs (Al-Hroub, 2014; Montgomery, 2015; Al-Hroub, 2020). According to Baum et al. (2017), Baum (2004), those 2E/gifted with LDs fall into at least three subgroups: (1) gifted with hidden LDs, (2) students with LDs with hidden giftedness, and (3) students with both hidden giftedness and LDs. In the last decade, Al-Hroub’s (2010a), Al-Hroub (2013) research study showed that there are two additional subgroups of 2E: (1) learners whose giftedness and LDs are both known to their teachers and parents and (2) students who are misdiagnosed with other disorders. According to Al-Hroub (2013), the latter subgroup was to be found the most at-risk because most of them are found to receive inappropriate educational services. Despite this body of research, recent studies revealed that teachers in schools are relatively poorly equipped to identify 2Es (Al-Hroub, 2007; Al-Hroub and Krayem, 2018; El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018).

Some theorists have argued about the lack of a universally accepted definition of mathematical talent (Al-Hroub, 1999; El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018). Sowell et al. (1990) argued that mathematically gifted learners are those who are precociously very able in solving mathematical problems that are typically not accomplished by students of their chronological age. Such gifted students engage in qualitatively different mathematical thinking processes than those of their classmates. Both Krutetskii (1976) and Benbow and Minor (1986) emphasized the fundamental meaning of mathematical reasoning as against the skillful use of algorithms, in differentiating mathematically gifted from non-gifted learners. Krutetskii (1976) identified two fundamental characteristic abilities present in mathematically gifted learners: (1) high levels of commitment to tasks/work and (2) high levels of originality and flexibility in solving problems. Similarly, Renzulli’s (1977) three-ring conception of giftedness identified task commitment and creativity as two fundamental elements of the cluster traits. Successively, Ball (1993) replicated Renzulli’s conception to characterize mathematically gifted learners “as those who have: (1) above-average ability; (2) creativity in math, which is the ability to respond with flexibility and creativity to a mathematical problem; and (3) task commitment in their pursuit of a solution to a mathematical problem” (Al-Hroub, 2011, p. 25).

The issue of educational and psychological assessment is essential because it determines the methods, tools, and teaching practices that will be used with learners. Special education teachers and educational psychologists who develop individual educational plans try to use the psychological assessment findings to inform the next steps of the child’s learning. Conventionally, several researchers (e.g., Al-Hroub, 2012; Kaufman et al., 2016; Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2019) have been concerned with psychometric scales, such as cognitive, perceptual skills, and achievement tests. These scales have suffered from biases and rigid administration procedures, such as using timed tests and testing under stringent conditions (Al-Hroub, 2011). Psychometric tests have received further criticism for being unfair to vulnerable and marginalized and those with exceptionalities and 2E. Further criticism could be related to the use of general intelligence and achievement scales that lead to misdiagnosis and inaccurate labeling (Lauchlan, 2001; Lauchlan and Elliott, 2001; Shehab and Al-Hroub, 2019).

Several researchers (e.g., Sternberg and Grigorenko, 2002; Swanson and Howard, 2005; Moore-Brown et al., 2006; Haywood and Lidz, 2007; Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2008; Al-Hroub, 2009) have suggested using the concept of dynamic assessment (DA) to assessing the potential of learners with LDs and those with high intellectual abilities. This movement toward DA was partly initiated by the Russian psychologist Vygotsky on the Zone of Proximal/Potential Development (Vygotsky, 2012). The approach is that with expert guidance (mediation) and specific delivery (scaffolding), children will be exposed to a rich environment for development in exploring new tasks, knowledge, and ideas. Rutland and Campbell (1995) argued that using DA methods is essential for identifying the untapped potential of learners with LDs since general IQ tests may underestimate the high potential of those learners. This is mainly because DA methods focus on learning processes, whereas static psychometric assessments are more interested in learned products (Haywood and Lidz, 2007).

Vygotsky’s developmental conceptions of “plus- and minus-giftedness” have led to the Dynamic Theory of Giftedness (Vygotsky, 1983). This conception uses the dynamic model that either giftedness or deficits are possible products when a learner is faced with development challenges. Therefore, the DA approach may provide a means for assessing deficits as well as high abilities. Bolig and Day (1993) explained that DA is a useful method in identifying gifted students because it can detect the individual differences in learning, provides evidence that helps determine the methods to teach exceptional learners, and tailor teaching to the learner’s preferred learning styles and distinctive personality.

In contrast, Murphy (2011), Sternberg and Grigorenko (2002), and Beckmann (2006, 2014) presented some problematic issues with the use of DA: (1) it preserves the misguided perception that DA is useful only for sub-performing populations, such as 2E learners; (2) can only be utilized for underachieving populations which have not been allowed to explore their full potential; (3) the time taken to administer clinical versions of DA are not used within school settings; (4) the proof of higher validity of DA, compared with psychometric assessment, is inadequate; and (5) the need to extensively and comprehensively train moderators and teachers within a DA set-up is cost and time-demanding.

Several specific challenges are related to assessing learning disabilities for Jordanian students in Arabic. First, Arabic is often considered a diglossic language. In teaching Arabic literacy, there is a marked differentiation between two related varieties: (1) Fusha – classical Arabic or modern standard Arabic (used for “high” functions) and (2) Ammiya – colloquial Arabic or Arabic dialects (used for “low” functions). However, Arabic diglossia seems to be a major cause of low learning achievement and hinders children’s Arabic-reading acquisition, especially in the early years (Ayari, 1996; Saiegh-Haddad and Henkin-Roitfarb, 2014). Abu-Rabia (2001) stressed that when first-grade students are introduced to literary Arabic, invariably, they find it almost a new language for reading, writing, and even speaking. Although several researchers (e.g., Ayari, 1996; Holes, 2004) claimed that children in Arab countries are not exposed to Fusha until they enter formal schooling, children in Jordan do have some Fusha exposure before entering the school through social media, television programs, and literacy events. Yet, this exposure might be relatively inadequate, depending on the child’s context (Dakwar, 2005). Second, Arabic is known as a highly homographic language (i.e., words look very similar but carry dissimilar meanings; Abu-Rabia, 2000). Third, Arabic letters require more visual attention to their discrimination than do English letters. For example, some letters have three different forms for the initial, middle, and end position in the word (Abu-Rabia, 2000; Yassin et al., 2020).

The purpose of this research study was to examine the utility of psychometric and dynamic assessment (DA) for identifying cognitive and perceptual characteristics of 2E children exhibiting mathematical giftedness and specific learning disabilities (MG/LDs) in Jordan. The specific questions guiding this study were as follow: (1) What are the cognitive characteristic patterns that MG/LD students tend to exhibit on the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-III-Jordan)?, (2) to what extent does use of DA address the high mathematical abilities in learners experiencing specific learning disabilities?, (3) what are the specific visual and auditory perceptual skills of these MG/LD students?, and (4) what patterns of specific learning disabilities are displayed by MG/LDs students?



METHOD AND INSTRUMENTS


Sample

As multiple case studies, a team of two educational psychologists identified 30 Jordanian students (16 girls, 14 boys), aged 10 years to 11 years and 11 months, at three large public elementary schools in Amman, and the capital of Jordan. The children were chosen from fifth and sixth-grade levels to avoid earlier years when it became difficult to differentiate between learning disabilities and learning problems since students are still exposed to basic literacy skills. Students were nominated from a population of 800 fifth and sixth graders in the three schools (99 students in school 1,205 students in school 2, and 496 students in school 3). In the process of identification, 52 students were nominated by their regular classroom teachers then evaluated by two educational psychologists. Of 52 students, 22 showed learning disabilities but with average intellectual ability. Thus, we referred to this as the “Average IQ/LD” group.



Procedures and Assessment Identification Approaches

Several assessment scales and subscales were administered, by which some were used to identify students’ mathematical giftedness (MG), whereas others were used to identify their specific learning disabilities (LD). The assessments that were used to identify the students were carried out by two certified educational psychologists, who used differentiated assessment for the identifications of student’s potential and deficits. They used IQ tests and DA for measuring high intellectual and mathematical abilities, whereas perceptual skills and literacy tests measure deficits in reading, writing, or spelling. Both psychologists are licensed to administer psychometric tests. The first psychologist administered the WISC-III-Jordan and dynamic math tests, whereas the second psychologist administered the perceptual skills tests and the diagnostic scale of Arabic Language Basic Skills. Most of the assessments were carried out in the counselors’ or learning resource rooms. The author used DA for the identification of high mathematical potential for the following reasons: (1) All nominated students (n = 52) were largely recognized by their Arabic and math teachers as having LDs rather than high mathematical potential, (2) a combination of psychometric (e.g., WISC-III-Jordan) and DA is essential for identifying the tapped and untapped learning potential of those nominated students, and (3) it was essential to avoid over-testing the nominated students in their areas of weaknesses, given that two psychometric tests were used to identify their LDs.

The study has adhered to the American Psychology Association’s ethical standards. Permissions were obtained from IRB and the Ministry of Education to conduct the study in the selected schools.


The Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children

The researcher used the third version because it is the last version that was adapted and used in Jordan. As with all other WISC versions, the WISC-III-Jordan (1996) is an individually administered clinical instrument. It was used to assess the intellectual functioning of the children ages range between 6 years and 16 years 11 months, which fits the age group of the study participants. The scale consists of 13 subtests (10 standards and 3 supplementary) and three scales (verbal, performance, and full-IQ). To qualify for intellectually gifted status, examinees generally have to score at least 130 on the WISC (Montgomery, 2015). However, several psychologists suggested dropping the cutoff score by 10 points for 2E learners due to their specific difficulties (Silverman, 1989; Al-Hroub, 2013). In the present study, we will consider 120 as the cutoff score to qualify for the intellectual giftedness status.

The reliability was examined by the test–retest method for all of the subscales and showed high-reliability coefficients of 0.95, 0.94, and 0.96, respectively, across all ages groups. Reliability was also measured by inter-rater/scorer agreement. Verbal, Performance, and Full-Scales IQs have average reliability coefficients of 0.94, 0.88, and 0.95, respectively, across all ages (Wechsler, 1996).

This scale was administered to answer the question, “What are the cognitive characteristic patterns that MG/LD students tend to exhibit on the WISC-III-Jordan?”



Dynamic Math Assessment

A test-intervention-test method was employed to determine students’ high potential in math. Two equivalent pre- and post-tests were developed by the researchers. The tests were derived and developed from items taken from the Diagnostic Scale of Mathematical Basic Skills (Waqfi, 1997). This diagnostic scale is used in Jordanian schools to identify the high mathematical potential of elementary and middle school students. The DA tests covered seven mathematical areas (calculation operations, decimals, rounding up, geometry, algebra, and written problem-solving). Before administrating the tests, pilot test sessions were administered with 8 mathematically gifted students (4 boys/4 girls; 4 fifth/4 sixth graders). Those students were selected by their schools based on their high cumulative math performance. The pilot test sessions were crucial to allow revising and modifying the questions, ensuring the difficulty level, and ensuring the time required for responding to the questions (average 45 min). Yet, the DA tests administration was not restricted by time to allow identifying high mathematical potential in students who usually take their time in responding to questions.

The tests administration consisted of three phases. In phase one, the researcher administered the developed pre-test. In phase two, the researcher delivered particular teaching related to the nature of the questions and math areas in the pre-test. Three teaching sessions were delivered, 45 min each. In phase three, the post-teaching stage, another developed test was administered to assess the same math areas. The psychologist/researcher who conducted the assessment was blind to the study. They read all questions to students. This DA method was administered to answer the question, “To what extent does the use of DA address the high mathematical abilities in learners experiencing specific learning disabilities?”



The Group of Perceptual Skills Tests

The tests provide “a profile of the strengths and weaknesses that are often associated with specific learning disabilities of children aged from 6 years 7 months to 16 years 6 months.” (Waqfi and Kilani, 1998). The Perceptual Tests take around 45 min overall to administer, which is within the attention span of most children in this age group. The Perceptual Skills Tests battery includes seven diagnostic subtests covering the range of skills that are known to be affected in dyslexia and the profile of disabilities that can be used to interpret the causes of attainment difficulties; these subtests are as follows: (1) Auditory Discrimination Test, (2) Auditory Analysis Skills Test, (3) Word Span Test, (4) Digit Span Test, (5) Visual-Motor Sequence Test, (6) Visual-Motor Integration, and (7) Visual Analysis Skills Test (Waqfi and Kilani, 1998). However, the seven perceptual subtests were categorized into six major perceptual areas (Waqfi and Kilani, 1998), as follows: (1) Auditory Perceptual Skills, which consists of four subtests: (a) Auditory Discrimination, (b) Auditory Analysis Skills, (c) Auditory Word Span, and (d) Auditory Digit Span; (2) Auditory Discrimination and Analysis Skills, which consists of two subtests: (a) Auditory Discrimination and (b) Auditory Analysis; (3) Auditory Short-Term Memory, which consists of two subtests: (a) Auditory Word Span and (b) Auditory Digit Span; (4) Visual Perceptual Skills, which consists of three subtests: (a) Coding, (b) Visual-Motor Integration, and (c) Visual Analysis Skills; (5) Visual Integration and Analysis Skills, which consists of two subtests: (a) Visual Motor-Integration and (b) Visual Analysis Skills; and (6) Visual Short-Term Memory, which includes of the Coding subtest. Construct validity was assessed by administering the seven subtests to a group of 270 children previously diagnosed as dyslexic. The authors presented evidence of validity based on the internal structure between subtests across all age groups. All subtests were found to significantly correlate with one another, as would be expected considering that they all presumably measure “perceptual skills.” Further evidence of internal structure is presented through correlation coefficient validity of subtests across all age groups. The seven perceptual skills subtests have average validity coefficients (r) of 0.51, 0.73, 0.96, 0.92, 0.67, 0.95, and 0.96, respectively, across all ages. This result agrees with the performance development along with all ages’ development. A study with 270 children has shown that the inter-item reliability, using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (r), is excellent (above 0.90) for most of the subtests and satisfactory (0.73 and 0.68) for Word and Digit span. The study has shown that the correlations are 0.92, 0.93, 0.73, 0.68, 0.96, 0.90, and 0.95, respectively, across all ages. Further, split-half reliability coefficient alphas were calculated using the Spearman-Brown formula. Stability coefficients for the subtests ranged from 0.71 and 0.94 (Al-Hroub, 2013, p. 57).

This Group of Perceptual Skills tests was used to answer the third research question, “What are the specific visual and auditory perceptual skills of these MG/LD students?”



The Diagnostic Scale of Arabic Language Basic Skills

This is a diagnostic scale that covers a comprehensive range of topics in Arabic Language skills. The scale is designed to examine the basic Arabic literacy skills of children between 6 and 15 years old (Waqfi, 1997). The researchers used seven subtests to answer questions related to the research study, namely, “(1) Vocabulary Recognition, (2) Reading Different Vocabulary, (3) Reading Similar Vocabulary, (4) Reading Comprehension Passages, (5) Listening to Comprehension Vocabularies, (6) Listening to Comprehension Passages, and (7) Spelling and Dictation. These seven subtests were categorized into one of three learning aspects: (1) Reading Ability. This contains four subtests: Vocabulary Recognition, Reading Different Vocabulary, Reading Similar Vocabulary, and Reading Comprehension Passages; (2) Listening Ability. This examines the extent to which the student can comprehend information to which he/she has listened. It contains two subtests: Listening to Different Vocabulary and Listening Comprehension Passages; and (3) Spelling and Dictation. This area is represented by the graded Spelling and Dictation subtest (Waqfi, 1997). The Scale has been correlated significantly with a sample of students’ achievement in the Arabic language and showed high inter-correlations, particularly in Reading Vocabularies, Passage Comprehension, Listening Comprehension Vocabularies, and Spelling, which provides evidence for the construct-related validity of the test. The predictive validity of the same edition has been thoroughly investigated. The Scale’s manual reports two main types of reliability measures for the test: stability (parallel forms), reliability, and internal consistency. The correlation coefficient between the parallel forms A and B on the number of children reading incorrect words (on all of the vocabulary scale series) suggests high stability between 0.65 and 0.89 at all grade levels. Also, the results of the correlation coefficient between the two forms on the number of students’ reading incorrect Different Vocabularies vary between 0.38 and 0.72, whereas it is between 0.34 and 0.74 for Reading Similar Vocabularies (Al-Hroub, 2013, p. 58). This diagnostic scale was administered to answer the fourth research question, “What patterns of specific learning disabilities are displayed by MG/LDs students?”





RESULTS

Table 1 shows scatter/range indices for the two research groups (MG/LDs and the Average-LD). The findings showed that despite the large VIQ-PIQ discrepancy (M = 12.73) for the MG/LDs sample, it is not significantly higher than the Average-LD group. The table also shows no significant difference between the Verbal Comprehension-Perceptual Organization. With regard to the scaled-score range on the Full Scale, significant differences level [t(50) = 2.09, p < 0.05] were identified between the 2E and none-2E groups (MGLD versus Average-IQ/LD). Medium Cohen’s effect size (d = 0.59) and stet correlation (r = 0.28) were shown, which indicates that the differences have medium practical implications.



TABLE 1. WISC-III-Jordan scatter indices within the verbal and performance scales for the MG/LDs and Average-IQ/LD groups.
[image: Table1]

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics of the dynamic pre- and post-tests for the MGLDs/2E sample. The significant difference were found between the DA pre- and post-tests [t(29) = 25.24, p < 0.01]. A large Cohen’s effect size (d = 9.22) and stet correlation (r = 0.98) were identified, which indicates that the difference has high practical implications.



TABLE 2. Mathematical learning progress for the MGLDs/2E students.
[image: Table2]

The findings revealed that more than 90% of the students who scored 120 or above on the IQ test showed a high inconsistency of performance (35.4%) before and after the dynamic intervention. However, no statistically significant correlations were found between DA mathematical learning progress and the WISC Arithmetic subtest. This demonstrates that psychometric subtests, such as arithmetic, did not help identify the math potential of most 2E students.

Table 3 reports the mean score in each paired factor for the MGLD/2E group. Using paired sample t tests, nine paired factors were compared. The findings showed significant mean differences in seven paired tests and skills, namely, (1) auditory discrimination-auditory analysis [t(29) = 5.67, p < 0.01], (2) auditory short-term memory-auditory discrimination/Analysis [t(29) = − 5.44, p < 0.01], (3) visual-motor coordination-visual analysis skills [t(29) = 4.70, p < 0.01], (4) visual S-T memory-visual integration/analysis [t(29) = − 2.53, p < 0.05], (5) auditory discrimination-visual motor integration [t(29) = 2.19, p < 0.05], (6) auditory S-T memory-visual S-T memory [t(29) = − 2.85, p < 0.01], and (7) auditory perceptual-visual perceptual skills [t(29) = − 3.28, p < 0.01]. The findings were supported by a small to medium Cohen’s effect size for all significant differences shown in paired factors (see Table 3). No significant differences were reported for auditory word span – auditory digit span and auditory analysis skills – visual analysis skills.



TABLE 3. Perceptual skills for the MGLDs/2E students.
[image: Table3]

The findings also showed that the MGLDs/2E students fall into four subgroups: (1) students with auditory processing skills difficulties (40%); (2) students with visual processing skills difficulties (6.7%); (3) students with mixed auditory and visual skills difficulties (40%); and (4) students with no apparent perceptual problems (13.3%). With regard to short-term (S-T) memory skills, the findings placed the MGLDs/2E in four subgroups: (1) 26.7% with poor visual S-T memory; (2) only 3.3% with poor visual S-T memory; (3) 63.3% with poor visual/auditory S-T memory; and (4) 6.7% with auditory S-T memory. These findings revealed that most difficulties fall under the auditory processing skills and mixed auditory and visual skills. Also, poor visual and auditory S-T memory were found among most 2E children.

Finally, the results indicated significant differences between the visual and auditory S-T memory. Also, students scored above average on auditory discrimination, low average on auditory analysis, high average on visual-motor integration, and a low average on visual analysis.

MG/LDs students showed poor literacy skills in spelling, writing, and listening. Reading Ability was the weakest area of literacy regardless of gender. Students showed severe literacy delay, between 1.2 and 2.5 grades, in all areas.



DISCUSSION

Three critical issues emerged from the data analysis of the research. These issues are the utility of psychometric testing for the identification of MG/LDs, the utility of DA for identification of MG/LDs, and psychometric versus DA.


Utility of Psychometric Assessment for Identification of Twice-Exceptional

The analysis of the cognitive and perceptual skills characteristics of 2E learners (MG/LDs), in the present study, suggests some general and specific implications. As a general result, 2E learners demonstrated high visual and verbal abilities. These findings suggest that most 2E students exhibiting high mathematical abilities and learning disabilities have harmonic mathematical abilities, as stated by Krutetskii (1976).

With regard to the Verbal-Performance IQ discrepancy, the findings support the argument that such traditional formula may not be the best indicator for LDs (Kaufman et al., 2016). But, it could be used as a good indicator of the co-existence of LDs and mathematical giftedness in the same person (Al-Hroub, 2010b, 2014). However, Bray et al. (1998, p. 212) noted that “although a discrepancy of 11 points between Verbal and Performance IQ scores is significant at the 0.05 level for all ages, it occurs in 40.5% of the standardization sample on the WISC-III.”

In regard to perceptual skills, 80% of 2E learners suffered from either auditory skills problems or a combination of visual and auditory perceptual problems. These findings correspond with a classic study done by Boder (1973), which reported that 85% of students with dyslexia showed either auditory processing skills difficulties or mixed auditory and visual processing difficulties. However, it is important to note that few studies, if any, were done on the perceptual skills of 2E learners, and Broder’s study was done on a group of only LD students.

The 2E (MG/LDs) learners showed significantly higher visual S-T memory (average skills) than auditory S-T memory (below-average skills). While little was done in the field of 2E on visual and auditory S-Term memory, a review of several case studies by Linda Silverman (2002) showed that 2E learners tend to show stronger visual memory and visual–spatial abilities. However, recent research on dyslexia indicated that a combination of audiovisual aids is crucial for dyslexic readers (see Tejero et al., 2020).

The findings revealed that students exhibited a range of LDs, which were more evident in reading and spelling. These findings were consistent with a study done in Jordan by Abu-Hamour and Al-Hmouz (2016). The problem of Arabic diglossia seemed to influence the acquisition of reading and spelling skills for Arab and Jordanian students. Moreover, the lack of diacritics (vowelized reading texts) makes Arabic reading less transparent and exacerbates difficulties in learning to read. In addition, the mixture of language patterns (e.g., Fusha and Ammiya code-switching) in educational settings is a cause of pedagogical problems, sometimes leading to inadequate reading and language competencies (Saiegh-Haddad and Henkin-Roitfarb, 2014; Sayahi, 2015).

Despite the discussion above, it would be hard to conclude that the students in the present study are not students with LDs for two main reasons. First, the findings of the two Perceptual Skills Tests and Arabic Literacy Language Skills tests were consistent in revealing students’ disabilities in reading and literacy. Second, students were exposed to Arabic literacy, Fusha, and vowelized reading texts for at least 5 years during their elementary education.



The Utility of DA for Identification of MG/LDs

The findings of DA (see Table 2) suggest that there was substantial progress in performance between the pre- and post-test for the 2E students (MG/LDs). The pre-test was a good predictor of the change in scores, accounting for 90.4% (30 students from a total of 32) of the variance in performance between the pre- and post-tests. However, the progress score was the next and major factor in predicting the progress in performance, accounting for 35.4% (7.08 points) of the variance score between the pre-test and post-test. This suggests that the 2E students learned rapidly from the support they received within the intervention phase. The ceiling effect did not keep the students’ post-test scores close to their pre-test scores. Consequently, it could be concluded that both the pre-test and mathematical progress scores were the best predictors of the students’ mathematical giftedness.



From Psychometric to Dynamic: A Continuum of Assessment

Using multiple sources of data was essential to strengthen the findings and conclusions. Although no single source was able to identify the MG/LDs, every single source was complementary to the others, and it helped to use all of the sources together. For example, the findings regarding math achievements in terms of the dynamic interaction between the students and their opportunity to learn added valid results to their psycho-educational assessment involving the WISC-III-Jordan and other specific learning disabilities tests.

A study done by Al-Hroub (2011) examined the efficacy of psychometric and DA on five MG/LDs students in the U.K. Al-Hroub used multidimensional assessment, which combined several psychometric and dynamic assessment methods, to identify multiple cases of 2E learners. The findings of the present research support this approach to providing a more evident and accurate diagnosis for each student so that they can receive the proper and appropriate training. The findings also demonstrated that dynamic measures are good predictors of mathematical potential. Thus, it is important to note that DA methods should not be viewed in direct opposition to static psychometric techniques. In contrast, the present research recommends that researchers benefit from the administration of static psychometric and standardized assessment to develop their skills in using concrete hints, gestures, and/or gradual prompts to use unstandardized mediation and adapt the educational tasks into a hands-on, concrete, and interactive pre-intervention test format for exceptional and 2E learners.



Limitations of the Study

There are some limitations to this research study. First, the study sample should not be considered as representative of all 2E populations (e.g., gifted/ADHD and gifted/autism spectrum disorders). Second, the WISC-III-Jordan was the last developed version in Arabic in Jordan. However, we were not interested in examining the validity of the WISC-III rather to use it as a psychometric tool to identifying student’s intellectual abilities. Finally, it would have been ideal if DA was also implemented with a control group of 2E students. However, the identification process lasted for 7 months, so it was extremely difficult to identify a comparable group of 2e learners with similar cognitive and perceptual skills characteristics. Also, the focus of the paper focus was on the 2E sample rather than the LD sample, yet we had to show that during the identification process, we recognized 22 students with learning disabilities who do not fall under the operational definition of mathematical giftedness definition.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This research explores critical issues related to the identification of untapped potential among a group of twice-exceptional learners who remain unrecognized because of the inadequate use of identification and assessment methods. Twice-exceptional learners (e.g., gifted with learning disabilities) suffer from being neglected and unserved at schools because many teachers, educators, parents, and even specialists fail to recognize their strengths and/or weaknesses at schools. They are not identified as those who show both high abilities and disabilities. Thus, we discuss in this empirical research, done in a non-western, the complementary approach of using dynamic and psychometric assessment for the identification of this group of the marginalized and vulnerable population. It is essential that we discuss such a new model of identification based on research evidence done in the Middle East and the South Global about twice-exceptionality. This makes the topic very relevant to the special issue that focuses on marginalized and vulnerable populations, given that many of them are round in developing countries, the location of the research.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author thanks the editors and two reviewers for their comments on this manuscript.



REFERENCES

 Abu-Hamour, B., and Al-Hmouz, H. (2016). Prevalence and pattern of learning difficulties in primary school students in Jordan. Aus. J. Learn. Diff. 21, 99–113. doi: 10.1080/19404158.2017.1287104

 Abu-Rabia, S. (2000). Effects of exposure to literary Arabic on reading comprehension in a diglossic situation. Read. Writ. Interdiscip. J. 13, 147–157. doi: 10.1023/A:1008133701024

 Abu-Rabia, S. (2001). The role of vowels in reading Semitic scripts: data from Arabic and Hebrew. Read. Writ. Interdiscip. J. 14, 39–59. doi: 10.1023/A:1008147606320

 Al-Hroub, A. (1999). Theories and Programmes of Education for the Gifted and Talented. Alexandria: Dar Al-Shorouk.

 Al-Hroub, A. (2007). Parents’ and teachers’ contributions to identifying the unusual behavioural patterns of mathematically gifted children with learning difficulties (MG/LD) in Jordan. Psychol. Edu. Rev. 31, 8–16.

 Al-Hroub, A. (2009). Dynamic assessment applied to preschool children with learning difficulties. La Nouvelle revue de l’adaptationet de la Scolar. 46, 69–76. doi: 10.3917/nras.046.0069

 Al-Hroub, A. (2010a). Perceptual skills and Arabic literacy patterns for mathematically gifted children with learning difficulties in Jordan. Br. J. Special Edu. 37, 25–38. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8578.2010.00453.x

 Al-Hroub, A. (2010b). Programming for mathematically gifted children with learning difficulties in Jordan. Roeper Rev. 32, 259–271. doi: 10.1080/02783193.2010.508157

 Al-Hroub, A. (2011). Developing assessment profiles for mathematically gifted children with learning difficulties in England. J. Edu. Gift. 34(1), 7–44. doi: 10.1177/016235321003400102

 Al-Hroub, A. (2012). Theoretical issues surrounding the concept of gifted with learning difficulties. Int. J. Res. Edu. 31, 30–60.

 Al-Hroub, A. (2013). A multidimensional model for the identification of dual-exceptional learners. Gift. Talented Int. 28, 51–69. doi: 10.1080/15332276.2013.11678403

 Al-Hroub, A. (2014). Identification of dual-exceptional learners. Proc. Soc. Behav. Sci. J. 116, 63–73. doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.169

 Al-Hroub, A. (2020). Use of the Jordanian WISC-III for twice-exceptional identification. Int. J. Talent Dev. Creativity 8, 121–144.

 Al-Hroub, A., and Krayem, M. (2018). Teachers’ knowledge and perceptions on ADHD and overexcitabilities in gifted learners. Int. J. Talent Dev. Creativity 6, 36–43.

 Al-Hroub, A., and Whitebread, D. (2008). Teacher nomination of ‘mathematically gifted children with learning difficulties’ at three public schools in Jordan. Br. J. Special Edu. 35, 152–164. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8578.2008.00379.x

 Al-Hroub, A., and Whitebread, D. (2019). Dynamic assessment for identification for twice-exceptional learners. Roeper Rev. 41, 129–142. doi: 10.1080/02783193.2019.1585396

 Ayari, S. (1996). Diglossia and illiteracy in the Arab world. Lang. Cult. Curric. 9, 243–253. doi: 10.1080/07908319609525233

 Ball, D. L. (1993). With an eye to the mathematical horizon: dilemmas of teaching elementary school mathematics. Elem. Sch. J. 93, 373–397. doi: 10.1086/461730

 Baum, S. (2004). Twice-Exceptional and Special Populations of Gifted Students (Essential Readings in Gifted Education). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

 Baum, S., Schader, R., and Owen, S. (2017). To Be Gifted and Learning Disabled: Strength-Based Strategies for Helping Twice-Exceptional Students with LD, ADHD, ASD, and More. 3rd Edn. Prufrock Press: TX, United States.

 Beckmann, J. F. (2006). Superiority: always and everywhere? – On some misconceptions in the validation of dynamic testing. Educ. Child Psychol. 23, 35–49.

 Beckmann, J. F. (2014). The umbrella that is too wide and yet too small: why dynamic testing has still not delivered on the promise that was never made. J. Cogn. Educ. Psychol. 13, 308–323. doi: 10.1891/1945-8959.13.3.308

 Benbow, C. P., and Minor, L. L. (1986). Mathematically Talented Males and Females and Achievement in the High School Sciences. Am. Educ. Res. J. 23, 425–436. doi: 10.2307/1163058

 Boder, E. (1973). Developmental dyslexia: a diagnostic approach based on three atypical reading-spelling patterns. Dev. Med. Child Neurol. 15, 663–687. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8749.1973.tb05180.x 

 Bolig, E., and Day, J. (1993). Dynamic assessment of giftedness: The promise of assessing training responsiveness. Roper Rev. 16, 110–113. doi: 10.1080/02783199309553552

 Bray, M., Kehle, T., and Hintze, J. (1998). Profile analysis with the Wechsler scales: Why does it persist? Sch. Psychol. Int. 19, 209–220. doi: 10.1177/0143034398193002

 Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. 2nd Edn. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.

 Dakwar, R. (2005). Children’s attitudes towards the diglossic situation in Arabic and its impact on learning. Lang. Comm. Edu. 1, 75–86.

 El Khoury, S., and Al-Hroub, A. (2018). Gifted Education in Lebanese Schools: Integrating Theory, Research, and Practice. Switzerland: Springer International Publishing.

 Haywood, H. C., and Lidz, C. S. (2007). Dynamic Assessment in Practice: Clinical and Education Application. New York: Cambridge University Press.

 Holes, C. (2004). Modern Arabic: Structures, Functions, and Varieties. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.

 Kaufman, A. S., Raiford, S. E., and Coalson, D. L. (2016). Intelligent testing with the WISC-V. John Wiley.

 Krutetskii, V. (1976). The Psychology of Mathematical Abilities in School children. Vol. 8. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press.

 Lauchlan, F. (2001). Addressing the social, cognitive and emotional needs of children: The case for dynamic assessment. Educ. Child Psychol. 18, 4–18.

 Lauchlan, F., and Elliott, J. (2001). The psychological assessment of learning potential. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 71, 647–665. doi: 10.1348/000709901158712

 Montgomery, D. (2015). Teaching Gifted Children with Special Educational Needs: Supporting Dual and Multiple Exceptionality. London: Routledge.

 Moore-Brown, B., Huerta, M., Uranga-Hernandez, Y., and Peña, E. (2006). Using dynamic assessment to evaluate children with suspected learning disabilities. Interv. Sch. Clin. 41, 209–217. doi: 10.1177/10534512060410040301

 Murphy, R. (2011). Dynamic Assessment Intelligence and Measurement. Chichester: Willy-Blackwell.

 Renzulli, J. (1977). The Enrichment Triad Model: A Guide for Developing Defensible Programs for the Gifted and Talented. Mansfield Center, CT: Creative Learning Press.

 Rutland, A., and Campbell, R. (1995). The validity of dynamic assessment methods for children with learning difficulties and nondisabled children. J. Cognit. Edu. 5, 81–94.

 Saiegh-Haddad, E., and Henkin-Roitfarb, R. (2014). “The structure of Arabic language and orthography,” in Handbook of Arabic Literacy: Insights and Perspectives. eds. E. Saiegh-Haddad and M. Joshi (Dordrecht: Springer), 3–28.

 Sayahi, L. (2015). A moving target: literacy development in situations of diglossia and bilingualism. Arab J. App. Ling. 1, 1–18. doi: 10.1017/CBO9780511610455

 Shehab, N., and Al-Hroub, A. (2019). Is the DSM-5 a culturally appropriate assessment tool for identifying learners with ADHD in Lebanese schools? Int. J. Special Edu. 34, 166–181.

 Silverman, L. (1989). Invisible gifts, invisible handicaps. Roeper Rev. 12, 37–42. doi: 10.1080/02783198909553228

 Silverman, L. K. (2002). Upside-Down Brilliance: The Visual-Spatial Learner. Denver, CO: DeLeon Publishing.

 Sowell, E. J., Zeigler, A. J., Bergwall, L., and Cartwright, R. M. (1990). Identification and description of mathematically gifted students: A review of empirical research. Gifted Child Quart. 34, 147–154. doi: 10.1177/001698629003400404

 Sternberg, R., and Grigorenko, E. (2002). Dynamic Testing: The Nature and Measurement of Learning Potential. New York: Cambridge University Press.

 Swanson, H., and Howard, C. (2005). Children with reading disabilities: does dynamic assessment help in the classification? Learn. Disabil. Q. 28, 17–34. doi: 10.2307/4126971

 Tejero, P., Pi-Ruano, M., and Roca, J. (2020). Better read it to me: benefits of audio versions of variable message signs in drivers with dyslexia. Annal Dyslexia 70, 295–312. doi: 10.1007/s11881-020-00199-6 

 Vygotsky, L. (1983). The History of Higher Mental Functions in Collected Works. V. 3. Moscow: Pedagogika.

 Vygotsky, L. S. (2012). The Collected Works of LS Vygotsky: Scientific Legacy. Germany: Springer Science and Business Media.

 Waqfi, R. (1997). The Diagnostic Scale of Arabic Language Basic Skills. Jordan: The Princess Sarvath Community College.

 Waqfi, R., and Kilani, A. (1998). The Group of Perceptual Skills Tests. 2nd Edn. Jordan: The Princess Sarvath Community College.

 Wechsler, D. (1996). Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children. 3rd Edn. Jordan: The Psychological Corporation.

 Yassin, R., Share, D. L., and Shalhoub-Awwad, Y. (2020). Learning to spell in Arabic: The impact of script-specific visual-orthographic features. Front. Psychol. 11:2059. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.02059


Conflict of Interest: The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Al-Hroub. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

		ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 18 January 2022
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2021.793285


[image: image2]
Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Elementary School Teachers’ Practices and Perceptions Across the Spring and Fall 2020 Semesters
J. Marc Goodrich1*, Michael Hebert2 and Jessica M. Namkung2
1Department of Teaching, Learning, and Culture, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, United States
2Department of Special Education and Communication Disorders, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE, United States
Edited by:
Itab Shuayb, Lebanese American University, Lebanon
Reviewed by:
Ken Reimer, University of Winnipeg, Canada
Basma Frangieh, Université Clermont Auvergne, France
* Correspondence: J. Marc Goodrich, marcgoodrich@tamu.edu
Specialty section: This article was submitted to Educational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Education
Received: 11 October 2021
Accepted: 31 December 2021
Published: 18 January 2022
Citation: Goodrich JM, Hebert M and Namkung JM (2022) Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Elementary School Teachers’ Practices and Perceptions Across the Spring and Fall 2020 Semesters. Front. Educ. 6:793285. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2021.793285

Following the closure of schools in the spring 2020 semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we developed two surveys to understand how the pandemic affected elementary education in the U.S. First, we distributed a survey at the end of the spring 2020 semester to understand how school closures impacted delivery of instruction. Second, we conducted a follow up survey in November 2020 to determine the nature of instruction provided to students when schools did or did not re-open in Fall 2020 and understand teachers’ perceptions of student learning and achievement during the pandemic. Each survey was sent to a sample of over 9,000 teachers who were randomly selected to be representative of the population of the U.S. Results indicated that many students did not receive direct instruction in academic skills during the spring 2020 semester. Although by late fall 2020 teachers reported broad use of some form of in-person instructional model, teachers indicated that many of their students were not ready to transition to the next grade level and that achievement gaps were larger in fall 2020 than in typical years. These findings have important implications for practices during potential school closures in the future.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The current COVID-19 crisis has presented unique challenges to education professionals across the U.S. for identifying optimal strategies to promote student achievement. It is well-documented that school attendance is associated with achievement (Morrissey et al., 2014), and periods of time during which students do not attend school (e.g., summer) result in minimal progress or declines in achievement. Such declines are often greater for children from vulnerable groups, such as students with disabilities, English language learners, and students from low-income backgrounds (Quinn and Polikoff, 2017). In the current crisis, state departments of education and school districts temporarily closed schools in spring 2020 and some districts made substantial modifications to the 2020–2021 school year, such as in-person/remote hybrid instruction or 100% remote instruction (Hobbs, 2020).
Projections of how such closures and changes in delivery of instruction would impact student achievement suggested that students would have significantly lower reading and mathematics abilities when beginning the fall 2020 academic year compared with previous years, (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). In addition to having lower overall achievement in mathematics and reading at the beginning of fall 2020, Kuhfeld et al. reported that students would demonstrate greater variability in reading achievement at the beginning of fall 2020. This means that, in addition to addressing the monumental task of helping students catch up to where they would be at the beginning of a typical school year, teachers may have to differentiate instruction more than they typically would, as students in their classroom would have a wider range of abilities. Moreover, Kuhfeld et al. reported that loss of progress or declines in achievement related to spring 2020 school closures would not be universal. Rather, in a model that addressed the likely scenario that students from high socioeconomic status (SES) schools would receive more remote instruction than would students from low SES schools, SES-based achievement gaps in mathematics and reading were projected to be larger at the beginning of fall 2020 than they would be in a typical school year.
Data supporting some of the projections made by Kuhfeld et al. are beginning to emerge. For example, one report of Fairfax County Public Schools (one of the largest school districts in the U.S.) that was published in the Washington Post indicated that students are failing classes at a higher rate than they were prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Natanson, 2020). The report highlights similar patterns of failure rates in other large school districts across the country, and even larger increases in failure rates among students with disabilities and English language learners. Students with disabilities in U.S. schools who receive special education services [i.e., have an individualized education plan (IEP)] and students who are non-native English speakers and have limited English proficiency (i.e., English language learners) may be at risk of experiencing greater impacts of school closures. These students often receive small-group or individualized instruction and may have less access to those services during the pandemic. Moreover, there may be barriers to communication for students with disabilities or students with limited English proficiency that hinder their access to remote instruction.
In addition to evidence of larger impacts of the pandemic for special populations, data are consistent with the notion that students from higher SES schools would likely receive more remote instruction than would students from lower SES schools. Specifically, one national survey reported that 97% of children in households with annual incomes over $75,000 have regular internet access, whereas only 84% of children in households with annual incomes less than $25,000 have regular internet access (University of Southern California, 2020). Evidence also suggests that districts who serve larger numbers of students of color were slower to establish procedures for providing remote instruction, highlighting and potentially magnifying opportunity gaps for students from minoritized backgrounds (Preciado et al., 2020). Such opportunity gaps also exist along geographic lines, as the opportunity gap between rural and urban students in access to live instruction is even larger than the gap for SES (Gross and Opalka, 2020). Even in countries with relatively short lockdown periods, remote instruction resulted in minimal progress, and students from marginalized backgrounds were impacted the most by school closures (Engzell et al., 2021). Taken together, emerging data on how COVID-19 results in opportunity gaps highlights a critical need to document how teachers’ specific practices for delivering instruction have changed, as well as how teachers perceive the effectiveness of those instructional practices for promoting student achievement.
Some research has been published examining teachers’ perspectives on the impact of the pandemic on instructional practices and student achievement. For example, Education Week (EdWeek Research Center, 2020) provides an ongoing survey tracker to monitor how K-12 educators are responding to COVID-19 that is updated every 2 weeks. Results of this survey indicated that in spring 2020, more than 75% of students had lower engagement levels in remote instruction compared to in-person instruction, and approximately 20% of students were “essentially truant.” Other surveys of teachers have corroborated concerns regarding student engagement in remote instruction, as well as other concerns such as lack of access to appropriate technology needed for remote instruction (Educators for Educators for Excellence, 2020). Moreover, teachers have expressed concerns with lack of ability to hold students accountable, as many students were not required to complete work, and often feedback was not provided on completed work (Hamilton et al., 2020). Teachers have also reported feeling unprepared to teach online when schools unexpectedly moved to remote instruction in spring 2020 (Marshall et al., 2020).
Addressing complex issues such as large learning losses that occurred when schools closed early in spring 2020, potential greater need for individualized instruction, and navigating novel learning environments (e.g., hybrid classrooms, remote instruction) represents a monumental challenge for teachers. Therefore, more research is needed to characterize how teachers’ academic instruction has changed because of the pandemic, how these changes differentially impact students from diverse or minoritized backgrounds, and what practices teachers believe are effective for maximizing student learning in a remote learning environment. Although another pandemic of this scale is unlikely to occur soon, understanding how to best deliver remote or hybrid instruction has important implications for continuing to promote student learning in other times of crisis (e.g., natural disasters).
To understand and describe how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected delivery of instruction, we conducted two surveys of elementary school teachers across the U.S. The purpose of the first survey was to examine the academic instructional opportunities (i.e., reading, writing, and mathematics) provided to elementary school students during school closures in the spring 2020 semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Questions centered on instructional opportunities provided by schools, student participation and access, feedback and evaluation, and teacher beliefs about instructional effectiveness and student readiness. The purpose of the second survey was to understand the nature of instruction provided and teachers’ perceptions of effectiveness of instruction and student achievement during the fall 2020 semester when schools re-opened during the COVID-19 pandemic. Questions focused on the instructional models used, teacher perceptions of preparedness for and effectiveness of remote instruction, specific practices used for academic skill instruction, and parent involvement for in-person and remote learners.
We asked the following research questions
1 What was the nature of remote instruction in the spring 2020 semester? How did remote instruction change from spring 2020 to fall 2020?
2 How were the needs of students in special education and English language learners addressed?
3 Are characteristics of schools (e.g., rural vs. urban) and students (e.g., SES) associated with teacher responses to questions about students’ access to instructional opportunities?
4 What differences did teachers observe between students entering their classes in the fall 2020 semester when compared with prior cohorts of students?
2 MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1 Participants
This research project was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. We obtained a representative random sample of educator email addresses for survey distribution from Market Data Retrieval, a company focused exclusively on data services related to education. The company collects demographic information for elementary school teachers in public and private schools across the U.S. There were 857,148 teachers in the MDR database in April 2020. We requested a random sample of e-mail addresses that was proportionally reflective of the number of teachers in each grade (K-5), as well as representative of the distribution of the U.S. population across different geographic regions: Pacific, Mountain, North Central, South Central, South Atlantic, Mid-Atlantic, and New England.
Using the margin of error formula proposed by Dillman (2000), we determined we would need approximately 384 respondents to achieve a margin of error of 3.5%, with a 95% confidence interval, assuming an expected 50/50 split in the proportion of participants answering yes or no to a particular question. According to Dillman (2000), a 50/50 split represents maximum heterogeneity of a sample. Market Data Retrieval provided us with a random sample of teacher 9,468 email addresses. E-mail addresses for 364 teachers were invalid, resulting in a final total of 9,104 teachers who may have received the invitation to complete both surveys.
For the first survey, 428 teachers began the survey, and 390 teachers completed the last question on the survey. For the second survey, 340 teachers began the survey, and 285 teachers completed the last question on the survey. This was a lower than anticipated response rate (4.7% and 3.7% response for the first and second survey, respectively). To evaluate how this impacted the generalizability of our findings, we compared teachers who did and did not respond to the survey, as well as comparing our sample to national data on teacher demographics reported by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; Hussar et al., 2020). These comparisons are reported in Tables 1 and 2. When comparing responders and non-responders, after correcting for Type I error rate, there were some statistically significant differences by geographic region for both Surveys 1 and 2. The only other statistically significant difference was that teachers from medium-high SES schools were over-represented in Survey 1. Given that teachers who did and did not respond to the survey were similar with respect to school setting, school type, SES, and grade level taught, we believe that despite the low response rates our results are generalizable to the broader population of elementary school teachers in the MDR database. When comparing to national averages, our samples over-represented female teachers, white teachers (Survey 2 only), and teachers with over 20 years of teaching experience. Our samples under-represented teachers with less than 3 years of teaching experience, teachers with between 10 and 20 years of experience, and Hispanic/Latinx teachers. We discuss the implications of our low response rate and generalizability of the results in the Limitations. Demographics of participating teachers’ classrooms are reported in Table 3.
TABLE 1 | Demographic percentages for responders and non-responders.
[image: Table 1]TABLE 2 | Demographic percentages for teachers in surveys 1 and 2 and national averages.
[image: Table 2]TABLE 3 | Classroom demographics for teachers completing survey 1 and survey 2.
[image: Table 3]2.2 Survey Questions
We asked similar types of questions across both surveys (Table 4 for a comparison of the categories of questions asked). We elaborate on the questions for each survey in the following subsections.
TABLE 4 | Survey 1 and survey 2 questions.
[image: Table 4]2.2.1 Survey 1
Survey 1 first included questions related to demographics of the teachers and students in their classrooms, such as questions about the number of students in their classrooms, student eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch, ethnicity, special education status, and English language learner status. Additionally, Survey 1 included 20 questions about teachers’ experience with remote instruction, including questions about whether and how often they provided remote instructional opportunities for students, as well as students’ participation and engagement in those remote learning experiences. We also asked questions related to instruction in reading, mathematics, and writing. Our questions distinguished between academic instruction provided by teachers and academic activities assigned for students to complete without instruction. Finally, we asked questions about students receiving special education or English learner services in their classrooms, including questions about the number of students with an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), whether instruction was provided only in English, the percent of non-English instruction (if any), and the accommodations and modifications made for students with disabilities and English language learners.
2.2.2 Survey 2
Survey 2 was structured similarly to Survey 1, in that it began with questions about demographics of teachers and the students in their classrooms. Then, teachers were asked questions about the instructional model that their school used for the fall 2020 semester, including whether this model has changed since the beginning of the school year. Teachers also were asked questions about remote instruction, if they indicated remote instruction was part of their school’s instructional model. These questions included information about student engagement in remote instruction, frequency and nature of remote instruction, assignments and grading for remote instruction, and preparedness for and effectiveness of delivery of remote instruction. The questions then shifted to a focus on specific academic skills, including questions about reading, writing, and mathematics instruction. These questions focused on the frequency and nature of academic skills instruction, whether students were screened on academic skills at the beginning of the school year, supplemental intervention for academic skills, and achievement gaps in academic skills. Teachers were asked specific questions regarding achievement gaps and supplemental intervention for academic skills relative to previous cohorts of students. Teachers answered open-ended questions that asked about their opinions on instructional practices most effective for improving academic skills for remote learners and students who may have fallen behind due to the pandemic. Teachers then answered questions about special populations in their classroom, including students with disabilities and English language learners. Teachers were asked about inclusive practices, accommodations and modifications, and opportunity gaps for special populations.
2.3 Survey Design
Survey 1 included a traditional approach to survey design, in which all participants were asked to complete all survey items. However, because of the large number of questions included in Survey 2, we implemented a planned missing data design. This approach minimizes the number of survey questions an individual participant responds to, cutting down on the overall time it takes each participant to complete the survey. We used a 10-form planned missing design. For this type of design, 10 separate forms of the survey were created, with each form having a different pattern of missing questions. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the 10 forms of the survey. Therefore, because the data for individual questions were missing due to random assignment to survey form, they were missing completely at random and standard procedures for handling missing data were employed. One set of questions was designated as the “X” set of questions that all participants received, regardless of the form to which they were assigned. The X set of questions was made up of the questions deemed to be most important for the survey (Little and Rhemtulla, 2013). The X set included the block on teacher and student demographics, as well as the questions about the school’s instructional model for the fall 2020 semester, a question about whether teachers believed their students had skills needed to transition into their new grade level, and a question about whether teachers were spending more time reviewing material in the fall of 2020. For example, in one of the planned missing forms, participants received the X set of questions, as well as questions about reading and writing instruction, but not questions about math instruction, special populations, or parent involvement.
2.4 Missing Data
All missing data attributable to the planned missing design in Survey 2 were imputed using multiple imputation. For both Surveys 1 and 2, some teachers began but did not complete the survey. We compared teachers who did and did not complete the survey on key variables to determine whether the data were missing at random. We first conducted chi-square tests based on data provided by MDR [geographic region, school type (rural, urban, suburban), public vs. private schools, grade level taught, and SES]. Results indicated some significant differences in geographic region across teachers who did and did not complete the survey (e.g., for Survey 2, teachers who completed the survey were more likely to come from the north central region of the U.S. than were teachers who did not complete the survey); however, no other differences were observed that could plausibly explain differences across teachers who did and did not complete the survey.
We then conducted Little’s test (Little, 1988) to confirm that our planned missing variables were missing completely at random (MCAR). After confirming this, we also used Little’s test to evaluate whether other key variables were also MCAR, including grade level, years of experience, percentage of students on free or reduced-price lunch, percent of students in special education, time spent reviewing material, school’s current instructional model, and change in instructional model; because these data were also determined to be missing completely at random, we used multiple imputation to impute the missing values for teachers who did not complete the survey.
There were also rare instances of missing data for questions that participants skipped and some participant responses were considered invalid (e.g., when describing race/ethnicity of students in their class, one teacher reported that 100% of students were white, 70% of students were black/African-American, 94% of students were Native American, 97% of students were Asian, and 89% of students were Hawaiian; although it is possible there are multiracial students in the class, it is unlikely that such large numbers for all race/ethnicity categories represented valid responses). We conducted Little’s test after dropping invalid responses, and these ethnicity variables were not found to be MCAR. However, such instances of missing data were assumed to be missing at random (e.g., data entry errors, accidentally skipping questions) and were also imputed.
3 RESULTS
3.1 Survey 1 (Spring 2020)
Teachers completed Survey 1 at the end of the Spring 2020 semester during school closures following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Given that this was the beginning of the pandemic and the first time many teachers engaged in remote instruction, our research questions for Survey 1 focused on characterizing the nature of remote instruction at that time, including how it varied across student populations and demographics. The following sections are organized based on the types of questions included in Survey 1.
3.1.1 Teacher Responses to Questions About Remote Learning Experiences (Spring 2020)
Data on remote learning experiences indicated that nearly all teachers provided some form of remote instruction (Table 5). Approximately three out of four teachers (76%) were expected to provide remote instruction only for the remainder of the school year, and just under one out of four (23%) teachers were expected to provide remote instruction for the school year and summer. Teachers reported having an average of 25 students in their classroom (M = 25.0, SD = 13.1), and, on average, approximately 72% of students regularly participated in remote instruction.
TABLE 5 | Nature of remote instruction during spring 2020 semester.
[image: Table 5]Despite the somewhat high percentage of teachers providing remote instruction, only 31% of teachers reported that they believed remote learning experiences were effective at promoting student achievement (Figure 1). Over 80% of teachers held both live meetings with students and provided remote learning experiences that students accessed independently. However, only 33% of teachers reported holding daily live meetings with students, with an additional 39% reporting holding live meetings with students once per week. There was a significant, negative correlation between whether teachers held live meetings and the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (r = −0.19, p < 0.001), indicating that teachers who served larger numbers of students from low-income backgrounds were less likely to hold live meetings with their students. This is consistent with a negative correlation between the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch and the teacher-reported percentage of students who have regular internet access (r = −0.41, p < 0.001).
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Teacher perceptions of effectiveness of remote instruction in spring 2020.
A much larger percentage of teachers reported providing activities that students could complete independently at home (93%). On average, teachers reported providing 3.1 (SD = 1.9) assignments per day. However, a large proportion of teachers reported that the assignments were not graded (48%).
3.1.2 Teacher Responses to Questions About Academic Skills Instruction (Spring 2020)
Teachers reported that, on average, only three out of five of their students (M = 60.5%; SD = 27.4) were prepared to advance to the next grade level at the time their school closed in spring 2020. Results of multiple regression analyses predicting which students had the skills needed to transition to the next grade level and frequency of academic skills instruction are reported in Table 6. Multiple regression analysis indicated that greater percentages of students eligible for free/reduced price lunch and special education were associated with smaller percentages of students ready to advance to the next grade level. In contrast, larger percentages of white students in the classroom were associated with larger teacher estimates of the percent of students ready to advance to the next grade level.
TABLE 6 | Standardized regression coefficients for links between classroom demographic composition, percentage of students ready to transition to the next grade level, and frequency of academic skills instruction.
[image: Table 6]Of the teachers who were providing remote instruction, 67% of teachers reported providing some form of reading instruction daily (i.e., direct instruction in reading skills or independent reading activities). Approximately 25% of teachers provided direct instruction in reading skills daily whereas 25% of teachers reported never providing direct instruction in reading skills. Over 90% of teachers provided independent reading activities for students to complete on their own more than once per week. Multiple regression analyses indicated that teachers who reported having larger numbers of students eligible for free/reduced price lunch and larger numbers of white students also reported providing more direct instruction in reading skills.
This pattern of findings was similar for mathematics, in which 70% of teachers reported providing some form of remote instruction daily. About 28% of teachers reported providing direct instruction in mathematics skills daily whereas 22% of teachers reported never providing direct instruction. In addition, approximately 94% of teachers reported providing independent mathematics activities more than once per week. No classroom demographic variables were significant predictors of teacher reports of frequency of direct instruction in mathematics, although the association between percent of students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch and amount of direct instruction in mathematics was positive and marginally significant.
In contrast, fewer teachers (36%) reported providing some form of remote instruction in writing daily. Teachers were also less likely to provide daily direct instruction in writing skills (13%) compared to that of reading and mathematics, whereas the percentage of teachers not providing any direct instruction in writing were comparable (22%) to those in reading and mathematics. Furthermore, 76% of teachers reported providing independent writing activities more than once per week. There was a positive, statistically significant association between percent of white students in the classroom and the amount of direct instruction in writing skills. The association between percent of students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch and frequency of writing instruction was positive and marginally significant.
3.1.3 Teacher Responses to Questions About Special Populations (Spring 2020)
Data pertaining to remote instruction for students with disabilities indicated that teachers had an average of three students with an IEP in their classroom (M = 3.8, SD = 3.5). Teachers reported that more than 55% of students with an IEP participated in remote instruction. Approximately 38% of teachers expected students with an IEP to complete the same remote assignments as general education students in their class, whereas 47% of teachers expected students with an IEP to complete the same remote assignments as general education students only sometimes, followed by 16% of teachers not expecting the same remote assignments from students with an IEP. Approximately 77% of teachers provided special accommodations for students with disabilities themselves, and 82% of teachers indicated that other teachers, such as paraprofessionals or resource teachers, provided services to students with disabilities in their class. In addition, 79% of teachers indicated that either they or another teacher (e.g., resource teachers) were holding a small group or one-to-one meeting with students with disabilities to provide individualized supports.
Eighty-five percent of teachers reported having English language learners in their classroom, with an average of 6 English language learners in the classroom (M = 5.7, SD = 7.5). The language spoken by English language learners varied (e.g., Spanish, Chinese, Portuguese, French, Arabic, Vietnamese, Russian), but Spanish was predominant. Instruction was provided mostly in English with only 11% of teachers reporting providing instruction in another language. Approximately 43% of teachers indicated providing no instructional accommodations for English language learners during school closures.
3.2 Survey 2 (Fall 2020)
Teachers completed Survey 2 during the Fall 2020 semester, after having some experience providing remote and/or hybrid instruction. Therefore, we expected that teachers would be more prepared for providing remote instruction. Additionally, in the U.S. some teachers provided 100% in-person instruction for at least part of the Fall 2020 semester. Our research questions for Survey 2 focused on how delivery of remote instruction changed from Spring to Fall 2020, as well as whether there were differences in achievement between students entering the Fall 2020 semester and prior cohorts of students. The following sections are organized based on the types of questions teachers responded to for Survey 2.
Although results of Survey 1 indicated that teachers believed approximately 60% of students were ready to transition to the next grade level, teachers who completed Survey 2 reported that, on average, 49.0% of their students were ready to transition to their classroom at the beginning of the fall 2020 semester. This indicates that in spring 2020 teachers may have underestimated the impact of the pandemic on student learning, to some degree. Additionally, 75.3% of teachers reported spending more time reviewing material from the previous grade, compared to typical years.
3.2.1 Teacher Responses to Questions About Instructional Models (Fall 2020)
Teacher data on instructional models is reported in Figure 2. Although approximately 53% of schools were using an in-person or hybrid instructional model to begin the fall 2020 semester, by November 2020 approximately 68% of teachers reported their schools used an in-person or hybrid instructional model. This represents a positive trend, as many elementary schools that were initially hesitant to begin the year with in-person instruction ended up transitioning to in-person instruction by the middle of the 2020–2021 school year.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Teacher-reported school insctructional models.
3.2.2 Teacher Responses to Questions About Remote Instruction (Fall 2020)
Among teaches who provided remote instruction, approximately two thirds (67.1%) reported that their school or district provided some form of training in delivery of remote instruction, and 88.0% of teachers believed that their delivery of remote instruction was more effective in fall 2020 than it was in spring 2020. In contrast, 95.5% of teachers believed that remote instruction was less effective than in-person instruction, with 67.6% indicating it was “much less effective” than in-person instruction. Internet access may contribute to relative ineffectiveness of remote instruction as teachers reported that, on average, 21.3% of remote learners did not have reliable internet access. Similarly, a large majority of teachers (91.5%) whose schools used some form of remote instruction reported that remote learners were less engaged in instruction than were in-person students. Additional information characterizing the nature of remote instruction is provided in Table 7.
TABLE 7 | Nature of remote instruction during fall 2020 semester.
[image: Table 7]3.2.3 Teacher Responses to Questions About Academic Skills Instruction (Fall 2020)
A summary of the frequency with which teachers provided direct instruction in academic skills in the Spring and Fall 2020 semesters is reported in Table 8. Across all academic domains, although a substantial number of teachers reported providing no direct instruction in academic skills in the Spring 2020 semester, almost all teachers reported providing direct instruction in academic skills daily or a few times per week during Fall 2020. After correcting for multiple comparisons, frequency of direct instruction in academic skills was not correlated with percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.
TABLE 8 | Percentage of teachers providing instruction in academic skills.
[image: Table 8]Approximately 82.1% of teachers indicated that students were screened for reading difficulty at the beginning of the 2020–2021 school year, and 80.9% of teachers reported providing supplemental reading intervention to low performing students. Although 73.9% of teachers indicated that achievement gaps in reading were larger than they were in typical years, only 32.0% of teachers reported providing supplemental reading intervention to more students than they would in a typical year. In addition to examining data descriptively, we used multiple regression analysis to examine whether classroom demographic variables (i.e., percent of students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, percent of students eligible for special education, percent of students who were white), instructional model, and percent of students ready to transition to the new grade at the beginning of the year were associated with magnitude of teacher-reported achievement gaps in academic skills. For reading, there were no significant predictors of teacher-reported achievement gaps in reading.
When asked about the instructional practices that were most effective for improving reading outcomes for remote learners, the most common responses supported the use of small group instruction, specific online platforms/apps that helped keep students engaged, and repeated practice. Other teachers reported miscellaneous activities that helped improve reading (e.g., phonics, combining independent work with live instruction, parent support) and a small number of teachers (about 6% of all responses) reported that there were no instructional practices that were effective at promoting reading skills for remote learners. There was a similar pattern of responses when teachers were asked about what worked best for students who may have fallen behind during the pandemic, with the most common responses supporting use of small group instruction, one-on-one instruction, and daily practice.
Although fewer teachers (69.7%) reported screening students for mathematics difficulties at the beginning of the 2020–2021 school year, a similar number of teachers (81.8%) reported providing supplemental mathematics intervention as reported providing supplemental reading intervention. Similar to results for reading, 65.6% of teachers indicate achievement gaps in mathematics were larger in fall 2020 than they are at the beginning of a typical school year, but only 29.2% of teachers reported providing supplemental mathematics intervention to more students than they would in a typical school year. As with reading, no identified predictor variables (classroom demographics, instructional model, and student readiness for transitioning at the beginning of the year) were associated with teacher-reported achievement gaps in mathematics in our multiple regression model.
When asked about instructional practices that were most effective for improving mathematics outcomes of remote learners, the most common practices identified for supporting mathematics skills in remote learners were use of specific online math learning platforms that included tools such as digital manipulatives, as well as small groups, daily practice, and explicit instruction. Other teachers gave miscellaneous responses or indicated that they did not believe anything was effective for teaching mathematics remotely. When asked about what worked best for students who may have fallen behind during the pandemic, the most common responses indicated that small-group or one-on-one instruction in specific math skills was effective. Other teachers reported miscellaneous responses (e.g., having parent support, review/re-teaching basic skills), and approximately 10% of teachers indicated they did not believe any practices were sufficient to help students who fell behind during the pandemic catch up to their peers.
In contrast to results for reading and mathematics, only 20.3% of teachers reported that their students were screened for writing difficulties at the beginning of the 2020–2021 school year, and only 51.2% of teachers reported providing supplemental writing intervention to low-performing students. A majority of teachers (56.8%) believed that achievement gaps in writing were comparable to typical years. Only 25.8% of teachers reported providing supplemental writing intervention to more students than they would in a typical year. Multiple regression analyses indicated that teachers who reported having more students who were ready to transition to their class at the beginning of Fall 2020 observed smaller changes in achievement gaps in writing due to the pandemic (β = −0.15, p < 0.05). No other effects were statistically significant.
When asked what instructional practices supported development of writing skills for remote learners, the most common responses were practicing specific writing skills (e.g., handwriting, spelling, punctuation) and explicit instruction. Other less common responses included use of technology, and opportunities for independent writing. A substantial number of teachers (approximately 18.8%) indicated they did not believe any specific practices were effective for teaching writing skills remotely. When asked what could support writing skills among students who may have fallen behind due to the pandemic, the most common responses were daily practice and small group or one-on-one instruction. Other responses included parent support, live instruction, explicit instruction, and re-teaching basic skills. Approximately 14% of teachers indicated that they were concerned nothing would help catch up students who had fallen behind.
3.2.4 Teacher Responses to Questions About Special Populations (Fall 2020)
Regarding students with disabilities, approximately 25% of teachers reported that students with disabilities were spending less time in the general education class than they would in typical years; however, an additional 25% of teachers reported that students with disabilities were spending more time in the general education class than they would in typical years. In contrast, the majority of teachers (58.5%) reported that achievement gaps for students with disabilities were larger than they were in previous years. This pattern of results indicates that although the pandemic disproportionately affected achievement for students with disabilities, it did not appear to have a dramatic effect on inclusion in general education classrooms for students with disabilities in the Fall 2020 semester.
4 DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to characterize how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted instruction delivered to students in the spring and fall 2020 semesters, as well as teachers’ perceptions of the pandemic’s impact on student achievement. Our results suggested that although many students were not receiving daily direct instruction in academic skills during school closures in spring 2020, schools and districts were able to shift remarkably quickly to provide elementary school teachers with the supports needed to be prepared to deliver both remote and in-person instruction in an altered instructional environment during the 2020–2021 academic year. According to teachers’ perspectives, district and school efforts to shift the way instruction was delivered during the 2020–2021 academic year were successful at improving the overall quality of remote instruction and mitigating opportunity gaps.
Despite the tremendous efforts of teachers and schools, there is cause for alarm about the number of students who participated in academic instruction during the Spring 2020 semester. Based on our survey results, we estimated that between 7.2 million and 11.6 million elementary school students in grades K-5 may not have received any live remote instruction (e.g., video conference) during the pandemic in spring 2020. We estimated this range using a combination of U.S. Census data from 2018 and our current survey results, with margin of error calculations. According to our estimations of U.S. Census data (United States Census Bureau, 2018), there were more than 24 million students in grades K-5 in 2018 (ranging from 24.0 million to 24.2 million), which provides a conservative estimate for the number of students in grades K-5 in 2020. We then considered that 0.71% of teachers reported that their schools did not provide any remote instruction or learning activities for students. Next, we considered that 12.9% of teachers reported that they did not provide any live instruction, and of those that did, teachers reported that nearly a quarter of their students (24%) never attended remote learning. We used our margin of error estimates of ± 3.5% on each of these percentages to calculate our ranges. Our estimate of teachers was similar to an estimate from Education Week that approximately 23% of students were essentially “truant” during COVID-19-related school closures (EdWeek Research Center, 2020). Even if we consider that our sample may have overestimated the percentage of students who missed instruction, and use 23% as an estimate instead, we would still estimate approximately 6.9 million students did not access live remote instruction during spring 2020 at the low end of the range.
The large impacts of school closures and associated remote instruction are seen through teacher report that only 50% of students were ready to transition to their class at the beginning of the 2020–2021 school year. Regression analyses from fall 2020 indicated that low-income students, students with disabilities, and non-white students were those who were more likely to not have the skills needed to transition to the next grade level when school closures happened in Spring 2020, indicating disproportionate impacts of the pandemic on the most vulnerable students. However, it appears that teachers may have been aware of these disproportionate impacts, as analyses also indicated that teachers with greater percentages of students from low-income backgrounds were more likely to provide frequent direct instruction in academic skills.
Most teachers indicated that achievement gaps in reading and mathematics were larger in fall 2020 than they would be in typical years; however, these changes were not associated with instructional model, classroom demographics, and student readiness to begin the Fall 2020 semester. This is consistent with projections made by researchers (Kuhfeld et al., 2020) as well as our findings that many teachers were unable to provide daily instruction in mathematics skills during school closures in spring 2020. Research from other countries on impacts of the COVID pandemic corroborate our findings, as Engzell et al. (2021) reported that the amount of learning loss that occurred in the Netherlands corresponded directly to the amount of time schools were closed, indicating little to no learning during school closure and remote instruction.
Although teachers who completed our survey in fall 2020 reported that achievement gaps were larger than in prior years, most teachers did not report providing supplemental intervention in academic skills to more students than in previous years. There are several possible explanations for this pattern of results. First, it is possible that larger achievement gaps do not necessarily correspond to more students being behind, but instead reflect some students falling further behind than they would have been in a typical year. Alternatively, it is possible that there are more students who are struggling with academic skills, but that teachers do not have the time or resources to provide intervention to additional students. Regardless of the circumstances, it is alarming that many students struggling in academic content areas are not receiving appropriate support. Kuhfeld et al. (2020) projected that there would be greater variability in students’ academic skills at the beginning of the Fall 2020 semester than there would in typical years. If this is indeed the case, addressing such variability represents an additional challenge for teachers with limited resources, and teachers may choose to allocate resources to those students with the most significant educational need.
Given prior evidence that summer loss is greater for the most vulnerable students (Quinn and Polikoff, 2017), we expected that effects of school closures would disproportionately affect those students (e.g., students from low-income backgrounds, students with disabilities, English language learners). Findings from Engzell et al. (2021) and our surveys suggest this was the case. For example, teachers who responded to our surveys indicated that achievement gaps for students with disabilities were larger in fall 2020 than they would be in typical years. Although approximately 93% of teachers reported that they or another teacher at their school were providing accommodations for students with disabilities in spring 2020, one particularly surprising finding was that approximately 4% of teachers reported that neither they nor other teachers at their school were providing accommodations for students with disabilities. The remaining 3% of teachers reported that it was unknown whether anyone was providing accommodations for their students with disabilities. Similarly, less than 60% of teachers reported providing accommodations for English language learners in spring 2020. Many teachers are not prepared to meet the needs of English language learners (García et al., 2010), and lack of access to instruction may have dire consequences for these students.
Although data from the spring 2020 survey indicated that students from low-income backgrounds were less likely to receive live instruction, data from the fall 2020 survey suggest that teachers and schools may have been able to mitigate these opportunity gaps during the fall 2020 semester, to some degree. For example, although there was a negative correlation between the percentage of students eligible for free/reduced price lunch and the frequency of live meetings in spring 2020, in fall 2020 there was no association between the percentage of students eligible for free/reduced price lunch and teacher perceptions of how achievement gaps in fall 2020 differed from previous years. In other words, teachers with larger numbers of low-income students were not more likely to report observing larger achievement gaps in fall 2020 compared to prior years. Similarly, there was not a consistent pattern of responses to suggest that service delivery models in fall 2020 differed substantially for students with disabilities when compared to previous years.
Efforts that schools made to prepare teachers for delivery of remote instruction appear to have been effective, according to teacher report. Although most teachers (69%) reported that they believed remote instruction delivered in spring 2020 was ineffective or they were uncertain of its effectiveness, a large majority of teachers reported they believed their remote instruction in fall 2020 was more effective than it was in spring 2020. It is possible that increases in teacher perceptions of remote instruction are due to greater experience delivering remote instruction, but it is also worth noting that most teachers reported receiving professional development opportunities on delivery of remote instruction. Of 57 teachers who completed an open-ended question about the nature of training they were provided, 60% indicated they had access to online workshops, conferences, etc., or completed one or more full day professional development workshops to improve delivery of remote instruction. Despite these efforts, several teachers provided information about what could potentially make instruction more effective. Several ideas were brought up by multiple teachers, such as increased access to online resources, more small-group or one-on-one instruction, more delivery of materials to students, a well-developed online curriculum, or a dedicated virtual/remote teacher.
4.1 Limitations
The samples of teachers who completed our surveys were generally representative of the population of teachers in the U.S. However, a large percentage of teachers did not respond to the surveys. Although responders and non-responders were similar in key demographic variables (e.g., SES, school setting, school type, grade level taught), our low response rate could result in selection bias, if teachers who responded to the surveys differed from other teachers in ways that we were unable to quantify (e.g., political beliefs, personal investment in how the COVID pandemic impacted students).
Additionally, Survey 1 was conducted when teachers may not have had access to their student records. In many cases, we asked teachers to estimate numbers that they may have been able to provide more accurately under other circumstances. For example, three teachers emailed us to indicate that they did not know the free or reduced-price lunch status of the students in their classrooms. It is also possible that the teachers may have under- or over-estimated other descriptive variables for their classrooms or were unaware of some of the school services provided by resource and special education teachers. Although all surveys require some level of estimation, and we expect any errors would be randomly distributed and potentially balanced across the sample, there is the potential for some mis-estimation in our findings.
A third limitation relates to the wording in some of our survey questions. For example, although teachers reported whether achievement gaps were larger or smaller than prior years, we do not have a baseline estimate of the magnitude of achievement gaps for each teacher in a typical year. For example, a teacher who works in a school district that is relatively segregated across SES lines may always observe large achievement gaps between students from low- and high-income backgrounds, leaving little opportunity for the pandemic to alter the magnitude of the achievement gaps.
4.2 Implications and Conclusions
The results of our surveys have important implications for future delivery of remote instruction. Although another pandemic of the same magnitude as the COVID-19 pandemic may not emerge soon, we do not know how the current pandemic will continue to evolve and affect student learning. Moreover, knowledge of how remote learning and school closures impact delivery of instruction and achievement has important implications for other emergency situations, in which schools may need to temporarily close (e.g., following natural disasters). Some teachers reported that combining independent work with live instruction was most effective for promoting academic achievement during remote instruction, and several teachers stressed the importance of evidence-based instructional practices, such as explicit instruction, for supporting students who fall behind during school closures. For example, when describing what would be effective for helping struggling students catch up, one teacher stated that “We need time to diagnose … deficiencies and set up instruction that fills in the gaps. Just pushing forward will not eliminate the gap, we have an opportunity to really do something for kids that can help. This is a question we should be discussing at each (meeting) instead of what is next in the pacing guide.” These types of comments from teachers, alongside other responses, highlight the need for screening and individualized or small group supports that are tailored to students’ individual instructional needs. Although such an approach is always advisable to help struggling students, careful attention to students’ needs and aligning instruction with students’ strengths and weaknesses may be particularly important to reduce educational inequities caused by the pandemic.
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Background: Despite the extensive research on war atrocities and risk factors for psychopathology, there is a paucity of research on the potential mediating and moderating effect of neuroticism in refugee children and adolescents.

Objective: This study aimed to analyze whether neuroticism mediated and/or moderated the relationship between war atrocities and different types of psychopathology in Syrian refugee children and adolescents who resettled in Lebanon and Jordan.

Participants and Setting: Participants were 1,000 Syrian refugee children and adolescents of both sexes.

Methods: Questionnaires were administered in an interview format with children at school by two trained psychologists. Descriptive statistics and inter-correlations among variables were used Then the mediator and moderator effect of neuroticism in the relationship between war atrocities and posttraumatic stress, emotion regulation and behavioral and emotional disorders were examined.

Results: A partial mediating effect of neuroticism on posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders was revealed. Findings also indicated full moderating effects of neuroticism on PTSD as well as partial moderating effects on emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral.

Conclusions: Findings contribute to the neuroticism literature by showing that high-N children develop more problems that are psychopathological and have more severe affective reactions to war atrocities in post- resettlement contexts. Early interventions aimed to reduce neuroticism might contribute to a better prognosis in refugee children at high-risk for psychological disorders.

Keywords: war atrocities, neuroticism, posttraumatic stress disorder, emotion dysregulation, Syrian refugee children and adolescents, behavioral and emotional disorders, Lebanon, Jordan


INTRODUCTION

The escalation of armed conflict in Syria brought with it a great upsurge of interest, particularly among psychologists and psychiatrists, in studying the impact of war trauma on refugees. Exposure to terrorism, war and political violence are highly pervasive experiences that have deleterious ramifications on children and adolescents (e.g., Khamis, 2005, 2008, 2012; Masten and Narayan, 2012). Much evidence exists linking war trauma to negative psychological outcomes, such as posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety (Fazel et al., 2012; Khamis, 2019). Conditional risk of undesirable developmental outcomes in children is highly variable by both dispositional and situational variables that play a role in the traumatic stress and coping process. The personality variable that has received the most attention with respect to stress and coping is neuroticism (e.g., Bolger and Zuckerman, 1995). Neuroticism represents a continuum of individual differences, with low levels representing emotional stability and even temperedness, and high levels representing negative emotionality (John et al., 2008). It has been proposed that neuroticism may act as a vulnerability factor in the development of all forms of psychopathology (Santor and Rosenbluth, 2005; Kotov et al., 2010). For example, high levels of neuroticism have been related to undesirable mental health outcomes such as posttraumatic disorder (Hasanović, 2012; Breslau and Schultz, 2013), and emotion dysregulation (Kokkonen and Pulkkinen, 2001; Weinstock and Whisman, 2006; Mącik et al., 2019). Further, high neuroticism characterize children at risk for emotional and behavioral disorders (e.g., Khan et al., 2005; Lahey, 2009), including oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) and nattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity (ADHD) (Martel and Nigg, 2006).

The present research was designed to broaden our understanding of the impact of war atrocities on different mental health outcomes in refugee children by prospectively examining the potential mediator and/or moderator effect of neuroticism. If neuroticism symptoms mediate the relationship between war atrocities and childhood posttraumatic stress, emotion dysregulation and behavioral and emotional problems, then the later relationship should become non-significant when neuroticism symptoms are controlled. If neuroticism symptoms moderate childhood posttraumatic stress, emotion dysregulation and behavioral and emotional problems, then such a relationship should be attenuated for children with low levels of neuroticism symptoms and strengthened for children with high levels of neuroticism symptoms. The elucidation of mediating and moderating factors provides the building blocks in the identification of pathways to resilience in children. Recognition of such variables is important for the development of interventions that focus on the identification and mobilization of adaptive systems within the individual.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Sample Selection and Procedure

A multistage stratified cluster sample was used to identify 1,000 Syrian refugee children who fled their country during the war and now resided in Lebanon and Jordan. First, children were selected from the two countries (Lebanon and Jordan), representing various governorates, schools, grade level (1–12), and gender (see Khamis, 2019). Of the 1,000 children and adolescents who were selected for entry into the study 130 participants declined to participate and as a result 130 other children and adolescents were selected for replacement. Two trained psychologists administered questionnaires in an interview format with children and adolescents at school. Completion of the interview took from 35 to 45 min. Ethics approval for the study was obtained from the University.



Participants

A total of 1,000 Syrian refugee school-age children and adolescents participated in this study. The sample consisted of 500 children and adolescents from each of the two countries (Lebanon and Jordan). Children and adolescents from Lebanon were accessed through the public school system and a non-formal education program (Jussor) whereas children and adolescents from Jordan were accessed solely through public schools representing various districts and grade levels (i.e., 1–12). They ranged in age from 7 to 18 years (M = 11.30; SD = 2.65). Of these children and adolescents, 461 (46.1%) were males and 539 (53.9%) were females. The time these children and adolescents spent in the host country ranged from 1 to 72 months (M = 48.64, SD = 15.58).



Measures


Demographic Characteristics

Children and adolescents completed a brief questionnaire designed to obtain basic demographic information, including child’s age in years, gender, host country, and time spent in host country since they fled from Syria.



War Atrocities

Trauma exposure scale was used to assess the number of war atrocities experienced by children and adolescents during the war (Khamis, 2015). The scale is composed of 17 items scored as 1 “yes” and 0 “no.” Responses are summed to arrive at a total scale score. Scores vary from 0 (no trauma exposure at all) to 18 (high trauma exposure). Examples of the items are a family member, a relative or a close friend was killed during the war, our house was bombarded or destructed, hearing the sounds of rocket attacks, shelling and bombardment, witnessing people injured. Two items were changed to reflect the refugees experience such as heard the sounds of explosions and was forced to live in a refugee camp. Cronbach’s for the total scale in this sample is 0.85.



Neuroticism

The neuroticism scale of Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (Eysenck and Eysenck, 1968) assessed neuroticism. Children were asked to complete the 19-item Arabic version of the neuroticism scale (El Khalek, 1978), which asked children to answer yes or no questions about their negative affectivity. Composite scores could range from 0 to 19, with higher scores indicating higher neuroticism. Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale in this sample was 0.87.



Posttraumatic Stress Disorder

Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was assessed by using the diagnostic criteria for an assessment of PTSD as outlined in the DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994). A structured clinical interview was used to ensure coverage of all the relevant signs and symptoms of PTSD. The posttraumatic stress disorder module of the structured clinical interview for the DSM-IV has been previously used on children and adolescents in the Arab world, and the inter-rater kappa coefficients measuring the reliability of interviewers was 0.90 for current and lifetime PTSD (Khamis, 2005, 2008, 2012). The characteristic symptoms of PTSD resulting from exposure to war atrocities (criterion A) included re-experiencing the traumatic event (criterion B), avoiding stimuli associated with the trauma and experiencing a lack of general responsiveness (criterion C), and experiencing symptoms of increased arousal (criterion D). The full symptom picture must be present for more than one month and the disturbance must cause clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994). The onset of the PTSD symptoms was assessed as part of the interview.



Emotion Dysregulation

Emotion dysregulation was assessed by the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale Short Form (DERS-SF; Kaufman et al., 2015). The DERS-SF consists of six dimensions of emotion regulation wherein difficulties may occur, including (a) lack of awareness of emotional responses, (b) lack of clarity of emotional responses, (c) non-acceptance of emotional responses, (d) limited access to emotion regulation strategies perceived as effective, (e) difficulties controlling impulses when experiencing negative emotions, and (f) difficulties engaging in goal-directed behaviors when experiencing negative emotions. The DERS-SF consists of 18 items that maintains the excellent psychometric properties and retains the total and subscale scores of the original measure with half the items (Kaufman et al., 2015). Composite scores could range from 18 to 90, with higher scores indicating greater difficulties in emotion regulation (i.e., greater emotion dysregulation). Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale in this sample is 0.84.



Behavioral and Emotional Disorders

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Child Form) assessed behavioral and emotional disorders. The SDQ is a brief behavioral screening questionnaire that asks about 25 attributes, some positive and others negative (Goodman, 1997). The SDQ is administered to children to investigate their emotional and behavioral disorders. The 25 items are divided between five subscales of five items each, generating scores that assess conduct problems, inattention- hyperactivity, emotional symptoms, peer problems, and prosocial behavior; all scales but the last are summed to generate a Total Difficulties scores. Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale in this sample is 0.87.




Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to describe the basic features of the sample, followed by inter-correlations among war atrocities, neuroticism, and child’s developmental outcome measures. Then the potential mediator and moderator effect of neuroticism in the relationship between war atrocities and posttraumatic stress, emotion regulation and behavioral and emotional disorders were examined.

According to Baron and Kenny (1986), four statistical criteria are required to demonstrate a mediator effect. First, the predictor variable must be related to the outcome. Second, the mediator variable must be related to the outcome. Third, the predictor must be related to the mediator. Fourth, after controlling for the effects of the mediator on the outcome, the relation between the predictor and the outcome must be significantly reduced.

As for the moderator effects, three separate hierarchal regression analyses were performed to examine the interactive effects of war atrocities and neuroticism, in predicting the occurrence of PTSD, emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders in children. As recommended by Aiken and West (1991), the continuous variable war atrocities were centered (i.e., sample means were subtracted from each child’s score) before creating interaction terms. This technique is intended both to reduce multicollinearity and to facilitate interpretation of interaction terms.




RESULTS


War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and Outcome Measures

Inter-correlations among war atrocities, neuroticism, and outcome measures are shown in Table 1. Pearson correlation results indicated that all study variables were positively correlated with each other, namely war atrocities, neuroticism, PTSD, emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders.


TABLE 1. Intercorrelations of predictor, mediator, and outcome variables.
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Mediator Effects


War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and PTSD

The four-step model outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) was followed to examine whether neuroticism was a mediating variable that accounts for the relationship between war atrocities and PTSD. As indicated in Table 2, all three relationships had significant positive correlations and met criteria for use in a mediational model. The standardized regression coefficient for the relationship between war atrocities and PTSD was significant (Criterion 1), and neuroticism was significantly related to PTSD (Criterion 2). In addition, the predictor variable war atrocities was related to neuroticism (Criterion 3). After controlling for the effects of neuroticism on PTSD, the relation between war atrocities and PTSD remained significant but partially mediated since the path from war atrocities to PTSD is reduced in absolute size. Thus, the results indicated that there is partial mediation: neuroticism was found to mediate the relationship between war atrocities and PTSD (Criterion 4).


TABLE 2. Predictor and the outcome variables before and after controlling for the effects of the mediator variable neuroticism.
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War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and Emotion Dysregulation

The first model tested the direct effect of war atrocities on emotion dysregulation yielding a significant result. In addition, neuroticism was significantly related to emotion dysregulation. Next, both war atrocities and neuroticism were entered into a regression equation. The standardized coefficients (β) for war atrocities and neuroticism were significant. After controlling for the effects of neuroticism symptoms on emotion dysregulation, the relation between war atrocities and emotion dysregulation remained significant but was reduced in absolute size. Thus, the relationship between war atrocities and emotion dysregulation was partially mediated by neuroticism (Table 2).



War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

As depicted in Table 2, zero-order correlations between the war atrocities and the emotional and behavioral disorder measure (SDQ) indicated that war atrocities were significantly related to emotional and behavioral disorders (criterion 1), and neuroticism symptoms were significantly related to emotional and behavioral disorders (criterion 2). In addition, war atrocities were related to the neuroticism. Fourth, after controlling for the effects of the mediator on the outcome, the relation between the predictor and the outcome must be significantly reduced.




Moderator Effects


War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and PTSD

Results of the hierarchal regression models are presented in Table 3. In the first step, war atrocities accounted for 6.1% of the variance in PTSD symptoms among refugee children. Adding neuroticism in the second step did produce a significant increase (5.4%) in the amount of variance in PTSD, neuroticism did directly predict PTSD. In the third regression step, the addition of war atrocities × neuroticism interaction term to the additive model of war atrocities and neuroticism did yield a significant change in R2 (2.1%). The moderator effects are indicated by the significant effect of war atrocities × neuroticism while war atrocities and neuroticism are controlled. Thus, neuroticism did moderate the effect of war atrocities on PTSD symptoms in refugee children (see Table 3).


TABLE 3. Hierarchical regression models predicting the occurrence of PTSD, emotion dysregulation, and emotional, and behavioral disorders in refugee children.
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War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and Emotion Dysregulation

Table 3 display results of the moderating role of neuroticism in the relation between war atrocities and emotion dysregulation. In the first step, war atrocities accounted for 13% of the variance in emotion dysregulation among refugee children. Adding the neuroticism variable in the second step did produce a significant increase (30%) in the amount of variance in emotion dysregulation. In the third regression step, the addition of the war atrocities × neuroticism interaction term to the additive model did not yield significant results.



War Atrocities, Neuroticism, and Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

A similar pattern was found for child reports of emotional and behavioral disorders. In the first step, war atrocities accounted for 25.8% of the variance in emotional and behavioral disorders among refugee children. Adding the neuroticism variable in the second step did produce a significant increase (14.4%) in the amount of variance in emotional and behavioral disorders. Addition of the war atrocities × neuroticism interaction term to the additive model of war atrocities and neuroticism resulted in non-significant change in R2 (0.002) indicating that the moderating role of neuroticism was not supported (see Table 3).





DISCUSSION

Several important findings emerged from this study of the relations among war atrocities, neuroticism, and psychopathological symptoms in Syrian refugee children who resettled in Lebanon and Jordan. First, war atrocities significantly predicted children’s PTSD, emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders. These associations are similar to earlier reports showing that children who experience higher levels of war atrocities report higher levels of psychopathological problems (e.g., Khamis, 2005, 2008, 2012; Masten and Narayan, 2012). Second, results of the current study revealed a partial mediating effect of neuroticism on PTSD, emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders. In addition, the findings revealed full moderating effects of neuroticism on PTSD as well as partial moderating effects on emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral. These findings emphasize that increased levels of neuroticism symptoms following exposure to war atrocities, may result in the promulgation of symptoms beyond what could be explained by direct effects alone. This is supported not only by the partial mediation effect found in each of the models, but also reinforced by other studies showing high rates of comorbidity between neuroticism and all forms of psychopathology (Santor and Rosenbluth, 2005; Kotov et al., 2010) including PTSD (Hasanović, 2012; Breslau and Schultz, 2013), emotion dysregulation (Kokkonen and Pulkkinen, 2001; Weinstock and Whisman, 2006; Mącik et al., 2019), and emotional and behavioral disorders (e.g., Khan et al., 2005; Martel and Nigg, 2006; Lahey, 2009).

Overall, the data from this study reveal that neuroticism plays a pivotal role in the development of psychopathological symptoms in refugee children. The strong positive relationship between neuroticism and the various developmental outcomes in this sample provide some challenges for theoretical models. A primary implication of this study highlights the importance of exploring whether neuroticism increases as a function of PTSD symptoms, emotion dysregulation, and emotional and behavioral disorders; whether neuroticism and psychopathological symptoms reciprocally predict each other, or whether the relation is spurious because of third variables that affect both neuroticism and psychopathological symptoms. Additional prospective studies are needed to understand the mechanisms and the processes through which elevated levels of neuroticism lead to greater PTSD symptom severity, emotion dysregulation (ED) and emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) in children. Recognition of such variables could improve prevention and intervention programs, which typically focus on targeted mindfulness interventions (Drake et al., 2017), emotion regulation training (Ogedegbe et al., 2012).



STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS, AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This study has numerous strengths: a quantitative research design, a large sample drawn from two host countries with different geographical backgrounds, four measures of mental health outcomes, and a focus on refugee school-age children. In addition, the sample characteristics demonstrate diversity in terms of gender, age, and level of education. However, conclusions based on this study should be guided by limitations of the research design. First, the study design is cross-sectional, and the data are correlational. Thus, no definitive statements regarding causality can be made. Second, as this is a sample of school-age children, the findings cannot be generalized to the overall population of refugee children (e.g., out-of-school children). Further empirical inquiry is required to determine whether the findings of this study will generalize to unregistered refugees and to unaccompanied refugee children who resettled in other countries and cultures with distinct backgrounds and traditions. Third, analyses of the relationship between trauma and psychopathological outcomes were limited to war atrocities, and thus, the pattern of results found may not generalize to refugee children who may have been exposed to other, possibly more difficult, flight trajectories, marked by sexual abuse, forced marriage and prostitution (Ward and Marsh, 2006), as well as continued exposure to sexual maltreatment within host countries (Lay and Papadopoulos, 2009). Longitudinal research is needed for elucidating the directionality of the relationship between post-resettlement traumas and developmental outcomes.



CONCLUSION

The present study contributes to the neuroticism literature by showing that high-N children develop more problems that are psychopathological and have more severe affective reactions to war atrocities in post- resettlement contexts. These findings help to explain the chronic negative affectivity experienced by high-N children. Thus, incorporating personality assessment into treatment planning might lead to more personalized treatment plans that will improve clinical outcomes (Widiger and Presnall, 2013). Early interventions aimed to reduce neuroticism might contribute to a better prognosis in refugee children who are at high-risk for psychological disorders. Neuroticism may also represent a potential future target for intervention for children/adolescents to promote their mental health by strengthening resiliency.
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In Hong Kong, transfer students encounter different challenges unfolding in their transition from community college to university study. However, limited research has been conducted to explore their discipline-specific challenges. To address this gap, in this study three engineering and science faculties were selected from which to collect data through 35 in-depth interviews with transfer students, followed by a thorough thematic analysis. With the concept of in-betweenness, three main themes were identified: (1) “shifted the focus of study” (three sub-themes: (i) academic excellence in community college; (ii) future career in the university; and (iii) university life); (2) “encountered challenges in the transition” (four sub-themes: (i) non-matching program articulation; (ii) heavy study workload and its associated consequences; and (iii) non-specific administration arrangement and support from university); and (3) “students’ voices to enhance learning experiences” (four sub-themes: (i) modify the study duration; (ii) improve program articulation; (iii) improve social adjustment; and (iv) overseas exchange). The results of this study indicate the challenges faced by transfer students in their transition from community college to university and have implications for universities to design and implement appropriate strategies to prepare for the future.
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INTRODUCTION

Community colleges, technical colleges, junior colleges, private universities, and public universities are categorized commonly as higher education institutions (Belfield and Bailey, 2011). However, their missions, visions, histories, organizational structures, and expectations are usually heterogeneous (Kelly-Kleese, 2004). Worldwide, starting from the early 1980s, there has been a marked trend of changing from elite to mass higher education (Chen, 2008). As a consequence, the higher education sector has expanded dramatically. The huge expansion of community colleges has led to a remarkable increase in engagement in higher education. Of particular note is the growing inclusion of students whose chances to continue education beyond high school have been limited in the past due to various factors causing their academic disadvantage (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). In principle, community colleges introduce “open enrollment,” “open-door policies,” or “open admission” policies for students who have graduated from high school. The aim of these policies is to democratize the chances for every student, irrespective of prior disadvantages or advantages (i.e., a non-selective approach). In other words, community colleges need to make concerted efforts to assist disadvantaged students to attain the next academic level (Goldrick-Rab, 2010), which is university education. According to Starobin et al. (2016), the role of the community college is to ensure that students are well-equipped and ready academically to transition to university. Transfer students who are higher diploma or associate degree graduates with credit transfers are usually admitted to a 2-year pathway to finish their undergraduate programs in university (Lau et al., 2018). A smooth student transition depends on integrative efforts by the administrations of both the community college and the university, such as to improve the transfer agreements, and to organize the transfer partnerships and senior peer mentoring (Starobin et al., 2016). In fact, community colleges and universities should work together to facilitate students’ steady integration into new relationships, roles, and daily routines during the process (Elliott and Lakin, 2020). University personnel should be aware of transfer students’ needs and how they can adapt better to the new environment (Starobin et al., 2016).

However, to date, most of the research about transfer students has been conducted in Western contexts and there have only been a few studies focusing on Asian contexts, particularly in the Chinese contexts. Most existing studies have targeted transfer students in general, but those from different disciplines might have different needs. The transition experience can start at the time of moving from community college to university, with an understanding of the students’ expectations of the coming challenges and comprehensive planning ahead (Elliott and Lakin, 2020). However, to date, there is little research about these perceptions and challenges. This study addressed the existing gaps, particularly for transfer students in engineering and science fields in a Chinese context. The objectives of the study were to: (1) explore transfer students’ expectations for their ongoing community college transition process; (2) identify the students’ challenges throughout the transition process, and (3) identify the possible solutions to enhance their learning experiences.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, India, Malaysia, Philippines, United Kingdom, and United States (US) provide various study pathways from community college to university (Farnsworth and Cissell, 2006; Wang, 2012; Lee, 2014; Archambault, 2015; Ong and Cheong, 2019; Bowker, 2021). However, the relevant studies are mainly from the United States and have not, therefore, addressed the specific needs of transfer students in Asian contexts, for instance, Chinese students. In the Chinese culture, students believe education has a high value and serves as a means to upward mobility (Lee, 2019). In the education system, “elitism” has been a deep-rooted concept held by students, parents, teachers, and academic institutions for over a century. Pubic examinations are used to distinguish between superior and inferior students. Therefore, Chinese students generally desire to continue their studies directly from high school to university in order to achieve a better place in society (Lee, 2019). This means that those who fail to achieve the scores required for university admission can see themselves as “losers” due to the pressure from different parties like parents, peers, and society in general (Ching et al., 2020). Although community colleges provide an alternative route to university, the students who take this path still perceive themselves as losers compared to mainstream students who enter university directly from high school (Wong, 2019, 2020; Ching et al., 2020). In addition, there is an expectation in Chinese society that students should complete their education before joining the workforce (Gu, 2006). Consequently, many who cannot achieve university entry will enroll instead in community college studies, with the aim of articulating to university 2 years later, via the new and innovative “2 + 2” pathway. Thus, unlike their counterparts in the US, where more transfer students tend to enter the workforce first and then return to study when they are older, in Chinese societies the ages of transfer and mainstream students are similar (Lee, 2014; Cheung et al., 2020b). The demographics of the transfer students in the United States can be very diverse. They might be married with children, working concurrently with their studies or having some years of working experience, which means more diversity in their ages as well. Some researchers have suggested that the age difference between non-transfer (traditional) and transfer students might be a factor contributing to the challenges the latter have in establishing social networks and peer relationships during their transition process (Fematt et al., 2021). However, with age difference being less of an issue in Asian contexts, the transfer students’ social challenges could be different. These potential differences have not been studied well to date.

Some previous research studies (Cheung et al., 2020a,b; Ching et al., 2020; Elliott and Lakin, 2020) have addressed transfer students’ transitional challenges or uncertainties, such as sense of belonging, motivation to study, academic workload stress, transfer shock [i.e., drop in Grade Point Average (GPA)], management of transition stress, mental health, and access to resources or learning support services. These challenges might be explained by the concept of in-betweenness (Bhabha, 1996; Dai, 2020; Dai and Hardy, 2021). Unlike mainstream students, transfer students encounter changes of an in-between space across the study environment from community college to university. These changes not only involve physical campus environment, but also teaching and learning pedagogy and even social and supporting culture. Frelin and Grannas (2010) addressed that teachers encounter the challenges of building informal interaction with their transfer students in the context of in-between spaces. In addition, changes that occur in the in-between space can affect students’ personal development (Bhabha, 1996; Dai, 2020; Dai and Hardy, 2021). Vilsmaier and Lang (2015) and Olin-Scheller et al. (2021) also pointed out that students look for feedback and support for sustainability learning in the in-between spaces. The complicated transition processes of moving from community college to university space may create turbulent pathways for transfer students. They can feel confronted by adjusting to their new environmental, academic, and psychological contexts (Umbach et al., 2019). Hence, these students may have poor completion rates or lack commitment to becoming involved in university life (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Even though there is some information about these undesirable outcomes, and the potential challenges that can occur during the transition process (Cheung et al., 2020a,b; Ching et al., 2020; Elliott and Lakin, 2020), there has been little exploration of their expectations and views of the transition experience. Moreover, studies of transfer students have either involved students from multiple disciplines (Cheung et al., 2020a,b,c) or focused on just one discipline, such as nursing (Ching et al., 2020), or hospitality and tourism (Chan et al., 2021). There is a paucity of studies describing the transitional experiences of transfer students from engineering and science. One study examined the success factors (Jackson and Laanan, 2015), and another evaluated the role of advising officers in supporting or hindering the transfer pathways (Packard and Jeffers, 2013). In order to provide discipline-related support for this group of students, this study explored the perceptions and challenges experienced by transfer students from engineering and science in the Asian context of Hong Kong.



METHOD


Research Context

This study was conducted in Hong Kong, where Chinese ethnicity occupies 92% of the population (GovHK, 2021). In general, mainstream and transfer students are the two main types of students enrolling in undergraduate programs. Mainstream students (non-transfer students) are those who are admitted to the 4-year bachelor’s programs directly from high school. However, in Hong Kong, only about one-third of high school students could directly admit to the eight government-funded universities (Concourse, 2021; Hong Kong Examination and Assessment Authority (HKEAA), 2021). As such, there are large numbers of students who fail to gain direct entry into university from high school, and thus select community college programs as an alternative route to university education. These are referred to as transfer students. It is a remarkable general practice in Hong Kong that the government-funded universities reserve a predetermined number of places for community college associate degree and higher diploma holders to complete their bachelor degrees within 2 years, following the “2 + 2” full-time study pathway. Although the quota for such approved places has increased by over 101.05% over the past 10 years (Information Portal for Accredited Post-Secondary Programmes (iPASS), 2021), there is still keen competition for a large number of community college graduates to take this alternative pathway. To articulate vertically to undergraduate studies, they not only require competitive GPAs, but also need to perform well in admission interviews. In normal cases, community college students are usually admitted to the university as 3rd-year students in the 4-year bachelor degree program structure. This means their study duration is the same as the mainstream students’ (Ching et al., 2021). In addition, students who are studying in the university in this study are required to complete a certain credit of general education requirement subjects to fulfill the graduation requirement. These subjects include English and Chinese language, service learning, general education, and work-integrated education.



Participants

This research was conducted in a public-funded university in Hong Kong. This University generates the largest number of vertical transfer students of all Hong Kong’s public-funded universities. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants from engineering and science departments from three faculties (hereafter referred to by the pseudonyms of Faculties A, B, and C). The selection criteria included (i) students who had graduated from a 2-year community college program and studied in a 2-year bachelor program; and (ii) those who had been studying in the bachelor’s degree program for at least one semester. As expected, the respondents had already become part of and familiar with the learning environment. We recruited the appropriate participants via in-class and email promotion to boost the participation rate. Focus group interviews were conducted depending on the participants’ availability. As suggested by Gall et al. (2003), semi-structured interviews were considered to be more suitable than using structured interview guides or informal, chatty interviews. Semi-structured interviews can begin with predetermined questions and then provide the interviewers with chances to raise probing questions as a follow-up, or to change the questions based on the focus of the responses (Turner, 2010). In addition, the adoption of semi-structured interviews helped the participants to share their perceptions and experiences freely.



Data Collection

Twelve sessions of focus group interviews and two individual interviews were arranged with 35 transfer students (18 female and 17 male). The arrangement of the number of students in one interview depended on students’ availability to fit their busy schedules. In order to facilitate the interview process and create a cohesive atmosphere, the focus groups were organized based on their disciplines or faculties. Depending on the participants’ availability, these group sizes ranged from two to four participants. Each interview was conducted in a quiet room within the university and lasted for 60–120 min. Each respondent was only invited to participate in one interview. The interview arrangement is summarized in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Information about interviews.

[image: Table 1]
Institutional ethical approval was obtained (i.e., HSEARS20170808003) before commencing the interviews. The interviewers were experienced and well-trained to conduct qualitative studies in higher education. However, they did not know the participants, which could perhaps have influenced the reliability of the research findings. Prior to the interview, each participant was given an information statement explaining the research background, purpose and format, the interview duration, and complaint procedures. The participants were assured that their personal particulars would be kept highly confidential, and they could withdraw at any point in time, without penalty or loss of benefits (Sewerin and Holmberg, 2017). After reading the statement, the participants were invited to sign a consent form.

We employed an interview guide with questions designed to examine the transfer students’ learning experiences (Table 2). This was based on a review of considerable literature relating to our research objectives (e.g., Pascarella, 1985; Hagedorn et al., 2006; Laanan et al., 2010). The interview guide was discussed with panels of experts and researchers to identify appropriate content and design in order to ensure the validity of the content, avoid double-barreled questions, and minimize fuzzy wording (Lau et al., 2021a). The interviewers first asked a general, broad question and followed this by raising a series of probing questions.


TABLE 2. Interview guide to explore the transition experiences of transfer students.
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The interviewers encouraged communication and facilitated discussion among the group members in Cantonese, the participants’ first language. All interviews were digitally recorded. In order to improve the accuracy, at least one research assistant attended each focus group as an observer and jotted down notes relevant to the interviewees’ communications. After each interview, the research assistant and the interviewers conducted debriefing sessions or review meetings to cross-check the interview notes and discuss the key points. The data analysis occurred concurrently with the collection. We proceeded with interviewing new participants until a point of data saturation was reached (Morse, 1995).



Data Analysis

In general, the key philosophical methods of educational research can be divided into four main paradigms, namely postmodernism, positivism, interpretivism, and critical theory. A paradigm presents a key group of philosophical perspectives of the nature of the world. Also, a paradigm produces a philosophical plan of the key social and educational research patterns (Pring, 2004). In practice, interpretive research and qualitative research are associated closely with each other. In terms of interpretive investigators, a comprehensive understanding of the fundamentals of the impacts of social life and human behavior in a natural context can be acquired from qualitative research (Habermas, 1972). This study used qualitative research to gain a richer and deeper understanding of the meanings people attribute to actions and incidents and explore the complicated scenarios encountered by industry practitioners and researchers.

The audio-recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim in Chinese and then imported into NVivo Pro 12 for data management and analysis. Each participant was randomly assigned a code, using an anonymous form for identification (i.e., 14A means interviewee A for the 14th interview). We used a thematic analysis to identify the common themes, topics, ideas, and patterns of the collected qualitative interview findings. As expected, thematic analysis can “reflect our view of qualitative research as creative, reflexive and subjective, with researcher subjectivity understood as a resource, rather than a potential threat to knowledge production” (Braun and Clarke, 2019, p. 591). Braun and Clarke (2006) defined thematic analysis as “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. A thematic analysis of the transcribed responses to the open-ended questions enabled a thorough exploration of engineering and science transfer students’ perceptions of the university learning environment and the challenges they experienced (Castleberry and Nolen, 2018), since thematic analysis provides a method that needs transparency, theoretical knowingness, and reflexivity (Braun and Clarke, 2019).

According to Yin (2009), the thematic analysis framework consists of five key steps: compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting, and concluding. First, we took the time to compile the interview transcript data. It was important to allow plenty of time for this process as the researchers needed to comprehend the data by reading and rereading them word by word and line by line. Second, we disassembled the data for coding purposes. Austin and Sutton (2014) described coding as “the process by which raw data are gradually converted into usable data through the identification of themes, concepts, or ideas that have some connection with each other.” In the coding process for this study, the codes were given by tags, labels or names so as to categorize the information and recognize similarities and differences in the data. We asked experienced researchers, research assistants, and interviewers to review the coding in order to assess it, remove duplications and integrate identical codes. This enabled us to increase objectivity and credibility. In brief, this step transformed the analysis from inductive to deductive (Sutton and Austin, 2015). The deductive analysis is a method of employing theory from the start of research projects as sensitizing concepts and hypotheses to test (Creswell and Plano, 2011). Third, we performed a reassembly process to map or categorize the coding. In doing so, we created themes according to a pattern of codes and possibly separated them into subthemes. Fourth, we interpreted the data, which was the starting point for the conclusions. Basically, fairness, credibility, relatedness, completeness, and accuracy are the five critical success factors for exceptional qualitative interpretation. After the third step, we concentrated on addressing the thematic patterns of the data associated with the key research questions (Yin, 2009). We were able to identify the differences and similarities between the research context and background to decide the connection and suitability of the findings (Collingridge and Gantt, 2008).




RESULTS

Three themes and eleven sub-themes were identified (Table 3). The first, second, and third themes respectively addressed RQ1: Explore transfer students’ expectations of their ongoing community college transition process, RQ2: Identify the transfer students’ challenges throughout the transition process, and RQ3: Identify the possible solutions to enhance transfer students’ learning experiences.


TABLE 3. Summary of themes, subthemes, and codes.
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Shifted Focus of Study

Transfer students tend to take programs in community colleges as a “stepping stone” or a “second chance” for further university study (Lau et al., 2018). According to the concept of in-betweenness (Bhabha, 1996; Dai, 2020; Dai and Hardy, 2021), transfer students build on the academic excellence from the community college to develop themselves further in university.


Academic Excellence in Community College

Generally, the students who had studied in community colleges had to study very hard to achieve excellent academic results to compete for university entry due to the high academic requirements for the limited transfer places. They placed much emphasis on academic performance, and tended to ignore the development of personal interests. Jenkins and Fink (2016) further explained that the transfer process exhibits a competitive and severe screening system that retains only the strongest sub-degree holders.

When I was studying the sub-degree, I had to obtain as high a GPA as possible… to increase the chance to transfer into university. (34A, Yr1, Faculty A).

I did not have much college life (during the sub-degree), I spent most of my time on studying, because the GPA requirement is high for the articulation from sub-degree to bachelor’s degree. (30B, Yr1, Faculty B).

When I was a sub-degree student, I focused on the academic aspect and was not keen to participate in the extra-curriculum and social activities, because getting the university place was my target. (40A, Yr1, Faculty A).



Future Career in the University

After transferring to the university, most of the transfer students expected that university study could improve their employability, based on the belief that university life provides plenty of opportunities and support to broaden their horizons and enrich their experiences for career development, such as internship programs. In order to keep an excellent quality of education, the university may need to revamp programs to add value with regard to professionalization in higher education (Lau and Ng, 2015). To this end, human capital fosters and sustains higher education and produces new talent in the industry (Becker, 1993).

My expectation is to enhance my professional knowledge in this university program, and to know more about the career path in this discipline, to prepare myself to take the right direction after graduation. (30A, Yr1, Faculty B).

Our department provides an internship for working as a technician or designer in an industry. We can experience our future working environment. Also, at some time, the internship company might employ us after we have graduated. (34B, Yr1, Faculty A).

I think attending the lessons and the internship provided by the university can enable us to try to experience the future working environment and enhance our career goals after graduation. (29B, Yr1, Faculty C).



University Life

In addition, the transfer students had expected to explore university life by making more friends and participating in extra-curricular activities.

I want to meet more friends here, I also want to enjoy university life and not only focus on studying. (34B, Yr1, Faculty A).

As a transfer student, I want to have more time to join extra-curriculum activities (32B, Yr2, Faculty B).

The idea of social presence is important for students to establish social relationships among their classmates during university life (Garrison et al., 2000). To address this need, teachers can create learning communities of students on various social media platforms or tools (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn) to encourage them to have useful learning experiences and keep friendships (Lau et al., 2021a,b).




Encountered Challenges in the Transition

The concept of in-betweenness (Bhabha, 1996; Dai, 2020; Dai and Hardy, 2021) can be applied to the transition experiences of transfer students. The degree of program articulation between community college and university plays a significant role in the learning experiences of transfer students in the university.


Non-matching Program Articulation


Students Transferred From the Same Discipline

Even within the same discipline, transfer students expressed different views and encountered different challenges. For example, in relation to academic issues, some found the subject content in the university program to be more difficult. They needed to spend time self-studying to recap the knowledge, due to gaps in the content of their sub-degree and university programs.

Some subject content does not align with our previous program. I have to spend more time studying the basic knowledge, and it is difficult. (44A, Yr1, Faculty B).

I think there is a gap in content between sub-degree and university. I need to spend more time to take up the new content, but I am still not able to understand the new knowledge fully. (06C, Yr1, Faculty C).

However, some students in Faculty A had a different view about their subject content. They had learned advanced knowledge in some subjects in their sub-degrees, but they had to take the same subjects at the introductory level again when they transferred to the university. Some of them felt that this was a problem caused by the inadequate articulation alignment.

I have studied some subjects which were more difficult than the introductory level, but I had to study these introductory levels again after transferring to the university. I think it is meaningless. I thought these subject credits could be transferred, but they were rejected (by the university). (20A, Yr2, Faculty A).

I think what I have learned (after transfer to the university) is just introductory level, I think some advanced knowledge should be taught, but our teachers are adjusting it to an easier level. (43B, Yr2, Faculty A).



Students Transferred From Different Disciplines

Some transfer students were transferred from their sub-degrees in disciplines that were different from those in which they enrolled at university. They found it challenging to study a new discipline and indicated that the learning content was not aligned to their previous sub-degrees. They needed to invest more in acquiring the knowledge of the new discipline.

We have to take two subjects about which we did not have any relevant knowledge in the first semester (after transferring to university). Non-transfer students who study in a 4-year program can take one subject each semester, so they can have more time to understand the knowledge thoroughly. (34A, Yr1, Faculty A).

Our teachers assume all of us are science students but, indeed, many of us are non-science students. Some teachers might assume we have some relevant knowledge and thus they do not teach the basic knowledge again. (32B, Yr2, Faculty B).

I think some subjects in the first year are difficult. The university might assume all of the transfer students have basic knowledge of this discipline, indeed, and we do not have any relevant background as we did not study the related sub-degree. (29B, Yr1, Faculty C).

Thus, it is understandable that some transfer students experienced heavier workloads because of the irrelevance of their academic backgrounds before transferring to the university.

We, transfer students, have a heavy workload, because some of us did not study the relevant discipline before transferring to the university and were even without any related background for the current program. The university assumes all transfer students have basic knowledge in this discipline. We might need to learn about the new technology which other non-transfer students have been learning about before, but we are required to submit assignments quickly, so we feel it is so difficult to study here. (43A, Yr2, Faculty A).



Study Duplication

Another issue is that some transfer students who had transferred from the same disciplines in which they had studied in their sub-degrees indicated that some subject content was a repetition of what they had learned in their sub-degrees. They felt disappointed to be studying the same content and expected to learn new knowledge after transferring to the university.

I thought what I learned in the sub-degree was easier and expected that what I learned in university would be more difficult. However, I found that the contents of the sub-degree and university are the same…. It seems like I did not learn anything in these 2 years. (20B, Yr2, Faculty A).

In fact, we have already studied this content during our sub-degree. And now, we need to study it again. I think it is not a good articulation. (31C, Yr2, Faculty B).

I had learned about this subject and similar content in my sub-degree. I do not understand why I was unable to transfer the credit for this subject. (29A, Yr1, Faculty C).

To a certain extent, students who had transferred from the same or different disciplines commonly indicated that non-matching program articulation adversely impacted their learning progress and demotivated their learning. As suggested by Ching et al. (2021), curriculum coordinators and administrators from universities and community colleges may form working groups and round table discussions leading toward constructive solutions (e.g., creating articulation agreements for enhancing credit transfer) that reduce transfers students’ study loads. Moreover, insufficient chances to obtain new knowledge during a class or the duplication of content were described as students’ main excuses for not attending classes. To this end, educators may need to revamp their programs to improve students’ learning motivation (Takase et al., 2019).




Heavy Workload and Its Associated Consequence


Limited Spare Time

The transfer students commonly perceived more study stress, heavier workloads, and greater coursework demands after transferring to the university. As well as the articulation issues mentioned in section “Non-matching Program Articulation,” which increased their study workloads, they also indicated that the university curriculum study schedule was more complex than in the sub-degree, with more examinations, assignments, and extra credit requirements. Ching et al. (2020) and Chan et al. (2021) also found that transfer students encounter heavy study workloads but shorter study periods. The majority of subjects are exam-oriented, which induced more study stress in the transfer students. The transfer students also need to comply with graduation requirements like job placements and service-learning. In doing so, they are being squeezed by packed schedules.

I have more examinations after transferring to the university. (34B, Yr1, Faculty A).

I perceived higher study stress after transferring to university because I have a lot of things to do. Sometimes I feel that I cannot complete it by the deadline. (42E, Yr1, Faculty B).

I think the study schedule of the university curriculum is tighter than before. Since I am a transfer student, I have to fulfill approximately 64 credits plus other extra subjects. (06A, Yr1, Faculty C).



Limited Social and University Life

The transfer students wanted to have more time to enjoy their university lives and join extra-curriculum activities, but they also understood that they had limited time to spend on social life because of the restricted timeframe of the “2 + 2” pathway and the heavy study workload. Wang and Wharton (2010) also addressed the issue that transfer students engage less in social activities like student organizations and involvement in student support services. In addition, some of the respondents implied that getting involved in social activities might have negative impacts on their academic performances.

We have too many tasks (academic assessments) to do, we do not have much time free to join the university activities. Basically, it is hard to arrange our time to join the activities. (43A, Yr2, Faculty A).

We are already year three and four, we have no time to enjoy ourselves. (43B, Yr2, Faculty A).

We have many academic assignments to do, I have set a lower expectation for myself like a GPA not lower than 2.0 (out of 4), that is fine for me, so that I have been able to join some university activities and I feel happy to join, but the time is really limited. However, sometimes I feel guilty about getting a lower GPA because my peers are spending most of their time in study. (42A, Yr1, Faculty B).

The non-transfer students have more time to enjoy their university lives, like joining the societies. For us, we have only 2 years, in fact, we do not have much time to enjoy ourselves. (29C, Yr1, Faculty C).

Also, they perceived difficulties associated with joining the university activities, particularly the overseas exchange, because they found that the exchange program was not designed for transfer students. There were several hidden restrictions for them. For instance, they had only a few choices for exchange places and would potentially delay their graduations due to the insufficient overseas exchange credit transfer. In accordance with Cheung et al. (2020c), excessive study loads meant that transfer students did not have a chance to engage in overseas exchanges.

When I received the study plan and the timetable in admission, I knew that I would not have a chance to go on an overseas exchange. For transfer students, due to the heavy workload, final year project, and credit issues, we do not want to defer our graduation so that we know that we have no chance to go on an overseas exchange. Exchange is only for non-transfer students. (34B, Yr1, Faculty A).

Some of my classmates applied (for the overseas exchange), but they were not successful because we have a limited application period and choices for the overseas exchange. Only a few transfer students want to exchange in the final year, because normally we are not able to transfer the credit we earn during the exchange, and that will delay our graduation… we think that the overseas exchange is not designed for transfer students. (30A, Yr1, Faculty B).

Transfer students have less chance (to go on exchange), because there are quotas of only one or two places in each school and that might not be suitable for us. For example, I am studying aviation, but the exchange program is related to IT engineering, which is not directly related to my discipline. That means, if you go to exchange, you have to defer your graduation. (29C, Yr1, Faculty C).



Limited Engagement

The students explained that they had studied sub-degree and undergraduate programs in two different settings. Poor social adjustment and engagement in the new (university) environment are common challenges for transfer students. Some researchers (e.g., Mehr and Daltry, 2016) described transfer students’ encounters with the “campus culture shock” of an unknown and new learning context. In a new learning environment, friendship is crucial to provide adolescents with camaraderie, enrichment, social skills training, and emotional support (Hiatt et al., 2015). In the interviews, the transfer students said that they had faced obstacles to making new friends with non-transfer students, as both groups of students have few interactions with each other. They also described difficulties with fitting into the new study environment where many social relationships and friendships had been already established.

I think the bonding with the classmates in my sub-degree is stronger; we were always together, having lessons, and joining activities. But after transferring to the university, I always stay alone, or just with one or two friends. It is difficult to meet new classmates here. Especially, I think it is difficult to make friends in the environment where the classmates have been studying together for 2 years, and they have already built their friendships. It is difficult for me to get into their circles and groups. (34A, Yr1, Faculty A).

Transfer and non-transfer students tend to form groups by themselves during group work. In fact, they already have their own social circles and common topics. In turn, non-transfer students prefer to work among themselves. (44A, Yr1, Faculty B).

I have limited opportunities to interact with non-transfer students. The non-transfer students prefer to be with other non-transfer students as they have similar study paths and backgrounds. I find it difficult to join in their group as they have already formed their cohesion with one another. In addition, I also have limited time. (29A, Yr1, Faculty C). Some transfer students said that they feel more comfortable being friends with their transfer student peers because they have similar backgrounds and hence find it easier to connect with each other.

I think some non-transfer students are not friendly; they present like they are different from us and look down on us. Thus, we are not keen to be friends with them. But, of course, not all of the non-transfer students are the same. (20B, Yr2, Faculty A).

To be honest, I think there is a gap between non-transfer and transfer students. (30B, Yr1, Faculty B).

I think it is easier to connect and communicate with the transfer students; it might be because we have similar backgrounds and experiences. (06C, Yr1, Faculty C).




Non-specific Administration Arrangements and Support From the University

The interviewees observed that the arrangements in the university are not designed for transfer students. Most of the transfer students reflected their dissatisfaction with the subject registration system. They indicated that they were the last group of students to register in the system. They had limited choices of subjects since those in which they were interested were already filled by the non-transfer students who have the higher priority in the subject registration system. They felt that they have more restrictions than the non-transfer students. Townsend and Wilson (2006) argued that transfer students were difficult in adjusting to the stringent academic standards of universities. The common problems have been arisen from registering for suitable subjects and transferring credits obtained from their particular community colleges to university studies.

For transfer students, our study plan is tight. For example, we take the service-learning subject (a graduation requirement for all undergraduate students) in the last year, when our workload is heavy plus the final year project. However, it is impossible for us to register for the serving learning subject earlier because it is very competitive (in the registration system). (40A, Yr1, Faculty A).

Transfer students normally have tight study schedules, and this has already reduced our choices of the subjects we want to take. Also, we are not given any priority to take the subjects in the registration system, and finally we only have a few choices and usually we have to take subjects we are not interested in. (44A, Yr1, Faculty B).

We have only 2 years to complete the general education requirement subjects, which often clash with our discipline subjects’ timetables… the registration period is earlier for non-transfer students than for us in the subject registration system. (29C, Yr1, Faculty C).

The transfer students reported that the university does not provide adequate support to them. They also pointed out that they have different, unique needs, for instance, transfer transition and credit transfer. To address this, universities may need to develop thorough support systems to facilitate transfer students to finish their undergraduate programs smoothly and successfully (Chan et al., 2021).

I think for the students transferring from the sub-degree in the same university, the adjustment is smooth, because they are used to studying in a similar format. But those who transfer from different community colleges need more support because they are not familiar with the new environment. They do not know where they can get support, such as some welfare or the location of facilities. (40A, Yr1, Faculty A).

There is not enough support for helping our adjustment to university. The current university resources are provided to the 4-year program students or JUPAS-admitted students. Unlike non-transfer students, we had already completed the 2-year sub-degree program; since we already have 2 years’ experience of tertiary education, the university expects we are able to adjust quickly to the new campus life, so the support for us is less. (45, Yr2, Faculty B).

I think we need support regarding credit transfer. For example, I had taken some subjects in community college which were similar to some subjects in this university, but I was unable to transfer credit. (06A, Yr1, Faculty C).




Students’ Voices About How to Enhance the Learning Experience


Modify the Study Duration

Owing to their heavy workloads, the transfer students suggested that the university extend their articulated program to one more semester or a year, and provide a wider choice of one-semester service learning subjects. They agreed that extending the study period could enhance their learning outcomes and shorten the subject duration from two semesters to one, which could relieve their tight study schedules. This is consistent with the report by Chan et al. (2021) that transfer students desired to extend their normal program duration because of the tightly packed program structure. It also needs to be remembered that students perceive higher education to be a risky investment. Deferment of studies may induce students to bear higher education costs and lose job opportunities (Rey, 2012).

I suggest adding one more semester to our program, which would benefit our study. (42A, Yr1, Faculty B).

I think we should have one more year, i.e., to have 3 years to complete our program. If we had one more year to study, we could enjoy our studies and not just fulfill the academic requirements. (06B, Yr1, Faculty C).

I think the university could provide more one-semester-long service-learning subjects. There are too many two-semester subjects. (43A, YR, Faculty A).



Improved Program Articulation

The transfer students mentioned they had found some issues with the program articulation, such as duplicated learning content and different levels of learning content between sub-degree and university programs. Xu et al. (2016, p. 37) described that “the transfer pathway is “insufficiently structured and supported,” owing to the lack of agreements on credit transfer and articulation between community colleges and universities.” Thus, they suggested the university should revise program content in order to improve the articulation between sub-degree and university. Also, they suggested the university should consider students’ different academic backgrounds and organize some foundation subjects to enhance their basic knowledge, to improve their articulation.

I suggest the university should review the program structure - like the content of the subject - and consider whether the content will overlap with the sub-degree or not. (20B, Yr2, Faculty A).

I suggest (to the university) to revise the content. Some of the content of the bachelor’s program is the same as that in the sub-degree program. (31C, Yr2, Faculty B).

I would suggest to organize some subjects that teach basic knowledge, like one or two subjects; this would be helpful for us (transfer students to have better articulation). (06B, Yr1, Faculty C).



Improve Social Adjustment

The transfer students suggested that the university or individual faculties could take initiatives to organize a series of social activities to encourage their engagement with the new study environment and their connections with their non-transfer counterparts. They thought it would be significant to have a supportive learning context and teaching approaches to enhance the linkage with other students. Importantly, social activities can help students to have high personal expectations to achieve high academic performance via the process of knowledge building (Orooji and Taghiyareh, 2018; Ching et al., 2020).

If we really do not have time to join the extra-curriculum activities, I think departments can organize some activities for us, like only within our own departments or even collaborating with others, to provide a platform for all students to meet. For example, like for Halloween, we can have a party or gathering or something like that. (34B, Yr1, Faculty A).

The faculty or university could arrange more activities to break the ice between transfer and non-transfer students, such as camping. I think that ice-breaking would be fantastic and contribute to my personal growth (32C, Yr2, Faculty B).

We do not have chances to get into the non-transfer students’ circles. Our teachers could randomly assign and mix up non-transfer and transfer students to form groups for projects. Otherwise, we normally form a group with other transfer students. (29A, Yr1, Faculty C).



Overseas Exchange Opportunities

As mentioned above, most transfer students agreed that the overseas exchange program is not designed or suitable for them. In order to minimize the possible risks before deferring their studies and graduating on schedule, transfer students are forced to give up overseas exchange opportunities. In other words, the programs failed in meeting their initial expectations (Ching et al., 2021). Chew and Croy (2011) reinforced that overseas exchange should be considered as incentives for tertiary students to enroll in programs and pursue studies, The students in this study suggested that the university could modify program settings to increase their opportunities to join the exchange.

I think the university could provide more summer exchange programs for transfer students, like in a shorter duration, which would be suitable for transfer students as they would find it easier to handle their time, and increase their chances of joining the exchange. (34A, Yr1, Faculty A).

I think the only way to help transfer students to join the exchange would be to allow them to do the serving learning subject overseas. (45A, Yr2, Faculty B).

I think the major concerns for transfer students to overseas exchange are insufficient credit transfer and delayed graduation. Thus, improving the credit transfer for the exchange program could encourage us to join the exchange. (29C, Yr1, Faculty C).





DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our study is one of the only such studies to explore the perceptions and challenges of community college transfer students in engineering and science disciplines during their university study in a Chinese education context. Unlike mainstream students, transfer students have new “in-between” characteristics which give rise to some unique challenges for them in the new learning environment, when they transfer from community college to university studies. Our qualitative study found three themes and eleven subthemes relating to the students’ shift in the focus of their study from community college to university, their expectations of university study, challenges experienced, and possible solutions to enhance their transition.


Shifted Focus of Study and Expectations After Transferring to the University

The transfer students experienced a critical time during their community college studies, when they had to work hard to achieve outstanding academic performances in order to gain university places. The high academic requirements of university articulation are consistent across Asian contexts, such as Malaysia (Ong and Cheong, 2019) and Vietnam (Le, 2013). In Hong Kong, in particular, university places are limited and highly competitive (Kember, 2010). Students who are unable to obtain these places directly from high school are considered as academic failures, causing them high levels of stress (Wong, 2019, 2020). Thus, most community college students invest a lot of effort in pursuit of university places (Kember, 2010; Monaghan and Attewell, 2015). The transfer students interviewed in our study described their expectations of transferring to the university, which included expecting to enjoy university life and enhance their employability. They looked forward to enjoying university life after having spent most of their time studying in community college. This lack of social life for community college students has also been reported in the United States previously. The difference is that, rather than spending time studying, some United States counterparts have family and work commitments (Berger and Malaney, 2003). On the other hand, similar to our Chinese students, some Latino community college students in the United States do not prioritize participating in extra-curricular activities. Since their primary goal is to complete community college study, they tend to participate in activities which are beneficial to their academic goals (Zell, 2010). Likewise, some other studies have reported community college students treating their community college studies as a stepping stone to transfer to bachelor’s programs, therefore not wanting to engage in social activities or even not finding it necessary to spend time on-campus events (Borglum and Kubala, 2000). Therefore, it is not surprising that transfer students aspire to participate in social activities after transferring to the university. In fact, Berger and Malaney (2003) provided support that transfer students were more likely to spend time on social activities after transferring to the university.

Currently, employers are unwilling to arrange remedial skill development or on-the-job training and, hence, transfer students must rely on further education to improve their employability (Chhinzer and Russo, 2018). As suggested by Betts et al. (2009) and Chhinzer and Russo (2018), universities need to allocate available resources to support students’ development of the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for their future careers. Internship programs need to offer the best methods for students to accumulate valuable working experience and obtain entry-level professional skills before joining the job market (Gault et al., 2000). Students transferring to university have been shown to gain additional chances to “acquire skills and qualifications” to improve their employability (Cheung et al., 2020a). Thus, the transfer students interviewed in this study expected that the university would provide strong career development, support, and various overseas exchange opportunities that would enhance their employability.



Challenges Encountered in the Transition and Possible Solutions Suggested by Students

The level of alignment between community college and bachelor’s program is still an unsolved issue (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). This different level of articulation between community college and university programs creates a different level of in-between transfer students. In our study, the transfer students found that there was a disparity in the content of the two programs (community college and university). In fact, community colleges have been regarded as having lower academic standards (Peng, 1978). For example, Townsend (1995) reported that most transfer students found the academic standards in university to be higher and the subject content harder than in community college. Additionally, Eggleston and Laanan (2001) found that, for at least half of the students transferring from technical community college programs that technical-based backgrounds might weaken their adjustment to the elite academic-based university programs. However, surprisingly, some of our transfer students in Faculty A reflected the opposite view about their subject content. They indicated that some of their community college content was more difficult than that in university. Although there have been only a few relevant studies investigating the alignment of learning content in different disciplines, some researchers have found that changes in students’ academic performances after they have transferred to university might vary in different disciplines (Cejda, 1997; Cejda et al., 1998). These findings implied that the learning experiences of transfer students from different disciplines might be variable. Apart from disparities in the content of subjects, there was also evidence in our current study of content duplicated in community college and bachelor’s programs. This was a novel finding demonstrating issues regarding the level of alignment across institutions. All this, together, suggests that university and faculty administrations should revise the curriculum content and review the alignment between the two programs, in order to improve the transfer students’ learning outcomes and the overall quality of the curriculum. Furthermore, some of the transfer students in our study had switched to different majors after transferring to the university and reflected their difficulties in studying new knowledge within the restricted study timeframe. In fact, this phenomenon of switching majors has been found often in transfer students (Aulck and West, 2017); however, the related issues are seldom discussed. We found those students perceived their workloads to be higher because of their irrelevant academic backgrounds. Based on previous transfer students’ experiences, Caporrimo (2007) indicated that universities are unlikely to provide extra support for students with limited background knowledge. The transfer students in this study suggested that, to address this issue, the university could organize some subjects for them to revise the basic knowledge for the new articulated discipline in order to improve the transition. Similar suggestions to improve the articulation of courses were made by Eggleston and Laanan (2001), whereas Melguizo et al. (2011) believed that both community colleges and universities should provide students with sufficient academic preparation to enhance their adjustment. The implication is that universities may need to revamp subjects regularly in order to maintain smooth transition processes as well as to align with industry expectations.

The transfer students expressed disappointment that their expectations of enriched university life were not realized due to their heavy workloads and the restricted social circle. Transfer students often experience higher workloads (Wang et al., 2010; Mehr and Daltry, 2016; Cheung et al., 2020d), which Walker et al. (2016) attributed to the lack of credit transfer. They found that some credits they had gained in community college could not be transferred to the university, and therefore they had to take the extra credits to fulfill the graduation requirement. This loss of credits during the transition from community college to university is common (Monaghan and Attewell, 2015). Moreover, the subject assessment requirements tend to be more demanding than in their past community college studies (Chan et al., 2021). We also found that non-alignment of the learning content between community college and bachelor’s programs might be another possible reason to increase their workloads. Basically, the heavy workloads for transfer students are also exacerbated by the restricted study timeframe of the “2 + 2” transfer pathway (Ching et al., 2020). Hence, the transfer students interviewed in this study suggested modifying the study duration, for example extending their articulation programs. Yet, extending the duration for transfer students might be a challenge due to the current fixed 2-year government funding source (University Grants Committee (UGC), 2019).

On the other hand, contrary to their expectations, our transfer students found they spent most of their time on study, and thus lacked time for social life (consistent with Townsend and Wilson, 2009). Their lower participation in social activities in university is caused primarily by the heavy workload, which reduces their enthusiasm to participate in social activities, and leads eventually to less social involvement in university (Wang and Wharton, 2010; Ching et al., 2021). The transfer students interviewed in this study also revealed that their restricted social circle was another challenge to their social adjustment and involvement in the new environment. We found that they faced difficulties fitting into the mainstream students’ social circles and felt more comfortable to be with their transfer student counterparts. The challenges with social adjustment faced by transfer students have been reported in previous studies (Britt and Hirt, 1999; Townsend and Wilson, 2009; Reyes, 2011). In other countries, like the US, transfer students are generally older than mainstream students, so this age gap might be a reason why it is difficult for them to enter the younger social circles (Townsend and Wilson, 2006; Fematt et al., 2021). In contrast, there are no significant age differences between these two groups of students in Hong Kong (Cheung et al., 2020c). This implies that the challenges faced by transfer students in social adjustment to university are not only caused by an age difference between themselves and the mainstream students. The transfer students in our study reflected that mainstream students have already established many friendships and social circles during their first 2 years of study in the university. This view was aligned with the finding reported by Townsend and Wilson (2006). It also relates to the finding that it is harder for transfer students to establish social connections on campus through extra- and co-curricular activities than do mainstream students (Massi et al., 2012). On the other hand, the transfer students indicated that they find it easier to connect with their transfer student peers. Similarly, United States transfer students have suggested grouping transfer students together to help them to build up a connection in university (Townsend and Wilson, 2009). The transfer students in this study explained that similar experience and background is the major reason for them to develop friendships with their transfer student peers. It has been shown that transfer students perceive disparities with mainstream students and negative impacts of the stigma they feel as “transfer students” (Laanan, 2000; Caporrimo, 2007; Laanan et al., 2010; Moser, 2013; Wong and Tse, 2017; Cheung et al., 2020c). Thus, it is understandable that transfer students have a preference to be with their transfer student peers. Indeed, social engagement may exhibit via collaborative learning and faculty-student interaction. Transfer students in our study proposed that universities and faculties can take initiatives to improve their social adjustment and enhance their connection with their mainstream student counterparts. This view is consistent with that of Lester et al. (2013), who reported transfer students expecting to establish positive connections with their classmates and looking for peers for teamwork or discussion in both physical and virtual classrooms. In addition, Zilvinskis and Dumford (2018) pointed out that supportive learning environments and teaching pedagogies foster the level of student engagement, whereas Lopez and Jones (2017) indicated that universities should take the responsibility to increase the interactions between transfer students with their peers and faculty in both in and after class as this can benefit to their social adjustment.

Another noteworthy challenge the transfer students experienced was the partial administration arrangement and insufficient support from the university. Our findings showed that several administrative arrangements were not designed for transfer students, like overseas exchange and the subject registration system. We found that participating in the overseas exchange programs seemed to be impossible for the transfer students, and this is consistent with findings from past research studies (Ching et al., 2020, 2021). Yet, the challenge of course registration is not the only problem for transfer students in Hong Kong. It has been reported that some transfer students in the United States also found they were unable to select many subjects because the deadline for selection was before their enrollment (Eggleston and Laanan, 2001), similar to the experience described by our transfer students. In fact, Walker and Okpala (2017) determined that transfer students noticed the disparities between themselves and mainstream students and suggested that university administrators recognize their different needs. Transfer students often feel they are receiving inadequate support from their universities (Eggleston and Laanan, 2001; Kodama, 2002; Cheung et al., 2020c), and want to obtain more resources from their universities (Tobolowsky and Cox, 2012; Walker and Okpala, 2017). As a matter of fact, they have been neglected and labeled as not requiring extra assistance, due to the perception that their previous experience in community college was enough (Beckenstein, 1992), as was the case reported in our interviews. Furthermore, Wang et al. (2010) pointed out that transfer students used fewer support services and had lower awareness of the support services available. These authors explained that different student backgrounds might be a reason for the transfer students having lower awareness levels. They have limited access to information about how to navigate the new institution (Townsend and Wilson, 2006). This was similar to the findings of the current study, in which the students who had transferred from different community colleges felt they were not familiar with the new learning environment and thus had lower awareness of the support services and resources.



Implications

This manuscript has provided a foundation for future research. The transfer students perceived that the whole transition process was far from meeting their expectations and they had encountered a number of challenges. Recognizing and tackling the in-between challenges of transfer students are essential for them to adopt the new university life (Bhabha, 1996; Dai, 2020; Dai and Hardy, 2021). In order to make a smooth transition and improve transfer students’ retention or “belongingness” to their universities, a “TRANSFER” framework has been designed to suggest possible strategies and recommendations. In this framework, “T” refers to “Technological Support”; “R” refers to Revamping Programs’; “A” refers to “Academic Support”; “N” refers to “Networking”; “S” refers to “Subject registration”; “F” refers to “Facilities”; “E” refers to “Exchange”; and “R” refers to “Resources.” The TRANSFER’ framework mainly focuses on the qualitative analysis to elaborate on perceptions and challenges of transfer students from community college to university in a Chinese educational context. Nevertheless, it gives a theoretical framework for educators and researchers to carry out a large-scale survey. As such, in-depth analysis and comprehensive study of the Asian higher education sector will be achieved in the forthcoming years. This will be helpful in identifying the features of transfer students and implementing appropriate strategies in fostering transfer students to prepare for the future.


Transferring Credit

It would be useful to have an integrated online platform listing the subject mapping between community college and university programs, providing information about the subject credit transfer criteria, requirements, and procedure (Cheung et al., 2021). The platform will be an open access system which transfer students or potential transfer students can access without restriction, to enhance the transparency of credit transfer subjects.



Revamp the Programs

Close and periodical communication between community college and university program leaders is essential, with the aim to improve subject or program alignment to prevent credit loss, and duplication of learning. The programs in both institutions should be revised based on the students’ feedback, industrial practitioners’ feedback, study load and changes to curricula on both sides.



Academic Support

Transfer students have unique needs which mainstream students might not have. An orientation particularly for transfer students during admission can be arranged to prepare them for the challenges ahead and plan how to tackle these challenges with available resources provided. As well, the university may provide more support for their career advancement, such as inviting alumni as peer mentors to share the latest news from the industry as well as their study experiences.



Networking

Social networking and interaction is another unique need of transfer students. The program leaders may consider planning common timeslots for transfer and mainstream students to take core subjects together. Moreover, universities may provide more support through various peer activities for transfer and mainstream students to break the repetitive cycle and reduce the labeling effect of transfer students as “inferior.”



Subject Registration

Transfer students have to fulfill the graduation requirement by completing the general education requirement subjects within 2 years rather than the four that mainstream students have. As mentioned previously, they have limited subject choices since they are the last group of students in the system. The university may need to allocate some places specially for transfer students in the subject registration system.



Facilities

Transfer students only have 2 years to complete their university studies. They have to adapt to the new environment quickly to facilitate their transition. The university may use different effective formal and informal communication channels to inform transfer students about the facilities available, for instance through orientation programs specifically for transfer students, the university website, and social media.



Exchange

The university may modify the settings of overseas programs, for example by shortening the exchange duration and increasing the credit transfer agreements with overseas universities, to increase the flexibility for transfer students to join exchange programs.



Resources

The university may need to allocate more resources to support transfer students. Universities should provide extra assistants to improve the transfer students’ transition experiences, such as organizing a series of transfer orientation and campus visits, increasing the numbers of places available in hall accommodation for transfer students and establishing a supporting center for them. As well, academic staff should be well informed about transfer students’ unique needs and provide appropriate support.




Limitations

This manuscript has provided a foundation for future research. There were some limitations to our research. First, our study only concentrated on the “Engineering and Science” discipline. Future research may consider comparing students from other disciplines, for instance “Business and Hospitality,” “Language and Communication,” and “Social Sciences and Design.” This may possibly enable the research findings to be generalized and strengthen our understanding of similarities and differences in transfer processes in different disciplines. Second, self-reported data were adopted that could potentially rely on the participants’ accuracy and inclination to answer. The participants may have been unwilling to report real human behavior due to potential individual re-percussions or a lack of knowledge. Third, due to the participants’ availability, two sessions of individual interviews were conducted, which might have reduced the dynamics of the discussion and elicitation of ideas. Last, the main data were collected from students. Further research may gather data from various other stakeholders, including policymakers, service providers, government bodies, and educators, via focus group interviews to generate comprehensive data and achieve broader viewpoints for further analysis.
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Various countries have alternative pathway policies for 2-year community college graduates to articulate to 2-year university study, forming a “2+2” pathway. However, few studies have explored university staff members’ perceptions of this “2+2” transfer pathway and their understanding of transfer students’ (TSs) transition experiences. This descriptive qualitative study addressed this research gap. Forty-two academic and supporting staff participated in the focus group interviews. Specifically, the study explored the assets and challenges of the “2+2” pathway from the university staff perspective in Hong Kong. The articulation pathway and TSs are highly recognized for their prior learning, academic performances, and the value of the second chance. However, while the university staff were sympathetic to the challenges filling these transfer pathways, their offering of help was limited by government funding and policies restrictions. It is recommended that policies should be established at government and university levels to recognize and tackle TSs’ unique needs to alleviate their heavy workloads through better articulation between community college and university studies. Improving articulation will allow TSs time for social involvement in university life and thus enhance their mental well-being.

Keywords: transfer students, qualitative study, staff perception, higher education, mental health, transition and adaptation


INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, there has been a growing volume of literature pertaining to community college transfer students’ (TSs) experiences of transitioning from community colleges to universities. The majority of existing studies focused on their learning experiences and outcomes, such as academic performances (Wang, 2009; Cheung et al., 2020a) and adjustment needs (Owens, 2010; Cheung et al., 2020b; Ching et al., 2021). These previous studies investigating the student transition experience have emphasized the important role of staff, departmental, and institutional support in the transition and learning experience, and the success of community college TSs (Zhang et al., 2018; Howerton et al., 2019). Although some extant studies have explored the pre-transfer preparatory support given by community college staff and the institutions themselves (O’Donnell et al., 2018), there is a lack of coverage of the viewpoints of staff in the receiving institutions (i.e., universities), despite this being one major stakeholder groups in higher education. In other words, relatively little attention has been paid to understanding this non-traditional student population from the perspective of the university staff. As pointed out by Landeen et al. (2017), having a better understanding of this perspective could inspire a higher level of institutional and departmental policies to support and facilitate students’ transfer and transition experiences.


An Alternative Pathway and Transfer Students’

In addition to the direct admission route, the higher education systems in most countries, western and eastern alike, have alternative pathway policies for secondary school graduates to articulate to university study after obtaining a community college degree. In the United States, a typical “2+2” pathway includes 2 years in community college and 2 years in university (Remington et al., 2013). This is similar to the articulation pathways in Asian countries including China, Malaysia, and Thailand (Lee, 2014; Gao et al., 2016). Globally, the populations of community college TSs in higher education institutions have been growing in recent decades (Archambault, 2015; Wyner et al., 2016).

The “2+2” pathways provide an alternative in a competitive education system. In the study context of Hong Kong, only about one-third of the secondary school students who sit for the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education Examination (HKDSE) can be admitted directly into local University Grants Committee (UGC) funded universities. In the academic year 2019/20, there were 52,416 HKDSE candidates competing for 18,362 (35.0%) first-year-first-degree (i.e., direct entry) places distributed across eight publicly funded universities [Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority, 2020; University Grants Committee (UGC), 2020]. There were 28,200 sub-degree (i.e., community college) intake places from more than 300 programs offered by 26 local sub-degree institutions (i.e., community colleges) in the 2019/20 academic year [Concourse on Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), 2020]. For the two-thirds of the candidates who cannot meet the competitive admission requirements, attending a community college with a better graduation score is one alternative pathway into a publicly funded university; the other option would be to retake the public examination. Graduates of 2-year local accredited sub-degree programs (i.e., associate degree or higher diploma) in relevant disciplines from institutions in Hong Kong or equivalent, can enter directly to Year 3 of selected bachelor’s programs, forming a “2+2” pathway. As there is no gap year with the articulation, thus, community college programs are popular. Even though the admission requirements of these programs are relatively lenient, the articulation of college-to-university is also competitive. There are only 5,000 places for “2+2” pathway intakes in eight publicly funded universities [Concourse on Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), 2019]. Although overseas universities or local self-financing universities might offer more places, local candidates prefer to attending publicly funded universities.



Transition and Learning Experience of Transfer Students’

Despite the transferability, previous findings have suggested that community college TSs, as a group of non-traditional, disadvantaged higher-education students from academic, social, and psychological perspectives (Cheung et al., 2020a,d; Ching et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2022). Some authors have argued specifically that the transfer pathway is insufficiently structured and supported (Jaggars and Fletcher, 2014; Baker, 2016). Numerous studies of the learning experiences of community college TSs have focused on the academic, social, and psychological aspects of these students’ needs. Issues related to the academic aspect are the common phenomenon of transfer shock, referring to a drop in post-transfer GPA after arriving in university (Cheung et al., 2020a; Ching et al., 2021), higher attrition rates (Aulck and West, 2017), and heavier study loads than those of other groups of students (Xu et al., 2018; Cheung et al., 2020a,c; Ching et al., 2020b, 2021). Other research has identified TSs’ exposure to additional academic distress (Mehr and Daltry, 2016; Cheung et al., 2020c), higher levels of depression, anxiety and stress than experienced by other groups of students (Beiter et al., 2015; Cheung et al., 2020d), insufficient integration with their peers and inactive engagement in social activities (Archambault, 2015; Xu et al., 2018; Cheung et al., 2020b; Ching et al., 2021). Given the clear portrayal of undesirable overall learning experiences of TSs; however, university managements and administrators have still been criticized for lacking an understanding of their characteristics and needs (Tobolowsky and Cox, 2012; Nuñez and Yoshimi, 2017). University staff are the ones who either make or implement decisions regarding students’ academic and non-academic affairs, so it is important to explore their perceptions of this “2+2” alternative pathway, particularly because the transition experiences of these non-traditional students are often neglected at the institutional level.

Previous studies of students’ perceptions of their personal and social experiences have revealed a spate of difficulties. In a qualitative study conducted in the United States, it was found that TSs experienced stigma on campus after their enrollment in university. They felt uncertain about their academic abilities to succeed in university and were afraid of the stereotypes of their sociodemographic disadvantages (Shaw et al., 2019). Studies in Asian contexts such as Hong Kong have indicated that TSs felt inferior and less competent than direct entrants (DEs) who were admitted directly to university based on their university entrance examination scores. These feelings of inferiority occurred even though the TSs’ graduation grade point averages (GPA) were higher than those of their DE peers (Cheung et al., 2020a; Ching et al., 2020b, 2021). It is not clear if university staff have similar perceptions of the transfer pathway and thereby recognize the possible challenges of TSs. However, worldwide, research concerning students’ social relationships and interactions from the perspective of university staff is relatively insufficient. As a matter of fact, teacher support is a crucial factor affecting students’ academic and social integration into university. As suggested by Tinto’s (1975) model of student integration, the most important factor contributing to students’ persistence in studies is their integration into the academic and social systems of the institution, especially for TSs (Townsend and Wilson, 2009). Furthermore, there was a discrepancy found between students’ and teachers’ perceptions; teachers experienced the support given to students more positively than that perceived by the students (Asikainen et al., 2018). In more controversial cases, as reported by Lähteenoja and Pirttilä-Backman (2005) in Finland, some university teachers expressed negative attitudes toward student integration, perceiving it as unnecessary.



Institutional Support for Transfer Students

Success for community college TSs appears to be linked directly to the development of quality transition programs in institutions and individual departments (Howerton et al., 2019). In order to create environments for better transfer and transition experiences, institutional and departmental support are vital to TSs’ academic and social involvement and integration at university (Baker, 2016; Bowker, 2021). In particular, academic staff play a significant role in TSs’ successful degree completion by developing engaging courses, helping them develop rigorous strategic plans to reach their academic goals, and establishing meaningful relationships with them (Howerton et al., 2019). Furthermore, statistically significant positive relationships have been identified between the frequencies of interactions between TSs and faculty, and their experience with academic (Lopez and Jones, 2017) and social (Laanan et al., 2010) adjustment, and coping with problems (Moser, 2013). These findings corroborate the benefits of staff support for TSs. Furthermore, Zhang et al. (2018) found that the level of institutional support and academic related interactions with academic staff were associated significantly with the likelihood of TSs being satisfied with their university experiences. Since academic and support staff at the universities are among the major stakeholders whose decisions and actions can facilitate or hamper the transfer process, it is essential to explore their perceptions of institutional resources and actions in order to ensure that optimal levels of support are directed to community college TSs in university.



Studies on Transfer Students in Asian Educational Context

While the aforementioned studies were mainly conducted in western cultures [e.g., the United States (Tobolowsky and Cox, 2012), Finland (Lähteenoja and Pirttilä-Backman, 2005; Asikainen et al., 2018), Canada (O’Donnell et al., 2018; Bowker, 2021)], community college transfer also prevails in Asian countries and regions, including Hong Kong, mainland China, Malaysia, and Thailand (Gao et al., 2016; Cheung et al., 2020a). In Asian societies, academic qualifications and employability are often emphasized because of social norms (Tien and Wang, 2017). In particular, it is increasingly common for degree aspirants in Greater China to earn post-secondary credentials before commencing university studies (Peng and Hui, 2011). On a related note, in at least one Asian educational context, Hong Kong, students’ degree aspirations are getting stronger (Wan, 2006). Post-secondary education has undergone a flourishing growth since 2000, with the Government policy of enhancing Hong Kong’s global competitiveness and developing a knowledge-based economy by democratizing higher education to a wider population [Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) Education Commission, 2000]. By 2019, in Hong Kong, the number of students in full-time post-secondary education programs had increased to 179,700 [Concourse on Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), 2020] from 23,758 in 2000 [University Grants Committee (UGC), 2010]. For graduates of sub-degree programs (i.e., associate degrees or higher diplomas) from community colleges, the HKSAR government increased full-time publicly funded undergraduate program places for vertical TSs (Shah and Nair, 2016).

Driven by the influence of traditional Confucian values in modern Chinese societies, it is regarded as a social norm for young adults to pursue higher degrees; this means that students should make all-out-efforts, by any means, to obtain post-secondary qualifications (Lee, 2019). With their prior experiences of failure in university entrance examinations, and thus the need to attend sub-degree programs (i.e., associate degree or higher diploma), community college graduates tend to perceive themselves as “losers” and to be regarded by the public as inferior (Lee, 2019; Wong, 2020). This has, therefore, contributed to community college graduates having strong aspirations to obtain bachelors’ degrees.

In view of the aforementioned knowledge and research gaps, this study explored the university staff’s perceptions of the community college transfer pathway and TSs’ learning experiences in an Asian educational context. The two research questions (RQ) were:

RQ1: How do university staff perceive community college transfer as a pathway to university study in Hong Kong?

RQ2: How do university staff perceive/understand the learning experiences and challenges encountered by community college TSs in Hong Kong?




MATERIALS AND METHODS

A qualitative approach was adopted to explore the perceptions and experiences of university staff in supporting TSs before, during and after their transfer. As this understanding of staff perceptions has been limited in the literature, a qualitative approach of interviewing participants with relevant experience was a good fit for the purpose of the current study (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1992).


Research Context

The university under investigation hosted about 35% of all TSs in Hong Kong in the past 5 years [Concourse on Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), 2020], as one of the major publicly funded institutions providing TSs with articulation to baccalaureate education from community college studies. It should be noted that, in Hong Kong, there is no independent TS-exclusive institutional support, such as a transfer center, available. Instead, the support from the institution is available to all students, regardless of their admission routes.



Participants

Participants (i.e., university staff) were recruited from the above-mentioned university using purposive and snowball sampling. The inclusion criteria were (1) employed academic or support staff in the university; (2) experienced in teaching and/or supporting TSs; and (3) able to communicate in English or Chinese. Internal invitations were sent to target faculties and departments through internal email. Interviewees who attended the interviews were also asked to invite colleagues to participate in the study. Overall, 42 university staff members (52.4% female) were recruited from all eight academic faculties/schools, and six supporting units (e.g., Student Affairs Office). Table 1 indicates the information of 42 participants. The interviewees were assured that their personal identities would be kept strictly confidential. They had the right to withdraw at any point of the study without any consequences. They were invited to sign a consent form to show their awareness of above information and agreement to participate in the study. Their participation was voluntary and no incentive was offered to them. Institutional ethical approval was obtained (HSEARS20180104005-01).


TABLE 1. Information about participants.

[image: Table 1]


Data Collection

A total of 33 sessions of interviews was conducted, consisting of five semi-structured focus groups and 28 individual interviews, according to the availability of the 42 university staff. The interviews were conducted in quiet rooms in the university, and each lasted about 30–90 min. The interviewees were free to share their perceptions and experiences about TSs in the university. To answer the research questions, an interview guide was developed based on the literature review, focusing on the participants’ perceptions of the community college transfer pathway (RQ1), and the learning experiences of community college TSs (RQ2).

The interview started with a general question, “Can you tell me about your experiences with TSs in the university?”. Based on the responses, the interviewer asked probing questions to get more information and clarify the conceptualized message. The interview guide also covered the scope of the topics, reminding the interviewer to conduct a broad and in-depth interview. For instance, the perceptions of university staff toward TSs’ (1) articulation pathways; (2) transition and adjustment processes; (3) learning and social experiences; and (4) the needs and challenges encountered by TSs; and (5) the support given to TSs in the university. All the focus groups and individual interviews were audio-recorded by digital recorders. The data collection was continued until data saturation was achieved, when no more new information emerged or the scope of experiences was being covered repetitively.

The interviews were conducted in either English or Cantonese. During the individual interviews, the interviewer, who is a researcher with experience of qualitative studies, asked questions and explored the participants’ perceptions. During the focus groups, one interviewer raised questions and facilitated discussions among the participants and a research assistant took brief notes so that follow-up questions could be asked to elicit ideas/hunches/thoughts (Krueger and Casey, 2001). This study embraced and focused primarily on an epistemological standpoint to explore the multidimensional contexts of university staff’s perceptions of community college “2+2” transfer pathways and their understanding about transfer students’ (TSs) transition experiences. The combination of individual interviews and focus groups enhanced the richness of the data and broadened the understanding of the phenomena of interest (Lambert and Loiselle, 2008; Carter et al., 2014). The individual interviews drew out personal and sensitive opinions about the transfer pathways and TSs while the focus groups obtained data resulting from the interactive discussions among the participants to increase the depth of the research questions.



Data Analysis

Staff members’ experiences were multifaceted and sensitive. In this exploratory study, qualitative content analysis was adopted for the simple reporting of common issues mentioned (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). Specifically, a manifest approach was followed; the researcher focused on describing the directly observable and obvious elements without assigning a meaning at the time of coding (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). Throughout the inductive inquiry process, interpretation was kept to a minimum level to ensure the trustworthiness of the data analysis and the consistency between different researchers (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004; Malterud et al., 2016). Bracketing was used to reflect the participants’ personal experiences and knowledge to ensure the findings of the study were shaped only by the respondents, without any researcher bias, personal values or judgmental attitudes (Polit, 2018).

As mentioned, two types of data collection approaches were adopted. However, the findings demonstrated nuanced differences in the participants’ understanding of the transfer pathway and perceptions of TSs that were not anticipated initially. The data collected from these two approaches were combined for data analysis. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim in Chinese/English to maintain the literal meaning, then imported into NVivo Pro 12 for subsequent analysis. At the beginning of the data analysis, the researchers read the interview notes, and transcribed the texts of a few interviews to get a full understanding of them as an “immersing” experience. Then the meaning units presenting the most detailed aspects of the participants’ experiences were condensed into codes. The codes were collated into sub-categories and then categories based on their similarities or differences (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). They discussed the codes and categories for consensus before analyzing the subsequent interviews. Four research assistants worked on the data analysis collaboratively, with monthly meetings to discuss the main findings to ensure the consistency and trustworthiness.




RESULTS

Two main categories and their sub-categories were identified in our analysis: (1) assets of the “2+2” pathway: TSs’ prior learning in community college, instrumental learning approaches, and valuing of the second chance for TSs; and (2) challenges to learning under the “2+2” pathway: a hard-earned second chance, constrained by the government funding, and sympathetic but unable to help the TSs.


Category 1: Assets of the “2+2” Pathway

The participants expressed a belief in the 2+2 articulation pathway, which provides an alternative admission route toward baccalaureate degrees after graduating from the community college. The participants believed that, despite this baccalaureate admission route being indirect, the prior learning in the community college nourishes and equips the TSs to reach the standard performance of the average university student. The staff also suggested that the TSs had demonstrated highly motivated and self-directed learning in their studies, adopting instrumental learning approaches, with timely graduation as the ultimate goal. More specifically, the participants had the view the TSs value and treasure this second chance of getting into a university after failure in the city-wide university entrance examinations, and thus strive to do their best after the articulation. These perceived strengths of the community college transfer and TSs show the staff’s confidence in the 2+2 pathway being a circuitous but viable route to baccalaureate degree studies.


Transfer Students’ Prior Learning in Community College

The interviewees commented that the curriculum structures of the community college programs were aligned with those of baccalaureate degree programs in university. They remarked that the 2-year training in the community college is comparable to the first 2 years of a typical 4-year university program, providing a solid foundation of knowledge in specialized disciplines and practical vocational skills for the TSs. Coupled with this, the participants suggested that the TSs usually articulate to degree programs in discipline areas that interest them the most and that are related to their community college studies. Therefore, they believed the TSs were able to catch up smoothly after articulation, which could be interpreted as showing confidence in the articulation and their overall recognition of the transfer pathway.

It (the ability to learn key concepts) depends. TSs’ 2-year higher diploma or associate degree studies have already developed the understanding of basic concepts of a certain discipline or profession. Their ability to understand is not bad if the field of study at the university is relevant to their prior learning. The adaptation in academic aspects was smooth as they caught up quickly (29A, academic staff).

Actually, we only select TSs from a very small number of relevant associate programs, so their study backgrounds are controlled by the professional board. The skills they have learned in the higher diploma even from other institutions using different modes of delivery, I believe are quite similar if not identical (35A, academic staff).

The participants understood that competition is high in the community colleges, as students have to achieve outstanding academic performances in order to earn the chance to articulate to baccalaureate studies. They explained that applicants who obtained GPAs lower than 3.2 out of 4.0 would not be considered by the university during the articulation process. They viewed this competitiveness arising from the transfer pathway as playing a gatekeeper role to select the most suitable and competent students. Thus, they considered the TSs who succeeded in articulation to be the cream from the community college, with a guaranteed quality matching the standards of the university.

The minimum GPA requirement for the TSs admission is above 3.2. The applicants who achieve less than 3.2 in GPA will not be considered for interview. Thus, the students who articulate to our university had performed very well academically in their community colleges (17A, academic staff).

I think most of them are hard-working, with good learning attitudes because, as I said, if they are promoted from the higher diploma program, they have had to compete for the degree places, so they need to be hard-working and get high GPAs in order to be promoted to the TSs program (07A, supporting staff).

The staff said they were aware of a common misunderstanding among outsiders that TSs who had failed once before would not perform as well as DEs. Some participants observed that TSs usually graduate with higher award GPAs than the DEs. In general, a large portion of TSs obtained GPAs higher than 3, which was seen as “very good.” One academic staff member even stated that the first honors degree holders in the last few years in his department were all TSs.

That’s why I’ve just highlighted that TSs being admitted through the turbulent route do not equate to poor academic results. Some may suggest that this group of students who failed in the public examination before would not perform as well as the DEs. This, in fact, was contradicted. These groups of students perform very well academically. In the last few years, the first-class honors students were the TSs, while there were none from DEs (29A, academic staff).



Instrumental Learning Approach

The participants had observed that TSs tend to be more mature, having somewhat well-planned life orientation in both their studies and career trajectories, and are heavily goal-oriented. In particular, they strive for high award GPAs and to graduate on time. They were seen as taking an instrumental and pragmatic approach to their studies, making every effort to achieve high levels of academic performance. The interviewees recalled that TSs are keen to stay attentive in class, grabbing the details about assignments, grading requirements, and tips for getting high scores at the beginning of the course, so they could make study plans early on.

They asked for details about guidelines, assessment rubrics, and timelines, and even asked about plans which were not yet published this year (19A2, Supporting staff).

If comparing these two groups of students (TSs and DEs), I still find, generally speaking, that the TSs tend to be more mature, motivated, engaging and more self-responsible, and more interested in their career planning (31A, academic staff).

In class, they found that the TSs demonstrate better attentiveness, more active involvement and engagement. One participant recounted that the TSs had even approached him before the semester started.

These students have approached us more frequently than the bachelor (DEs). They are much more motivated, ask more questions during classes (24A, academic staff).

When I was handling their enquiries, I found that the TSs were more mature in communication, and they even prepared well when making enquiries, in that they had searched for answers, even called our office before the beginning of semester 1 (19A3, supporting staff).

The participants suggested that the TSs might have matured from their previous experiences in the highly competitive studies during the 2 years in the community college, and perceived that this might have been beneficial to their adjustment to the first year of university study.

I think, compared with the DEs, TSs are more mature because when they join the program, they’ve already had 2 years of experience in their associate degree or higher diploma studies. So it’s not too difficult for them to adapt to the university environment I think (21A, academic staff).



Valuing of the Second Chance of Transfer Students

The participants suggested that the TSs have experienced “failure” in their university entrance examinations, so seize and treasure this “second chance” of pursuing the baccalaureate degree, studying harder despite the hardships in adjusting to the transition and learning process.

Once they have the chance to further their studies here in order to get a degree, the majority of them study very hard, because at the very beginning they failed to get into this 4-year program, and that’s why they went to the sub-degree institutions to finish their associate degrees or higher-diplomas. This is considered as a second chance to get a degree. And that’s why once admitted to the program, I can see the majority of them are ready to strive very hard to finish a degree here. So that’s why I can see many good results there from this group of students (20A, academic staff).

They care more about matters related to their university graduation or degree pursuit, or fulfilling requirements, and they have very specific agendas about doing this (08A2, supporting staff).

The participants also held the view that TSs cannot afford any more “failures”, such as any obstacles and mistakes that would harm their academic performances or even lead to delays in graduation. From the participants’ experiences, TSs are easily stressed and even confront their teachers when they encounter the common phenomenon of transfer shock, i.e., a drop of GPA in the first semester of university study.

I feel that they’re more stressed than DEs students,… every semester, they’re taking the maximum credit load. They cannot afford wrong subject registrations, because they have placements and other modules to catch up with. So they became more nervous about the subject registration and their results, because they don’t really have time or quotas to retake the same modules again (07A2, supporting staff).

I know some students did really well in their higher diplomas or associate degrees, but when they get into our university, and then after the first semester, they will visit me because they are disappointed [with the difference between their sub-degree and current GPAs] (08A3, supporting staff).




Category 2: Challenges to Learning Under the “2+2” Pathway

When asked about TSs’ learning experiences in university, the 2+2 pathway was depicted by the participants as a route packed full of challenges. As repeatedly emphasized, this pathway serves as a second chance for TSs to pursue the baccalaureate studies, as an achievement after the 2 years of hardship in the community college. Nonetheless, as a hard-earned second chance, this transition and pathway are full of obstacles, namely heavier study loads and greater mental health burdens. These were acknowledged by the participants as consequences of both limited credit transfer and the mandatory 2-year curriculum; they expressed sympathy toward TSs but also helplessness to support them due to structural issues such as restrictions from government funding.


Hard-Earned Second Chance

The participants indicated that the TSs have heavier study loads than DEs, leading to less involvement in university campus life and thus less participation in extra-curricular activities. This was noted as the cost of this second chance. Even during the summer semester, from the participants’ observations, TSs have to attend classes to fulfill curriculum requirements, while the DEs can usually enjoy a semester break. One participant shared his communication with the TSs about their heavy study loads:

When they come to me, it is all about the workload (20A, academic staff).

Because, as I said, their study load is really heavy,…. they need to be more self-directed, they need to have good planning, and they need to take up more than seven subjects sometimes in one semester. Also, during the summer semester, they have to do their placements, so actually they will be fully occupied in the 2-year university study] (07A1, supporting staff).

In addition, some participants pointed out that the university discourages TSs from joining exchange program, which is considered as one of the must-do activities in the university. They are discouraged because it will lengthen the duration of their supposedly 2-year studies.

They don’t have enough time to enjoy any other learning and university experiences like exchange or others like minor studies.… so I think the main difference is they do not have much university experience when compared with the 4-year degree students (07A1, supporting staff).

Overseas exchange is another matter because if you have read some guidelines in general, the university does not encourage TSs to have exchanges because that will obviously lengthen their study period. The university would not like to see too many students extend their study periods (35A, academic staff).



Constrained by the Funding Resources

The government only provides funding to the universities for the 2 years of baccalaureate studies for TSs, in other words, the final 2 years of the 2+2 pathway. An extension of this duration, for example, an additional semester, would be considered over-enrollment, meaning that no government resources would be provided. Thus, TS’ studies should always be completed within 2 years.

It’s difficult to change the program pattern, because the government only gives us 2 years’ worth of funding, so unless the government can increase it to another year, then we can’t actually extend the program to 3 years. So they’ve got a lot of subjects to cram in, because it’s more for the structural issue, policy issue than what we can do (05A, academic staff).

So, we only get 2 years’ resources, and what can you do within the 2 years? So, that’s a lot of requirements we have to address. As I mentioned before, all are programs with professional credits, so we have to meet all these criteria, within these criteria, and to develop the curriculum (32A, academic staff).

According to the participants’ understanding, the extension of the 2-year curriculum is feasible but often not encouraged. They explained that, due to the possibility of compensating for the government funding, the academic decision-makers in the university will give careful consideration to reasons or justifications for delays in graduation before accepting or rejecting them. They mentioned that only a handful of special cases of requests for extension of the study duration were granted.

So we don’t encourage students to extend their learning. Only in very special situations will we allow them to extend (16A, academic staff).

There are policies for graduating on time. The funding council doesn’t encourage extension of the study period. It is a balance between requirements and the designed 2-year study period (35A, academic staff).



Sympathetic but Unable to Help the Transfer Students

The participants were sympathetic to TSs’ challenges and needs, particularly their heavy study loads due to the short and rushed curriculum, coupled with the lack of social involvement in campus life. They agreed that an extension of the curriculum duration would help the students but could not change the fact that this duration is restricted by limited resources:

You can’t accelerate growth by pulling plants out of the earth. Learning is a process. Like plants, students need time to grow. If they could have one more year, or two more years, it would be better. Then they could get more time to learn practical based content, which is important for their learning (14A, academic staff).

I think 4 years, a“2+4” program, would be better. It is a resources issue (10A1, academic staff).

Some participants said that they were willing to help the TSs, and had tried to get in touch with them to learn more about their challenges and needs. However, there was little they could do as the study loads could not be reduced and they had limited opportunities to interact with TSs outside the classrooms:

I think they have a lot of credits to study. They have huge loadings. I don’t know how to help them (16A, academic staff).

I actually do not have a lot of opportunity to speak to TSs individually in a meeting session because, you know, we are just like an information center, so they just come in, and then we answer questions (08A1, supporting staff).

Some participants suggested having social gatherings and extra out-of-classroom support to enhance the interaction and relationship.

If they have already established a relationship with the program leader, then they probably just pop in to his/her office, and then ask the questions (26A, supporting staff).

We can also think about collaboration with the department, I think maybe (suggest to) invite the teachers to have some casual gatherings with the students so that they may ask something about their study during the session (07A1, supporting staff).





DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study has been a pioneer to explore the perceptions of university staff toward community college transfer pathways, and those of the learning experiences of community college TSs. Our findings make a significant contribution to the literature in that they shed further light on the understanding of the transfer pathway and TSs’ learning experiences. On one hand, university staff were confident about the assets of the “2+2” pathway, mainly due to its competitive selection of the strongest community college graduates, and the arduous efforts and diligent attitudes exhibited by TSs. They treasured and valued the second chance despite the hardships. On the other hand, the staff perceived this hard-earned second chance at university study to be full of challenges: TSs have heavy study workloads without time and capacity for social involvement in university campus life within the fixed 2-year curriculum. In spite of being sympathetic, the staff admitted their limited ability to help because of the restrictive 2-year government funding policy. The roles of receiving institutions and their staff will be discussed below. Meanwhile, a synthesis of the concepts of transfer student capital (Laanan et al., 2010) and transfer student success (Fauria and Fuller, 2015) underpins the discussion and implications of the study results in order to make practical recommendations for the benefit of TSs. This study focused on different factors contributing to the success of transfer students, such as academic performances, learning experiences and social involvement.


Assets of the “2+2” Pathway

The university staff interviewed in our study expressed confidence in the community college transfer pathway as part of the higher education landscape. One of the main reasons was their positive belief that this pathway was designed specifically for stronger students articulating from community colleges. This belief could stem first from the academic qualifications TSs acquire from their community college education (Townsend and Wilson, 2006), and second, from the pre-defined 2-year timeline of the degree pathway for community college TS (Lee, 2014). TSs in western education contexts (e.g., the United States) are demographically diverse in terms of their ages, racial backgrounds, educational backgrounds, and working experiences (Townsend and Wilson, 2006; Mickelson and Laugerman, 2011). However, the majority of their counterparts in Hong Kong, as in most other Asian countries, are local fresh graduates from 2-year sub-baccalaureate programs aspiring for Bachelor’s degrees offered by local universities. As well, the degree attainment rate and attrition rate act as a pivotal institutional performance measure and indication of success of TSs for both universities and community colleges, where community college TSs in Hong Kong are more likely expected to achieve at least a satisfactory academic performance, given their successful attainment of an associate degree or higher diploma prior to transfer (Yuen, 2015; Aulck and West, 2017). Our qualitative findings are in alignment with a previous large-scale quantitative study comparing the academic performances of TSs and DEs in Hong Kong, which reported a statistically significant result that the TSs (n = 7,308) had lower attrition rates and there were smaller proportions on academic probation than the DEs (n = 14,141) (Cheung et al., 2020a). Consequently, the university staff in our study demonstrated their belief in this pathway to degree attainment and success.

Our study also revealed that the university staff perceived TSs to be heavily goal-oriented toward achieving high GPAs and graduating on time. This is not surprising, as universities have rigorous screening mechanisms that admit only the strongest leavers from community colleges (Xu et al., 2018). This phenomenon is even more rampant in Asian universities positioned as “elite institutions” that tend to take only the best-performing candidates (Kennedy and Lee, 2007; Hannum et al., 2019; p. 74). When studying in community colleges, especially in Asian contexts like Malaysia, Vietnam and Hong Kong (Le, 2013; Ong and Cheong, 2019; Wong, 2020), where articulating to universities is the primary goal, students strive for academic excellence that increases their likelihood of getting places in baccalaureate degree programs (Ching et al., 2020b). Similar to their counterparts in the United States, these degree aspirants are likely to have carried their goal-driven motivation for studying from their previous experiences to their baccalaureate studies (Moser, 2013), except that TSs in the United States might not have attained any pre-tertiary credentials like those in Hong Kong. A recent qualitative study of TSs in Hong Kong (Ching et al., 2021) made an observation consistent with our findings. In that study, the TSs had become accustomed, while in their community colleges, to studying hard to get above-average academic performances, and some may have carried the same learning attitudes and study pattern over to their university studies. Hence, it seems that TSs participate actively only on occasions that will potentially benefit their academic performances, such as only asking questions that are related to assessment. In fact, such a pragmatic approach to teaching and learning has been criticized as both a cause and an effect of instrumentalism in higher education (Karseth, 2008), echoing our findings.

A study suggested that Chinese students are more goal-orientated comparing with students from other countries, they would spend more time in their study and perform well under a highly competitive or stressful academic environments comparing the students coming from different countries (Li, 2017). Another study reported that majority of the Chinese students had high hope for success and high fear of failure (Turner et al., 2021). As suggested by Stankov (2010), the Confucian culture underpinned the desire of academic success among the Chinese students, it put high regard for the academic achievement and failure was deemed as unforgiving. In response to the feeling of guilt and anxiety owing to the failures, Chinese students, affected by the Confucian culture, would appear more critical and attach harsher about themselves. This culture is also applied to the TSs who failed once in the university entrance examination in the study context. They become more hard working and goal-orientated with the failure experience. TSs are not only strived for achieving their own success but also for the honor of their parents. On a positive note, students who have failed once in university entrance exams and are disappointed about their failure are encouraged to seek other second chances to pursue higher education instead of going directly to work. The college-to-university articulation pathway is a popular option. As stated in qualitative studies conducted by Wong (2019) and Ching et al. (2021) exploring the learning experiences of community college students in Hong Kong, during their community college years they tend to reflect on their previously critical educational failure in the public examination and become more mature in thinking about their life goals and developing their own future plans. In this study, the participants (university staff) suggested that these groups of TSs appeared more mature and goal orientated than the direct-entry students, and they interpreted that the difference was a consequence of the experience and the assets of the “2+2” pathway. In the meantime, future study can explore the effects of the failure in a competitive public examination to the personal growth and maturity among the Chinese students and the impact of Confucian culture.

Nevertheless, despite these positive impressions of TSs that were widely agreed upon by the university staff, they actually still need the help and support that ordinary freshmen in a university would receive (Townsend and Wilson, 2006). Migrating from one post-secondary environment (community college) to another (university) leads to TSs’ experiencing “campus culture shock” (Mehr and Daltry, 2016) and “transfer shock” (Cheung et al., 2020a; Ching et al., 2021), with the psychological and environmental adjustments embodied in the transition process making the transfer a “turbulent” experience (Cheung et al., 2020b,c,d; Ching et al., 2020b, 2021). At the same time, TSs generally treasure the “second chance” to pursue university baccalaureate studies. However, their aspirations for academic excellence may bring about a fear of failure, and thereby stress, if their academic performances are outside their own expectations. In fact, it has been identified that TSs commonly experience the problems of “transfer shock” and difficulties in adjusting to the new campus culture, which can lead to an inevitable decline in their post-transfer academic performances, be it temporary or sustained (Townsend and Wilson, 2006; Mehr and Daltry, 2016; Cheung et al., 2020a,b,c; Ching et al., 2021). This suggests that university staff should take proactive action to explore the TSs’ academic and non-academic issues and needs, especially in terms of their transition and adaptation to university studies and campus life (Tobolowsky and Cox, 2012). Moreover, their over-emphasis on academic performance might be induced by the paradigm of outcome-based education in Asian universities for benchmarking with international standards (Kaliannan and Chandran, 2012). Furthermore, increased fear of academic failure not only aggravates TSs’ stress but also discourages them from using deep and organized learning approaches and negatively affecting their self-efficacy (Mørk et al., 2020). Hence, it is important to help TSs maintain all-round development as a prominent aspect of lifelong learning. It was suggested in our interviews that university staff can take on initiatives and actions that maximize and synergize their respective expertise and experiences in order to improve both the academic and the social integration of TSs (Manning et al., 2013). The university staff might consider creating small group consultations targeting the TSs on a department or program basis to facilitate their learning experiences. In spite of the assets of the “2+2” pathway being demonstrated in this study from the university staff perspective, the general image of sub-degree studies and articulation pathways are inferior (Kember, 2010; Yau et al., 2018). This contributes the challenges of poor self-identity and social integration (Cheung et al., 2020a; Ching et al., 2020b, 2021). A qualitative study exploring the local TSs’ learning experience reported that they felt inferior to the DEs who were admitted directly to university even though the TSs’ academic achievements were higher than those of the DEs (Ching et al., 2021). They perceived themselves as incompetent and even as “losers,” and most of them did not participate or interact with other TSs and non-TSs. The findings of this study should be disseminated to the public to improve the social status of the TSs. University staff members’ confidence in the articulation pathway and recognition of attitudes to learning and academic achievement should be promoted widely, to help to bring about a cultural change. For instance, the success stories of TSs could be shared with secondary school students, their parents and teachers to alleviate the effect of labeling the status of the college-to-university articulation pathway as inferior. Instead, the candidates adopting this alternative, a second chance to pursue higher education, who have faced and met the challenges, should be recognized.



Challenges to Learning Under the “2+2” Pathway

University staff in this study were largely affirmative of TSs’ efforts in their studies and their maturity when compared with DEs. However, these qualities are not sufficient for them to navigate through their academic and social integration (Ishitani and McKitrick, 2010; Cheung et al., 2020b,c). Our study found that university staff did recognize TSs’ challenges of heavy workloads, academic stress, and not being able to participate in extra-curricular activities. In fact, the heavy workloads for TSs have been reported in the United States as well, being another long-standing issue in the transfer literature: the inadequacy of credit transfer systems that force TSs to take up more credits in order to fulfill the baccalaureate requirements or delay their degree completion (Monaghan and Attewell, 2015; Walker et al., 2016). Generally, TSs in western settings have been described as being uninterested in the new campus life and thus less participation in social events, but still participating in events related to their studies, such as out-of-class discussions (Ishitani and McKitrick, 2010; Nuñez and Yoshimi, 2017). They also appear to be more focused than the DEs on completing their baccalaureate degrees (Nuñez and Yoshimi, 2017). Indeed, our results concurred with these observations in western contexts. Nevertheless, our university staff found their TSs faced another unique challenge, which was the need to meet graduation requirements within 2 years. This contrasts with the situation in the United States, where TSs commonly studied for more than 4 years but this was still not treated as deferred graduation (McNeil et al., 2016). Hence, the fixed timeframe also restricted the flexibility of TSs in Hong Kong such that their involvement in the extra-curricular activities and overseas exchange programs was either not feasible or minimal. Furthermore, developing new social networks is another challenge for TSs when they transit to the new campus environment, whereas the DEs already have established social relationships by the time the TSs arrive (Townsend and Wilson, 2006; Mehr and Daltry, 2016).

In view of these difficulties, the university staff in this study expressed their sympathy toward TSs but felt helpless about resolving the situation. Due to the possible lack of communication between academic departments and student support units (e.g., Student Affairs Offices) beyond administrative and routine matters (Abubakar and Danjeka, 2016), academic staff with heavy research and teaching loads might not have the capacity to deepen their awareness of the characteristics and needs of their students, particularly non-traditional students like TSs (Scott and Lewis, 2011; Kwiek and Antonowicz, 2013). The communication between staff and TSs was not reported as being smooth in the literature either (Asikainen et al., 2018). The staff in our study reported that classes were the only settings in which they were able to interact with TSs, with very little opportunities to interact with TSs outside classes. Since previous studies have suggested that interactions between staff, particularly academic staff, and undergraduates outside classes and contact hours, can exert positive impacts on students’ academic and social adjustment to their university studies (Nel, 2014; Asikainen et al., 2018), it is recommended that academic staff maximize the potential of formal channels such as academic advising sessions and staff-student consultative meetings to identify the needs of individual TS and, if there is insufficient time and capacity to offer personalized assistance and to refer TSs to the resources and support available in the university (Smith and Allen, 2006; Nel, 2014; Ching et al., 2020a). Alternatively, informal channels such as social media (e.g., WhatsApp, Facebook) groups can be set up to prompt more spontaneous dialogues, both among TS communities and between academic staff, supporting staff, and students (Pramela et al., 2016). This kind of communication can be essential for encouraging TSs’ social involvement, especially when their heavy study loads discourage them from extra-curricular engagement and activities (McCormick et al., 2009). Such communication between staff and students can also allow staff to gain insights into the experiences of TSs outside formal contexts, so that they can be aware of or directly informed about the needs of TSs.

As one of the major findings in this study, the challenges encountered by TSs are acknowledged by the consequences of both limited credit transfer and the mandatory 2-year curriculum. As the common goals of timely degree attainment among the TSs, they need to finish the extensive study load in the limited timeframe and sacrifice their time in other interests, such as sports and social life (Ching et al., 2021). Furthermore, the staff in our study agreed that the extension of curricula would help TSs. An example of this kind of extension can be seen in the United States, in previous data reported by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (Shapiro et al., 2017), which indicated that about 9–14% of all 2-to 4-year TSs had not yet completed their bachelor’s degrees within 4 years of transferring and only half had completed their bachelor’s degrees within 6 years of starting at the community college. This implies that the predefined study durations for TSs might not be enough for them to complete bachelor’s degrees (Shapiro et al., 2018). Moreover, the impact of credit loss during the transfer process is also another factor causing delays to the degree completion of TSs (Monaghan and Attewell, 2015; Walker et al., 2016). These findings were consistent with our results that indicate the need for both the government and university management to review the current policies and practices related to the transfer pathway (e.g., credit transfer system) as well as to identify the needs of TSs during their university studies. A previous study also suggested that more credit transfers granted in the university could contribute to their success (Ishitani, 2008). Ishitani urged receiving institutions to evaluate their credit transfer process and granting mechanisms. For TSs, an organized cross-institutional credit transfer information online platform could enhance the ease of access to credit and program transfer information (Cheung et al., 2021), thus helping to minimize the credit loss and facilitate the study planning.

As said before, the university staff in this study expressed their sympathy about the difficulties TSs have to face, but have limited ability to help them due to the funding restrictions policy. Given that neither academic nor supporting staff are able to change the structure of the transfer pathway, such as lengthening the period of degree studies or alleviating their workloads, it still remains at their discretion to endeavor to offer ad hoc assistance and support for these “disadvantaged” non-traditional students (Zhang et al., 2018). It is necessary to raise awareness among different stakeholders in Hong Kong’s local higher education context about the benefits of the TSs. These stakeholders should include government funding and higher education governing sectors, and university and community college management, academic and supporting staff about the needs and challenges encountered by TSs. A cross-institutional and sectoral collaboration is suggested to inform all the stakeholders to discuss the current practices and benchmarks with overseas experiences for the sake of the local higher education context. Ultimately, concerted efforts should again be made by both academic departments and supporting units to collaborate at school level, to ensure a better structured and academically and socially supported transfer pathway for TS as a group of under-represented and underserved students. Furthermore, policy makers should not only emphasize improving the program alignment between community college and university, but also the learning environment to facilitate the seamless “2+2” articulation. This will maximize the resources spent on the 2-year community college and 2-year university study.



Limitations

Our study had several limitations. First, reporting bias might have been present as some participants may not have expressed their opinions in full about some topics, such as university policies and management issues, due to their identity in spite of anonymity. Second, various departments might have different numbers of TSs, which would mean that interviewees might have varied extents of interactions with TSs that might have affected their experiences. Last, we acknowledge that one of the major limitations of this study is that the interviewees were only recruited from one university, albeit the one hosting the most TSs in Hong Kong {about 35% of the total TSs intake in recent 5 years [Concourse on Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), 2020]}. To yield more comprehensive perspectives, future work will investigate university staff’s perceptions of community college transfer pathways and TSs from other institutions in Hong Kong.




CONCLUSION

In this study, we investigated university staff’s perceptions of TSs’ learning within the “2+2” pathway in an Asian context. The university staff showed confidence in the alternative pathway to university studies, but they also indicated major obstacles hindering them from supporting TSs in this “2+2” pathway. The staff agreed that the quality of TSs is aligned to the university standard as the entry requirement (i.e., strongest community college graduates) is maintained at a high level, and most TSs essentially have positive learning attitudes and outstanding academic performances. Likewise, these TSs value this second chance and are highly motivated to strive for timely baccalaureate degree completion despite the hardships in adjustment and learning process. However, the university staff observed that a negative consequence of the TSs’ effort is the pressure from their high self-expectations for academic achievement and to complete their studies within a fixed 2-year timeframe, thus losing the time and capacity to participate in social events and overseas exchange. Although the university staff recognized TSs’ challenges during the transition, they felt limited in resolving the situation as the 2+2 pathway is a consequence of funding and time restrictions. In order to facilitate TSs’ learning experiences, university staff could enhance the interactions with TSs outside classes to give them support. At the same time, both university and government managements should review the current policies and practices to facilitate the seamless “2+2” transfer pathway articulation.
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Non-promotional school changes are fairly common, and although most mobile students successfully adjust to new peers, routines, and teachers, school mobility can sometimes indicate risk of disengagement and even dropout. To identify which mobile students are at risk and in need of support, it is important to differentiate when mobility may pose a threat and when it does not. The goal of this study was to examine the role of temporality in the relationship between non-promotional school changes and high school dropout, in a sample of N = 545 secondary school students (52% boys; Mage = 16.3 years) followed over a 6-month period. Participants were recruited in 12 socioeconomically disadvantaged public secondary schools with high dropout rates in Quebec (Canada). Logistic regression analyses (taking into account key potential confounding variables) revealed that non-promotional secondary school changes were associated with dropout, but only when they occurred during school years or in later secondary grades, and not when they occurred between school years (i.e., during the summer break) or in early secondary grades. These findings indicate that non-promotional school changes occurring at certain key time points are clear indicators of increased risk of high school dropout. Students who experience such changes would benefit from targeted support to help them integrate into their new school and cope with other problems often associated with mobility.

Keywords: high school drop-out, school mobility, inclusive education, risk prevention, educational diversity


INTRODUCTION

School mobility refers to a student’s entry into a new school. Whereas promotional school mobility refers to changes expected within a curriculum (e.g., a student moving from elementary to high school), non-promotional school mobility refers to a student moving for any other number of reasons (e.g., family relocation; Rumberger, 2015). Non-promotional mobility is widespread; in the United States, most students make at least one non-promotional school change during their schooling career (see Rumberger, 2015). Even though many students undergoing such transitions adapt well, other mobile students do not. Specific forms of mobility occurring at sensitive time during secondary school could signal an increased likelihood that these adolescents will not integrate and even stop attending school, leading to eventual dropout (Rumberger, 2015; Welsh, 2017). The goal of this study is to examine forms of mobility thought to be particularly problematic, specifically, mobility during the school year and in the late high school years.


Mobility During the School Year

Non-promotional school mobility may be particularly trying when it occurs during a school year, that is, when it does not happen over the summer break (Rumberger, 2015; Welsh, 2017). Mobility during school years is less common than mobility between school years, by a proportion of about two-to-one (Rumberger, 2015). This probably reflects a general belief shared by parents, adolescents, and educators that it is preferable to enter a new school at the beginning of a school year, when all students are reshuffled in new groups, and when academic learning ramps up gradually. In contrast, mobility occurring during a school year is likely to require more adjustment from mobile adolescents, who must find their place in already established routines and peer groups and jump in a moving train in terms of academic learning. Only a handful of studies compare within- and between -year mobility (Welsh, 2017). These rare studies are generally consistent in demonstrating that mobility is generally disruptive and within -year mobility is particularly problematic for learning and achievement), presumably for high school dropout as well, although this later outcome has not been directly measured. Thus, distinguishing within- and between-year mobility has been identified as a priority for future research investigating mobility and high school dropout (Rumberger, 2015).



Mobility in the Late High School Years

Non-promotional school changes occurring in late high school might also be particularly trying for school engagement and perseverance, compared to earlier mobility. School changes become less common as students advance in age, potentially because parents of adolescents change jobs, homes, and life partners less frequently than parents of younger children (e.g., Gottman and Levenson, 2000; Anderson et al., 2014). To illustrate, in the United States, school mobility in the past 2 years was estimated at 35% in 4th grade, 21% in 8th grade, and 9% in 12th grade (see Rumberger, 2015). Besides standing out as an uncommon phenomenon, mobility in late high school is also potentially particularly challenging academically and socially as it occurs at a time when curriculums are increasingly differentiated across schools, and when peer groups have had several years to crystallize (Herbers et al., 2013; Anderson et al., 2014). In addition, in late high school, students reach an age at which school is no longer compulsory. For some, dropping out thus becomes a practicable solution for escaping the acute discomfort sometimes felt after entering a new school (Dupéré et al., 2015).

Despite the implications of developmental timing, very few studies have compared the risk of dropout associated with school mobility in late high school vs. in earlier years. The few extant studies are based on decades-old data from a single country, the United States, where mobility is uncharacteristically common compared to other Western countries (Gillespie, 2017). One study based on an analysis of United States data collected in the late 1980s and early 1990s found that mobility in late high school (i.e., in the 11th or 12th grade) was more likely to lead to negative outcomes, including dropout, than mobility earlier in secondary education (Swanson and Schneider, 1999). Similarly, in a Chicago-based cohort of low-income, minority children born between 1979 and 1980, Herbers et al. (2013) found that mobility between grades 4 and 12 was negatively associated with highest grade completed, but not mobility in earlier grades (i.e., prior to grade 4). Further research is needed to determine whether similar patterns hold in contemporary cohorts and in other national contexts, to gauge the current relevance of mobility in late high school as a signal for dropout vulnerability.



Mobility as a Risk and a Marker of Risk

Changing schools at unusual times may be challenging in and of itself, but it is likely to also indicate other underlying risks. Unexpected forms of mobility are often triggered by family or personal crises like divorce and separations, residential evictions, school expulsions, or untenable bullying situations (Rumberger, 2015). Under such circumstances, school mobility is the visible part of deeper underlying problems. Existing findings suggest that the moderate positive association between non-promotional transitions and dropout reflects both concurrent risks as well as the impact of mobility itself, and are thus consistent with the idea that mobility is both a risk and a marker of risk (e.g., Gasper et al., 2012).

Even in instances when mobility results from other issues and is not the main challenge affecting students, it can still orient educators toward students at a heightened risk of dropout and in acute need of support (Dupéré et al., 2015). Identifying which school transitions signal high risk, specifically as a function of when they happen – a readily available information for schools – could lead to substantial improvement in schools’ capacity for on-time detection of vulnerable students and effective support while students are still accessible.



The Present Study

The goal of this study is to examine how timing influences the mobility-dropout relationship, with a focus on two crucial timepoints, seasonal timing (i.e., whether mobility occurs between or within school years) and developmental timing (i.e., whether it occurs in early or late secondary school). The association between school mobility and high school dropout is examined while statistically controlling for potential confounders typically considered in the mobility literature, including basic sociodemographics (i.e., sex, age, immigration status, visible minority, parental education, maternal and paternal employment, and separated/divorced parents) and major pre-existing risk factors for dropout (comprising grade retention, school engagement, and grades), as well as attending a special education class (Rumberger, 2011).




METHODS


Participants and Procedures

Data comes from a longitudinal study designed to investigate the factors precipitating school dropout amongst at-risk youth. Participants were recruited from 12 socioeconomically disadvantaged, French-language public secondary schools with high dropout rates (M = 36% at the time of data collection) within metropolitan Montreal (Canada) and surrounding areas (Dupéré et al., 2018, 2021). Each school participated in the project over one school year, in 2012–2013 (three schools), 2013–2014 (four schools), or 2014–2015 (five schools). In each school, the participating adolescents were assessed twice. First, at the beginning of the school year (T1), all the students aged 14 or older were invited to fill in a short screening questionnaire assessing sociodemographics and dropout risk (N = 6,749, Mage = 15.9 years old, 53% males, participation rate >97%). Second, about 6 months later (T2), a selected subsample of students was individually interviewed (N = 545, Mage = 16.5 years old, 56% males, participation rate = 70%).

Participants interviewed at T2 were selected among those screened at T1, with the goal of oversampling high school dropouts. That is, all the students who, according to school records, dropped out of their secondary school in the few months following the initial screening were invited to participate in the interview. As a result, dropouts represented a third of the sample. To understand how the schooling trajectories of these dropout adolescents differed from that of persevering peers, two additional subgroups were selected among the screened students as comparison groups. A first matched at-risk comparison group was formed by interviewing students with sociodemographic and dropout risk profiles similar to that of the interviewed dropouts, but who were still in school and persevering. This group was put together by selecting, after each interview with a dropout adolescent, a schoolmate of the same sex, enrolled in the same school and the same type of educational program (regular vs. special education), and with a similar score on the dropout risk index (see section “Measures”). When possible, matched peers were also from similar SES and ethnocultural backgrounds. A second comparison group included normative students with little to no identified risk of dropout based on a calculated dropout risk index. Normative students had a dropout risk score close to their school’s gender-adjusted average, calculated at the screening phase. The final sample consisted of 183 dropout adolescents, 183 matched peers, and 179 normative peers from diverse sociodemographic backgrounds (e.g., 34.7% of immigrant origin, see Table 1 for further details).


TABLE 1. Participant characteristics.
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Measures


Control Variables: Sociodemographics and Initial Dropout Risk (From T1 Screening)

Sociodemographic information was self-reported during the initial screening, with a focus on variables known to be associated with dropout and/or school mobility. This included participants’ sex (0 = female; 1 = male), age, and educations sector (0 = regular programming; 1 = special education). Family sociodemographics included family structure (0 = lives with both parents; 1 = parents divorced/separated), immigration status (0 = both parents born in Canada; 1 = at least one parent born outside Canada), visible minority status (0 = White; 1 = other), parental highest level of educational attainment (1 = elementary to 4 = university), and mother and father employment (0 = unemployed; 1 = employed).

Beyond sociodemographics, key risk factors for dropout were also considered via a validated dropout risk index comprising seven self-reported items (Archambault and Janosz, 2009), about participants’ average grade in language arts and Math, number of school years repeated, attitude toward school, importance of grades, educational aspiration, and perceptions of grades. These were combined to calculate a general dropout risk index. This index, which has a M = 0 and a SD = 1 amongst the general population of Quebec secondary school students, has shown good predictive validity in a population sample of about 35,000 adolescents (Archambault and Janosz, 2009). Its predictive validity has also been confirmed in the present sample, in which the index scores predicted dropout more effectively than official administrative data about grade repetition, truancy, failing grades, and disciplinary records (Gagnon et al., 2015).



Outcome: High School Dropout (From School’s Administrative Records)

A participant was considered as having dropped out once when one of the following was filed in their school record: (1) an official document signaling termination of studies, (2) unjustified school absence lasting at least 1 month, or (3) a transfer from secondary level studies to adult general education (GED-like programming). The latter were counted as having dropped out due to the fact that a considerable portion of these students never actually enroll into adult education, and of those who did, less than a third obtain a diploma (Gagnon et al., 2015). This decision was guided by research showing that those who do obtain a diploma through adult education are likely to face similar disadvantages to those faced by peers without a high school diploma (Heckman et al., 2014).



Mobility in Secondary Education (From T2 Interview Data)

School mobility was measured during the individual interviews. Research assistants asked participants about their educational history in secondary education, that is, between grades 7 and 11. This window corresponds to the structure of the Quebec education system, in which students directly transition from primary school that spans kindergarten to grade 6 to a 5-year secondary school that includes grades 7–11 (i.e., there is no middle school and no grade 12). Specifically, assistants asked participants to list all secondary schools attended and accompanying dates, including any changes or transfers. Based on this information, a count variable for number of school changes was compiled (range: 0–5; M = 0.56, SD = 0.87). For analytical purposes, a dichotomous version of this variable was computed, distinguishing participants who changed school at least once (n = 208, 38.2%) from those who never did.

The timing of school mobility was derived based on the dates of relevant school changes provided during the interviews. A first variable captured seasonal timing, that is, whether mobility occurred during the school year or the summer break. It was coded with a three-level dummy variable differentiating between participants who had never changed secondary schools (n = 337, 61.8%), those who had changed at least once between school years but never during a school year (i.e., solely over the summer break; n = 156, 28.6%) and those who had changed at least once during a school year (n = 52, 9.5%). Developmental timing referred to whether mobility occurred during the early secondary grades (grades 7 and 8, corresponding to “cycle 1” or lower secondary school in the Quebec system) or in later grades (grades 9, 10, or 11, corresponding to “cycle 2” or upper secondary school in the Quebec system). Developmental timing was coded into a three-level dummy variable differentiating between students who had never changed schools (n = 337, 61.8%), those who had most recently changed schools in cycle 1 (n = 146, 26.8%), and those who had most recently changed schools in cycle 2 (n = 62, 11.4%).

In general, the distribution of the timing variables corresponds to expectations based on studies reviewed by Rumberger (2015). In these studies, school mobility is more common between than within school years and becomes less frequent as students advance in grades.




Analyses

Analyses were conducted using IBM Statistical Package for Social Sciences software (SPSS version 26.0). Multiple logistic regressions were used to examine the relationship between school mobility and dropout beyond control variables. Three successive models were performed, incorporating one mobility variable at a time alongside controls. The first one (Model 1) incorporated a variable representing school mobility regardless of timing. Then, this latter variable was broken down to capture the seasonal timing of school mobility (Model 2) and then the developmental timing of school mobility (Model 3). In all models, standard errors were bootstrapped to account for the clustering of students within schools (Cameron and Miller, 2015). All participants had complete data. Robustness checks were also conducted to gauge the stability of the results (see next section).




RESULTS


Bivariate Associations Between Control and School Mobility Variables and Dropout

Descriptive statistics (means with standard deviations and percentages) for control variables (sociodemographic and dropout risk index) as a function of group (dropout, matched at-risk, and not-at-risk) are shown in Table 1. As expected by design, there are few differences between students having dropped out and matched at-risk peers, and both these groups demonstrate generally higher levels of risks compared to normative peers, notably in terms of the dropout risk index.

Descriptive statistics as a function of group for the school mobility variables are presented in Table 2, with the results of ANOVA and χ2 tests for continuous and dichotomous variables, respectively. As hypothesized, adolescents who dropped out experienced more school changes (M = 0.78, SD = 1.03; 48.6% with at least one change) than peers in the matched-at-risk (M = 0.50, SD = 0.80; 36.1%) and normative (M = 0.40, SD = 0.71; 29.6%) comparison groups. These differences were conditional on timing: compared to the two comparisons groups, dropouts experienced more school changes during school years and in the upper secondary grades, but not between school years or during the early secondary grades. Overall, no significant differences emerged between the two comparison groups in terms of school mobility.


TABLE 2. School mobility as a function of group membership.
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Multiple Logistic Regressions Predicting High School Dropout From School Mobility

Table 3 presents the results of three multiple logistic regressions assessing the school-mobility-dropout link beyond sociodemographic and school-related controls. Overall, the bivariate associations between school mobility and dropout observed in Table 2 remained significant in these models incorporating controls.


TABLE 3. Multiple logistic regression models linking school mobility and dropout (N = 545).
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Specifically, Model 1 shows that having changed schools at least once during secondary education, regardless of timing, is positively associated with dropout above and beyond control variables. Model 2 shows that when the mobility variable is broken down as a function of seasonal timing, only mobility during school years (as opposed to between school years) is significantly associated with dropout, with a considerable effect size (OR = 3.56; 95% CI = 1.90–7.72). Finally, Model 3 shows that when the mobility variable is broken down as a function of developmental timing, only mobility in the late secondary school grades (as opposed to mobility in the early secondary grades) is significantly associated with dropout, again with a considerable effect size (OR = 2.47; 95% CI = 1.28–4.54).



Robustness Checks

Within-study robustness checks are recommended to gauge result generalizability in developmental research (Duncan et al., 2014). In the present study, the main regression models presented in Table 3 were rerun in a subsample comprised of dropouts and matched at-risk peers only (n = 366), and separately for boys (n = 285) and girls (n = 260). The main results remained essentially the same: that is, in all models, mobility within a school year and in later grades remained significantly associated with dropout with rather large effect sizes, but not mobility between school years or in early secondary grades (full results available upon request).




DISCUSSION

The main objective of this study was to examine whether seasonal and developmental timing affected the school mobility-dropout relationship. Both aspects appeared relevant, as school mobility was linked with dropout only when it occurred at certain sensitive times. In line with theoretical expectations and (partial) previous findings (Rumberger, 2015; Welsh, 2017), adolescents who had changed school during, but not between, school years had odds of dropping out 2.42 (95% CI = 1.28–4.54) times higher compared to participants reporting no school mobility. Also, adolescents who changed school in the later secondary school years had odds of dropping out 3.56 (95% CI = 1.90–7.72) times higher than peers who had never changed secondary school. These effects are considered large (according to Chen et al.’s criteria, 2010).


The Timing of School Mobility

Why is school mobility a marker of risk for high school dropout only under some circumstances? School mobility is likely to signal risk either when mobility itself is disruptive or when it is an indicator of other disruptive circumstances in adolescents’ lives (Rumberger, 2015; Welsh, 2017). Mobility can be particularly disruptive in and of itself when it upends mobile adolescents’ academic and social life. Mobile students must adjust to new curriculums and teaching styles while making new friends among already existing peer groups. Navigating these challenges might be particularly difficult in the middle of the school year, when academic routines and social habits are established, rather than at the beginning of the school year, when all students and teachers adapt to new, reshuffled groups and gradually settle into habits together. It might also be particularly difficult when mobility occurs toward the end of high school when peer groups have crystallized over several years and when curriculums generally become more specialized and differentiated (see Swanson and Schneider, 1999; Herbers et al., 2013). Mobility in later years vs. earlier grades also means that dropout can be contemplated as a feasible coping strategy, as schooling is no longer compulsory by the age of 16 in many jurisdictions, including in Quebec.

Parents and adolescents appear well aware of the particular challenges posed by middle-of-the-school-year and late high school mobility, and tend to avoid these, which are in fact much less common than between-school-year mobility and mobility in earlier grades, according to both the literature in general and the results of the present study (see Anderson et al., 2014; Rumberger, 2015; Welsh, 2017). Thus, families might opt for these two forms of mobility only in last resort, for instance, when mobility stems from unplanned changes triggered by sudden crises like divorce and separations, residential evictions, school expulsions, or untenable bullying situations. In such contexts, school mobility itself may not be the primary problem that adolescents face but rather highlight underlying instability and limited parental capacity to attend to their teenagers’ needs.

In contrast, school mobility can be neutral or positive for adolescents’ schooling outcomes when it is planned in advance, well-timed, and voluntarily chosen to improve adolescents’ and their family’s circumstances (Hanushek et al., 2004; Rumberger, 2015). This might happen, for instance, when an adolescent changes school to enroll in a new program of interest or because of a family move following a promotion or a desire to live in a safer neighborhood.



Strengths and Limitations

This study has several methodological strengths. The two-step sampling procedure (wide screening followed by a careful selection of a subgroup oversampling dropouts and carefully matched peers, both with high participation rates) was designed to identify the factors potentially precipitating dropout in high school. The measurement approach combining self-reports, administrative records, and detailed interviews allowed for credible assessments of the control variables prospectively (during the screening phase prior to dropout), of the outcome variable based on official administrative data, and of school mobility, the independent variable, based on detailed individual interviews in which research assistants carefully and uniformly gauge timing. The fact that the study was conducted outside of the United States is also a significant strength, given that the extant research on school mobility is overwhelmingly from that country, where mobility is atypically common compared to other Western countries (Gillespie, 2017).

However, the study is also limited. The sample is not representative of the whole adolescent population, as it does not include those attending private or socioeconomically advantaged schools for whom mobility may have different catalysts and consequences, or military families for whom relocation is common as, unlike its American counterparts, this represents a very small proportion of Canadian families (Government of Canada, 2021). Because of power limitations, the two aspects of timing considered (seasonal and developmental timing) were investigated separately and not simultaneously. Future research is thus needed to determine whether combinations are problematic (e.g., mobility in late high school AND during the school year). Other important contextual aspects of mobility were not considered, such as school or family circumstances within which mobility took place. Finally, the associations between different types of mobility and dropout are correlational in nature, precluding any causal interpretations. Even though sociodemographic risk variables commonly associated with dropout and school mobility were statistically controlled, other extraneous confounding variables not taken into consideration could explain part of the associations between mobility and dropout.



Practical Implications and Future Research

This research highlights the importance of supporting mobile students who transition to a new secondary school during a school year or late in high school, as these students are at risk of interrupting their education before graduating. This remains relevant regardless of whether mobility merely signals underlying needs or plays a causal role in offsetting other challenges. To better support vulnerable mobile students, educators can implement different types of actions, such as ensuring communication between sending and receiving school staff to facilitate transitions (Rumberger, 2015). After mobile students’ initial integration, their academic progress and general wellbeing should be monitored to swiftly identify and support those who show signs of academic difficulties or disengagement. School can also work upstream and contribute to reducing involuntary school mobility during sensitive periods due to school closures, school transfers, or disciplinary actions, specifically expulsions, which have been found effective in reducing problematic mobility (Okonofua et al., 2016).

Future research should investigate the contexts within which school mobility takes place to further distinguish between adverse and non-problematic mobility; it is plausible that in many cases, mobility occurs within the context of a positive change, such as upward family mobility, change toward desired programming, or removal from a problematic school environment. In other words, future research should consider not only the timing of school mobility but also the reasons that spurred mobility in the first place.




SUMMARY

Non-promotional mobility in high school may signal or precipitate other social and academic difficulties. Mobility occurring during the school year or later years may be particularly harmful, especially in terms of dropout. School services should take note of student mobility so to intervene where and when necessary and future research should investigate contextual mechanisms by which mobility affects student’s experiences.
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COVID-19 caused nearly every college and university in the United States to rapidly shift to remote learning during the spring 2020 semester. While this impacted all students to different degrees, students with disabilities (SWD) faced new challenges related to their mental health, the accessibility of their instruction, the receipt of accommodations, and their interactions with faculty and student support personnel. Literature is emerging that describes the experiences of SWD during the spring 2020 semester and the swift change to remote learning. However, little is currently known about what followed for these students. The present study builds from a prior investigation of SWD during the spring 2020 semester and examines student experiences and perceptions during the 2020–2021 academic year. Eighty-eight SWD from colleges across the United States completed an instrument that contained a mix of demographic, yes/no, Likert scale and open-ended items. Responses revealed most items related to accessing services and instruction showed no improvement from the spring 2020 semester, and that items related to mental health, motivation to learn, and connections with peers were perceived as worse than in spring 2020. Open-ended responses revealed similar themes, with some students describing no improvements, and others noting that accessibility service offices and faculty provided enhanced methods of communication and support. Implications for practice and future research are presented.
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INTRODUCTION

The United States reported the largest number of COVID-19 cases in the world since the onset of the pandemic in late 2019 (World Health Organization, 2021). Predictably, colleges and universities in the United States were profoundly impacted. It is estimated that approximately 14 million college students shifted to remote learning during spring 2020, which occurred across a matter of days, due to the pandemic (Hess, 2020). The pandemic continued its significant impact into the following academic year, with more than 95% of higher education professionals reporting their institution provided a continuum of educational options including fully remote or hybrid, and in-person learning, during the fall 2020 semester (Scott and Aquino, 2021).


Experiences of All College Students

College students in general faced a variety of academic and non-academic challenges as the pandemic unfolded. Access to a multitude of typical institutional operations were interrupted, rendering campus services either nonexistent or difficult to utilize. For example, an overarching theme reported by students was the inaccessibility of student services (e.g., financial aid and registrar offices; McDaniel et al., 2020). Academically, students reported feeling overwhelmed with the shift to remote education, especially due to a lack of consistency in the technology used to deliver their courses (McDaniel et al., 2020). In one analysis that included reports from several surveys, between 16 and 19% of students reported challenges regarding access to the necessary technology to participate in remote education (Jaggars et al., 2021).

Students also reported obstacles accessing appropriate distraction free study spaces (McDaniel et al., 2020), as well as a decreased sense of belonging, opportunities for collaboration with peers, and interest in course materials after instruction moved online (Means and Neisler, 2020; Madaus et al., 2021; Tarconish et al., in press). In another study, students reported concerns that the pandemic could jeopardize their future plans (Lederer et al., 2021). For example, Aucejo et al. (2020) stated some college students delayed graduation, with 13% of all students reporting a graduation postponement and 55% of lower-income students reporting doing so.

Numerous personal issues were also reported, ranging from housing, food, employment, and financial insecurities to an uptick in mental health diagnoses (Soria et al., 2020). In fact, a survey of more than 38,000 college students in spring 2020 determined nearly three out of five had expressed insecurity regarding basic needs as the pandemic unfolded (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020). Specifically, 44% of two-year and 38% of four-year college students reported food insecurity, and 36% of two-year and 41% of four-year students reported housing insecurity. In the same survey, 74% of respondents indicated working prior to pandemic onset. As the country shut down, 33% of two-year and 42% of four-year students reported being laid off a job. Overall, the challenges resulted in some students questioning whether to return for the fall 2020 semester. Reported reasons that domestic students did not re-enroll at their institutes of higher education included “concerns that their classes will continue to be held online” (71%), “financial constraints” (49%), and their “experience at the university during the COVID-19 pandemic” (48%; SERU Consortium, 2020). While the pandemic presented challenges for all students, inequities in education faced by marginalized groups, including students with disabilities (SWD), were especially exacerbated by the pandemic (McDaniel et al., 2020; Aquino and Scott, 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2021) and studies are emerging that investigate the experiences of SWD specifically.



Experiences of Students With Disabilities

Students with disabilities make up approximately 19% of all undergraduate students in the United States (United States Department of Education, 2021). Pandemic-related reports indicated postsecondary SWD faced more adversity with the shift to remote education compared to their peers without disabilities (Scott and Aquino, 2020; United States Department of Education, 2021). For example, SWD had greater concerns with remote education and indicated specific difficulty meeting novel online course requirements, resulting in lower earned grades, as well as disruptions to graduation timelines (Zhang et al., 2020). SWD also reported the negative impact of limited interaction with instructors and peers regarding course materials and activities (Madaus et al., 2021).

Although the U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2020) clearly advised colleges and universities that reasonable accommodations must continue to be provided to SWD regardless of the instructional delivery format, studies indicated student accommodation needs shifted, or were sometimes not fully met, during remote education when compared to in-person education (Lalor and Banerjee, 2020; Madaus et al., 2021). For example, Behling (2020) described a situation in which accessibility service staff were asked by students to remind professors that appropriate accommodations should be provided throughout the duration of remote instruction due to an increased impact on their mental health. Other SWD reported challenges providing documentation of a disability, which may be required to access accommodations (Scott and Aquino, 2020). Additionally, students who received testing accommodations such as a private room may not have been able to access those accommodations while testing at home, with some students reporting more distractions in the home environment (Valenzuela, 2020; Madaus et al., 2021).

Non-academic challenges were also present for SWD, resulting in students seeking support from accessibility services (Behling, 2020). Examples parallel those reported earlier by students regarding loss of employment, as well as job and food insecurity (Soria et al., 2020). Additionally, SWD reported issues with Wi-Fi and technology access as well as unanticipated technology expenses (Scott and Aquino, 2020; Soria et al., 2020). The pandemic also exacerbated mental health concerns. For example, SWD reported increased rates of depression, and specifically major depressive disorder that appeared to be pandemic-related (53 to 70%) as compared to peers without disabilities (34%; Soria et al., 2020; Lederer et al., 2021). In addition to mental health concerns, students reported feelings of isolation and a decreased sense of belonging on campus, which was noted more often by SWD than their peers without disabilities (United States Department of Education, 2021). Safety was another reported concern and potentially related to increased mental health challenges, as SWD were significantly more likely to live in a setting in which physical and emotional violence was present during the pandemic (25 to 41% dependent on disability) as compared to their peers without disabilities (14%; Soria et al., 2020).

Despite the many challenges encountered due to the shift to remote instruction, SWD also reported benefits. For example, students with physical disabilities or chronic health conditions were able to attend their courses without the need to commute to campus (Valenzuela, 2020; Faggella-Luby et al., 2021). Others indicated specific academic benefits to the remote environment including the ability to pay more attention to their classes (Tarconish et al., in press). Some SWD reported a reduced need to utilize certain accommodations because of increased accessibility features in remote courses such as recorded lectures, which were available through online platforms and learning management systems (LMS; Madaus et al., 2021; Tarconish et al., in press). Other benefits reported by students included being able to readily meet with peers, professors, and accessibility service professionals through web-based communication platforms (e.g., Zoom, Webex, Microsoft Teams).



Rationale for the Present Study

While literature is emerging that explores the academic and personal experiences of SWD during the spring 2020 semester and the initial transition to remote learning, to-date there is minimal published research on the experiences of SWD in the 2020–2021 academic year. The current study addresses this void, providing a much needed and time sensitive exploration of SWDs’ educational experiences during the 2020–2021 academic year. This includes examination of student perceptions concerning what institutions and accessibility service offices did well and how their experiences in the spring 2021 semester compared to their experiences in the spring 2020 semester.




MATERIALS AND METHODS

The purpose of this mixed-methods study is to follow up on the study by Madaus et al. (2021) that focused on the experiences of SWD during the spring 2020 semester. Respondents to that study were asked if they would be interested in participating in a follow-up investigation, and 188 SWD indicated a willingness to do so and provided a contact email address. The electronic survey used in the Madaus et al. (2021) study was modified to focus on student experiences in the 2020–2021 academic year. Modifications included changing the wording of item stems related to attendance and living situation to be specific to the 2020–2021 academic year and changing the wording of item stems related to academic experiences and support receipt to be specific to the spring 2021 semester, in order to allow for longitudinal comparisons to the spring 2020 semester. In addition, the Likert-scale was changed from a Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree scale to one that focused on the participants reflecting on the differences between Spring 2020 and Spring 2021 (i.e., Much worse than Spring 2020 to Much better than Spring 2020). Six items were added including whether a quarantine was required at any time and if the respondent tested positive for COVID-19. Affirmative answers to either resulted in follow-up questions asking about the impact of these events on the student’s academic experience. The demographic questions remained consistent across the two versions of the survey. It is important to note that participants could select multiple disability categories and non-binary gender options.

Institutional Review Board Exempt approval was received at the institution of the primary author. An invitation to participate in the study that included a link to the revised survey (available from the first author upon request) was emailed to the 188 SWD who provided an email address as part of the Madaus et al. (2021) investigation. Participants were provided a study explanation and request to participate. Student consent to participate was provided if “yes” was selected and a response of “no” resulted in those students exiting the electronic consent page. The survey was sent to potential respondents in April 2021 in three rounds approximately 12 days apart. Survey completers were offered a $25 Amazon gift card for study participation.

Of the 188 emailed students, 112 clicked the link and 111 indicated a willingness to participate in the survey. The data from the survey were downloaded into SPSS (Version 28.0) and variables for the number of missing items for the total survey, demographic questions, and Likert-scale items for each potential participant were calculated. Based on analyzing the number of missing items per person, it was found that 23 individuals only responded to the demographic questions and did not answer any content questions and were eliminated from the data set resulting in 88 viable responses for analysis. Frequencies for all items and means and standard deviations for the Likert-scale items were then calculated. We chose to focus on simple descriptive statistics so we could describe the experiences of students during the second year of the pandemic. Because our demographic questions reflected the complexity and intersectionality of these constructs, it was not possible to effectively analyze the Likert responses by disability type or gender.


Qualitative Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to examine the open-ended responses, which allowed participants to expand upon and clarify their responses to the closed-ended survey questions. First, authors five and six gained familiarity with the data by reading through participant open-ended responses and noting initial patterns in the overall dataset. Each author independently identified and labeled initial codes, or salient aspects of the data that related to the research questions. The authors met to compare codes and resolved any discrepancies. Next, the authors independently collated codes into emerging themes, and again met to discuss themes and resolve discrepancies. The authors reviewed the themes to ensure they represented and encompassed the codes within them, refined theme names and generated a coding map (see Figures 1, 2) to document the analytical process (Braun and Clarke, 2012). Researcher triangulation, as well as including an audit trail via the coding map, were carried out to provide transparency of the analysis and to establish trustworthiness of findings.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. Improvements made as Institution policy and practice adapted to the pandemic coding tree.
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FIGURE 2. Ongoing pandemic challenges during Fall/Spring 2020–2021 semesters coding tree.





RESULTS


Quantitative Results

As depicted in Table 1, the sample was predominantly Female (n = 60) and were enrolled at four-year institutions (n = 64). Mental health concerns (n = 47), ADHD (n = 33), and learning disabilities (n = 33) were the most common disability categories reported by the participants. It is important to note that participants could select multiple disability categories and 53 participants did so. Survey respondents were asked to indicate where they lived during the academic year. Thirty-four participants indicated living at home and 31 participants reported living off campus (e.g., in a rented house or apartment). Eighteen participants reported living on campus and four participants spent one semester at home and one semester on campus during the 2020–2021 academic year.



TABLE 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample.
[image: Table1]

Thirty participants noted having to quarantine at least once during the 2020–2021 academic year and 22 of these participants stated quarantining had a negative impact on their academic experience. The participants were also asked to indicate if they tested positive for COVID-19 during the 2020–2021 school year and seven revealed that they had. Of these seven, six stated the illness had a negative impact on their academic experience.

Participants were asked to indicate the type and format of remote instruction received during the 2020–2021 school year, and they noted that a variety of instructional strategies were implemented. Remote instruction utilized approaches including materials uploaded to a LMS (n = 80), instructional e-mails regarding updates and changes (n = 80), and video lectures (n = 79). As noted in Table 2, participants also stated courses were offered in a variety of formats including online synchronous (n = 71), online asynchronous (n = 41), and online courses employing both synchronous and asynchronous elements (n = 38). In addition, 63 participants reported having more than two course formats across the 2020–2021 school year. Participants were also asked to indicate if they had placed a course on pass/fail and 19 indicated they had done so with at least one course.



TABLE 2. Type and format of remote instruction received by the sample.
[image: Table2]

Participants were asked to compare their experiences during spring 2020 to the 2020–2021 academic year by emphasizing differences between spring 2020 and spring 2021 (see Tables 3 and 4). In general, SWD reported their experiences were similar, but demonstrated a generally positive trend (scores >3.00) for institutional-related experiences (Table 4). For example, SWD noted their instructors were more flexible during the 2020–2021 school year and that both the quality and accessibility of remote platforms used to deliver instruction improved. Students also reported learning materials were more accessible and that they received more support and improved communication from their instructors. Alternatively, responses demonstrated a generally negative trend (majority of scores <3.00) regarding personal experiences (Table 3). For example, participants rated their mental health, motivation, connection with peers and financial concerns as worse than in spring 2020. Time management and the ability to be productive in one’s workspace were also rated as worse in the spring 2021 semester.



TABLE 3. Personal experiences comparing Spring 2020 and 2020–2021 School Year Likert Scale Questions.
[image: Table3]



TABLE 4. University policy-related experiences comparing Spring 2020 and 2020–2021 School Year Likert Scale Questions.
[image: Table4]



Open-Ended Responses

Open-ended responses allowed participants to expand upon their quantitative responses regarding experiences in the 2020–2021 academic year. Improvements made by accessibility services offices (ASOs), institutions, and professors can be characterized by the theme: Increased clarity and expansion of institutional procedures, which encompassed three main categories, including (a) expanded/increased clarity and communication from ASOs, (b) institution wide improvements involving increased financial, learning and COVID-related supports and communication, and continuance of flexible policies, and (c) increased faculty communication, availability and accessibility. Participants also discussed ongoing pandemic challenges, which involved (a) retraction of beneficial adaptations to accommodations, accommodation procedures, and institutional policies put in place as the pandemic developed, (b) continued challenges to accessible remote learning, (c) changes made by faculty, including reduced communication, reductions in accessible teaching practices, and increased workload, and (d) pandemic-related mental health challenges. Each area is described below.


Improvements Made as Institutional Policy and Practice Adapted to the Pandemic

Participant data indicate that as the pandemic continued, accessibility services professionals, institutional policy makers, and professors continued or expanded beneficial practices used during the initial shift to remote instruction.


Expanded/Increased Clarity and Communication

While 22 participants indicated the ASO at their institution did not make any changes, 24 stated the office expanded procedures to include those that had been particularly helpful during the pandemic, including providing increased clarity regarding how to utilize accommodations in remote learning environments, and communicating more frequently with students. One student, when making comparison to previous semesters, stated the office provided “more communication and had detailed explanations of how accommodations would work for remote exams.” In another spring 2020 to spring 2021 comparison, a student described how the ASO was better able to provide in person support. The student said:


During the spring of 2020 I lived at home, so they were unable to support me at all aside from whatever supports might be given for online learning, which accommodations I do not use. This semester, however, I am on campus, which means that they are able to support me by arranging the accommodations that make it safer for me to live on campus, away from home.
 

Students also noted their ASO communicated more proactively. One said the office “was more attentive and it was easier to both get in touch with them and set up accommodations letters,” while another said their accessibility services office was “helpful in making sure I received frequent updates to the resources at my disposal.” Seventeen participants reported feeling satisfied with the services their campus accessibility services offices provided.



Institution-Wide Improvements

Thirty-six participants reported institution-wide improvements, including those related to increased financial support, remote learning support, increased communication, flexible university policies, and improved COVID-19 protocols. Regarding COVID-19 protocols, students were pleased there were increased opportunities to receive virus testing and vaccines, and specific guidance to professors and students regarding how to respond to absences, extensions, and class policies. One student described that the institution:


provided clear expectations about whether classes were in-person or remote, and if remote, synchronous or asynchronous, and they held professors to those expectations – professors could not require in-person exams for an asynchronous remote class. Knowing the expectations rather than having it be different from professor to professor was helpful.
 



Increased Faculty Communication, Availability, and Accessibility

Regarding academic experiences, several students reported their professors communicated more, had more availability, and were better equipped to deal with remote instruction. Twelve participants stated their instructors were more understanding, empathetic, and compassionate. One student described, “these past few semesters seemed to increase understanding and empathy for the students’ possible mental health state in their classes. Most also gave ample extensions and considerations for their students if they requested it.”

Participants also credited instructors with providing virtual class meetings and more accessible classes including clearer deadlines, improved access to course materials, and more flexibility. For example, ten participants stated they were satisfied with the support provided by their instructors in the spring 2021 semester. Some students noted a desire for instructional practices they found beneficial to continue when face-to-face instruction resumes, including increased course accessibility, flexibility, instructor availability, and the use of varied instructional methods, such as breakout rooms, additional remote study sessions, and the use of asynchronous course activities.




Ongoing Pandemic Challenges During Fall/Spring 2020–2021 Semesters

While some participants described benefits due to pandemic-driven modifications, others found those beneficial modificaitons withdrawn despite ongoing pandemic challenges. Participants also reported some policies, including accommodation-related policies and procedures, were never effectively adapted to novel remote learning settings, with other policies and procedures becoming even more burdensome. Participants also shared pandemic-related mental health challenges. Each is described in more detail below.


Inadequate Accommodations, Testing Environments, and Communication

Eleven participants reported that their ASO could have better adapted their accommodations for remote instruction or better communicated with faculty about exam accommodations. Students often cited the inaccessibility of testing in remote coursework. One student described her challenging experience:


In non-covid semesters, I have taken my tests in the [accessibility services] testing room. This has been a very effective accommodation for me. Once we switched to the online format, the [accessibility services office] stopped providing testing administrators and began requiring students with testing accommodations to just work it out with their professors. Not only did this result in undue burden on professors already coping with restructuring their teaching, but it had a severely negative impact on me. Taking my tests with the other students in my class was very distracting.
 

The student said the most distracting features of remote testing included announcements about the exam time remaining (which did not apply to this individual, who received extra time to complete the exam), beeps indicating when a student entered or left the remote room, and hearing student conversation as exams were submitted. Another student offered a potential solution to these issues, suggesting that accessibility services offices “should be offering a virtual version of their testing office. In regular semesters the university already pay [sic] someone to sit in the testing office so I do not see why the university could not have someone sit in a virtual room and do the same thing.”

Other participants stated they wished the accommodations provided during the pandemic were continued, including the option to forgo in-person instruction. For example, several students thought the process to request accommodations became more burdensome, as they had to notify an accessibility services professional, as well as their instructor. One student described how these new procedures placed increased demands on students’ executive functioning:


Although it could have helped in some cases enforcing accommodations, the logistics of emailing the service provider with the professors is a bit irksome and difficult, requiring the communication between a lot of people on items which could be of short notice. Especially for individuals with executive functioning issues, this makes getting help difficult.
 

Another student shared how this new process created additional mental health burdens. The student stated, “if I am experiencing a depressive episode, explaining it to my professor and my [accessibility services] advisor, AND following up with them BOTH afterwards is mentally taxing and it creates anxieties that make me want to stay silent.”

Fifteen participants reported that more contact and communication from the accessibility services office would have been beneficial. One student described,


They could have checked in with me to see if there were any new challenges in the online format that should be addressed or that they could help with. I found myself facing new struggles I have never encountered before with the new online format.
 

Inaccessible remote learning was reported by nine participants who shared that some instructors did not provide universal captioning, recorded lectures, and transcripts. Participants also recounted an interest in more online services, including time management or motivation focused workshops, as well as opportunities for other support, such as strategies for dealing with loneliness.



Reversal of Beneficial Institutional Policies

Fifty-four students indicated they were displeased with the reversal of policies put in place during the pandemic, especially those that resulted in additional financial aid and flexibility regarding academic expectations. One student shared, “My institution as a whole actually is providing less support than spring 2021 [2020; sic] because they have treated the pandemic as less and less of a crisis as time went on.” This individual cited the removal of pass/fail policies and receiving less financial aid, which were two benefits available as the pandemic unfolded. Students also described discontent with what they perceived as a decrease in accessible instruction and communication from faculty. One student said, “in the beginning of the pandemic the university encouraged everyone to be extremely flexible and understanding, extended university deadlines, changed schedules, etc. – all of these things have decreased in the past year.” Additionally, when asked what things their institution did better to support them in the spring 2021 semester versus the spring 2020 semester, 18 students responded “nothing.”



Rigid Instruction and Increased Workload

Other participants felt they could have been better supported academically if instructors were more flexible, reduced the course workload, offered review sessions, and improved access to course materials. Several participants reported they wished instructors communicated more and were more understanding of issues that arose for them. Students described classroom expectations returning to pre-pandemic levels, despite the pandemic continuing. One student stated the workload increased, writing “among me and my peers, it’s been agreed upon that courses got tougher in spring 2021. There were more assignments that took more time and lectures that were longer than they would have been if we were in-person.” The increasing workload was challenging for many students to manage, given that they reported continuing to deal with pandemic-related difficulties. One student shared, “they (faculty) should just be more understanding that we cannot absorb as much information as before,” and that he/she/they wanted professors to reflect on “students’ ability to perform at the moment.”



Pandemic-Related Mental Health Challenges

Ten SWD that reported having a tested positive for COVID-19 experienced academic challenges including falling behind and mental health challenges, such as anxiety, depression, and feelings of isolation. Thirty-four students who were required to quarantine described experiencing both isolation and mental health challenges, as well as academic difficulties due to working from home. One student said, “I was unable to go to classes in-person, so I missed out on material. Additionally, I had to go to my house which was an environment that was much harder to focus in, due to the distractions.” Another student described how working from home decreased his/her/their motivation: “I found myself not enjoying school anymore, I had the mindset of just going through the motion to get assignments done.” Other students described how quarantining caused them to think more about the pandemic, which contributed to mental health challenges and negatively affected academics. One student indicated these circumstances “created immense anxiety and fatigue, which lead to me struggling with assignments,” and “the stress of knowing the impact of COVID and being in such a high-risk category made concentrating absolutely impossible.” Another student indicated that “it was hard not to see my friends or extended family. I felt very lonely and unmotivated to do any schoolwork.”






DISCUSSION

The present study is a follow-up on the research of Madaus et al. (2021) of postsecondary SWD to compare pandemic-related experiences in spring 2020 with experiences in spring 2021. Comparisons of this nature may illustrate the current state of service delivery, as well as uncover evolving needs of SWD as the pandemic continues. Further, analysis of the results illuminates the complex and individualized nature of how university policy and practice differentially impact SWD. Consequently, following up on students’ previous experience affords a reliable anchor point for comparison. Trends in the data are reported in the following sections, along with study limitations, potential future research opportunities, and implications for accessibility services staff service delivery as the pandemic continues and eventually becomes endemic.


Varied Experiences of SWD

A major goal of the current study was to compare the experiences and perceptions of the same group of SWD 1 year later regarding various practices employed by their institution. For example, 11 of the 14 experiences reported on were below a mean of 3.0, raising genuine concerns about how SWD are responding to the persistent challenges associated with the pandemic. As policy makers, practitioners, and researchers review the pressing challenges experienced by students during the pandemic, it may be especially important keep in mind the following significant issues higher education and disability stakeholders are encouraged to consider.


Course Delivery Methods Varied

The rapid response to the virus in spring 2020 resulted in almost all universities embracing digital delivery options to continue academic instruction. Participants in the current analysis indicated remote learning has continued with almost 90% or more of students receiving video lectures/classes (e.g., Zoom, Teams, WebEx), instructional materials uploaded to an LMS, and email communication for subsequent course updates and changes. Emailing instructional documents to students directly (<40%) was less commonly used by faculty, though the practice was still used in some cases. While some LMSs include an instant message (IM) feature for the dissemination class-wide information, only 6.8% of students reported the use of IM, indicating its considerable lag behind the use of email by faculty. Given the popularity of IM for student communication, this may be a constructive but underutilized mechanism for communication.

However, it was clear from the study respondents that course delivery methods utilized by instructors varied widely and lacked the consistency reported by McDaniel et al. (2020). While a breadth of options is not particularly notable given the individualized nature of institutional responses, what is concerning is that almost 15% of students simultaneously experienced at least four different types of instructional formats. For SWDs in particular, the challenge of navigating multiple instructional delivery formats adds a novel layer of complexity that likely consumes finite executive functioning resources, thus having the potential to negatively impact academic outcomes. Unfortunately, this finding is consistent with the challenges reported by Madaus et al. (2021) regarding the initial spring 2020 shift to virtual learning as SWD struggled with multiple course formats and methods of communication, and it points to the benefit of institutions streamlining these approaches to the greatest extent possible.



Decentralized Accommodations

Students emphasized the decentralized nature of accommodations, or leaving the implementation of accommodations to the course professor without sufficient administrative or university support, led to some students experiencing an erosion of approved accommodations similar to the obstacles reported in McDaniel et al. (2020). For example, the experience of the student forced to take exams with other students in a distracting online setting is potentially an indication that the professor may not have fully understood “separate exam location” applies to online examinations as well. Considered through the lens of the principle known as Occam’s Razor, without university capacity, faculty forced to find their own solutions will typically use the simplest solution. In this circumstance, faculty chose to offer the exam remotely to all students identically, with the likely belief by faculty that a “separate exam location” was being honored because the student was completing the exam alone in a remote setting. Such an interpretation, while possibly unintentional, is antithetical to meaningful equal educational access for SWD and reinforces concerns about distractions in the home environment noted by both Madaus et al. (2021) and Valenzuela (2020).

Additionally, a related challenge was that in many cases the new learning conditions required individuals to seek out new accommodations. As one student noted about faculty communication, the online environment presented new and unanticipated challenges. Without proactive faculty instructional design (e.g., Universally Designed Instruction), or communication probes to students about learning challenges, some students found themselves back at the beginning, needing to identify learning challenges and advocate with accessibility services staff to receive new accommodations.



Self-Advocacy and Access to Accommodations

Study findings echo the concerns in the field regarding the particular challenges faced by SWD during the pandemic (e.g., McDaniel et al., 2020; Aquino and Scott, 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2021). For example, it is not uncommon for students with high incidence disabilities (like those commonly participating in higher education) to struggle with executive functioning which was exacerbated by pandemic conditions. Whether as a result of a learning disability, ADHD or other disability, asking students to self-advocate, coordinate their own services across multiple professors and learning platforms, and organize assessment conditions places a high burden on those students identified as eligible for accommodations intended to reduce the burden of such executive functioning tasks.

Further, on or off campus residential status likely impacts the way students utilize campus services and has the potential to differentially effect those unable to reliably access institutional resources. Moreover, those 35% of students reporting “independent living” or 39% living at “home” are not necessarily residing within proximity to the university like those in campus residential facilities, resulting in the potential for more significant challenges when a need arises for students to access campus services.



Shifting Impact of University Policy

Survey responses echo several key positives related to university policy and practice. For example, almost 30% of respondents commented on accessibility services expanded procedures regarding application for services, communication, and support for SWD in the fall semester. Additionally, more than 40% of students noted institution-wide improvements including increased financial support, remote learning support, increased communication, flexible university policies and improved virus protocols. Similar to findings from Soria et al. (2020), increased financial support and flexible university policies were and remain critical for alleviating student stress, especially as the pandemic decimated jobs throughout the United States and college students with children had to scramble at times to secure coverage for school-age children and/or childcare.

However, more than 60% of respondents indicated frustration with the erosion of some of the afore mentioned flexible spring 2020 policies as the pandemic entered its second year. Of note were shifts in financial support and university approved flexible academic policies such as pass/fail course options. While many had hoped the 2020–2021 academic year would reflect a return to normalcy, this potential reality never materialized. Consequently, as economic and health-related stress continued to intensify for SWD, university removal of such policies may well have been premature and, as noted, resulted in a negation of conditions designed to achieve equal educational access.



Shifting Impact of Classroom Policy

The lack of flexibility during the second year of the pandemic seems to have extended to general course expectations as well, with some students noting professors communicated less and set more fixed deadlines. Again, such changes appear premature given the unpredictable nature of the ongoing pandemic and may reflect that some professors felt the need to or were given instructions by their respective institutions at the time, to shift back to pre-pandemic practices.

Yet this was not the experience of all students. In fact, some students noted faculty increased their level of communication, availability for meeting either virtually or face-to-face, and were better prepared to deliver and support remote instruction. Additionally, students described that some faculty provided flexible ways to participate in class, turn in assignments, and access course materials, which can all be helpful strategies for alleviating student stress while maintaining academic learning expectations. While clearly not universal, it is worth noting there was a differential student experience, and therefore likely an array of faculty beliefs for implementing potentially barrier reducing practices.



Prolonged Impact on Mental Health

Clearly, COVID-19 had a direct impact on both the physical and mental health of SWD who either contracted the virus or experienced quarantine restrictions. Survey respondents in this study reported a prolonged impact and this mirrors trends reported by Lederer et al. (2021). In particular, the negative impact on 22 students reporting being quarantined is of potentially great concern to accessibility services staff as it raises a critical question: Why was learning negatively impacted if individuals were only quarantined but did not contract the virus? Consider the case of a health condition; we suggest student affairs, accessibility services staff and faculty contemplate additional collaboration regarding how to support students with health conditions that impact learning (e.g., how is makeup learning and testing managed? Are there accommodations or supports that may allow the student to be more successful in the future?). Alternatively, for students quarantined but having not contracted COVID-19, negative learning experiences may become a disincentive to disclose the illness to the university. Such circumstances could result in a larger pool of potentially contagious students engaging in campus activities and therefore increasing overall university community exposure in direct contrast to the purpose of quarantine policies.




Implications

Lessons learned by comparing spring 2020 to spring 2021 provide an important lens through which colleges and universities can evaluate accessibility throughout their instructional and service delivery system. As virus conditions persisted across the 2020–2021 academic year, academic and co-curricular challenges that marginalized SWD and prevented equitable participation were the result. Reflection regarding mental health, classroom experiences, level of communication, accommodation match, and technology supports are recommended.


Student Mental Health

It was predicted the COVID-19 pandemic could persist (Messina et al., 2021) and continue to impact students’ curricular, co-curricular, and personal experiences (Madaus et al., 2021). This unfortunate prediction has, indeed, come to pass. In fact, as we prepare this manuscript many colleges and universities have again opted to shift to fully remote course delivery due to the Omicron variant of COVID-19 (Moody, 2022). Students are unsurprisingly reporting “COVID fatigue” with accounts that more than 90% of all college students have indicated they are experiencing negative mental health symptoms as a function of the pandemic (Dennon, 2021). Current study results revealed that student social–emotional wellness has decreased since spring 2020, which is an indication of persistent pandemic driven mental health challenges. This highlights the importance of two recommendations shared by Madaus et al. (2021) as the pandemic initially impacted colleges and universities, which noted institutions consider: (1) providing epidemiological training, knowledge about COVID-19 and transmission prevention measures, with particular consideration of unique populations such as disabled students, and (2) the rapid provision of mental health services for students and training for campus personnel to spot signs of social–emotional distress in students.



Delivery of Instruction

Based on the results indicating an increasing role in accommodations, faculty would benefit from professional development in inclusive pedagogy that could emphasize, for example, that equitable is not always equal. Additionally, training in the value of universally designed instruction would emphasize the use of regular recording of class lectures, providing closed captioning for all recorded viewing, and posting of all course materials to the institution’s LMS. Regular communication should be a pillar of academic practice and is frequently already in place. For example, the desire for deadline flexibility as shared by students in this follow-up study is already a part of the student affairs notification when students have any health-related or athletic reason for a class meeting absence. Faculty might benefit from guidance regarding when to consider and how to assess a need for the use of flexible deadlines for all students. Classrooms that embrace the inclusive practices described are likely to be more welcoming, lead to improved student learning, improved faculty assessment ratings, and could be used by universities to measure campus wide inclusive efforts.

In addition, now that remote delivery of academic coursework has been developed and delivered across a period of years, it is fair to surmise it is an instructional method that will continue to be utilized. Institutions may also be considering or even currently utilizing modified approaches to fully online learning, such as the HyFlex model (described in more detail below; Messina et al., 2021), thus increased student participation in online coursework should be expected by accessibility services professionals both now and into the future.

Respondents in this study, and others (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020; Means and Neisler, 2020) present with a wide range of academic and social emotional needs suggesting institutions consider utilizing instructional models that better support a diverse range of students. Colleges and universities (e.g., University of Florida, University of San Francisco) have begun to implement an instructional delivery model that allows for a fluid transition between face-to-face and online course participation known as the HyFlex learning model. This model utilizes hybrid instructional techniques with additional flexibility for course participation (Beatty, 2014). Students in HyFlex courses have the option of attending synchronously online or face-to-face, and can alter their choice each course meeting or even based upon course subject matter. That is, students make decisions about content delivery mode based upon their preference and needs (Malczyk, 2019). In such a scenario, course instructors are responsible for providing an equivalent experience for students whether in person or online (Beatty, 2010). As the pandemic experience has highlighted, HyFlex models can be particularly efficacious in circumstances in which systemic (e.g., inclement weather) or personal circumstances (e.g., childcare needs) result in a need to deliver or participate in coursework in a range of formats.




Communication With Students

Communication can exist in a variety of forms. In the past, faculty relied on opportunities during face-to-face instruction to address student queries. However, the pandemic has frequently limited these interactions for a variety of reasons, leaving students often feeling isolated and outside their typical learning setting. As a result, faculty are encouraged to consider consistent communication outside of the class setting using the institution’s LMS for email, IM, and other ways of communicating information. Updates might include assignment deadlines or clarifications, confirmation of class meetings and modalities (synchronous or asynchronous), or just a regular status check-in to encourage to student communication. Finally, faculty availability before and after class, and availability during regularly scheduled office hours (in both cases, in-person or remote) are indicators of willingness to meet student needs and promote general course accessibility and student success.

In the current study, remote course delivery and remote access to campus services, interestingly, resulted in several accessibility improvements according to student participants. Students reported that instructional and institutional flexibility with respect to course participation and interaction with campus services, including accessibility services, are worthy of continuation. For example, students found that building in flexibility in participation modes and assignment deadlines improved their course experience. Additionally, they reported flexibility with respect to mode of participation in campus meetings also allowed for an improvement in their college experience. Respondents suggested campus meetings, workshops, and courses continue to be offered remotely. In fact, the suggestions students described are common characteristics of practices naturally built into courses designed and delivered using UDI principles (Faggella-Luby et al., 2019).

Regardless of mode of course delivery, students in the current study reported several curricular and co-curricular pandemic driven experiences they would like continued in the future. First, institutions should encourage all personnel to evaluate the nature and consistency of their communication with students. Respondents noted they benefited from personnel consistently communicating with them, especially when that interaction expressed empathy and understanding of their circumstances. Some students described the value of remote delivery of both wellness and student success workshops. Specifically, they noted an interest in the continued online delivery of functions addressing skills such as time management, and notetaking. Next, they reported a desire to have the ability to access support services, participate in small study groups, and engage peers informally in online environments. Lastly, and the current authors have received requests of this type, students are requesting faculty be trained in both improving course accessibility and the effective use of LMSs.



Delivery of Accommodations

Typically, students review the identification and provision of accommodations each semester and do so at the course level. However, given the large numbers of students in this study participating in an array of instructional modalities, across a multitude of disciplines and varying levels of instructor inclusivity practice, perhaps policy should reflect the need to regularly review accommodations at the level of course modality as well. For example, exam accommodations might look differently during in-person testing in comparison to remote settings. Accommodation match is critically important to meeting institutional accessibility services legal mandates, academic program accessibility and student success.



Technology Supports

University technology staff, instructional development staff and instructors are encouraged to keep in mind the benefits to all learners of an effective and efficiently implemented LMS. This includes platforms for posting class content (e.g., Canvas), but also for communication (e.g., email, Zoom). While some platforms frequently come at great expense, their potential for providing accommodations such as closed captioning, storing class recordings and posting of other relevant materials are invaluable to all students. Self-reflection might include consideration of how use of these tools is evaluated, by whom and potential barriers for student, and faculty use.



Opportunity for Student Reflection

Accessibility services personnel could also use the opportunity for self-reflection to encourage and support SWD consideration of academic learning strategies, executive functioning, and overall appropriateness of approved accommodations. Students are obliged to self-advocate in the future when seeking employment, and an ideal opportunity to practice this important skill is while one is in college utilizing supports under the guidance of accessibility services professionals. Such practice is fundamental to self-determination and a critical life-long skill for SWD. Moreover, by participating in the process, accessibility services personnel will better be able to assess institutional efficacy regarding SWD learning support.



Limitations

While the current study builds upon previous research, the study outcomes should be interpreted with caution. First, the study is made up of student self-reported data and the report of both their disability and campus status and academic experience has not been verified in any manner. Secondly, though the initial study from which this sample was drawn utilized several networks and national organizations to gather respondents, a considerable majority of the sample reported mental health, ADHD, and learning disabilities, with other disabilities being reported far less frequently. Additionally, respondents were also mostly female. Lastly, the original survey, which was used as the basis for the current study, was developed utilizing two validated measures, however, it was in the end a unique questionnaire and was not pilot tested.

Finally, it is important to note that the nature of the question asked requires students to compare two points in time, not one set of experiences to a benchmark of quality, potentially causing a regression to the mean. In other words, it is possible that students had an inflated sense of how they were thriving during the early stages of the pandemic (spring 2020) and are now reevaluating their status in a more negative light (spring 2021). Similarly, students may have been frustrated with their institution’s rapid response in 2020, and little to no differences in policy and practice might appear in the spring 2021 data as “no difference.” Therefore, it was intentional to review the qualitative open-ended responses for further explanation and to highlight student voice in the process.



Summary

The purpose of the current study was to examine the pandemic-related SWD experiences and perceptions of the 2020–2021 academic year. It was designed to build upon a previous investigation (Madaus et al., 2021) conducted shortly after the pandemic began; therefore, the sample of the current study was culled from the analysis by Madaus and colleagues. Comparisons across time, utilizing the same respondent pool, have the potential to reveal ongoing and developing needs of students. The current sample included 88 respondents that reported their motivation, mental health, and perceived connection with their peers have all gotten worse over time. Regarding communication and support of both campus faculty and accessibility services some students, notably, reported improvements across time. In sum, SWD report both ongoing challenges as well as some benefits since the onset of the pandemic in spring 2020. Ultimately, the study results illuminate the complex and individualized nature of the student experience during this anomalous stretch of time.
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The current global refugee crisis revealed that refugee children, youth, and adults are uniquely vulnerable to traumatic events. Yet, there are only a few studies available that report robust systematic data on art therapy interventions with mental health in recent refugee populations. The purpose of the study is to synthesize and evaluate (a) the available research evidence on the use of art therapy in reducing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) levels in refugees, and (b) the quality of empirical evidence for each of the reviewed studies. The authors adopted the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) evidence-based practice (EBP) standards and quality indicators to evaluate the methodological soundness of the reviewed studies and the evidence-based classification of art therapy as a treatment intervention. We systematically searched electronic databases of pertinent review articles for the period from 2010 to 2020 using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA). Systematic searches identified 70 research articles but yielded eight eligible journals as per the inclusion criteria. Results indicated that, though considered a promising treatment approach, art therapy is presently classified as an intervention that falls under the category of practice with insufficient evidence. The findings suggest the need for further methodologically sound experimental studies to strengthen the evidence behind art therapy as an intervention to reduce PTSD symptoms in refugees around the world.
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INTRODUCTION

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is one of the common psychological and anxiety disorders that are present among refugees (Khamis, 2019; Grasser et al., 2021). PTSD is characterized by severe symptoms of re-experiencing and avoidance due to traumatizing experiences and thus leading to impairment in important areas of functioning such as social areas, occupational areas, and other crucial areas (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Meta-analyses conducted by Lindert et al. (2017), Blackmore et al. (2022), and Henkelmann et al. (2020) showed that refugees have the highest PTSD prevalence rates, 32, 31.46, and 29% respectively. Systematic review research showed that refugees suffering from PTSD exhibited severe symptoms, such as intrusion, withdrawal, negative mood, alternations in arousal (Ghumman et al., 2016), hypervigilance, difficulties falling asleep, irritability, outbursts of anger, self-destructive, reckless behavior (Spiller et al., 2017), anxiety, depression, and somatization (Lindert et al., 2017; Nesterko et al., 2020; Verhülsdonk et al., 2021). Moreover, when children are exposed to refugee conditions, the symptoms of their trauma might begin later in adolescence (Cohen et al., 2006; Al-Hroub, 2014; Saab et al., 2019; Al-Hroub et al., 2020). In a systematic review conducted by Kien et al. (2019) on mental disorders in young refugees and asylum seekers in European countries, findings showed that the prevalence varied widely among 47 studies covered in 53 articles for the period from 1990 to 2017 for PTSD (19.0% and 52.7%), depression (10.3 and 32.8%), anxiety disorders (8.7% and 31.6%), and emotional and behavioral problems (19.8% and 35.0%).

Therefore, the role of psychosocial, therapeutic, and mental health interventions is found crucial in managing PTSD symptoms in refugee children and youth (Giacaman et al., 2007; Al-Hroub, 2015; Almoshmosh, 2016; McLaughlin and Al-Hroub, 2016), and adults (Palic and Elklit, 2011). Research showed that therapeutic practices that rely on non-verbal treatment, such as art therapy, may promote healing refugee learners affected by war (Harris, 2009; Rowe et al., 2017; Zubala and Karkou, 2018).


The Role of Art Therapy

Art therapy is known as an interdisciplinary field where art therapist combines approaches from different fields such as art education, counseling, neuroscience, visual art, and others (Bucciarelli, 2016). Art therapy has been employed as an intervention to reduce PTSD symptoms since it provides a non-threatening environment for refugee children and adolescents to facilitate the expression of feelings that are linked to trauma and identify some feelings that can lead to a sense of relief. Art therapy also provided the opportunity for refugee learners to tolerate their negative emotions when they become capable of regulating their emotions (Sommers-Flanagan, 2007; Case and Dalley, 2014; Kalmanowitz and Ho, 2016; Akthar and Lovell, 2019; Wahlbeck et al., 2020). In addition, refugee learners who have difficulties in verbal expression find art therapy very effective (Stuckey and Nobel, 2010).

Meta-analysis research has shown that the use of artwork applied by therapists and practitioners aids not only learners who have been diagnosed with PTSD (Schouten et al., 2015), but also those with autism spectrum disorder (Schweizer et al., 2014), depression (Blomdahl et al., 2013), anxiety (Abbing et al., 2018), and other mental illnesses (Kaye-Huntington and Peterson, 2010). However, research results for policy decision-making and implementation processes regarding therapeutic procedures in art therapy are still limited (Damianakis, 2007; Register and Hilliard, 2008; Schouten et al., 2015).

In practice, art therapy involves the product, the process, and the relationship between the counselee and the therapist. However, the diversity of approaches in art therapy due to several factors is reflected in the emergence of different titles and different approaches such as person-centered art therapists, group analytic art therapists, cognitive, gestalt, cognitive-behavioral art therapy, and studio approaches to art therapy (Edwards, 2014). Although each approach has its theory and techniques, the use of art as the language of expression is what they have all in common.

The classification of art therapy distinguishes between three approaches: directive, non-directive, and combined. In a directive approach, the session usually starts with the therapist introducing themes to facilitate the creative activity. After an engagement in the creative activity, the session would end with a discussion as members in the group discuss, share thoughts and feelings, and share their work (Edwards, 2014). In the non-directive approach, the therapist avoids giving directives or themes believing that imposed themes or structures may inhibit the natural discovery within the person (McNeilly, 1983). Art, language, and literature from psychology can be combined in various ways to better affect positive change, and art by itself can be considered a language of expression (Morrell, 2011). Regardless of the adopted approach, learners who are referred for art therapy do not necessarily have to be skillful in art as the aim is to offer the opportunity to express and not assess the art produced (Case and Dalley, 2014).

The rationale of this research stems from the drastic increase of forcibly displaced refugees in the world and the increasing need for providing psychosocial non-verbal interventions to deal with their traumas globally. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), more than 84 million people were forcibly displaced worldwide by the first half of 2021 as a result of persecution, conflict, violence, human rights violations, and events, of which 26.6 million have been acknowledged as refugees (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2021). Over the period between 2010 and 2020, the population of refugees increased ~3.6 times [from 7.2 million (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2010) to 26 million]. In parallel, there has been increasing attention in research in studying the effectiveness of alternative and creative art therapy on the social and emotional, and health wellbeing of learners since the beginning of the twentyfirst century, particularly in the past decade (Clift et al., 2019). Therefore, this study explores, through a systematic review of empirical research, the use of art therapy in reducing PTSD levels in refugee children from 2010 to 2020.

Several systematic review studies have explored the effectiveness and contribution of art to children with clinical conditions, such as trauma, special education and disabilities, non-specific difficulties, medical conditions, and juvenile offenders (e.g., Cohen-Yatziv and Regev, 2019), children, and adolescents with psychosocial problems (Bosgraaf et al., 2020), or traumatized adults (Schouten et al., 2015), and adults with depression, borderline personality disorder, schizophrenia, and PTSD (e.g., Van Lith, 2016). Yet, none of these studies explored the effectiveness of art therapy on refugee children and adolescents with PTSD.

Thus, the present study aims to synthesize and evaluate the available research evidence on the use of art therapy in reducing PTSD levels in refugees over the years between the years 2010 and 2020. In addition, the study aims to evaluate the quality of empirical evidence for each of the reviewed studies by adopting highly regarded and reliable quantitative indicators. Given the research aims, a systematic review of the literature was warranted to address the following research questions:

a. What is the available research evidence on the use of art therapy in treating PTSD traumatic symptoms in refugees between the years 2010 and 2020?

b. What are the qualities of empirical evidence for available peer-reviewed studies on art therapy practices with traumatized refugees?




METHOD


Research Design and Search Process

A systematic review of research related to the use of art therapy with traumatized refugee children, adolescents, and adults was conducted using Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA; Page et al., 2021). Peer-reviewed studies were identified through the following Boolean search terms entered in Education Research Complete, Education Research Complete, Academic Search Ultimate, Art and Architecture Source, APA PsychArticles, Web of Science (WOS), Scopus, and ERIC databases: (“trauma,” OR “PTSD,” OR “post-traumatic stress disorder,” OR “traumatized children”) AND (“refugee*” OR “forced migration”) AND (“art therapy” OR “art”). The Boolean terms were entered into the mentioned databases and the search process continued across the three PRISMA phases (see Figure 1). The search was filtered to include articles published in English between the years 2010 and 2020. Two professors of special education reviewed the keywords and agreed on the list of terms that can be used during the search procedure. For relevance to the current review, the abstracts, as well as full-text peer-reviewed articles were obtained and screened. The systematic review focuses on experimental studies conducted from 2010 to 2020. Given that there are a limited number of studies on art therapy with refugee children, this topic was explored at a broader level with a focus on adults, adolescents, and children refugees.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. PRISMA flow diagram for systematic review. From: Page et al. (2021).




Applying the Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

In the first phase, databases were selected to search for the selected articles related to the psychology field. The reports obtained were then screened by examining the title and abstract of each article. Results obtained from the screening phase were then examined more closely (i.e., reading full text) and the following inclusion criteria were applied:

(a) Peer-reviewed journal articles,

(b) Published during 2010-2020,

(c) Art therapy intervention study (group design or single-subject research design),

(d) All study sample sizes,

(e) Intervention conducted with refugees diagnosed with PTSD, and

(f) A study published in the English language.

Systematic reviews, descriptive articles, book reviews, and qualitative studies were excluded. Additionally, studies that investigated the effects of expressive art therapy (e.g., dance, music, drama) and other therapeutic interventions that do not include art were removed from the list for potential inclusion. Dissertation and thesis studies were also excluded.

The literature search was conducted, independently, by three researchers (N.A. A.A, and F.Z), who also independently screened the identified peer-reviewed articles' titles and abstracts to assess their eligibility as per the inclusion criteria. If it was unclear whether a study was eligible, the study article was assessed in full. The two researchers concluded that eight research articles yielded eligible.



Coding Based on CEC Quality Indicators and Evidence-Based Classifications

The CEC quality indicators and evidence-based classifications were used to assess the certainty of the evidence for each of the reviewed studies (Cook et al., 2014). The content-coding table was divided into eight areas presenting the quality indicators: (a) context and setting; (b) participants; (c) intervention agent; (d) description of practice; implementation fidelity; (f) internal validity; (g) outcome measures/independent variable; and (h) data analysis. Percentages to determine the quality indicators met are calculated after coding the elements across the studies. After reading the article and identifying the elements in each article, the element was coded as 1 if there is sufficient information regarding the indicator element and 0 if there is insufficient information for the indicator element by referring to the coding sheet based on the CEC standards (Cook et al., 2014).

The CEC standards include 28 quality indicators. Eighteen of the quality indicators apply to group comparison and single-subject studies, six apply only to comparison studies and four are specific to single-subject studies (Cook et al., 2014). The study is expected to describe the critical features regarding the context and setting. To understand the population that will benefit from the intervention, it is important to describe clearly the participants' demographics and define clearly the difficulty of focus or disability the criteria for determining the disability or the difficulty. Researchers also need to examine the role of the intervention agent and background variables. The study is also expected to provide a detailed description of the intervention procedures and intervention agents' actions. The practice also has to demonstrate the fidelity of implementation by using direct reliable measures. For internal validity, the study is expected to describe the baseline and provide a clear description of the assignment to groups. Researchers should include detailed information on the comparison/control group and how participants are assigned to ensure the comparison conditions are meaningful. The researchers are expected to consider the outcome as an indicator by examining how the study clearly defines and describes the measurement of variables and how the effects are reported on all measures of the outcome. Moreover, the researchers need to show the appropriateness of frequency and timing of outcome measures. Finally, data analysis should be conducted appropriately by examining the data analysis techniques such as effect size calculations to determine the amount of the effect of an intervention on the participants or the group.

The quality indicator for each element was calculated individually to determine the percentage met for each indicator across each study. To ensure reliability, two researchers read and coded each of the 8 elements to confirm the identified results and the information. A point-by-point method was used to establish interrater reliability for coding articles. All articles were double-coded by an independent researcher, and the percentage of agreement was calculated (i.e., agreements divided by agreements plus disagreements, multiplied by 100). The initial percentage of agreement was 93%. Coding results were communicated, inconsistencies were discussed, and a consensus was reached (i.e., 100% agreement).



Evidence-Based Classification

After assessing the reviewed studies for quality indicators, methodologically sound studies are then evaluated for evidence-based classifications. A study is considered for evidence-based classification only when they use group comparison designs (e.g., randomized or non-randomized quasi-experiments) or a single-subject research design (Cook et al., 2014). Eligible studies are classified as (a) evidence-based, (b) potentially evidence-based, (c) mixed-effects, (d) insufficient evidence, or (e) negative effects based on the number of single subjects, and group comparison studies of strong and moderate methodological quality with positive, neutral, and negative effects (Cook et al., 2014). Evidence-based practices (EBP) are supported by two group comparison studies with random assignment to groups and at least 60 participants across studies, four group comparison studies with the non-random assignment to groups, and at least 120 participants across studies, or five single-subject studies with at least 20 participants across studies. To be identified as EBP. The practice has to also meet 50 % of the criteria for two or more of the study designs. The group of studies on a given practice should not include any studies with negative effects and at least a 3:1 ratio of positive effects to neutral/mixed effects. Potentially evidence-based practices must be supported by one group comparison study with random assignment to groups and positive effects; two or three group comparison studies with no randomly assigned groups and positive effects; or two or four single-subject studies with positive effects. For this item, CEC considers group experimental, non-randomly assigned group comparison, and single-subject design studies collectively. Mixed-evidence practices must meet the criteria for evidence-based practice or potentially evidence-based practice and the ratio of studies with positive effects to studies with neutral/mixed-effects is <2:1 or one or more studies with negative effects if these studies do not outweigh studies with positive effects. Insufficient evidence exists when the literature is lacking all the other evidence-based criteria. Negative effects must include more than one sound study with negative effects, and the number of studies with negative effects outnumbers the sound studies with positive effects.




RESULTS

Initially, the Boolean search yielded two hundred thirty-two (n = 232) results, from which seven duplicated records and three records not written in the English language were removed. Two hundred twenty-two (n = 222) results were obtained before applying the inclusion criteria. After screening titles and abstracts, seventy (n = 70) articles were considered for potential inclusion. The full texts of the seventy peer-reviewed articles (n = 70) were read and examined. The application of the above-mentioned inclusion criteria yielded eight experimental studies for review (see Figure 1). The reviewed studies employed variations of group designs: quasi-experimental, pre-post group design without control, and within-group designs. Methodological soundness for each study was evaluated based on CEC quality indicators, and quantitative results are reported in Table 1 and explained below. Table 2 represents information about the intervention context, sample size, nationality, and age group of participants across reviewed studies. Participant age groups varied from 7 to 80 years, and the sample size ranged from 12 to 145 participants.


Table 1. Methodological soundness by quality indicators.
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Table 2. Context and demographic information across reviewed studies.
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The evidence so far supporting art therapy for treating PTSD in refugees includes: (a) two quasi-experimental design studies (Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020), (b) five pre-test post-test group studies with no control (Van Wyk et al., 2012; Ugurlu et al., 2016; Moosa et al., 2017; Rowe et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2019); and (c) one within-subject group design with no control (DroŽdek et al., 2014). Systematic coding of each of the eight articles based on CEC quality indicators indicated that none of the reviewed studies received a score that is below 50% with overall scores ranging from 59 to 86%. Detailed results in relation to our evaluation of quality indicators per study and evidence-based classification of the overall treatment practice are illustrated and justified below.


Results for Quality Indicators

Findings show that all reviewed studies met the criteria regarding describing the context and the setting explicitly. Studies took place in different locations such as Turkey, Sharam Vihar, Mehwath, Australia, and the United States. Similarly, all reviewed studies met the criteria related to providing sufficient information on participants' demographics. It is also critical to note that none of the studies that involved more than one group used random participant assignment to study groups (DroŽdek et al., 2014; Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). The sample size across studies varied from 12 to 145 participants, and the age of participants ranged from seven to 80 years.

Five articles met the criteria for both intervention agent quality indicator elements (Van Wyk et al., 2012; Ugurlu et al., 2016; Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Rowe et al., 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). In the studies conducted by Schouten et al. (2019) and by DroŽdek et al. (2014), the qualifications, certification, or description of the training of the art therapist were not mentioned. Similarly, the researcher's background or certification, or description of training was not included in the study conducted by Moosa et al. (2017). In several studies, additional agents were included such as licensed art therapists, psychologists, psychiatrists, Syrian college students, graduate students, and translators.

Three out of the eight reviewed studies reported information related to both elements and met the requirement (Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Moosa et al., 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). The studies provided detailed information by stating the questions asked during the intervention and providing enough materials to clearly describe the dosage and content of the intervention. Ugurlu et al. (2016) provided sufficient information regarding what the art therapy session will include and described the time and dosage of intervention with pre and post-assessments. However, the authors did not provide enough information regarding the description of the materials. In the study conducted by Rowe et al. (2017), the researchers provided sufficient information regarding dosage and the process evaluation framework during the intervention phase but there was insufficient information regarding the materials used and the detailed process was missing regarding the art therapy techniques used. Similarly, DroŽdek et al. (2014) provided a table showing the phases of intervention with the content but did not provide enough materials to describe the specificity of the intervention. In the study done by Schouten et al. (2019), the researchers explained the sessions but the specific elements of art therapy were not evident and reported. Therefore, this study did not explicitly describe the intervention procedure and materials used, and the researchers provided only general information. In addition, the study that was conducted by Van Wyk et al. (2012) did not describe materials or provide accessible sources.

Five out of eight studies did not meet this criterion as no implementation fidelity data were collected (Van Wyk et al., 2012; DroŽdek et al., 2014; Ugurlu et al., 2016; Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Moosa et al., 2017). In article Rowe et al.'s article, the authors described how the therapists were able to follow the planned protocol for administering assessment tools and dose delivered but it did not clearly state the measures used such as observation checklists or self-reports of the implementation by unit analysis. Schouten et al. (2019) applied the protocol checklist that gave therapists ways to direct sessions and the patients reported satisfaction regarding the session. A checklist regarding treatment adherence was included in this study. However, the questionnaire developed by the author was not clearly described and explained thoroughly. In the article Feen-Calligan et al. (2020), the study did not include measures or checklists to determine fidelity implementation but the study provided information regarding analyzing sessions by the team and refining sessions by adding recommendations and tracking changes to the following session or week. The observation checklists or self-reports in addition to the dosage were not present in the study.

None of the reviewed studies met all nine elements of the internal validity criterion. In the group design study conducted by Meyer DeMott et al. (2017), the researchers reported information regarding the assignment of participants to groups but did not clarify if the control group had limited access to intervention. Moreover, in the same study, the differential attrition was less than 10 percent, but the overall attrition was higher than 30 percent. On the other hand, in the study conducted by Feen-Calligan et al. (2020), the independent variable was controlled, control group conditions were described, and the study reported that the control group had no access to intervention. The study carried out by Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) clearly described how participants were assigned to either the treatment or the control group. In their study, Rowe et al. (2017) reported that participants had access to other mental health resources, which is a threat to internal validity. In four of the studies (i.e., 50%), researchers did not indicate whether participants in the baseline condition had access to any of the intervention components (Van Wyk et al., 2012; Ugurlu et al., 2016; Moosa et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2019). This may have presented a potential threat to the internal validity of the mentioned studies.

All studies that measured socially important outcomes provided clear operational definitions of the dependent variables and reported the effects of the intervention. The only study that met all elements related to the dependent variable(s) was the study conducted by DroŽdek et al. (2014) because in this study the tools used were validated across cultural settings and demonstrated good interrater and test-retest reliability. Rowe et al. (2017) reported that validated assessment tools were used in this study and measures of internal consistency among items for each of the scales were strong. Similarly, the measurement tools used in the study done by Schouten et al. (2019) and the study done by Van Wyk et al. (2012) had been validated and the reliability was good. In addition, Moosa et al. (2017) reported in the study that the measurement tools used were reliable with internal reliability higher than 80. Similarly, the study done by Ugurlu et al. (2016) provided evidence of internal reliability and the study done by Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) provided evidence of reliability and validity. The study that provided three data points was the study done by Meyer DeMott et al. (2017) provided an adequate description of the outcomes measures but did not provide information regarding the internal reliability and validity of the tools.

Regarding data analysis, all reviewed studies met the requirements for this quality indicator. Three elements are included in the data analysis criteria. For a group design study, the study is expected to report effect size statistics and data analysis techniques need to be provided to compare the change in the outcome of the groups (Cook et al., 2014). All group comparison design studies employed appropriate statistical analysis methods that align with their research questions and data collection tools. Additionally, all reviewed studies provided clear descriptions of their data analysis techniques.



Evidence-Based Classification

Upon evaluation of the methodological soundness of the reviewed studies based on CEC quality indicators and evidence-based classification (Cook et al., 2014), we found that the practice of using art therapy for the treatment of PTSD in refugees falls under the “insufficient evidence” category. As mentioned earlier, according to CEC standards, a study can be considered for evidence-based classification only when they employ a group comparison design (e.g., randomized or quasi-experiment) or a single subject design (Cook et al., 2014). The only two studies that were eligible for classification were the ones that employed quasi-experimental designs (Meyer DeMott et al., 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). Both studies met more than 50% of quality indicators (see Table 1). However, upon examination of individual intervention results reported by the authors of both studies, we found that the art therapy intervention conducted by Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) yielded positive effects on participants' PTSD symptoms (i.e., the difference between groups was statistically significant in favor of the treatment group). On the other hand, the intervention implemented by Meyer DeMott et al. (2017) yielded neutral effects (i.e., the differences between groups were not statistically significant). This finding means that the ratio of methodologically sound studies with positive effects to methodologically sound studies with neutral/mixed-effects was <2:1, and thus places the treatment practice in the “insufficient evidence” classification.




DISCUSSION

This systematic review is the first to examine art therapy with a focus on refugees with PTSD symptoms from 2010 to 2020. After a systematic review of the literature and multi-step evaluation of studies for quality indicators, the findings revealed that art therapy as a treatment for PTSD in children and youth refugees meets the “insufficient evidence” classification as per CEC standards. The present systematic review found that the majority of art therapy intervention studies with refugees with PTSD employed a pre-test post-test group design with no control group. In some studies, art therapy has been used in the intervention as an independent component while in other studies art therapy has been used as part of expressive, creative, or group therapy. All studies met the quality indicators related to context and participants, and thus we can deduce that the studies described clearly the features of the context and setting studies provided enough information related to participants' demographics as well as a clear description of the status of participants. We also notice variation among results regarding the other quality indicators such as the description of practice, the fidelity of implementation, intervention agents, data analysis, internal validity, and outcome measures. Most of the studies (five out of eight studies) met the criteria related to intervention agents and most of the studies described the role of the therapist, qualifications, and the specific training. When examining the description of the intervention, only three studies met this quality indicator by providing a clear and detailed description of the intervention with sufficient materials to describe it specifically. Studies that did not meet this quality indicator lacked the element that is related to providing sufficient information on materials relevant to the intervention being examined. As for implementation fidelity, none of the articles fully met this quality indicator, and two articles did not even mention any effort to collect fidelity data. It is critical to note that this methodological limitation has the potential to pose a threat to internal reliability.

Furthermore, four studies did not meet the quality indicator when examining internal validity and two studies met half of the elements. Only two studies met four elements out of the six elements, and only one study met all the elements regarding internal validity (Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). When examining the outcome measures/ dependent variables, we also notice variation among results. Only one study met all elements for this quality indicator and most of the studies did not provide a minimum of three data points per phase. As for the criteria related to data analysis, all the studies met CEC standards as data analysis was adequately conducted and reported. In conclusion, the lowest scores across studies were for meeting implementation fidelity (i.e., 21%) and internal validity criteria (i.e., 52%).


Limitations of the Study

Since the initial search yielded a very limited number of studies on children refugees, studies with participants of all ages were included in this review. Most of the studies located during the search procedure were qualitative case studies and this indicated that few experimental studies were conducted to test the efficacy of an intervention. This may reflect that researchers need to shift toward empirical evidence more than case studies or qualitative research. Second, the search is limited to peer-reviewed journal articles, and thus excluding dissertations or other types of publications may be a limitation. Another limitation, including peer-reviewed journal articles that are in the English language only may have left out findings from important work written in other languages. Consequently, it can be noted that the low number of articles included in this review may limit generalizing of the findings. Moreover, the number of studies located may be insufficient to present a statistical measurement or meta-analysis. Results and findings also show the importance and need for future studies and more experimental studies because it is essential to improve the practices and methods of implementation. Future systematic reviews may also need to improve search procedures by examining more databases or including additional resources to improve search procedures yielding results that are more accurate. It is also essential to examine these practices with other participants (military, participants who witnessed war but did not leave the country, and others) or participants suffering from other types of disorders or symptoms to compare the effectiveness of these practices.



Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy

The majority of reviewed studies used pre-post group designs with the absence of a control group, and very few articles employed experimental research methodology (e.g., group experiment, quasi-experimental, single-subject design). Knowing that intervention studies that employ single-group pre-post designs are limited by serious threats to internal validity (Shadish, 2002), future research should focus on experimental methodology to investigate the effectiveness of art therapy on PTSD symptoms in refugees. We also suggest that more experimental studies are warranted across other different contexts to identify how art therapy approaches can be implemented effectively. Therefore, this field or area of practice needs to be further explored, developed, and enhanced since art therapy-based interventions may lead to positive effects on individuals suffering from PTSD, as shown in one methodologically sound study among the reviewed literature (Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). Further systematic reviews that combine both qualitative and quantitative methodologies may be included to explore the elements that may affect and decrease traumatic symptoms. This review developed a bridge between what literature presents, what therapists know, and therapists' practice. To improve the transferability of practice, further quantitative studies are needed that aim at enhancing implementation fidelity and having sufficient information regarding internal validity. Future studies need to provide more detailed materials or resources when describing the practice in the studies. After examining the table and comparing the ages of participants, it is essential to improve practices in future studies by focusing on children as participants since most of the studies included adolescents or adults. Other factors may also have an impact on the effectiveness of the intervention and these variables should be taken into consideration when interpreting data. It may also be difficult to reach conclusions about the most effective interventions and practices because of the small sample groups. It would be important to conduct further comparative studies among different contexts and wider populations to draw firmer conclusions about the most effective interventions for traumatized children and adolescent refugees.
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Competent mathematics teachers who have knowledge of gifted students’ needs can challenge them in math and prevent boredom and possible underachievement. This retrospective study explores how Norwegian gifted students perceive their earlier teachers’ mathematical competency, as well as their reflections about boredom in school. The data were collected through qualitative semistructured interviews with 11 mathematically gifted students who participated in accelerated classes throughout school. The informants ranged in age from 16 to 19 years and were asked about how they experienced their math classes, teachers, and social aspects. The results indicate that students view their teachers as having less mathematical knowledge in earlier school than in later years and that teachers’ mathematical knowledge might affect whether they are able to challenge and identify students who are gifted in mathematics.
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INTRODUCTION

In Norway, there are few to no resources for mathematically gifted students in ordinary schooling outside skipping a grade (acceleration). However, we know little about how the teachers approach this group in both ordinary schooling and accelerated classes. Therefore, we need knowledge about how mathematically gifted students experience school and how teachers can meet their needs. High-quality instructional practices lead to dedicated students and cognitive activation (Blömeke et al., 2016). Student learning outcomes are determined by high-quality teachers with high levels of subject knowledge as well as the ability to unite knowledge with practice. Although researchers have emphasized the relationship between instructional practice and teachers’ mathematical knowledge concerning student improvement in mathematics, they struggle to quantify the items meant to measure these abilities (Nilsen et al., 2016). The latter describe two levels of how mathematical knowledge is understood: through intellectual and policy views. Policy views here refer to politics or ideologies guiding, for example, teacher education, education in mathematics, and/or the curriculum. In the intellectual view, mathematical knowledge consists of comprehension of mathematical methods, facts, rules, terms and concepts and procedural skills such as rule-based operations (Niss et al., 2016). To score highly in these categories, the student needs to apply a wide range of cognitive skills (Grønmo et al., 2013). Mesa et al. (2013) suggest that, in Europe, the content of the curriculum is traditionally more the focus rather than teachers’ ability to instruct students. This tradition is reflected in the learning goals provided through policies. The learning goals reflect standardized goals for a given age group in school (Mesa et al., 2013). Furthermore, the categories represented by the Teacher Education and Development Study in Mathematics (TEDS-M) tend to garner more attention than a possible relationship among instructional quality, achievement and motivation. TEDS-M consists of three overarching categories, with the aim of describing the quality of teacher education as follows: (1) organization, where the goal is to describe how teacher education is organized and policies related to education; (2) the quality of local teacher education and how it is organized; and (3) the teachers’ students’ knowledge of mathematics, math instruction, and mathematical didactical knowledge (Grønmo and Onstad, 2012). As an explanation, the teacher’s knowledge of mathematics (instruction and knowledge) seems to receive more attention than the student’s knowledge, motivation, and quality of instruction. At the same time, school climate and instructional quality also seem to affect individual motivation in mathematics (Scherer and Nilsen, 2016). Defining mathematical literacy through the curriculum can be troublesome because mathematically gifted students process and/or perceive mathematics in alternative ways for which the curriculum allows (Assouline and Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2011; Leikin et al., 2017).


Mathematically Gifted Students and Their Needs

There are a variety of general theoretical models of giftedness that could include a framework for explaining mathematical giftedness (Leikin, 2021). Among these models, we mention Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness (Gagné, 2005), Renzulli’s tripartite model (Renzulli, 1988), and Ziegler‘s Actiotope Model of Giftedness (Ziegler, 2005). In line with some researchers in mathematical giftedness (e.g., Leikin, 2011; Szabo, 2015) and for the purpose of our study, we will focus on explaining the characteristics of mathematically gifted individuals from a conceptual perspective. The domain specificity of mathematical giftedness always implies a collection of certain mathematical abilities and personal qualities. Generally, students who are gifted in mathematics are described as students with strong problem-solving abilities, metacognitive abilities, creative mathematical thinking, and high ability/performance in mathematical problem solving (Leikin, 2014; Leikin et al., 2017). Mathematical giftedness is also seen as an inherent potential for mathematical knowledge and a deeper understanding of mathematical concepts (Leikin et al., 2009; Subotnik et al., 2009). Mathematically gifted individuals possess intellectual characteristics, such as curiosity, the ability to visualize models, quick thinking and metaphorical thinking (Silverman, 1997; Deary, 2000). Mathematical creativity is also mentioned as a characteristic among these students even though there is no commonly accepted definition of the term (Plucker et al., 2004a; Singer et al., 2017). To capture different ways of being creative in mathematics, some recent studies take a different approach to creativity and adopt the concept of cognitive flexibility, which is explained as an interplay among cognitive variety, cognitive novelty, and changes in cognitive framing (Pelczer et al., 2013; Voica and Singer, 2013; Zhang et al., 2017; Schoevers et al., 2020). Mathematical creativity also seems to promote self-efficacy (Bicer et al., 2020; Regier and Savic, 2020). Studies show that intellectual test scores should supplement dynamic and informal data, such as information from parents, teachers, or other students (Al-Hroub, 2011). These studies might have important implications for both identifying giftedness in mathematics and for nurturing such students’ needs.

Empirical evidence suggests that the main element in fostering mathematically gifted students is learning opportunities (Nadjafikhah et al., 2012; Hoth et al., 2017). Studies have suggested that teachers lack the knowledge to provide gifted students with the appropriate cognitive challenges in the regular classroom (Diezmann, 2005; Hoth et al., 2017). Instead, their instruction typically focuses on tasks aimed at the general student population (Rotigel and Fello, 2004). Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2020) found that underachieving gifted students might score lower in aspects connected to self-regulation and motivation. The latter might indicate that they have a lower “threshold” to become bored and thus need to be challenged to maintain their motivation. Barbier et al. (2022) found that enhancing self-regulated learning and providing differentiated instruction might affect gifted students’ motivation. A learning environment that can meet the needs of students gifted in mathematics is recognized by an appreciation for alternative ideas and discussion of alternative or multiple solutions (Nadjafikhah et al., 2012; Ronksley-Pavia and Neumann, 2020). Teachers should provide guidance for students to explore their own ideas, define and make hypotheses, refute and adapt heuristic strategies, and reason and justify conclusions and reflect on them at a metacognitive level (Nadjafikhah et al., 2012; Hoth et al., 2017).



Teachers’ Mathematical Competence in Teaching Gifted Students

In the literature, three core dimensions of teachers’ mathematical understanding are important: content knowledge (MCK), pedagogical content knowledge (MPCK), and generic pedagogical knowledge (GCK) (Baumert et al., 2010). TEDS-M and the follow-up study, TEDS-FU, hypothesize two dimensions, MCK and MPCK. The TEDS-M framework was developed through extensive research on the international pool of items measuring mathematical knowledge (Kaiser et al., 2017). There are associations between these dimensions and the ability to communicate mathematics in the classroom, as well as the teacher’s ability to deconstruct knowledge and support both high and low achievers (Ball et al., 2001; Baumert et al., 2010). TEDS-M MCK includes the main mathematical areas relevant for future teachers. MPCK includes knowledge for lesson planning and knowledge applied to teaching situations. Finally, GPK includes knowledge about teaching, learning, and evaluating student achievement (Kaiser et al., 2017). Studies have suggested relationships among the categories, where MPCK needs to be accompanied by mathematical knowledge and skills related to curriculum understanding to be an effective teaching tool (Baumert et al., 2010). In Hill et al.’s (2005) study, mathematical knowledge for teaching included explaining terms and concepts to students; interpreting student statements and solutions; judging and correcting textbook treatments of topics; using representations accurately; and providing students with examples of mathematical concepts, algorithms, or proofs. The authors found that teachers’ mathematical knowledge positively predicts student improvement in mathematics (Hill et al., 2005). Teachers’ mathematical content knowledge MCK and pedagogical content knowledge MPCK are portrayed as having an important relationship with student gains in mathematical knowledge across levels of performance (Baumert et al., 2010), indicating that focusing on mathematical knowledge would be advantageous for all students. At the same time, some studies suggest that the joint effect of classroom management has a stronger effect on mathematical achievement than individual support (Baumert et al., 2010). In Baumert et al. (2010), MCK only affects teachers’ ability to adjust the material covered in the curriculum for weaker students. Research suggests that adjusting the material through acceleration is one of the best ways of meeting gifted students’ needs (Colangelo et al., 2004), specifically for those who are high achievers (Colangelo and Assouline, 2009). Gifted students need cognitive challenges to feel accepted and develop positively in school (Kulik and Kulik, 1992). The opposite of challenge is boredom, which might be a way of coping with a lack of challenge.



Boredom as Lack of Challenge

Studies indicate that gifted students have higher intrinsic motivation than other students (Gottfried et al., 2005). Moreover, it is suggested that motivation determines the difference between high- and low-achieving gifted students (Reis and McCoach, 2000; McCoach and Siegle, 2003b). Boredom is often mentioned in relation to gifted students in school or as an argument for providing gifted students with opportunities in school (Preckel et al., 2010). Boredom is commonly understood as an affective state that comprises weak feelings, lack of stimulation and low psychological arousal; implies more than the absence of positive emotions and interests; and is a subjective experience (Preckel et al., 2010). Moreover, studies have suggested that boredom might contribute to underachievement among gifted students (Reis and McCoach, 2000). In particular, boredom with the regular curriculum in elementary and middle school contributes to underachievement in high school (Baker et al., 1998; Reis and McCoach, 2000; Kanevsky and Keighley, 2003). Studies focusing on boredom as a result of little challenge have received more attention than studies that relate boredom to overchallenge (Preckel et al., 2010). In academic settings, it seems that students differentiate between task-focus and self-focus boredom (Acee et al., 2010). Students seem to relate boredom from overchallenge to two dimensions, namely, situation and task focus-related boredom, whereas boredom due to underchallenge does not seem to relate to a general boredom factor. Moreover, task-focused boredom can be characterized by students’ focus on the tediousness and meaninglessness of the task, whereas self-focused boredom can be characterized by students’ focus on their feelings of dissatisfaction and/or frustration (Acee et al., 2010). However, single studies seem to imply that gifted students experience boredom more frequently than non-gifted students (Plucker et al., 2004b). A study by Preckel et al. (2010) indicated that gifted students experience more boredom due to underchallenge, and non-gifted students experience boredom due to overchallenge; at the same time, this study does not seem to imply that gifted students experience more boredom than other groups. A study by Feuchter and Preckel (2021) indicated that ability grouping for gifted students might have positive academic outcomes and does not seem to prevent boredom among the same group. Thus, compensation for boredom might be more suitable for the regular classroom. One way that teachers could prevent boredom among mathematically gifted students is to design tasks that present an individually optimal level of stimulation, but this requires profound knowledge of students’ ability level and learning preferences (Westgate and Wilson, 2018).




THE PRESENT STUDY

A qualitative study by Smedsrud (2018) explored how students gifted in mathematics experienced participation in accelerated and high-ability groups. The results indicate that the students reaped academic benefits from acceleration, and they did not describe any social and/or emotional harm from participating in these programs. In the current study, we further investigate their descriptions of their mathematics teachers during school and whether they were challenged in math during their ordinary classes. The open nature of the interviews enables further exploring them and connecting them to other subjects in gifted education and teacher education, particularly if the competence among teachers in Norway makes it beneficial to facilitate learning opportunities in accelerated and high-ability groups.

A first and major goal of the present study was to investigate how gifted students experienced their teachers’ mathematical competence. The second goal was to explore how gifted students coped with boredom throughout school. The research questions for this study are as follows:


1.How do students experience their teachers’ mathematical content knowledge?

2.How do students experience their teachers’ mathematical pedagogical knowledge?

3.How do students cope with boredom throughout school?





RESEARCH DESIGN


Methods

The present study draws on qualitative thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) with data collected from semistructured interviews with 11 mathematically gifted students who participated in acceleration opportunities throughout Norwegian school. The study topics were selected based on the information given by the students in the interviews. We developed a semistructured interview guide based on exploring students’ school history, whether they experienced challenges in ordinary school, and how the acceleration program differed from their ordinary classroom instruction and was connected to motivation in mathematics and/or other school subjects. The open nature of the interviews enables further exploring them and connecting them to other subjects in gifted education and teacher education. For example, we did not directly ask the students about their teachers’ mathematical competency; however, all the students seemed to bring this theme forward as an important factor influencing whether they were challenged in their ordinary classes. Although the original interviews were in Norwegian, we have translated some examples of questions that were addressed, such as the following: How would you describe mathematics as a subject in school? Can you describe your school experience in general and specifically regarding mathematics? If you could decide, how would the teacher teach mathematics in school?


Informants

The participants in this study were 11 students, three girls and eight boys (age range from 16 to 19). These students participated in a mathematics high-ability group at a Norwegian higher education institution and had received acceleration opportunities throughout school. The participants were selected to the acceleration group by their math scores in grade five or six1 and by application to participate. All the participants came from public schooling and had a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds, and the only criterion to participate was high grades and thus a performance-based nomination. The selection of participants is a preselected convenience sample (Gorard, 2001) that shares one common denominator, which is participation in the acceleration program at the university.



Procedure

The Norwegian Center for Research Data approved this study. The consent obtained from all the participants was both written and informed. One participant withdrew from the study. As all the other information from the study was deleted in line with NSD guidelines, we had no information other than sex. The first author performed individual semistructured interviews with the 11 gifted students. The interviews lasted from 1 h to one and a half hours in some cases. The students were asked follow-up questions whenever something was unclear or the informants touched on something that seemed interesting.



Analysis

The interviews were transcribed in Microsoft Word and analyzed a second time in NVivo version 11™ (Castleberry, 2012). We used thematic analysis as an analytical method for our qualitative study. Thematic analysis is the most widely used qualitative approach to analyzing interviews (Braun et al., 2019). According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 79), thematic analysis is a method used for “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within the data.” In the present study, we explored the data further by asking new questions about them and making different interpretations from the original research and repurposing with other research question(s). The latter allowed us to identify the following main categories: 1. Teachers’ mathematical content knowledge, 2. Teachers’ mathematical pedagogical content knowledge, 3. Students coping with boredom, and 4. Possible consequences of boredom for gifted students. The analysis in use is inductive thematic analysis, which means that some of the categories discussed in this paper are developed from the data and the overall themes are reflected in the interview guide.





RESULTS

The main research question in our study is related to gifted students’ experience of their mathematics teachers’ competence. As we present the results and discussion in this article, it is important to acknowledge that we have no information from the specific teachers in this study. Therefore, the teachers’ mathematical competence is described retrospectively from the students’ perspective and therefore is based on that of any teachers they have had rather than a specific one. Although we do not have a teacher’s perspective, students’ voices are very important in improving education and promoting engagement in school (Mitra, 2005; Cook-Sather, 2007).


Students’ Experience With Teachers’ Mathematical Content Knowledge

As mentioned earlier, mathematical content knowledge is associated with teachers’ ability to understand mathematics and influences their ability to communicate and support both high- and low-achieving students. In the interviews, several students addressed the importance of knowledge among teachers in communicating with and challenging them in mathematics. In some cases, they had had teachers who had this ability in senior high school, but few had experienced it in earlier schooling. The student below described the lack of challenges that she received during primary school and how the teacher chose to use her as a resource in the classroom instead of giving her more challenges in mathematics: “In primary school, if you finished your work early you should receive a new challenge with variations, at least be allowed to work somewhere else. Instead, I had to help other students who were not finished yet” (Girl).

In contrast to recommendations for teachers, the student was used as a teacher assistant in class. This could have affected the social climate, and the student might have felt outside the normal group in the classroom. Furthermore, the reason she did not receive any challenges in math could be that the teacher lacked the proper content knowledge to present any. For example, most of the students received “more” of the same mathematical problems that they had already solved rather than new challenges or creative assignments. As one informant stated, “In the lower end school, you receive a problem and are presented with one answer, as if that is the only answer or solution. However, a good student can find several answers to some mathematical problems” (Boy).

As described earlier, teachers with low mathematical content knowledge would not be able to recognize creative answers or strategies for solving a mathematical problem other than a “standard.” Additionally, they might be able to give students more assignments but not necessarily enrich the subject or use differentiated strategies in mathematics. One student described the teachers’ attempt at differentiation as follows:

Sometimes I received a sheet with a lot of much harder mathematical problems, it was ok. However, the teacher did not support me or tutor me in the subjects, so it became too hard. I did not get that much out of those challenges (Boy).

Here, the teacher seems to have found some mathematical problems that were challenging for the student. However, many gifted students still need support and/or guidance in working on such assignments. The reason the teacher did not support the student could be because he or she lacked high-level insight and mathematical content knowledge and, thus, could not provide the student any more guidance than adjusting the curriculum or simply lacked time to prepare, differentiate among and teach the different students in class. If the teacher must teach mathematically gifted students at their levels of understanding, they need high mathematical content knowledge. “Effective teachers are perceived as those who know how to make the triadic relationship between content or subject matter, pedagogy or teaching strategies, and the student population” (Kaplan, 2003, p. 1). A teacher’s ability to transform content knowledge into pedagogical strategies can be essential to meet mathematically gifted students’ needs so that the students do not become bored in school, increasing their risk of becoming underachievers.



Student Experience With Teachers’ Mathematical Pedagogical Content Knowledge

As Thompson (1984) noted, teachers’ beliefs about, views of, and preferences in mathematics play an important and significant role in shaping their instructional behavior. Teachers’ mathematical knowledge can, in this way, affect their interest and ability to communicate mathematics to students and, thus, play an important role in how they can meet mathematically gifted students’ needs. One of the informants in the study summarized how he experienced his teachers’ ability to teach mathematics in the following way:

For the average secondary school teacher, it seems like they barely know what they are going to teach the students. They can explain what is relevant for that year and maybe 1 year over what they are supposed to teach (Boy).

Another student described how he liked to use mathematics to solve real-life problems by calculating the dimension of tubes or the weight of a building and felt that most teachers lacked the relevant knowledge to guide him in these interests. Although we cannot expect most teachers to have the mathematical knowledge of engineers or math professors, they should recognize the need for differentiation and support for the students at the top end of mathematical knowledge. One of the informants described the need for challenge and support: “For example, me and my friend could work with more difficult calculation in math. That is a good thing, however, the teacher must teach us the concepts and support us in the process” (Boy).

In this study, the typical way that the students’ needs were acknowledged was through exclusion. The students with higher mathematical ability often received some opportunities before acceleration and thus little support or guidance:

Yes, sometimes I asked the teacher because I wanted to work with something else. It was sometimes ok that we went out in the hallway, so we did not disrupt the rest of the class. However, I have also been told by the teacher to sit at the back of the classroom, so I do not disturb anyone else (Girl).

This tendency was described as greater at the lower end of schooling (primary and secondary school) than in senior high school. However, the students also stated that they generally did not need the teacher to understand mathematics, indicating that they were not challenged beyond their understanding of the subject.

In 9th (junior high school), the teacher allowed me and some friends to work with the material for 10th grade, which we found ourselves. It was in that sense “ok” to be good in the subject. We could sit in a corner and work us three together (Boy).

The lack of challenges in mathematics affected the students in different ways. It seemed that acceleration only gave them some challenges, particularly when the volume of training in mathematics was connected to grade skipping. However, in-depth enrichment and instruction seemed to be lacking until they participated in a group at the university. For example, one student described how she suddenly needed support from the teacher to understand the assignments:

Earlier, the challenges were a little here and there. This year, it has been good and challenging. The subjects we had at the university were very good and challenging. It was different, with different tasks, more thinking. Not like earlier where the teacher gave you a calculation and then gave the answer. I feel like I needed the teacher at the university, much more than earlier in school (Girl).

The fact that the student needed teacher support to perform at the university indicated that she was challenged within her proximal zone of development. At the university, the teacher had a different approach to the subject and, at the same time, greater mathematical knowledge. Moreover, the teacher had students who were interested in the subjects. It is interesting that several students expressed that they did not need academic support from teachers until they took courses at the university, where the level of instruction was very high. Some students did not need the teacher at the university either and seemed to rely on personal preference. Some students liked to work on a problem over time, while others liked for the teacher to help and guide them. For many, the content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge of the teacher at the university were beyond expectations. Those students experienced the group at the university as completely different in a positive way. Interestingly, the students who wanted support and the students who liked to work alone experienced the university group as positive, indicating the teacher’s ability to differentiate among both subjects and individual preferences.



How Students Cope With Boredom Throughout School

All the informants described their motivation as varying throughout school, which is normal and expected for all students. Their motivation depended on the teacher who taught the subject and the teacher’s level of knowledge in that subject. Boredom seemed to dominate their school years across all cases, especially in the earlier years. Although we focus on mathematics in this article, the students felt bored across all subjects of interest. One student described the feeling of boredom as follows:

In science, there was much focus on the weaker students. There was much repetition, it seems they wanted more students in the third and fourth grades (middle grades in Norway), instead of sixth (highest grade). I was bored all the time in the science classes in secondary school (Boy).

It is unclear whether the lack of challenge in this case was connected to teachers’ knowledge within the specific subject or to how the teachers initially focused on the average students in class and, therefore, missed opportunities to differentiate for gifted students often described as “scaffolding.” The informants connected boredom to repetition, pace, and depth, especially in mathematics: “At least in eighth and ninth grades, it was repetition. I was very bored, and it became even more boring” (Boy). As mentioned, it seems that the informants were more bored in their regular classes during middle school than earlier and at later points in their education. At the same time, many received their first opportunities to accelerate or skip grades during this time. It could also be that their ability to reflect on their own situation improved in middle school from earlier years and that they also recognized that they were bored because they had experienced more motivating settings. As one student reflected regarding his schooling, “It was very boring. Now, subsequently, I realize that it probably was because it was very easy, but I did not reflect over that at that time. I just remember that math was not exciting anymore” (Boy).



Possible Consequences of Boredom for Gifted Students

The lack of individual understanding and experience of a meaningful education had different consequences for the students. Some felt they did not develop any good learning strategies. Others described how they at times developed what teachers might characterize as challenging behavior:

In primary school, I felt school was very boring, I did not take any of the subjects seriously back then. I had some energy and was a little hard to handle and was at the principal’s office many times, and I was different from the rest of the class, at least that was what I felt (Boy).

Other students became passive and did not truly engage in classroom activities. Instead, they only participated if they were directly asked questions. There was a difference between experiencing boredom over time and being bored in some situations or moments during school, and this difference seems to be important for whether the students developed difficult relationships with teachers or the school. Several informants noted that there were other gifted students with whom they had participated in accelerated classes or whom they knew who did not continue in those classes and became troublemakers or lost interest in the subject:

I think many smart and gifted children/students who are smart and gifted when they are young become troublemakers and disrupt the classroom situation because they are not challenged. And therefore, the teachers do not think they are smart because they do not do or produce anything in class; they only think they are troublemakers. Therefore, I think it is very important to give them differentiated education or at least find out if they are smart (Girl).

Interestingly, the students described how they experienced other students becoming apathetic or dropping out of similar programs. It could be that the personality of the individual student is important in determining whether they underachieve in school. As the informant noted, it could be that some gifted students become troublemakers early in school and, therefore, are not even recognized as potential high achievers. As mentioned previously, teachers need high mathematical competence to both challenge and identify mathematically gifted students. The informants’ statements indicate that it is merely by chance whether students are challenged and, thus, identified as gifted or high achievers.




DISCUSSION

The main purpose of this study was to investigate how students experience their teachers’ mathematical content knowledge. How do students experience their teachers’ mathematical pedagogical knowledge? How do students cope with boredom throughout school?

The informants in this study noted that although they received few differentiated assignments, they received more of the same or, in some cases, experienced increased difficulty in their regular schooling. There seems to be a connection between primary teachers’ MCK and their ability to support and identify creative and high-achieving students (Hoth et al., 2017). The current study indicates that only teachers at competence level three (TED-M)2 could meet the needs of high-ability students during class. Moreover, the same tendencies were displayed between MPCK and teachers’ ability to support creative and high-achieving students during class. At lower competence levels, teachers generally cannot support high-achieving students (Hoth et al., 2017). As a result, in Norway, there is insufficient ability to meet the needs of mathematically gifted students in regular classrooms. The findings in this study are also in line with those of Brevik et al. (2018). They interviewed teaching students at a central institution in Norway, and the teaching students stated that they had difficulty giving differentiated instructions to this student group in practice and responding to gifted students’ instructional needs. The creative aspect of mathematics was mentioned by the students in this study; however, few of them felt that there was room to express their creativity in class.


Relationship Between Teacher Competence and Gifted Learners’ Needs

In classrooms where teachers cannot meet the needs of gifted students, acceleration might be one way to meet some of their educational needs. However, accelerating students does not necessarily serve as a way to address all aspects of their capacity for learning or their individual learning styles or personalities. A combination of enrichment activities and acceleration is often recommended for gifted students (Assouline and Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2011). Furthermore, there is no guarantee that teachers in accelerated classrooms have higher competency for teaching mathematics, which, in this case, is necessary for enrichment activities to be stimulating (Assouline and Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2011). A common misconception about gifted students is that they do not need any support or guidance in school (Montgomery, 2009). Nevertheless, in Norway, acceleration is only possible by skipping whole school years or placement in classrooms for older students. For a student to succeed in either case, he or she must display high levels of task commitment or else will be at risk of failing. The reason that only these types of acceleration are available to gifted students in Norway might be that Norwegian teachers are generally not comfortable with teaching high levels of mathematics in their own classroom; therefore, grade skipping is often used.

Teachers’ mathematical knowledge is important; however, some studies have suggested that a teacher can use strategies to stimulate gifted students without possessing the same level of knowledge (Assouline and Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2011). These strategies are aimed at stimulating problem-solving abilities. They involve open-ended tasks connected to practical settings. For example, students can discuss the pros and cons of the Fahrenheit vs. Celsius scales and why they are different. Although the teacher or student cannot provide a correct answer to this question, it can stimulate great learning opportunities in the classroom. Although teaching mathematically gifted learners may seem challenging, all teachers should be able to provide some opportunities. First, teachers need to train themselves to abandon the “lock-step” understanding of the math curriculum. Second, a curious teacher who is engaged in the subject can motivate all types of students. There is a large difference between dismissing a creative question because it may seem irrelevant and promoting curiosity by asking the student to explain her or his point of view. The latter is important for including students and can promote interesting learning opportunities in class. Teachers’ mathematical content knowledge matters; however, content expertise is not the entire story for effective pedagogy, and neither is an exclusive focus on instructional practice. The key to motivating all types of students is being an effective role model who demonstrates a passion for learning that is translated into action (Assouline and Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2011). Teachers need to assign more open-ended tasks and be sensitive to different (enriching) ways of understanding mathematics, even at lower levels of schooling.



Students’ Thoughts About Boredom and Later Achievement

We herein discussed whether the ability to cope with boredom in school and experience later motivation seem to be important to how the students managed to cope with their daily learning situation. Boredom can be the result of having to wait to learn something or being far ahead of one’s peers (Kanevsky and Keighley, 2003). Although gifted students often have the individual capabilities to perform at a high level in school, they need to be motivated in the subject; if not, they might become unmotivated or underachievers (Gottfried et al., 2005; Phillips and Lindsay, 2006). Loss of motivation in gifted students can be connected to boredom (Little, 2012), which, again, can be connected to underachievement (McCoach and Siegle, 2003a) or the risk thereof (Reis and McCoach, 2000). Among the students in the present sample, many had experienced extensive boredom in school, and some even displayed problematic behavior. However, this did not seem to influence their later academic achievement, which is somewhat surprising. First, the students in this study seemed to conceptualize boredom as something connected to academic challenges rather than individual or social differences. Second, the students noted that they experienced boredom both as they participated in their classes and when they thought about their earlier school years, indicating that they were able to cope with situational boredom as it occurred, sometimes by concentrating on topics other than what was taught. A study by Adams-Byers et al. (2004) indicated that gifted students tend to see boredom as an academic issue rather than as connected to their social sphere. In the study, gifted students connected boredom to a slow pace and repetition of content, thus resulting in boredom. Repetition as a cause of boredom was also described in Pekrun et al. (2010). The latter also related the lack of research on boredom to the fact that boredom is a “silent” emotion; i.e., it is easier to access feelings, such as anger or anxiety, than boredom. An interesting comparison is in Brevik et al. (2018, p. 8), where teachers noted that one of the reasons that it is difficult to differentiate gifted students is that “.they do as they are told.” “pay attention,” and “are interested,” and several informants in this study expressed boredom in this “silent” way; thus, their teachers may not have realized that the students were actually bored. One of the informants displayed more problematic behavior, which resulted in several hours spent in the principal’s office. Therefore, frustration should also be understood as a possible indication of boredom or lack of motivation among gifted students (Kanevsky and Keighley, 2003). Boredom can promote motivation to avoid academic math and instead stimulate interests outside of the school setting (Pekrun et al., 2010). Additionally, a high locus of control and successful boredom coping are positively correlated (Goetz et al., 2006). By the same token, a central part of Renzulli’s three-ring model is task commitment. It might be that these students display high levels of task commitment and locus of control in that they, over time, are not affected by boredom in the same way that other student groups might be. Therefore, we also suggest that there might be a difference between boredom due to few challenges in school and boredom due to low mastery of the school subject. Initially, there might also be personality differences explaining why some students react with frustration and others by becoming apathetic.




CONCLUSION

Research on MCK and MPCK emphasizes the relationship between a teacher’s mathematical knowledge and ability to communicate that knowledge to students. Furthermore, teachers with high scores in MCK and MPCK seem to be better at identifying and teaching gifted students in mathematics. In general, a teacher who possesses a high level of mathematical knowledge is better at organizing the material, knowing the rules, recognizing patterns, changing the representation of problems, guiding students in complex structures and working within these structures. Furthermore, these teachers recognize creative answers and are aware of multiple solutions. These features are necessary to meet the academic needs of mathematically gifted students. However, few of these studies have connected MCK and MPCK to high-ability or gifted students. Therefore, we have little knowledge about whether the needs of gifted students are met through acceleration or whether teachers who teach accelerated courses score higher on MCK or MPCK than the average teacher. In addition to including specific knowledge about the needs of gifted students in mathematics and evidence-based strategies to respond to these needs, a general increase in quality in the initial and continuing education of mathematics teachers could be very significant in making improvements. A recent Swedish survey of 753 students in their last year of teacher education found substantial variation in opportunities to learn specific competencies of mathematical teaching, such as analyzing learners’ answers or leading a mathematical discussion, as well as insufficient opportunities to learn from practical experience while in training (Christiansen and Erixon, 2021). Among Nordic countries, the Finnish system stands out in a positive way and might be an interesting model for Scandinavia (Tatto et al., 2012). Because MCK and MPCK seem to explain students’ mathematical gains, it could be that the need for acceleration is lower in classrooms where teachers score higher in both domains. Nevertheless, the general scores for Norwegian mathematical teachers can explain the need for acceleration overall. However, the quality of instruction in accelerated programs is connected to teachers’ mathematical content knowledge and mathematical pedagogical knowledge. Therefore, acceleration should only be considered sufficient if we can somehow guarantee that the instruction in those specific classrooms can meet the needs of mathematically gifted students. In Scandinavia, where we generally aim to meet all students’ needs in the ordinary inclusive classroom, we should focus on strengthening future teachers’ mathematical knowledge to ensure that they can meet all students’ needs. A lack of academic challenges seems to lead to boredom in school, which can have negative consequences. However, in this study, the students reacted differently to boredom. Thus, they seem to share an ability to cope with boredom over time and, therefore, have not become underachievers or developed other difficulties in school.


Limitations and Future Studies

The students can only describe their own experience with their teachers’ knowledge. Therefore, we cannot know whether their experience represents a coherent picture of the level of knowledge among teachers who have educated them throughout school. In Norway, identification and recruitment of students to acceleration programs tend to be based on their performance (Smedsrud, 2018) and not through screening aimed at gifted students or to identify masked potential in the student population. In this way, we are truly dependent on teachers who have high knowledge in mathematics not only to foster mathematically gifted students in class but also to identify them for acceleration programs. Moreover, teacher training and knowledge of mathematically gifted students is essential for teachers to be able to identify them, especially students with masked potential (Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2008). There might be a mismatch between teachers’ knowledge of giftedness and their responsibility to identify gifted students for such programs.

The interviews were limited by the interviewer’s ability to understand the participants’ answers and ask good follow-up questions that reflect the participants’ views. Furthermore, the selection criterion for this study was performance, which can present a limited view of giftedness because these students might also underachieve. It would have been interesting to gather intelligence scores to better validate the selection criterion. At the same time, a study by Smedsrud (2018) showed a high correlation between grades earned in mathematics and intelligence in Norwegian secondary schools. Underachieving gifted students might have a completely different experience with teachers than students who achieve at a high level. At the same time, teachers need competence to identify and foster mathematical creativity, even at lower levels of schooling. The latter might help teachers recognize the characteristics of mathematically creative students, even if the teachers do not have high mathematical competency. No single qualitative study can be generalized, especially in interview settings where open-ended questions are used. Different follow-up questions were asked of different participants based on their answers and focus. Replication of the interviews is not possible, and generalization of the findings to other contexts is limited.
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FOOTNOTES

1In Norway, grades five and six present the most difficult math in senior high school and high school.

2Competence level 3 refers to teachers who have high competence in mathematics and thereby can identify and foster creative students in mathematics (see Hoth et al., 2017).
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Background: Having a child with autism spectrum disorder can have significant psychological effects on parents. This systematic review summarizes the current state of literature underscoring the impact of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) on parents in Arab countries

Methods: A systematic search of seven databases (PubMed, Scopus, ProQuest, Google Scholar, ERIC, Academic Search Complete, and PsycINFO) was performed, which identified 24 studies (20 quantitative studies and four qualitative studies) that included 3,299 parents or caregivers of children with ASD. These studies were conducted in 10 Arab countries (Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Kuwait, Bahrain, Oman, Emirates, Palestine, Qatar, and Lebanon).

Results: The majority of the included studies found that ASD has a significant negative impact on the mental health and wellbeing of Arab parents. It was found that parents of children with ASD have a poor quality of life (QoL) and an increased risk of psychological disorders. These findings were in contrast to findings of parents of typically developing children and children with other developmental disorders. Challenges faced by parents of children with ASD were associated with several child- and parent-related factors. The most common coping strategy used by parents was religious coping.

Conclusion: The impact of ASD on parents has only recently gained traction among researchers in Arab countries. Despite several knowledge gaps, published studies have provided useful information outlining the impact of ASD on parents in some of these countries. Further research comprising larger random samples and using varied research and data-collection methods is required to understand the multifaceted challenges experienced by parents raising children with ASD in Arab countries.

Keywords: autism spectrum disorder, Arab countries, parents, caregivers, stress, burden, wellbeing, quality of life


INTRODUCTION

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental disorder that intersects racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic boundaries, and is characterized by persistent impairments in social interactions, verbal and non-verbal communication, as well as restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior, interest, or activities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Over the past three decades, there has been a global increase in the prevalence of ASD (Elsabbagh et al., 2012; Blaxill et al., 2022).

Extensive research indicates that parents of children with ASD often experience elevated levels of parenting stress (Hoffman et al., 2009), increased mental health problems (Cohrs and Leslie, 2017), and reduced physical health (Smith et al., 2012; Eisenhower et al., 2013) in contrast to parents of typically developing children (Ingersoll and Hambrick, 2011; Padden and James, 2017), and parents of children diagnosed with other disabilities (Hayes and Watson, 2013; Barroso et al., 2018). Furthermore, ASD significantly impacts family life as well as the marriage system (Karst and Van Hecke, 2012; Serrata, 2012; Pisula and Porebowicz-Dörsmann, 2017).

Increasing evidence suggests that the impact of ASD on parents may be attributed to the severity of the emotional and behavioral problems exhibited by the child (Leyfer et al., 2006; Baker et al., 2012; Karst and Van Hecke, 2012). Furthermore, this is exacerbated by exhaustive caregiving demands, poor parental coping capabilities, lack of support (Weiss et al., 2014; Papadopoulos, 2021), economic burden (Ou et al., 2015), as well as the perception and understanding of ASD among parents (Ilias et al., 2018).

The literature also suggests that cultural background is an important variable to consider when analyzing the impact of ASD on parents (Ilias et al., 2018; Zakirova-Engstrand et al., 2020). Parents' awareness and beliefs about the etiology and prognosis of ASD can affect parental responses, coping strategies, as well as treatment decision-making (Hebert and Koulouglioti, 2010; Zuckerman et al., 2016; Brewton et al., 2021).

The majority of ASD research has been conducted across the United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK) (Clark and Adams, 2020; Roche et al., 2021), in contrast to other parts of the world where research on ASD is relatively limited (Samadi and McConkey, 2011; Rice et al., 2012). In Arab countries, ASD is a new field of research that has gradually evolved in the past two decades. However, severe information disparities with regards to the different aspects of ASD have been noted, namely, epidemiology, characteristics, burden, as well as support available to children and families.

To date, four literature reviews have been published on ASD research in Arab countries (Hussein and Taha, 2013; Salhia et al., 2014; Alnemary et al., 2017; Alallawi et al., 2020). Alallawi et al. (2020) conducted a systematic scoping review of social, educational, and psychological research relevant to persons with ASD and their families in Arab countries. Using eight databases, Alallawi et al. (2020) identified 70 studies published predominantly by researchers from Saudi Arabia and Lebanon. Most of the identified studies investigated the prevalence of ASD; diagnosis issues; the experiences and outcomes of Arab caregivers for individuals with ASD; as well as the social and communication behavior of Arab individuals with ASD. The results of the scoping review revealed significant gaps in research related to ASD interventions and services. Furthermore, upon appraisal of the identified studies, the authors found them to be of low quality.

Alnemary et al. (2017) reviewed published research on ASD in the Arab world from 1992 to 2014. The authors searched for studies published in English using PubMed, Web of Science, and EMBASE databases. In total, the authors identified 142 publications that were produced mostly by researchers in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Oman. For the most part, these publications addressed the biology, risk factors, and diagnosis of ASD. However, limited studies investigated intervention, services, infrastructure and surveillance, or life span issues related to ASD.

Hussein and Taha (2013) analyzed published literature on ASD in the Arab world from 1992 to 2012 using the Medline database. In total, 79 articles were identified that focused predominantly on the etiology of ASD as opposed to services and interventions.

Finally, Salhia et al. (2014) conducted a systemic review of the epidemiology of ASD in Arab Gulf countries, namely, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain. The literature search was conducted using PubMed and ScienceDirect databases. However, limited studies investigating the epidemiology of ASD were identified by the authors. Those studies showed a prevalence rate ranging from 1.4 to 29 per 10,000 persons. Furthermore, no studies explored the burden of ASD on the child, family, or society.

Due to the limited scientific evidence available on challenges faced by parents raising children with ASD in Arab countries (Alnemary et al., 2017; Al Khateeb et al., 2019; Alallawi et al., 2020), the current systematic literature review was undertaken. This review aimed to address this crucial knowledge gap in ASD research by locating and synthesizing all studies underscoring the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries.



METHODS


Search Strategy

Studies investigating the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries were reviewed and analyzed. To identify the relevant literature, seven databases were searched, namely, PubMed, Google Scholar, ERIC, CINAHL, Education Research Complete, Springer Link, and Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection. The review was conducted and reported according to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA; Moher et al., 2009). Three sets of search terms were used in the initial search, namely, “Autism” OR “ASD” OR “Asperger” OR “Pervasive Developmental Disorders” AND “parents” OR “mothers” OR “fathers” OR “stress” OR “well-being” OR “mental health problems” AND “Arab countries” OR “Algeria” OR “Egypt” OR “Libya” OR “Tunisia” OR “Morocco” OR “Mauritania” OR “Sudan” OR “Somalia” OR “Djibouti” OR “Bahrain” OR “Emirates” OR “Oman” OR “Kuwait” OR “Qatar” OR “Saudi” OR “Yemen” OR “Jordan” OR “Syria” OR “Iraq” OR “Lebanon” OR “Comoros” OR “Palestine.” Furthermore, the key concept of ASD was searched using the term “Arab countries OR Arab World” to identify studies that might have been omitted. Finally, the reference lists of the studies included in the review were scanned for additional studies.



Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

This review included studies that were: empirical, conducted in an Arab country, related to ASD impact on parents, published in English, and published in a peer-reviewed journal. Literature reviews, doctoral dissertations or master theses, conference papers, chapters, and theoretical articles were excluded. Publication dates were not restricted to ensure all possibly relevant articles were included.



Study Selection

Figure 1 presents a flowchart of the process used to identify and select relevant studies. The database and keyword search listed above yielded 714 studies. Eighty-eight articles were excluded due to duplication across the databases. Upon screening the titles for eligibility, 572 articles were excluded. Furthermore, seven articles were excluded after reading the abstracts. After assessing the full texts of the remaining 47 articles, 22 articles were excluded. These articles were excluded because 10 of them were not empirical studies, six were review articles, three articles were not available in full text and five articles were not primary studies. A manual search of reference lists of the identified articles resulted in the identification of two additional studies. Therefore, the final sample included 24 studies.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. PRISMA flow chart of the study identification process.




Charting the Data

The authors developed a coding form to assist with the data extraction. The coding form comprised sections designed to obtain information regarding the author(s), publication year, country, purpose, methods, and key findings. Thereafter, the first author used this chart to extract data from the included articles. The second author independently extracted data for 29% (n = 10) of the included articles. Disagreements among the authors were resolved through discussion. Finally, the information was analyzed to identify themes and gaps in the literature and to suggest implications for future research and practice.




RESULTS


Description of the Included Studies

Table 1 summarizes the study design, sample, main objectives, methods, and key findings of the 24 included publications. The studies underscoring the impact of ASD on parents in the Arab world were conducted in 10 countries. Among these publications, six were from Saudi Arabia, six were from Jordan, three were from Egypt, two were from Kuwait, two were from Bahrain, and one study was from Oman, Emirates, Palestine, Qatar, and Lebanon. The remaining Arab countries, namely, Algeria, Libya, Tunisia, Morocco, Mauritania, Sudan, Somalia, Djibouti, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, or Comoros, did not have any published articles.


Table 1. Overview of the included studies (n = 24).
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Twenty publications (84%) were quantitative studies, which were mostly cross-sectional, while four publications (16%) were qualitative studies. The samples used in eight of the studies included only mothers (Obeid and Daou, 2015; Al-Kandari et al., 2017; Al-Ansari and Jahrami, 2018; Gobrial, 2018; Al Ansari et al., 2021; El-Monshed and Amr, 2021; Shattnawi et al., 2021; Lamba et al., 2022), while one study (Ahmad and Dardas, 2015) included only fathers.



Data Collection Tools

This review employed 19 different data collection tools including the World Health Organization Quality of Life Assessment (WHOQOL-BREF), the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), the 36-Item Short Form Survey (SE-36), the Brief Version of the Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced Inventory (Brief -COPE), the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), Oberst Caregiver Burden Scale time and difficulty subscales (OCBS-T and OCBS-D), Bakas Caregiving Outcome Scale (OCBS), Zarit Burden Interview (ZBI-12), Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ)-9, Parenting Stress Index—Short Form (PSI—SF), Ways of Coping Checklist-Revised (WCC-R), Beck's Depression Inventory (BDI), the Standard Recall Short Form 36 (SF-36 v2), Family Stress and Coping Interview-Adapted Scale (FSCI-A), the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), Interpersonal Support Evaluation List (ISEL), General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), and the Positive Reappraisal Coping (PRC) Subscale of the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (CERQ).

The included studies were all published in the past 10 years and most of these studies (n = 16, 67%) were conducted between 2017 and 2021.



Participants in the Included Studies

In total, 3,299 parents or caregivers, namely, 2,415 parents or caregivers of children with ASD and 884 controls, were included as participants in these studies. The total number of mothers and fathers of children with ASD was 813 and 327, respectively. Eleven studies comprising 1,275 parents or caregivers of children with ASD did not specify the gender of the parent and referred only to the term “parents” (Kheir et al., 2012; Almansour et al., 2013; Fido and Al Saad, 2013; Al-Farsi et al., 2016; and Rayan and Ahmad, 2017; Al-qahtani, 2018; Alnazly and Abojedi, 2019; Alshekaili et al., 2019; Amireh, 2019; Alenazi et al., 2020; Khusaifan and El Keshky, 2021). All the studies used non-probability sampling methods (i.e., convenience samples, purposefully selected samples, snowball samples, and voluntary samples) except for one study which used a probability sample (a systematic random sample; Alshekaili et al., 2019).



Impact of ASD on Parents

Data from studies included in this review revealed that parents raising children with ASD in Arab countries experience considerable stress and strain. Nine studies reported high levels of parental stress (Dababnah and Parish, 2013; Dardas and Ahmad, 2014; Ahmad and Dardas, 2015; Al-Farsi et al., 2016; Rayan and Ahmad, 2017; Amireh, 2019; Al Ansari et al., 2021; El-Monshed and Amr, 2021; Khusaifan and El Keshky, 2021). Furthermore, depression symptoms were reported among parents in nine studies (Almansour et al., 2013; Dababnah and Parish, 2013; Fido and Al Saad, 2013; Al-Farsi et al., 2016; Rayan and Ahmad, 2017; Alnazly and Abojedi, 2019; Al Ansari et al., 2021; Alshahrani and Algashmari, 2021). Anxiety was experienced by parents in six studies (Almansour et al., 2013; Al-Farsi et al., 2016; Rayan and Ahmad, 2017; Alnazly and Abojedi, 2019; Al Ansari et al., 2021). Decreased QoL of parents was found in five studies (Kheir et al., 2012; Dardas and Ahmad, 2014; Ahmad and Dardas, 2015; Alenazi et al., 2020). Physical health problems were reported in two studies (Al-qahtani, 2018; Shattnawi et al., 2021). Five studies reported social burden among parents of children with ASD (Al-qahtani, 2018; Gobrial, 2018; Alenazi et al., 2020; Al-Masa'deh et al., 2020; Shattnawi et al., 2021), while four studies reported psychological burden (Dababnah and Parish, 2013; Al-Ansari and Jahrami, 2018; Al-qahtani, 2018; Shattnawi et al., 2021). Parents of children with ASD reported financial burden in three of the studies (Dababnah and Parish, 2013; Al-qahtani, 2018; Shattnawi et al., 2021).



Parents of Children With and Without ASD

In six studies, parents raising children with ASD were compared with parents raising children with other disabilities and children without any disabilities (Fido and Al Saad, 2013; Obeid and Daou, 2015; Al-Farsi et al., 2016; Al-Ansari and Jahrami, 2018; Amireh, 2019; Al Ansari et al., 2021). These studies were conducted in six Arab countries, namely, Bahrain, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Kuwait, and Lebanon. The majority of these studies found that parents of children with ASD experienced higher levels of stress, reduced wellbeing, and other psychological difficulties compared to the controls. One study found that there were no significant differences between parents of children with ASD and controls in QoL or physical health (Al-Ansari and Jahrami, 2018). Furthermore, Fido and Al Saad (2013) found no significant differences in psychological distress between fathers of children with ASD and fathers of typically developing children. Only four studies made a comparison in parental stress among mothers and fathers of children with ASD. In two studies, no significant differences were found between the fathers and mothers of children with ASD in terms of depressive symptoms (Alshahrani and Algashmari, 2021), or physical, psychological, and social wellbeing (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014). However, two other studies reported that mothers experienced significantly higher levels of depressive symptoms (Al-Farsi et al., 2016) and impaired QOL in contrast to fathers (Alenazi et al., 2020).



Factors Associated With the Impact of ASD on Parents

Factors associated with psychological disorders and the burden experienced by parents of children with ASD were explored in some of the studies. These studies found that several factors were associated with the impact of ASD on parents, including the severity of ASD, social support, economic status, maternal education, financial hardship, marital status, parental age, and the gender of the child (Al-Kandari et al., 2017; Alnazly and Abojedi, 2019; Alshekaili et al., 2019; Al-Masa'deh et al., 2020; Alshahrani and Algashmari, 2021; Khusaifan and El Keshky, 2021).



Coping Strategies of Parents of Children With ASD

Limited studies have investigated coping strategies used by parents raising children with ASD in Arab countries. Religious coping was the most common coping strategy found in some of these studies (Dababnah and Parish, 2013; Al-Kandari et al., 2017; Amireh, 2019; Khusaifan and El Keshky, 2021). Other strategies used were acceptance, positive reframing, withdrawal from the community, denial of the ASD diagnosis, increasing social interactions, and accessing information.



Resilience in Parents of Children With ASD

Only two studies examined the psychological resilience of parents. Dababnah and Parish (2013) reported that Palestinian parents in the West Bank demonstrated remarkable resilience in raising children with ASD. Furthermore, Alshahrani and Algashmari (2021) found high levels of resilience among parents and caregivers of children with ASD in Saudi Arabia.




DISCUSSION

This systematic review was conducted to identify studies that addressed the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries. The included studies were reviewed in terms of participants, general characteristics, methodology used, and the main findings. This review found that the impact of ASD on parents and caregivers has only recently gained traction among researchers in some Arab countries. Approximately 80% of the studies included in this review were conducted in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Kuwait, and Bahrain. Most of these studies used cross-sectional study designs and included non-random samples. Furthermore, the study participants of the included studies comprised more mothers than fathers. Moreover, most of the included studies did not distinguish between the different subtypes of ASD.

The majority of studies found that ASD has a significant negative impact on the mental health and wellbeing of Arab parents. This finding is consistent with previous studies conducted in several countries, suggesting that parents of children with ASD experience significant levels of stress, depression, and anxiety (Loukisas and Papoudi, 2016; Reddy et al., 2019; Papadopoulos, 2021). Consistent with previous research, this review also showed that parents of children with ASD in Arab countries have poorer QoL (Lee et al., 2008; Vasilopoulou and Nisbet, 2016). Thus, parents of children with ASD face an increased risk of developing psychological disorders in contrast to parents of both typically developing children and children with other developmental disorders (Karst and Van Hecke, 2012; Schnabel et al., 2020; Papadopoulos, 2021). In addition, several studies found that these parents reported a high caregiver burden (e.g., Estes et al., 2013; Picardi et al., 2018).

Studies exploring the factors associated with stress in parents and caregivers of children with ASD are limited in Arab countries. These factors include the severity of ASD, social support, economic status, maternal education, financial hardship, marital status, parental age, and the gender of the child. Overall, these results are consistent with literature indicating a relationship between the impact of ASD on parents and various characteristics among the child and extended family (Karst and Van Hecke, 2012; Rivard et al., 2014; Iadarola et al., 2019).

Furthermore, studies addressing the coping strategies used by parents raising children with ASD are even more limited in Arab countries. Although limited, these studies found that the most common coping strategy used by parents was religious coping followed by acceptance, positive reframing, withdrawal from the community, denial of the ASD diagnosis, increasing social interactions, and accessing information. Moreover, two studies found high levels of resilience in parents and caregivers. However, since the studies are limited, these results should be interpreted with caution. Moreover, most of the studies used self-report questionnaires and lacked a qualitative measurement. As a result, socially desirable responses may have been provided by the parents and caregivers, underscoring the limitations of the data collection methods used.

The findings of this systematic review have several important implications for future research in Arab countries. Parents that have a child with ASD are severely impacted (Picardi et al., 2018). Despite the evidence provided by published studies about the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries, there are still several knowledge gaps. For example, studies identified in this review provided minimal or no information about the impact of ASD on parental self-efficacy, physical health problems, marital relationships, or family socialization.

Furthermore, further research is required to underscore the difference in the experience of the burden associated with raising a child with ASD between mothers and fathers. While several studies have indicated that mothers of children with ASD suffer from increased levels of mental health challenges and burdens compared to fathers, some studies have yielded mixed results (Picardi et al., 2018; Al Khateeb et al., 2019; Rudelli et al., 2021). Thus, further research is required to enhance the understanding of the different challenges experienced by parents raising children with ASD in Arab countries, particularly qualitative studies (Leko et al., 2021).

Moreover, the majority of the studies included in this review used small non-random samples based on a limited number of countries. Consequently, this limited the generalizability of the findings to all parents in the Arab region. Thus, future research including larger random samples is required.


Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of the current review. First, only studies published in English in peer-reviewed journals were included in this review. The researchers excluded literature published in the Arabic language due to the severe lack of Arabic electronic databases. Furthermore, conducting a comprehensive manual search would have been a formidable task (Alkhateeb and Alhadidi, 2019). As a result, the included studies may not be representative of all the evidence (Morrison et al., 2012). Second, narrow search parameters were applied resulting in the exclusion of other potential sources of information such as conference papers and theses or dissertations that could uncover other relevant literature. Third, this review did not include a critical appraisal of the identified studies. Although the review was confined to studies published in peer-reviewed journals (71% of which had an Impact Factor >1.0), this does not necessarily guarantee the methodological quality of reviewed studies. Therefore, some of the included studies may be of low quality, warranting further research. Despite these limitations, this systematic review facilitates the understanding of the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries.




CONCLUSION

This systematic review summarized the results of studies underscoring the impact of ASD on parents in Arab countries. Twenty-four studies met inclusion criteria and most of the included studies were quantitative studies that were conducted within the last 5 years in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt, Kuwait, and Bahrain. Furthermore, most of the identified studies found that ASD has a significant negative impact on the mental health and wellbeing of Arab parents. Moreover, significant gaps were found in the evidence base, including research on coping strategies and interventions aimed at reducing stress and burden among parents and caregivers. However, this review contributes valuable insights for future studies on parents of children with ASD in Arab countries.
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Characteristics of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and executive functioning difficulties have been found to correspond with poorer academic outcomes on the one hand and enhanced divergent thinking on the other hand. The current study was conducted to better understand the relationship between ADHD characteristics, executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and academic outcomes by conceptually replicating and expanding on a previous study. Undergraduate engineering students (N = 199) at a public university in the northeastern United States completed self-report measures of ADHD characteristics and daily executive functioning, as well as divergent thinking (figural and verbal) and intelligence quotient (IQ) tests. The results of a series of multiple regression models showed that (1) executive functioning difficulties negatively, and non-verbal IQ and figural divergent thinking positively, predicted engineering grade point average (GPA; obtained from the university registrar’s office), (2) GPA and verbal IQ positively predicted figural divergent thinking scores, and (3) verbal IQ positively predicted verbal divergent thinking scores. A series of multiple regression models testing the assertion that controlling for IQ would strengthen the relationship between divergent thinking and ADHD characteristics or executive functioning were not supported but did show associations between select components of characteristics and divergent thinking. Taken together, these results support previous conclusions that students with ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties may struggle academically yet exhibit select enhanced divergent thinking abilities.

KEYWORDS
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, executive functioning, divergent thinking, academic performance, GPA


Introduction

Recent meta-analytic evidence suggests that 506.27 million adults worldwide meet the diagnostic criteria for attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD; Song et al., 2021). Although there are 2.58% of adults with ADHD worldwide who were diagnosed as children, a further 6.76% of adults who were not diagnosed as children nonetheless experience clinically significant characteristics of ADHD (Song et al., 2021). Such characteristics have been suggested to arise from difficulties with executive functioning (i.e., the management of cognitive functions; Barkley, 1997) and include difficulty concentrating, restlessness, and poor organization and planning (Brown, 2006). These characteristics and executive functioning difficulties correspond with poorer academic outcomes for college students, even in cases where students do not meet the diagnostic criteria for ADHD (Biederman et al., 2006; Petersen et al., 2006; Norwalk et al., 2009; Munro et al., 2017). However, these characteristics have also been found to correspond with enhanced performance on divergent thinking tasks, which assess one’s ability to generate many original responses to a stimulus (Zabelina et al., 2014; Boot et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2020b). Understanding both the challenges and strengths of students with ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties is necessary to create a more holistic view of learners and provide insights into how we can best support students that may not fit into the standard definition of “normal” cognitive functioning. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to better understand the relationship between ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and academic performance by conceptually replicating and expanding on a recent study (Taylor et al., 2020b) that found that ADHD characteristics negatively predicted major grade point average (GPA) and positively predicted figural divergent thinking in engineering students.


Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder and executive functioning

Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder is characterized by a persistent pattern of inattention and/or hyperactivity–impulsivity that impacts one’s daily life (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; World Health Organization, 2022). A clinical diagnosis of ADHD in adults is based on their experience of a set of characteristics (i.e., symptoms) from the inattentive dimension, characterized by difficulties with sustaining attention (e.g., being easily distracted or not completing tasks), and/or hyperactive–impulsive dimension, characterized by difficulties with inhibiting behaviors (e.g., interrupting others or not being able to remain still). The fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (i.e., DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) suggests that at least five characteristics from either or both dimensions must have been present in multiple settings for at least 6 months, be inconsistent with the person’s developmental level, and negatively impact their occupational, social, and/or educational functioning. Additionally, several of the characteristics must have been present before the age of 12. Of note, the DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for ADHD have been criticized as being too lax, artificially inflating diagnoses (Rigler et al., 2016; Fabiano and Haslam, 2020), and ethnocentric, making it an inappropriate assessment tool in some cultures (Kriegler, 2015; Berri and Al-Hroub, 2016; Shehab and Al-Hroub, 2019).

Although a diagnostic interview is necessary for a clinical diagnosis of ADHD, self-report screening measures developed for use in the community and workplace (e.g., Kessler et al., 2005; Barkley, 2011; Ustun et al., 2017) are frequently used in psychological research to understand how ADHD characteristics vary with other constructs. For example, the ADHD Self-Report Screening Scale (ASRS; Kessler et al., 2005; Ustun et al., 2017) was developed by creating self-report items closely following DSM criteria for ADHD, in addition to items assessing executive functioning difficulties frequently displayed by those with ADHD. The Barkley Deficits in Executive Functioning Scale (B-DEFS; Barkley, 2011) explicitly focuses on items developed from the executive functioning theory of ADHD, which suggests that characteristics of ADHD arise from impaired executive functioning (Barkley, 1997; Brown, 2006; Antshel et al., 2014).

Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder has been found to be strongly associated with difficulties in executive functioning, a group of higher-order cognitive functions that manage cognitive processing, such as inhibition, shifting, and working memory (Nigg et al., 2005; Willcutt et al., 2005; Stavro et al., 2007; Silverstein et al., 2020). Adults with ADHD perform more poorly than others on laboratory tasks measuring specific components of executive functions, such as inhibiting prepotent responses on the Stroop Color–Word Test (Murphy et al., 2001; Boonstra et al., 2005; Nigg et al., 2005; Willcutt et al., 2005; Stavro et al., 2007). Although laboratory tasks may be more objective measures of specific executive functions, self- or other-report assessments of executive functioning have been suggested to be more ecologically valid and to better predict functional outcomes (e.g., occupational, social, and educational outcomes; Barkley and Fischer, 2011; Barkley and Murphy, 2011) for several reasons. First, adults with ADHD who have a high intelligence quotient (IQ) may not demonstrate impairments on laboratory tests of executive functioning (Biederman et al., 2008; Milioni et al., 2017). Second, laboratory tests of executive functions may be contaminated by non-executive functioning cognitive processes or general cognitive ability (Burgess et al., 2006; Biederman et al., 2008). Third, laboratory tests are typically conducted to assess a narrow set of executive functions, which provide little insight into how the daily behavioral manifestations of executive functioning ability relate to functional outcomes.

Indeed, individuals with ADHD score higher on self-report measures of executive functioning difficulties than others and executive functioning difficulties are positively associated with the severity of ADHD characteristics (Biederman et al., 2006, 2007; Barkley and Fischer, 2011; Barkley and Murphy, 2011; Silverstein et al., 2020). For example, Silverstein et al. (2020) found that the severity of ADHD (diagnosed using the DSM-5 semi-structured clinical interview) was strongly and positively associated with self-report ratings of executive functioning difficulties on the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function (Roth et al., 2005). Self-reported executive functioning difficulties are also associated with functional outcomes in those that do not meet the criteria for a diagnosis of ADHD (Brown and Casey, 2016; Vélez-Pastrana et al., 2016; Dehili et al., 2017; Kamradt et al., 2019), suggesting that the characteristics of ADHD and executive functioning difficulties may impact the daily life of many more individuals.



Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, executive functioning, and academic outcomes

Students with ADHD have poorer academic outcomes in general than students without ADHD (Frazier et al., 2007; Dupaul et al., 2009; Dipeolu, 2011). College students with ADHD have been found to have lower GPAs and are more likely to be on academic probation (Heiligenstein et al., 1999; Frazier et al., 2007). Further, academic outcomes have been found to be poorer for students with ADHD who also exhibit poorer executive functioning, assessed using a series of cognitive tasks, compared to students with ADHD who scored higher on the tasks (Biederman et al., 2006). However, ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties are associated with poorer academic outcomes even for those without ADHD (Biederman et al., 2006).

Research shows that ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties are also associated with poorer academic outcomes in the general (i.e., non-clinical) student population (Petersen et al., 2006; Norwalk et al., 2009; Knouse et al., 2014; Munro et al., 2017). For example, Knouse et al. (2014) found that lower cumulative GPA was associated with self-reported executive functioning difficulties in undergraduate students at two different universities. Academic adjustment (e.g., the ability to cope with the challenges of college life) and study habits and skills (e.g., completing assigned class readings) have also been negatively predicted by self-reported characteristics of ADHD in a general student population (Norwalk et al., 2009). Indeed, poorer executive functioning predicts a number of characteristics that may hamper academic success, such as procrastination (Rabin et al., 2011; Rinaldi et al., 2019) and lack of motivation (Knouse et al., 2014).



Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, executive functioning, and divergent thinking

Divergent thinking refers to the generation of many original and diverse responses to a stimulus (Guilford, 1956, 1967). Although convergent thinking, narrowing down ideas and solutions by discarding inappropriate or less desirable ones, also plays a role, divergent thinking ability is critical for solving novel problems (Guilford, 1987). This ability is supported by four processes: (1) fluency, quickly generating ideas, (2) flexibility, generating diverse ideas, (3) originality, generating unique ideas, and (4) elaboration, developing ideas. Divergent thinking, reflecting the capacity for idea generation, is a critical component of creativity (Reiter-Palmon et al., 2019) and has been shown to relate to a wide range of positive outcomes, such as personal resiliency and higher grades (Metzl, 2009; Gajda et al., 2017).

How divergent thinking relates to ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties in adults remains uncertain. Whereas some studies found evidence for enhanced divergent thinking ability in college students diagnosed with ADHD compared to students not diagnosed with ADHD (White and Shah, 2006, 2011, 2016), other studies and meta-analyses found no association (Barkley et al., 1996; Paek et al., 2016). However, studies more consistently found divergent thinking ability to be positively associated with self-reported ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties in non-clinical samples (Zabelina et al., 2014; Boot et al., 2017; Hoogman et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020a,b). Boot et al. (2017) found that college students’ self-reported experience of characteristics of ADHD positively predicted originality on a problem construction task, which asked participants to redefine an everyday problem at different levels of usefulness and originality. Taylor et al. (2020a) found that components of executive functioning difficulties related to ADHD (i.e., activation, affect, attention, effort, and memory; T. E. Brown, 1996b) predicted different facets of divergent thinking in unique ways. For example, controlling for all other components, affect (i.e., problems regulating one’s mood and motivation) predicted fluency, whereas activation (i.e., problems with volition, organization, and prioritizing) predicted originality, on the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT)-Figural. Thus, although the relationship between clinically diagnosed ADHD and divergent thinking remains uncertain, studies more consistently show that higher (compared to lower) self-reported ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties are associated with better performance on divergent thinking tasks in adults (see Hoogman et al., 2020).



The present study

The current literature suggests that ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties correspond with poorer academic outcomes on the one hand (Frazier et al., 2007; Dupaul et al., 2009; Dipeolu, 2011) and enhanced divergent thinking on the other hand (Zabelina et al., 2014; Boot et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2020b). The relationship between ADHD and executive functioning difficulties, academic outcomes, and divergent thinking has only previously been examined together in one study. Taylor et al. (2020b) demonstrated that ADHD characteristics can predict figural divergent thinking scores in engineering students, yet negatively predict engineering GPA. These findings suggest that college students with ADHD and related characteristics may struggle academically, while their potential strengths remain overlooked in traditional academic programs.

However, the Taylor et al. (2020b) study was limited in several important ways. First, the sample size was relatively small, making the meaning of non-significant results ambiguous. Second, participants were aware of the purpose of the study and data collection was not blinded, which may have heightened the risk of bias on the ADHD scales. Third, although the association between divergent thinking and other variables has been shown to be influenced by the modality of assessment (i.e., figural vs. verbal), only figural divergent thinking was assessed. Fourth, the measure used to assess ADHD characteristics has not been widely used in research or validated in a general student population. Fifth, intelligence (IQ), which has been suggested to affect the relationship between ADHD and divergent thinking ability, was not measured.

Understanding this relationship may be particularly important for engineering because the structure of post-secondary engineering education differs from that of other fields in ways that may make it more demanding for those with executive functioning difficulties (Veenstra et al., 2009). These difficulties may contribute to poorer academic performance (i.e., lower GPA), which influences later opportunities (e.g., admission to graduate school; Stemler, 2012; Chari and Potvin, 2019). However, undergraduate engineering GPA is a poor predictor of later success in the field of engineering (Samson et al., 1984; Bretz, 1989), for which divergent thinking and related abilities are key (National Academy of Engineering, 2005; Cropley, 2015; Brunhaver et al., 2017; Passow and Passow, 2017).

Thus, to better understand the relationship between ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and academic performance, the current study presents a conceptual replication of Taylor et al. (2020b) that addresses these limitations by: (1) including a larger sample of participants; (2) ensuring better validity of the measure of ADHD characteristics (i.e., obscuring the purpose of the study and ADHD characteristics); (3) assessing both figural and verbal divergent thinking; (4) using more widely used measures of ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties; and (5) measuring verbal (i.e., crystallized) and non-verbal (i.e., fluid) intelligence. Based on the results of Taylor et al. (2020b), we expect that:


Hypothesis 1: Executive functioning difficulties will negatively predict engineering GPA.

Hypothesis 2: Executive functioning difficulties will positively predict divergent thinking, whereas engineering GPA will negatively predict divergent thinking.



In addition, we expand on this research by examining the role of IQ in the relationship between modalities of divergent thinking (figural and verbal) and the components of ADHD assessed by one measure focused explicitly on executive functioning difficulties associated with ADHD (B-DEFS) and one measure that aligns with DSM and WHO diagnostic criteria (ASRS). If these scales are measuring the same underlying phenomenon, results for both scales should be broadly similar. Therefore, we expect that:


Hypothesis 3: The relationship between ADHD characteristics on the B-DEFS and divergent thinking will be stronger when controlling for IQ.

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between ADHD characteristics on the ASRS and divergent thinking will be stronger when controlling for IQ.






Materials and methods

This study was approved by the institutional review board at the participating university (protocol #H17-196).


Participants

Undergraduate engineering students at a public university in the northeastern United States were recruited to participate in the study with flyers and emails sent to their student account. Participants were compensated with a $35 gift card (prorated at $8.75 per session) after completing or withdrawing from the study. Of 220 students who participated, 20 withdrew from the study and one was discovered to not be eligible for participation (i.e., was under the age of 18), resulting in a final sample of 199 participants (56.3% men and 43.7% women). Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 33 years (M = 19.89, SD = 1.86), and their grade level classification was distributed as follows: 32 sophomores, 49 juniors, and 118 seniors.



Materials


Barkley deficits in executive functioning scale

The B-DEFS (Barkley, 2011) assesses EF impairments associated with ADHD across five dimensions: time management, self-motivation, self-restraint, self-organization/problem-solving, and self-regulation of emotion. The scale was developed and validated using a nationally representative sample of adults in the United States (Barkley, 2011) and has been shown to validly assess daily EF across a large non-clinical sample of college students across five universities in the United States (Kamradt et al., 2019). Participants are asked to indicate, on a four-point scale from 1 (never or rarely) to 4 (very often), how often they have experienced each of 89 observable behaviors reflecting EF impairments within the previous 6 months, for example, having trouble doing things in a proper order or doing something without first considering the consequences. A total scale score is obtained by summing the scores for all items, whereas subscale scores are obtained by summing the items associated with each of the five dimensions. In the current study, internal consistency was strong for the B-DEFS total scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.96) and for each of the subscales: time management (α = 0.93), self-motivation (α = 0.87), self-restraint (α = 0.85), self-organization/problem-solving (α = 0.91), and self-regulation of emotion (α = 0.83).



Adult attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder self-report scale symptom checklist

The ASRS (Kessler et al., 2005) assesses the characteristics (i.e., symptoms) of ADHD, based on the criteria for adult ADHD in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edition (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). The scale was developed by the World Health Organization and has been shown to correspond strongly with a clinician-administered assessment of ADHD characteristics (Adler et al., 2006). Participants were asked to indicate, on a five-point scale from 0 (never) to 4 (very often), how often they have experienced each of 18 characteristics of ADHD within the previous 6 months. Nine items on the scale reflect the inattentive dimension of ADHD, such as forgetting appointments and obligations, and nine items reflect the hyperactive/impulsive dimension, such as interrupting when others are speaking. Scores for each dimension are obtained by summing the items corresponding to each. In the current study, internal consistency was acceptable for the inattentive (α = 0.77) and hyperactive/impulsive (α = 0.71) subscales.



Torrance tests of creative thinking

The TTCT (Torrance, 2008) assesses divergent thinking using either a verbal or figural response format. The TTCT-Verbal test contains five activities that ask participants to provide a written response, such as providing as many creative uses for a cardboard box as possible, within a given time limit (ranging from 5 to 10 min). Responses on the TTCT-Verbal were rated on three dimensions: fluency (total number of responses), originality (infrequency of responses), and flexibility (variability in categories of responses). The TTCT-Figural test contains three activities that ask participants to provide a drawn response, such as providing as many creative pictures from a series of parallel lines as possible, with a time limit of 10 min for each task. Responses on the TTCT-Figural are rated on five dimensions: fluency (total number of responses), originality (infrequency of responses), elaboration (detail of responses), resistance to premature closure (lack of constraint of responses), and titles (abstractness of the title provided for responses). In the current study, responses on both modalities of the TTCT (both Form A), scored by three trained and certified raters at Scholastic Testing Services (STS), demonstrated strong inter-rater reliability, according to Cronbach’s α: TTCT-Verbal (fluency = 1.00, originality = 1.00, flexibility = 0.98) and TTCT-Figural (fluency = 0.99, originality = 0.99, elaboration = 0.98, resistance to premature closure = 1.00, and titles = 0.99). Thus, raters’ scores were averaged to create total dimension scores for each participant. In addition, total TTCT scores were created for each form by averaging the scores for each corresponding dimension (after z-transformation based on the sample, to account for differing rating scales).



Kaufman brief intelligence test, second edition

The Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test, Second Edition (KBIT-2) (Kaufman and Kaufman, 2004) assesses verbal and non-verbal IQ across three brief subtests: verbal knowledge, matrices, and riddles. The number of items that a participant completes on each subtest is determined by a start point, which is determined by the participant’s age and a stop rule based on incorrect responding. The verbal knowledge subtest contains 60 items and asks participants to indicate which of six pictures presented on an easel corresponds with a word read by an administrator. The matrices subtest contains 46 items and asks participants to indicate which of five pictures corresponds with a concept conveyed by a stimulus or which of six pictures completes a presented matrix. The riddles subtest contains 39 items and asks participants to verbally respond with the correct word to a riddle read by an administrator. Three scores may be computed according to the testing manual: a general composite IQ score, a verbal IQ score, based on scores for the verbal knowledge and riddles subtests, and a non-verbal IQ score, based on the score for the matrices subtest.




Procedure

Participants completed the study in a private office across four 30-to-60-min sessions on different days. In the first session, participants completed informed consent, followed by the TTCT-Figural test. In the second session, participants used a tablet to complete the B-DEFS and ASRS (along with items from several other scales for use in a different study) on Qualtrics, with all scale items presented in a random order. In the third session, participants completed an engineering design activity (for use in a different study) followed by the KBIT-2, administered by a trained researcher. In the fourth session, participants completed the TTCT-Verbal test. Following completion of the study, cumulative engineering GPA was provided by the university’s Office of the Registrar.



Statistical analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 27. Data for one student who did not complete the IQ test were excluded from analyses involving IQ scores. There were no other missing data. Descriptive statistics (mean, median, standard deviation, minimum and maximum values, skew, and kurtosis) were obtained for all variables included in the analyses. Bivariate correlations were analyzed using Pearson correlations (α = 0.05) with pair-wise deletion excluding data for univariate outliers (>±3.5 SD from the mean). Hypotheses were tested using a series of multiple regression models (α = 0.05), with data for outliers (std. residual >±3) excluded from the corresponding models.




Results

Descriptive statistics for all variables are shown in Table 1. Bivariate correlations among the variables (Table 2) were calculated excluding data for two outliers on the B-DEFS total scale and one outlier each on verbal IQ, non-verbal IQ, B-DEFS time, B-DEFS organization, B-DEFS self-restraint, B-DEFS motivation, B-DEFS emotional regulation, and TTCT-Figural originality. However, distributions for several variables deviated substantially from normal, according to the standard scores of skewness and kurtosis (score divided by standard error >3.3; Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007) and the Shapiro–Wilk test (p > 0.01) even after removing data for univariate outliers. Therefore, bivariate correlations among the variables were also examined using complete data with Spearman’s rank correlations. There were no appreciable differences in the values between the contrasting correlations, and conclusions based on the results remained the same.


TABLE 1    Descriptive statistics for all variables included in the analyses.
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TABLE 2    Bivariate correlations for all variables included in the analyses.
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Conceptual replication

Several multiple regression models were tested to conceptually replicate those of Taylor et al. (2020b). Results and coefficients for all models are shown in Table 3. Assumptions were met for all models, after removing three outlying cases from the first model. The first model, wherein all predictors were entered into the model simultaneously, was statistically significant, predicting 10% of the variability in engineering GPA. Engineering GPA was significantly, positively predicted by TTCT-Figural scores and non-verbal IQ and negatively predicted by B-DEFS scores. For each identical model predicting the two modalities of the TTCT, predictors were entered simultaneously with either TTCT-Figural or TTCT-Verbal scores as the outcome. The model predicting TTCT-Figural scores was statistically significant with verbal IQ and engineering GPA significantly, positively predicting TTCT-Figural scores. The model predicting TTCT-Verbal scores was also statistically significant with verbal IQ as the only significant, positive predictor.


TABLE 3    Predictors of engineering GPA, TTCT-Figural, and TTCT-Verbal scores.

[image: Table 3]



The relationship between components of divergent thinking and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder characteristics

A series of hierarchical regression models were used to examine how components of the B-DEFS (i.e., time management, self-motivation, self-restraint, self-organization/problem-solving, and self-regulation of emotion) or ASRS (i.e., inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive) predict the components of figural and verbal divergent thinking, controlling for IQ. Given that, theoretically, controlling for IQ should increase the strength of the relationship between scores on the B-DEFS (and ASRS) scales and components of divergent thinking, scale variables were entered in step one and verbal IQ and non-verbal IQ were entered in step two in all models. Assumptions were met for all models, after removing outlying cases from several of the models as indicated below.


Barkley deficits in executive functioning scale

Results and coefficients for all models predicting TTCT-Verbal scores are shown in Table 4. The models for TTCT-Verbal fluency, originality, and flexibility (after removing one outlying case: std. residual = −3.05) were not statistically significant for B-DEFS components alone (step 1) but were significant after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). The final models explained between 5 and 11% of variance in TTCT-Verbal component scores, with verbal IQ as the only significant, positive predictor in all cases.


TABLE 4    Hierarchical regression models of B-DEFS and IQ as predictors of TTCT-Verbal components.
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Results and coefficients for all models predicting TTCT-Figural scores are shown in Table 5. The models for TTCT-Figural fluency (for which two outlying cases were removed: std. residual = 3.05 and 3.31), titles, and resistance to closure were not statistically significant for B-DEFS components (step 1) or after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). The models for TTCT-Figural originality (for which two outlying cases were removed: std. residual = 3.03 and 4.38) and elaboration were statistically significant for B-DEFS components (step 1), as well as after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). However, whereas B-DEFS time was a positive predictor, and B-DEFS motivation a negative predictor, in the final model for TTCT-Figural originality scores, verbal IQ was the only significant predictor in the final model for TTCT-Elaboration scores.


TABLE 5    Hierarchical regression models of B-DEFS and IQ as predictors of TTCT-Figural components.
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Attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder self-report scale

Results and coefficients for all models predicting TTCT-Verbal scores are shown in Table 6. The models for TTCT-Verbal fluency, originality, and flexibility (after removing two outlying cases: std. residual = 3.30 and −3.30) were not statistically significant for ASRS components alone (step 1) but were significant after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). The final models explained between 6 and 11% of variance in TTCT-Verbal component scores, with verbal IQ and the hyperactive/impulsive dimension of the ASRS significantly, positively predicting TTCT-Verbal components in all cases.


TABLE 6    Hierarchical regression models of ASRS and IQ as predictors of TTCT-Verbal components.
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Results and coefficients for all models predicting TTCT-Figural scores are shown in Table 7. The models for TTCT-Figural fluency (for which two outlying cases were removed: std. residual = 3.24 and 3.36), originality (for which one outlying case was removed: std. residual = 4.32), titles, and resistance to closure were not statistically significant for ASRS components (step 1) or after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). The model for TTCT-Figural elaboration was not statistically significant for ASRS components alone (step 1) but was significant after adding verbal and non-verbal IQ (step 2). The final model explained 10% of variance, with verbal IQ as the only significant, positive predictor of TTCT-Figural elaboration.


TABLE 7    Hierarchical regression models of ASRS and IQ as predictors of TTCT-Figural components.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was 2-fold. First, we sought to better understand how ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and engineering GPA relate to one another. Taylor et al. (2020b) provided insight into this matter by showing that ADHD characteristics negatively predicted engineering GPA, yet positively predicted figural divergent thinking. However, the conclusions of this study were limited by several methodological issues (e.g., small sample size and assessing figural divergent thinking only). Therefore, we conducted a conceptual replication of Taylor et al. (2020b) that addresses these limitations. Second, we sought to better understand the role of IQ in the relationship between ADHD characteristics or executive functioning difficulties and divergent thinking. Although it has been frequently suggested that the relationship between ADHD characteristics and divergent thinking may be strengthened by accounting for IQ (e.g., Boot et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2020a), IQ has rarely been assessed in studies examining this relationship (though see Taylor and Zaghi, 2021). Therefore, we also examined whether relationships between components of the B-DEFS or dimensions of the ASRS and components of the verbal and figural TTCT were strengthened after controlling for IQ.

The results of our conceptual replication of Taylor et al. (2020b) were partially consistent with hypotheses derived from the results of that study. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the model predicting GPA from executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and IQ was significant, with scores on the B-DEFS negatively predicting GPA. Additionally, in contrast to the results of Taylor et al. (2020b), scores on the TTCT-Figural positively predicted GPA along with non-verbal IQ. Hypothesis 2, which suggested that executive functioning difficulties would positively—and GPA would negatively—predict divergent thinking, was not supported for models predicting figural or verbal TTCT scores. Rather, GPA and verbal IQ positively predicted TTCT-Figural scores, and verbal IQ alone positively predicted TTCT-Verbal scores. Therefore, this study supports some of the conclusions of Taylor et al. (2020b) using different methods, such as the negative relationship between executive functioning difficulties and engineering GPA. However, understanding the causes of discrepant results, such as the surprising finding in our study that engineering GPA positively predicted TTCT-Figural scores, will require further research.

Our hypotheses that controlling for IQ would strengthen the relationship between divergent thinking and executive functioning difficulties (Hypothesis 3) or ADHD characteristics measured by the ASRS (Hypothesis 4) were not supported. Not surprisingly, given the strength of the correlations between fluency, originality, and flexibility on the TTCT-Verbal, results for models predicting these scores using the same predictors were nearly identical. Although components of the B-DEFS alone did not significantly predict scores on any component of the TTCT-Verbal, models were significant after adding IQ, with verbal IQ emerging as the only significant positive predictor in all three cases. Although the ASRS dimensions (i.e., inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive) did not significantly predict any TTCT-Verbal scores alone, models were significant after adding IQ, with both verbal IQ and the hyperactive/impulsive dimension of the ASRS positively predicting all three scores. Taken together, these results demonstrate two things: First, the relationship between components of divergent thinking on the TTCT-Verbal and inattentive characteristics related to ADHD is broadly similar using either the B-DEFS or the ASRS. Thus, the B-DEFS and the inattentive dimension of the ASRS may indeed assess similar behaviors, ostensibly stemming from executive functioning difficulties related to attention. Second, hyperactive/impulsive (though not inattentive) characteristics of ADHD predict TTCT scores, even after accounting for IQ. This aligns with Boot et al. (2017) findings that positive associations between performance on verbal divergent thinking tasks and self-reported ADHD characteristics were primarily driven by hyperactive/impulsive characteristics.

Results for models predicting component scores on the TTCT-Figural were also broadly similar whether ADHD characteristics were measured using the B-DEFS or the ASRS in most cases. ADHD characteristics did not predict fluency, titles, or resistance to closure, either alone or after including IQ, and elaboration was significantly predicted by verbal IQ only. However, results for the models predicting originality scores on the TTCT-Figural differed when including the B-DEFS dimensions or the ASRS dimensions as predictors. Although ASRS scores did not predict originality either alone or after controlling for IQ, B-DEFS scores did significantly predict originality scores both alone and after controlling for IQ. Although the model explained only a small amount of variance in originality scores (4%), difficulty with time management positively predicted originality and difficulty with motivation negatively predicted originality. This is consistent with Taylor et al.’s (2020a) finding that scores on the activation subscale of the Brown ADD Scales (Brown, 1996a), which indicates difficulties related to time management (e.g., difficulties with procrastinating, organizing and prioritizing tasks, and estimating time), positively predicted originality on the TTCT-Figural. Thus, although controlling for IQ did not strengthen the relationship between ADHD characteristics and components of divergent thinking, several of our models were significant in ways consistent with existing evidence.

Our results, along with existing evidence, point to several key issues in understanding how engineering GPA, ADHD characteristics or executive functioning difficulties, and divergent thinking relate to one another. First, engineering GPA can be predicted by executive functioning difficulties, IQ, and divergent thinking. Controlling for other variables, behaviors reflecting strong executive functioning, non-verbal IQ, and figural divergent thinking were positively associated with GPA. Second, the relationship between engineering GPA and figural divergent thinking may be stronger than previously thought. Although TTCT-Figural scores were not a significant predictor of engineering GPA in Taylor et al. (2020b) study, the effect was in the same direction and only slightly smaller than that found in the current study (i.e., 0.16 and 0.20, respectively), suggesting that the null result found in that study could have indeed been due to inadequate power stemming from the small sample size (N = 50). Third, verbal and figural divergent thinking may relate to different dimensions of ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties in distinct ways. Our results align with those of Boot et al. (2017) in finding that verbal divergent thinking abilities may relate to hyperactive/impulsive characteristics and with those of Taylor et al. (2020a) in finding that figural divergent thinking originality relates to select inattentive characteristics. This is consistent with evidence that different modalities of divergent thinking draw on different abilities and skills (Clapham, 2011; Barbot, 2018).


Limitations and future research directions

Although the current study fills important gaps in our understanding of how ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and academic performance relate to one another, there are several limitations that can be addressed in future research. First, we are unable to pinpoint the causes of discrepancies in the results of our conceptual replication and those of Taylor et al. (2020b). There are several potential reasons for why, in contrast to Taylor et al. (2020b), executive functioning difficulties were not a significant predictor of figural divergent thinking in the current study. Perhaps, the most salient is our use of a different measure to capture executive functioning difficulties. To determine whether the discrepancy in these results is due to the use of different self-reported executive functioning scales, future studies could administer the Brown ADD scales along with the B-DEFS.

Second, we did not include a clinical diagnostic assessment for ADHD, which limits the generalizability of our results to the general population. There is evidence that, because the primary characteristics of ADHD are distributed in the population, ADHD is best conceptualized as the extreme end of a dimension (as opposed to categorical; e.g., Lubke et al., 2009; Heidbreder, 2015; Brown and Casey, 2016). However, to determine whether our results are relevant for those diagnosed with ADHD, future studies should recruit students with an existing ADHD diagnosis and/or include a clinical diagnostic assessment.

Third, the amount of variance explained by some of the models predicting components of divergent thinking is rather small, despite being statistically significant. For example, although the model was statistically significant, B-DEFS and IQ scores accounted for only 4% of variability in originality scores on the TTCT-Figural. Thus, caution should be exercised when drawing conclusions based on the results of these models. However, future research could also examine whether other factors (e.g., personality or social support) influence how ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties predict divergent thinking.



Conclusion

The current study was conducted to better understand the relationship between ADHD characteristics and executive functioning difficulties, divergent thinking, and academic performance. Results align with previous research showing that executive functioning difficulties are associated with poorer engineering GPA. However, results contradict previous research by finding that figural divergent thinking ability is associated with better engineering GPA. Additionally, hyperactive/impulsive ADHD characteristics were associated with greater verbal divergent thinking, whereas select executive functioning difficulties (primarily reflecting inattentive characteristics) were associated with greater figural divergent thinking originality. Although the relevance of these results for students in other academic fields requires further study, engineering students who struggle academically due to executive functioning difficulties associated with ADHD may benefit from focusing on their strengths related to figural divergent thinking.
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The purpose of this research study was to assess the impact of professional learning on teachers' reported beliefs about students identified as twice exceptional (2e) and students from culturally, economically, and linguistically diverse (CLED) populations, using a semi-randomized experimental design intervention. Teachers in the experimental condition participated in professional learning opportunities featuring curriculum materials, lessons, and activities highlighting support for students identified as 2e or from CLED populations. Teachers in the control condition received no intervention. Across 16 United States' schools, 53 grade 3 classroom teachers were selected to complete two sets of pre-intervention and post-intervention surveys assessing their reported beliefs about students identified as 2e or from CLED populations. The results indicated that all teachers consistently reported accurate and positive beliefs about the characteristics and needs of these populations, both prior to and after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities. Although analyses revealed main effects of condition and time for certain scales, the reported interaction terms suggested that the professional learning opportunities did not specifically increase questionnaire scores for teachers in the experimental condition. The implications of these findings regarding professional learning and efforts to improve equity in gifted and talented education are discussed.
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  twice exceptional, gifted and talented students, teacher beliefs, linguistically and culturally diverse student populations, economically diverse populations, identification, pedagogical programming


Introduction

Researchers and practitioners alike are becoming increasingly aware of the underrepresentation that plagues gifted and talented programs, especially concerning students identified as twice exceptional (2e) and students from culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse (CLED) populations, where underrepresentation may more significantly influence the extent to which these students are underserved in their academic environments (Siegle and McCoach, 2010; Hamilton et al., 2018). Although the terms 2e and CLED describe distinct and varied student populations, both groups remain chronically underidentified as gifted and underrepresented in gifted programs, and professional learning opportunities are needed to address variations in teachers' understanding of these populations (Siegle et al., 2016). Researchers in the field of gifted education (Anthony et al., 2009) have described traditional characteristics of gifted students that include high verbal abilities, early reading abilities, keen powers of observation, strong critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills, decision-making skills, sensitivity, intense concentration, questioning attitudes, creative skills, tendencies to take risks, a highly developed sense of humor, and a sense of independence. The expression of these characteristics may not, however, be universal, which has prompted researchers to investigate the ways in which students of differing populations may exhibit these high potential behaviors. The purpose of this article is to examine teachers' beliefs about students who have been historically underrepresented in gifted and talented programs. More specifically, this study examined teachers' reported beliefs about students identified as 2e, and students from CLED populations in grade 3 general education classrooms.

Gifted characteristics are present in students from 2e and CLED populations, but they may be demonstrated in behaviors that teachers do not typically associate with giftedness. Teachers may value achievement over aptitude and conformity to classroom norms when considering students “high potential, despite researchers” understanding that these characteristics do not always indicate giftedness (Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2008). In a study that examined Arabic and mathematics teachers' nominations of dual exceptional children, Al-Hroub and Whitebread found that teachers often focused on student characteristics such as school performance, achievement, contribution in the classroom, and interest in studying. Such generalizations are often inaccurate due to the diversity and intersectionality of 2e and CLED populations, and it is more pertinent to examine behaviors on an individual basis and in specific subpopulations. For example, students who are English learners (ELs) may possess excellent critical thinking skills that they only manifest when speaking or writing in their native languages. Teachers may not be able to recognize students' critical thinking abilities if they hold a deficit-based view of their students that fails to address individual needs. However, when students engage with high-quality curriculum and concrete materials that are inclusive of cultures and languages, ELs may be better able to illustrate their developing thought processes and cognitive strengths (Siegle et al., 2016). In such cases, teachers can learn to recognize students' gifted potential prior to students' mastery of the English language (Siegle, 2020). Likewise, African American students may engage their problem-solving, critical thinking, concentration, and creative skills more often when engaging with others, as opposed to when working individually. African American culture and behavior are centered around pillars such as harmony, communalism, movement, and expressive individualism (Harmon, 2001). These pillars are oppositional toward traditional classroom expectations that center around perfection, competition, passivity, and conformity (Okun, 2021).

Similar issues arise for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds (consider situations in which a student provides extremely curious comments in class that seem off-task to the teacher). Teachers may not understand the cultural differences that coincide with low socioeconomic backgrounds and may use this misunderstanding to form their perceptions of students' abilities. Olszewski-Kubilius and Clarenbach (2012) echoed this sentiment, stating that inaccurate perceptions are one of the most significant educational barriers facing high ability learners from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Therefore, teachers and gifted program directors should recognize the cultural differences that lead to the underrepresentation of students from CLED backgrounds in gifted programs and implement curriculum/instructional strategies to increase program participation for these students (Briggs et al., 2008).

Specifically, 2e refers to “students who are identified as gifted and talented and are also diagnosed with one or more of the special education categories that are defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, except in cases where students demonstrate cognitive disabilities” (Reis et al., 2014, p. 219). Teachers may find that students identified as 2e exhibit gifted behaviors that align with teachers' positive perceptions of giftedness, such as creativity, critical thinking, curiosity, and problem-solving, but become frustrated with the academic challenges and behavioral difficulties that often permeate the 2e experience (Nielsen and Higgins, 2005). The National Education Association (2006) recognizes many possibilities that arise when discussing the instruction of students identified as 2e. students' academic gifts may mask disabilities, their disabilities may mask gifts, or masks and disabilities may work simultaneously to create the illusion of an average experience (Baum et al., 2017). In truth, students identified as 2e [specifically those who are diagnosed with a learning disability (LD)] may demonstrate cognitive and achievement characteristics marked by greater variance and more pronounced discrepancies between strengths and deficits than seen in individuals who are either gifted without a disability or of average ability (Maddocks, 2020). This can be seen in a nationally representative standardization sample for the co-normed Woodcock-Johnson IV Tests of Cognitive Abilities and Achievement. Results indicated that students identified as 2e with a LD exhibited higher achievement and cognitive scores than their average ability peers in areas related to verbal abilities and fluid reasoning, and these scores were similar to or slightly lower than those of their gifted peers who did not have a learning disability (Maddocks, 2020). However, students identified as 2e-LD showed abilities that paralleled average-ability groups in areas related to short-term working memory, auditory processing, and long-term retrieval. Additionally, students identified as 2e-LD demonstrated lower scores than average-ability groups in all achievement and cognitive tests that included a processing speed component. This wide range of abilities illustrates the broad range of services that students identified as 2e may require, as well as their need for enhanced teacher understanding (Baum et al., 2017). Sadly, teachers often direct their attention to students' deficits instead, overlooking the students' academic strengths.

Students identified as 2e often manifest “problem behaviors” such as laziness, willfulness, and a lack of attention that diminish over time when their instructional needs are met (Willis, 2012). Additionally, Reis et al. (2021) noted that students identified as 2e may face common challenges, such as difficulties engaging in social interaction, attention deficits, emotional maladjustment, and excessive focus on specific interests. These behaviors may not always be pleasing to the teacher and could adversely influence teachers' perceptions of students identified as 2e. Teachers are often provided gifted “trait lists” that omit potentially negative or dysfunctional behaviors that students who are 2e may exhibit, which can lead to a lack of support within the general education classroom (Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2008). Additionally, Missett et al. (2016) noted one teacher in their study prevented a student identified as 2e from participating in group activities based on a deficit-based expectation, despite a lack of supporting evidence that this student was struggling. Missett et al. emphasized participating teachers focused on behavioral and academic deficits of students diagnosed as 2e rather than their strengths. This notion can be applied to beliefs about students from other underserved populations, as well. Mun et al. (2020) suggested that teachers and administrators hold implicit beliefs about students who are ELs that could negatively influence these students' nominations to gifted and talented programs. Because the nomination process neglects to cover the many possible facets of giftedness that may constitute the experiences of many students with gifts and talents (Leroux and Levitt-Perlman, 2000; Hamilton et al., 2018), it is likely that teachers' implicit beliefs disproportionately influence students from underserved populations. Ezzani et al. (2021) explained that the widespread underrepresentation for specific student populations denotes a systemic failure to understand how many students in underserved populations exhibit gifted characteristics. To better recognize expressions of giftedness in these populations, teachers must not confuse issues involving student access to gifted programming with student potential.

There are many barriers that may perpetuate the underrepresentation of students from historically underserved communities in gifted programs, such as outdated policies and procedures, inequitable intelligence and/or achievement tests, and disproportionate teacher referral rates (Ford, 2010; Siegle et al., 2016). According to Al-Hroub (2013), teachers often incorrectly nominate students, resulting in the provision of inappropriate educational services. Additionally, Mun et al. (2020) confirmed that teacher beliefs and biases about specific student populations negatively influence teacher nominations for gifted programming. To enhance opportunities for students to participate in gifted programs and to develop their gifted potential, Siegle et al. (2016) recommended that teachers change their attitudes to reflect positive perceptions about students in diverse populations and the gifted potential they may demonstrate. Poor educational outcomes for students from CLED populations have been frequently attributed to cultural mismatch between students and their teachers and many students identified as 2e believe themselves to be more frequent recipients of teacher bullying and yelling, recalling many instances of negativity and pain in their early educational experiences (Reis et al., 2000; Ford and Trotman, 2001; Ronksley-Pavia and Townend, 2017).

Acknowledging the influence of teachers' beliefs on students' educational experiences, research involving students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations has often focused on interventions targeting negative teacher perceptions of these populations. Although relatively sparse, these studies have yielded promising results. For example, Harradine et al. (2014) found that teachers claimed the Teacher's Observation of Potential in Students tool helped them notice Students of Color, increase positive teacher perceptions of them, and effectively respond to their needs. Other researchers, such as Nielsen and Higgins (2005), have highlighted the need for teachers to demonstrate compassion toward students identified as 2e, which may help to create respectful environments conducive to academic growth. Researchers who focus their efforts on teacher perceptions involving students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations may serve an important role in combating underrepresentation for underserved student populations, provided that their studies document the reliability and construct validity in the measurement of teacher perceptions. Without such validity, attempts to reverse underrepresentation may prove to be futile. Even with sound instruments, an exclusive focus on the improving teacher beliefs may not be sufficient to enable students to overcome the barriers in their academic environments. Rather, research coupling teacher beliefs with teacher practices may be necessary to accurately identify and develop the talents of students with gifts and talents from diverse backgrounds.

The theoretical framework of this study was social constructivism, which, “influenced by Vygotsky's (1978) work, suggests that knowledge is first constructed in a social context and is then internalized and used by individuals” (Amineh and Asl, 2015, p. 10). Social constructivism recognizes that individuals interact with each other and agree on interpretations of knowledge through both discourse and non-verbal communication (Bozkurt, 2017). Educational researchers who espouse this theory (Liu and Chen, 2010) have claimed that teachers socially construct their understanding of students and their potential, internalize this understanding, and use that understanding to inform their decisions about instructional practices. Specifically, Liu and Chen argued that educational research guided by social constructivism may be able to determine whether teacher beliefs are able to influence student learning. In this study, the social constructivist theory was used to shape our understanding of teachers' identification and instruction of gifted students from historically underserved populations.

The purpose of this study was to examine teachers' reported beliefs about students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations in grade 3 general education classrooms. Guided by the social constructivist theory, the researchers used instruments that surveyed teachers' existing beliefs about gifted characteristics in students from these populations. The specific questions guiding this study were as follows: (a) Do teachers' reported beliefs about giftedness in students identified as 2e improve after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities? (b) Do teachers' reported beliefs about giftedness in students from CLED populations improve after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities?



Materials and methods


Participants

This study included 53 grade 3 general education teachers sampled from 16 schools in the United States. Because the study was part of a multi-year grant during the COVID-19 pandemic, recruitment and randomization procedures varied slightly between schools. Three schools were recruited during Year 2 of the grant while the remaining 13 were recruited during the Year 3 of the grant, which is when the present study took place.

Of the 53 participating teachers, five experimental condition teachers and four control condition teachers continued their participation from Year 2, three new teachers joined in schools that began participating in Year 2, one teacher assigned to the control condition in Year 2 was reassigned to the experimental condition in Year 3, and the remaining 40 teachers were recruited within newly participating schools. Condition assignment was randomized in 10 participating schools and partially randomized in one school. To accommodate individual school need, random assignment was not possible across all the schools; thus, the study was not a true experimental study. Several school administrators did not agree to randomization conditions. Within other schools, it was not feasible to deliver intervention-specific professional learning (e.g., in the contexts of continuing schools where professional learning sessions had taken place the previous year). Altogether, 28 teachers were assigned to the experimental condition and 25 teachers were assigned to the control condition. Participants were aware of their condition assignment.



Procedure and design

Teachers (n = 28) in the experimental condition implemented the Thinking Like Mathematicians (TLM): Challenging All Grade 3 Students study within their classrooms. The math unit, entitled If Aliens Taught Algebra: Multiplication and Division Would be Out of this World! (Cole et al., 2019) was purposefully designed based on two conceptual frameworks. The first conceptual framework ensured the math unit served as job-embedded professional learning and provided exemplars of pre-differentiated, enriched, and challenging math content to promote talent development. To accomplish this goal, the idea of creating educative curriculum material and promoting pedagogical content knowledge was essential. This led to a reliance on the work by Davis and Krajcik (2005) who emphasize how educative curriculum helps teachers think about students' responses to instructional activities, supports teachers' learning about the content, highlights the curriculum developers' pedagogical judgments, and fosters teachers' “pedagogical design capacity” (p. 5) to use personal and curricular resources to promote instructional goals.

With job-embedded professional learning integrated throughout the math unit and supported by 2 days of onsite activities, experimental teachers also re-visited three curriculum models associated with gifted education and talent development, which served as the second conceptual framework. These models included Differentiation of Instruction Model (Tomlinson, 2001), which promotes rich, engaging curriculum responsive to the learning needs of diverse learners. This perspective is aligned with the Depth and Complexity Model (Kaplan, 2005), which highlights the importance of considering the depth, complexity, abstractness, and acceleration of curriculum that incorporates advanced thinking skills, product development, and resources. The third model was the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (Renzulli and Reis, 2014), which encourages students to think, do, and act like practicing professionals or disciplinarians even at a younger age. The math unit highlighted the importance of students thinking like mathematicians as they developed their understanding and expertise with algebraic thinking, multiplication, and division.

The math unit comprised 16 lessons related to algebraic thinking, multiplication, and division. Within these lessons, 11 were pre-differentiated and enriched for the grade 3 general education classroom. Teachers were provided a pacing chart for both sequential implementation (i.e., 5 days a week for 5 weeks) and 4-month implementation (i.e., approximately one lesson a week). Teachers in the experimental condition were expected to follow one of the provided pacing charts for their implementation of the unit. They participated in 2 days of professional learning, totaling 14 h. These sessions explored mathematics lessons, activities, and curricular materials designed to meet the needs of high-potential students from diverse populations. The professional learning sessions encouraged participants to engage with and learn about the pre-differentiated and enriched TLM unit and gifted and talented identification and services, specifically for students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations. Teachers also examined student work samples and discussed identifying the talents and gifts of their students.



Measures

The TLM research team developed a survey titled Teachers' Beliefs About Twice-Exceptional Students. After several rounds of item writing and consulting with external experts on 2e, a final survey that included 22 items across a 6-point Likert scale was developed. These 22 items measure two scales. The first scale measured teachers' beliefs about the characteristics and behaviors of students identified as 2e with 12 items, providing a summed score ranging from 12 to 72. The remaining 10 items comprised the second scale, teachers' beliefs about pedagogical programming for students identified as 2e, providing a summed score ranging from 10 to 60. As the survey items aligned with existing research on the characteristics and behaviors of students identified as 2e (e.g., “Twice-exceptional students demonstrate uneven academic skills”) and pedagogical programming strategies that best support these students (e.g., “Twice-exceptional students will benefit from gifted programming focused on their talents”), higher scores reflect more accurate beliefs about the characteristics and needs of this population. A final survey item prompted teachers to indicate whether they have instructed students identified as 2e. The survey scores demonstrated appropriate reliability, as measured by Cronbach's (1951) alpha, for both the student characteristics (pre α = 0.78; post α = 0.82) and pedagogical programming scales (pre α = 0.85; post α = 0.93).

The Teachers' Beliefs About Culturally, Linguistically, and Economically Diverse Gifted Students Survey, developed and psychometrically investigated by de Wet (2006), includes 21 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale representing three distinct factors: benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs (nine items), universality of abilities (six items), and assessment of abilities (six items). The research team chose to exclude items from the scale that were beyond the scope of the study and added one item pertaining to the benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs scale: “The inclusion of CLED students in gifted programs will enhance the multicultural nature of students' learning experience.” With these modifications, the final survey in this study measured teachers' perceptions regarding the benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs (10 items) and the universality of abilities (six items).



Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics for individual survey items and scales were calculated to examine teachers' reported beliefs about students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations. Separate two-way, mixed ANOVAs investigated 2e and CLED survey scale differences, with administration time representing a within-subjects factor and condition representing a between-subjects factor.




Results


Teachers' beliefs about 2e students survey
 
Descriptive statistics

Collapsed across time periods, teachers reported accurate beliefs about both the characteristics and behaviors of students identified as 2e (M = 55.82, SD = 6.85) and pedagogical programming for students identified as 2e (M = 52.32, SD = 6.18), considering the maximum scale scores of 72 and 60, respectively. The scales were moderately correlated (r = 0.48, p < 0.001). In the initial survey, 45% of teachers (n = 24) reported having worked with a student identified as 2e. Of these, 10 were in the control condition and 14 were in the experimental condition. In the follow-up survey, 51% of teachers (n = 27) indicated that they had worked with a student identified as 2e; 14 teachers in the control condition and 13 teachers in the experimental condition. Descriptive statistics for individual items are reported as supplemental data in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Teachers' beliefs about students identified as twice exceptional: item scores.

[image: Table 1]



Analysis of variance

To address research question (a) and determine whether teachers' reported beliefs about giftedness in students identified as 2e improved after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities, a two-way, mixed ANOVA was used to assess time and condition effects and their interactions for both scales of the Teachers' Beliefs About Twice-Exceptional Students survey. The analysis of teachers' beliefs about the characteristics and behaviors of 2e students revealed a main effect of condition, F (1, 51) = 7.44, p = 0.009, [image: image] = 0.127, in which experimental group scale scores (M = 57.86, SD = 6.89) were higher than control group scale scores (M = 53.54, SD = 6.09). A marginal trend emerged regarding the effect of time, F (1, 51) = 3.51, p = 0.067, [image: image] = 0.064. The time by condition interaction was not significant, F (1, 51) = 1.44, p =0.236, [image: image] =0.027. See Figure 1 for a depiction of the observed effects.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Main effect of condition on teachers' beliefs about the characteristics and behaviors of students identified as 2e.


The analysis of teachers' beliefs about pedagogical programming for students identified as 2e revealed a main effect of time, F (1, 51) = 4.18, p = 0.046, [image: image] = 0.076, in which post survey scores (M = 53.00, SD = 6.27) were higher than pre survey scores (M = 51.64, SD = 6.08). The main effect of condition, F (1, 51) = 6.30, p = 0.015, [image: image] = 0.110, indicated that participants in the experimental condition (M = 54.00, SD = 5.91) scored higher than participants in the control condition (M = 50.40, SD = 5.98). The time by condition interaction was significant, F (1, 51) = 12.91, p < 0.001, [image: image] = 0.202; whereas control group scores increased across administrations, scores in the experimental condition slightly decreased (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Time by condition interaction on teachers' beliefs about pedagogical programming for students identified as 2e.





Teachers' reported beliefs about students from CLED populations
 
Descriptive statistics

Collapsed across time periods, teachers reported positive beliefs regarding both the benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs (M = 42.21, SD = 5.54) and the universality of abilities (M = 26.29, SD = 2.71), considering the maximum scale scores of 50 and 30, respectively. The scales were strongly correlated (r = 0.61, p < 0.001). Descriptive statistics for individual items are reported in Table 2.


TABLE 2 Teachers' beliefs about students from CLED populations: item scores.
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Analysis of variance

To address research question (b) and assess whether teachers' reported beliefs about giftedness in students from CLED populations improved after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities, a two-way, mixed ANOVA was used to analyze time and condition effects and interactions for both scales of the Teachers' Beliefs About Culturally, Linguistically, and Economically Diverse Gifted Students Survey. The two-way, mixed ANOVA assessing teachers' reported beliefs about the benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs revealed a marginal trend regarding administration time, F (1, 51) = 3.36, p = 0.073, [image: image] = 0.062. Neither the main effect of condition, F (1, 51) = 0.95, p = 0.759, [image: image] = 0.002, nor the time by condition interaction, F (1, 51) = 0.01, p = 0.933, [image: image] < 0.001, were significant.

The analysis of teachers' beliefs about the universality of abilities revealed a main effect of time, F (1, 51) = 5.59, p = 0.022, [image: image] = 0.099, in which post survey scores (M = 26.80, SD = 2.54) were higher than pre survey scores (M = 25.70, SD = 2.78). Neither the main effect of condition, F (1, 51) = 0.01, p = 0.915, [image: image] < 0.001, nor the time by condition interaction, F (1, 51) = 0.00, p = 0.947, [image: image] < 0.001, were significant. See Figure 3 for a depiction of the observed effect.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Main effect of time on teachers' beliefs about the universality of abilities.






Discussion

Results related to this study's first research question, which asked whether teachers' reported beliefs about characteristics of giftedness demonstrated by students identified as 2e improved after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities, indicated that there was no significant change in teacher beliefs about this student population.

Similarly, results related to this study's second research question, which asked whether teachers' reported beliefs about giftedness in students from CLED populations improved after participation in relevant professional learning opportunities, indicated that there was no change in teacher beliefs about this student population after experimental teachers' participation in professional learning opportunities.

The findings of this study indicated that teachers from both the experimental and control conditions reported highly accurate views of the characteristics and pedagogical needs of students identified as 2e, and highly positive perceptions of the characteristics of students from CLED populations from the onset of the study. The CLED survey items used in these instruments have previously yielded similarly high initial results (de Wet, 2006; de Wet and Gubbins, 2011), and similar results from the novel 2e survey suggest that teachers hold accurate and positive attitudes toward these populations. As teachers' survey responses were not anonymous, however, it is possible that these results are attributable to high levels of social desirability. Teachers may have also responded to questions defensively because of the pressure they may experience, considering that many educators believe that public perceptions of teachers are overwhelmingly critical (Shine, 2020). Additionally, teachers who chose to participate in this study may have been predisposed to hold certain attitudes involving these student populations prior to their participation, which guided their decision to participate and could have inflated scores.

Results involving teachers' reported beliefs about students identified as 2e indicated that teachers in the experimental condition initially held more positive, accurate beliefs than teachers in the control condition, and both groups' scores marginally increased over time. The main effect of condition confounded the experimental manipulation, as this indicates the two groups varied systematically prior to the intervention. This could be attributable to the fact that, while accommodating for the needs of participating schools, the research team was not able to achieve complete randomization. Unexpectedly, a significant interaction emerged regarding teachers' beliefs about pedagogical programming for students identified as 2e, which indicated that scores increased more in the control group than in the experimental group.

Survey scales assessing teachers' reported beliefs about students from CLED populations demonstrated that teachers' beliefs about both the benefits of including students from CLED populations in gifted programs and the universality of abilities increased over time. The absence of an interaction indicated that this effect did not vary across groups.

As a general result, teachers did not demonstrate a significant change in beliefs due to this study's intervention. These findings suggest that similar professional learning opportunities could fail to produce changes in teacher beliefs over time, which could be attributable to particularly high pre-survey scores or compensatory rivalry. The reported findings support existing research that indicates teacher perceptions are remaining stagnant in relation to the gifted potential among 2e and CLED student populations (Bellara, 2020). Such findings are unexpected, given evidence that students from diverse backgrounds continuously experience disproportionate representation in gifted programs (Hamilton et al., 2018). Given these two seemingly contradictory phenomena, it is important for researchers to carefully consider how they approach studies involving teacher perceptions going forward.

When assessing teacher beliefs, researchers may be unable to determine whether teachers' claims align with their behavior in the classroom. Zheng (2015) argued that teacher beliefs can be understood through the lens of complexity theory, where different agents connect and interact in complex and non-linear systems. He further claimed that the dynamic interactions between different components of these systems complicate the cause-and-effect models that are often assumed when researching teacher assumptions. In some cases, it is possible that perceived norms may guide the way that teachers respond to certain items in survey questionnaires. In addition, teachers might be able to identify or hold positive perceptions of students without transferring these perceptions from understanding to practice. Researchers have reported discrepancies between educator assumptions and educator practices (de Wet, 2006; de Wet and Gubbins, 2011), which poses a validity problem to educational researchers who use teachers' self-reported attitudes to make inferences about subsequent teacher behaviors. Al-Hroub and Whitebread (2008) asserted that teachers' recognition of gifted characteristics in various subpopulations was not ultimately effective if not paired with instructional competence. Even when teachers are motivated to change their practice, they need professional learning opportunities and support to be able to do so, which is not often provided for teachers who wish to expand their understanding of giftedness to include students from diverse cultures (Gubbins et al., 2020).

Theorists exploring the role of teacher beliefs in determining teachers' behavior have claimed that beliefs are instrumental in predicting a person's behavior, which is influenced by an individual's intentions (Borg, 2015; Zheng, 2015). These intentions can be predicted by “attitude, perceived norms, and perceived behavioral control for which beliefs provide the basis” (Karaca and Uysal, 2021, p. 4). Understanding intentions could serve a crucial role in improving instruction, especially when culturally relevant pedagogy is being implemented.

Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) is an asset-based model, developed by Ladson-Billings (1995), which emphasizes the importance of student academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness. This pedagogy describes using students' cultures as vehicles for learning to enhance their classroom experience. Students', as well as teachers', attitudes, values, and behaviors are strongly influenced by culture. Thus, it is essential that teachers implement culturally responsive practices including: (a) educating students about the diversity of the world around them, (b) promoting equity and mutual respect, and (c) validating students' cultural identity in classroom instructional materials (Krasnoff, 2016). Utilizing CRP strategies is beneficial for all students within the classroom and can help shape teacher beliefs about students from CLED populations. It is important to implement CRP strategies to make students with gifts and talents from CLED populations feel included in the classroom and connected with the content they are learning. This inclusivity is connected to students' academic opportunities as well. A study by Bailey and Rose (2011) indicated that teachers who demonstrated an inclusive philosophy of education were more open to modifying their instructional practices for students of various academic needs.

Implementing CRP strategies with students' cultural strengths in mind has increased student achievement and catalyzed more positive academic self-concepts for students (Long, 2022). Briggs et al. (2008) found that increasing educators' awareness of cultural impact on student academic performance was a key feature to increasing students from CLED populations' participation in gifted programs. Similarly, Ford (2006) defended CRP by explaining that many students want a classroom where “diversity is recognized and honored, and color-blind and culture-blind philosophies are avoided and discouraged” (p. 13). They want teachers to be culturally aware and seek cultural competence. Students also desire access to culturally relevant curricula that is connected to students' backgrounds and personal experiences. Students', as well as teachers', attitudes, values, and behaviors are strongly influenced by culture. Thus, it is essential that teachers implement culturally-responsive practices including: (a) educating students about the diversity of the world around them, (b) promoting equity and mutual respect, and (c) validating students' cultural identity in classroom instructional materials (Krasnoff, 2016). Utilizing CRP strategies is beneficial for all students within the classroom and can help shape teacher beliefs about students from CLED populations.

To optimally support students from CLED populations, it is essential for educators to learn more about CRP and use this knowledge to inform their teaching within the classroom. Garces-Bascal and Elhoweris (2022) emphasized the need for teachers in the field who are committed to CRP and harbor expansive mindsets to begin to counter normative Whiteness and, in turn, make gifted education more equitable. Along with the implementation of CRP attitudes and an increasing of teacher awareness toward culture in the classroom, there must also be changes in behaviors, practices, policies, and procedures to make gifted education more equitable (Ford, 2006; Renzulli and Brandon, 2017; Peters, 2021; Worrell and Dixson, 2021). Teacher beliefs about students in the classroom and subsequent actions are foundational to such changes in the field.

Educational researchers can use the theory of reasoned actions (Fishbein et al., 1980) to emphasize why intentions and teacher beliefs are an important focus for professional learning opportunities (Bianco and Leech, 2010). It follows that “the intentions of effective culturally responsive teachers might better illuminate how they act and to what degree” (Conrad, 2012, p. 91). However, valid measurement of teacher perceptions (and related behaviors) requires that teachers are willing to accurately report their beliefs. To successfully support the academic needs and potential of students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations, educators must couple reported positive perceptions of students from these populations with an observable commitment to creating engaging classroom environments conducive to learning at high levels (Ford and Trotman, 2001). Karaca and Uysal (2021) suggested that beliefs shape intention and intention shapes behavior, but it is possible that the beliefs teachers report do not always shape teachers' intentions or behaviors. Additionally, systemic racism, intensive pressures on teachers, highly homogeneous classrooms, and a lack of time and relevant resources represent significant systemic barriers that are not necessarily overcome by accurate and positive teacher beliefs alone.

This study was informed by a social constructivist perspective on learning and teaching. Previous research involving teacher perceptions of twice-exceptional learners by Bailey and Rose (2011) has indicated the utility of constructivist paradigms to highlight participants' collective generation of meaning. The social constructivist framework views teachers as learners themselves, actively participating in their own learning through the observation and recognition of the experiences and perspectives of others (Harkness, 2009; Armstrong, 2019). Framing studies through the social constructivist view can help initiate the reconceptualization of teacher knowledge and teacher beliefs from subjective understanding to inter-subjective understanding (Nagamine, 2007). Teachers work together to interpret new information related to their educational practices. Additionally, teachers may work alongside parents to co-construct an understanding of students identified as 2e (Mollenkopf et al., 2021) as well as students from CLED populations.

Understanding that previously constructed knowledge is continuously modified and tested through shared, as well as individual, experiences is imperative when promoting teachers' application of newly acquired knowledge. This reframing may elevate researchers' understanding of how socially constructed learning takes form among educators as well as how this can be leveraged to benefit students from diverse backgrounds who have historically been underrepresented in gifted education programs. The TLM math unit supported the growth of educators through its integration as an educative curriculum. Therefore, while students were learning the material in the unit, teachers were simultaneously gaining pedagogical content knowledge and skills regarding implementing the material (Davis and Krajcik, 2005). The unit supplied teachers with an opportunity to reflect upon their role and actions within the classroom, similar to how the teachers reflected on their beliefs regarding students from 2e and CLED backgrounds while completing the surveys. Further, the professional learning allowed teachers to hold a holistic perspective and examine research within the field of gifted education. An external outlook allowed teachers to examine disproportionalities for diverse students in gifted education, teachers' beliefs about gifted students from diverse backgrounds, and, thus, how these beliefs impact students in classrooms and gifted programs.

Because this study reflects highly positive and accurate teacher beliefs about students among 2e and CLED populations, but these same students are disproportionately under-identified for gifted education services (Hamilton et al., 2018), further research is needed to better comprehend the implications of teachers' socially constructed beliefs about these populations (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2011, 2015). A recent study (Dimitriadis et al., 2021) revealed that teachers who received professional learning opportunities in identifying the needs of students identified as 2e did not demonstrate increased knowledge and confidence about how to instruct this population of students, when compared to teachers who did not receive this professional learning. These findings suggest that professional learning may need to include a more specific focus on teacher practices, rather than teacher perceptions, to help support the needs of students from historically underserved communities. The National Center for Research on Gifted Education (n.d.) provided tips for improving the identification of ELs, such as the adoption of universal screening processes, the creation of alternative pathways to identification, and the establishment of communication systems that may result in positive academic outcomes for students from CLED populations. There has also been a call for increased attention and major societal changes to address equity-related issues (Lamb et al., 2021; Makel, 2021; McCoach, 2021). Walrod (2022) discussed changes in protective laws (e.g., IDEA) as well as an increase in effective professional learning for relevant stakeholders. The present research recommends that future studies and professional learning efforts involving teacher perceptions be used to connect teacher perceptions with their behaviors in the classroom. In such research, more sensitive measures and interventions may be needed to determine how to best change teachers' attitudes and corresponding behaviors.



Limitations

The limitations of study implementation are based on the time commitment and the goal of random assignment. First, the professional learning was 2 days for teachers in the experimental condition. This timeframe may have been too short for an accurate reflection on teachers' reported beliefs when they are introduced to identifying and serving students with gifts in talents who have been historically underrepresented in gifted and talented programs.

Second, researchers in this study were not able to fully randomize group assignment, which may have resulted in systematic differences between teachers in control and experimental groups. School administrators who were aware of the nature of the study may have led researchers to teachers in both conditions who already demonstrated highly accurate, or positive, views of students among 2e and CLED populations, resulting in artificially high pre-implementation questionnaire scores. Teachers in the control group were not blinded to the condition assignment and were likely in contact with the teachers who were in the experimental condition. Researchers were not aware of the extent to which teachers in both conditions were able to converse with each other about their experiences with the study. This may have led to treatment diffusion and reduced the treatment's effect. Furthermore, this study only included measures of self-reported attitudes. These attitudes were not observed alongside classroom behavior, precluding any inferences about effects within classrooms. Without additional measures, the study could not account for the compensatory rivalry that may have inspired teachers in the control group to report specific beliefs about students identified as 2e and students from CLED populations within gifted education programs.
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In 2020, schools around the United States and globally closed to in-person instruction in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This study, embedded in ongoing research supported by a United States Department of Education Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Education Award, investigated changes in roles, relationships, and educational activities resulting from the pandemic as perceived by educators in one rural and low SES Appalachian primary school. Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1977; 1979; 2001) Bioecological Theory of Human Development, this study examined instructional modifications (proximal processes) resulting from the pandemic (chronosystem) in the school and home (microsystem context) and the development of teachers, parents, and students (persons) in response to those changes. Survey data were collected pre- and post-pandemic onset. Results of this mixed-methods study indicated teachers perceived the pandemic as influencing what they taught, how they taught, and the roles of and relationships between teachers, parents, and students. Teachers adapted to the changing educational environment developing proficiency in online tools and skills to enhance communication. Parents assumed a more prominent role in their K-2 student’s schooling to ensure students logged in and were active online, paid attention while in class, and completed their assignments at home. These remote learning environments, which naturally distanced teachers from their students, coupled with uncertain parental involvement, challenged teachers in their formative assessments of student knowledge. While some students thrived with increased support from attentive parents—many students, particularly those already at-risk or in homes where internet or parental support were lacking—were adversely affected, thus widening the achievement gap.
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Introduction

In spring 2020, schools around the United States and the world closed to in-person instruction in response to the Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Six months later, as schools prepared to reopen, educators and policy makers continued to grapple with how best to educate students in this unprecedented environment. Educators were tasked with navigating a constantly shifting landscape to contain the spread of COVID-19 while at the same time ensuring that students received a quality education. Teachers were tasked with learning new skills and adopting new strategies to enhance student learning in a variety of new settings replacing the regular classroom, like “virtual,” “hybrid,” and “blended” classrooms, and to establish and maintain increased communication between school and home to support parents in their new role as educational partners. Recent research indicates that shifts in how educators provide instruction and support to their students and families resulting from the pandemic are paramount to student success (Hodgman et al., 2021). These shifts, however, are fraught with barriers that when left unaddressed adversely affect student learning, and teachers in high-poverty and rural areas are disproportionately affected (Caglayan et al., 2021; Hodgman et al., 2021; Vinson and Naftzger, 2021). With more than 56.3 million school-age children in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], U.S. Department of Education, 2019) and 259 million worldwide (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2021) experiencing the pandemic, exploration of how classrooms are changing and how teachers, students, and parents are developing in response to this change is apropos. Because educational experiences for children in rural communities are qualitatively different from those of their urban and suburban peers, and with 12.5 million students or 25% of the total American student population attending rural schools (Aud et al., 2013), this study responds to calls for more research that informs educational processes specific to rural communities (e.g., Sherwood, 2000; Miller and Brigandi, 2020).

Using Bronfenbrenner’s (1977; 1979; 2001) Bioecological Theory of Human Development as the theoretical framework, the purpose of this research was to identify changes in roles, relations, and activities resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, and how developing persons within the educational system are experiencing this changing pattern of education through the lens of the classroom teacher. Development is measured by how well a person has adapted to the changing environment—learned what is possible to do in it, is motivated to engage in activities, and is able to transfer what they have learned to function more competently in the new context (e.g., Byrnes, 1996). Developing persons refers to the person on whose development we are focusing (Bronfenbrenner, 2001/2005), which in this study was the teacher, parent, and student. A subcomponent of a larger 5-year study funded by the United States Department of Education Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Program Award to integrate computer coding into rural and low SES K-2 classrooms, research questions are as follows:

1. How confident were teachers in their ability to differentiate instruction prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. In what ways has the ecosystem of schooling changed during the COVID-19 pandemic regarding setting, activities, and teacher, parent, and child roles within that setting?

3. How are teachers, parents, and children developing, or adapting and becoming competent in response to the changing ecosystem of school during the COVID-19 pandemic?



Background and theoretical frame

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979, 2001) provided a valuable lens for examining developmental changes in individuals, including teachers, parents, and students, in response to the ecological transition prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic. An ecological transition occurs “whenever a person’s position in the ecological environment is altered as the result of a change in role, setting, or both” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 6). For illustration, how well does a person cope with entrance to elementary school or college? What happens when a person starts a new job, gets married, or retires? The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic qualifies as an ecological transition as it prompted change in the setting of school—from brick and mortar to remote learning in the home, or a combination of the two—and the roles of parents, teachers, and students within the newly changed school setting. Teachers were forced to rethink their pedagogical approach as in-person instructional techniques did not necessarily translate to online learning, redesign activities to engage students who were learning from home, and adjust their approach to time management in response to increased demands. Parents—often for the first time—gained an inside look into the previously veiled inner workings of the educational system. For parents of young school-aged children who could not work independently, the shift to remote learning in the home necessitated new levels of support and involvement. Students needed to adjust to new ways of learning, interacting with teachers and peers, and engaging with the curriculum.

We also looked at interrelations between individuals and their environment (Tudge et al., 1997; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998; Rosa and Tudge, 2013) and assessed those interactions within Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) process–person–context–time (PPCT) model (Tudge et al., 2009; Rosa and Tudge, 2013). Processes that support human development, or proximal processes, are reciprocal interactions between evolving persons and their environment that are “progressively more complex. [and]. occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time” (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998, p. 996). Examples of proximal processes in previous research include maternal responsiveness (Drillien and Ellis, 1964), family warmth and hostility (Benson and Buehler, 2012), and joint attention and parent-child book reading (Farrant and Zubrick, 2011).

Person characteristics, such as the ways people behave, interact, and are perceived by others, also influence the trajectory of the developing person. A person’s development may be affected by their age, gender, race, and ethnicity (e.g., demand characteristics), past experiences, skills, ability, intelligence, and social and material capital (e.g., resource characters), or temperament, motivation, and persistence (e.g., force characteristics). Child temperament, for example, mediates parenting practices that influence children’s anxiety symptoms (Buss et al., 2021), which in turn affects academic performance in college (BlackDeer et al., 2021). Social capital predicts rural youth’s educational aspirations regardless of SES, as does gender, with rural males having higher educational aspirations than their female counterparts (Byun et al., 2012).

Numbers, however, are not useful when considered outside of the events, ideas, or people that influenced them; they only make sense in some type of context. Research context involves identification of factors that guide interpretation of study findings, such as geographical location, culture, or historical period. Consider, for example, the importance of context when interpreting annual income, medical treatments, educational interventions, social policies, or the price of a hamburger. Bronfenbrenner (1979) envisioned context as a series of interrelated environmental systems—the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem—that influence individual development in significant ways. Microsystems are structures and processes in an immediate setting containing the developing person, such as the school, home, church, or neighborhood peer group (Bronfenbrenner, 1988).

Relationships between microsystems are mesosystems and comprise interactions such as those occurring between the school and home, or between the home and the neighborhood peer group. As examples of a mesosystem, parents can inform teachers about happenings in the home that might affect their child’s learning in school, or they can participate in school events and activities. Teachers in turn can provide parents with learning resources and information that helps them to monitor their child’s educational progress. School functions involving parents, like PTA memberships, parent-teacher conferences, and back-to-school nights (Xu et al., 2010; Muller, 2019), support the mesosystem. Research indicates that strong and supportive links between microsystems influence student development in positive ways. Children are more likely to be successful in school when their parents actively engage with teachers (Hornby, 2011; Muller, 2019) and when their peers participate in school activities (Finch et al., 2019) and value academic achievement (Wentzel, 2017).

The exosystem is like the mesosystem in that it includes linkages between two or more settings; however, unlike the mesosystem, the developing person is not an active participant in both settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Consider the link between school administrative offices and either the classroom or the home. Decisions made at the district level may not directly involve teachers, parents, and students as active participants in the process, nonetheless, decisions made at the district level impact those individual’s development in various ways. Access to high-quality and ongoing professional learning increases teachers’ content knowledge, self-efficacy, and competence (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Croft, 2015; Akiba and Liang, 2016). Targeted spending on special education services and interventions contributes to students’ academic achievement (Cruz et al., 2022). Academic schedules, curriculum, transportation, extra-curricular activities, and student support services are examples of school-level environmental elements decided in the exosystem.

The macrosystem is the culture, subculture, or social system in which the developing person resides, including “belief systems, resources, hazards, lifestyles, opportunity structures, life course options, and patterns of social interchange that are embedded in such overarching systems” (Bronfenbrenner, 2001/2005, p. 101). Our interest is in understanding the changing pattern of education because of the pandemic within the macrosystem of rurality (Green and Corbett, 2013; Azano et al., 2017; Rasheed, 2020). Shared cultural characteristics of rural communities include people’s valuing of tradition, place, family, and religion (Richards and Stambaugh, 2015), and a close sense of community. Researchers examining the mesosystem of home and school in rural communities found tension resulting from competing values about the purpose of school between educators and parents and families (McHenry-Sorber, 2014). Rural community members often view school as standing in opposition to local life by teaching children that traditional rural lifestyles have nothing to offer (Corbett, 2007). Barriers to the educational success of children in rural communities include limited access to broadband and special services (Bright, 2020), teacher shortages owing to low pay and fewer opportunities for high-quality professional learning (Johnson and Reynolds, 2011; Holme et al., 2018), and smaller teaching staffs resulting in the need for teachers and administrators to assume multiple roles and responsibilities (Preston et al., 2013). Life course options for children who want to stay in their rural communities are often hindered by economic decline and social and geographic isolation. Aspiring children are therefore conflicted on whether to lower their educational and career aspirations to stay in the community (Howley and Howley, 2006) or leave the community to seek better opportunities elsewhere (Corbett, 2007). Such decisions are especially conflicting for high-achieving and talented youth with strong family and community support.

The Chronosystem can refer to the impact of the passage of time on developing persons in two capacities—those internal to the developing person and those external to the developing person. These influential happenings can be normative age-based occurrences or non-normative historical events. Normative age-based occurrences are experiences common to all or many people, for example puberty, marriage, or retirement. Whereas non-normative experiences are associated with a specific historical time in which the normative events occur, like wars, natural disasters, social movements, and pandemics. Although people of the same age group may share similar experiences across time, for example, entering the workforce, the normative event of entering the workforce differed for people who sought employment during the industrial revolution and those who sought employment during the Great Depression. The normative event of coming of age, although experienced by all females, differed for females in the 20th century and those in the 19th century due to influences of the women’s suffrage movement (Fawcett, 2017). In this study, we looked at the development of teachers, parents, and students in response to the non-normative event of the COVID-19 pandemic.

This study responds to calls by Tudge et al. (2016) for more research that describes, tests, and evaluates the four major concepts of Bronfenbrenner’s theory—proximal processes, person characteristics, context, and time. We sought to identify changes in instruction (proximal processes) resulting from the pandemic (time) in the school and home (context), and the development of teachers, parents, and students (persons) in response to those changes as perceived by classroom teachers.



Materials and methods

Following the recommendations of Bronfenbrenner (2001/2005), we used a short-term longitudinal design in which data were obtained from the same group of subjects both before and after a particular life experience, in this case, the non-normative event of the COVID-19 pandemic. This research was emergent—it evolved from a larger in-progress study exploring how educators responded to professional learning in computer science and gifted education over time and the effects of teacher development on PK-2 students in a rural, low SES, and low education community. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, we seized the opportunity to expand our study to learn about how the ecosystem of schooling was changing, how teachers were adapting to those changes, and how well teachers perceived parents and students as adapting to those changes.


Participants

Participants were 58 educators, comprising administrators (4%), teachers (86%), and teacher aides (10%). Participants were primarily female (96%); Most taught kindergarten (48%), followed by first (37%) and second grade (33%). The mean years of teaching experience were 11.64 years (SD = 10.47), with a minimum of 1 year of experience and a maximum of 40 years of experience. Many of the participants held a bachelor’s (48%) or master’s (43%) degree, one had a terminal degree (2%), and three (7%) held a professional endorsement.

Participants were purposefully sampled from one school serving approximately 800 PK-2 students in Appalachia. The school met the criteria for the Rural and Low-Income School Program (RLIS) as authorized under Title V, Part B of the ESEA, and for high-poverty as determined by section 1113(a) (5) of the ESEA. In fact, 90% of students were eligible for Free and Reduced Price Meals (FARM) and 27% lived below the poverty line, exceeding the ESEA requirements of 50% and 20%, respectively.



Procedure

This study utilizes a mixed methods design. Teachers completed two online questionnaires including open- and closed-ended questions spanning 9-months—3 months prior to the onset of the pandemic and 6 months into the pandemic—to measure respondent behavior, preferences, and attitudes over time—and to analyze reasons for changes in behaviors or preferences.



Data sources

To address the first research question (i.e., How confident were teachers in their ability to differentiate instruction prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic?), teachers were asked to answer three items selected from the Teacher Self-Efficacy Scale-Instructional Subscale (Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk, 2001): I am confident in my ability to (a) adjust my lessons to the proper level for individual students, (b) Gauge student comprehension of what I’ve taught, and (c) meet a wide range of student ability by differentiating my lessons. Teachers responded to these prompts by selecting from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

This three-item survey was administered twice: in January 2020 and in September 2020. In January 2020—pre-COVID-19—teachers responded to the above prompts regarding their current instruction in the classroom. In September 2020, teachers were asked to respond to these same items twice: first in reference to their instruction prior to the instructional changes due to COVID-19 and a second time in reference to their current instruction. The reliability of the items at each time point was high (January 2020: α = 0.92, September 2020 referencing pre-COVID confidence: α = 0.98, and September 2020 referencing current confidence: α = 0.92).

In September 2020, six open ended questions were added to the survey to provide more detailed information on how teachers perceived education as working during the COVID-19 pandemic. Open ended questions were designed to elicit responses that aligned with categories of the PPCT while still allowing flexibility for responses to fall into multiple categories. For example, the question “Describe COVID-19 related barriers that hinder your ability to differentiate instruction for all of your students” yielded responses coded as Person (e.g., children sleeping during virtual lesson, parents not communicating with teachers), Proximal Processes (e.g., not being able to hold regular small groups, creating packets of work), and Context (e.g., not having students in-person). Other questions included: (a) List groups of students for whom meeting academic needs is more challenging this school year and explain why, (b) How have changes in instructional delivery modes affected your confidence in your ability to differentiate instruction, (c) Describe COVID-19 related changes that make it easier for you to differentiate instruction for all your students, (d) Describe COVID-19 related changes that make it easier for you to differentiate instruction for your students with high academic ability, (e) Describe COVID-19 related barriers that hinder your ability to differentiate instruction for your students with high academic ability, and (f) Is there anything else you’d like us to know about how you are delivering instruction this school year?



Positionality

The qualitative coding team comprised three members: the first author and principal investigator, the third author and co-investigator, and the fourth author and graduate research assistant. The first coder is an Associate Professor at a Research 1 University and holds a Ph.D. in Educational Psychology. The second coder is a Professor and Master Teacher in STEM education with an Ed.D. in Curriculum and Instruction. The third coder is a third-year graduate assistant pursuing a Ph.D. in Learning Sciences and Human Development with completed coursework in learning theory and advanced qualitative methods. Together, the coding team members have extensive research experience including funded grants and publications in peer-reviewed journals. All three coders were previously classroom teachers in elementary, or secondary school. The rooting of the data analysts in different disciplines within education–gifted, science, and learning sciences–in conjunction with differing levels of professional experience, brought diversity of perspective to the analytical process that encouraged robust discussion, while at the same time, the different levels of professional experience supported both theoretical and applied directions.



Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using paired sample and independent sample t-tests. Qualitative data were analyzed thematically using inductive and deductive coding (Boyatzis, 1998). Deductive codes were derived from Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) Bioecological Theory involving synergistic connections among proximal processes, person characteristics, context, and historical time (PPCT; Tudge et al., 2016). The research team also considered Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1989) earlier work on contexts for human development including environmental systems (i.e., the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem), and coding schema used by other researchers to develop theory-driven codes (Boyatzis, 1998). The processes of inductive and deductive coding were simultaneous and iterative as the researchers wanted to provide theoretical context while at the same time staying close to the data (Wolcott, 1994).

Inductive codes emerged from the data using the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), including (a) becoming familiar with the data, (b) generating initial codes, (c) searching for themes, (d) reviewing themes, (e) defining and naming themes, and (f) producing a report. First, data were downloaded to an excel template and the three coding team members independently read, took notes, and marked ideas to gather initial insights. Next, team members discussed issues of potential interest and emerging patterns across questions and respondents, and manually coded short segments of data with general topic codes (Merriam, 2009). Examples of initial topic codes included “the teacher is stressed,” “classes meet less often,” and “changes in teaching modality.” Team members collaboratively created a thematic map of independently created codes to make the data visible and to encourage discussion of emerging themes (Saldaña, 2015; see Supplementary Appendix A). For example, the coding team members independently coded participant references to technologies as “lack of computers,” “lack of tech savviness,” and “lack of reliable internet access,” with the ensuing discussion centered on the potentially emerging theme of COVID-related barriers to instruction. In phase 4, team members applied their knowledge of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecology for Human Development Theory to guide identification of meaningful themes (Boyatzis, 1998). Some initial codes and inductively derived themes naturally fit with the deductive theory-driven codes. For example, team members unanimously agreed that participant references to changes in curriculum and instruction, class meeting times, and school meeting formats inductively classified as “imposed structures” naturally aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s description of the exosystem and the theory-driven code “context.” Other attempts at alignment prompted discussion, re-immersion into Bronfenbrenner; Bronfenbrenner’s (2001; 1979) theories, and solicitation of input from two educational and developmental psychologists schooled in Bronfenbrenner’s work (i.e., audit process; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Interrater Reliability (IRR) for the 5th round of segmented coding, which was calculated by dividing the number of agreements by the number of agreements plus the number of disagreements (Miles and Huberman, 1994), was 90% after negotiated discussion.




Results


Research question 1: How confident were teachers in their ability to differentiate instruction prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic?

We examined whether teachers self-reported similar confidence in their ability to differentiate before the instructional changes due to COVID-19. Because of teacher turnover, the two samples were different enough that we elected to use the more conservative independent sample t-test with unequal variances assumed. The January 2020 teacher self-reported differentiation confidence (M = 6.10, SD = 0.76, n = 45) and the September 2020 teacher self-reported differentiation confidence prior to the onset of COVID-19 (M = 5.98, SD = 1.31, n = 34) were not statistically significantly different from each other [t(59) = 0.46, p = 0.65]. These results indicated teacher self-reported differentiation before the onset of COVID-19 in January 2020 and teacher self-reported differentiation in September 2020 referencing pre-COVID-19 were similar—in other words, teachers’ confidence before COVID-19 and their recollections of their confidence prior to COVID-19 aligned—teachers did not appear to have rose-colored glasses of pre-COVID conditions.

Next, we compared the teachers self-reported confidence in their differentiation in September 2020 in both pre-COVID (M = 5.98, SD = 1.31, n = 34) and the mid-COVID conditions (M = 4.59, SD = 1.58, n = 34) using a paired samples t-test. Results indicated teachers reported statistically significantly lower confidence in their ability to differentiate during COVID-19 as compared to before COVID-19 [t(33) = −4.30, p < 0.001] (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
The average teacher self-reported confidence in their ability to differentiate reported January 2020 prior to the onset of COVID-19 (white), fall 2020 recalled confidence for pre-COVID-19 onset (gray), and fall 2020 reported confidence after COVID-19 onset (black).




Research question 2: In what ways has the ecosystem of schooling changed during the COVID-19 pandemic regarding setting, activities, and teacher, parent, and child roles within that setting?

Teachers described changes to the ecosystem of school during the COVID-19 pandemic that involved new ways of teaching and learning, and new ways of dividing responsibilities for student learning between the school and home. Teachers further described changes in the context of school, processes within that context, and in the roles of parents, teachers, and students. These changes in turn required teachers, parents, and students to learn new skills to adapt and successfully navigate the changing educational environment.



Macrosystem

Common to students in rural and high-poverty communities, teachers perceived children in this Appalachian community as particularly vulnerable to instructional changes during the pandemic due to limited access to a stable Internet connection leading to disrupted virtual learning and communications. Teachers noted the need for both “more access to the Internet” and “better Internet” to adequately meet the needs of their students. Uncommon to rural and high poverty schools, however, teachers noted having access to a wide array of costly resources, like computer hardware and software. “We just recently supplied students with technology (ipads) so that should help with remote instruction” and we are communicating through “Dojo,” “Teams and Schoology.” Decisions regarding these resources, as well as creative solutions to Covid-related instructional issues like establishment of mobile hot spots affording parents and students free Wi-Fi access, were made in the exosystem by governing boards charged with oversight of educational quality before pandemic onset, and building a district plan post-pandemic onset.



Exosystem

Teachers noted that policy makers were required to quickly make consequential decisions on how best to facilitate learning in the absence of a physical place—to decide what children should learn, how adults could support that learning, and later, with the pandemic still raging, how to keep individuals safe when returning to a “brick-and-mortar” classroom. These district-level decisions encompassed school setting, curricula, technologies, schedules, and safety protocols—put another way—how students accessed school, what they learned in school, and when, where, how often, and how long students attended school. Although teachers noted district-provided supports as being quickly implemented, they also noted inherent barriers to instruction and learning in these newly adapted systems and reported increased levels of anxiety resulting from lack of inclusion in decision-making processes.


School setting

Teachers used terminology such as “online,” “virtual,” “blended,” “face-to-face,” and “brick and mortar” to describe school modality, or how students accessed school. This terminology reflected not only a change in school setting, but the rethinking of school as an experience, action, or condition, as opposed to a place—in other words, as a verb instead of a noun. Rather than referring to the institution where instruction was given, during the COVID-19 pandemic, the term school referred to the act of providing instruction irrespective of place. Freed the physical features of the school setting that previously defined activities that could take place, the move from the classroom to the virtual realm changed not only where learning happened, but how learning happened.



Technologies

Teachers noted using numerous distract-adapted technologies to facilitate a new conception of school unbounded by a physical space. Students were issued iPads so that they could access school virtually from home. Synchronous and asynchronous online conferencing systems like “Schoology” and “Microsoft Teams” supported new ways of facilitating learning in a digital setting, as did interactive online curricula like “Imagine Math” and communications platforms like “ClassDojo.” Already in use testing programs like the “Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening (PALS)” provided archival data on individual student benchmarks that guided teachers’ online instructional practices.



Schedules

Teachers noted decreased duration and disjointed frequency of school instructional time as a barrier to student learning post-COVID onset with statements like “The teachers have very limited time with the students,” “I only see my students once every 2 weeks, so if they miss my class it’s a month before I see them again,” “we do not have a consistent amount of time to work with students on a regular basis,” and more simply, “Not enough class time.” When virtual, screen time limits for young children reduced the amount of direct teacher interaction with students, as did a delayed start to the school year. As one teacher summarized,

I signed up to do my grade level virtually. Because it is 2nd grade, we are not allowed to be on the computer too long with the students. I meet two times in the morning for about an hour and 15–30 min, then I have a few intervention group meetings. We did not start the intervention until November, so I just feel like I am not really working with my students.

When face-to-face, teachers similarly noted fewer days in the classroom with statements like “I only see them 2 days,” and “We have used the blended model and at times have been full remote missing full weeks of school at a time.” In short, teachers perceived lack of direct instructional time with students as a problem in all learning formats during the COVID-19 pandemic, including face-to-face, blended, and virtual.

Rapidly changing settings and schedules, in combination with lack of control over decisions and consequences, were noted by teachers as contributing to their already high levels of anxiety about educating students during the pandemic. “It is about to change,” stated one teacher referring to school setting, “I’m not sure how I will be teaching in a few weeks.” “Due to circumstances yet to be determined,” stated another, “I may be switching to fully face-to-face in a couple of weeks,” and “I’m about to go back to face to face. I think.” “[We need] consistency with decisions made by the board. The students and teachers keep getting pulled every which way. We are only a part of a plan.” “It is extremely stressful. We need support from the Board Members and ‘people in charge’ more than ever.” “This is a very trying educational year.”



Curriculum

Decreased instructional time resulted in a district-level decision to narrow the range of school curricular offerings, revealing assumptions and beliefs about what children should learn and exacerbating existing trends prioritizing specific academic intelligences over other intelligences needed by children to become successful adults, for example, creative intelligences. “We have been told to cut everything but core math and reading,” stated one teacher. Music, art, and physical education are disregarded.



Safety protocols

District-level safety protocols noted by teachers when returning to the brick-and-mortar classroom included “mask-wearing,” “assigned seating,” and “social distancing.” These protocols, while designed to keep students safe, were noted by teachers as a COVID-related barrier to effective instruction. “Students cannot be grouped properly because of social distancing,” stated one teacher. “Limited face to face and social distancing hinders all areas,” stated another. As a result, “The group community usually built has barely surfaced. All students suffer in one or more ways—academically and emotionally.”

High levels of teacher anxiety over safety concerns added complexity to an already daunting task—providing effective instruction in a modified environment. “I worry for the safety of the children, their families, and us here at school. This is just scary!”

Every-day there is a stale fear of who you come into contact with. It hinders the ability of a teacher to dive into the resource of their own creative mind as they find more creative ways to keep safe during the pandemic. Or our mind is simply too busy trying to survive while juggling delivering the best instruction to our students.

As one teacher summarized when describing her experience of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic, “Teaching is no longer #1 but rather insuring safety for all. I think we made real strides in dealing with pandemic when it comes to safety but were overwhelmed by the educational challenges.”




Microsystems

The microsystems of school and home, including patterns of activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships of people within those systems, evolved in response to the needs of students and changing organizational structures during the ecological transition of the COVID-19 pandemic.

School. Teachers noted changes to classroom activities—instructional practices, assessment, and behavior management—that were responsive to school modality and safety protocols. These changes in turn affected the role of the classroom teacher, and their relationships with their students. For example, prior to COVID-19 onset while in the brick-and-mortar classroom, teachers recalled activities as including in-class assignments that they formatively assessed in real time, grouping students in response to shared interests and abilities, monitoring behaviors and work habits, providing verbal feedback, observing social interactions, and formatively assessing academic and social development daily. Post COVID-19 onset while virtual schooling, teachers described creating packets of work for students to complete at home in lieu of in-class assignments, using technologies that provided instruction and practice opportunities that adjusted to the level and pace of each individual child without teacher input, and sporadically meeting with students via remote learning platforms. “Our county is using the Imagine Math program, which allows students to move ahead or slowdown in the math curriculum at their own pace” stated one teacher. “With reading I have PALs, which I can trust to be their real level,” stated another.

These changes to proximal processes had the unintended consequence of hindering teachers’ ability to formatively assess students’ abilities and content mastery. This in turn diminished the quality of the teacher and student relationship. “In a ‘regular’ classroom setting,” stated one teacher, “I would walk around and see if they [students] needed help or if they were able to do it [classwork] alone.” In the virtual classroom,

Getting to know the students and their true abilities has been challenging. They are shy to participate in whole group online meetings, it’s hard to develop a sense of community in the [virtual] classroom, and when parents help them complete most of their work [at home], everyone looks like they are on level and capable of the work.

Even after returning to the regular classroom, safety protocols—like social distancing, assigned seating, and mask wearing—required modifications that continued to hinder formative assessment and negatively affect teacher and student relationships. “Students cannot be grouped properly because of social distancing” stated one teacher. “Small groups are harder,” stated another,

explicit phonics instruction is harder because they [students] need to see and hear up close the sounds and the way you form your mouth. Mask and shields get in the way of that, and in the way of you seeing if they are forming their mouth properly.


Home

Change in any microsystem requires adaptation and potentially evolution of a new pattern. The change in school setting from brick and mortar to virtual necessitated parental support in the home in new ways. Parents needed to learn new skills—to use new technologies to facilitate their child’s learning at home and to communicate with classroom teachers in the absence of a face-to-face option. Parents needed to provide an environment conducive to student learning within the home, and because of the young age of children in this study, to assist their children in navigating online platforms, ensure they logged into virtual classes on time, completed their schoolwork at home, and then return that completed work to the school for assessment. This new way of schooling confounded the microsystems of school and home in new and complex ways, and teachers perceived parental engagement as a requirement for student success, with students whose parents were more adept as more likely to succeed.




Research question 3: How are teachers, parents, and children developing, or adapting and becoming competent in response to the changing ecosystem of school during the COVID-19 pandemic?


Teachers

Teachers perceived themselves as progressively adapting in response to the changing school environment, although not without struggle. They reported engaging in activities to learn new skills, being motivated to engage in those activities, and becoming more competent in transferring those new skills in multiple modalities to support student development. The primary area of development noted by teachers was in using new technologies. Teachers reported using new technologies to interact with students with statements like “I am doing Teams meetings with my students” and “I’m making pre-recorded videos to help with social distancing.” Teachers also reported using technologies to differentiate instruction in response to student ability and readiness. “Now that we recently have sent home iPads,” stated one teacher, “we can specifically have students work on a specific skill using their iPads.” “With Schoology,” stated another, “I can assign higher levels of readings, sight words, and spelling.”

Overall, teachers expressed feeling confident in their ability to use newly acquired skills to improve their current and future instruction irrespective of school modality.

The skills I have gained working online will enhance my instruction in the classroom. The struggles I have faced to increase student engagement online have taught me some valuable lessons on how to keep students engaged. Hopefully, those skills can be transferred to face-to-face instruction.

Struggles noted by teachers included challenges in mastering digital tools to teach virtually and “glitches” or breaks in network function or continuity. The most common area of struggle noted by teachers post-COVID-19 onset, however, was establishing individual relationships with students. Teachers perceived their connectedness to their students as mediated by reduced instructional time, little face-to-face interaction, and somewhat ironically, the same technologies purported as supporting differentiated instruction. The result was that teachers indicated not “knowing” their students, and therefore, as unable to gauge students’ areas of mastery or struggle. “Because I am not in the classroom as much, I cannot keep up with what the students are learning and retaining,” stated one teacher. “I do find it hard to differentiate through Microsoft Teams” stated another, “I find it really difficult to have individual work time so that I can see what they [students] are struggling with on their own.” “I haven’t been able to get to know my kindergarten students, so it is hard for me to remember which ones need extra attention.”



Parents

Teachers described variation in parent competency to support their children’s learning in the changing ecosystem of school during the COVID-19 pandemic that potentially widened the existing gap in achievement between students with involved parents and those without involved parents. As parents of young children, parents needed to assume increased responsibility for student learning from the home, including helping students to login to class at set times, access online assignments and resources, and stay engaged during virtual class sessions. Parents themselves needed to learn to use technologies to meet virtually with teachers. Teachers described parent development as either categorically generative or disruptive.

Developmentally generative parents were described by teachers as curious, responsive, and actively engaged in activities with their children—they communicated with teachers about happenings in the home and advantageously adapted to the changing educational environment. “I am getting a lot of feedback from parents that they have a hard time keeping their child-focused [during virtual learning]. I mean they [students] are home so of course they want to play and be a kid,” stated one teacher indicating parental engagement and communications. Teachers in turn credited developmentally generative parents as positively contributing to the educational process with statements like, “For some of the children, having one-on-one time with their parent to help them has been a blessing. Some of these children are getting a lot of school support at home” and “I have been able to differentiate lessons in ways that I was unable to do so before [the pandemic] due to parent involvement in teaching.”

Developmentally disruptive parents, in contrast, were described by teachers as comprising two extremes: apathetic, inattentive, and unresponsive, or overly helpful, impulsive, and seeking self-gratification. Apathetic, inattentive, and unresponsive parents did not take advantage of educational interventions or engage in educational activities with their children at home. “Students are not getting enough instruction because no one is working with them at home and families are not reaching out or accepting help when offered” stated one teacher. “Barriers that hinder my ability to differentiate instruction have been parents do not log back on for their child’s independent or small group time, attendance, turning work in, children sleeping during virtual lessons, etc.,” stated another. Unresponsive parents did not communicate with the classroom teacher, even when provided with resources to easily support that communication. “Most families have not taken advantage of TEAMS meetings or pre-loaded lessons on ClassDoJo.” To better meet the needs of my students, I would like “parents to communicate with me better and more. Or even just answer me on Dojo messages.”

Behaviors attributed by teachers to overly helpful, impulsive, and attention-seeking parents included responding to in-class questions directed at students during virtual learning sessions and completing their children’s homework.

During the blended model, our students complete packets of work when they are not in the brick and mortar school. Completing the work from home has made it difficult for me to gauge if the student is actually doing the work or if parents are doing the work. When they [students] are here [brick and mortar], the gaps continue to grow.



Students

Teachers noted Person characteristics of students’ age, ability level, special learning needs, and socioeconomic level as moderating learning during COVID-19, with students in need of special services suffering disproportionately. Specific terminology included used by teachers when describing at risk students included “SAT, IEP, Gifted,” “Title 1 groups,” “severe,” and “those below grade level.” SAT refers to students with Special Assistance Teams (SATs) an IEP refers to an Individualized Education Program—both are special education interventions to support the progress of students who struggle with a general education, or in the case gifted, require advanced educational options. Resource characteristics included “Students who do not have access to internet [and] students whose parents work through the day.”

Exacerbating factors for these subgroups of students included reduced and inconsistent instructional time, elimination of supplementary educational and support activities in and outside of normal school hours, and increased reliance on parents to provide supports at home. Regarding ability, teachers stated, “Students who are below grade level are really struggling. They need consistent, in-person, one-on-one instruction.” “For severe kids, online is not really working for them. They do well with remote packets only if the parent is willing to engage.” Teacher statements pertaining to the development of young children included, “While online I cannot tell if students are learning all they are supposed to learn in kindergarten like I could face-to-face as kindergarten is a very social grade.” “I have a limited amount of time I get to spend with my virtual class due to their attention span and screen time limit.”





Discussion and implications

This research is timely and provides insight into the newly explored phenomenon of factors affecting the development of young children, their teachers, and their parents during a historical time—the COVID-19 pandemic—in alignment with Biological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979, 2001). Findings are discussed categorically below as follows: (a) Proximal processes, (b) Context, and (c) Persons.


Proximal processes

Changes in proximal processes to support education during the COVID-19 pandemic included increased use of technologies, like Learning Management Systems (LMS) and instructional and assessment technologies, and packets of work completed by students at home. Findings revealed changes in proximal processes affected formative assessment, teacher confidence, teacher and student relationships, and differentiated instruction, all factors that support student achievement (e.g., Black and Wiliam, 1998; Hattie, 2008; McCormick and O’Connor, 2015; Grosas et al., 2016; Andersson and Palm, 2017; Engels et al., 2021), and potentially reduce gaps between high achieving and low achieving students (Salar and Turgut, 2021). Formative assessment refers to a wide variety of methods that teachers use to conduct in-process evaluations of student comprehension, learning needs, and academic progress during a lesson, unit, or course (Glossary of Education Reform, 2014). Examples of formative assessment include in-class discussions, casual chats, informal observations, and student completed work. Without these informal ways to check student understanding, teachers struggled to discover which students learned new ideas, concepts, and processes, and when, where, and how certain information needed to be re-taught or reviewed (Alber, 2011).

In theory, changes to proximal processes during the pandemic should have supported differentiated instruction. For example, adapted technologies provided teachers with individual assessment data and allowed students to work at their own pace. Online platforms had grouping features supportive of student collaborations, and packets of work permitted individualization in response to student readiness, interest, and learning profile. Quantitative findings, however, indicated teachers experienced a decline in their confidence to meet the individual learning needs of their students during the COVID-19 pandemic. Qualitative analysis allowed us to explore nuances in this discrepancy more carefully.

Traditionally, differentiated instruction requires active teacher engagement in the process of connecting content, process, and product to students’ readiness, interests, and learning profile (Maker, 1982; Tomlinson, 2017). Previous research found lack of teacher training and resources, poor student attendance and attitudes, and environmental strains as adversely affecting differentiated instruction during the pandemic (Idrus et al., 2021). Vagos and Carvalhais (2022) concluded that online learning was an impersonal alternative for students lacking social stimuli in comparison to face-to-face learning. This research found that changes to proximal processes disconnected teachers from formative assessment activities and information necessary for the development of beneficial teacher and student relationships. For example, online learning restricted interaction opportunities and provided students with access to technologies that personalized instruction and provided feedback without teacher input. Concerns over the extent to which students autonomously completed homework also disrupted teachers’ ability to assess content mastery. Much research supports the role of positive relationships in school settings, either in person (McCormick and O’Connor, 2015; Engels et al., 2021) or online (Lai and Xue, 2012; Hebebci et al., 2020). By revealing formative assessment as a relationship-building tool, this research contributes to those findings.



Context

The context of this study was one rural and low SES primary school in Appalachia serving students in grades K-2. Findings indicated teacher perceptions of an existing educational power structure that allowed the local school board of education to make consequential decisions with little input from the people affected by those decisions, including teachers and parents. Although teachers reported increased anxiety resulting from decision-making uncertainty, they also credited the school board of education with quickly providing costly resources to mitigate pandemic effects on student learning. This account differs from descriptions of rural communities commonly depicted in media and research as not valuing education, and as suffering disproportionately during the pandemic due to lack of resources (Caglayan et al., 2021; Hodgman et al., 2021; Vinson and Naftzger, 2021). Like depictions of rural communities, teachers noted issues with access to broadband (Bright, 2020) and potential competing values and interests pertaining to school (McHenry-Sorber, 2014).

This research revealed a shifting of the power relationship in the mesosystem of school and home, particularly regarding reciprocity. Reciprocity refers to the balance of giving and receiving in a relationship with the goal of creating a healthy and mutually beneficial partnership (Applebury, n.d.). In relationships that are strong and healthy, power is generally equal or close to equal with both parties having similar abilities to exert influence (Nguyen, 2022). The move of instruction and learning from the brick-and-mortar school into the home necessitated a rebalancing of the pre-COVID power structure, with parents assuming more responsibility for their children’s education in the home (Shao et al., 2022). Given the importance of parent involvement in the academic success of their children (Lambert et al., 2022), this begs the question—should school ever have been a microsystem separate from the home or should school always have been a mesosystem comprising both school and home? Given the requirement for active engagement to generate learning mastery (Hattie, 2008), should school ever have been a noun as opposed to a verb?

Tudge et al. (2016) stated that not only should theory inform research, but that research should also inform theory. By suggesting school as a mesosystem comprising school and home as opposed to a microsystem, this research responds to that call. Bronfenbrenner (2001/2005) envisioned proximal processes as occurring only in microsystems to support the development of the Persons within those microsystems. Interpersonal interactions were likewise considered part of the microsystem. In contrast, this research suggests that proximal processes pertaining to the education of young children in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic occurred in the school-home mesosystem encompassing the development of parents and teachers, who synergistically interacted with the developing child (Xia et al., 2020).



Persons

Characteristics of the person influence their development and help determine their participation in the ecosystem (Shelton, 2019). Person characteristics like ability, disability, skill development, temperament, responsiveness, experience, impulsiveness, and illness affect the Person’s capacity to engage in proximal processes that require progressively more complex interactions over extended periods (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). Most teachers perceived themselves as developing—they portrayed themselves as motivated and responsive, and as becoming progressively more adept at mastering the skills needed to successfully navigate the new school environment.

Teachers perceived parents as developing both generatively and disruptively (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). Generatively developing parents embraced opportunities to engage in their child’s education in constructive ways that were advantageous to their child. Disruptively developing parents did not embrace opportunities to engage in their child’s education, or they engaged in those opportunities in unconstructive ways that were disadvantageous to their child. Again, because development varies substantially as a function of the characteristics of the developing Person (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006), parent characteristics affecting development were likely revealed during the pandemic and not caused by the pandemic. As an illustration, parents perceived by teachers as unresponsive may have been working multiple jobs, struggling with mental health issues, caring for multiple children, or lacking skill development to help with homework (Shao et al., 2022). Parents viewed as overly helpful may have themselves grown up in a tense and controlling home environment resulting in other-oriented perfectionism or narcissism, and therefore highly susceptible to life’s setbacks (Flett et al., 2014). Nevertheless, the literature is clear that students with adaptive parents are more likely to succeed academically than their peers with maladaptive parents (Hill and Tyson, 2009; Cyr et al., 2022), suggesting the move to remote learning during the pandemic exacerbated existing inequities.

Children perceived by teachers as most at risk during the COVID-19 pandemic included the very young, those requiring special education services or performing below grade level, those with high academic ability or performing above grade level, and students from low-income families eligible for Title 1 services. By socializing with their peer group, young children learn to foster empathy, acquire language skills, discover the concepts of sharing and teamwork, gain confidence, become more prepared for school, create friendships, and understand how identities are negotiated in increasingly multicultural societies (de León, 2007; Goodwin and Kyratzis, 2007; Pepler and Bierman, 2018). Title 1 services that provide early interventions for young children and their low-income families reduce future grade retention and placement in special education services (Barnett and Hustedt, 2005). Early special education interventions can improve children’s cognitive and social outcomes in inclusive school settings (Guralnick, 2017), and gifted education interventions help children with high academic ability to actualize their potential (Casa et al., 2017), and increase psychosocial outcomes, like self-efficacy, motivation, goal valuation, and environmental perceptions (Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2020). Support services during and after school hours for special groups of students are important in all contexts, but particularly so in rural and impoverished communities that are geographically and culturally isolated (Kettler et al., 2015; Stambaugh and Woods, 2015).



Limitations

This study examined teacher perceptions of the changing educational conditions pre and post onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in one primary school in a low-income and low-education rural Appalachia community. It is expected that this study provides insight into the teaching environment and teachers’ experiences in navigating a cataclysmic event affecting all aspects of teaching and learning, yet it is not expected that this one school is representative of all teachers, all students, and all schools during this time. Although this study was contextualized in a rural, low SES, and low education community, study participants were not individually differentiated by social address labels, like income level or level of education. We instead looked holistically at development resulting from active participation in proximal processes regardless of individual social characteristics within the rural community. Additionally, only teachers’ perceptions were gathered throughout this study—no students or parents were surveyed—thus all parent and student development is from the point of view of the participating teachers, which may provide an incomplete story.



Future research

To minimize the limitations of this study, future studies should explore the effects of the pandemic on subgroups of students within and across contexts, including rural, urban, and suburban. Future research should also consider the perspective of parents, students, administrators, and policy makers to gain a more encompassing perspective of the COVID-19 phenomenon, including changes to proximal processes and the effects of those changes on developing students. Questions raised include: How can we use lessons learned during this educational shift to improve our subsequent practice? Will teachers’ confidence in their ability to differentiate return to pre-pandemic levels, or will it be altered in a more substantial way? Are there ways to better support parents in creating positive learning environments for their children at home? More methodologically rigorous research may provide a stronger evidence base for the use of proximal processes, roles, and relationships as efficacious interventions for children’s academic success.




Conclusion

This study examined how teachers perceived themselves, their students, and their students’ parents as developing in response to a global pandemic that affected what, where, and how education happened. In doing so, this research exposed existing power structures in education, revealed what society prioritizes in difficult situations, explored shifting dynamics and expectations in the mesosystem of school and home, and identified inequities in student learning that were exacerbated by the challenges of the pandemic classroom.

Despite increased technological advantages leveraged to support virtual learning during the pandemic, teachers experienced reduced confidence in providing differentiated learning for their diverse students. The required use of technology, combined with learning structures imposed as school safety precautions, reduced teacher-student interactions, and decreased teachers’ capacity to engage in successful formative assessment to properly moderate student learning experiences to best meet their needs.

Previous studies have provided evidence that the global COVID-19 crisis is exacerbating existing inequalities and marginalization between vulnerable and non-vulnerable groups (Hamilton et al., 2020; Stelitano et al., 2020; Hodgman et al., 2021; Vinson and Naftzger, 2021). Students in rural Appalachian were at a greater risk of being excluded from gaining access to equitable education prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic due to socioeconomic, geographic, and cultural disadvantages inherent to rural communities (Hammer et al., 2005; Howley et al., 2009; Azano et al., 2014; Croft, 2015; Kettler et al., 2015; Stambaugh and Woods, 2015). This research exposed Person characteristics, like student exceptionality and parent responsiveness, as exacerbating disparities in this already vulnerable population and posing additional educational challenges for teachers and local policy makers. Habitats never demise for only one reason. Interventions to create environments that shape human development must consider the interplay of biological, social, economic, and ideological forces that shapes them, both as individuals and as groups (Bronfenbrenner, 2001/2005).
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This study examines the female people-smartness (FPS) hypothesis, which addresses the reasons why females are more responsive to socioeconomic status (SES) and posits that using females’ strengths of people-smartness can assist females to overcome SES constraints. This study used data from the student surveys of the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2015, including 519,334 students from 72 participating countries and economies. The results of the general linear model analysis revealed that females are better at collaborative problem-solving (CPS) and reading, while males are better at mathematics and science. Structural equation modeling revealed that the effect of SES on (mathematics and science) achievement is higher for females than for males. CPS can reduce the effect of SES on achievement. The findings generally support the FPS hypothesis and suggest that CPS-related competences should be emphasized and exercised to transcend SES constraints, especially for females in STEM curricula, studies and careers.
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Introduction

The persistent under-representation of females in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) has raised the issue of adaptive educational design to increase females’ choice to study STEM (European Commission, 2019); Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2019). Traditionally perceived, the key to gender differences in STEM choice is gender differences in STEM achievements (Good et al., 2008). With the concern of parental and socioeconomic factors in partially determining children’s STEM achievements (Penner and Paret, 2008), gender differences in problem-solving processes with potential for educational intervention are elected as a key to reducing gender differences in STEM achievement and participation (Zhu, 2007).

One problem-solving process that may distinguish females from males is the female people-smartness (FPS; vs. male things-smartness) hypothesis. The FPS emphasizes females’ interpersonal intelligence as an essential, critical, and unique competence. FPS may address the issue of females’ relatively lower achievements in almost all human societies across cultures and especially in STEM, with STEM emphasizing “things” and forming one of the major parts of the conventional, scholastic intelligence (Peterlin et al., 2021). Narrow ways to define (general) intelligence, such as intelligence quotient (IQ), may limit intelligence to academic fields, which emphasize solving well-structured problems independently and quickly in traditional tests.

Recent development in intelligence research has broadened the scope to include qualitatively different, multiple intelligences, which leads to suggestions for personalized, adaptive teaching (Gardner, 1995; Shearer, 2018). Emphasis on interpersonal intelligence and complex problem-solving in daily life also leads to the development and implementation of a test on collaborative problem-solving (CPS) by the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) study in 2015 (OECD, 2017). The content of the PISA CPS test appears to comprise several, diverse 21st-century competencies (e.g., collaboration and problem-solving; Messersmith, 2015) and multiple process-related intelligence (Sternberg and Karami, 2021).

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to examine the FPS hypothesis using CPS as an indicator of interpersonal intelligence or people smartness. The following literature review will further explain the FPS using empirical studies, followed by three likely ways to examine the FPS hypothesis (i.e., FPS as strength, weakness, and power) as suggested by related studies. Given females’ under-representation in STEM, special focuses will be placed on gender differences in mathematics and science achievements, SES’s effect on achievements, and CPF’s power to reduce SES’s effect on achievements. A comparison will also be made with conventional academic (e.g., reading, mathematics, and science) achievements, competencies, and variables in IQ tests if CPS can also be viewed as an achievement, competence, or likely human intelligence (smartness).


The FPS hypothesis

The FPS hypothesis speculates that females are sensitive to and thus smart at complex issues involving people and themselves as insiders (e.g., social interaction and communication). The FPS may become a convenient vehicle for females to learn. Males, on the other hand, are sensitive to things or objects (including people as a “thing” or “human source”) in the environment. Males are smart to study and evaluate things based on an absolute law or males themselves (also a thing).

Females’ sensitivity to people versus males’ sensitivity to things can manifest in gender differences in reflections on their experiences. Females write more online messages about their interactions with other people, while males write more about personal emotions in response to societal events (Barrett and Lally, 1999). Females recall their social interaction or communication with others in the community or platform when solving gamified mathematical problems, while males recall obstacles, scores, and tricks, directly relating to the games or the results of the problem-solving (Ke, 2008). The gender differences occur in females’ reflections on interpersonal relationships or social interactions, and males’ reflections on objects in the environment and related personal responses to the objects.

For a larger world or domains of knowledge, females express consideration of, responding to, and interest in people, while males express interest in things, mathematics, science, and engineering (Hyde, 2014). Girls prefer to become health or social-science professionals, which directly involve people; boys prefer science, engineering, and information and communication technology (ICT) disciplines, which more relate to things (OECD, 2015, pp. 119, 125; Su and Rounds, 2015).

The mechanism underlying the FPS may be that females tend to perceive themselves as part of the people or have a sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2021). Females, therefore, evaluate themselves relatively among each other and immerse themselves in the learning community, which may be based on intimacy goals as being related to females’ adaptive help-seeking (Kiefer and Shim, 2016). Collaborative cognition activation, therefore, can raise females’ interest in learning mathematics (Cantley et al., 2017). Males, on the other hand, perceive people as objects, resources, or things, evaluating all people (including themselves) on an absolute scale (e.g., justice). As evidenced, with dominance goals, males have fewer adaptive help-seeking behaviors but more expedient help-seeking behaviors (Kiefer and Shim, 2016).

The FPS hypothesis extends to three further sub-hypotheses. FPS as strength highlights females outperform males in people-related tasks. FPS as weakness indicates females’ sensitivity to social norms, hints, or environment. FPS as power states the function of FPS, if well-developed and -exercised, can overcome weakness and pursue achievement.



Female people-smartness as strength: Gender differences in achievements

Gender differences in achievement across diverse academic domains have long been a research topic for approaching educational equality (Wang and Degol, 2017). Ideally, boys and girls should have equal abilities or achievements in different domains of knowledge, known as the gender similarities hypothesis (Else-Quest et al., 2010). Empirical studies, however, fail to fully support this. Some research finds that boys have higher achievements in mathematics and science, while girls have slightly higher achievements in languages (Robinson and Lubienski, 2011), although there are diversities across cultures (Chen and Zimmerman, 2007).

The 21st-century competencies have gradually emphasized competencies beyond traditional academic subjects (e.g., mathematics, science, and languages) and extended to non-academic competencies such as communication, cooperation, and solving complex (e.g., financial and daily-life) problems (Messersmith, 2015). Multitasking (an example of solving complex problems) appears to be a general phenomenon for both digital natives and immigrants (Evans and Robertson, 2020). Females appear to be equipped with multitasking tendencies, given females’ concerns about interacting with people while solving cognitive problems (Ke, 2008). This, however, may be a problem (e.g., execution, orientation, and attention; Wu and Cheng, 2019) or an opportunity if we see this from a different perspective such as a fully developed and functioning CPS competence.

This phenomenon can be extended to solving complex daily-life problems. For example, to resolve moral dilemma problems, males’ moral development more follows the route toward justice, against social power by self or ideal good, while females’ moral development is driven by interpersonal good, toward gratitude, responsibility, self-scarification, or caring (Gilligan, 1977). Males’ valuing justice is a virtue of “things,” which follow an absolute law, ruler, or self to achieve the absolute good. Females’ caring is a virtue for “people,” which emphasizes active interactions between human beings, including females themselves, in the community to achieve social good. The differential processes in resolving moral-dilemma issues manifest qualitative differences between genders in solving complex cognitive problems or social issues.

We can further infer that with complex problems involving both things and people, females’ people-smartness if fully functioning would likely facilitate their solving traditionally things-focused problems. The inference is based on the rationale that incorporating personal interests into teaching would increase student interest and achievement (Høgheim and Reber, 2015; Bernacki and Walkington, 2018; Clinton and Walkington, 2019). If females emphasize and value people (as the FPS hypothesis implies females’ interest in people), incorporating people-related pedagogies (e.g., CPS, collaborative/cooperative learning, and microteaching) into mathematics and science curricula might invite females to STEM fields.



Female people-smartness as weakness: Relationships between socioeconomic status and achievement

Research generally finds positive, medium relationships between SES and academic achievements (e.g., STEM and reading) across diverse cultures (Hong and You, 2012; Tucker-Drob and Harden, 2012; Yoshino, 2012). Females’ PISA CPS scores are also more sensitive to economic inequality in societies than males at the country level (Wu et al., 2022); that is, economic inequality negatively predicts CPS for both genders, with females having a higher absolute slope in the predictive relationship than males. Socioeconomic factors, both at the individual level like family educational sources and at the group level like country wealth, are likely to be part of the reasons for the positive relationships between SES and achievement.

A reasonable guess based on the FPS hypothesis proposed by this study is that females are smarter, more sensitive, and more actively respond to social matters (e.g., SES) in their contexts. As such, the relationships between SES and achievements may be stronger for females than for males. Partial evidence for supporting the claim of FPS as a weakness is that females are more likely to experience a sense of being outsiders in STEM studies and careers than males (Master and Meltzoff, 2020). This self-representation of little belonging may be due to females’ gender stereotype threats in STEM, which in turn affect their STEM interest and achievement. Females’ sense of belonging mediates their social interaction perception leading to an interest in science, while males’ social interaction perception can directly lead to interest without the mediating effect of a sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2021). This self-representation of little sense of belonging may distract females from STEM interests and achievements.



Female people-smartness as power: Transcend SES constraints

When there is a strength if fully developed and applied, the strength becomes a power, which may overcome constraints. As addressed, FPS may be a strength for females but also a weakness due to females’ sensitivity to social matters (e.g., SES). If females can fully develop and apply their FPS, females’ well-developed and -applied FPS would break the relationships between SES and achievement, especially in STEM.

A scientific methodology to provide evidence for FPS’ power to break SES-achievement relationships may be to examine the mediating effect of FPS. If the statistical path effects from SES leading to achievement can be reduced by FPS, then FPS can be seen as having the power to overcome SES constraints in students’ achievement. This methodology has been widely used by related studies. For example, SES can mediate the path relationship from technology-use patterns leading to achievement in mathematics, reading, and science (Chiu, 2020). With the FPS hypothesis, we can predict that there are gender differences in the degree of FPS’ mediating effects on the relationship from SES leading to achievement. Or, more precisely, the mediating effect of CPS on the capacity of SES predicting achievement is likely to be stronger for females than for males.

If we see CPS as a new competency, it is worth comparing CPS with other competencies, especially those represented by the achievements of the academic subjects in school. The high relationships in achievement scores between the major academic subjects in school (e.g., mathematics, science, and reading) lend support to the conception of general intelligence or IQ (Shearer, 2018; Peterlin et al., 2021). Domain specificity, on the other hand, justifies multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1995) and dimensional comparison theory (Möller and Marsh, 2013) for explaining individual differences in talents, career choices, and perceptions to form a collaborative human community. Cross-disciplinary learning can rely on this commonality and specificity between different domains of knowledge, skills, or competencies. In other words, we can assume competency transferability from one domain if two non-identical domains share some commonalities. Using statistical terms, transferability is mediating. Different competencies may play mediating roles in each other given their commonalities and specificities. CPS is a new competency highlighted in the 21st century in addition to the traditional academic competencies (mathematics, science, and reading). This study appears to be the first to address the mediating role of CPS, as a competency of transferability, and thus needs to make a comparison with the mediating roles of the traditional three academic subjects in school.



Hypotheses

This study aims to examine the FPS hypothesis. Collaborative problem-solving (CPS) achievement serves as a proxy competence indicator of people-smartness or interpersonal intelligence in this study. CPS is part of the PISA 2015 test, inviting students to solve academic tasks with two virtual teammates by using three competencies: building team understanding, taking team actions, and maintaining team progress (OECD, 2017). Studies examining CPS’s validity reveal that the PISA CPS scores have moderate relationships with the scores of (student self-report, teacher-report, and co-player) collaborations and reasoning (Stadler et al., 2020); the personality traits of openness to experiences and agreeableness can predict the PISA CPS scores (Stadler et al., 2019). CPS as part of the essential 21-century competences may be understood more fully if compared with conventional academic achievements, competencies or variables in IQ tests (e.g., reading, mathematics, and science). Specifically, this study examines three hypotheses.

1. Females are better at CPS than males.

2. Socioeconomic status (SES) predicts mathematics/science achievement (Model 1 in Figure 1), especially for females.

3. The predictive capacity of SES on mathematics/science achievement is mediated or reduced by CPS (Model 2 in Figure 1), especially for females.
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FIGURE 1
 The proposed models for Hypotheses 2–3. The notations of the path coefficients (c0, a1, b1, and c1) follow the conventional notations used by Baron and Kenny (1986).


For Hypotheses 2–3, two models are posited and examined (Figure 1). SEM Model 1 posits a path relationship that SES predicts achievement in mathematics or science. SEM Model 2 adds a mediator to Model 1. Two methods are used to examine a mediating effect. First, the multiplication of the two path coefficients relating to the mediator (i.e., a1*b1, where a1 = the coefficient from SES to the mediator and b1 = the coefficient from the mediator to achievement) is significant. Second, the path coefficients directly from SES to achievement decrease from Model 1 to Model 2 (i.e., c0–c1 > 0).




Materials and methods


Data source and sample

This study used student data from the PISA 2015 study (OECD, 2016). PISA is a triennial study starting from 2000, collecting diverse achievement and related contextual data from 15-year-old students in grade 7 or above. PISA takes turns placing emphasis on reading, mathematics, and science. The PISA 2015 was the sixth round of study, mainly focusing on science and partially on mathematics, reading, financial literacy, and collaborative problem-solving (CPS).

In total, 72 participating countries and economies participated in PISA 2015. The total sample size was 519,334 students (50.1% females; 49.9% males).



Measures

SES was a composite score of home possessions and parental highest vocation and educational levels. Students’ CPS, mathematics, reading, and science achievements were estimated using students’ responses to cognitive tests, scaled using item response theory (mean = 500; standard deviation = 100).



Data analysis

For Hypothesis 1, a general linear model examined gender differences in the four achievements. The survey package for R set the survey design, and the mitool package dealt with plausible values of the four achievements.

For Hypotheses 2–3, the R intsvy package obtained population correlations among SES and the four achievements, which served as an initial understanding of bivariate relationships between the measures. Structural equation modeling (SEM) without or with mediating effects was performed using R survey, lavaan, and lavaan.survey packages, which took account of the sample survey design. All the correlation and SEM analyses were performed for all, female, and male students, separately.

This study focused on examining mediating roles. To simply the statistical procedure, the method to examine the mediating effect was path analysis using the SEM methodology, rather than the traditional full SEM with both path (regressions) and measurement (factor loadings) models. The SEM path model (without constraints) leads to a saturated path model, with a zero degree of freedom; that is, the number of parameters estimated in the model equals the number of the means, variances, and covariances of the observed variables (Raykov et al., 2013). A saturated path model, therefore, fits the covariance/means matrix of the raw data only. The traditional overall fit indexes all the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.000 and the comparative fit index (CFI) or [Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 1.000] cannot evaluate a saturated model but local fit (e.g., case residuals presented as plots) may be an alternative. The regression coefficients obtained by saturated SEM-based path models remain trustworthy and robust, as has been successfully used by related studies (Raykov et al., 2017; Chiu et al., 2021). This study chose to use significant regression (mediating) coefficients as a sign of local fit. The codes of all the analyses were shared on Kaggle.1




Results


Gender differences (Hypothesis 1)

All the gender differences in the four achievements are significant. Females have higher CPS [mean (M) = 498.152]; [standard error (SE) = 0.286] than males (M = 473.025; SE = 0.407; Table 1). The result supports Hypothesis 1 that females are better at CPS.



TABLE 1 Gender differences in four achievements.
[image: Table1]

Females also have higher reading achievement (M = 479.028; SE = 0.244) than males (M = 452.263; SE = 0.322). Males have higher mathematics achievement (M = 466.862; SE = 0.407) and science achievement (M = 470.360; SE = 0.309) than females (mathematics: M = 459.580; SE = 0.281; science: M = 468.659; SE = 0.221). There are larger gender differences for CPS (mean difference (MD) = −25.127; Z = −61.786) and reading (MD = −26.765; Z = −83.077) than for mathematics (MD = 7.283; Z = 17.879) and science (MD = 1.701; Z = 5.510). These results partially support Hypothesis 1 because of a large gender difference in CPS.



Correlation (preliminary analysis before SEM)

Correlation analysis provides bivariate relationships between the measures. Correlations can provide an insight into the results of gender difference tests and a basic understanding of the relationships among the variables in SEM models (e.g., Models 1–2 in Figure 1). The analysis reveals that SES has moderate correlations with the four achievement measures (Table 2). The correlations between SES and the four achievements are stronger for females (rs = 0.435 to 0.450) than males (rs = 0.373 to 0.459).



TABLE 2 Correlations between the measures for all, female and male students.
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Compared with the other three achievements, CPS tends to have the lowest correlations with SES. The correlations among the four achievements are large (rs = above 0.734; Table 2). CPS has the lowest correlations with the other three achievements (0.734 to 0.822), compared with the correlations between mathematics, reading, and science (0.812 to 0.900).



Socioeconomic status predicts achievement (Hypothesis 2)

The SEM Model 1 (Figure 1) posits that SES predicts achievement. For the all student sample, the predictive relationships from SES leading to achievement are supported for both mathematics (path coefficient, c0 = 0.435) and science (c0 = 0.430; Table 3).



TABLE 3 Path coefficients based on Figure 1’s SEM analysis.
[image: Table3]

For both females and males, SES can solely predict mathematics/science achievement (c0s = 0.412 to 0.448 in Table 3; Model 1; Figure 1). In terms of the path coefficient values, the capability of SES predicting achievement is stronger for females (mathematics: 0.448; science: 0.488) than for males (0.421; 0.412). The results support Hypothesis 2: family SES predicts achievement, and the predictive capacity is stronger for females than for males.

A note to make is that multigroup SEM-based path models examined Model 1 (Figure 1) gender differences failed to provide trustworthy results for answering Hypothesis 2. It was because multigroup SEM for examining Model 1 resulted in non-identified models (non-positive definite variance–covariance matrix of the estimated parameters). Both configural invariance (all parameter estimates being set equal for female and male groups) and weak invariance (only regression parameter equal) obtained the same results. As such, this paper does not report multigroup SEM results (The code and results are present on Kaggle).2



Mediating effects (Hypothesis 3)


All students

The SEM Model 2 adds a mediator to Model 1 (Figure 1). All the path coefficients (c0, a1, b1, c1), mediating effects (a1*b1), and total effects (total1) are significant (Table 3). In addition, the results (obtained by two methods) support that there are mediating effects for all the mediators. The first method uses direct mediating effects; that is, a multiplication of the two path coefficients relating to the mediator (from SES and to achievement, i.e., a1*b1) are all significant. The second method is that the path coefficients from SES to achievement reduces from Model 1 to Model 2 (i.e., c0–c1).

Comparisons are made between the mediators (i.e., CPS, reading, mathematics, and science) in their mediating effects obtained by both methods (i.e., a1*b1 and c0–c1). CPS’s mediating effects are the weakest (a1*b1 = 0.271 for mathematics and 0.304 for science; c0–c1 = 0.116 and 0.308). Reading is in the middle (0.339, 0.376; 0.339, 0.376). Science achievement (0.372; 0.372) and mathematics achievement (0.379; 0.379) are the strongest to mediate the effects of SES on mathematics and science achievement, respectively. This may be due to the similarity in mathematics and science competencies, as indicated by the higher correlations between maths and science (Table 2).



Female and male students

For both girls and boys, the effect of SES on mathematics/science achievement can be mediated by CPS, reading, and science/mathematics achievement (a1*b1 = 0.261 to 0.487; c0–c1 = 0.298 to 0.400; Table 3; Model 2 in Figure 1). For gender differences, the mediating effects are larger for females. As shown in the last two columns of Table 3, all the values for “Female–Male” on “a1*b1” and “c0–c1” are positive.

In the direct mediating effects (a1*b1) on SES predicting mathematics and science achievements, CPS has the largest gender difference (mathematics: 0.037; science: 0.041; Table 3). The next is science/mathematics (0.029; 0.117), followed by reading (0.029; 0.008).

In the reduced path coefficient coefficients (c0–c1), the largest gender difference occurs in reading (0.030 for mathematics; 0.032 for science). The next is science/mathematics (0.029; 0.017), followed by CPS (0.013; 0.022).

The results reveal that all mediating effects are stronger for females than for males, which appears to imply that females need more or diverse competencies to overcome the constraints of SES. This finding appears to be new in literature. Although this guess is not part of the hypotheses, this issue deserves future research.





Discussion


Female people-smartness as strength: CPS favors females

The result of the general linear model analysis support Hypothesis 1 that females are better at collaborative problem-solving (CPS) than males. The results support the female people-smartness (FPS) hypothesis, proposed by this study, based on past related studies (Ke, 2008; Hyde, 2014; OECD, 2015). CPS is the strength of females, compared with males.

The FPS hypothesis partially suggests a male things-smartness (MTS) hypothesis. As such, this study extends gender difference tests on CPS achievement to conventional academic (reading, mathematics, and science) achievements, which are more ‘things’ than “people.” The test results find that girls are better at reading and worse at mathematics and science than boys. If we use the MTS to explain the results, males’ higher achievements in mathematics and science imply that mathematics and science are more “things,” while reading is slightly far away from “things.” The results are consistent with past findings that males’ higher achievement in mathematics and science, though not supported universally (Guiso et al., 2008; Else-Quest et al., 2010). Mathematics and science as “things” further explain why males have higher mathematics and science interest and career expectation, compared with females’ higher interest and career expectations in social and health sciences (Hyde, 2014; OECD, 2015). This result partially supports the posited FPS hypothesis and the inferred MTS hypothesis.

Correlations between the four achievements may provide insights into reading as being more a thing or interpersonal competence and how CPS relates to the other three competencies. Reading has higher relationships with mathematics (all: 0.812; female: 0.819; male: 0.827; Table 2) and science (0.888; 0.892; 0.900) than with CPS (0.783; 0.778; 0.784). CPS has the lowest correlations with mathematics (0.734–0.745), followed by reading (0.778–0.784) and science (0.811–0.822).

The above results of correlations suggest that CPS appears to be a unique competence that may be distinguished from mathematics, science, and reading. Mathematics, science, and reading have long been three major academic competencies in national curricula worldwide and one of the major variables in IQ tests (Shearer, 2018; Peterlin et al., 2021). CPS appears to be a competence undervalued in national curricula and intelligence research. CPS is also unique and a likely operational representation of interpersonal intelligence, a meaningful outcome by emotional intelligence (Mayer et al., 2008; MacCann et al., 2020), or a combination of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1995), which need to be researched and considered to be emphasized in national curricula.



Female people-smartness as weakness: SES impacts achievement, especially for females

Positive relationships between SES and achievement are a persistent phenomenon worldwide (Tucker-Drob and Harden, 2012; Yoshino, 2012). This study’s finding supports the phenomenon that for the overall student sample of this study, SES predicts both mathematics and science achievements. Further, the effect of SES on achievement is more substantial for females than males.

This result appears to support the FPS hypothesis functioning in a negative direction. In the current human society, there still exists gender inequality disfavoring females in society across diverse cultures (Heise et al., 2019; Dahal et al., 2021), also in STEM (Sattari and Sandefur, 2019). Females’ sensitivity to social cues, conformity to social structures, and hesitation to break social norms may further worsen their weak status in society.

The above claim is supported by research results that females experience greater gender stereotype threats, and feel like outsiders in STEM (Master and Meltzoff, 2020). A piece of partial evidence is that gender gaps in STEM achievement diminish in gender-equal societies (Guiso et al., 2008; Hyde, 2014), although different tests with different samples may show different results (Else-Quest et al., 2010; Reilly et al., 2019). The findings of this study encourage the development of social measures to diminish SES constraints for females entering STEM careers, as part of indicators for gender-equal societies.



Female people-smartness as power: CPS transcends SES constraints, especially for females

One unique finding of this study perhaps is that for all students, CPS can reduce SES constraints on mathematics and science achievements. The reason for this may be that CPS (interpersonal intelligence or people smartness) is competency and has relatively high but non-identical relationships with mathematics and science (Table 2). People-smart individuals may use their interpersonal intelligence to overcome the constraint of SES for better science and mathematics achievement. Better help-seeking behaviors and interactions with peers and teachers in the learning environment are found positively related to achievement (Schenke et al., 2015). CPS, therefore, is a competency worth pursuing and being included in the spectrum of school curricula.

For gender differences, all the CPS’s mediating effects are much more substantial for females than for males. As shown in Table 3’s last two columns, all the values for “Females–Males” in the two kinds of mediating effects are positive. Compared with gender differences in the mediating effects of the conventional academic competencies (in reading, mathematics, and science), gender differences in CPS’s mediating effects are the strongest for mathematics and moderate for science; the results, however, are based on significant direct mediating effects (a1*b1) only, the not reduced path coefficients (c0–c1 > 0). The FPS hypothesis posited in this study can explain the gender differences in CPS’s mediation effects. If one of the females’ strengths is CPS (Hypothesis 1), then a fully functioning CPS can be the moving power for females to overcome SES constraints (Hypothesis 2) and pursue achievements (e.g., in mathematics and science, as posited by Hypothesis 3). The result is consistent with research findings that adolescent females seek more help from peers and teachers than their male counterparts (Schenke et al., 2015). The mechanism for females’ CPS strength may root in both biological and social factors that drive females to focus more on people and skills in interpersonal interactions or communications.

Though not the focus of this study, there are the largest gender differences in the mediating effects of mathematics and reading. The reasons may be rooted in the commonality of the academic domains (e.g., IQ; Shearer, 2018). Cross-domain mediating effects are with educational interest in the era emphasizing multi- or cross-disciplinary learning and deserve future research. The different results obtained by the two kinds of mediating effect methodologies (direct coefficients and reduced path coefficients) in this study suggest future research to clarify and advance methodologies for mediating effects.

The result supporting CPS’ mediating effects appears to be new in the literature and offers the potential to improve educational practices by CPS curricula and pedagogies for inviting females’ participation in STEM study and careers. Further, CPS appears to include multiple 21st-century competencies (Messersmith, 2015), though with a special focus on collaboration or interpersonal intelligence. Perhaps multiple disciplines (or cross-domain) learning or educational design involving multiple intelligences (Shearer, 2018) would be more suitable for females.

For educational practices, it may be worth reconsidering whether national curricula should separate school hours according to disciplinary subjects. Traditional teaching and society emphasizing individual achievement, independence, and competitiveness may also underestimate or undermine females’ achievements and development, especially for STEM careers, and should be amended. The advance in ICT has made lifelong learning for multiple disciplines accessible, feasible, and possible, which may offer opportunities to develop diverse competencies. Future ICT-infused pedagogical design may need to focus on developing diverse competencies simultaneously (e.g., CPS), especially for STEM subjects and females.



Contributions, limitations, and suggestions for future research


contribution

This study proposes the female people-smartness (FPS) hypothesis, which highlights females’ interpersonal intelligence. The FPS hypothesis is evidenced by females’ higher CPS achievements and higher CPS mediating effects to transcend females’ stronger link of socioeconomic status (SES) to achievement. The stronger link between SES and achievement can be viewed as females’ weakness due to females’ being more responsive or vulnerable to societal constraints (e.g., SES). Precisely, this study supports the FPS hypothesis by providing evidence for FPS as a strength, weakness, and power for females. The findings suggest that more educational provision should be placed on increasing students’ CPS competencies, especially for females’ participation in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) education or careers.



Limitations and suggestions

This study used data from an international database, which may increase the generalization of the findings, but cultural differences may still be an issue to be resolved by future research. CPS as an indicator of people-smartness or interpersonal intelligence is reasonable in terms of its meaning and operation in the PISA’ CPS test. Other indicators may be created in daily life settings (e.g., management and leadership). Future research needs to consider the effect of reading on females. It is because reading is also a strength for females and serves as a good mediator to reduce the link of SES leading to achievement.

SES is a relatively long-standing nurturing environment pre-determined by parents or closely related others for students’ development. The long-existing essence of SES allows for examining the predictable capacity of SES for achievement (Hypothesis 2) by path analysis in statistical terms, especially given PISA only collects cross-sectional data. Mediating effects can serve as an alternative for the assuming cause-effect (or actual path) relationship, as used in this study (Hypothesis 3). However, only a randomized experimental-control design can properly examine a cause-effect relationship. A longitudinal design is a next choice for examining SES’s effect, given that SES is hard to be an independent variable in experiments.
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Intercultural dialogue is a challenging demand for contemporary education, especially concerning the development of talents and potentials. This exploratory qualitative study aimed to identify factors that promote and inhibit the development of Romani talent, in Brazil, according to Sintis and Calons. Two Sinti and five Calon Romani participated in the research, aged 18 to 58 years old, males and females, with educational levels between secondary school and doctorate. A socio-demographic questionnaire and semi-structured interview protocol were used to collect data. The results indicated that talent is recognized as a set of skills associated with musicality, handicrafts, and commerce being linked to traditional Romani crafts. Internal and external inhibitory factors related to prejudice were identified through school, family and community. These barriers affected the self-esteem, personality, ambitions, and perspectives of talented young people. To achieve equity, it is necessary to provide opportunities for exchanging knowledge, practices and perspectives, in order to take into account sociocultural background of minority groups. Future research could compare nomad and non-nomad lifestyles and their impact on talent development.
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Introduction

School, as a privileged space in the education of children and young people, has been asked to reframe its curricula, practices, institutional dynamics, and internal and external interrelationships to bridge monocultural and homogenizing processes within an emancipatory and multicultural perspective of human rights (Candau, 2012, 2016; Miskovic and Curcic, 2016; Fleuri, 2018; Araújo, 2019). This scenario, as Fleuri (2018) argues, points toward the need to identify absences and emergencies of knowledge, social practices, and perspectives to promote the exchange of different knowledge available in the classroom, produced by the sociocultural subjects that are part of it (Diretoria Geral da Educacão, 2019). Recognizing, valuing, and identifying diversity does not exclude the specificities of each, which are marked by inequalities that are historically constituted by belonging to ethnic-racial groups, gender issues, or religious differences, among others (Fleuri, 2018; Araújo, 2019). These inequalities reveal recurring plots of injustices and impose effective educational actions for the promotion of basic human rights.

In this sense, talent development stands out as an innovative possibility for the expansion of inclusive education in a globalized panorama of cultural hybridizations due to its democratic, inclusive and emancipatory nature. All students should have access to opportunities, resources, and encouragement to develop their skills and aspirations through authentic, authorial, and self-fulfilling experiences (Renzulli and Reis, 2020). In this regard, services and programs that aim at talent development have to fulfill two main purposes: (a) provide opportunities for children and young people to express their potential and interests through the development of superior cognitive, leadership, artistic, scientific and socio-affective skills and (b) increase the social reserve of people who can significantly help to solve problems in contemporary society authentically and innovatively (Renzulli, 2016, 2020).

In this study, the concept of talent is used as a synonym for giftedness and high ability, being defined from the intersection of three clusters: above-average ability, creativity and task involvement (Renzulli and Reis, 2021). Above-average skill encompasses general skills (memory, attention, ease of learning) and skills associated with specific domains (plastic arts, music, dance, sports, etc.). Creativity involves divergent thinking, the ability to solve problems, and originality or productive innovation. Task involvement is about motivation and perseverance. These factors depend on individual (personological, affective, cognitive) and environmental characteristics to express or develop themselves (Renzulli, 2016).

Recent studies show the growth of research on giftedness and access to specialized educational care for gifted people in Brazil in the last decades (Alencar et al., 2019; Ferreira, 2019). Concerning ethnic minorities or traditional communities, however, there is a gap in this theme (Wechsler and Fleith, 2017; Alencar et al., 2019; Ferreira, 2019; Chagas-Ferreira, in press). Especially about specialized educational care, no records of Brazilian programs or services aimed at developing talents for the Romani were found.

It is estimated that there are more than 8 million Romani scattered across Europe, around 750,000 in the United States and more than 500,000 in Brazil. According to Brazilian census data, Roma people are present in 21 of the 27 Brazilian states and in the Federal District, in 291 camps (Batuli, 2007; Secretaria de Políticas de Promoção da Igualdade Racial, 2013). Roma people constitute one of the most numerous ethnic minorities in many countries. “The Roma people are a nation within another nation” (Batuli, 2007, p. 19). Nevertheless, in the literature about gifted education or talent development, the Romani are an invisible group even among those who are underrepresented, without even being named in these studies (Pauley and Johnstone, 2009; Siegle et al., 2016; Worrell and Dixson, 2018).

This invisibility is associated with various aspects of Roma culture and is not restricted to academic studies (Veiga and Mello, 2021). Over the centuries, the migratory processes and the dynamics of marginalization have been outlining, differentiating, and mutually distinguishing the Romani. Structural or circular nomadism, sedentarization, and linguistic hybridization are important phenomena to understand the complex Roma culture (Teixeira, 2008; Soria, 2015; Exley, 2016; Murta et al., 2016; Makarova, 2019; Silva and Figueira, 2020).

These dynamics foster endo-ethnic conflicts about the conservation and purity of the customs and traditions of the Romani people. In this search for reconstruction or reappropriation of identity, the World Congress was held in London in 1971, when unification strategies were defined as “diasporic people, possessing a common Indian root and constituting a transnational nation,” called Roma or Romani nation (Soria, 2015, p. 36). The Roma identity, as Shimura (2017, 2020) argues, is composed of multiple identity categories that reveal themselves in multifaceted experiences of “being a Romani” and “acting as a Romani.” In this sense, it is a complex task, beyond checking classic parameters indicated in the literature, such as consanguinity, knowledge and use of the ethnic language, group family union, use of typical clothing, traveling experience in tents, and Roma art (Soria, 2015; Peña, 2016; Shimura, 2017, 2020; Cairus, 2020a). In this perspective, Romani people have global, collective, or macro as well as local, individual and micro characteristics. Both conceptions are woven by belonging, definitions, and self-definitions within an exo and endo community dialogicity.

Each Roma group has semi-autonomous and coexisting cultural contours and presupposes sketching particular profiles, marked by hybridism, strained between “the feeling of ethnic belonging and the need for social integration” (Shimura, 2017, p. 29). Given these findings, Shimura (2020) proposes categories of recognition of Roma identities, constituted based on two axes: ethnic-racial (pure or authentic Romani: of father and mother; mestizos or descendants: distant/identified) and sociocultural (adopted in the family or Romani by soul). When recognizing multiple Roma identities beyond the description of subdivisions and contexts, due to their social invisibility, it is necessary to describe macro aspects of Roma identity. There are several words to designate the Romani people, the best known of which are: gypsy, gitano, tsigane, bohemiens, zigeuner or zingars, egicipcian and cyan (Soria, 2008, 2015; Secretaria de Políticas de Promoção da Igualdade Racial, 2013; Murta et al., 2016; Sierra, 2019). Along with these designations, usually pejorative, attempts are recorded to ascribe their origin to ancient Egypt or India.

The Romani people are represented in the literature by three main groups: (a) Cale or Calon, originating in Spain; (b) Rom, present in several countries of Europe, divided by nation (natsia): Kalderash, Machuaia, Llovara, Curara and Ludar; and (c) Sinti or Manouches, found in Germany, France, Italy, Austria, and Russia. All these groups are present in the Americas. The Calon and Sinti are subdivided into extended families or classes, camps, clans, and tents, each led by an elder. In some cases, there is a geopolitical division called a company, whose leadership corresponds to a trade association or representation to non-Romani (Soria, 2015; Murta et al., 2016; Sierra, 2019; Silva and Figueira, 2020).

In Brazil, advances in the rights of Romani people are pointed out from 1988, with the enactment of the Brazilian Constitution (Batuli, 2007; Cunha and Magano, 2019; Silva and Figueira, 2020), as well as through political activism and regulatory instruments (Dolabela and Fotta, 2021). More recently, we can highlight Brazilian publications, such as: “Guide of Public Policies for Romani” (Secretaria de Políticas de Promoção da Igualdade Racial, 2013) and “Romani People: Rights and Instruments for Their Defense” (Ministério Público Federal, 2020). These documents reveal the situation of social exclusion, whose representational violence is expressed in various media, and claim basic rights related to health, education, housing, and work. Among these are (a) guaranteeing Roma children and young people the same rights, treatment, respect, and solidarity given to non-Roma; (b) differentiated education respecting their beliefs, customs, and traditions; (c) authorship and representativeness in projects aimed at their community; (d) promotion of Roma art; and (e) ensuring that, in media and didactic material, Roma culture is respected and does not present in a positive way. It is also important to mention that the Statute of the Romani people is being processed in the Brazilian House of Legislation, supported by Bill 248/2015, whose goal is to guarantee this population equal opportunities.

This movement to recognize the rights of Roma and other ethnic minorities, especially aimed at ensuring intercultural educational policies, is the subject of recent publications in several countries: Brazil (Pinto and Oliveira, 2016; Pinel et al., 2019; Reses et al., 2019), United States (Schneeweis, 2017), Finland (Adamczewski et al., 2017), Greece (Gana et al., 2020; Kassis, 2020), Hungary (Havasi, 2019), England (Exley, 2016; D’Arcy, 2017; Parker and Levinson, 2018), Italy (Villano et al., 2017); Portugal (Magano and Mendes, 2016; Diretoria Geral da Educacão, 2019; Sierra, 2019) and the European Union (Makarova, 2019; Pop and Pop, 2019). Most of these publications advocate the need for theoretical dialogues, promotion of linguistic and communicative interdependencies, development of consistent pedagogical guidelines, greater involvement of students and their families in school projects, development of hybrid and multicultural learning ecologies, and access to opportunities to develop life skills based on community values. This scenario demonstrates the relevance of conducting research that can support public policies aimed, especially educational and health, for this population around the world.

Various facets of Roma customs foster stereotypes, especially concerning Romani women, such as hand reading (the art of divination) and fortune-telling. Music, dance, theater, pictorial art, and crafts are not only a cultural manifestation or tradition, but reveal themselves as a form of Romani subsistence and resistance (Soria, 2008, 2015, 2016; Murta et al., 2016; Peña, 2016). According to Soria (2015), Romani people “give a poetic dimension to existence, which makes them inclined to read life symbolically” (p. 126). Musicality (singing, instrument, dance) plays a fundamental role in the Romani lifestyle, assuming an ancestral cultural disposition among groups. Also, Sinti musical culture keeps many elements of its history and identity and reveals its quality through rhythmic rapidity, improvisations and virtuosity. Every repertoire is passed from father to son, from uncle to nephew through orality, experimentation, and emotion (Peña, 2016). Soria (2015) combats the idea that musicality is a natural ability, as evidenced in study by Murta et al. (2016). This understanding reduces and stigmatizes talent as being something inherited and innate, as if every Romani brought with him this brand. On the contrary, Soria (2015) argues that it is a developed skill, artistic learning that is passed from generation to generation and implies study and deliberate training. To reduce this paradoxical situation-music as a valuing and stigmatizing element of culture—she suggests carrying out diversified events that enable different cultural expressions, preferably organized by Roma representations. In her point of view, this would be a way to promote, disseminate, inspire and encourage other potentialities and characteristics of her people.

School, which could be primordial in the development of Roma potentialities, as several authors indicate, is a space seen with many caveats (Makarova and Birman, 2016; Pinto and Oliveira, 2016; Soria, 2016; Shimura, 2017; Göbel and Preusche, 2019). The families’ distrust and refusal and students’ dropout and low performance are caused by standardized, segregationist school practices, perpetuating racism, prejudices, and myths related to Romani customs and traditions. Overall, formal education, although considered fundamental to literacy (reading and writing), is still viewed with some fear due to the possible negative influence on the Roma way of life (Nicolau, 2016; Soria, 2016). On the other hand, this distancing from formal education ends up fueling a cyclical situation of marginalization and vulnerability (Tomé et al., 2016; Göbel and Preusche, 2019; Ministério Público Federal, 2020). Undoubtedly intercultural dialogue is a challenging demand for contemporary education, especially concerning the development of talents and potentials (Bennet, 2015; Tomlinson, 2017). This exploratory study aimed to identify factors that promote and inhibit the development of Roma talent according to Sintis and Calons.



Materials and methods


Participants

The study participants were seven Romani who stood out as eminent in their activity areas or were acknowledged for Roma leadership in Brazil, being two Sintis and five Calons. Ages ranged from 18 to 58 years. The two participants from the Sinti group did not live in a Roma camp and were university professors. All Calons lived in a Roma camp near a metropolis in the southeast of Brazil and had concluded high school. Both Sinti held an undergraduate degree (journalism and performing and plastic arts) and a graduate degree in anthropology and literature. Participants were identified by the first two letters of their group name, followed by a number and an F (female) and M (male), according to their declared gender. Despite the disparity in education, the data collected are important to understand particular ethnocultural aspects of each group, based on each participant’s peculiar perception. Four participants declared themselves social leaders or references in the community (Sinti = 1; Calon = 3), and it is important to clarify that there is no hierarchical leadership role established in a Roma community, “each head of the family has responsibility only over his family” (Si1m). Further details about the participants’ profiles are displayed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Sociodemographic profile of participants (n = 7).
[image: Table1]



Instruments

Two instruments were used in this study: (a) a sociodemographic questionnaire, composed of open and closed questions about age, sex, education level, profession, and data on participation in the group’s community life; and (b) a semi-structured interview script, containing questions about the participants’ perception of how the Romani conceive talent; what characteristics the community recognizes and values in talented people; what strategies and resources are available in the community for talent development; and what challenges need to be overcome for these talents to be developed. Some examples of questions are: In your community, what skills are valued? How do these people contribute to the dynamics/routine of community life? Do people who demonstrate these skills have access to any service or support from someone in the community? How can the activities carried out at help people develop their talents?



Procedures

Participants were contacted from an instant messaging and voice platform group (WhatsApp) through an invitation containing the objectives and procedures of the research. This group, at the time, comprised 54 people, including Roma, researchers, activists and sympathizers with the Roma cause. Those who responded positively to the invitation (n = 2) indicated other possible participants. All participants (n = 7) answered the questionnaire and signed the informed consent form, which was sent and received by e-mail or by WhatsApp. Most of the interviews were carried out through WhatsApp, by audio call, on a previously scheduled day and time. One participant preferred to respond to the survey by e-mail, due to connection problems. The interviews had the average of 35 min, ranging from 25 to 35 min.



Data analysis

Data were analyzed using qualitative procedures based on principles of qualitative epistemology (González-Rey, 2011), which assumes: (a) the constructive-interpretative character of knowledge production, (b) research as a process of communication and dialogue, and (c) the legitimation of the singular as an instance of scientific knowledge production. Thus, from a thorough reading of the data, four indicators or areas of meaning emerged: The concept of talent linked to work and daily activities, Resources for talent development, Environmental and individual factors that act as internal and external barriers to talent development, and Strategies for removing barriers to talent development. The results of this first analysis of indicators were discussed with one of the leaders of the Roma group to align the proposed interpretations. From this perspective, the participant, as a representative of his people, is a spokesperson for himself and his social reality, ceasing to be a mere informant (Araújo et al., 2018).




Results

As noted earlier, the Roma people do not constitute a homogeneous group. Each group has a set of cultural elements that correspond to aspects of the Roma culture in its most macro sense, while also preserving singularities that differentiate them at microsystemic levels. All participants emphasized these peculiarities at different times during the research, by all participants, being clearly explained by Si1M: “first you must understand that what you call a community (I belong to the Sinti people), does not represent the vision about talent among the other Roma groups; that is, each Roma group faces talent according to its cultural specificities.”


Concept of talent linked to work and daily activities

With this exemption, the participants conceived talent as specific skills maintained within the family, especially in the areas of music and commerce or associated with a craft (carpenter, mason, mechanic, musician, welder, craftsman, merchant, and seamstress). Creativity was mentioned and valued as part of everyday life marked by inequalities, linked to problem-solving, and used as a way to “circumvent financial difficulties, getting money in some activity” (Si2F). Crafts were seen as the basis of the community’s income and talents as necessary for the dynamics of life in the camps and the maintenance of Roma traditions.

The perception about domains of talent was mediated by gender issues. Men engaged in carpentry, goldsmithing, stone-cutting, and the execution of musical instruments; while women engaged in handicrafts, sewing, household activities, divination arts, and singing. Ease of learning, self-study, and commercial techniques were mentioned as general characteristics. Some young people were cited because they demonstrated multiple skills, also in areas uncommon among Romani, such as language learning. Above-average talents or skills, according to the participants, would be innate (n = 4) or a gift (n = 3) that develop in a self-taught way because of interest, persistence, and individual effort. For Ca2F, women had a more articulate support network in the development of talents, as their sewing and handicraft skills were quite in demand during holiday periods. Thus, there was support for the production and the creative process.



Resources for talent development

The perception of community resources for talent development was paradoxical. At the same time as they reported that there was no intentionally organized activity for the stimulation or promotion of talent in the local community, she was appointed as their main teacher. For Ca5M: “the teacher is the community itself, (s)he knows how to teach the other. That is how the Romani will learn from each other, even without attending school, even without having a degree.” From a very early age, according to the participants, talented Roma are more curious and demonstrate their interests and abilities through personal effort, self-education, or by observing adults and young people. They are more advanced in their areas of interest when compared to other children. For Ca5M, the Roma family, despite identifying these characteristics, generally cannot help in this development, due to financial issues or due to the low level of education of their parents. In this regard, the family would need help and guidance.

Regarding the factors that promote the development of talents or resources available in the community, there was a controversial perception among the participants. Some pointed out that the necessary resources were present within the community (n = 2), being an issue inherent to the maintenance of their traditions. This understanding can be summed up by the perception of Ca5M: “one helps the other, one gradually teaches things to the other.” The younger ones (Ca1M, Ca2F, and Ca3M), however, highlighted factors that acted as barriers, such as poor access to formal education or schooling; little financial incentive; lack of proper place for artisanal production and specific training courses (music, sales techniques); and lack of professionals or mentors from the community itself.



Environmental and individual factors that act as internal and external barriers to talent development

Low education level and little understanding of the rights and duties of the Roma people were identified as factors that harm the recognition of potential and talents. This scenario was aggravated by prejudice and affirmative actions that did not meet the specificities of the Roma lifestyle. Prejudice was perceived through internal and external pathways. As an internal element, those who sought knowledge, education, or improvement were recriminated by the judgment that they abandoned the Roma culture. On the other hand, in society in general, and especially in school, they suffered from the stereotypes and discrimination related to the Roma lifestyle and values.

There was a consensus among the participants that: (a) music was the artistic skill the Romani most valued and most widely recognized, with several famous musicians being named nationally and internationally; and (b) prejudice was the biggest barrier to be overcome, as it exerted a negative influence on the identity, personality, and subjectivity of the young Romani. This process would entail consequences in the socio-emotional adjustment which influenced the development of talents, such as low self-esteem, shyness, disinterest in improvement outside the community, and little ambition to develop potential.



Strategies for removing barriers to talent development

To break through these barriers greater awareness of the state, society, and the community itself was advocated. The Roma community should have greater access to knowledge on the subject and be challenged to get out of its closed world and seek ways to get education, as Ca5M points out: “the Romani always encourages the other not to study, to no longer seek to get training with those outside.” On the other hand, it was recognized that the bad things experienced ended up limiting the demand for external help or for means to improve talent and that specific public education policies for Roma were needed. Without this, as Si2F argued, “the community will continue to waste its talents by not having the basic conditions to identify its potentialities or promote its improvement.” Without opportunities within the community (appreciation, affection, stimulation, adequate space, specific projects, tools, and material resources) and help from outside (teachers, instructors, and courses) talents will not find fertile ground to develop, concluded Si2F.

As a future perspective for the development of Roma potentialities, two aspects to be considered were pointed out: (a) planning events and projects aimed at mapping and attending talents, as a way to strengthen and empower the Roma community; and (b) access to formal education that has an emancipating role in the current poverty situation of some communities, without them having to give up their customs, values, and traditions.




Discussion

The results indicated that the process of talent development among the Romani is dependent on broader social and educational inclusion measures. Without having their rights guaranteed, as a transnational organization with dynamics, beliefs, and values distinct from the surrounding community, their potential tends to remain neglected and deferred. This set of measures and strategies lacks multilevel—social, institutional, and material—inclusion plans, as stated by Murta et al. (2016). These measures would start from objective, measurable, and systematically evaluated mappings, allowing equal access to opportunities for employment, education, health, security, justice, and social participation (Batuli, 2007; Diretoria Geral da Educacão, 2019; Göbel and Preusche, 2019; Ministério Público Federal, 2020).

The talents and potentialities recognized were strictly related to the crafts and skills already described in the literature, as characteristic of Roma groups, such as trade, music, goldsmithing, and negotiation (Soria, 2015, 2016; Peña, 2016; Ministério Público Federal, 2020), without mentioning palmistry practices. Creativity was associated with the ability to solve everyday problems, especially related to financial adversity. Ease of learning and self-education were two other individual characteristics of talented people, the domain of talent being mediated by the division of productive activities and gender. These results corroborate findings from previous studies that talent development in underrepresented groups is closely related to aspects of survival and resistance of cultural identities and individual traits (Siegle et al., 2016; Cairus, 2020b). The role and support of experts and mentors external to the community were also evidenced, as a way to leverage performances and production. Mentoring as a personal relationship between a professional and the mentee is considered an effective intervention which through modeling, instruction and provision of opportunities can minimize the impact of social pressure in the Roma talent development process (Grassinger and Ziegler, 2010).

Prejudice was the main barrier identified, being experienced at school and in the surrounding community due to exclusionary and stigmatizing processes (Havasi, 2019). As with other minorities, this situation can lead to the denial of Roma identity, which can further reinforce social invisibility and waste of talents (Siegle et al., 2016; Silva and Figueira, 2020). These dynamics seem to naturalize school failure, poverty, and the precarious state of children and youth from minority groups while signaling the scarce access to opportunities for success and genuine expression of their abilities (Nicolau, 2016; Shaw et al., 2016; Tomé et al., 2016).

To have their talents recognized, the young Romani would need to break with internal and external social pressures. Concerning internal pressures, fear, recrimination, and distrust were evidenced in that their cultural roots and identity are tainted and abandoned due to education processes or wide access to technologies. At the same time, they need to respond to external pressures that disregard their linguistic peculiarities, ways of thinking, learning styles, values, customs, and knowledge. These results corroborate the literature regarding the endogenous and exogenous pressures children and young talents from traditional communities (Indigenous, Roma, quilombolas, among others) are subject to. As an example of endogenous pressure, we can cite family practices. According to an interview by Cairus (2020a), Mio Vacite, an excellent violinist and Roma activist, had to study hidden from his family. On one occasion, his instrument was broken in a parental attempt to prevent him from continuing the development of his musical talent.

As examples of exogenous pressure, the school context and gaps in legislation can act as important inhibitory factors or barriers. In a study involving natives of the Wapixana people (Chagas-Ferreira, 2021), punishment of an indigenous child for drawing on a school table was reported, without considering the conditions in which this type of work was produced in their community or the quality of their drawing. In a case study with an adolescent from a rural settlement, Ferreira (2019) found that the teachers ignored his talents and potential. What is more, the mother had to answer for the boy’s performance, not due to learning issues, but to the fact that the boy arrived dirty of earth at school. Marcos Terena, one of the great Indigenous leaders of the world, had his dream of becoming a commercial pilot prevented, after having fulfilled all the requirements with excellence and in conditions of extreme inequality, due to legislation that declared him “incapable” (Feijó and Terena, 1994). Despite the expansion of quota systems in Brazil, there is still a need for judicialization so that minority rights are guaranteed.

The results of this study indicate the need for greater investment in the awareness of community agents and in the training of teachers/tutors/advisors who can work in intercultural schools and in the consolidation of a democratic, emancipatory and anti-racist education (Cunha and Magano, 2019). Breaking the cycle of school failure and the high school dropout rates of Roma children and young people requires structural and functional changes in the provision of formal education (Tomé et al., 2016). This implies a change oriented towards school success, potential and talents. This process mobilizes individual capacities, competencies, and experiences, based on a logic of assets instead of deficits (Chagas-Ferreira, 2016).

In this perspective, enrichment activities can leverage the empowerment of students and the development of potentialities by mobilizing traditional knowledge, social practice, and individual capacities to propose authentic solutions to community problems (Renzulli, 2016; Renzulli and Reis, 2020, 2021). These activities can be planned and implemented in the school or the community, aiming to put students in contact with different domains of human knowledge, working on scientific, performance, artistic, entrepreneurial, research projects, or offering services based on their styles and ways of life. This exploratory study pointed to gaps and emergencies in the promotion and development of Roma talents. On the other hand, it also showed that we experience a privileged historical moment when the literature reveals greater sensitization, awareness, and mobilization towards guaranteeing the rights of the Romani people and ethnic minorities and in the formulation of inclusive emancipatory policies around the world.


Final considerations

The dominant logic in Western school education processes is still standardizing, homogenizing, and monocultural. Advancing in an intercultural perspective requires the promotion of a success-oriented ecology of knowledge, centered on nonconformist and emancipatory subjectivities, and the development of potentialities and talents. Giving access to opportunities that take into account the socio-cultural specificities of minority groups and provide opportunities for the exchange of different knowledge, practices, and perspectives seems to be a necessary and structural condition in the construction of social justice.

This study has some limitations. The sample size and the heterogeneity of the participants, in addition to being a convenience sample, are insufficient to explain the development of Roma talent on a scale. The use of interviews with open-ended questions also limits the generalization of the results. For future research, it is recommended to deepen aspects related to the development of Roma talents associated with gender differences, domains of talent, and levels of education, with data collection from multiple sources of information from the Roma community, in addition to ethnographic studies. It is also relevant to conduct a comparative study with groups in different situations of nomadism and sedentary lifestyle to verify perceptions and practices concerning talent development.

The findings of this study stress the need for a more flexible identification process considering the characteristics of the Romani, as suggested for other under-represented groups as well (El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018; Worrell and Dixson, 2018, 2022; Al-Hroub, 2022; Renzulli and Brandon, 2022). In addition, it is imperative to offer professional development opportunities in the field of giftedness for teachers of Roma students.
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Increasing numbers of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are pursuing postsecondary education opportunities, including college degree programs. Many receive supports and accommodations from their college accessibility service office. In this study, results of an online survey completed by 147 college accessibility services personnel summarized their perceptions of the facilitators and barriers faced by college students with ASD. Descriptive statistics and qualitative coding procedures were utilized to analyze the data. The participants indicated that the academic preparation of college students with ASD varies. Respondents believed that the most important facilitators of success were the presence of appropriate executive function, social, and self-determination/self-advocacy skills in students, and the absence of these skills was reported as a major barrier to the success of college students with ASD. Respondents also believed that the students’ ability to self-advocate, make independent decisions, self-regulate behaviors, and use appropriate coping and study strategies facilitate the success of college students with ASD. Implications of these findings and suggested directions for future research are offered.
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Introduction

A small body of research has emerged over the last two decades focused on the college experiences of individuals with Autism (Gelbar et al., 2014; Kuder and Accardo, 2018; Anderson et al., 2019). Students with ASD can benefit greatly from the variety of accessibility services offered at their colleges (Anderson et al., 2018) and approximately 55 of American colleges now offer programs specifically designed to support students with ASD, according to Viezel et al. (2020). College bound students with ASD, however, are often hesitant to disclose their ASD to receive services (Frost et al., 2019). It is important for educators to understand the strengths and challenges these students bring to college in order to enhance their mental health, sense of belonging, and academic success in college.

Accessibility Servicers Providers (ASPs) on college campuses play a crucial role in supporting college students with ASD. Research has demonstrated that ASPs are responsible for (and can critically influence) the perspectives of students, faculty, and other university staff toward ASD. These perspectives tend to be riddled with misconceptions and stigma on college campuses (Lombardi et al., 2013; Tipton and Blacher, 2014; Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2015; Evans et al., 2017).

Lalor et al. (2020) revealed ASPs may be able to better improve disability awareness of higher education faculty and staff through developing strategic relationships and collaborating with various faculty- and staff-run organizations across college campuses. Limited research exists, however, concerning the perceptions of ASPs about students with ASD. In 2012, Glennon (2016) surveyed members of the Association of Higher Education and Disability in the United States about their perceptions of the needs of college students with ASD. They reported that a majority(63%) of the 315 participants noted that their institutions struggled to provide viable supports to college students with ASD.

Knott and Taylor (2014) conducted focus groups with both staff and students to explore challenges, barriers, and supports to the progress of students with ASD in one university in the United Kingdom. Academic concerns emerged as a priority for students and staff, as did difficulties with social and communication skills, mental health, and disclosure of diagnosis. White et al. (2016) also led postsecondary education focus groups with college personnel, parents, and students with ASD to better understand the needs and challenges faced by these students. The college personnel focus groups included staff working at either 2- or 4-year academic institutions with experience working with students with ASD. Results suggested that college personnel considered it most important to learn more about how to interact with students with ASD and that “this was ranked higher in importance than “learning about prognosis and outlook” despite the fact that this was the lowest ranked area in terms of current knowledge” (White et al., 2016, p. 35). Additionally, college personnel noted that they would be very interested in receiving further training in how to access specific resources for students facing transition to college in order to better support students on the spectrum. The staff also identified a need for college students with ASD to increase their self-advocacy skills, which was not mentioned by parents or students in the study.

Elias et al. (2019) conducted focus groups with 10 high school and 10 postsecondary educators (i.e., administrators, instructors, and academic support staff) regarding their retrospective perceptions of the difficulties experienced by individuals with ASD during the transition from secondary to postsecondary environments. Participants reported that individuals with ASD had difficulties developing and sustaining interpersonal relationships as well as developing autonomy, independence, and competence. In a related study, Dymond et al. (2017) interviewed 10 parents and six university personnel regarding the types of services and supports that are important for academically successful college students with ASD. They reported having intentional transition plans, becoming familiar with the campus layouts, and connecting with disability service office before matriculation as important to fostering a successful transition to college for individuals with ASD.

A variety of services can and should be available to students with ASD at the postsecondary level given their functional impairments (Gelbar et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 2017; Scheef et al., 2019). Barnhill (2016) surveyed staff at 30 college programs specifically designed to support college students with ASD, and reported that these programs commonly provided “support groups, counseling, supervised social activities, and summer transition programs” (p. 3). Research focusing on students’ needs is important to gain the perspectives of those who directly interact with students with ASD who are in college.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of accessibility service providers and staff of programs designed for students with ASD regarding the facilitators of success and challenges experienced by students with ASD. Two research questions guided this study:


1.What do ASPs perceive as the most characteristics and common experiences of college students with ASD?

2.What do ASPs report as facilitators and barriers to success of college students with ASD?





Materials and methods

In order to investigate these research questions, an online survey instrument was developed and sent to ASPs. Quantitative and qualitative data analysis methods were employed as described below.


Instrument development

The survey instrument was developed using an iterative process. First, previous systematic reviews (Gelbar et al., 2014; Kuder and Accardo, 2018; Anderson et al., 2019) were analyzed to determine potential questions. Second, the members of the research team, all of whom have extensive experience conducting survey research, utilized this information to create a draft survey. This survey was revised in order to make it parsimonious and align it with the study’s purpose and research questions.

A total of 21 questions were included on the survey (available upon request from the first author). Five demographic questions opened the survey. Participants were asked to indicate their role at the institution, and specifically whether they were a program director/coordinator or staff member at a program serving college students with disabilities. Respondents could also choose “other,” which lead to a second open-ended question that asked them to specify their role. A decision was made to include only responses from participants that currently or previously worked at a college serving students with disabilities.

The remaining questions were answered only by participants who indicated that they were a director/coordinator or staff member at a program serving college students with disabilities. The three remaining demographic questions asked respondents to provide information regarding the type (i.e., 2-year public, 2-year private, 4-year public, or 4-year private), and the institution at which they work. The next five Likert-style questions asked approximately how many individuals with ASD attended their institution, whether this number increased over the past 10 years, the percentage of increase, the percentage of college students with ASD that graduate from their institution, and whether additional fees are charged for services they provide to individuals with ASD that are not legally mandated under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and/or the Americans with Disabilities Amendments Act of 2008. The respondents were also asked to respond to nine Likert-style questions on a five-point agreement scale (i.e., strongly disagree to strongly agree) about statements regarding their perceptions of characteristics of college students with ASD that were developed based on the literature (e.g., college students with ASD come to college well-prepared to live independently). Finally, they were asked to respond to two open-ended items. The first item asked participants to indicate the three most important factors that facilitated the academic success of college students with ASD, and the second asked them to identify the three most important factors that hinder the academic success of college students with ASD.



Recruitment

The Institutional Review Board at the authors’ institution indicated that this research did not qualify as human subjects research as the participants were being surveyed about their perceptions and no identifiable information was collected. Two recruitment sources were chosen to provide a wide sample of colleges/programs that provide support to individuals with ASD. The first source included professional staff working at college programs for individuals with ASD gathered from list developed by the College Autism Network.1 This was augmented by a list of college programs on the College Autism Spectrum website.2 The two lists were combined and the websites for the programs were searched for contact information for staff at these programs. A total of 96 potential participants were included on this list.

The second recruitment source was a database of past participants of an annual conference for college disability personnel, which has been conducted annually for over three decades. A total of 1,880 e-mails were included in this database. It is important to note that this list included some international participants.



Procedures

The survey was entered into Qualtrics, which was set to ensure that potential participants were not required to answer all of the questions and that no identifiable information such as IP address or location were collected. Recruitment e-mails were distributed to both e-mail databases in the fall of 2019 and a reminder e-mail was sent 3 weeks later. When participants clicked on the hyperlink in the e-mail, they were taken to an information sheet that described the purpose of the study and had to proactively opt into the study. To be considered a complete response, the participant had to provide at least three responses to the two open-ended questions. In addition, three participant’s responses were considered incomplete because their answer to the question concerning their role indicated that they had not currently or formerly worked with students with disabilities at a college.

In the database of college autism programs, four e-mails were found to be invalid. Of the 92 valid e-mails, 54 began the survey and 41 completed it. For the database of the college disability conference participants, 27 e-mails were invalid and 412 individuals opened the e-mail. Of these, 157 began the survey and 106 completed the survey. In other words, a total of 147 participants completed enough of the survey to be considered a complete response.



Sample

In total, 113 participants indicated that they were administrators of or staff at a college program serving students with disabilities. The remaining 34 participants chose “Other” and, of these, 31 provided text indicating their role. Most of these participants (n = 22) specified that they were an administrator for or staff at a program that specifically provides services to individuals with ASD. These were coded as administrators or staff and combined with the data from the 113 participants. Across the entire sample, 96 individuals indicated they were administrators and 42 indicated that they were staff members that primarily work with individuals with disabilities. Six individuals indicated that they were faculty or general campus staff and three did not provide a response. The 113 participants who indicated they were administrators or staff at a college program serving students with disabilities completed additional demographic questions describing their institution (see Table 1). Approximately 73% of the sample worked at 4-year institutions and 71% worked at institutions with populations of between 1,000 and 15,000 students.


TABLE 1    Sample self-reported institutional demographic characteristics.
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Data analysis

To address the research questions, descriptive statistics for the Likert scale items were calculated and data from the open-ended questions were analyzed using a basic interpretive qualitative methodology guided by the inductive analysis techniques described by Grbich (2013). Two members of the research team (the first two authors) independently read the transcripts from the open-ended questions and collaborated to develop codes. These codes were refined in consultation with the other members of the research team. For example, a response such as using effective organization and time management strategies resulted in a code entitled difficulties with self-regulation. A third member of the research team (the third author) independently coded 25% of the responses and provided suggestions for revising the codes, which were incorporated into the final coding scheme. A fourth member of the research team recoded the data using the final codes (the fourth author) and the third team member then independently coded an additional 25% of the responses. Interrater reliability for the coding of strengths/facilitators of success was 89.1 and 90.9% for coding the barriers across the first two authors who each coded 100% of the responses.




Results

The majority of respondents (n = 104; 92.03%) indicated that the number of students with ASD has increased at their institution over the past 10 years. These participants were asked to estimate the percentage of the increase over this period and 97 provided an estimate. Of these, 34% (n = 33) indicated that the population of students with ASD has increased by up to 19%. Approximately 28% (n = 27) indicated that the increase was between 20 and 39% while approximately 18% (n = 18) indicated that the increase was between 40 and 59%. Nine percent (n = 9) indicated that the increase was between 60 and 79 and 10% (n = 10) reported an increase of greater than 80%. As summarized in Table 1, the majority of participants (n = 68; 60.18%) were not able to estimate the percentage of college students with ASD that had successfully graduated from their institution. Participants were also asked to indicate if they offered additional services for individuals with ASD beyond those that are legally mandated under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the ADA Amendments Act of 2008 (e.g., services beyond basic accommodations and auxiliary aides) and 32 participants (28.3%) indicated their institution provided such services.

The first research question addressed respondents’ perceptions of common characteristics of college students with ASD, as summarized in Table 2. Most participants disagreed or strongly disagreed with statements that college students with ASD are well-prepared to self-advocate (77.8%), have strong learning/study strategies (50.4%), and are well-prepared to live independently (76.1%). A substantial majority of participants agreed or strongly agreed that college students with ASD experience high levels of anxiety (91.2%), social isolation (85%), loneliness (81.4%), and high levels of depression (62.8%). Responses about the academic preparation of college students with ASD varied, with approximately equal numbers agreeing (n = 44; 38.9%) and disagreeing (n = 42; 33.6%). Of the 89 participants who answered the question regarding whether college students with ASD benefit from living in a single room, half agreed or strongly agreed that this was beneficial (n = 45, 50.5%). Most of the remaining survey respondents were neutral about the perceived benefits of single rooms as an accommodation for individuals with ASD (n = 34; 38.2%).


TABLE 2    Distribution, mean, and standard deviation for answers to likert scale items describing the experiences of college students with ASD (n = 113).
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The second research question focused on the strengths/facilitators of success and barriers faced by college students with ASD. Data to address this research question were gathered from two open-ended questions that asked participants to provide up to three responses. Six responses had to be divided because two different ideas were described. At least one strength was listed by 145 participants, with a total of 436 responses. All participant responses were sorted into seven codes. Not all responses could be coded as 81 responses were vague and idiosyncratic, such as one-word responses that were very unclear, such as “access,” “sleep,” or “denial.” The data from the remaining 355 responses aligned with the coding schema. As a participant could provide multiple responses with the same code, data are reported at the participant-level, not the response-level. The most common strength code (summarized in Table 3), indicated the importance of having appropriate self-regulation skills (n = 88). This code included responses related to students’ appropriate self-awareness, executive function, and/or learning/study strategy skills. It also included responses such as regular class attendance, being organized, engaging in help-seeking behavior, utilizing appropriate coping strategies, and using effective organization and time management strategies. The next most common code was receiving consistent support on campus (n = 60). This included individuals with ASD being connected with supports on campus in addition to the disability service office, receiving mentoring from faculty, staff, or peers, receiving appropriate advising, and participating in regular “check-ins.” The third most common code (n = 48) was individuals with ASD having appropriate self-determination skills, such as the ability to self-advocate, having appropriate self-efficacy, and being motivated and/or engaging in goal directed behaviors.


TABLE 3    Number of participants by qualitative coding for strengths/facilitators of successful college students with ASD (n = 145).
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This research question also focused on the barriers to success for college students with ASD. Similar to the analysis for strengths and facilitators of success, respondents could provide up to three responses to an open-ended survey question that was utilized to answer this research question. At least one barrier was noted by 147 participants, with a total of 448 responses provided. All participant responses were classified into eight codes. It is important to note that some one word or anomalous responses (n = 99 responses from 76 participants) did not fit the coding schema, such as “constant changes,” “assumptions,” or “unfamiliar.” As described in Table 4, the most commonly perceived barrier to success for college students with ASD was difficulties with self-regulation (n = 84). This included failure to engage in appropriate time management, executive function, or learning/study strategies as well as not engaging in appropriate help seeking behavior (i.e., not seeking out campus resources). Difficulties with class attendance, cognitive flexibility, and failure to adapt to change were also reported. The next most commonly reported barrier was difficulties with social and/or communication skills (n = 72). Difficulties understanding social norms and communicating with professors were reported in addition to being lonely or socially isolated. The third most common barrier was the presence of mental health and/or behavior challenges (n = 32). Difficulties with anxiety, the inability to utilize appropriate coping mechanisms, and behavioral/emotional episodes were common responses.


TABLE 4    Number of participants by qualitative coding for the barriers to success for college students with ASD (n = 147).
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Discussion

A growing, but fairly limited, body of research about college students with ASD has developed over the past 20 years (Anderson et al., 2019). The findings of this present study align with the results of previous research in many ways. The college personnel in this study indicated variation in the academic preparation of college students with ASD varies, with equal numbers of participants indicating that college students with ASD are, and are not, academically prepared for college. This finding was also mirrored in their responses to the open-ended items concerning strengths/facilitators of success and barriers, as almost equal numbers of participants (n = 29 and n = 28, respectively) noted prior high school preparation as both a strength and the lack of preparation as a barrier. This finding may reflect that individuals with ASD vary in their academic, social, and general preparation for the college environment.

Participants reported that appropriate self-advocacy, independent living skills, and learning/study skills were important facilitators of success for college students with ASD, similar to the findings of White et al. (2016). Most of the strengths/facilitators of success noted by participants were also perceived as potential barriers (if the individual student did not have them). For example, having appropriate social skills was a common strength, but not having appropriate social skills was the second most noted barrier. Difficulties with social skills was also noted by Elias et al. (2019). Likewise, receiving/seeking appropriate support on campus was noted as a strength, but not engaging in help-seeking behavior was noted by those responding to the survey as a difficulty. Finally, having appropriate self-regulation skills was the most commonly reported strength, yet difficulties with self-regulation were also listed as the most common barrier.

As noted in previous studies conducted with heterogenous samples of students with disabilities (Gelbar et al., 2020), the respondents in this study indicated that having appropriate self-determination and self-advocacy skills was a major facilitator of success for college students with ASD. Conversely, they also believed that the absence of these skills served as a major barrier to success in college.

The respondents also indicated that many college students with ASD experience anxiety, depression, social isolation, and loneliness, which was also indicated by previous research (Gelbar et al., 2014). Only seven participants noted that independent living skills (including navigating roommates) was a barrier to the success of college students with ASD. This was an interesting finding, as previous research has suggested that this has been an important factor facilitating employment and other postsecondary success (Kanne et al., 2011).


Limitations and directions for future research

One of the limitations of this type of research is that those who respond to the survey are reflecting on their perceptions of others’ experiences. Concerns have been raised about the validity of self-report information gathered from individuals with ASD due to their lack of insight (Schriber et al., 2014), so this study may provide an important dimension related to college readiness and completion of this group. Future research should, however, triangulate the findings from observers such as parents and disability service professional with data gathered directly from individuals with ASD. Another limitation of this research is that it required participants to generalize across a group of participants who have varied outcomes. Again, future research should address this concern by also gathering information from parents and individuals with ASD. It is also suggested that future research explore the predictive validity of the patterns reported in this data by gathering data on important predictors (e.g., self-determination, learning/study strategies, etc.) from individual students and, if possible, regressing it on important outcomes such as college retention, GPA, and graduation. Additionally, as participants in this study were unable to estimate the graduation rate for college students with ASD, efforts should be made to improve data collection and reporting on student outcomes, and eventually, longitudinal research should be conducted that specifically samples and reports on outcomes of college students with ASD. In addition, this study did not explore whether the perceptions for individuals with ASD would also apply to individuals without ASD. Without a comparison point, it is not possible to determine to what extent these trends apply to all college students vs. difference in the magnitude or presentation of these trends for individual with ASD. Future research should address this limitation by using students without ASD as a comparison (e.g., compared to all college students are college students with ASD more likely to experience high levels of depression.”




Conclusion

A specific set of reported facilitators of success for college students with ASD need to be developed by students before starting college if these students are going to successfully navigate and thrive in the college environment. In addition to academic preparation, students need to have the ability to self-advocate, make independent decisions, self-regulate their behaviors, use appropriate coping and study strategies. Further, the ability to communicate effectively with a variety of individuals (i.e., peers, staff, and faculty) is another essential path to success. It is important that high school (and even middle school) students with ASD be given the opportunity to develop these skills by receiving systematic instruction in these areas. Professionals who work with adolescents with ASD need to move beyond simply developing academic skills and to assist students in becoming more independent sooner to enable them to reach their potential as capable young adults with ASD.
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Footnotes
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Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has enormous negative effects on people’s lives. People with disabilities (PWDs) who have been made vulnerable and who tend to face significant barriers in accessing public services are likely to be affected even more. This study aims to shed light on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on PWDs with special attention to their ability to access public services in the West Bank region of the occupied Palestinian territory.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted between March 2021 and October 2021. The study was divided into two phases. The first phase consisted of interviews with people with different disabilities, while the second phase targeted policymakers and stakeholders in discussion of the results of the first phase. A total of 16 interviews with people with different types of disabilities (7 males, 9 females) were conducted via telephone. For the second phase, a total of 6 interviews were conducted with stakeholders most responsible for addressing the issue of disability and the needs of PWDs in the West Bank. Analytical memos were prepared for all interviews. Main themes and subthemes were identified by reading and re-reading memos and transcripts until themes and subthemes emerged.

Results: All participants agreed that the COVID-19 pandemic had affected all aspects of life for all groups of people, including PWDs. The effects of the pandemic exacerbated the overall living conditions and access to basic services for PWDs. The results show that access to public transportation, public services, and to health services was all interrupted during the pandemic. This was compounded by deterioration of the financial situation for PWDs which further worsened their access. The stakeholders’ interviews confirmed and explained the findings as mainly due to lack of prioritization of PWD’s rights and needs.

Conclusion: The study emphasized that most of the reported barriers to accessing essential services were intensified during the pandemic. Furthermore, the results show that PWDs and their needs are not considered a priority by the Palestinian Authority, exacerbated by the Israeli occupation. Our findings underline the importance of including PWDs in any future crisis planning.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has spread worldwide, affecting all populations, albeit disproportionately (Kuper et al., 2020; Lee and Kim, 2020; Shakespeare et al., 2021; Mitwalli et al., 2022). Making up more than 1 billion people worldwide, persons with disabilities (PWDs) (Kuper and Heydt, 2019) are among the hardest hit by the pandemic (United Nations, 2020). While PWDs are among the most impacted groups, they are also among the most excluded and vulnerable as they were generally absent from most of the COVID-19 response plans (Sabatello et al., 2020; Kubenz and Kiwan, 2021). This is not surprising as PWDs are often neglected in disasters and emergencies globally (Armitage and Nellums, 2020; Sabatello et al., 2020; Kubenz and Kiwan, 2021; Shakespeare et al., 2021). In Low-to-Middle-Income Countries (LMICs), where the majority of PWDs live (80%) (Banks et al., 2021), the strains of the pandemic and exclusion of PWDs in the COVID-19 intervention measures, are further intensified (Kubenz and Kiwan, 2021) as LMICs have weak infrastructures which are generally unable to respond and cope with such emergencies, have inadequate resources, and tend to lack social protection policies (Vieira et al., 2020; Kubenz and Kiwan, 2021; Shahzad et al., 2021).

Thus, the pandemic and its containment measures created extraordinary difficulties for PWDs, with varying difficulties depending on the type of disability. For example, disruption of daily routines, made it difficult for people with autism to cope with daily life because of sudden self-isolation (Willner et al., 2020). Lip reading is not possible for persons with hearing difficulties with the use of face masks and social distancing, making it especially difficult to obtain information on how to deal with the pandemic or how to access services (Shakespeare et al., 2021) among other problems. Using public transportation became a massive barrier to those with visual and motor disabilities due to the physical distancing requirement and the need to avoid touching surfaces because of the risk of transmission among especially persons with visual disabilities (Shakespeare et al., 2021). The sudden decreased access to rehabilitation and healthcare centers further exacerbated the physical health of those with motor disabilities (Lebrasseur et al., 2021). Moreover, it has been reported that social isolation disproportionately affects people with physical disabilities, resulting in poor mental health outcomes (Lebrasseur et al., 2021; Shakespeare et al., 2021). For persons with intellectual disabilities, the loss of social care from residential schools, day services, and other forms of care providers (Lebrasseur et al., 2021; Oviedo-Cáceres et al., 2021; Patel et al., 2021), increased the burden on families perhaps unaware of their needs or unable to provide adequate care (Jalali et al., 2020; Shakespeare et al., 2021).Thus, while containment measures to deal with the pandemic are deemed necessary (Bentley, 2020), the pandemic further heightened the risk of de-prioritization and exclusion of PWDs by the COVID-19 intervention measures (Kuper et al., 2020).

In the Israeli occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) (Amnesty International, 2022), Palestinians have and continue to suffer from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and its containment measures in ways which are similar to other populations in LMICs. Yet in addition, Palestinians including PWDs who form around 6% of the population of the oPt (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018), have also been enduring a double captivity: not only that of the pandemic, but also the chronic and ongoing Israeli military occupation of Palestinian land. On the West Bank, Israel is in full control of 60% of West Bank land, also known as Area C, and greatly limits the movement of people, resources, goods and livelihoods while inflicting both direct and indirect political and structural violence on the Palestinian population (Batniji et al., 2009). Additional human right violations include attacks by illegal Israeli settlers on Palestinian West Bank land, and on-going demolition of homes by the Israeli army which inflict further suffering on all of the population, including on Palestinian PWDs (United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2020). During the pandemic, the Israeli military occupation army maintained its continuous violence against Palestinians and disrupted Palestinians efforts to contain the pandemic (Hamamra et al., 2021b). Adding insult to injury, PWDs also endure the neglect and de-prioritization of their needs by the Palestinian Authority (PA), which governs and has a measure of control over about 10% of the West Bank only (World Bank, 2010). It is necessary to note that the PA also endures serious Israeli occupation-related limitations as it lacks sovereignty over land which limits and curtails its ability to respond to crises, and largely depends on foreign aid (Giacaman et al., 2004). Prior to the pandemic, PWDs in the oPt were already enduring serious difficulties as many PWDs experienced poverty, high illiteracy levels and unemployment rates, with little opportunity to function and participate in society at the most basic levels (Mitwalli et al., 2022). These pre-COVID-19 systemic barriers to PWD functioning were critically aggravated by the pandemic. With the spread of COVID-19 to the West Bank beginning March 2020, and by May 2022, an estimated 657,573 people had been infected by the virus in the West Bank, with over 5,600 deaths recorded (Reuters, 2022) out of a population of 3.12 million (Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018).

In the context of an already weak and Israeli controlled fragile West Bank economy and fragmented health system, the PA enforced a state of emergency with complete and partial lockdowns, closure of public spaces, and shifted school and university education to online teaching from March 2020 till the middle of 2021 to protect the population and contain the viral surge (Hamamra et al., 2021a; Mitwalli et al., 2022). This has had negative effects especially on Palestinian excluded groups, particularly PWDs, with life severely disrupted, access to services seriously curtailed, and poverty increasing among an already poor population. These circumstances prompted us to conduct an investigation focusing on PWDs and their families. The aim of this qualitative study was to provide insights into how the COVID-19 pandemic superimposed on pre-existing problems related to continued Israeli military rule and exposure to political violence among the West Bank population have affected PWDs who are among the most vulnerable groups in the population as they are suffering from particularly difficult circumstances and multiple barriers to a dignified and decent life. The study pays specific attention to health care access and selected public services, and the consequences of the pandemic and lockdown on economic life and livelihoods.



Materials and methods

This qualitative study began at the end of March and was completed at the end of October 2021. Ethical approval was granted by the Institute of Community and Public Health, Birzeit University’s (ICPH/BZU) Research Ethics Committee. The study was divided into two phases. The first phase consisted of interviews with PWDs, while the second phase targeted policy makers and stakeholders in discussion of the results of the first phase.

We opted for individual interviews as opposed to focus group discussions especially with policymakers/stakeholders. This is because our experience indicates that when discussing contentious issues related to unmet needs of priority groups which are neglected, focus groups can induce arguments motivated by defense, denial or justification of why things are the way they are, rather than a discussion of issues and how to solve them. In individual interviews, participants are inclined to be reflective rather than defensive, and are more willing to acknowledge problems without losing face.

The ICPH research team consisted of two researchers and one assistant. The team employed two contact facilitators to help in recruiting potential PWDs interviewees. The first list came from the Community Based Rehabilitation (CBR) Program and the second came from an activist with a disability. In both cases, potential interviewees provided initial verbal consent to participate in the study. During this time period, interview questions were developed in discussion among the three-person team, and in line with the aims and objectives of the study. The interview schedule was piloted and modified to correspond to the findings of the pilot.

Interviews with PWDs or their mothers were conducted in May, June and July 2021. Due to the constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted via telephone, as internet access may have been inaccessible to all participants. Each interviewee was contacted by phone and verbal consent was obtained orally and noted in writing. This included the consent to record the interview. Each interview was audio recorded and saved on a password-protected computer. There were two interviewers: the lead interviewer responsible for probing and a second interviewer who was mainly in charge of note-taking but also engaged in the questions and probing when needed.

The initial aim was to interview 16 participants from the list of 25 provided by facilitators. PWDs with motor disabilities dominated the lists, with fewest interviewees being PWDs with hearing disabilities. Our purposive sampling procedure included variables related to region (North, Central, and South West Bank governorates), geographic area (urban, rural, or Palestinian refugee camp), gender, and age. These key variables were accounted for when choosing participants to ensure diversity and a spread of experiences. Out of this list of 16 potential interviewees that we had selected, there were two refusals despite providing initial consent to facilitators. These refusals were replaced with other potential participants from the lists we obtained from facilitators.

Of the total 16 interviews that were conducted, 6 were completed with participants with a motor disability, 4 with an intellectual disability, 3 with a visual disability, and 3 with a hearing disability. For participants younger than 18 years old and for children with intellectual disabilities, the mothers were interviewed either alongside the participant or alone. Additionally, a mother of a participant with a hearing disability was interviewed as a sign language translator was not available in the north of the West Bank. The interview questions focused on the barriers faced by the interviewees mainly during the pandemic in accessing different services including health and public services in general. We also asked about changes in the economic status of the family during the pandemic.

The second phase of this study in October 2021 consisted of interviewing local, national and international policymakers. The aim of these interviews was to create a dialogue centered around the results of the interviews with PWDs or mothers of PWDs. Interviews included presenting the summarized findings from the PWD interviews to these policymakers; finding out whether they endorsed the findings; and obtaining their views regarding why the PWD’s identified needs were not being met, especially during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

A total of six interviews were conducted with one representative from a local non-governmental organization, three representatives from the Ministry of Health (MoH), Ministry of Education and Ministry of Social Development (MoSD) each, and two representatives from international organizations; United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and Diakonia, both are very active in disability rehabilitation in the country. Each interviewee was contacted by phone and verbal consent was obtained orally and noted in writing. This included the consent to record the interview. All but one interview was conducted via Zoom. The remaining interview was conducted face-to-face. Interviews were audio recorded and stored on a password-encrypted computer held in the lead interviewer’s office.

Immediately following all interviews, analytical memos were composed based on the written interview notes, and then finalized by listening to the interview audio recordings and fine tuning content. Main themes and subthemes were identified by reading and re-reading memos and transcripts until emerging themes and subthemes were agreed upon by the research team members.



Results

Almost all PWDs participants agreed that the COVID-19 pandemic had affected all aspects of life for all groups of people, yet with more intensity for people with disabilities (PWDs). The effects of the pandemic exacerbated the overall living conditions and access to basic services for PWDs, as a 20-year-old male participant with a motor disability from a northern West Bank (WB) village stated:

“With the pandemic which has become a burden on people, can you think of how this would be for people with disabilities…? The Corona pandemic affected all sectors (of society) psychologically, socially, health wise and economically.”

In addition to the difficulties PWDs participants faced during the pandemic, they were keen to point out selected and important chronic barriers to accessing a variety of services they even endured before the pandemic. Elaborating on pre-pandemic difficulties by PWDs, participants helped explain how their access to services had deteriorated even more during the pandemic. In this respect, the stakeholder interviewees confirmed that most of PWDs’ difficulties were related to the pre-pandemic period but with more severity during the pandemic. Moreover, they agreed that PWDs’ needs were not considered during the pandemic even though they were amongst the most affected groups by the pandemic. One related issue according to a stakeholder participant is the lack of representation of PWD organizations in the emergency committees. She noted:

“There were no institutions of PWDs in emergency committees to take decisions (relevant to the needs of PWDs). No one felt the problem, they were not seeing it, and this indicates a defect. No one talks about the needs of PWDs without them being there.”


Barriers to access public transportation

Public transportation was one of the key issues that most PWDs participants struggled with during the pandemic, as it was either disrupted partially or completely. The PWD interviewees acknowledged that this barrier was also for all people and not specifically for them. The disruption was due to different lockdown requirements enforced on people and private and public transportation vehicles. For example, most PWDs interviewees noted the placement of Palestinian police checkpoints at city entrances. This lockdown restriction hindered all movement completely, which barred access to key services. A 66-year-old mother of 8 children with intellectual disabilities living in a southern West Bank village noted:

“By God I took a risk once, and the police was following me. I went to bring medications for my children as they (the police) were following me. I told them that I want to take medications for my children, I took a risk for my children. Yes wallahi (by god), they were about to send me back but when they saw the children’s cards they agreed (to let me go). Wallahi I faced difficulty and fear too, fear.”

Another female 30-year-old participant with a hearing disability from a central West Bank village elaborated:

“A burden on us, the police did not believe that we were going for a health issue, they thought we were going for an outing. The police did not deal with us well, they were not convinced (did not understand) about the situation of people. Our village is not part of the Palestinian Authority (it is in Area C which is completely controlled by Israel) so when we would enter the Palestinian Authority areas there were difficulties.”

Elaborating on the transportation-related difficulties in accessing his university during the pandemic, a 20-year-old male participant with a motor disability from a northern West Bank village noted:

“Imagine during the pandemic period, one wants to go to an educational institution, one needs to think how to go and move. You have transport (which is) much harder in the Corona. So he will think of movement before he thinks of education. So here you have deprived him of more than one right. You deprived him of education. You deprived him of the right to movement. You deprived him of independence…. this was (the case) before Corona but when Corona came life became harder.”

This example illustrates the multiple and intersecting impacts on PWDs where both rights to education and rights to free movement are impacted.

Similarly, two participants with visual disabilities reported difficulty in accessing public transportation to reach their universities. For example, a male 20-year-old participant living in a rural area of northern West Bank elaborated on the increased challenge to access the university to buy past papers, textbooks, and paying tuition fees since the public transportation to the university was very limited because of university closures due to the pandemic.

Additionally, the increased cost of transport due to the pandemic related restrictions prevented some participants at times from accessing services, especially those living in rural and camp areas as this 18-year-old female participant with a hearing disability from a camp in the center of the West Bank emphasized:

“The difficulty of transport and payments during Corona. Thirty five Shekels (the costs) were not available…the difficulty of getting there, the difficulty of transport to the hospital from a financial point of view.”

Another male participant aged 33 years old with a motor disability from an urban area of the south West Bank noted:

“It is difficult for a person with disability to ensure transportation, financially difficult in ensuring transport, and who is in a wheelchair without a private car (must pay) 100 Israeli Shekel for the smallest trip.”

In line with the reported problems by PWDs participants in accessing public transportation, almost all stakeholders’ interviewees agreed that public transportation has always been a challenge, but it became increasingly more difficult during the pandemic. A participant from MoSD maintained that the transportation problem is complex and there is a lack of cooperation from taxi drivers. He stated that drivers do not consider that PWDs require more time to get into the vehicle, and emphasized that this corroborates PWDs’ demand to obtain special transportation services for them.

It is worth mentioning that the PWDs participants also reported lack of accessibility to public transportation as one of the main barriers that always exists even in the pre-pandemic period, particularly for people with visual and motor disabilities. It was explained that those with visual and motor disabilities depended greatly on the assistance of others to access transport due to the lack of adaptation of the public transport system to accommodate, for example, wheelchairs, let alone auditory sign and public transport stops, given that there are hardly busses going around and that shared taxis seem to stop anywhere wherever there is a potential customer waving their hands indicating they need a ride.



Barriers to access public services

Another barrier reported by most PWDs participants, and confirmed by stakeholders, was related to accessing public services which has always been a difficulty for PWDS in the oPt, given that public buildings are not adapted for people with different types of disabilities. The interviewed stakeholders admitted that some health facilities are partially adapted for people with partial motor disabilities, but they are not adapted for other kinds of disabilities such as those with visual and hearing disabilities. This young 20-year-old male participant with a visual disability from a northern West Bank village explained it:

“Adaptation (to the needs of PWDs) for daily life is not provided (by ministry or government) unfortunately, such as (in the case of) streets, public areas and public institutions. Buildings are not adapted for people with disability, no elevators adapted to Braille. For people with physical disability no rail; for those who have a hearing disability, there are no sign language translators.”

During the pandemic, difficulties in accessing public services were exacerbated by the fact that service providing institutions were working only partially during the lockdown, which presented a challenge for PWDs. Most PWDs interviewees reported problems such as limited opening hours, a partial number of operating employees, and long waiting time resulting sometimes in multiple visits to obtain the needed service. A female participant with a visual disability aged 20 from a northern West Bank city noted:

“The conditions of closure presented challenges depending on where one wanted to go. For example if one had a trip (needed to go to) to the bank, had a trip to the Jawwal company (mobile phone company), a trip anywhere and wanted to go during a particular time and there was closure, things would get obstructed for him/her.”

Local and international NGOs play an important role in providing activities for PWDs. During the pandemic they were closed or canceled their activities. In this regard, a 21-year-old male interviewee with a motor disability from a central West Bank camp shared his frustration at no longer being able to participate in trainings.

Some interviewees pointed to the difficulties in accessing recreational facilities during the pandemic. This was reported mainly by the mothers of persons with intellectual disabilities. This has negatively affected the physical and mental health of people with intellectual disabilities and their opportunity to get out of the house as this mother of a daughter, aged 32 years, with intellectual disability, from a central West Bank city, revealed:

“My daughter’s mental well-being has become very bad, and she started wetting herself and keeping things in her heart (internalizing things) and she gained weight and her body became bloated because she needs to walk, and she began to take a diuretic. The public parks are closed and people are not allowed to shake hands, where do I take her?”

And this mother of 10 years old boy with autism from a rural area in the north of the West Bank told us:

“Corona affected my son, no activities, no clubs or swimming and public parks closed and he likes such things, he was imprisoned at home sitting with the TV (on) and phone all the time and eating, he gained weight.”

A male 33-year-old participant with a motor disability from a southern West Bank city also emphasized that confinement at home and the closure made him distressed. He noted:

“Closure created psychological pressure, created a psychological situation. That is, one stays at home with no breather. One goes out. the shops are closed, no income, this played a (negative) psychological role.”

In addition to the above-mentioned barriers in accessing public services and the related consequences, lockdown and social distancing requirements created a challenge for PWDs who needed personal assistance. This was especially for people with hearing disabilities and people with visual disabilities, who usually rely on personal assistants due to inaccessibility difficulties. The problem was that having personal assistants during COVID-19 increased the risk of contracting the virus.

This need for personal assistance has always been an issue for people with hearing disabilities when they seek public services even before the pandemic. For example, the absence of sign language translators at banks which created a problem for privacy and independence as a female participant with a hearing disability stated that she doesn’t want anyone to know how much money she has, and this is not possible due to lack of privacy resulting from the unavailability of translators in banks.

The absence of sign language translators in all services was also noted by the stakeholder interviewees. The interviewee from MoSD reported that the Ministry requested banks to provide sign language translators and to have a Braille system available for banking services. According to him, the law does not prevent a person with a disability to have full autonomy regarding their banking services and thus there is no need for a guardian. However, this request has to yet be implemented.

The difficulty of maintaining social distancing requirement during the pandemic was also a problem discussed by interviewees with motor disabilities. For example, a male participant maintained that keeping social distance was difficult for him as a physically disabled person who uses a wheelchair. He explained that his friends push his wheelchair and this goes against social distancing guidelines. Another 21 years old male participant with a motor disability from a central West Bank camp noted:

“Maintaining the required distance as a movement PWD was difficult for me.”

For accessing public health information related to the pandemic and governmental restriction measures, most interviewees explained that they relied on several types of media. These media included television, social media platforms, government daily briefing reports, and Palestinian MoH instructions. Sometimes, participants depended on their family members to deliver updated knowledge. For example, a female interviewee with a hearing disability particularly complained about no longer having a sign language translator on the national TV Channel. Prior to the pandemic, there used to be a sign language translator for one of the news broadcasts channels. However, this was interrupted during the pandemic. And this caused the participant to rely on her mother to update her on the daily news broadcasts.



Barriers to access to health services

In general, PWDs participants who required health services during the pandemic emphasized the challenges that they had faced. For those who did not need such services, they referred to experiences of others whom they knew had struggled to reach such services. Some of the obstacles in accessing health services were shared among different types of disabilities.

Some stakeholders explained the challenges PWDs faced in accessing health services and lack of prioritization of their health needs, partly due to the Palestinian Authority (PA) focus on pandemic related precautionary measures which negatively affected health services, as one interviewee from MoH noted:

“Preventive measures to control the spread of the virus affected health services in remote areas and those most affected were PWDs; they were an excluded group and they became a neglected group during Corona.”

Almost all the interviewees with disabilities and mothers of PWDs believed that PWDs have low immunity and this could predispose them to catching the COVID-19 virus. Thus, some participants feared accessing health services to avoid catching the virus. One mother of a 16-year-old daughter from southern West Bank camp explained:

“During the Corona I kept her (her daughter) at home, and would go out and bring her necessities such as urine bags. I install for her an internal urine bag and I change it every month. I used to take her normally to the hospital, but was afraid and protected her because my daughter does not have immunity. I placed a mask on her, and dressed her with a burnus (covering all the body), and sanitized. I suffered during corona with my daughter but without making her feel this.”

In addition, the restrictive preventive measures related to the pandemic such as mandatory face-masks when entering the health centers, reduced staff availability and limited working hours were a problem for some participants, as a male participant with a motor disability elaborated on this issue and explained that he either delays accessing the public clinic due to crowding or he goes to a private clinic where he needs to pay for the service.

Another main obstacle even before the pandemic, reported by almost all PWDs participated in the study, was the lack of essential medications at the government health clinics. During the pandemic, this problem was exacerbated even more as it also coincided with physicians’ strikes at the time. The lack of medications forced some participants to buy them at their own expense, despite the difficult financial situation during the pandemic. As a 50 years old female participant with a motor disability from a northern West Bank village noted:

“The lack of medication was there before corona, but after corona it increased. Sometimes there were no medications at all, or not all medications were available, so you go and find one or two kinds of medication (only). Maybe because of closures and strikes, they said as long as there is a clinic strike, we are forced to buy (medications) from outside (the clinic, privately).”

In this regard, all of our stakeholders interviewed agreed that the consistent lack of necessary medications is a chronic problem. The participant from MoH elaborated that the ministry has debt for the local pharmaceutical companies, which contributes to the inconsistent supply of certain medications.

For PWDs, participants who reported having been infected with COVID-19, they reported that they had to purchase the needed medications for treatment. A 33-year-old male participant with a motor disability from a southern West Bank city also complained that the process of obtaining some medications related to COVID-19 was confusing for him and his wife who also has a motor disability. He explained that there were conflicting referrals by the employees at the government clinics which confused them in terms of where to seek the service, and that they faced difficulty in obtaining some medications from the clinic. He also recommended that the government should provide oxygen-making machines to COVID-19 patients with disabilities as they have difficulty in accessing health services.

Related to the issue of PWDs who were infected at the beginning of the pandemic and were kept in the quarantine centers, some stakeholder participants referred to a challenge they faced in being away from their families especially for those who have hearing or severe intellectual disabilities and autistic persons. This was because they needed to be cared for by family members. Moreover, the staff in the quarantines were not qualified on how to communicate with PWDs and had scarce knowledge about their needs, let alone how to respond to these needs.

Some PWDs participants viewed the closure of outpatient clinics at hospitals and the conversion of hospitals to accommodate the COVID-19 patients’ cases only as main barriers in accessing health services. This affected those who were in need of regular medical follow-up, and had disrupted the provision of routine health services and delayed medical operations, as some participants reported. A mother of a 32-year-old daughter with intellectual disability from central West Bank city stated:

“My daughter needs an MR picture and she had an appointment on the 5th of October. But they told me entry to the hospital is banned and told me to do it at my expense… I do not have 3000 Israeli Shekel to make it at my expense.”

Two interviewees, one with a hearing disability and the other is a mother of a person with hearing disability, elaborated on their frustration over the same problem of repeated delay of required surgeries, in addition to the long process and waiting time usually related to the surgeries at the governmental hospitals. An 18-year-old female participant with a hearing disability from a central West Bank camp mentioned:

“Difficulty of reaching (health services) during the pandemic because (government) outpatient clinics do not receive (patients) every day. They were closed on many days especially during corona. And there was a strike so they (clinics) did not operate, and no surgeries as before. They gave priority to corona patients and emergency. The postponement (of my procedure) puffed my eyes up and affected my vision and affects breathing.”

Concerning other impediments related to outpatient clinics closures, an interviewee with visual disability discussed his experience in seeking his impairment rating report when he needed it during the pandemic. He faced much difficulty in reaching the medical committee at the hospital as he had to go through multiple visits and a long period to reach the committee and obtain the report.

Our MoH interviewee agreed that closures of outpatient clinics created problems for PWDs. He reported that the ministry was forced to take strict precautionary measures to stop the spread of the COVID-19 virus. This was because hospitals were a possible place of infection. The participant from MoSD stated that the effect of this closure affected PWDs more than other groups. He noted:

“Closing outpatient clinics affected all people but PWDs were affected more, their rights were violated twice, once as PWDs and another because of Corona.”

Additionally, the lockdown restrictions also shifted the medical follow-up routine. One female interviewee with a motor disability from a northern West Bank village, who suffers from a chronic disease decided to access the clinic close to her rural residence rather than accessing the more advanced clinic with better services due to the restrictions. This participant avoided accessing a specialist doctor in the city when she broke her leg due to the closure and to reduce costs. Instead, she approached a doctor in her village which resulted in deteriorating effects on her health. She noted:

“I used to attend that (Governmental) clinic every month. When corona happened I stopped going. I take my medications from another clinic. At that other (governmental) clinic (I used to go to before corona) they have more specialized doctor and modern laboratory equipment than the one I go to during corona.”

Almost all PWDs participants or their mothers stated that they were neither approached nor informed by the MoH about COVID-19 vaccines. Most stakeholders’ interviewees confirmed that PWDs are not considered a priority by the government at all levels including COVID-19 vaccination campaigns, and pointed to the lack of policies that can support them. Our MoH interviewee noted that vaccination centers were mainly located in the cities at the onset of the vaccination campaign. According to him, the MoH should have also considered providing the vaccine at primary health care clinics located in the villages. In this way, vaccines would have been accessible to people who cannot access the cities easily, including PWDs. He also asserted that a PWD database to include names and home addresses should be available for the Ministry to reach PWDs who could not reach the clinics to get their vaccination, and he suggested providing vaccination services by way of mobile clinics. De-prioritization of PWDs is represented also by the lack of disaggregated data about PWDs who were infected by the COVID-19 virus which should be available at the MoH according to a stakeholder participant from an international organization.

In addition to these pandemic-related obstacles, participants with all types of disabilities stressed that some barriers they face are structural in nature and not related to the pandemic, for example, problems with the national health insurance coverage.

In response to this, a participant from the MoH mentioned that the pandemic delayed the promulgation of a new disability law and preparation of the implementing regulations. This new law would greatly improve the situation for PWDs as many of our participants (both PWDs and stakeholders) confirmed. However, an interviewee from MoSD claimed that the high cost of implementing the law is the reason for the delay:

“The PWD Law (new) has been with the Council of Ministers and has not been approved till now, and this is unjustified.”



COVID-19 related problems accessing health services by type of disability

While there were common problems reported by our PWDs participants regarding accessing the health services, there were also some varying difficulties experienced by participants based on the type of disability they had. The interviewees who have motor disabilities reported specific problems related to their disability including the closure of the rehabilitation centers due to the lockdown, and interruption of the rehabilitation follow up. A male 21-year-old participant from a central West Bank camp noted:

“Rehabilitation centers closed down during the corona pandemic, and they are the centers that help people with disabilities most or provide them with treatment, whether physical therapy or assistive devices or any other activity. They are the only ‘breather’ for some of the people with disabilities, so they should have found an alternative plan or anything so that they should not close… it is coming back partially, but still (there is) fear or (those responsible) do not know how to prepare for going back (to work).”

Moreover, some of the interviewed participants with motor disabilities agreed that the cost of rehabilitation sessions was the main barrier even during pre-pandemic times, in addition to the cost of transport to access these centers. Fearing to contract COVID-19 during the visits was also a concern.

Two participants with motor disabilities elaborated on the difficulty of obtaining mobility devices during the pandemic. This difficulty in acquiring mobility aids was due to the closure of the rehabilitation centers. Another problem raised was the shortage of hygiene supplies such as diapers and urinary bags that were costly and scarce during the lockdown, as recalled by a mother of a 16- year-old girl with a motor disability from Southern West Bank camp.

Participants with hearing difficulties stressed their need to get new hearing aids and reported that closure during the pandemic further delayed obtaining them. This was because the hearing aids were not available at the centers as they were mostly closed due to the lockdown. Also, the cost of the hearing aids was a barrier both prior and during the pandemic. Another related problem is the inability to get new batteries for the hearing aids again because of the centers’ closure and inaccessibility problems. Some stakeholders confirmed what these participants reported, and emphasized that there was a shortage of hearing aids and the devices’ batteries, and they were only available in the main centers located in the cities.

This is reflected in the following quotes by participants with hearing difficulties:

An 18-year-old female participant from a central West Bank camp noted:

“The situation was difficult because hearing aids do not reach centers because there are no hearing aids at the crossing and because of tax, nothing gets in.”

And this 30-year-old female participant from a central West Bank village added:

“Hearing disability needs batteries and hearing aids, and they were not available during the pandemic. Also the services institutions may give them once or twice for free and for minimal fees. I need more than once or twice.”

Regarding the difficulties persons with intellectual disabilities encounter, mothers of persons with intellectual disabilities reported the general need for day-care centers for their adult children as the main unmet need. A mother with 8 children with intellectual disabilities and two out of the eight also with motor disabilities emphasized the negative effect of the pandemic regarding the closure of the day-care centers during the pandemic. Her two sons with multiple disabilities used to attend such centers before their closure. This added greater burden on the mother to take care of these two sons who require more care, particularly in terms of bathing and other hygiene tasks. One of the mothers planned to send her daughter to a day-care center just before the pandemic and started doing so but the center closed due to the pandemic. The same need was reported by a mother who has three children with intellectual disabilities and who has always been asking for day-care centers that are not available in her area prior to the pandemic.

Our stakeholders’ participants confirmed that the closure of the centers for people with severe intellectual disabilities impacted the PWDs and their families who were unequipped to respond to their needs. According to a stakeholder participant, this had mostly affected the mothers of persons with intellectual disabilities who prefer that their children stay in the centers. She stated that:

“Closure of centers was a problem for families although I see it as a double -edged sword. Some families had not seen their children for a while, and this (closure) was a burden because they are not used to it, and mothers preferred that their children would stay at the centers. However, I also find that people with mental disabilities have a right to be in their families’ homes.”



COVID-19 related economic barriers

In addition to the difficulties related to accessing different services, all PWDs interviewees agreed that the most notable effect of the pandemic was the deterioration of the economic situation for all groups of people, and PWDs were among the most impacted of groups, as this 20-year-old female participant with a visual disability from a northern West Bank city stated:

“The pandemic affected the economic situation of society in its entirety, from merchants, to daily workers. The salary was enough (for our family) before, and the two of us were studying at university… (now) material (money) is less and work is less, and my family cannot educate (pay the cost of education) of more than one (person).”

Or as this 21-year-old male respondent with a motor disability from a central West Bank camp explained:

“Most were affected, and those who had a job lost it and whoever had a material resource (income) almost disappeared.”

However, almost all PWDs participants already had stressful financial situations prior to the pandemic as the following participants explained:

A mother of 18-year-old son with a hearing disability from a northern West Bank village explained it: “My life is all Corona (in bad financial situation), not a year or two.”

And this 18-year-old female participant with a hearing disability, who reported:

“The economic condition was not affected (by the pandemic). It was bad from the beginning (before the pandemic)”

Despite the financial crisis PWDs were experiencing during the pandemic, most participants did not receive significant financial aid from the Palestinian Authority. Some participants complained that they were already excluded from MoSD monthly stipends prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. This exclusion was due to MoSD’s social needs assessment, as some PWDs were not considered in need of financial aid, and as a young interviewee with a motor disability maintained:

“I tried to contact MoSD to give me some money but it did not respond, they tightened their conditions (for financial support) and they are harsh. I went to the responsible person and she told me that I do not need help, one must see a destroyed home or a broken wall to give you help even though you fulfil the requirements (for providing help). The material situation is hard and I have a disability (which qualifies me for financial help from the MoSD) and support a family of seven, and this requires that they provide me with a salary. I talked with the Union (of PWDs) and they tried (to discuss with the MoSD) without result.”

Even PWDs interviewees who reported receiving a monthly stipend from the MoSD maintained that the stipend is insufficient as this mother of 10-year-old autistic son revealed:

“We benefit from the MoSD, even though this benefit is the shadow of shadow (very little benefit).”

Additionally, the participants reported a consistent delay in receiving their stipends. The payment is scheduled to reach participants every 3 months. Instead, it is usually received every 4 months. This was always the case prior to the pandemic and was exacerbated during the pandemic as this 33-year-old male participant with a motor disability elaborated:

“The MoSD gives me 750 Israeli Shekels every three months and sometimes every four months. (But) they do not abide by the timing (of payments) sometimes it takes (them) 5 months (to send payments).”

All stakeholders interviewed agreed that the financial situation of PWDs and their families deteriorated during the pandemic. They also confirmed that there is a consistent delay in MoSD stipends and particularly during the pandemic. The interviewee from MoSD reported that beneficiaries are also not reimbursed for the unpaid stipends. This is due to the financial crisis of the PA in general as some participants reported, and in particular during the pandemic because of PA’s focus on the pandemic related costs such as costs of COVID-19 tests and treatment at hospitals as an interviewee from MoH reported.

Surprisingly, PWDs who benefit from the MoSD monthly stipends were excluded from the COVID-19 related governmental limited financial aid launched during the first year of the pandemic under the title of the Waqfet Izz or “Dignity Stand”: A mother participant of 8 children with intellectual disabilities noted:

“I was infected with Corona and I have diabetes …. And got sick with corona and all my family got sick with corona… money (was given) to those with corona but us no, we (PWDs) are among the people who are forgotten.”

The stakeholder interviewees explained that COVID-19 related governmental aid was directed toward people who lost their jobs during the pandemic, mainly workers on a daily basis, and PWDs were excluded from this aid.

Informal financial aid to PWDs, described by PWDs interviewees as aid received from people here and there who support PWDs sometimes but as persons, not institutions, was also negatively affected since the pandemic broke. Most interviewees reported that such aid was cut because all people were affected financially. They only received small amounts of financial aid or in-kind aid mostly as food baskets during Ramadan (the holy fasting month for Muslims):

This mother participant with 3 children with intellectual disabilities explained:

“Now no one looks up anyone (meaning helps) because everyone sat (at home) with Corona and did not work, so whoever wanted to give you (money or support), brings it to himself and home (instead).”

This financial hardship caused some PWDs and/or their families to live in debt as this 18-year-old female participant with a hearing disability revealed:

“When debts are piled up the shop owner demands (that we pay), and sometimes, they scream at my mother. Once the shop owner exposed and disgraced us to the world when my mother took on debt washing soap and he came and made a wedding at home (meaning figuratively lots of noise so everyone heard and the family was exposed and disgraced). And my mother was very upset and sad.”

While access to public transportation, public and health services was constrained as elaborated above, the financial hardship PWDs were experiencing during the pandemic further hindered them from accessing these services and made the access even more difficult.



Israeli occupation barriers

In addition to all services access difficulties, some participants elaborated on the barriers they faced in both the pre- and during the pandemic period because of Israeli occupation of Palestinian land and specific violation measures and human rights abuses, especially concerning their ability to seek medical care. This includes difficulty in obtaining permits to enter Israel, including illegally Israeli annexed East Jerusalem where many of the Palestinian specialized services are located; and exposure to tear gas at Israeli army checkpoints, difficulties in traveling abroad (either need for permits or having to deal with checkpoints and crossing difficulties), and lack of qualified medical staff locally, yet travel restrictions barring access. A male 20-year-old participant with a motor disability from a northern West Bank village stated:

“You (Palestinians) have no competencies because of (Israeli) occupation. There is no high-level medical treatment and for precise things (procedures). How many cases of disability because of occupation… you live while you are not allowed everything, and your movement is not easy, going and coming back (because of Israeli occupation, checkpoints, and restrictions of movement from one place to another and also out of the country).”

Another male 21-year-old participant with a motor disability from a central West Bank camp elaborated on the problem of requiring permits from Israel to be able to get to hospitals inside Israel, given the lack of services in the West Bank:

“Things used to happen before corona, things which are difficult to describe. I used to have follow ups at hospitals inside (Israel), and after preparing all things (requirements) from MoH and UNRWA, and preparing all papers comes the permit request. You request a permit (to enter Israel) and they (Israel) delay to the point that you postpone your appointment more than once.”

Regarding the barriers our participants faced due to Israeli occupation during the pandemic, a few participants reported no direct effect on the personal level. However, these participants recognized occupation’s impact (on the nation, society) in general as this mother of a daughter with intellectual disability maintained:

“The biggest enemy for us (Palestinians) is (Israeli) occupation, and Corona topped it on us, it became an extra (burden).”

Other participants, especially those who live in Palestinian refugee camps reported experiencing direct Israeli violence such as being exposed to invasions (the Israeli army going into camps, firing in the air, searching homes, arresting people, firing at people, tear gas etc.) even during the pandemic, as one male 21-year-old interviewee with a motor disability from a central West Bank camp reported:

“During the Corona pandemic, invasions are continuous as well as arrests here in the camp. They would shoot, invade during the day. All throughout, the (Israeli) occupation (army) invaded the camp at night, after midnight. During the Corona pandemic they attack during the day for long hours. You leave the lecture (on zoom) and you observe what happens, and you become afraid for those around you, and this affects the psychology and the economic situation and work.”

Or as this respondent, a mother of a 16-year-old daughter with a motor disability from a southern West Bank camp reported:

“When my daughter used to go to the center and they (Israeli occupation forces) would return the bus (denied entry) my daughter would cry and cry… I used to go out when they showered tear gas and get her siblings to go out to bring her because I am afraid for her from the gas.”

Moreover, a mother of a child with a hearing disability does not allow her son to visit his married sister in another city in the West Bank by himself. This is because she worries that he could be shot at the checkpoint, since he has a hearing disability and may not comply with the Israeli soldiers’ orders. The mother provided an example of how one of her son’s friends was killed at a checkpoint during the First Intifada (uprising) because the soldiers called to him and he did not respond. For this reason, she taught the international sign of “I’m deaf” and sign this whenever they travel between the oPt and Jordan. She stated:

“When we used to travel to Jordan, he would sign from far to the Israeli at the window (security), I am deaf, he would spread his hand and place two of his fingers on his mouth and then raise them onto his hears. This is the international sign, that I am deaf.”




Discussion

This study provides an overview of the experiences of PWDs living under the Israeli military occupation in the West Bank of the oPt in accessing services during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is clear that most of the reported barriers to accessing essential services and public spaces which are needed by PWDs in order to attain a decent and dignified life existed in the period before the pandemic began. However, the findings stress that most of these problems were intensified during the pandemic among PWDs. Such findings were also noted by Hamamra (2022) focusing on other vulnerable groups such as women, where it was found that domestic violence against women in the oPt increased during the pandemic as well. Our study also contributes insights to the international literature by confirming that PWDs in the oPt experienced most of the impediments faced by persons with disabilities in the LMIC in accessing essential services during the pandemic. It also points to the compounded negative effects of the pandemic and warlike conditions on vulnerable groups in general and on PWDs in particular.

In addition, our interviewees emphasized the lack of prioritization of PWDs during the pandemic by the Palestinian Authority, which they thought could be partly explained due to the lack of political will and shortage of budget to issue and implement laws related to PWDs. Various studies have confirmed that PWDs’ access to different services was already limited pre COVID-19 and have been worsened during the pandemic (Diba and Zakaria, 2020; Lebrasseur et al., 2021; Rathore and Qureshi, 2021).

Our study shows that access to public transportation, public services, and health services were all interrupted during the pandemic. Difficulties to access public transportation were a result of lockdown requirements which prohibited public transportation and restricted PWDs from accessing key services. This result is in line with what Cochran (2020) and Lebrasseur et al. (2021) found, with a greater challenge reported for persons with motor disabilities and persons with visual disabilities (Oviedo-Cáceres et al., 2021), as also the case is in our study.

Additionally, access to public services was a crucial issue highlighted by our study participants. Their concerns focused on accessing service-providing institutions that were working partially during the pandemic, which in turn introduced a challenge for PWDs, who then needed multiple visits to obtain the services. More specifically, closure of recreational facilities was considered a major difficulty by our interviewees who are mothers of persons with intellectual disabilities. This was due to the direct effect on the physical and mental health of their children which is also emphasized in the literature (Courtenay and Perera, 2020; Al-Zboon, 2022). Study participants with hearing and speech disabilities and visual disabilities shared their particular difficulties in accessing public services due to their reliance on personal assistance that went against the social distancing restrictions of the Covid-19 pandemic. In line with this, some persons with motor disabilities echoed the same concern in facing difficulties in keeping a social distance when they need mobility help. Rathore and Qureshi (2021), along with Cochran (2020) pointed out this challenge and explained that persons with disabilities and their helpers might be at risk of contracting the COVID-19 virus given the close contact.

In terms of accessing public health information related to the pandemic and governmental measures, our participants have not experienced accessibility challenges except for persons with hearing disabilities who relied on their family members. This is similar to a study in which children with hearing disabilities and intellectual disabilities depended on their parents to receive the information in an accessible way. Some other studies found that PWDs faced major difficulties in accessing pandemic related information in an accessible and inclusive way, especially for people with visual disabilities and hearing disabilities (Gopinath et al., 2012; Kuper et al., 2020; Samaila et al., 2020; Vieira et al., 2020; Oviedo-Cáceres et al., 2021).

Access to health services was one of the most challenging issues for our participants as found elsewhere (Diba and Zakaria, 2020; Perera et al., 2020; Samaila et al., 2020; Rathore and Qureshi, 2021). The government’s focus on precautionary measures to combat the pandemic was considered a major reason for the lack of access according to our study stakeholders, as also indicated in studies conducted in Nigeria and Pakistan (Samaila et al., 2020; Rathore and Qureshi, 2021). Additionally, the majority of PWDs participants thought that their immunity is weak, which was for some participants a reason to avoid accessing health services, fearing to catch COVID-19 virus (Lebrasseur et al., 2021).

The barriers to access health services were multiple based on our study findings. The closure of outpatient clinics at the governmental hospitals during the pandemic was a main difficulty facing PWDs, who seek their routine healthcare follow up; a challenge also emphasized in other settings (Armitage and Nellums, 2020; Perera et al., 2020; Samaila et al., 2020; Rathore and Qureshi, 2021). Delay in scheduling medical operations and tests in addition to the shift of medical follow-up routine impacted the health of some participants. According to Perera et al. (2020) and Samaila et al. (2020) some PWDs already have pre-existing health needs both not specific and specific to their disabilities which explain the adverse effect on the health of PWDs. Furthermore, the shortage of essential medications at the primary health clinics during the pandemic and oftentimes pre-pandemic was another obstacle, also noted by Banks et al. (2021), Lebrasseur et al. (2021), and Rathore and Qureshi (2021).

Specific health services-related difficulties by types of disabilities were also reported in our study. People with motor disabilities suffered the closure of the rehabilitation services during the pandemic and the shortage of mobility assistive devices which were in line with what Mbazzi et al. (2022) and Rathore and Qureshi (2021) found. This was explained as having a negative effect on their recovery and might induce health complications (Rathore and Qureshi, 2021). A similar concern was shared by people with hearing disabilities facing a shortage of hearing aids and batteries, due to the closure of centers that usually provide them, in addition to the unaffordable cost of the hearing aids. This was in accordance with a Jordanian study that discussed the challenges faced by hearing aids users during the pandemic (Humanity and Inclusion, 2020). Finally, the closure of daycare centers for persons with severe intellectual disabilities was considered a burden experienced by our participants’ mothers of people with intellectual disabilities. Caring for persons with intellectual disabilities and the absence of professional support can affect the mental health and well-being of carers as has also been underlined by Courtenay and Perera (2020) and Patel et al. (2021).

In addition to the different access challenges PWDs were struggling with, the study heighted the devastating effect of COVID-19 on the financial situation of PWDs. Many were living in poverty prior to the pandemic. The stipends the PWDs usually obtain from the government were not provided in a timely manner and were insufficient. Palestinian PWDs were excluded from the governmental aid related to COVID-19 as explained by Diba and Zakaria (2020) and Banks et al. (2021). Also, the informal aid they used to receive stopped during the pandemic due to overall financial difficulties people faced.

To conclude, our study confirmed that COVID-19 measures undertaken by the Palestinian Authority in our case, as well as by other governments in LMICs, such as Bangladesh and Pakistan (Diba and Zakaria, 2020; Rathore and Qureshi, 2021), added on to the pre-existing inequalities and marginalization of PWDs. Furthermore, PWDs were also not represented in the government response plans and were left at the margin.

While most of the access difficulties shared by our study participants apply to many other countries, some challenges are context specific. While internal Palestinian reform is possible despite context, reform will continue to be limited in the face of ongoing Israeli military occupation of Palestinian land, depriving Palestinians from their basic rights, the Israeli control of so much of West Bank land and resources, as well as the restrictions imposed on the movement of people and goods by the Israeli army (Hamamra et al., 2021b).

This study indicates the need for the implementation of equitable policies with PWDs on top of the list of those needing assistance. However, until Palestinians can rule in freedom, sovereignty, self-determination, and of course political justice, it will be difficult for the PA to implement such policies.
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Considerable evidence supports that preschool education is a milestone stage for children. Nonetheless, systematic preschool gifted education programs rarely exist in public elementary schools. The current study explored the perceptions of 16 preschool teachers (general and special education teachers) from seven public schools in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates (UAE) regarding their views about various components of gifted education for preschool children. Qualitative analyses, using the inductive data analysis method, revealed several themes such as (a) the concept and identification of giftedness, (b) characteristics of gifted preschoolers, (c) preschoolers’ problem-solving skills, (d) the communication and social skills of gifted preschoolers, resources/services offered by the school to serve gifted preschoolers, (e) enrichment programs available for gifted preschoolers, (f) inclusive education for gifted preschoolers, (g) twice-exceptional preschoolers, and (h) governmental support. The results of this study may help advocate for infusing more services and programs related to the identification and education of gifted preschoolers in public schools. The findings identified the need to have an abundance of assessment tools and enrichment programs that can empower preschool teachers to cater for giftedness.
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Introduction

Teachers play a major role in the development of gifted preschoolers, not just academically but holistically. They must be well-informed, trained, and supported so that they are motivated and equipped to carry out quality educational interventions. It is also salient that they hold positive perceptions and attitudes toward giftedness and gifted education as these were found to affect the way they teach children (Kettler et al., 2017b). Thus, the views and feedback of teachers must be considered to ensure that their teaching needs are addressed and that their best teaching practices are recognized and documented. Teachers need to be given the chance to take part in evaluating gifted education programs in their respective schools and the country.

There is no universally accepted definition of giftedness. Several waves of the conception of giftedness existed (Sternberg and Kaufman, 2018). For example, general intellectual ability represented in intelligence assessments was used to identify gifted children. Domain-specific models (e.g., Thurstone) identified more specific mental abilities involved in intellectual performance with general ability at the very top. The systems model involved conceptions of giftedness that could entail other psychological variables such as creativity (e.g., Renzulli’s three-ring definition). Developmental models (e.g., Gagné’s model) focused on the talent development process through the interaction of environmental influences, non-intellective variables, and learning.

Recent studies that looked into teachers’ perceptions of gifted students and gifted education programs revealed that educators’ understanding of giftedness is primarily based on their educational background, training, and philosophy (Kettler et al., 2017b), and their experiences working closely with regular and gifted children. For instance, Margrain and Farquhar (2012) determined that their teacher respondents were not able to define giftedness in a single or cohesive manner, as their beliefs and understanding of it varied.

Nordström (2022) explored the conditions of identifying gifted preschoolers in the Swedish school system by interviewing 10 preschool teachers and 5 principals. The participants were asked about their conceptions of giftedness and the obstacles to meeting gifted preschoolers’ needs. The results showed participants’ lack of knowledge about giftedness and the ‘gifted’ labeling issues in society. Antoun (2022) examined Lebanese primary school teachers’ perceptions of the education of gifted students. The findings showed that cultural context had an impact on teachers’ choices and perceptions in relation to gifted education. Antoun et al. (2020) explored Lebanese primary teachers’ perceptions of gifted students. The findings showed that teachers had positive attitudes toward gifted education but limited awareness of the evidence-based Western practices of gifted education. Antoun et al. (2022) examined Lebanese teachers’ perceptions in relation to education approaches used to identify and serve gifted students in primary schools. The results showed that teachers had a lack of awareness of international practices. El Khoury and Al-Hroub (2018) examined Lebanese primary teachers’ perceptions in relation to the gifted students’ characteristics. The researchers proposed multidimensional identification model that combines psychometric and dynamic assessment, based on the Lebanese teachers’ perceptions toward giftedness and the characteristics of gifted learners (Al-Hroub and El-Khoury, 2018).

Other studies showed that teachers often associate giftedness with more positive characteristics (Moon and Brighton, 2008), and defined it based on gifted students’ exemplary skills and abilities, such as cognitive capacities, motor skills, and social skills (Yazici et al., 2017). Overall, teachers often explained that the skills that these children possess are significantly more developed compared to children’s chronological age.

Teachers more commonly describe gifted preschool children in terms of their advanced general cognitive abilities – that they are generally intelligent (Konrad and Gabrijelcic, 2015). In some studies, nonetheless, teachers noted specific intellectual abilities that they found significantly advanced among gifted children. These include strong reasoning skills, a broad fund of knowledge, a wide vocabulary (Moon and Brighton, 2008), reading skills and reading comprehension, problem-solving, attention and memory, speed in processing, and creativity (Ogurlu and Çetinkaya, 2012; Dal Forno et al., 2015; Yazici et al., 2017). Teachers believe that these competencies were developed experientially in stimulating home environments. For instance, parents expose their children to books, bring them on trips, or help them learn at home (Moon and Brighton, 2008).

Some gifted children were also noted to possess social skills that are more developed than other children. More specifically, they were described as sociable, able to relate well with peers, can make friends relatively easily (Grant, 2013; Yazici et al., 2017), and have a strong connection with their community (Moon and Brighton, 2008). As early as preschool age, they demonstrate empathy, can sympathize with others (Yazici et al., 2017), and exude leadership qualities (Kettler et al., 2017a; Yazici et al., 2017).

Teachers likewise noted that some of their students were reportedly advanced in some areas of physical development. Some gifted children’s physical or psychomotor skills developed faster than most children their age (Yazici et al., 2017). For instance, parents in Ogurlu and Çetinkaya (2012) study, reported that their gifted children walked earlier or toilet-trained faster. Some also noticed their children’s heightened sensitivity to stimuli, such as light, sound, or smell.

Kettler et al. (2017a) identified several challenges for preschools in setting up and running gifted education programs. For one, a number of preschools have no clear policies on gifted education, which follows that the school’s administration, teachers, and staff are not completely aware of the guidelines for best practices in gifted education. Aside from this, schools find it challenging to find and retain qualified staff, citing that it is a challenge to find a competent early childhood teacher with experience and training in gifted education. Meanwhile, untrained staff or teachers were found unwilling to provide gifted services (Kettler et al., 2017b).

Limited resources such as budget, space, and time pose a challenge in providing gifted education services at the preschool level (Kettler et al., 2017a). Schools that do not consider gifted education as a priority with a limited budget for funding activities and procuring materials. School operators and teachers also noted the lack of space or classrooms specifically dedicated to gifted education programs. The most limited resource that teachers cited was time. Creating policies, deciding on practices, and training on gifted education require time and effort from teachers who are already loaded with work. Likewise, finding or developing curriculum and materials for gifted preschoolers was seen as time-consuming and effortful.

One notable consideration that some preschools have about establishing gifted programs at the early childhood level is the tendency of children’s development to change in a couple or more years (Kettler et al., 2017a). Teachers claim that whereas children may appear advanced for their age at the preschool level, their performance may just be at par when they reach the primary level. Moreover, teachers have reservations about accepting children younger than preschool age, specifically those below the typical school age of 5 years old, even if they exhibit advanced academic abilities. This is due to the belief that younger children benefit best from building relationships with their same-age peers, and that children below 5 years old may not have the emotional maturity to cope with the demands of school (Margrain and Farquhar, 2012).

Despite this generally unseemly feedback regarding the status of gifted education at the early childhood levels, preschool teachers deem that working with gifted preschoolers is important and necessary (Cosar et al., 2015; Konrad and Gabrijelcic, 2015). Aside from honing talent, establishing gifted education services in preschool may help young children and their families deal with challenging behaviors that come with giftedness. If giftedness is detected in preschool, difficult behaviors, such as emotional sensitivity, restlessness, or boredom, may be addressed early (Kettler et al., 2017b).

In addition, teachers uphold that gifted education should be included and treated as special education, as gifted children have needs that are different from their age mates and are not addressed by mainstream education (Margrain and Farquhar, 2012). Hence, this implies that governments’ respective education sectors or Ministries of Education may reconsider the scope of special education to include gifted education.

Professional development training on gifted education was found to contribute to teachers’ attitudes and perceptions toward this program. More specifically, teachers who are more accepting of establishing gifted education programs in their institutions are those who have training in special needs education. In a study conducted by Vreys et al. (2018), teachers felt more confident with their skills in providing educational interventions for the gifted, and in applying differentiation techniques after they underwent extensive training on gifted education.

Teachers have varied views of the processes of identification, assessment, and the conduct of in-school services for gifted children. Teachers recognize the value of proper identification of gifted students as early as preschool years (Yazici et al., 2017). Whereas giftedness is typically identified at the primary levels, teachers claim that it is possible to identify the potentially gifted even at an early age (Margrain and Farquhar, 2012; Konrad and Gabrijelcic, 2015). This process is regarded as important by most teachers and they acknowledge the significance of their role as they are the first and constant companions of children in school. Teachers are likely to be the first to spot proficiency and talent in their students as they work with them in class (Senicar and Senicar, 2018).

In a study done by Senicar and Senicar (2018), teachers expressed that they feel confident in their ability to recognize a gifted child by mere observation and evaluation of their class work. There are teachers, however, who feel that they are ill-equipped to identify gifted children. They believe that the process of identification requires greater skills training or having an additional staff or teacher to assist them with this (Konrad and Gabrijelcic, 2015). In Margrain and Farquhar (2012) study, some teachers are not keen on doing a formal assessment for identification but are open to observing children in the classroom.

The learning environment of gifted preschoolers should be enriching in itself, and one filled with a variety of activities, and materials that children can work with (Grant, 2013). However, the school community’s conflicting beliefs about gifted education may pose a challenge to its implementation (Kettler et al., 2017a). Some educators believe that labeling and segregating gifted children is unfair to children, and placing them in higher grade levels bring more disadvantage to their development.

Whereas the method of differentiation has been evaluated as one of the more effective interventions for gifted children, some school administrators and teachers have reservations about mixing regular classroom curriculum and modified curriculum. They noted concerns about allotting equal attention to both curricula and serving the needs of all students in the classroom (Kettler et al., 2017a). Moreover, some schools that adhere to a developmentally appropriate or age-appropriate curriculum perceived gifted services as digressing from this pedagogy, hence, may not be completely aligned with programs for the gifted.

Conversely, Grant (2013) noted that more than creating effective in-school services for gifted preschoolers, teachers should prioritize coming up with programs that make every child feel emotionally secure in school and help them build healthy social relationships. It was found that children felt most emotionally secure and intellectually stimulated when these children are genuinely engaged by their teachers in conversations about topics that they find interesting and stimulating. Moreover, teachers believe that helping children socialize and play with their peers is more important than skill development and that it may be beneficial to not highlight they are being exceptional to avoid deliberately differentiating regular and gifted learners (Margrain and Farquhar, 2012).

With the availability of information about gifted individuals and gifted programs, and through the advocacies of organizations for the gifted, people’s understanding of giftedness and their appreciation for gifted services have evolved. Schools began adopting educational programs and interventions to cater to the special needs of gifted learners. Likewise, the past decade has seen a growth in studies on giftedness and gifted education, mostly at the primary and secondary grade levels. There is, however, a paucity of studies on gifted education programs at the early childhood level (Kettler et al., 2017a). Most of the studies on giftedness in preschool revolve around the rigors of identifying potentially gifted children, their characteristics, and early childhood educational institutions’ current gifted programs and services.

Gifted education in the UAE is still developing. The UAE has established several distinctive endeavors to nurture giftedness. Examples include the Hamdan bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation for Distinguished Academic Performance, the Emirates Association for the Gifted, and the Abu Dhabi Department of Education and Knowledge (ADEK). Also, the UAE government declared 2015 as the year of innovation. The country celebrates innovation in March of every year. Although ADEK is infusing some promising professional development programs and several enrichment programs, these efforts are almost dedicated to elementary, middle, and high school students. Identification and enrichment opportunities for gifted preschoolers are limited. The COVID-19 pandemic also imposed several challenges concerning helping preschool teachers to identify and nurture giftedness in preschoolers.

It can be noted that there is a dearth in the literature examining in-school gifted services at the preschool level. Other than educational interventions, such as differentiation and curriculum compacting, there was no other specific literature on mainstream school practices that allow for the discovery and further development of potentially gifted preschoolers’ skills and talents. Similarly, literature on the identification of gifted students focused on traditional methods of testing and observations in the classroom. Other non-traditional methods of identification that teachers employ in and out of the classroom have not been widely studied.

Considering that teachers are the everyday companions of preschool children in school and the primary implementors of a school curriculum, it is important to heed their perceptions of giftedness and gifted education programs and to obtain their feedback with regard to their perceived competence in implementing gifted services, and experience of support from the school and larger community.

The purpose of this study was to explore preschool teachers’ perceptions of gifted preschoolers, definitions of giftedness, characteristics of gifted students, and services and programs offered to gifted preschoolers. The following questions guided the study:


1.How do you, as a special education teacher, define the concept of giftedness?

2.What are the intellect and non-intellect characteristics of gifted preschoolers?

3.What are the resources or services offered by your school or community to help identify and nurture gifted preschoolers?

4.What are effective grouping options that should be available to gifted preschoolers?

5.Do you have any twice-exceptional (gifted students with ADHD, gifted students with autism, and gifted students with learning disabilities) students in your classroom?

6.Do you think that gifted preschoolers in the UAE are well served? Do you have any suggestions about how to improve identification and enrichment resources for gifted preschoolers?




Materials and methods


Participants

Because this study aimed at determining preschool teachers’ perceptions about the identification and education of gifted preschoolers, a qualitative method was adopted. The qualitative method recognizes that reality is a social construct of giftedness in which the complexity and context of the emerging data must be considered; the participant, not the method, should be the primary focus (Al-Hroub, 2021, 2014). The process of qualitative research is inductive and allows inquiries about a topic by collecting data. The researchers used qualitative content analysis. The nine questions raised in the study were used as the main categories. The deductive approach was adopted for this analysis (Zhang and Wildemuth, 2009). In this study, a total of 16 preschool teachers participated; 12 female teachers were citizens, and 4 teachers were residents/expats. A total of 13 teachers were homeroom teachers and 3 were special education teachers working in preschools. Their teaching experience ranged from 3 to 14 years. The teachers were selected from 7 public schools in Al Ain City, UAE, a city on the Western side of the UAE. The selected teachers worked in public schools funded primarily by the government.



Procedure

A total of nine semi-ended interview questions were used in this study. The researchers of this study asked identical questions that were worded so that the answers provided by participants would be open-ended (Turner, 2010). The purpose of the interview was to collect information about teachers’ perceptions of the education of gifted preschoolers (Kvale, 2008). The interview questions were presented in accordance with the purpose of the study so that the participants’ responses would provide insight into the teachers’ perceptions and experiences related to gifted preschoolers. The researchers attended to any useful information that might lead to follow-up questions to further clarify the perceptions (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). Prior to conducting the research study, the researchers obtained the Social Sciences Research Committee’s approval to start recruiting the study participants. A consent form, outlining the purpose of the study and all relevant details, was shared with teachers from the different schools and 16 teachers consented to participate in the focus group discussions. The participants’ information was anonymized and the focus group discussions were conducted by the researchers of this study who did not know the participants.

Due to the current pandemic conditions, the interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams. Interviews were conducted using open-ended questions. The researchers collected data from the interviews about teachers’ perceptions of the identification, characteristics, services, and inclusion of gifted preschoolers (Hatcher et al., 2012). Because the interviews were conducted using MS Teams, the interview sessions were recorded for later analysis (Yin, 2011). Then, the recordings were shared with a research assistant who translated the interview transcripts into English. The researchers checked the English version of the transcripts and shared the transcripts with the participating teachers for further member check and accuracy. A few editing remarks have been applied to some parts of the interview. To protect the privacy of the participants, pseudonyms were used instead of real names, and no identifying information related to the participants or schools were mentioned.

The inductive data analysis was used in this study because it rests on getting information based on participants’ experiences (Yin, 2011). The use of inductive data analysis is advantageous as it allows the researcher to generate meaning from the interview data and helps identify patterns and relationships between participants’ responses (Dudovskiy, 2016). The researcher used NVivo 11 to organize and code the data obtained from the interviews. The data were coded and reassembled and themes were generated. The researchers looked for patterns in the responses given by the teachers and recorded the similarities and differences in responses given by the teachers during the interview (Creswell, 2017). Thus, the researchers started to make interpretations and reach conclusions. Open-ended interviews may restrict the generalization of the results as the participants’ responses might not be authentic (Rubin and Rubin, 2005).





Results


Special education teachers’ definition of giftedness

Special education teachers defined giftedness as abilities and talents that are advanced or significantly better developed than the normal population. These abilities were described as natural or innate to children, yet may still improve when nurtured. For the teachers, age serves as a benchmark for comparing the gifted with average children. As Teacher 2 concisely put it, “students possess the capabilities that are considerably above the norm of their age.” A number of teachers particularly referred to exceptional intellectual capacities, such as the ability to think quickly or to remember information. They likewise recognize that whereas giftedness is usually associated with exemplary cognitive abilities, exceptionality may also manifest in other domains: “In my opinion, giftedness is obvious in domains like artistic, intellectual, leadership, creative or in some particular academic fields like science, mathematics or arts.”



Identifying gifted preschoolers

The teacher respondents noted that identifying gifted preschoolers is a process. It involves a series of steps with several people working together to determine who among the students is high achieving. According to Teacher 4, “It takes considerable time, patience, and essential knowledge to recognize the students with giftedness. Giftedness identification is not a short and immediate process. From parents to teachers, everybody plays a vital role in determining students with giftedness.”

Identification utilizes multiple assessment methods. Teachers recognize the importance of their role in this process. When students are in class, teachers screen for gifted ones by carefully observing students at work and evaluating if a child’s performance is exceptional. They also use tests to assess class performance and to identify which level should these students be placed in.

In some classes, parents are also involved in the screening process. Children are not just observed by teachers in the classroom, but parents are likewise asked to observe their children at home. Teachers who took part in the study enumerated signs of giftedness that parents should look for in their children. These include the speed of learning, relative maturity in thoughts and actions, broad vocabulary, advanced reading skills, interest in problem-solving tasks, capacity to express oneself adequately, and preference for the company of older children over same-age or younger peers.



Students observed gifts

Teachers recognized that giftedness may be manifested in different domains. The respondents’ students demonstrated exemplary cognitive skills, such as memory, processing speed, verbal expression, reading comprehension, and in math reasoning. Excellent memory was the common denominator among their gifted students. The memory that the teachers described in their anecdotes referred to short-term memory, such as identifying and remembering letters, and to long-term memories, such as remembering situations. Teacher 7 described his student, “One child was able to remember any story that was read to him in the classroom, he was able to retell the same story again without any mistakes, which showed the teacher his excellent memorization abilities.”

Other gifts that the teachers noted include their students’ ability to work on tasks more quickly than other students, to fluently express themselves orally and in writing, and to solve math problems with relative ease.



Teachers’ perceived characteristics of gifted preschoolers

Gifted preschoolers were described in terms of their cognitive strengths, their approach to learning, and with reference to their personal qualities. Most gifted preschoolers were described as significantly intelligent. A number of teachers associated giftedness with having an excellent memory and strong verbal abilities. According to the teachers, despite their students’ young age, gifted preschoolers can learn quickly, remember a great deal of information, and can express themselves fluently with their wide vocabulary. Some were identified to have strong math skills and artistic and musical skills.

According to the teacher respondents, gifted preschoolers approach learning differently than their same-age classmates. They are noticeably more inquisitive. They have varied interests and are constantly asking questions. They likewise enjoy tasks that are challenging and require problem solving, like working with puzzles. These behaviors suggest that gifted preschoolers have an innate desire to learn. As Teacher 9 put it, “They have a great motivation to learn.” Aside from these, gifted preschoolers were observed to be imaginative and creative. The more they know, the wider their imagination and the more creative they get. Some gifted children are also endowed with positive qualities, such as leadership and a sense of fairness, high self-esteem, strong motivation, high ambition, capacity for emotion regulation, and a good sense of humor.



Teachers’ views about gifted preschoolers’ problem-solving skills

Teachers believe that, along with critical thinking, the skill of problem solving is a strength that must be cultivated in gifted preschoolers. Teacher 10 emphasized this point by saying, “Whatever the method of teaching problem-solving and critical thinking skills, the message is the same - to support the development of gifted children’s strengths, I must give them the opportunity to engage them with problem-solving and employ critical thinking.”

Teachers noted that gifted preschoolers’ problem-solving skills are advanced for their age and grade level. Teacher 12 shared, “[They] are sometimes more intelligent than their teachers in solving problems, for example, gifted students can provide problem-solving methods for the teachers”. This was seconded by another teacher, who said that gifted children are even able to answer questions that adults raise. Aside from these, gifted preschoolers were observed to find solutions by trying out different ways, “If you put a problem for them, they will put several solutions.” Teacher 10 described children’s problem-solving skills as “scientific” perhaps pertaining to being systematic.

One notable finding refers to problem solving as an ability that may be affected by other skills, such as social skills and self-regulation, and traits like self-confidence. Teacher 7 concisely put it, “Many gifted individuals with high intelligence may fail in practical life if they do not have the emotional intelligence that makes them more able to deal with feelings of failure in frustration, anger, and excitement, and more able to empathize with others, and to use social skills that make them more efficient in solving the problems.” This response suggested that problem-solving is not limited to cognitive or academic tasks. It also involves working through conflicts in interpersonal relationships.



Teachers’ assessment of gifted preschoolers’ communication and social skills

Gifted preschoolers differ in their communication and social skills. Teacher 2 explained, “Some of them like to communicate and has good social skills, some of them do not, and it depends on their personality and characteristics.” Most of the teachers who participated in the study noted their students’ capacity to communicate and relate well with others if they want to or when the situation calls for it.

Nonetheless, teachers have observed how these children’s giftedness may affect their ability to connect meaningfully with others. More specifically, they are advanced, hence being different in terms of skills and talents, their tendency to have an inflated sense of self-esteem, and their hypersensitivity, which may keep them from making and keeping friends. Because they are intellectually different, “their talent may act as an obstacle to his social compatibility and prevent good relationships and friendships from being held with others, and he is being ignored and ostracized by his peers.” In the same vein, some children are disliked because of their tendency to unknowingly elevate themselves from others, as “they are smarter”.

Some gifted children tend to be sensitive and emotional. This characteristic may both be helpful and unfavorable at the same time. One teacher noted how some gifted preschoolers’ tendency to get easily hurt when given negative comments, may keep the child from communicating with his/her classmates or teachers. Hence, teachers underscore the importance of developing communication and social skills so that they may grow well-adjusted. In Teacher 5 own words, “social and communication skills are essential for the preschooler to adjust to society. When a child is brought up with good communication and social skills, the child is able to establish a healthy relationship with others around him.”



Resources and services offered by the school and community in identifying gifted preschoolers

Identification of gifted students is a process. Teachers noted several steps that begin with identification and proceed to the placement of students in the classroom. The first step is usually screening, which involves selecting the potentially gifted and talented from among the students. General education teachers are usually the ones tasked to do this. Once screened, identified children are assessed using different methods. The third step is placing identified students in the gifted programs, whether through inclusion or separate special classes.

The assessment of students is multi-method. The use of classroom assessments and specialized tests are among the most common tools employed by schools. Classroom assessments include the teachers’ objective evaluation of the student’s performance in class activities. The tests that some teachers use are the ones provided by their respective schools, the Ministry of Education, or other institutions such as the British Council in Abu Dhabi.

Identified children are also administered standardized tests, such as specialized tests of giftedness. Teacher 9 noted, “In our kindergarten, we use a Gifted Identification Kit developed by a team of researchers from the USA, which is about ten different learning centers/intelligence, including mathematical, analytical, spatial, and linguistic, whether the child is gifted or not until the gifted child is discovered through them”. Other norm-referenced tests used by schools to identify gifted preschoolers include intelligence or IQ tests, achievement tests, and early developmental assessments. It can be noted that most of the tests that schools use are those that only assess intellectual abilities. There was no mention of using tests that look into children’s social or emotional development.

Teachers recognize the value of classroom observation in the process of identification. This is most true for teachers whose institutions do not have specific guidelines for screening for giftedness. Teacher 13 shared, “there is no specific mechanism in kindergarten because we have a system of learning centers, for example, there is a mathematics center, a construction center, a reading center, and a writing center, the child when he/she starts working in the center, the teacher begins discovering the gifted, whether the child has a potential or not.” Similarly, observations done by teachers in the classroom provide additional information that supplements the results of standardized tests. Teacher 15 described how his/her student’s behavior in the classroom differed from the child’s test results, “while doing the IQ test most of the time, the IQ test shows different results than expected. As an example, we conducted an IQ test for a child, and the result was that his IQ level was very low, but his cognitive abilities in the classroom were very good according to what the results showed, so we focused on the classroom observation.”

Some schools employ the use of questionnaires and checklists to assess the students’ behaviors outside the classroom. These tools were completed either by teachers, parents or both. Aside from assessments, gifted children are also identified through school competitions. Contests and competitions serve as means to spot talented students. Aside from services specific to identification, the teachers mentioned other resources that help them serve gifted students. For one, schools, where the respondents teach, have specialized classrooms designed for gifted students. This is where students take specialized classes apart from those that they take with regular students.

The teachers themselves and their work were considered essential resources in serving gifted learners. From identification, and placement, to nurturing the students’ talents, the role of the teachers is very important. As how Teacher 8 put it, “it is the diligence of the teacher that she communicates with the parents to try to cultivate the gifts that we discovered.” In addition, teachers consider other professionals working with these students as valuable in assisting gifted learners to adjust well to school and to achieve their maximum potential.

There are teachers, however, who perceive that their schools lack specific and clear guidelines and resources for gifted students and that the screening and academic modifications were done by teachers on their prerogative. When asked about services and resources, teacher 10 answered, “Nothing! This is the teacher’s job. The school doesn’t do anything. We used to go to a math class so I could challenge him to push further, but there is a center, great. We’re trying to provide extra activities in math.”



Enrichment programs for gifted preschoolers in the school or the community

Different schools offer a variety of programs that aim to support and cultivate gifted preschoolers’ talents. To ensure that students receive continuous services, some schools hold in-school enrichment programs throughout the school year. During school days, students attend activities or special classes apart from their regular classes. Gifted learners benefit from differentiated instruction and curriculum modifications, “If the teachers discover a gifted child in a specific subject such as science or math, then he/she will give different activities/resources to the gifted child according to his abilities and what suits his interests”. On weekends, they hold scientific workshops of various interests to help foster children’s skills and abilities. There are also courses, such as training and creative pursuits, held during the holidays and summer to ensure year-round guidance for gifted students.

Aside from these, school-based Learning Support Programs intended for all students were found helpful for gifted learners as well. Teacher 4 described learning support activities as “an integrated program that we use in our school for a gifted and normal student, it is an in-school program. Our dedicated learning support teacher provides one-on-one and small group work activities with the children using a wide range of materials and activities. Such activities focus on art, creativity, math, and language.”

The respondents noted how valuable school clubs are in developing their skills. “The most famous programs among the students are the clubs, in the clubs, they have the opportunity to improve their talent under the teachers’ observation,” said Teacher 15. Clubs may also serve as a venue for children, who share the same passion and interests, to interact and practice their communication and social skills. Likewise, holding fairs, such as Science and Book fairs, function as opportunities for the students to showcase their skills and learn more about their interests. Meanwhile, competitions held in schools were found helpful not just in identifying gifted students but in challenging themselves and nurturing their talents. One teacher pointed out, “We can choose talented students and we can get them involved in competitions between schools”. Teachers appreciate the grants/funds that their students receive from external sponsors. “The Emirates give grants to gifted students”. These grants may include financial aid for engagement in activities that may further children’s talents or may be given simply as a reward for their exemplary performance.

At the core of these enrichment programs are the teachers who go the extra mile to help their students develop their gifts. When teachers discover talent, they take it upon themselves to nurture their students’ abilities. Teachers do this to the best of their capacity and given the resources that they have in school. Teacher 13 recounted, “we give children activities according to their levels, but if we discover a gifted student, we give them more activities, for example, we have research and discovery corner, and also a giftedness corner in which thinking skills are greater and more difficult.”



Teachers’ perceptions about inclusive classrooms and separate classrooms for gifted preschoolers

Teachers were found to have varying beliefs when it comes to the placement of gifted preschoolers. They justified their answers to this question by stating the advantages and disadvantages of putting gifted learners in an inclusive classroom or specialized classes separate from regular students. Teachers who are in favor of inclusion stated that bringing regular and gifted students together in one classroom may be mutually beneficial for both groups of learners. “I think regular classes are better because we will have students with different abilities. As a result, other students will encourage typical students to pursue academic excellence. This will lead to academic progress.” This view was shared by several respondents. Likewise, teachers deemed that this set-up may positively impact gifted students in the sense that they may develop their communication and social skills through interaction with other students. There were, however, identified disadvantages to inclusion. A couple of respondents shared their concerns about how regular classroom instruction and arrangement may curb the development of gifts, especially if gifted students do not receive extra support. Another challenge lies in the teacher’s ability to cater to both regular and gifted students at the same time. Teacher 9 noted, “Sometimes there’s not enough time to complete in-depth projects that gifted students like to do.”

Recognizing these challenges, some respondents share the perception that inclusion with adjunct special sessions or classes might be the better learning set-up for gifted preschoolers. Teacher 2 put it, “gifted students can show and improve their extraordinary talents or activities in regular classroom lessons. But somewhere in mind, I think that they also need a particular class for enhancing their unique talents. They should be trained individually to improve their gifts and talents”. These teachers recognize the importance of having gifted and regular students together to help the former develop not just academically, but socially and emotionally as well.



Presence of twice-exceptional students in the classroom

Three teachers who participated in this study currently have at least one student in their class who display exceptional abilities, yet is diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Two teachers said that their gifted students were diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Teacher 5 noted that she had a twice-exceptional student in class, however, was not able to specify what was the condition. The rest of the teachers do not have twice exceptional students at the time the study was conducted. Teacher 2 mentioned, “last year I had a child with an autism spectrum and had speech problems, but he was distinguished in mathematics”. Teacher 9 concluded, “I have a student with autism who has little speech capabilities and cannot explain what he needs.”



Teachers’ perceptions of the adequacy of services received by gifted preschoolers in the United Arab Emirates

Most of the respondents perceived that gifted preschoolers in the UAE are well-served. They were most satisfied with the way the Emirates and the Ministry of Education have been supporting and advocating for gifted and talented students. The support that they receive from the government is regarded as essential in servicing gifted learners. As teacher 11 described it, “the students with giftedness are the wealth of our country. Our government has instructed every school to provide specialized training to gifted students. As our government thinks that gifted students can be the strongest pillars of our development, we should make the best students who can make us proud.” Teacher 7 underscored how UAE has been at the forefront of servicing individuals with special needs, including gifted and talented students, “UAE is one of the countries that value individuals with disabilities, and they also provide what a gifted student may need in the academic field. UAE has provided the best programs that can be found in the world. Individuals with special needs also get financial support from the government to help them manage their needs, even though they don’t have to pay for the services they get.

Overall, the teachers believe that the services are adequate and that the needs of students are well addressed – from material and financial needs to quality supervision from teachers and other allied professionals. Teacher 1 furthered that they take pride in UAE having institutions, such as the Hamdan Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Center for Talent and Creativity support the school and the students, “The ministry of the education serves the discovery of talents (masterpieces) in various fields for example (music, drama, visual arts, poems, and traditional arts). The Emirates give these students, or they can sometimes travel abroad to get more knowledge and experience. We have a lot of these services.”

There are, however, teachers who believe that some Emirates still lack efforts in addressing micro issues related to supporting gifted learners. For instance, Teacher 15 noted how parents should be helped in understanding and handling the behaviors of gifted children, “in some ways, I think they should provide our country… I know a lot of parents make their children feel that they do something wrong when they express themselves, and that makes them feel little discouragement for his/her inability”. Whereas this concern is not directly related to cultivating gifts and talents, teachers recognize how parents’ appreciation of their children’s gifts and their understanding of their children’s tendencies make it easier for teachers to collaborate with parents.




Discussion

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore preschool teachers’ perceptions and awareness of the definition, assessment, identification, characteristics, and services provided to gifted preschoolers. A related purpose was to examine preschool teachers’ conceptualization of gifted preschoolers’ problem-solving skills, resources available to serve gifted preschoolers, and programming options. There is an unmet need in both preschool education and gifted education as to which gifted preschoolers are identified and serviced. The researchers followed the constant comparison analysis in data reduction and nine themes portrayed how preschool teachers envision various factors related to the education of gifted preschoolers.

There is no doubt that preschool education is an essential foundation. Research showed that individual differences in intellectual development occur in preschool (Koshy and Robinson, 2006). Also, providing gifted students with appropriate educational programming such as acceleration will yield considerable effects for those who exhibit advanced abilities and cognitive development (McClarty, 2015). The first theme found in the responses referred to the special education teachers’ definition of giftedness. Teachers in this study referred to giftedness as exceptional intellectual abilities manifested in the ability to think quickly or to remember information. This corroborates what Al-Hroub and El-Khoury (2018) concluded, on a study of the perceptions of 150 Lebanese elementary teachers toward gifted students, that giftedness is a combination of three components: high academic performance, high intellectual ability, and social intelligence.

For gifted preschoolers’ characteristics, teachers in this study reported several characteristics such as good memory, processing speed, verbal expression, reading comprehension, and reasoning skills. Most teachers focus on the role of intellectual capacities that make the preschooler distinguished from other students. They also reported some other characteristics such as curiosity and a wide vocabulary. Other personality characteristics include leadership, a sense of fairness, high self-esteem, high motivation, and a sense of humor. It is important that teachers understand the psychological characteristics of identifying giftedness (Porter, 2005). Havigerová and Haviger (2014) posited teachers that such characteristics as pace, autonomy, and attention constitute the gifted child’s personality. Moreover, the characteristics described by teachers resemble those by Renzulli’s Three-Ring Model in which he posited that gifted students possess several characteristics such as having various interests, curiosity, agility in learning, inquiry skills, and above-average performance (Renzulli, 2002). In addition, teachers’ views about the role of school performance in the identification of giftedness are congruent with Gagne’s view about giftedness as a natural ability that is related to the student’s performance in schoolwork (Gagné, 2010).

Teachers stated that gifted preschoolers possess problem-solving skills that are affected by other factors such as self-regulation, social skills, interpersonal relationships, and self-confidence. Also, teachers reported that gifted preschoolers have good communication skills. This corroborates Kıldan (2011) who found that preschool teachers’ definition of giftedness focused on superiority and creativity. Teachers in this study stressed the important role of general education teachers in the identification process which is based on several stages and layers. They pointed out that classroom assessments and teachers’ evaluations of students’ performance in schools are important indicators of students’ giftedness. Teachers also recognized the necessity of having standardized tests, achievement tests, and developmental assessments in the identification process. However, teachers did not focus on the assessment of social and emotional development. They focused on the important role of classroom observation in identifying gifted students. They consider observation techniques in preschool as valuable tools that consolidate other standardized assessments. Teachers also viewed that school clubs, competitions, and activities play an important role in recognizing different gifts.

Nonetheless, teachers reported that there is a lack of clear and specific guidelines and resources for gifted preschoolers and that screening and curricular modifications are conducted through teachers’ endeavors. There is a lack of theoretical clarity in gifted education which leads to fragmented and inconsistent services (Renzulli, 2012) and inconsistent definitions of giftedness (Subotnik et al., 2011). Hence, the absence of gifted education policies and services can be related to the lack of theoretical clarity in gifted education (Kettler et al., 2017b). Teachers reported that learning support programs are helpful for gifted preschoolers. The role of school clubs is highly emphasized by teachers in developing gifted preschoolers’ skills. Competitions held in the schools are also good sources of identifying students with gifts. External funding also helps teachers run programs that cater for gifted preschoolers.

Teachers’ beliefs related to placement options for gifted preschoolers varied in this study. A group of teachers reported that inclusive classrooms can be beneficial for both gifted and regular students. However, a few teachers were concerned that inclusive classrooms may curb the development of gifted students in case they do not receive enrichment opportunities. Also, the teachers raised the role of teacher preparation in catering for both regular and gifted students at the same time. Kettler et al. (2017b) found that teachers perceived a lack of time, space, and money required for running gifted programs. Teachers’ concerns might indicate that “separatist models of gifted education rather than talent development models advocating integrated differentiation” (p. 127). There is a need to provide gifted students with responsive learning environments in preschool settings (NAGC, 2006).

Although teachers in this study reported that they have children with autism spectrum disorder is their classrooms, however, they might not be familiar with how to identify and nurture children with dual exceptionality. Al-Hroub and Whitebread (2008) concluded that many teachers were not accurate about identification of twice-exceptional children.

Teachers in this study also reported that although the available services are satisfactory there is an unmet need to address micro issues related to supporting gifted learners such as parent support. More services should be directed toward the identification and education of gifted students in preschool education. Preschool-gifted education is a neglected field (Barbour and Shaklee, 1998). Kettler et al. (2017b) reported that the lack of information about gifted education services is one of the major barriers. Outdated perceptions of gifted education can be a barrier perceived by practitioners who might be ambivalent about the current recommended practices (NAGC, 2006).

Teachers also focused on the important role of sustainable professional development in enhancing their abilities to identify and nurture gifted preschoolers. Pianta et al. (2016) found that teachers with at least a bachelor’s degree had higher-quality classrooms and more instructional support. Konrad and Gabrijelcic (2015) found that preschool teachers in Slovenia need more opportunities for professional development as they have low self-competence in relation to identifying the personal characteristics of gifted children. Considering their experiences in working with gifted children, teachers are among the primary persons to know how best to help gifted and talented young learners. Whereas most of them were satisfied with the services that UAE provides for gifted individuals, they deem that these can still be continuously enhanced.

Professional development of teachers was among the most recommended step to furthering gifted programs. One teacher emphasized, “We always recommend to the government to provide classes for the teacher to get to know more about the special education field and the gifted students.” Teachers need to be trained in all areas of the program – from identification to the evaluation of performance and abilities. Aside from training and other professional development activities, teachers believe that collaborating with colleagues helps them gain insight and learn strategies for teaching gifted students. Hence, teachers should be given more opportunities to link up and converse with fellow teachers through organized activities, such as conventions or fora. A teacher said, “Teachers should have the opportunity to go and meet other teachers who got a gifted child in their classroom to discuss things and give them some kind of support and how to challenge these children.”

Aside from peer collaborations, teachers suggested providing schools with more opportunities to work in partnership with the government or with other private institutions in coming up with activities to support the gifted and the talented. More specifically, these institutions may initiate national exhibitions, where students can showcase their talents, or hold workshops and awareness programs for the community, the school, and the families.

Teachers shared a good number of suggestions to help schools boost their gifted programs. At the school level, support may come in the form of acquiring resources, such as assessment tools, and improving the efficiency of identification and placement of gifted students. Teachers also see the value of constantly reviewing the programs to be more responsive to the gifted students’ changing needs. The schools may also consider providing more workshops on giftedness for families and communities and organizing more in-school enrichment programs.


Implications

The results of this qualitative study warrant some important implications. Most of the teachers’ responses indicate that gifted education services in preschools are still developing and that there should be clear guidelines to identification and service delivery. Teachers need more professional development opportunities in the field of identification and enrichment of gifted preschoolers. During these challenging times as imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers struggled with providing all students with appropriate schooling because of the lockdown. Accordingly, online learning can play a significant role in providing teachers with key tools that enable them to identify and nurture giftedness in preschoolers. Examples of online professional development opportunities might include webinars, workshops, and academic conferences attendance. Teachers should be given the opportunity to join professional learning communities through which they can communicate with their colleagues who have experience in gifted education.



Methodological integrity

As for maintaining the methodological integrity of this study, the data collection included adequate data through involving seven public schools to improve research fidelity and including diverse general and special education teachers in relation to the study goals. Also, the study findings were contextualized within their appropriate content including location and culture. The data led to insights pertinent to the study goals and insightful analyses that promote the utility of the research. As for the data analysis, the findings contribute significantly toward the study goals. Also, the findings are based on data that support understanding, which increases research fidelity.



Limitations

This study explores special education teachers about gifted preschool education in Abu Dhabi. Thus, collecting similar data from teachers in other UAE emirates might yield different perspectives. Another limitation is the limited teachers’ experience in the field of gifted education in preschool settings.



Implications for future research

The implications of this study include the importance of providing teachers with several opportunities for professional development that can cater for regular and gifted students’ learning differentiated needs in the classroom. There is a need to provide teachers with assessment tools with which they can screen and nominate students with exceptional abilities in classrooms. Moreover, enrichment programs can be developed in collaboration between teachers and specialists in the field (e.g., university professors and practitioners) to promote preschoolers’ different skills. More research studies are needed to promote the identification and enrichment endeavors for preschool students with exceptional abilities and how gifted preschoolers can transition smoothly from preschool to regular schools.
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The paper provides a comprehensive conceptual model or framework for the identification and programming of gifted education in Lebanon. The model is evidence-based on the critical review of the literature on gifted education over the past two decades. The model discussed topics related to teacher conceptions, identification, preparation, and practices for the gifted in Lebanon. The development of a culturally appropriate conceptual model of gifted education is locally focused on Lebanese teachers’ needs to identify and serve gifted Lebanese and gifted refugee learners. This framework provides a means for educational leaders in Lebanon to consider policy reforms that will benefit not only gifted learners but also gifted refugee learners in different educational settings.
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Introduction

Although people of all races and cultures have talents and abilities, not everyone has access to the same resources and supports in life (Lee et al., 2022). Gifted children are sometimes overlooked, concealed, or ignored. Therefore, there is a critical need to increase access to gifted education by identifying and developing the hidden potential of all gifted students, including those from underprivileged and refugee groups who might be less likely to receive such identification and support in Lebanon. Even unintentionally, traditional academic research can perpetuate stigma and power disparities. As educators and researchers, our role is geared toward research that can be applied to confront inequities and advocate for the rights of gifted students who have diverse needs, values, opportunities, and experiences (Ford, 2014).

Al-Hroub (2022) reported that most Arab nations view the education of the gifted as essential to the growth and prosperity of their country. Yet Lebanon still does not seem to be adequately supporting students who are gifted and talented (Lebanese Association for Educational Studies (LAES), 2006; Sarouphim, 2010; Al-Hroub, 2022; Antoun et al., 2022). However, adopting approaches that have been developed for other cultural contexts may not be an appropriate response. Without research that is specific to the Lebanese context, the western view will be all that is available to influence the process of identification and education of the gifted. As argued by Khaleefa (1999), the “practice of importing methods of studying creativity, intelligence and giftedness without rigorous adaptation is handicapping for Arab research in these concepts” (p. 25). Although this point was raised almost two decades ago, little has changed in terms of understanding giftedness within the Lebanese context. Educational leaders need to utilize the potential within their student body. Enhancing the potential of every student through innovative curriculum and improved teacher education underpins each nation’s responsibilities within its education system. It would appear that investing in a system of education that challenges students to think critically and creatively, which are underpinning tenets of gifted education, could be particularly helpful in a country that is experiencing a range of problems requiring new and innovative solutions.



The Lebanese context

Education in Lebanon is considered a major priority for the Lebanese people and a central pillar of the Lebanese economy and society (Abdul-Hamid and Yassine, 2020). The educational sector has been one of Lebanon’s most prominent distinguishing features (Vlaardingerbroek et al., 2017). Despite that, the reality of student learning outcomes shows that the country is experiencing a learning crisis, with low overall levels of learning and high levels of inequality. Since 2007, there has been a downward trend in student performance, with Lebanon performing poorly when compared to other nations (Abdul-Hamid and Yassine, 2020; Antoun et al., 2023). In addition to low levels of learning, Lebanon has significant levels of inequality. The learning outcomes gap between the top and bottom economic, social, and cultural status quintiles is the greatest in the Middle East and North Africa region (Abdul-Hamid and Yassine, 2020).

According to Frayha (2009), the Lebanese education system is currently facing a major problem of quality disparities between schools. Lebanese schools provide different learning experiences and education standards. In Lebanon, private and public schools offer various qualities of education. Students from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds attend public schools known for their reputation for poor educational quality (Bahous and Nabhani, 2008; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010; Bahou, 2015; Antoun et al., 2020) while private schools, known for their high-quality education, have been sought by the middle and high-income groups. In Lebanese schools, Arabic, English, and French are the three main languages taught. Each school’s language of instruction is either English or French and is used to teach all subjects, except for the Arabic language and social studies (Vlaardingerbroek et al., 2017).

In Lebanon, the gifted population is marginalized as special needs programs primarily target pupils who struggle in the classroom. There are no funds allocated to support and develop gifted learners in public schools (Al-Hroub, 2022). The potential of high-achieving students is nurtured in some private schools that cater to children from the upper socioeconomic class by providing enrichment programs (Sarouphim, 2009, 2015; Al-Hroub, 2022). These programs, however, lack the theoretical foundation of those provided for talented students in western institutions, as there are no regulations governing the provision of services to gifted and talented learners (Sarouphim, 2009). The rhetoric of the Lebanese Ministry of Education appears to focus on the same endpoint for all students. This is achieved through provisions being made for those with disabilities, to help bring their achievement up to an acceptable level, without considering the needs of highly able students, who are already well above average (Sarouphim, 2010, 2015; El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018).



Refugee and underrepresented gifted students in Lebanon

Colonial practices have affected Lebanon’s educational system and since Lebanon’s independence in 1943, they have disenfranchised a sizable portion of the vulnerable Lebanese children enrolled in public schools. Children from neglected and underprivileged communities in Lebanon had poor education. Due to the low tuition costs, the majority of low socioeconomic class families in the country choose to enroll their children in public schools and the recent overlapping crises have had disastrous effects on their children. Numerous groups of gifted children are disregarded and marginalized, such as gifted refugees, gifted students from low socio-economic backgrounds, and twice-exceptional children.

Lebanon, a small heterogeneous country, has historically welcomed hundreds of thousands of refugees and migrant workers. Thousands of Syrian and Palestinian refugees currently reside in Lebanon. Prior to the current economic crisis, it was already challenging for Lebanon to meet the requirements of vulnerable people and refugees. Children from refugee backgrounds encounter a wide range of difficulties that prevent them from receiving an education that meets their unique requirements (Khansa and Bahous, 2021). Students who are Palestinian refugees in Lebanon encounter obstacles and problems in exercising their unalienable right to an education, and they require support to have more and simpler access to educational possibilities. Lebanese public schools only accept a small number of these children, and many of them cannot pay the tuition at private schools (Al-Hroub, 2014b; Shuayb, 2014). Most Palestinian students attend UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency) schools, where they follow the Lebanese curriculum. Poor socioeconomic conditions, a lack of financial aid and scholarships, restrictions on attending Lebanese public schools, and inadequate instruction and facilities in UNRWA schools are just a few of the difficulties these refugee students are facing.

Syrian students are another group of students who make up a sizable portion of the student body in Lebanese public schools. The Lebanese government opened its public schools and offered afternoon shifts to Syrian refugees (Mendenhall et al., 2017). Lebanese curriculum was to be used exclusively for Syrian refugee students’ education in terms of curriculum and instruction (Abdul-Hamid and Yassine, 2020). Although the Lebanese government welcomed Syrian refugees into its educational institutions, it fell short of giving them a quality education since in Syria all subjects are taught in Arabic (Immerstein and Al-Shaikhly, 2016). For Syrian students, studying subjects in a foreign language is considered a barrier to their academic success (Shuayb et al., 2014; Mendenhall et al., 2017). Research data revealed the inequality faced by marginalized students in Lebanon because of their poor schooling experiences (Shuayb, 2014; Bahou, 2015; Al-Hroub, 2020; Al Khalili, 2021). Key findings by Al-Hroub (2014b) and Shuayb et al. (2014) showed that the education provided for Syrian refugees was falling short due to the inflexibility of the curriculum and the absence of additional academic support to facilitate their transition to the new learning environment, resulting in high levels of dropout rate.

High academic performance becomes more difficult to achieve when students experience unequal access to educational opportunities (Reardon and Portilla, 2016), teacher bias (Nicholson-Crotty et al., 2016), and limited resources (Olszewski-Kubilius and Corwith, 2017). Students from refugee backgrounds need specialized programs that are designed to meet their unique academic, linguistic, cultural, and social demands (DeCapua et al., 2009). Research showed that there is a lower likelihood of identifying gifted children among disadvantaged children, minority populations, second-language learners, and gifted children with disabilities (Card and Giuliano, 2016; Wright and Ford, 2017; Gentry et al., 2019; Ricciardi et al., 2020). Inequities in access to and opportunity for high-quality education start at the time of entry into school and lead to lifelong inequities in educational achievement for many children and adolescents who live in low-income households and are economically marginalized (Barrett et al., 2019). According to Proctor et al. (2019), gifted children from underprivileged backgrounds have enormous potential, but they are systematically discriminated against because they attend institutions with inadequate resources and low-quality curricula. Missed chances lend credence to allegations of elitism in gifted programs. In other words, these marginalized students fail to meet the traditional criteria for identification. Research showed that underrepresentation might be a result of misconceptions, teacher bias, as well as the use of screening techniques (e.g., nonverbal tests to identify non-native English speakers) that are inappropriate (Hamilton et al., 2020). Researchers in gifted education advise employing a variety of techniques to identify individuals for gifted programs, such as alternative assessment measures, and multiple criteria adoption (Ecker-Lyster and Niileksela, 2017; Dixson et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2022).



Lebanese teachers’ conceptions and identification procedures

Communities may have different values, and attributes prized in some countries may not be valued to the same extent in others (Freeman, 2005; Sternberg, 2007). Lebanese people tend to place a high premium on affluence, appearances, and social prestige with a focus on achievement as an end product. This view is supported by Al-Hroub (2022) and Ayyash-Abdo et al. (2009), who concur that the emphasis of the Lebanese curriculum is on academic subjects with achievement favored. The culture and environment in which Lebanese teachers work and live have an impact on how they view giftedness and the educational opportunities available to gifted students. According to Bevan-Brown (2005) and Antoun et al. (2022), differences in culture have an impact on the identification and learning processes, as well as behavior standards and classroom interactions. Misconceptions about giftedness can impact identification and educational provision. For example, within Lebanon, the idea of giftedness seems to fit better with achievement, specifically highlighting the value of effort and underplaying natural ability, when in reality, natural ability and different catalysts are important components of gifted development. As a result, it is unlikely that elements like gifted underachievement and twice exceptionality would be taken into account in the context of the overall picture of giftedness (Antoun et al., 2022). Sarouphim (2009) contends that the concept of giftedness in Lebanon is equal to high academic performance. Similarly, Antoun et al., 2020 revealed that many Lebanese teachers perceive gifted learners as those who excel in the academic subject matter. However, many Lebanese teachers also consider social intelligence, leadership, and creativity as special areas of giftedness (Al-Hroub and El Khoury, 2018). Thus, high intelligence could be misinterpreted and used interchangeably with the concept of giftedness (Al-Hroub, 2010a).

As pointed out by Kibbi (2003), Lebanese culture has little tolerance for deviation from tradition and it has been argued that Lebanese people have been encouraged to obey, compromise, and accept social obligations. In Lebanon, an emphasis is placed on mastering and perfecting skills through rigid training (Kibbi, 2003; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2009; Sarouphim, 2009). As highlighted in the previous literature, academic achievement is highly valued in the Lebanese culture (Kibbi, 2003; Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2009; Bacha and Bahous, 2011) which affects identification and provision. Findings from Antoun’s (2022) study describe how teachers’ attitudes and educational provision in the classrooms appear to have been influenced by Lebanon’s broader socioeconomic and cultural background. A few Lebanese studies contributed to the literature in terms of understanding teachers’ perceptions and provision in relation to the needs of their gifted students. Antoun et al. (2020) highlighted how Lebanese primary school teachers focused on the intellectual component of giftedness rather than on a broader conceptualization. The primary teacher participants placed more emphasis on the intellectual aspect of giftedness than on a broader conception. The study’s teacher participants linked academic aptitude with giftedness and stressed the value of nurturing students’ gifts in relation to traits that might be categorized as behavioral or personality traits. Lebanese teachers placed a higher value on math and science and equated giftedness with high academic achievement. In line with prior research (Renzulli, 2003; Dweck, 2006; Pfeiffer, 2013), the study emphasized deliberate practice and effort as ways for learners to achieve their maximum potential. However, only a small proportion of the teacher participants acknowledged the impact of assessment practices on performance by high-achieving and gifted learners, thereby revealing a lack of knowledge of the idea of gifted underachievement, which assumes that individuals with excellent reasoning skills might not be driven to reach their potential to highly achieve (Antoun et al., 2020). According to the study, Lebanese primary schools’ identification procedures mainly rely on teacher observation, which is ad hoc and based on a conception of giftedness that promotes performance above the growth of high potential (Antoun et al., 2020). While Gagné (2003, 2004) clearly distinguished between intellectually gifted and academically talented students, this distinction is something that is not understood among Lebanese teachers. Sarouphim (2009) points out that in Lebanon, academic success in disciplines like math and science is the primary criterion used to assess aptitude.

Al-Hroub (2022), Sarouphim (2010, 2015), and Diab (2006) stated that the country lacks effective methods for identifying giftedness, with Diab (2006) noting that all intelligence tests utilized in Lebanon are imported mainly from the United States and France. Thus, these measures used in Lebanon provide only a rough estimate of the student’s ability as they mainly measure cognitive ability, leaving a need for reliable and valid procedures for identifying gifted Lebanese and non-Lebanese students, including refugees.

According to Sarouphim (2009), Lebanon desperately needs research on identifying measures. She consequently investigated how well the performance-based assessment DISCOVER identified, talented Lebanese students. Her research revealed that teachers in Lebanon believed they knew more about their students’ skills than any test could measure. Since all identified students had excellent averages, she was able to uncover a solid match between teacher nominations and DISCOVER ratings, confirming teachers’ belief that academic excellence and giftedness are equivalent concepts. Her study led to the proposal that teachers and parents receive training on how to recognize and support their children’s giftedness.



Instructional practices

Kibbi (2003) and Frayha (2003) confirm that teaching and learning within Lebanese classrooms follow mostly traditional instructional methods and are carried out formally where active and collaborative learning is absent and is not given enough importance. The growth of creativity can be negatively impacted by a lack of emphasis on developing reasoning skills and encouragement of conformity. School-based teaching strategies prevent learners from voicing their ideas, criticizing, or engaging in argumentative behavior in favor of memorization and rote learning (Al-Haj, 1995; Bahous et al., 2011), in opposition to recommended practices in gifted education. According to Maker and Shiever (2010), the development of a learning community and the facilitation of changes in content, method, and product adjustments require a shift away from the instructor as the authority. Teachers, rather than serving as information providers, take on the roles of coaches and facilitators that influence talent development (Gagné, 2008; Antoun et al., 2022). Most models for educating the gifted advocate the use of the constructivist approach, whereby instruction focuses on problem-solving, creativity, and exploration (Maker et al., 2006; Al-Hroub and Krayem, 2018). As a result, such an approach to education could represent a significant prototype shift in Lebanon, given the fact that teachers often play the position of knowledge producer (Frayha, 2003).

According to research, teachers are not effectively catering to highly able/gifted students (Lebanese Association for Educational Studies (LAES), 2006; Sarouphim, 2010; Krayem and Al-Hroub, 2019; Antoun et al., 2022). The belief that intellectually gifted students would succeed regardless of the type of educational setting in which they are placed is the root of such resistance (Antoun et al., 2020). These views are in opposition to research, which shows that all students need to be intellectually challenged and that developing a student’s gifts and abilities requires effort and the right provision and accommodation.

A study by Al-Hroub and El Khoury (2018) also revealed that services and governmental programs for the gifted were said to be almost nonexistent. Sarouphim (2010, 2015) believes that a fundamental lack of understanding of the idea of giftedness is a major contributing factor to Lebanon’s lack of progress in gifted education. It was also evident from another Lebanese study data provided by primary teacher participants that there was a lack of recognition by the Lebanese teachers that gifted students had wide-ranging abilities which could be developed into talents in primary school (Antoun et al., 2020). Data also showed that a substantial effort was put into the identification of the building blocks (i.e., hard work, and persistence) within Lebanese schools. However, this has not necessarily translated into providing the effective type of educational provision that is promoted in the literature (Shavinina, 2009; Rindermann and Ceci, 2018; Subotnik et al., 2019). Results of a mixed-method case study that examined the opinions of more than 280 Lebanese teachers about methods for identifying and teaching highly able/talented primary school pupils revealed that instructors had concerns about providing specialized services for gifted students (Antoun et al., 2022).



Professional knowledge

Within Lebanon, there are no unified standards for teacher preparation and education (Bahous et al., 2011). Although Lebanon is in great need to rely on the contributions of its elite generation and most able minds, information on how to educate gifted and talented students in the nation is scarce for teachers. Teachers offer one-size-fits-all curricula rather than adjusting their instruction to the needs of particular students. Teacher preparation programs primarily concentrate on mainstream education (Sarouphim, 2010). As a result, the country lacks many teachers who are certified in gifted education.

It has been proposed that the perceptions and self-efficacy of instructors regarding their ability to provide appropriate educational opportunities for gifted students are impacted by their lack of special education preparation (Matheis et al., 2019). Plunkett and Kronborg stated that teachers’ professional development is essential for overcoming misconceptions that result from a lack of teacher education or from low confidence in their ability to meet the academic needs of exceptional children (Plunkett and Kronborg, 2011, 2019).

Researchers in gifted education have found that gifted provision should match the gifted student’s unique needs, interests, and abilities (Gallagher, 1985; Knight and Becker, 2000; Al-Hroub, 2010b; Antoun et al., 2022). Al-Hroub (2022) stated that there is a lack of qualified teachers to assist gifted learners at all levels. A study by Antoun et al. (2023) investigated the reasons for a few Lebanese students have been able to perform at the highest level in mathematics and science in TIMSS, by studying how the national Policy documents and the mathematics and science centralized curricula and textbooks address the needs of highly able students. Teachers’ perceptions and role in providing for the educational needs of the highly able were also examined. The study’s findings revealed crucial insights into teachers’ limited expertise in the field of serving highly capable students.

A thorough evaluation of Lebanon’s teachers’ instructional quality was conducted by the World Bank (2021), using 707 teachers from a nationally representative sample of the country’s schools. The report’s conclusions about the performance of the teachers demonstrated that Lebanon’s educational system still faces difficulties. According to Abdul-Hamid and Yassine (2020), memorizing was a typical teaching strategy used in public schools for all courses. This study may help to explain why Lebanese students performed poorly on application and reasoning questions that demanded the use of specific concepts to solve issues in international tests (Abdul-Hamid and Yassine, 2020; Antoun et al., 2023).

These findings can serve as a roadmap for effective legislative initiatives, teacher professional development programs, and other efforts to raise teaching standards among faculty members and, eventually, enhance student learning outcomes. A key component of raising the standard of education for all Lebanese students is developing policies that support effective teaching methods.

Since it is crucial for teachers to evaluate their practices in light of cultural differences and the role of gifted education in contributing to and/or aggravating socioeconomic injustices and inequities, professional development on culture and cultural diversity must be ongoing and substantive. Professional development opportunities should be provided for teachers to (1) understand the importance of their roles in identification, (2) address equity issues, and (3) learn concrete ways for supporting all their gifted students including the underserved ones in their classrooms.



The conception of the proposed model

The proposed Lebanese model aimed to guide teachers who want to identify different types of gifted learners, including refugee learners, and make environments that are adequately challenging for them to reach their potential. Teachers must differentiate ability from talent to make it possible to identify a broad range of natural abilities and consider the many different ways that gifted students from various backgrounds may display their giftedness. Identifying a broad range of abilities helps with the identification of gifted underachievers, students from minority groups, and students with special needs. Through Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT), teachers would be able to recognize the true potential of their students, regardless of their achievement level, which would help them support all kinds of gifted learners to reach their full potential. The approach might help in the creation of a precise scope and direction for offering appropriate and culturally significant programming, in a country with no specific reference for gifted education in its national curriculum (Sarouphim, 2009, 2015; El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018; Antoun et al., 2020). Overall, the development of a framework/model is also a valuable starting point that potentially supports Lebanon’s efforts to satisfy the requirements of its most academically gifted population, which in any context would appear to be a worthwhile goal. The model adopts Gagné’s (2008) talent development framework, getting past the idea that being gifted and having high cognitive capacity are interchangeable to understanding how talent in certain fields is discovered, nurtured, and developed through time with the aid of catalysts. Self-control, strategic risk-taking, and task persistence are considered crucial and complementary to strong academic and cognitive aptitude as well as creativity under this framework.

Examining the concept of giftedness and talent through the lens provided by Gagné (2008) reveals the nature and growth of human potentials and possibilities and that development is reliant upon the effect and influence of what Gagné defines in his model as catalysts, including intrapersonal and environmental factors and chance (See Figure 1). The model applies to any form of underrepresentation in talent development programs and extends to any country where the equity issue has been brought up (Gagné, 2011). According to Gagné (2008), the effect of culture is regarded as guiding every aspect of the developmental process. Therefore, it is necessary to consider the influence of culture as a differentiating factor in the way abilities are viewed within any specific culture. An understanding of the distinction between ability and talent might well assist teachers in identifying a broader range of natural abilities, and still fit within the Lebanese context, where different behaviors are valued and resourcing is limited. Furthermore, metacognitive awareness of the catalysts required for better progression through the developmental process may enhance the facilitation of the transformation of these abilities into competencies. This could assist Lebanese teachers to understand the importance of their contributing role as positive catalysts in the talent development process of their gifted and highly able students. Gagné highlighted the need of creating an engaging learning environment that gives children the chance to discover and nurture their abilities. He highlighted a growth perspective and stressed the significance of taking giftedness into account as a process-based entity embodied by numerous developmental chances.
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FIGURE 1
 Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (Gagné, 2008).


Gagné’s (2008) DMGT indicates the diversity of human potentials and addresses the importance of the developmental process and intrapersonal and interpersonal factors in talent development helping students realize their giftedness. As Hymer (2012) argued, gifts are grown in an individual’s response to and interaction with his/her intellectual, physical, and social environment. All these relational parts of an integral whole contribute to talent development. Similarly, in Ziegler’s Actiotope Model of Giftedness, the environment should be in a position to support the process of the development of excellence. The focus of gifted education then shifts to helping all students reach their full potential by giving them a suitable context where opportunities for activating, exercising, and developing their gifts and becoming “talented” are abundant. This interactive nature between a learner and a learning environment is addressed (Lo et al., 2019). This occurs when an individual optimizes his/her abilities under the parameters set by society at a given time. Lo et al. (2019) use Mozart as an example of how his existent exceptional musical ability would not have been developed to accomplish such excellence without a context that provided conditions (e.g., a time/place that valued arts highly) conducive to developing Mozart’s musical ability.

The DMGT not only distinguished between potentials and accomplishments terminologically, but it also used that distinction as the basis for a theory of talent development, according to which, very simply put, high aptitudes, or the gifts, serve as the foundation for the progressive growth of abilities. First, it assumes that there are two different categories of human talents, namely, human potentialities that are separate from human accomplishments. In other words, the DMGT approach acknowledges and recognizes gifted underachievers. It also presupposes that these two categories of abilities may be evaluated and measured independently. Gagné’s DMGT model on giftedness aligns most closely with the Lebanese context where there are no formal identification procedures in place where some groups of gifted (gifted underachievers, gifted students in different domains other than the intellectual one) may fall through the cracks of the education system. Through DMGT, all types of gifted learners, including the gifted underachievers, are recognized and acknowledged. DMGT identifies all types of gifted learners and nurtures the potential in all students, which can play a key role in advocating for high-ability students who are less likely to be identified or in Lebanese schools– refugee students, students from financially disadvantaged families, and students of families who do not use English/French as the primary spoken language at home.

DMGT, compared to other western’s models such as Renzulli’s model, recognizes that gifted students have the potential to underachieve. When analyzing Renzulli’s model, it is apparent that his model does not address gifted underachievers. There are many reasons for gifted students to underperform at school and therefore, with this model, it would be difficult to support students if they are not even recognized as ‘gifted’. DMGT gives room to identify all types of intelligence, giving room for gifted refugees and marginalized populations to be identified.

Also, in DMGT’s model, different factors play a role in the actualization of students’ potential and their talent development. Teachers need to look at the factors through the lens of Gagné, trying to understand the underrepresentation of minorities and twice-exceptional population and their role in effectively identifying opportunities and experiences that promote their high ability student’s path toward achievement (Al-Hroub, 2014a).

Gifted education in Lebanon might not become soon a reality until the nation addresses larger economic, political, and social problems. However, in the meanwhile, we can improve by relying on a few of the best practices listed below.


Identification using dynamic and alternative assessment

The field of gifted education has learned much about what constitutes a successful identification. However, there are a variety of variables that might influence how we identify talented individuals, some of which are beyond the control of educators. Some of the intelligence types could go undetected if potentially gifted students are diagnosed using standards like high intellectual achievement scores. Therefore, it is important to identify different types of intelligence using both subjective and objective measures.

In the United States, to determine a student’s placement in a gifted program, some states mandate the use of generic standardized examinations (Rinn et al., 2020). The sole use of standardized tests to determine giftedness excludes marginalized individuals and further distances them from their intellectual potential, which results in fewer students in these areas being labeled as gifted. Concerns about elitism have been raised since giftedness was adopted as a categorical notion based on psychometric cutoffs (Lupart and Webber, 2012; Porath, 2012; Al-Hroub, 2020). Identification can be difficult for students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Educators need to consider the impact of out-of-school factors (e.g., harsh living conditions of low-income students) which can impede academic achievement. Those factors are referred to by Gagné (2008) as environmental catalysts. Gagné (2008) places less emphasis on identifying students who require special education based on their performance on intelligence tests and more emphasis on learning pathways that result in excellent performance for those who have the capability. Because it emphasizes the potential and expanding nature of human possibilities, this process-focused worldview easily resonates with a growth mindset perspective (Tirri, 2016). As a result, the concept of giftedness may be formatively studied. Identification can be difficult for students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds, as their giftedness may show in non-psychometric ways, like inventiveness. Since Lebanon has no formal identification for the gifted population, the proposed multifaceted identification model, uses formal and informal, processes to properly identify and nurture gifted students with different abilities and backgrounds. In the end, group-specific norms have the best chance of boosting the equality of gifted education programs, especially when used in conjunction with local norms and universal screening (Peters and Engerrand, 2016). The multidimensional approach to identification combines psychometric and dynamic assessment (DA; Al-Hroub, 2012, 2021; Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2019). DA is defined as an interactive diagnostic approach to conducting assessments that focuses on the ability of the learner to respond to intervention. Research studies highlight the importance of dynamic assessment in providing a more accurate assessment of learning potential and academic performance among various groups of disadvantaged students, such as students with low socioeconomic status, students from linguistic minorities or with migrant backgrounds, and students with disabilities. According to Al-Hroub (2009), this diagnostic approach takes into account the context of the learner and his/her learning experiences providing a means for assessing disadvantaged and underserved student populations. Since general IQ tests may undervalue the great potential of students who may have a learning disability or twice exceptional (e.g., gifted refugees) who are marginalized, a method is crucial for determining the untapped potential of students with varied profiles (Al-Hroub, 2012; El Khoury and Al-Hroub, 2018). Static psychometric tests are primarily interested in learned outputs, whereas DA approaches concentrate on learning processes and provide a more accurate and sensitive means of identifying diverse gifted children including those with learning disabilities (Al-Hroub, 2011). Psychometric tests have drawn more criticism for being inequitable to the underprivileged, the disadvantaged, the extraordinary, and the 2E (Al-Hroub, 2021). DA gives underprivileged students the chance to show off their learning potential. According to research, Dynamic assessment is considered one of the most promising practices in stimulating learning among various groups of students, including gifted and potentially gifted students (Popa and Pauc, 2015). It builds its foundation on Vygotskian concepts of sociocultural learning and zone of proximal development. This sheds light on the difference between a student’s performance and their possible performance after being assisted throughout a learning process by an experienced person. This indicates not only the role of catalysts (in the DMGT model) but also the importance of acknowledging the difference between a student’s potential level and his/her performance/achievement. DA emphasizes the interactional nature of learning, in line with Gagné’s DMGT model.

The research demonstrates that this approach has been particularly relevant for students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Lidz and Elliott, 2006; Al-Hroub, 2011). According to Al-Hroub (2011, 2020), this approach can give a more complete picture of the student’s cognitive abilities and difficulties and also provide a means of assessing the potential development of underserved gifted students and of determining the discrepancy between potential and performance. He suggests obtaining important information from parents and teachers about their children’s academic and social activities, which may not be possible using standardized tests. DA employs several practices that integrate interaction with the child into the evaluation process and consider both the process and the outcome of learning. Application of DA in particular may allow us to differentiate between students who are at risk of not being identified as a result of poor instruction or inadequate literacy experience (Bridges and Catts, 2011). As minority students are seriously underrepresented and are less likely to do as well on traditional methods of gifted identification, they would benefit from flexible and non-traditional gifted identification procedures. This applies to underrepresented and marginalized gifted refugee children in Lebanon.

Sarouphim’s (2009) study of the use of DISCOVER, a performance-based evaluation, to identify gifted Lebanese students yielded positive outcomes. DISCOVER is one model for eliminating barriers and increasing facilitators in the identification of students from traditionally underrepresented gifted populations. The DISCOVER Assessment was created as a performance assessment using Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences and was promoted as being “bias-free” (Sarouphim, 1999, p. 246). Sarouphim’s (2009, 2015) two studies indicated that adopting DISCOVER as an assessment for identifying gifted Lebanese students might be promising for establishing programs for gifted students in Lebanon. The use of manipulatives and the option to administer the test in the children’s native tongue are only two of the features of DISCOVER that make it appropriate for use with populations that do not speak English as their first language, which makes it suitable for Lebanese and refugee children. Using DISCOVER, teachers collect students’ scores on all types of intelligence testing (verbal and nonverbal) which is also proposed by Al-Hroub (2013, 2014a). Another important factor to consider is identifying students who are under-challenged academically, socially, and creatively, reviewing the data to find those who have high potential and might not be performing at a higher level compared to aged peers as a result of demotivation. These identification procedures and instructional practices are the same for marginalized and non-marginalized gifted students.

Gagné’s (2008) DMGT model provides support for the identification process in terms of broadening the scope beyond high-achieving academic students. Teachers, parents, schools, and policymakers fit within Gagné’s Model as Environmental Catalysts, their contribution can be supportive or constraining in the process of talent development. If teachers commit to taking proactive measures to identify children—including those from marginalized groups—who need greater challenges, they can help all students reach their potential (Dixson et al., 2020).

DA comes in different forms, such as clinical interviews, formative assessments, project-based models, and test-intervene-test models (Al-Hroub, 2009). Below is an example of how the test-intervene-test dynamic assessment could be used with underrepresented gifted students in Lebanon.

Step 1- Pretest: Teachers would identify students who demonstrate an aptitude for working in specific areas and are motivated to investigate a topic of interest. They would collect necessary data using a pre-test.

Step 2- Teach: The teacher would design the intervention strategy and offer the necessary support during the intervention phase. They would observe target behaviors as signs of exceptional aptitude and differentiate instruction to capitalize on student ability.

Step 3: Posttest -Teachers would test the students to identify students’ ability to benefit from instructional interventions such as differentiated activities.




Instructional practices/provision

The provision of appropriate support requires a match between the perception of giftedness and related identification and programming. A teacher who perceives giftedness as a dynamic and multidimensional construct that develops depending on various factors would provide optimal learning environments that are appropriate and challenging to develop their gifted students’ potential. Inconsistencies in identification and subsequent programming may result in a program that fails to meet the needs, interests, or abilities of potential participants. For instance, if giftedness is viewed in terms of exceptionally high mathematical ability, then utilizing evaluation techniques that can pinpoint the possibility of greater performance in that specific area would be ideal. According to Renzulli (1986), there should be a logical connection between the definition and suggested identification and programming approaches. When designing instructional practices Lebanese teachers should differentiate between the characteristics of gifted students and those of talented ones. Research has warned of the harmful consequences of neglecting the needs of gifted students (Robinson et al., 2007; Rogers, 2007; Davis et al., 2011; Clark, 2014). It is also vital to learn about the characteristics of twice-exceptional learners (see Al-Hroub and Whitebread, 2008; Al-Hroub, 2009, 2021). Identified gifted students require curriculum and instructional strategies suitable for their higher level abilities, and if not provided, boredom and possibly underachievement may result.

Identifying learners’ academic demands is only useful if schools use it to meet those needs by giving each student the right amount of challenge. Every student must receive teaching that is properly challenging and culturally relevant for educators to deliver an equal education and for students to reach their full potential. Instead of expecting students to adjust to whatever services their schools happen to offer, schools must be willing to adapt to the variety of abilities, interests, and needs that students have (Dixson et al., 2020).

Acceleration, flexible grouping, differentiation, enrichment, and other services with empirical basis are offered to meet the academic needs of gifted learners. Since there is no legal requirement in Lebanon for gifted education, teachers are free to select any of these options, but they must carefully consider which options will benefit their students. Learning needs and barriers to learning may vary. Serving the needs of twice-exceptional is not the same as serving the needs of refugees; therefore, using a differentiated curriculum is recommended. A curriculum that is qualitatively differentiated takes into account students’ varying skills, interests, and learning profiles as well as the unique characteristics of gifted children (Maker and Shiever, 2010). Curriculum differentiation, according to researchers in the field of gifted education, entails designing and modifying the content, process, product, and learning environment (Tomlinson, 2003; Van Tassel-Baska, 2004; Maker and Shiever, 2010). It is critical to gauge a program’s effectiveness to decide if and how to make improvements. The differentiated program must be adjusted to meet the changing demands of learners in the Lebanese educational environment. The approach to take, according to Sarouphim (2015), is to “start small, analyze frequently, and update and expand according to demands” (p.209).

Findings from the literature support the notion that teachers in Lebanese primary schools appear to be very encouraging in the development of intrapersonal catalysts such as hard work, perseverance, and resilience (Antoun et al., 2020). However, if this form of encouragement could be extended into other areas, it may assist in fostering a broader range of talent development within Lebanese schools. As Hertzog (2017) stated, educators have a responsibility to be mindful and actively construct ideal circumstances for talent development because potential talent has to be nourished and developed in children.

Prejudice and stereotypes may contribute to segregated gifted and talented programs (Ford et al., 2020). Therefore, several issues need to be addressed when planning an effective gifted education provision: the current education system, pedagogy and assessment, complexity of definition, and teachers’ and parents’ attitudes and concerns. All interested parties, including educators, administrators, decision-makers, parents, and students themselves, must work together to implement gifted education to enhance learning. Efforts to maximize learning will be fragmented and ineffective unless adjustments are made in each of these areas.


Professional learning

A re-examination of conventional theory and practice in spotting gifted students and attending to the needs of individuals whose abilities frequently go undetected, uncelebrated, and unserved is needed. The latest Lebanese literature has several significant implications for the provision of gifted education in Lebanon’s future and could serve as a useful starting point for teacher education programs and professional development for working teachers. In light of the research findings, it is clear that talented children in Lebanon do not benefit from the full spectrum of evidence-based educational modifications that have been proven most effective in western nations. Antoun et al. (2020) noted that instructors in Lebanon had no formal training in gifted education and were instead influenced by a traditional understanding of school culture. However, establishing critical pedagogy can change the current school system in Lebanon, and indeed in other countries with similar conceptualizations that privilege achievement with little attention given to the intrinsic value of natural ability.

To be able to recognize the various traits of exceptional learners, differentiate between potential and achievement, and be responsive to gifted students’ diverse needs, teachers need to have proper professional development to help transform gifted potential into outstanding performance (Al-Hroub, 2007).

El Khoury and Al-Hroub (2018) found that a large number of participant teachers in their study stated that they had never given giftedness any thought. An important finding from different studies is that gifted students in Lebanon do not appear to be receiving educational accommodations underpinned by a sound research evidence base (Sarouphim, 2010; Antoun et al., 2020; Al-Hroub, 2022). This paper highlights the need for education for teachers in optimal ways of working with gifted students. To support the education and development of their exceptional children, all teachers need to have some level of professional preparation. Professional learning should be holistic taking into account the learner’s academic, social, and emotional needs. It should also prepare educators to be empowered to use varied methods of identification, curriculum modification, and instruction.

To give instructors continuous learning opportunities, a professional development plan for gifted education should be established. This has implications for how courses are designed and for university professors in terms of what to cover in their teacher preparation courses. At the same time, teachers need to be provided with adequate education, time, and support to be able to appropriately provide for highly able learners at their respective schools. As a basis for these measures, a sound Lebanese policy on gifted education would need to be developed by the policymakers and the Ministry of Education.



Community engagement

To facilitate the aforementioned changes and to prepare for the implementation of a gifted program, awareness campaigns and community engagement are considered necessary. Community engagement techniques can involve sharing information or eliciting opinions, and effectively involving people in planning, decision-making, and evaluation. This, along with specific professional development would help create the opportunity for teachers and parents to make valuable contributions to the evaluation process of the effectiveness and efficiency of the gifted program.

Ultimately, the current paper has provided valuable insights into the essential steps required to effectively provide for gifted students in Lebanon. Realizing the issues about gifted education appropriately is necessary before establishing any related policies. The current findings may serve as a wake-up call and indicate that it is time for more of us to act with renewed vigor to implement tangible reforms to gifted identification processes and programming. The model could be used by the Lebanese Ministry of Education to assist in creating a strategy for the education of all gifted children, including the marginalized ones. At the national level, policymakers should enact laws requiring the inclusion of gifted education in teacher preparation programs.

In conclusion, it is important to Lebanon as well as to the individual teachers to ensure that the country’s young people are educated in ways that will allow them to reach their potential and be in the best position to positively contribute to Lebanese society. This framework is intended to serve as a roadmap for policymakers, educators, and professional learning experts who make decisions in teacher preparation programs. Gifted education is a need, not a privilege to a few racial, economic or cultural groups. Lebanon is in needs to strive to serve students equitably and make access to gifted education and talent development programs for all our students. Now is the time for a change.



Limitations of the proposed model

The model proposes guided support when teaching any new skill which requires proficient teachers who can help in the process. This might be problematic if teachers in Lebanon are not provided with professional knowledge and needed resources. Also, the learner might be very dependent on guided information which makes him/her less likely to explore ways of problem-solving.



Implications and limitations

As research in gifted education is still in its inception phase in Lebanon, continued research evaluating the proposed model and investigating factors that contribute to the success of gifted students, including those from underprivileged backgrounds would add to the scope of the Lebanese literature. More research on refugee gifted populations is needed to paint a true picture of ‘giftedness’, as lack of data remains a constraint to differentiated strategies. There is also a need to explore and understand the support structures and educational opportunities present for gifted students in different Lebanese schools across the country, as it serves as the basis of intervention strategies and informs teacher training, as they relate to gifted education.
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Summary of the book

The book (Yates and Boddison, 2020) is comprised of five chapters; dense in information regarding the over-identification of and differential intervention for dual and multiple exceptionalities (DME). The book discussed two respective topics: the collaborative strength-based model, and the person-centered approach, and detailed case studies to explain these topics.

Chapter 1 presents the importance of a multidimensional identification of dual and multiple exceptionalities (DME) due to over-identification, overlooked gender discriminants, and the need for harnessing DME individuals' economic and social potential. Chapter 2 states that the role of the teacher is a facilitator for change and not an expert, with the need for high learning potential (HLP) and special educational needs and disability (SEND) experts to be present in school environments in addition to training for the development of staff. Chapter 3 explains that successful identification and intervention require a strength-based collaborative model. The special needs coordinator and gifted (SENCO) and talented coordinator (GATCO) school collaborate to identify and intervene with school leaders to review performance and effective provision. The governor's role, in this case, would be to structure, evaluate, and hold accountable for any errors. Chapter 4 presents a person-centered co-production approach to DME. The zone of effective coproduction would come from the learner, professionals, and family. Chapter 5 explains the efficient implementation of such identifications and interventions in case studies, concluding policy reform.



Evaluation of the content: Content and style

The book's introduction claims that the identification and intervention methods explained are easy to comprehend by anyone in the field of gifted education. Although such a statement seems strong and general at first, Chapter 3 identifies the roles of each reader at school (Yates and Boddison, 2020). There is an emphasis on UK policies on which most of the research is based, with strong contextualization. However, several case studies were explored, using both qualitative and quantitative methods, which strengthened the generalizability of the findings. Studies urged further systematic research indicating the lack of policy reform for the accommodation of dual- or twice-exceptionality (Kaufman, 2018). Unlike other books on gifted education and twice-exceptionality, this book classifies DME into four categories. It identifies them as high learning potential (HLP) with communication difficulties, HLP with cognitive and learning disabilities, HLP with social and emotional problems, and HLP with sensory or physical disabilities (Yates and Boddison, 2020). This goes beyond the strict DSM 5 categorization as seen in Kaufman (2018) and unifies such issues through a humanistic approach toward the definition itself.

The authors highlight the repeated failure of presenting a definition for DME; highlighting a definition of HLP as specific to the art and sports domains (Yates and Boddison, 2020). Such constriction builds the basis for the need for identifying giftedness overarching different domains. The authors left the door open for readers to redefine and interpret twice-exceptionality.

The book presents a neurodiverse approach to autism and other disorders by focusing on social, emotional, and educational compensation and counseling. Also, the book builds upon a comprehensive assessment; filling a gap in dyslexia identification research. Strength-based, self-interest-driven education, social and emotional support, and counseling techniques were emphasized and discussed as the lead to students' success. For such interventions to take place, initial teacher training has also been recommended with emphasis on building students' metacognitive skills (Yates and Boddison, 2020). The multi-intervention model indicates that there is a collaboration between the SENCO (Special Educational Needs Coordinator) and GATCO (Gifted and Talented Education Needs Coordinator), with further collaboration between school administrations, governors, parents, and teachers (Yates and Boddison, 2020). This collaboration allows for a positive and ethical overview of assessment and intervention and fills a gap in the literature concerning policy. This also fills a gap in the lack of evidence where SENCO and GATCO collaboration leads to student success.



Discussion

The book offers a variety of practical teaching strategies to support SENCOs, GATCOs, educators, school leaders, and governors in developing effective provisions for gifted twice and multiple exceptional learners (Yates and Boddison, 2020). It also suggested approaches to ensure effective synergy between families and professionals.

The book introduces a comprehensive assessment in line with McCallum et al.'s (2013), Kaufman's (2018), and Al-Hroub's (2021), research. The lens that the book looks at DME through is neurodiverse, further refuting traditional testing and intervention methods to reframe within multifaceted ones. This allows for connection with previous research and prompts the reader to do so by grazing over previous policy and research errors. Through this neurodiverse lens, the book allows for a positive outlook on mental health assessment in ways that policymakers and governors must uptake. The book fills a gap in the research about evidence-based collaboration and policy by presenting six detailed cases. Such cases included quantitative assessment results and pre-post intervention through the qualitative description (Yates and Boddison, 2020). This has further implications for cross-cultural application and generalizability. Such research proved feasible for policy change in the UK and must be regarded and built on across different settings and countries.
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Virtual counseling has become an increased necessity as a result of the current pandemic as well as the need for methods that comply with the continuous changes and advancements. Studies conducted have shown that the perceptions of counselors of the benefits and barriers reflect whether or not the counseling service will be successful. This study is a descriptive research design following a qualitative approach. The study aimed to explore (a) the school counselor’s perceptions of the benefits and barriers they encounter when using virtual counseling, (b) the perceived differences between conducting virtual counseling and in-person counseling, and (c) whether participation in virtual counseling differs as a result of students’ characteristics in the perception of school counselors. Five private schools in the Beirut region were contacted as they were known to have virtual counseling programs. Both the schools and counselors were purposively chosen. Seven in-depth semi-structured interviews and one focus group discussion (FGD) were carried out with the study participants. Interpretational analysis was carried out to assess and analyze the obtained data. The results showed that through these experiences, counselors were able to develop new methods with regard to technology and other practices to limit the effects of obstacles faced. Counselors’ communication tools were also fine-tuned since they had to rely on unorthodox methods to understand students and deal with them better. Results showed that the benefits also have to do with time and method flexibility, the main barriers were issues of privacy, change in workplace dynamics, and lack of usage of tools. The findings were discussed in relation to four main themes: (a) service delivery adaptation, (b) working with technology, (c) counselor’s practices in delivering virtual counseling, and (d) preparation and training for virtual counseling. Being that it is qualitative research, the interpretational analysis was carried out to assess the obtained data. The results showed that the main benefits have to do with time and method flexibility, and the main barriers were issues of privacy and change in workplace dynamics. The results showed that the new changes and the counselor’s experience, along with the personal attributes of counselors and students, all influenced the efficiency of the counseling sessions.

KEYWORDS
 virtual counseling, perceptions, technology, COVID-19, Lebanon


Introduction

While counseling has been established as a core aspect of school programs globally, this has not been the same case in Lebanon. It is essential to identify the achievements in counseling corresponding to a timeline to identify domain gaps. The counseling area’s advancements were slow to develop, and the developments that took place were mainly observed in career guidance (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). There were early mentions and projects coordinated including the Career Guidance Center at the American University of Beirut in 1985 and that of the Hariri Foundation; however, they neither yielded as many results nor were the efforts reflected in school programs (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). Virtual counseling has become an increased necessity as a result of the current pandemic and the need for methods that comply with continuous changes and advancements. Studies conducted have shown that the perceptions of counselors of the benefits and barriers reflect whether or not the counseling service will be successful. Virtual counseling is defined as counseling where a qualified counselor uses tools of technology to provide behavioral and mental health services to counselees in different locations. The integration of the Internet and counseling is a new occurrence known as virtual counseling. It has been given different labels, such as “cyber-therapy,” “e-therapy,” “virtual coach therapy,” and “cyber-counseling” to present virtual counseling (Smith and Reynolds, 2002).

There is slight information on using virtual counseling in the school setting. Counseling programs should take into consideration how frequently students feel like contacting a counselor online, or whether or not they would prefer face-to-face counseling. Youth might experience different challenges; however, they might not seek help for different reasons (Glasheen et al., 2013). Such information would be necessary for the counseling community to be able to serve the students in the school.

Various milestones, as well as events in history, have ignited the need for virtual methods, one of which is the outbreak of COVID-19. The onset of COVID-19 had major effects on various aspects of people’s lives, especially where students are concerned. Educational systems all around the world had to adapt in very little time to new means of education to ensure that students are provided with the necessary education (Aucejo et al., 2020). There was a wave of alternative options for every activity that required physical presence; accordingly, it is only fit that aspects related to students’ wellbeing, especially in such critical times, were developed.

Maples and Han (2008) stated that virtual counseling includes synchronous (video chatting and calling) and asynchronous (emails and texting) tools to address an individual’s needs. Each method of communication is used in a certain way. Steele et al. (2015) suggested that virtual counseling interactions can also be used with parents to address the personal/social, academic, and career domains.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the research identified several significant obstacles to therapeutic relationships brought on by the digital space and social media, such as therapist privacy concerns (clients frequently search for therapist/counselor personal information online, which inherently affects the therapeutic dynamic), virtual impingements (through which online discoveries alter the physical therapeutic relationship), and a desire to internalize digital versions of the counseling sessions. These obstacles were the same obtained during COVID-19 when reassessment was reconducted (Kotera et al., 2021). School counselors may have found themselves lacking support, training, and experience. The need for additional support during the pandemic, such as curriculum adaptation strategies, virtual lesson planning tools, addressing the loss of curriculum adaptation strategies, hands-on student learning, social and emotional support techniques, student engagement techniques in a virtual environment, and technical support, was difficult to pinpoint. To add on that, a recent study performed in New York on school counselors’ experiences in using virtual counseling reported results including the lack of access to students resulted in feelings of frustration, while another study was based on forced adjustment, navigating new technology, and guiding ethical concerns. The final study was about the challenge of addressing mental health complexities (Worth, 2022).

Research indicated the benefits and barriers to visual counseling from school counselors’ perspectives. Studies in Scotland and Finland, for example, explored counselors’ perceptions of the benefits of virtual counseling (Paterson et al., 2017). Paterson et al. (2017) stated that virtual counseling made counseling flexible, providing independent time and space to meet students’ perceived needs. Virtual counseling has also allowed students to anonymously enter discussions which enables disclosure for students who are timid about their personal matters. School counselors believe that virtual counseling also strengthened the bonding and counseling relationship (Paterson et al., 2017). Research in Kenya also showed that high-quality counseling services can stretch to areas that have insufficient resources to obtain trained counselors. Due to the financial status of families and their geographical locations, virtual counseling services could provide services for Kenyan students and take advantage of these school contexts and situate the tools that enable access to virtual school counseling (Pattison et al., 2012).

Paterson et al. (2017) explored other aims that researchers mentioned and that was to examine perspectives on virtual counseling held by CPD student counselors. Furthermore, they were asked to bring their strengths to the fore in this region. Four different orientations for virtual counseling arose from their responses, namely, technical organizational-centered, counseling-ethical, and developmental orientations. The guidelines offer a valuable viewpoint to look at ways in which student counselors view and construct their inner conceptions of virtual therapy. This provided a helpful framework for the discussion and creation of virtual counseling activities and the preparation and design of virtual counseling training. In addition, the joint relationship between Scotland and Finland has stated that the study’s results are not inherently country-specific. This yet again shows how such views can be similar or compatible in other countries. Lambie and Williamson (2004) found that the focus of counseling services was on character development, socially appropriate behaviors, and vocational planning. These aspects have shifted over time, moving from vocational and educational decision-making to personal growth, then to responsive services “at-risk” populations and ultimately focusing on developmental programs available for all students.



Conceptual framework and research significance

The study’s objective was to contribute to both theory and practice, assisting in filling a gap in research that is rooted in the lack of in-depth studies carried out within the domain of virtual counseling. The concepts of this study were guided and illustrated by The American School Counseling Association’s (ASCA) model, which is an inclusive framework set for carrying out and evaluating school counseling programs. Studying counselors’ perceptions of virtual counseling can help provide reasons as to why there are only a handful of counselors who offer virtual counseling (Hoffman et al., 2000). Mallen et al. (2005) found that virtual counseling allows counselors to access populations in rural areas across the country; hence, such findings can provide further information for the preparation and training necessary for effective services to be provided to students.

As per new canvassing of experts’ views on what would be an expected and necessary change in the coming years is that people’s relationship with technology will deepen when more significant parts of the population will have to rely on digital connections for work, education, healthcare, and essential social interactions. Accordingly, it is vital to fill these gaps to access all necessary populations while being prepared with the tools needed (Atske, 2021).

The study also provided the training and coursework participating that virtual counselors underwent, which also acted as a guide for counselors new to the domain of virtual counseling (Lee, 2000). Open-ended questions were carried out with a number of counselors, to provide an in-depth perspective on the right approaches to providing virtual counseling. Observing and sharing counselors’ perspectives on barriers related to virtual counseling can also assist educational institutes in preparing for virtual counselor training. Learning through data collection tools about the most appropriate virtual technologies can offer facilitated and ongoing communication between school counselors and students of different cycles (Steele et al., 2015).

Successful virtual counseling will allow counselors to provide students of all cycles (K-12) with individualized data and direct feedback tailored to the student’s interests and values (Savitz-Romer et al., 2020). Conclusively, this study will be valuable and effective for the practice and preparation of future virtual counselors as well as the procedures used by different counseling organizations regarding ethics and legislation. Schools can use the study findings to provide supplementary information concerning the preparation of the virtual counselor’s skill training to ensure the effectiveness of the counseling service in school.

A study done in Georgia was also conducted by Hunter (2021) to add virtual school counseling knowledge and literature throughout the pandemic because unfortunately, there was restricted qualitative literature focusing on virtual school counseling. The ASCA has done much research to help conceptualize school counseling throughout all grade levels (K-12); however, in times of COVID-19, it was not initially validated. In October 2020, the ASCA surveyed 7,000 school counselors to collect data on daily challenges and the influence of the pandemic (Akgul et al., 2021).

More studies investigated the impact of COVID-19 with a concentration on teacher training and teachers’ experiences, however, the experiences of school counselors related to COVID-19 have yet to be explored (Savitz-Romer, 2021). According to the ASCA, school counselors are responsible for the social/emotional, career, and academic needs of students; therefore, the ASCA is making research pertaining to virtual school counseling and the COVID-19 pandemic vital for K-12 student achievement (Pincus et al., 2020).

The American School Counseling Association’s model includes programs that are equitable, data-driven, and respond to a diverse student population. The model includes four components that are the foundation, management, delivery system, and accountability to define how counselors and schools, whether on their own or collaboratively, support and work with students and their families (Bowers and Hatch, 2005).

According to Goodrich et al. (2020), the ASCA program has served as a reliable tool for school counseling nationwide and has recently delved into virtual counseling, providing guidelines for working in a virtual counseling environment. The ASCA progrm shed light on various aspects that were highlighted as barriers in the studies earlier. The program focuses on how counselors should simplify the methods of communication in order to avoid any misunderstandings that can take place in virtual counseling sessions. Students should also be proficient in using these tools to further facilitate the counseling program. The study also focuses on how the program should constantly be updated to provide the most efficient counseling. The most important point that was reiterated throughout the program is a collaboration with different departments as well as administration to provide comprehensive counseling to both students and parents.

The American School Counseling Association National model focuses on the usage of tools and highlights several benefits of virtual school counseling. Virtual school counseling has a great impact on school-aged students and adolescents. With the increased use of technology, school counselors can play a vital role in increasing awareness of the benefits and problems of using these tools of communication. These tools can affect the wellbeing of students because they can be a source of social support. School counselors who are confident in using the tools might also offer small or group technology interventions, model appropriate technology use, and address ethical considerations. The quadrant of the delivery system, which is an element of the ASCA model, would benefit from the increased use of technology to facilitate coordination, engagement, and communication. Virtual counseling can allow school counselors to provide individual as well as group counseling services by surpassing the time or space limitations found in traditional counseling. The use of asynchronous tools can allow school counselors to respond to students’ concerns throughout the day and allow them to have their regular sessions for academic and career-related purposes.

Despite the benefits of virtual school counseling, there were several drawbacks to it. A barrier to successful technology integration or usage is the spectrum of experiences and comfort levels using these tools that might exist between different generations. Virtual counselors should understand the problems or challenges resulting from virtual counseling, such as virtual aggression, concerns for privacy and safety, cyberbullying, as well as harassment. Internet anonymity and the lack of reduced auditory and visual cues can make it harder for students to feel comfortable communicating with the counselor during face-to-face sessions (Zamani et al., 2010).

Such measures apart from the organization being renowned in the domain of school counseling serve as enough reasons why this model should be followed to provide quality counseling. The ASCA National model can be used in the Lebanese context because the elements that make up the model have relevance wherever the school or school counselors operate. With the worldwide reach of digital technology, the applications to technology usage of this model can be used among school counselors globally.



Research design

This study is a descriptive research design where qualitative approaches were utilized to explore and identify the perceptions of school counselors regarding the barriers they encounter when using virtual counseling. The qualitative research design is essential in educational research because it enables a deeper understanding of experiences, phenomena, and context. It allows researchers to understand human experiences through questions that cannot be easily put into numbers (Al-Hroub, 2011, 2014). Qualitative research gives comprehensive narratives of the circumstances that lead to participants’ focus on their perspectives toward an issue. This shows how qualitative research can show layers and provide a comprehensive understanding numbers cannot encompass (Al-Hroub, 2015). The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews including open-ended questions with private school counselors to provide insight into the obstacles counselors need to overcome to provide effective counseling sessions. A focus group discussion (FGD) was also designed to explore participants’ perceptions of virtual counseling. The study was conducted across different regions in Beirut with school counselors from different backgrounds to limit bias as much as possible and ensure validity.


Research aims and questions

The aim of the study is 3-fold, i.e., (a) to explore the school counselor’s perceptions of the benefits and barriers they encounter when using virtual counseling, (b) to explore the perceived differences between conducting virtual counseling and in-person counseling, and (c) to determine if students’ characteristics differ in their participation in virtual counseling from the school counselors’ perspective. Three questions guided this research from the school counselors’ perspectives as follows: (a) what are the most contributing benefits and barriers that school counselors encounter during virtual counseling in private schools in the Beirut region?; (b) what are the perceived differences between conducting virtual counseling and in-person counseling?; and (c) does participation in virtual counseling differ as a result of students’ characteristics in the perception of school counselors?



Study site and participants

The selected five private schools are located in the Beirut region. The schools have a virtual counseling program with English as their main language of instruction. A total of 11 counselors were selected using purposive sampling across all school levels (elementary, middle, and high school). Seven counselors took part in the semi-structured interviews, and six counselors participated in the FGD. The majority of the schools in Lebanon have only female counselors, and the sample of this study was limited to the number of counselors who had practiced virtual counseling. All study participants were women and had a similar level of educational background in earning master’s degrees in Educational Psychology. The counselors’ years of experience ranged from 1 to 15 years and their ages ranged from 27 to 48 years. Tables 1, 2 display the detailed demographic information of the study sample.



TABLE 1 Semi-structured interview participants’ demographic information.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2 Demographic information of school participants in focus group discussion.
[image: Table2]

The participant’s privacy was protected by giving each one of them a code. The codes for the participants participating in the semi-structured interview were named counselor 1, counselor 2, … whereas the participants being part of the FGD started from the beginning of the alphabetical order with the first letter of their name.

Both the schools and counselors were purposively chosen. Purposeful sampling is a technique used largely in qualitative research for recognizing and collecting the most effective information with the utilization of limited resources. The process includes identifying and choosing individuals or groups of participants that are specifically well-informed on the phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2013). The counselors were chosen based on their performance in virtual counseling sessions and the schools were chosen based on their participation in having a virtual counseling program, and these choices are reasons yet again why purposive criterion sampling is carried out.

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the American University of Beirut. Informed consent was obtained from the school principals and counselors. The researchers gave a full explanation of the study and assured the anonymity and confidentiality of all data collected.



Data collection methods

The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews as well as an FGD to create an abundant description of the counselors’ perceptions of the barriers and benefits of virtual counseling. The participants were asked for permission to have their interviews and FGDs recorded and transcribed verbatim. They were offered to member check both their transcribed and recorded interviews to ensure internal validity and accuracy. After conducting semi-structured interviews and the FGD, the transcripts were analyzed and the themes were derived accordingly. These themes as will be mentioned below were the root of the research and helped identify key obstacles and challenges voiced by the counselors.


Semi-structured interviews

The semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven counselors from five schools and different cycles. The interview contains 10 questions that target the counselor’s experience, their use of technology, and their perception of virtual counseling. Probing questions were added to both sets of questions to attain the objectives of the study, which focus on the barriers perceived by the counselor for themselves and on behalf of the students. The interviews were conducted at the counselor’s convenience via Zoom, and each interview lasted for approximately 1 h.



Focus group interview

The focus group discussion included six counselors and lasted for 120 min through Zoom due to the restrictions during the COVID pandemic. The group represented different counselors from different schools (refer to Table 2), who discussed their perceptions and experiences on the barriers and benefits of virtual counseling.




Data analysis

The data collected were analyzed using interpretational analysis. The recorded interviews and FGDs were transcribed verbatim by the researchers. The transcripts were coded using an open-coding method to identify the common themes that appeared in those transcriptions. The data were compared using the constant comparative method, where the similarities and differences of the data were derived. Later, the codes were organized into categories under general themes.




Results

Virtual counseling was explained in different ways. There were different themes initiated after the semi-structured interviews and the FGD based on the interviewee’s responses. The study findings present four themes for the virtual counseling experiences: (a) service delivery adaptation, (b) working with technology, (c) counselor’s practices in delivering virtual counseling, and (d) preparation and training for virtual counseling.


Service delivery adaptation during COVID 19

In all interviews, school adaptability in virtual counseling appeared as a major theme. Two main instigators led this overall needed change in the first place. There was discontinuity concerning school attendance because the first wave of COVID-19 that followed set a more fixed distance learning. The time needed for the counseling program to resume and in what form it did rely highly on the school’s perception of the need for counseling. The COVID-19 outbreak negatively affected the mental health and emotional, social, educational, and psychological wellbeing of young people (Karaman et al., 2021). Karaman et al. (2021) discussed that it was normal for the outbreak to cause anxiety and fear, but the anxiety and fear caused by the outbreak made it hard for students to fight the results of the outbreak. Therefore, the importance for school counselors to identify and respond to factors associated with anxiety helped reduce the students’ anxiety levels and contribute to fighting the pandemic.

Different counselors shared similar perceptions about the need for virtual counseling during the time of the pandemic. Counselor 7, for example, who was responsible for all cycles shared, “For students to be able to adapt to the changes of the environment, they should be able to voice their feelings and thoughts.” Therefore, “Due to the pandemic, there was a need for immediate counseling,” this sentiment represented all of the schools’ perceptions; however, the frequency of counseling sessions differed among schools and their priorities. One of the counselors summed up the mentioned in their statement: “This move was gradual, of course, however when corona struck it was then we started coming up with our own model for virtual counseling based on what professionals were doing around the world” (Counselor 3, KG & Elementary).

Counselor 2 (middle and high school) mentioned “It’s crucial to remember that there is a significant difference between in-person counseling and internet counseling. In order to create curriculums tailored specifically for virtual counseling, counselor educators require a programmer who is knowledgeable in virtual counseling.” Therefore, counselors had to find ways to start this program with strategies they were using in physical counseling.” Counselor 2 started by trying to incorporate one session per week that focused on coping strategies and mental health to help students cope with the new changes. Counselor 2 added, “We discussed topics that would help them cope with their daily lives.” The counselor also shared how the counseling sessions were tailored to fit what the students needed in the face of unexpected changes.


Change of school dynamics

As previously mentioned, some changes occurred in terms of content provided to better suit the occurring issues. Regarding the counselor’s schedules, there were clear shifts in the time they were expected to be available. Counselor 3 (KG and elementary level) shared: “I was able to reach a bigger number of students at the same time, and I was able to be in two places at once, and students were happy about it.” A.S (all cycles) agreed with Counselor 3 (KG and elementary level) and stated, “If properly structured, virtual counseling can be a huge outreach to people without the means due to physical problems, living in rural areas, or schedule complications.” The mentioned counselors had a positive experience; however, this was not the case for all. Carrying one’s job around even at home becomes harder for counselors to carry out their tasks effectively, being that they cannot divide their work and responsibilities at home. An elementary counselor shared struggles that she faced in trying to cater to both her house and school demands at the same time, being that there was no longer a partition between the two in terms of space and time. Counselor 6 stated, for example, “I have family issues I have to attend to while I’m at home, which I would not have to do if I were at school […] I have my children working at home.” These personal stressors were discussed by Savitz-Romer et al. (2020). Like all educators, school counselors tried to balance some personal stressors like their work and family demands, managing their mental health, and adjusting to new forms of technology.

In a study conducted by Worth (2022), a school counselor explained that it was even easier for students to access the counselor during school time, and helping students access technology resulted in time away from providing virtual counseling services to students. In the FGD, B.R. an elementary counselor shared, “With the change of schedules, counselors were expected to be there for students and their parents at any time even if that meant at 10 p.m.” Counselor 5 (elementary level) added that “Students come to my office to have their lunch, play board games, and have quick talks, when I’m on recess duty they come to me and talk to me.” While counseling in school was more structured and limited to school hours, being in school, however, facilitated students’ ability to approach counselors physically, even for a brief interaction. This facilitation ensures that the students do not hold in their emotions for too long and that even perceived trivial issues are shared with the counselor.

According to Courduff (2022), counselors felt that their schedules were full, and practices to take care of their mental health were a priority to best serve their students. There was an agreement among all 11 counselors concerning work changes and “overtime” work. During the FGD, two counselors C.F. and D.R. from different cycles (KG, elementary, and middle school levels) also shared that “The extension of work hours did not have to cater only to the needs of students.” They emphasized that their work was no longer constricted to school hours and the mortar space provided rather it became a full-time job.




Lack of safe environment and space

Space was also an issue if they have their siblings in the same place or if they do not have a comfortable space to sit and be focused. Counselor 6 (middle school level) explained, “At home is different; there is the couch, the smell of the food from the kitchen, the doorbell ringing, and sounds from the street. The whole setting is not inducive for learning.” Students do not have a closed-mortar space for them to feel comfortable and free in their expression. The family being around students, as mentioned earlier, breaches the privacy they need. Counselor 4 who was in charge of middle school and high school elaborated that “Students felt invaded in their personal space because all of a sudden everyone can access them, at any time.” Despite the availability of interactive platforms, it is indisputable that the ability to communicate with students and the counselor in a traditional counseling setting cannot be matched in an online environment (Arrieta et al., 2021).

Chen et al. (2020) discussed that counselors and educators should set various guidelines to ensure a safe and respectful virtual environment. Some virtual counseling strategies include role-plays and mock counseling assignments that include information that is sensitive in nature; therefore, it is essential to promote confidentiality. During the FGD, some counselors discussed that they had to find alternative ways to connect with the students. C.F. (KG and elementary) and F.N. (elementary and middle school levels) shared alternative measures specifically for upper elementary and middle school, which included text messaging or even conducting sessions in the car to ensure privacy and comfort for students. Counselor 5 (elementary level) explained, “Some students want to see the counselor without their parents knowing; I cannot approach students without the consent of the parent.” Students in a synchronous environment may join the session in different settings, so it is vital to establish environmental guidelines that address the session’s safety and privacy (Chen et al., 2020).



Preparation and training for virtual counseling


Experience with virtual counseling and technology

As can be seen here, the counselor’s familiarity and ease of using some of these platforms had to do not only with the schools they were counseling with but also with what they had experienced prior to this issue. Furthermore, although some of the interviewed counselors had a wide experience in counseling prior to this issue, they still shared some discomfort in switching to virtual methods. Counselor 6 (middle school) said, “This anxiety for the virtual counseling was meeting right after the first virtual meeting.” Personal choices and preferences influence a counselor’s overall experience. Counselor 3 (KG and elementary) shared that “while it is an important matter to use technology tools professionally, it wasn’t a tool that she liked or preferred personally.” Although a lot have stated obstacles and issues in the shift, the positives and necessity of virtual counseling were inevitable. Deslonde and Becerra (2018) stated that according to research, counselors are more likely to accept using new technology if they perceive it as easy to use. Moreover, perceived ease of technology use is determined when a counselor considers using such a system free of effort.



Practice enhancement and motivation

Working in a virtual counseling environment has improved all of the participants’ counseling abilities and practice. Moreover, recommendations for better practice are also examined so that counselors can have better preparation before practicing virtual counseling (Poh Li et al., 2013). A.S. (all cycles) started by stating, “School counselors should be trained the provide virtual counseling. To become proficient in using this modality, we should be prepared and competent. This is the aim of our field present and future.” Counselor 7 (all cycles) continued with sharing her own training and stated, “The following websites where she underwent different training and workshops aimed solely at virtual counseling with regards to student’s wellbeing.” All counselors shared a keen interest in learning to use different technology platforms and attending more training aimed at enhancing their virtual counseling skills. School counselor training differed from one school to the other; therefore, developing school counselor abilities in the use of information and communication technology (ICT) should be concerned with helping them build familiarity with ICT applications and awareness of the potential contribution it has to offer the virtual counseling services (Deslonde and Becerra, 2018).




Counselor’s practices in delivering virtual counseling


Methods used by counselors during virtual counseling sessions

Strear et al. (2020) discussed that school counselors started adapting their techniques to meet the immediate needs of their school communities as they attempted to interact with students and their families. Many counselors started to update their strategies giving students and families access to messages, calls, and video appointments. Some virtual engaging tools were brain games, puzzles, exercise body games, and artistic activities were done virtually. Some counselors shared that the methods they used did not differ but only included more technology. Counselor 6 (middle school) stated “Sometimes I start by playing a virtual game like Kahoot (It is a game-based learning platform for teachers and students, it is used to generate multiple quizzes) just to break the ice. Sometimes it would be “guess who,” these games are available online.” This did not apply to other counselors. While most of them shared that they were trying to connect with the students the way they did in school, they shared alternative methods they utilized to engage and connect with students virtually. Counselor 1 who was responsible for elementary and middle school shared that “I used both humor and shared personal experience to establish a comfortable environment.” The same method was voiced by Counselor 5 (elementary level) who allowed students to focus on relational skills needed based on their age. These virtual tools, which focused on student’s academic, social, and emotional growth as well as their readiness for a variety of postsecondary options, are just a few examples of school counselors’ leadership, knowledge, and creativity, and they will make a significant and lasting contribution to the field (Strear et al., 2020).



Roles and responsibilities of counselors

The lack of guidance offered to counselors developed as a result of losing time in the move to an online support system and resorting to asking counselors to fill in logistical gaps for school administrators, such as attendance tracking and other tasks that fail to leverage counselors’ exclusive expertise in mental health or student support (Savitz-Romer et al., 2020). During the interviews with the counselors, it was seen that some of the core aspects that have influenced the obstacles addressed were the roles and responsibilities of counselors. It was shown through discourse analysis how obstacles varied as a result of the roles and responsibilities delegated to the counselors, and how they tried to adapt to such changes. Counselor 1 (elementary and middle school levels) stated, “As a counselor, my role is to support my students, socially, emotionally, psychologically, and academically.” These were among the tasks the counselors emphasized that they carried out. “Some counselors shared that it was overwhelming even though some tasks did not increase, but the role itself was more demanding.”

In a study conducted by Savitz-Romer et al. (2020), school counselors also reported a lack of direction and leadership from school and district leaders. The provision of tasks and the specificity of each had to do with the school’s administration and philosophy. Requirements of the counselors varied, while a few counselors shared that the requirement was already established; others like Counselor 6 (middle school level) shared that “it was hard to draw the line or establish on their own what criteria to follow since that was not set.” Counselor 5 (elementary level) indicated, “We are not teachers, and we are not in the administration. A lot of times, I find myself where I do not have much work, so I think the counselor has to support teachers’ parents and students.” The communication with parents and presentation to students about who the counselor was and their roles allowed counselors to abide by their tasks and set required fine lines. Some of the tasks counselors continued to do even in virtual counseling were meeting with parents and new applicants to establish a connection with them and, as mentioned, setting a fixed frame for the counselors’ roles.

Another continued activity was the orientation day which counselors would usually carry out, within the pandemic, counselors committed to conducting them, however, virtually. Counselor 4 (middle school and high school) stated, “Sometimes students require a referral to a psychiatrist outside school because sometimes a child might have learning needs such as ADHD, or dyslexia. I would coordinate with the therapist that accesses the students and coordinate with the teachers to help them adjust to the accommodations and modifications.” Counselors worked internally and externally to ensure that students’ needs were provided. Counselor 1 (elementary and middle school levels) added that “The drawbacks of virtual counseling are increased liability, some counselors were not able to respond to the specific crisis as in face to face counseling, and the incapability to handle a crisis.”



Types of technological platforms used in counseling

Having to conduct most sessions virtually required that the counselors find facilitating tools to enrich their sessions and collect data on their students. Counselor 1 (elementary and middle school levels) explained, “Some of these tools were used before, and updated versions were utilized, and in several cases, completely novel platforms and tools were used to facilitate virtual classes.” This supports a study conducted by Brewington and Kushner (2020) where various school counselors noticed that sending emails, designing multimedia presentations and webpages, developing newsletters, and retrieving information from schools’ student information systems are relative functions that help the counseling sessions.

In contrast, counselor E. N (elementary level) shared doubt about elementary students’ ability to reach out virtually via email or seesaw. According to a study conducted by Worth (2022), counselors explained how students would often keep their cameras off and not respond to different methods of communication such as emails, phone, and messages.

These opposing views had to do also with counselors’ experiences with the students and how they viewed these tools to be reflected in students’ behavior, performance, and responsiveness to counseling.



Limitations of a virtual counseling session

Currie (2010) explained that despite virtual counseling’s benefits to students’ wellbeing, there were various limitations. Different limitations discussed were students’ readiness, organization and administration of the program, facilitator’s ability to replace non-verbal cues with textual techniques, and technological training and support. Such limitations affected the attainment of virtual counseling sessions. There were various limitations discussed by counselors regarding their virtual counseling experiences with students. The issues outlined by counselors were many but had a similar theme, which is that virtual counseling cannot replace in-person counseling. Counselor 5 (elementary level) said, “Some students preferred typing so that the counselor would not know what they are feeling from the tone of their voices” Counselor E.N (elementary level) also added that “Some students had a great experience in writing out their feelings, it was the same as journaling but they had their counselor as a listener to tell them what they heard or read between the lines.” D.R who is responsible for middle school and high school shared tips on how she tried to make the student comfortable; she explained that “by providing them with the autonomy in choosing the way they are comfortable in communicating, a need that aligns with their age group.” With the struggles faced, counselors tried to come up with tactics to limit these obstacles; nonetheless, the consensus was that virtual counseling cannot replace in-person counseling.

Students who could not communicate privately with the counselor either omitted part of the information or had to use other methods for privacy matters which yet again made it difficult for the counselor to understand what the students were going through. Certainly, there is a lag in catching up with the students. Counselor 7, who is responsible for all cycles, emphasized, “When counselors see a student at school, they look for them and catch up with them, particularly in the hallway, however virtually such communication can be slowed down due to different factors.” Baker and Ray (2011), in contrast, highlighted a disadvantage that the tools used in virtual counseling might impede the process, which results in clarification problems rather than focusing on the counselee’s goals. Written communication can allow the counselee to revise their statements without worrying about them coming out wrong (Baker and Ray, 2011).

Finally, one of the most “specific” issues was related to the internet and electricity. Virtual live sessions were provided regularly to students as much as possible; however, many considered this approach to be a failure because of the weak Internet connection and the lack of electricity in the majority of the Lebanese regions (Anouti and Rouadin, 2020). Internet and electricity were a barrier; even several siblings having a Zoom meeting at the same time might break the connection. Counselor 1 (elementary and middle school levels) explained, “The access to computers and devices at our school was also an issue.” Until now, many students worldwide do not personally have a desktop computer or a laptop or even access to one. This issue is yet to be solved in many countries (Li and Lalani, 2020).

There are different views on privacy and confidentiality in virtual counseling. Counselor 6 (middle school level) indicated, “For most, virtual counseling offers students privacy to say what they want without being seen by their friends or teachers.” This, however, does not eliminate limitations that counselors shared they faced “one of the students would always delete the emails he would send to make sure that his parents do not read the emails.” Having virtual counseling prevented some students from being able to communicate with the counselors comfortably because even if they had a private space, parents still have access to their digital devices.



Students profile

The social constructions give space for women to be in touch with their feelings, which is reflected in how women are more likely to reach out for help than men. The themes discussed in higher school differed between the male students and the female students. The female students were more willing to discuss their mental health and challenges, but the male students were cautious about discussing their mental health. Even if they are hesitant to open up during counseling sessions, students contact counselors more in person because there is no need to send emails or schedule appointments.

A study carried out by Tsan and Day (2007) was conducted to focus solely on the role of gender in determining students’ perception of counseling. The study found a robust positive relationship between one being male and their likeliness to choose virtual counseling. This was connected with the issue of masculinity.

Some studies explain that students prefer virtual learning, particularly those who may feel shy and insecure, those with learning difficulties, those who find public speaking difficult, and those who are unwilling to talk in class (Nasution et al., 2021). To support this notion, some counselors explained that students’ approach to counseling relies more on personal traits and preferences rather than gender. B.R. (elementary level) mentioned, “Students who are shy communicate and share more in virtual counseling, although some were anxious to open the camera, this yet again made the virtual counselor closer to an in-person session.” It has always worked with learners with difficulties. The distance approach reduced some of the stress they felt when communicating in person with students. Interest in attending counseling sessions had to do with the schools’ approach to it.

Students who were grade-oriented found counseling sessions useless since they could not obtain grades from attending. Such issues limited students’ proactive participation in some schools. Students in cycle 2 were more likely to attend counseling sessions than those in cycle 3 due to several factors. To begin with, students in cycle 2 are more likely to be referred than those in cycle 3.

Students in cycle 3 also have a tougher attitude toward counselors since they are at an age where they are trying to fit in, and attending counseling still has a bit of a stigma to it in schools. Counselor 7 who was responsible for counseling all cycles explained, “The attitudes of students in Cycle 3 are tougher since over the year they are less likely to be accepting of “counseling” and its importance.”

Tsan and Day (2007) also discussed how physical development and self-perception also played an essential role in students’ perceptions of virtual counseling. During the FGD, counselors discussed an important matter concerning students who were maturing and becoming self-aware of their physical appearance. A discussion among the counselors A.S (all cycles) and E.N (elementary level) occurred where it was shared that “Hesitation to show one’s face was a result of them feeling watched or just being uneasy in that setting. The hormones and physical appearance of students of this age, and students start reflecting and judging themselves.” Students who are self-conscious about their appearance cannot hide their faces and, at some point, may forget how they appear or may be able to ignore what worries them about their appearance.




Summary of findings

According to the counselors, the difference in virtual counseling challenged the initial environment by having them and students adapt to a novel experience, specifically concerning their work schedule and spaces they shared with a student that they no longer did. In addition, the counselors have stated benefits across different issues, while a lack of privacy was present with regards to this new “environment”; the counselor shared that they were able to develop new methods that are both related to technology and counseling practices. Furthermore, counselors shared that student characteristics have played a role in determining the student’s responsiveness to counseling. Students in the middle and secondary levels were more capable of obtaining privacy and access to different means of technology, in one way or another than those younger. The methods of counseling students preferred also relied on their personal preference, and the seeking for counseling was ultimately influenced by gender where female students were more likely to ask for sessions than male students.

In all of the interviews, environmental adaptability in virtual counseling appeared as a major subject. Within this issue, the time the counseling programs needed to resume after the initial lockdown relied on the school’s perception of the need for counseling. The programs were adapted in all the mentioned schools to fit the changes occurring. Such changes also influenced the counselor’s roles and availability. The counselors had more roles to carry out and, in most cases, were required to be available out of expected work hours. For certain counselors, their roles did change however the work hours were shortened; either way, the new changes influenced both the time and roles expected. Virtual counseling made it more difficult to communicate with the counselors due to a lack of privacy at home along with electricity and Internet connection issues, which impeded proper communication from taking place. Various solutions were created on both ends and over the years, counselors and students found new ways to facilitate communication. Counselors who had different years of experience with regard to technology facilitated the use of technology for some counselors over the ones with less experience. Nevertheless, they all had a positive experience with the tools they had to use. Counselors utilize different methods and counseling approaches according to the needs of both the students and parents. The counselor’s roles were not bound solely by what the school provided; counselors would extend their search beyond the school parameters to ensure that the student’s needs are provided. All counselors agreed that the virtual counseling experience improved their counseling abilities and practices. Counselors did agree that certain attributes influenced students’ readiness to reach out to counselors and engage with them; the attributes included age and gender. Such issues all played a role in the results obtained.




Discussion

The research emphasized how virtual counseling creates a more flexible space for both counselors and students. This was further seen by what counselors shared. Some counselors shared that they were more flexible with having the counseling sessions done whenever they could, even after school schedule. The contact with the counselor is conducted “one on one” which ultimately makes the students feel that they have the counselor’s full attention.

It was worth considering not only the counselors’ experience but also its role in their counseling education. Counselors were not exposed to the various platforms that were suggested by schools. Such issues, however, were taken as challenges by the counselors and not threats. Counselors discussed the development of new skills and the refinement of existing ones.

The importance of technology integration as had been experienced first-hand by the counselors is supported by Paterson et al. (2017) who stated that there should be an increased focus on the integration of technology with regards to counselors’ roles because ultimately adapting well to these tools facilitates and improves their function as counselors.

Counselors’ understanding regarding what tools students are most comfortable with and choosing methods that would facilitate communication would not only encourage students to approach counselors but also push them to come back a second time. This also aligns with views of King et al. (2006) where they shared that choosing effective tools will let the session more efficient and engaging. Furthermore, understanding the factors that would encourage and hinder students’ motivation to use the Internet can increase access to resources for this vulnerable group.

Counselors’ perspectives on the benefits of virtual counseling have been highlighted in studies conducted in Scotland and Finland. Virtual counseling made counseling more flexible, allowing students to fulfill their own needs in their own time and space. Virtual counseling has also allowed students to participate in talks anonymously, allowing those who are shy about sharing personal information to do so. Virtual therapy, according to school counselors, increased the bonding and counseling relationship (Paterson et al., 2017). The aim of counseling is cross-cultural and they were also the same aims counselors wanted to adhere to in physical counseling and virtual counseling. One of these aims was the establishment of a bond between the counselor and the students.

In the “kids’ helpline” study, the counselee’s age played a significant effect on which tools they chose (King et al., 2006). Some counselors shared that students in the elementary division did not know how to reach the counselors virtually through the school’s suggested platforms. Generally, they had similar issues that the counselors had to work on. Counselors did agree that there were specific personal preferences among students; however, there were common issues that they could work on according to age groups. Not only was the topic of interest common according to the age group, but there were also similar technical issues that were experienced by specific age groups. As students grew older, they start becoming more self-conscious about their appearance.

There is a social construction that allowed women to be in touch or open about their feelings more than men. It was agreed by different counselors that men were not given the accepting space; therefore, when provided by the counselor, they attended and were committed to it. Male students were more referred by teachers or counselors in the elementary division, whereas female students tended to approach the counselor proactively more. In the high school divisions, female students were more likely to express and talk about their mental health challenges, but male students were more cautious in discussing them. With the external pressures that society throws on men when it comes to discussing their emotions, they will certainly find it easier to do so in an environment that affords a sense of anonymity. Karaman et al. (2021) conducted a study that focused on students’ psychological symptoms and explained that there was a difference between male students and female students. Results indicated that female students in high school have higher scores on anxiety, depression, and negative self-concept. In other words, female students experienced virtual counseling more than male students.

Counselors were actively aware and engaged in ethical matters. Ethical issues about confidentiality were among the most reported issues. Counselors shared that they tried to find different methods to ensure confidentiality and privacy, especially with students facing issues with their parents and having no “private” means of communication. These notions were supported by Kit et al. (2017) when stating that counselors should address ethical concerns about virtual counseling privacy by informing students of confidentiality restrictions, technical limitations, and methods for maintaining the confidentiality and providing emergency support.

Counselors shared that they used both synchronous and asynchronous methods to cater to students’ needs. Virtual counseling was not a single method but rather a combination of the mentioned tools to ensure that efficient and suitable counseling takes place. Virtual counseling, according to Maples and Han (2008), ultimately comprises both synchronous (video chatting and calling) and asynchronous (emails and texting) techniques for addressing an individual’s needs.

Career guidance is vital for middle and high school children, and therapeutic software can be utilized to address their concerns. The counselors for the mentioned cycles tried to focus on “career guidance” as well as discussions of social issues that aligned with the issues students at this age face.

Counselors addressed that several issues faced by students had to do with the parents. Accordingly, sessions with parents were also viewed as crucial in carrying out counseling. Such a call to action is also backed up by Steele et al. (2015), who shared that virtual counseling exchanges with parents are possible. Regularly, the counselor would engage with parents and their children to address personal/social, academic, and career areas. It was further stressed by Khansa (2015) who claims that it would be beneficial for counselors to engage parents and teachers in workshops and seminars.

Counselors who had no previous virtual counseling experience shared that in the first virtual sessions, they felt as if it is the first time, they were counseling albeit them having several years of experience. This initial discomfort influenced their ability to carry out their work efficiently. Counselors also added that becoming more confident in their use of virtual tools assisted them in providing better counseling and allowed them to be more attentive to the student’s needs. Steele et al. (2015) stressed that by sharing that counselors should be comfortable and confident in their use of virtual communication tools.

According to research, primarily obtained knowledge, personal opinions, Internet accessibility, secrecy, and privacy all had positive and negative impacts. Internet accessibility was one of the issues that may have influenced “virtual counseling to be a negative experience” (Ayyash-Abdo et al., 2010). Counselors were ultimately all able to agree that this was a positive experience because they were able to take the negative and turn it into an opportunity to learn more, hence a positive experience.

Students who proactively asked for sessions tried different methods to ensure that a session with the counselor would take place. Even concerning privacy, different students would find different methods to contact the counselors; one of the examples provided by the counselor is how students would have the session in the car in order to have a video call with the counselor to follow up on the issue. Distressed students were more concerned about the counseling’s effectiveness than the skills and instruments required to conduct a successful virtual counseling session. The sentiment that was expressed by researchers was as mentioned seen to a certain extent with students (Li and Leung, 2020).

According to counselors, students were more likely to seek counseling services that were easy to obtain, especially in teenage groups where students were less likely willing to approach counselors for help (Kotera et al., 2021). Counselors seek to provide “easily accessible services” by yet again providing asynchronous ad synchronous methods. This yet again is supported by research obtained, where a lot of focus was on how “online” counseling may free counselors and students from time, location, and space constraints. Such benefits also influenced students’ decisions to seek counseling, as seen by the students’ decreased threshold for seeking help.


Limitations, implications, and conclusion

There were some limitations in this study. First, the sample size was small and represented only female counselors. Second, the data were collected through virtual interviews, with few opportunities to see school counselors practice in the field. Finally, the selected counselors represented private schools only in the area of Beirut, the capital of Lebanon.

The shift to remote schooling left school counselors very much in the dark about their role and responsibilities and it restricted their capabilities to deliver school counseling services in some schools. The interviews conducted with school counselors showed that they did their absolute best to uphold their relationships with the students and continue to find ways to carry out their duties, getting creative in the process. There are specific recommendations for support and district leaders who are willing to sustain their commitment to students’ wellbeing and postsecondary readiness when schools shift remotely. It is essential to establish a clear plan for virtual counseling services and support, and communicate it widely, especially to families and other members of the school community. School counselors’ input can help identify counseling-related policies and practices that are translated to virtual or hybrid contexts. From the conducted interviews, counselors found ways to integrate their services into virtual. Structured time should be created for counselors to meet with students and even their families. School leaders should call on all school members and staff to track down students and interfere and monitor students’ attendance, which will leave school counselors to use their time to check in with students, deliver resources for managing their wellbeing, and conduct other counseling-specific activities. Solutions should be pursued to enhance virtual counseling while considering confidentiality and privacy issues. It should be ensured that counselors have access to resources, training, and support. It is also important to inquire about what kind of assistance counselors need to interact with students and deliver counseling via virtual platforms. Furthermore, counselors should be provided with training throughout the academic year, especially in times of rapid change, and make sure counselors are given time to recharge.

One aspect of the virtual school counselor’s challenge is that there was not a lot of knowledge and information on virtual counseling in counselor education. Much of the research done on this topic concentrated on ethical issues and whether schools should implement them or not. There was less practical assistance for the school counselors who had no choice but to practice in a virtual setting, especially for the first-year counselors. Counselors had minimal outside resources to turn to for advice on how to practice or improve their skills. Universities should acknowledge their existence and give the field of virtual school counseling the same thoughtful, critical research as it does to all the other relevant subjects. Counselor educators in the field of virtual counseling should acknowledge the growing impact communications technology has when it comes to supporting and communicating with one another.

In conclusion, several aspects were discussed, and shared ideas were obtained. There should be a greater emphasis on technology integration in counselor jobs because, in the end, being able to adapt well to these tools helps and improves their function as counselors. Such changes would rely on students’ ages since such criteria dictate what tools and methods work. Virtual counseling uses both synchronous (video conferencing and calling) and asynchronous (emails and texting) strategies to meet a person’s requirements, flexibility with regard to meeting time, and even the method serves as the primary method. Confidentiality and privacy are the significant barriers and challenges counselors would face; however, having no alternative option pushed counselors to come up with solutions to deal with such issues. Counselors should be comfortable and confident in their use of virtual communication platforms and should provide the same comfort for students for such sessions to be efficient. It was found to be strongly associated with better levels of comfort with the proposed service. The age group played a significant role in identifying the type of counseling students would respond to. Mainly, middle schoolers responded best to the tackling of social issues as a group since these were the issues they would be dealing with. Gender was also an essential factor since it was asserted by counselors that women were more likely to approach counselors than men because of gender norms and social constructions attached to them. Ultimately, creating facilitated means for reaching out to counselors, be it in technology or even addressing issues students would identify with, would push students to approach counselors, commit to the session, and ultimately assist in the counseling being more efficient.
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This study investigated the relationship between coping strategies used by adolescent refugees in the Palestinian refugees’ Shatila camp in Lebanon and posttraumatic growth. Moreover, the study explored and predicted the impact of coping strategies utilized by adolescent Palestinians in Shatila camp, Lebanon on their personal growth and psychological well-being. Data were collected using two questionnaires and a checklist: (a) LEC-5 checklist as an assessment tool to make sure that all the participants have faced or experienced stressful events, (b) questionnaires including the Ways of Coping Questionnaire (WCQ) to find out the style of coping refugees used, and (c) Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) to identify the factors of growth refugees developed as a result of using different coping strategies. Sixty adolescent refugees at one of the centers in the camp (31 females and 29 males) who benefited from counseling services participated in the study. Adolescent refugees’ performance on the checklist and questionnaires revealed the prevalence of stressors among the refugees. The coping strategies mostly utilized were problem-focused coping strategies, as there was a correlation between its factors and some coping strategies, and there were coping strategies used that predict the development of growth among. Finally, as for the counseling and training programs and services, interventions and guidance services seem to better prepare refugees to handle and cope with the stress that they encounter to develop personal growth.
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 stressors, coping strategies, emotion-based coping, problem-based coping, avoidant coping, growth


Introduction

Psychological well-being reflects humans’ positive mental state, such as satisfaction or happiness. According to Diener (2000), there are two crucial facets of psychological well-being. The first of these facets refers to the extent to which people experience positive emotions and feelings of happiness, and the second refers to the extent people adapt to influences that affect their cognitive evaluation of their lives. Six factors reflect psychological well-being: ability to manage complex environments, self-acceptance, sense of autonomy, continued personal growth, the pursuit of meaningful goals, and establishment of quality ties to others.

According to the World Population review, more than one million refugees and asylum seekers been hosted in Lebanon from different nationalities: Palestinian, Syrian, Iraqi, and others. UNICEF (2022) reported that there were more than three million Syrian refugees in Lebanon escaping violence in their own country. As a result, the conditions of the camps in Lebanon, as well as the Shatila camp became extremely bad with overcrowded shelters (Al-Hroub, 2014; Sayegh, 2015).

Since the establishment of Shatila in 1949, the camp has been one of the sites that encompasses and confines a large number of refugees. In the beginning, during the early years of its founding, Shatila enclosed around 500 residential units, but this picture failed to remain as such for a protracted time. The camp has immensely grown since its establishment. There were 10,849 UNRWA registered refugees in the Shatila camp, as of June 2018. Yet, this number does not represent the definite number of Palestinian refugees present in the camp since some of them may have left over the years (Sayegh, 2015).

UNRWA provides refugees with financial support and assistance (Al-Hroub, 2011, 2015; Sayegh, 2015). Since 2011, when the Syrian crisis began, many Syrians settled in refugee camps in Lebanon (Al-Hroub et al., 2020; Al-Hroub, 2022). As a result of this shift, UNRWA underpaid Palestinian refugees, creating gaps in their assistance (Steflova, 2017). Camp dwellers found it difficult to locate sustainable jobs.

Research has shown that stressful events ranging from wars and combat actions, natural disasters, illness, and dramatic life changes affect the psychological well-being of an individual causing stress, anxiety, and depression (Chan et al., 2016). According to Boals and Schuler (2019), refugees experience stressful events, mainly war, which affect their psychological well-being. Moreover, stressful experiences affect a person’s ability to function, as it affects their existence in the long term. On the other hand, some studies show that individuals can overcome stress through their coping strategies, which leads them to posttraumatic growth (Boals and Schuler, 2018). Individuals differ in their interpretations of the stressful event, and therefore their reactions and coping strategies are also likely to be different (Khamis, 2012). Several studies indicated that personal variables such as age and gender also influence how individuals appraise, react to, and cope with stressful situations (Khamis, 2015). Based on our search, we were not able to find any study that examined the situation of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon with relevance to coping strategies and how they were able to achieve their growth after facing stressful factors (PTG).

Some research tackles the issue of stressors that refugees face (Khamis, 2012, 2015); other research tackles the posttraumatic growth of refugees or their well-being after experiencing stress (Rizkalla and Segal, 2018). Research shows the relation between refugees’ well-being and/or the stressors they face and their academic performance. Moreover, the research examines the posttraumatic growth of refugees, where they deal with stressors, overcome them, and succeed in their lives. However, the posttraumatic growth and coping strategies of Palestinian refugees were not studied in Lebanon.

The literature demonstrates the effects of coping strategies on youths’ mental health and well-being, and it has revealed that active coping strategies are associated with better mental health and well-being, whereas the use of avoidant coping is related to various undesirable outcomes (Runtz and Schallow, 1997; Tremblay et al., 1999; Kraaij et al., 2003; Flett et al., 2012). This study targets the adolescent age group, as it is a critical stage where individuals during this period vary in identifying their stressors and the way they cope with their stress. Adolescents use a variety of coping strategies in order to reduce or manage the physical, psychological, or social harm of stressors (Arslan, 2017). There has been recent attention to adolescents utilizing coping strategies (Williams and McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 1999). Research findings indicate that youths’ mental health and psychological well-being are affected by their coping strategies, and better mental health is due to active coping strategies. On the other hand, the use of avoidant coping is related to various undesirable outcomes (Runtz and Schallow, 1997; Tremblay et al., 1999; Kraaij et al., 2003; Flett et al., 2012). In addition, the use of distinct dimensions of coping strategies affects mental health differently. For example, problem-focused coping strategies are considered a significant component of resilience in the face of negative life events (Carroll, 2013); thus, this coping style protects youths’ mental health and well-being. On the other hand, avoidant coping makes things worse; it affects youths’ mental health negatively and may result in various mental health problems (Arslan, 2017).

According to Arslan (2017), harmful experiences can seriously affect the development of an individual’s coping strategies; however, it is not obvious how different coping strategies are related to individuals’ growth and psychological well-being. In Shatila, studies are usually conducted by international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to assess poverty and basic human rights. Teachers, parents, social workers, non-governmental organizations, and even center directors can have a significant impact in assisting these affected individuals by considering their unique differences and their ability to cope with and face stressors or traumatic events. Counselors can show and teach adolescents how to prevent negative feelings that might affect and disrupt their well-being (Patros, 1989). Moreover, refugees would be motivated and supported to choose the coping strategies that would guide their way to growth and psychological well-being as they will be able to understand and identify the different coping strategies. In addition, they will be encouraged to find out what coping dimension suits their situations and what coping strategies they were already using when facing stress to maintain healthy well-being to develop personal growth.

Mental health specialists are interested in counseling because it prevents problems from worsening and lessens the effects of emotional disturbance and academic failure (Henderson and Thompson, 2015). Literature shows that counselors’ practice improves when they know and address clients’ needs (Astramovich et al., 2013). Thus, completing this study adds to characterizing the coping mechanisms employed by Palestinian teenage refugees in the Shatila camp and the relationship between these coping strategies and the posttraumatic growth of these refugees.



The current study

This research study investigated the type of coping strategies whether emotional, problem-focused, or avoidant utilized by adolescent Palestinian refugees who have experienced stressful events. It also attempted to find out if using coping strategies results in personal growth: posttraumatic growth in particular. More specifically the findings of this research were guided by the following questions: (a) What are the coping strategies used by adolescent Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp, Lebanon?, (b) What is the relationship between the coping strategies used and the adolescent Palestinian refugees’ posttraumatic growth?; and (c) What are the predictors of posttraumatic growth among adolescent Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp?



Methods


Participant recruitment

In this study, there were sixty randomly selected adolescents aged 15 to 17 from the population, at the Shatila refugees’ camp, who enrolled or were enrolled in one of the Shatila centers. The center was founded in 1997 by a long-time Shatila resident, and it aimed at developing children’s and youths’ potentials and providing them space and opportunity to learn and engage in activities; their main goal has been protecting the child’s right to learn and play in safety. The Center still works under the International Child and Human Rights Convention in cooperation with the United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), Save the Children (Sweden), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and other child protectors. The Center welcomes refugees in its two sites at Shatila and Nahr el-Bared refugee camps; it is a non-governmental organization and caters to all nationalities residing within the camp. The adolescents who participated in the study should have attended counseling sessions or practices or requested guidance from members of the Center, and not only engaged in educational classes. Thirty-one participants were identified as females and twenty-nine as males. There were seventeen adolescents of age 15, twenty-four adolescents of age 16, and nineteen participants aged 17. Thirty-five of the participants in the study were current accessors of the center’s services, while twenty-five adolescent participants were past accessors to the Center’s counseling programs.



Procedures

To maintain the reliability of the study, the Principal Investigator (PI) had training and was certified by “The Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative” before conducting the study. The researcher completed courses in “Social and Behavioral Research” and “Social and Behavioral Responsible Conduct of Research.” The PI submitted the proposal to the Institutional Research Board (IRB) at American University of Beirut for approval. Upon receiving IRB approval, the PI visited the Center several times and worked according to the Center’s code of conduct. First, the Center in Shatila was contacted through a formal letter to obtain permission to conduct the study. The pilot study was conducted; then the questionnaires were completed by a random sample of selected participants. Following the IRB guidelines, the package was handed to participants; it included the three data collection tools that were be administered in Arabic (mentioned in the Instruments section).

To avoid any perception of undue influence and follow the IRB guidelines, the PI asked the director of the Center to help in assigning the secretary or the director’s assistant to contact the parents to seek their agreement. As a result, they approved sharing their contact information with the research team. The parents were invited to the Center; they were handed parental permission included in the participation package for their adolescents. Transportation was also provided for parents to and from the Center when needed. They were sitting in groups of five to six in a big room; covid precautions and safeguards, as advised by the World Health Organization (WHO) such as social distancing, were implemented when explaining to them the purpose of the study and seeking their permission. After that, the adolescents whose parents agreed to their participation were asked by visit the Center to the secretary to visit the Center the day after. The adolescents were both past and current accessors to the Center’s services. Past applicants who were unable to reach the Center were provided with transportation. Participants were grouped in a large room with social distancing to maintain all safety measures. The researcher was present and read special instructions which were administered same to all participants. The researcher guided the participants and explained to them the purpose of the study and sought their approval. This was done during all the visits to the Center.



Instruments

Life Event Checklist-5 (LEC-5), Ways of Coping Questionnaire (WCQ), and Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) are originally English scales that were administered in this study for data collection purposes. Data were collected using a modified version of the LEC-5. An item that states other sources of stress was added to the LEC-5. Based on the guidelines of the International Test Commission (ITC) (2016), back-and-forth translation and adaptation processes were used. Experienced translators translated the three tools backward to Arabic; then, another group of translators back translated them to English. Items of the translated tools were compared to the original English tools. To validate the checklist, the WCQ, and the PTGI, two bilingual experts and educational psychologists participated in modifying and adapting the tools to the context of the study. The adaptation was a very important procedure designed to examine whether all items were clear, understandable, and valid with regard to Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp. It was intended to have these scales translated into Arabic and adapted to suit Shatila camp adolescents as Arabic is their mother tongue.


Life Event Checklist-5

A large body of research supports the reliability and construct validity of the LEC-5. According to the National Center of PTSD, LEC demonstrated convergent validity when measuring different levels of exposure to potentially traumatic events. The checklist evaluated the respondent’s exposure to a wide range of stressful and traumatic experiences (Gray et al., 2004). The LEC-5 used in this study was composed of 17 items; 16 of the events are known to potentially result in distress or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). The last item was added to adjust to the situation of the campsite, and it assessed any other extraordinary stressful event not mentioned in the first 16 items. Participants responded to stressful events by checking any of the possible choices. The scale ranges from happened to me, witnessed it, learned about it, not sure, and does not apply. The reliability of LEC-5 in this study was measured 0.71 using Cronbach’s alpha.



Ways of Coping Questionnaire

The Ways of Coping Questionnaire (WCQ) designed by Folkman and Lazarus (University of California, 1985) was developed from the Ways of Coping Checklist (WCC) by deleting and rewording several items as well as changing its format to a four-point Likert-type scale. The WCQ is a 66-item Likert scale questionnaire. The items were distributed in a random way reflecting the coping strategies that were used by individuals. This instrument, the WCQ reflects the coping processes that people utilize when a stressful encounter happens. Participants rate to what extent they used the process to cope with their problems. The scale ranges from 0 (not used), 1 (used somewhat), 2 (used quite a bit), to 3 (used a great deal). Five out of eight subscales measure problem-focused coping strategies. They are (1) Planful problem-solving, (2) Seeking social support, (3) Confrontation, (4) Accepting responsibility, and (5) Positive reappraisal. However, the other three subscales measure emotion-focused coping strategies. They are the following: (1) Distancing, (2) Escape/avoidance, and (3) Self-controlling. Each subscale is scored by averaging the questions of 4-point Likert scale responses for each of the subscale items. A large body of research supports the reliability of the WCQ (e.g., Folkman et al., 1986). The reliability of WCQ in this study was 0.67 using Cronbach’s alpha.



Posttraumatic Growth Inventory

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) was utilized as it measures the growth of a person after being exposed to trauma or any other stressful event. PGI theory explains the aspect of personal growth that is specifically both intentional and conscious; as it is the promising antecedent of well-being and optimal functioning (Robitschek, 1998; Robitschek et al., 2012; as cited by Weigold et al., 2013). The reliability of the whole PTGI scores using Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 (Rizkalla and Segal, 2018). According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004), posttraumatic growth requires effortful cognitive processing. Participants must identify or rate the areas of growth they have witnessed within themselves after they have lived through a crisis or a stressful event. The PTGI scores are distributed on different factors, and each factor resembles a subscale. There are five factors of PTG. The factors are identified as the following: (1) relating to others, (2) new possibilities, (3) personal strength, (4) spiritual change, and (5) appreciation of life (Boals and Schuler, 2018). Each of the items of the PTG questionnaire reflects one of the factors. The PTGI has demonstrated construct validity in many studies of refugee populations (Kroo and Nagy, 2011; Chan et al., 2016; Sleijpen et al., 2016) and traumatized populations from the center East (Kira et al., 2012; Davey et al., 2015; Rizkalla et al., 2017; as cited by Rizkalla and Segal, 2018). The reliability of PTGI in this study was 0.92 using Cronbach’s alpha.




Data analysis

Correlational analyses were performed to examine the relationship between coping strategies and the posttraumatic growth of Palestinian adolescent refugees. Moreover, regression analysis was done against various coping strategies to identify the variables/predictors that account for the largest variance in the Posttraumatic Growth of adolescent refugees in the Center, Shatila.




Results


Life stressful events

Results of respondents’ answers to the Life Event Checklist-5 Scale revealed that all the 60 adolescent participants reported that they have lived a stressful event whether they experienced or witnessed it. Table 1 presents the frequency of stressful events experienced by Palestinian participant refugees in the Shatila camp. The most frequent stressful event was the pandemic (F = 52) followed by Fire or Explosion (F = 42). Sudden accidental death was marked as one of the frequent stressing factors among refugees (F = 33). Serious accidents at work, at home, or during recreational activity were also cited as a frequent stressing factor among refugees (F = 29). Palestinian refugees also reported that “other stressing events or experiences” was a stressing factor witnessed by them (F = 27).



TABLE 1 Frequency of life stressful events among Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp.
[image: Table1]



Ways of coping among refugees

Each of the items in the questionnaire represented a coping strategy that adolescent refugees utilized. The items of the Ways of Coping Questionnaire were distributed in 8 scales: (1) Confrontive coping, (2) Distancing, (3) Self-controlling, (4) Seeking social support, (5) Accepting responsibility, (6) Escape-Avoidance, (7) Planful problem-solving, and (8) Positive reappraisal. Descriptive statistics were used to report the most prevalent coping strategy among Palestinian adolescent refugees. Table 2 reports the percentages of various coping strategies utilized by the participants. All the coping strategies were being used quite a bit. The participants’ responses used a great deal of reported low percentages. The highest percentages of coping strategies among Palestinian adolescent refugees were those of Positive reappraisal and Planful problem-solving. Seventy-eight percent (78%) of the adolescents reported using positive reappraisal and seventy-five percent (75%) of the adolescent participants reported using Planful problem-solving to face their stressful events. Subsequently, sixty percent (60%) of these adolescents also reported seeking social support while coping with their hardships.



TABLE 2 Coping strategies among adolescent participants (N = 60).
[image: Table2]



Posttraumatic growth among refugees

The results showed that several posttraumatic growth factors were prevalent among Palestinian adolescent refugees, and the percentages showed that all the posttraumatic growth factors were experienced and developed to a moderate degree among the participants. Table 3 reports the percentages of posttraumatic growth factors among the participants. Relating to Others PTG factor (63.3%) and Personal growth PTG factor (63.3%) recorded the highest scores among Palestinian adolescents, Appreciation of life recorded (50%), and New Possibilities recorded (48.4%). The lowest percentage was for Spiritual change (35%).



TABLE 3 Posttraumatic growth of life stressful events among Palestinian refugees in Shatila camp (N = 60).
[image: Table3]



Correlation between coping strategies and posttraumatic growth

Correlation analysis was used to investigate the relationship between coping strategies and posttraumatic growth. The results yielded significant correlations between all coping strategies and posttraumatic growth factors, except the PTG factor spiritual change which was significantly correlated to positive reappraisal only (r = 0.48**; Table 4). Planful problem-solving and seeking social support coping strategies had the highest significant correlations with all PTG factors, except for spiritual change. Positive reappraisal showed a positive significant correlation with all the PTG factors; confrontive coping was also significantly correlated to all PTG factors except spiritual change (r = 0.003). The negative correlations were significant between the two coping strategies Distancing and Escape-avoidance and all the PTG factors, excluding spiritual change (r = −0.03) and (r = −0.01). Moreover, there was a positive significant correlation between self-controlling and three of the PTG factors: New possibilities (r = 0.42**), Personal Growth (r = 0.32*), and Appreciation of Life (r = 0.31*). As for accepting responsibility, there was no significant correlation between this coping strategy and all posttraumatic growth factors.



TABLE 4 Correlation between coping strategies and Posttraumatic growth factors (N = 60).
[image: Table4]



Predictors of posttraumatic growth

A standard linear regression using a stepwise method was performed to identify which of the coping strategies were predictors of Posttraumatic Growth of adolescent refugees in the Center, Shatila. The total PTG score was regressed against various coping strategies to identify the variables that accounted for the largest variance in PTG. The results of this study showed that Planful Problem-solving and Seeking Social Support were the two predictors of posttraumatic growth among Palestinian adolescent refugees in Shatila Camp. Planful Problem-solving explained the highest variation 48.5% of the posttraumatic factors (β = 1.66/p < 0.01). Seeking Social Support added 12% of the variation in the posttraumatic factors (β = 1.96/p < 0.01). Table 5 reports the results of the regression.



TABLE 5 β coefficient of regression of posttraumatic growth factors among Palestinian refugees, (N = 60).
[image: Table5]

On the other hand, the coping strategies Positive Reappraisal, Distancing, Confrontive coping, Escape-avoidance, Self-controlling, and Accepting responsibility did not enter the regression and were excluded due to non-significance. Therefore, the results showed that Planful Problem solving, and Seeking Social Support coping strategies utilized by adolescent refugees in the Shatila camp are significant predictors of PTG factors.




Discussion and conclusion

The results of the study indicated that all the adolescents who participated in the study have experienced life stressful events. Most of the adolescents have reported several life stressful events like accidents, the loss of someone, witnessing a fight, etc. However, the pandemic was the most frequently experienced stressful event among the Palestinian refugees, followed by fire or explosion, and sudden accidental deaths. The results of this study reflect the current situation in Lebanon. The pandemic has been a common stressor among the participants and may be among the population of Shatila, as they had to stay at home, and this could have affected their family income and their social relationships with others. This is consistent with Gavin’s findings (2021). He described the pandemic as a radical change in the lives of people all around the world. Moreover, the participants reported an explosion or fire as a common stressor. This is related to the explosion of Beirut Port on the 4th of August 2020. The explosion destroyed more than one area of Beirut and its surrounding. Shatila camp has been affected and certain areas were destroyed. The findings of the present study were consistent with those of Gavin’s findings (2021). Gavin has identified the pandemic and the Beirut port explosion as the two most recent traumatic events in Lebanon. The country has faced dramatic economic and societal strains; the explosion of the port has added to the severe political and social crisis in Lebanon for decades. After the explosion, many adults and children were found under rubble or passed away; in addition, contact with others was lost.

Results of the study showed that the most prevalent coping strategies among Palestinian adolescent refugees are planful problem-solving, positive reappraisal, self-controlling, and accepting responsibility. These strategies represent problem-focused coping. Therefore, the results of this study confirm that problem-focused coping strategies are the most utilized among refugees in the Shatila camp. Problem-focused coping is when an individual gets task-oriented. In other words, a person uses problem-focused coping when they pursue new information, take different measures and responsibilities to change circumstances that create stress, manage stressful events, and generate possible and alternative solutions to a problem (e.g., reappraising the situation positively, seeking problem-solving advice from others, planning for solutions; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; as cited by Compas et al., 2001). Planful problem solving is when individuals tend to think differently of a situation causing them an imbalance of thoughts and emotions, so they can overcome and solve it. Positive reappraisal is the adaptive way individuals use to rethink stressful events and interpret them as beneficial and valuable. The use of these coping strategies results in better health outcomes and develops the person’s growth. Research has demonstrated that the ability to find benefit from adversity is associated with improved health outcomes (Garland et al., 2009).

Planful problem-solving and seeking social support coping strategies had the highest significant positive correlations with all PTG factors, except Spiritual change. The more use of these coping strategies, the greater experience of posttraumatic growth. Seeking social support and Planful problem-solving coping strategies utilized by adolescent refugees in the Shatila camp were the significant predictors of all posttraumatic factors. On the other hand, other coping strategies did not predict posttraumatic growth among Palestinian refugees in the Shatila camp. Admittedly, Acar et al. (2021) and others discovered that problem-focused coping is correlated with PTG because it can lead to the reconstruction of essential assumptions regarding one’s identity, interpersonal connections, and spiritual beliefs to alleviate distress. Acar et al. (2021) discovered that engaging in problem-solving activities, reflecting on the traumatic incident, and learning to handle discomfort efficiently following trauma exposure all led to a sense of post-traumatic growth. In a similar vein, Ersahin (2022) discovered that problem-focused coping methods enhanced the PTG.


Recommendations and implications

Based on this study’s findings, it is recommended that further research be conducted among Palestinian refugees from different age groups addressing different coping strategies other than the ones used in this study. Reconducting a study at a later time, after the pandemic is over and when the Beirut blast effects have been dealt with might have resulted in other stressful events among the refugees that are more related to their situation in the camp; therefore, different coping strategies could have been used and reported and possibly different PTG factors.

The results of this study have certain implications for refugees’ mental health. Psychologists and counselors could design innovative programs that are oriented toward Palestinian refugees and aim to strengthen the use of coping strategies. When working with Palestinian refugees, knowledge of the types of coping skills that have worked for them such as seeking social support and planful problem solving may enable educators and counselors to help them identify possible forms of coping that other refugees utilize. It is recommended to have a coping strategies program implemented in Shatila camp at its different schools and centers on regular basis to strengthen the various ways of coping among refugees. Psychiatric treatments and counseling sessions need to take initiative in providing proper intervention to overcome psychological stressors and maintain refugees’ psychological well-being. On further notice, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), human rights organizations, and the UNHCR could support the actions and provide experts who can intervene and help refugees use more coping strategies, overcome psychological stressors and stressful events, and maintain their psychological well-being.



Future directions and limitations

One of the limitations of this study was the sample size of adolescent Palestinian refugees. However, this was beyond the control of the researcher due to the pandemic and the circumstances of the country. Although the number of adolescents was sixty, the results of this study could not be generalized to all Palestinian adolescent refugees in different camps in Lebanon and the region. The environment and the circumstances in the camps are almost the same in different areas of Shatila or any other Palestinian camp in Lebanon; however, some external factors might affect the results of this study if it is to be conducted in another campsite. Another limitation of this study was the restriction of the age group to participants aged between 15 and 17, limiting the generalizability of the results to such age group. Involving different age groups of adolescents could have resulted in different coping strategies; therefore, different PTG factors. In addition, the study mainly used correlational research with its possible limitation. Further research could, for instance, investigate the coping strategies utilized by Palestinian adolescent refugees in a different context: the other branch of the center in the North Lebanon camp. Such research could contribute to identifying coping strategies that are common among Palestinian refugees who reside in different camps in Lebanon. Moreover, it is recommended that future research be conducted on a larger sample with a wider age range using experimental research. In addition, the study could be extended to other populations; for example, exploring the prevalent coping strategies among Syrian refugees living in the same campsite. The findings of this study will serve to compare the ways of coping used by different refugees living within the same circumstances.
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Given the increase in the number of internal migrant children, the mental health problems (e.g., loneliness) of this population have received widespread attention. Relative deprivation is considered to be related to migrant children’s loneliness. However, the underlying mechanisms of this relationship remain unclear. Therefore, the present study tested the possible mediating role of self-esteem and the moderating role of belief in a just world in the association between relative deprivation and loneliness of migrant children. A total of 1,261 Chinese rural-to-urban migrant children (10–15 years old, Mage = 12.34 years, SD = 1.67; 52.0% males, 48.0% females; 23.55% fourth grade students, 16.49% fifth grade students, 19.59% sixth grade students, 15.54% seventh grade students, 13.80% eighth grade students, and 10.86% ninth grade students) were recruited to complete measures of relative deprivation, self-esteem, belief in a just world, loneliness, and demographic variables. Relative deprivation was significantly and positively correlated with migrant children’s loneliness, and this connection could be mediated by self-esteem. Moreover, the first part of the indirect effect of self-esteem on this link was moderated by belief in a just world. These effects were stronger for migrant children with higher levels of belief in a just world. This study reveals the potential mechanisms of relative deprivation affecting loneliness, while also providing insights into how to better help migrant children alleviate loneliness and improve their mental health.
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1. Introduction

With economic, social, political, and technological development, the international migrant population has increased globally (International Organization for Migration, 2019). There are nearly 272 million international migrants worldwide, accounting for 3.5% of the world’s population (International Organization for Migration, 2019). Meanwhile, China’s migrant population has reached 376 million, accounting for 26% of the total population in 2021 (National Bureau of Statistics, PRC, 2021). Approximately 98.7 million children are migrants, accounting for 35.65% of the total number of children in China.

Based on China’s household registration (hukou) system, the children of migrant workers are considered temporary residents when they enter cities with their families. Therefore, they are not granted equal access to education and other social services in the cities where they live (Liu and Zhao, 2016). Such situations put migrant children at a disadvantage, and the social exclusion and unfair treatment they experience can significantly negatively impact their mental health (Fan et al., 2009, 2012; Euteneuer, 2014). In such an unjust and unfriendly social environment, migrant children are more likely to experience relative deprivation than urban children (Jin, 2016; Xiong et al., 2021a).

Relative deprivation is considered an important predictor of mental health problems (Demakakos et al., 2006; Kirkbride et al., 2014; Wickham et al., 2014). Previous studies have found that relative deprivation has a significant positive predictive effect on an individual’s mental health disorders, such as depression and anxiety (Eibner et al., 2004; Mishra and Carleton, 2015; Beshai et al., 2017). In the case of children, the influence of relative deprivation is more serious. A study of United States teens found that relative deprivation was significantly associated with loneliness; the higher the level of deprivation, the higher the risk of loneliness (Smith and Kessler, 2004). Loneliness is a common problem during teenage development (Alasmawi et al., 2020; Twenge et al., 2021); It comprises a painful experience where individuals’ social needs are not met (Wheeler et al., 1983; Cacioppo et al., 2006a). Loneliness not only affects physical health—e.g., increasing the incidence of cardiovascular disease (Caspi et al., 2006) and affecting individual immune function (Dixon et al., 2001)—but also has a serious impact on mental health—e.g., increasing depressive symptoms (Wei et al., 2005; Cacioppo et al., 2006b). In fact, loneliness is an indicator of mental illness (Hawkley and Cacioppo, 2010). Loneliness is even related to personality disorders and psychosis (Michalska da Rocha et al., 2018). Thus, although the association between relative deprivation and mental health issues (e.g., loneliness) has been confirmed, the mechanisms of this association need to be further explored (Creed and Reynolds, 2001).

Self-esteem is an important factor in the development of mental health in migrant children (Fan et al., 2012; Shoshani et al., 2014; Shen et al., 2015). Migrant children may experience a process of social re-adaptation when they move into a new city (Liu and Zhao, 2016), and self-esteem may affect their adaptation process (Portes and Zady, 2002; Berber Çelik and Odacı, 2020). On the one hand, some studies have focused on the negative correlation between relative deprivation and self-esteem (Lagacé, 2003; Tougas et al., 2004). On the other hand, existing research shows that self-esteem has a significant negative connection with loneliness in the new generation of migrant workers (Yang et al., 2011). Thus, self-esteem may mediate the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness.

Moreover, previous studies have found that belief in a just world (BJW) helps maintain individuals’ mental health (Ritter et al., 1990; Dzuka and Dalbert, 2010; Jiang et al., 2016). Especially for disadvantaged or vulnerable groups, BJW is an important internal protective factor (Jiang et al., 2003; Zhang and Shen, 2011). Thus, it may also play a role in moderating the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem.

Therefore, we believe that it is necessary to clarify the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness among Chinese migrant children and its potential mechanisms (e.g., the mediating role of self-esteem and the moderating role of BJW). We hope that this study can draw people’s attention to the relative poverty and loneliness of migrant children and promote people’s understanding of the effect of relative deprivation on loneliness and its underlying mechanisms. We hope that our findings can help migrant children and promote their mental health.



2. Theory and hypotheses


2.1. Relative deprivation and loneliness

As a powerful predictor of collective action, the sense of relative deprivation may influence collective behavior through perceptions of group weakness and injustice (Schulze and Krätschmer-Hahn, 2014). Relative deprivation refers to an individual or group’s perception of being disadvantaged, compared with a reference group; it does not originate from absolute disadvantage but from comparison with similar others (Runciman, 1966; Crosby, 1976; Walker and Smith, 2002).

According to social comparison theory, a person tends to evaluate their opinions, abilities, or behaviors by comparing with others like themselves (Festinger, 1954; Suls and Wheeler, 2000). Previous research has shown that through upward social comparison (i.e., when individuals compare themselves to those whom they believe to be better than them in some aspects), they may experience an increase in negative emotions (e.g., loneliness; Lim and Yang, 2019). Compared with urban children, migrant children are not granted equal access to education, medical care, and other social services in the cities where they live. Thus, many migrant children are excluded from public schools in cities. In the case of an uneven distribution of resources and opportunities, it is difficult to have a sense of belonging to the group and society (Chen and Feng, 2013). In such a negative social comparison environment, migrant children are more likely to develop a sense of relative deprivation, leading to mental health problems and loneliness (Fang et al., 2008). It is worth noting that migrant children’s loneliness is particularly serious (Kirova, 2001). Previous studies have shown that migrant children in China have a higher sense of loneliness than their non-migrant peers in the same city (Lu and Zhou, 2013; Liu et al., 2014).

Previous research has shown that relative deprivation is a significant predictor of poor physical and mental health (Gong et al., 2012; Elgar et al., 2013). Consistent with these theoretical notions, a few studies have found that relative deprivation can predict social loneliness (Silveira and Allebeck, 2001; Demakakos et al., 2006). Researchers have examined the link between relative deprivation and psychological well-being within migrant children and found that relative deprivation can make individuals feel isolated and hurt, especially in childhood (Valiente et al., 2010).

Based on the above, in this study, it is assumed that relative deprivation has a significant predictive effect on migrant children’s loneliness (H1).



2.2. The mediating role of self-esteem

The concept of self-esteem usually refers to a person’s evaluation of or attitude toward themselves. It also reflects an individual’s positive evaluation and experience of self-worth in the process of socialization (James, 1890; Rosenberg, 1965; Zhang and Li, 2009). Solomon et al. (2001) believe that self-esteem is the psychological mechanism individuals use to adapt to social and cultural environments, regulate their relationships with the environment, and affect the motivation and initiative of interpersonal communication.

Migrant children are discriminated against in the process of rural-to-urban migration and are considered temporary residents, making them susceptible to maladjustment (Fan et al., 2012; Hou et al., 2012; Shen et al., 2015). According to previous studies, self-esteem plays an important role in the social readjustment of migrant children (Gu et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2016). It can effectively alleviate the psychological pressure, anxiety, and pain caused by discrimination, thereby maintaining the mental health of migrant children (Corning, 2002). Numerous studies suggest that migrant children with high self-esteem have fewer aggressive behaviors and negative emotions, which is more conducive to developing their mental health (Liang and Bian, 2011; Liu et al., 2020).

Given that self-esteem is a significant indicator of migrant children’s mental health (Mikkelsen et al., 2020; Caqueo-Urízar et al., 2021; Kuo et al., 2021), it may be related to their loneliness. According to the sociometer theory, self-esteem is the internal reaction of an individual’s interpersonal quality in a group; thus, when individuals are accepted, their self-esteem rises. In contrast, when an individual is rejected, the individual’s self-esteem declines. Therefore, poor self-esteem as a social meter sends out signals, causing negative emotions and increasing loneliness (Leary et al., 1995a; Leary, 2003; Leary, 2005; Zhang and Li, 2009). Studies on the direct link between self-esteem and loneliness have also verified that self-esteem is an important predictor of migrant children’s loneliness (Vanhalst et al., 2013; Kuo et al., 2021). For instance, numerous cross-sectional studies have documented a strong concurrent association between low self-esteem and loneliness (Mahon et al., 2006; Vanhalst et al., 2013; Zhao et al., 2013; Jiang and Shen, 2019). Especially in the case of teenagers, individuals with low levels of self-esteem may feel lonely (Dixon and Kurpius, 2008; Vanhalst et al., 2013). As a result, self-esteem has a significant predictive effect on the loneliness of migrant children.

Considering that self-esteem is one of the key factors influencing loneliness (Creemers et al., 2012; Kuo et al., 2021), many possible predictors of self-esteem have been considered. Numerous studies have revealed the predictive effects of perceived discrimination (Liu and Shen, 2010), peer victimization (Van Geel et al., 2018), parenting styles (Pinquart and Gerke, 2019), and social networking site use (Saiphoo et al., 2020) on self-esteem. However, for migrant children, the influence of relative deprivation on self-esteem needs to be further studied.

First, relative deprivation can significantly negatively impact the mental health, subjective well-being, and self-esteem of individuals, especially in the case of vulnerable groups (Xiong, 2015). For example, scholars have found that high relative deprivation may lead to psychosocial deficits, such as a lack of a sense of control, mastery over the environment, and self-esteem (Marmot et al., 1997; Eibner et al., 2004). These studies suggest that relative deprivation is negatively associated with self-esteem (Walker, 1999; Tougas et al., 2005). Second, the influence of relative deprivation on self-esteem also exists in this group (Petta and Walker, 1992; De La Sablonnière and Tougas, 2008). Some studies have shown a significant correlation between group relative deprivation and group self-esteem (Zagefka and Brown, 2005; De la Sablonniere et al., 2009). In addition, relative deprivation is an important factor affecting the mental health of migrant children (Cheung, 2014; Xiong, 2015). Migrant children are more likely to feel relative deprivation when they feel disadvantaged after social comparisons. This sense of relative deprivation may make it difficult for migrant children to develop a sense of belonging to urban children’s groups, which could negatively affect their self-esteem (Xiong, 2015; Xiong and Ye, 2016). Through unreasonable social comparison, unfair treatment has a major negative impact on the mental health, subjective well-being, and self-esteem of migrant children (Li, 2008; Kosaka et al., 2013).

Previous studies also found that self-esteem could mediate both the relationship between peer aggression and mental health problems (Ybrandt and Armelius, 2010), as well as the relationship between experiences of discrimination and loneliness (Świtaj et al., 2015). A prior study also demonstrated that self-esteem could mediate the link between relative deprivation and problematic mobile social media use (Yang and Jiang, 2020). Specifically, relative deprivation may lower the self-esteem of migrant children, thereby making them more inclined to view their relationship with the group negatively. Thus, failure to integrate into urban groups may be interpreted as rejection by migrant children with low self-esteem, and this rejection could contribute to increased feelings of loneliness.

Therefore, we assume that self-esteem mediates the association between relative deprivation and loneliness (H2).



2.3. The moderating role of belief in a just world

BJW refers to the idea that we live in a fair and orderly world where people get what they deserve (Lerner and Miller, 1978; Lerner, 1980). According to Dalbert’s (1999) viewpoint, BJW includes two dimensions: the general BJW and the individual BJW. The general BJW refers to a just environment where people get what they deserve, and the individual BJW refers to people convinced that the world is made just for them personally (Dalbert, 2001; Dalbert and Stoeber, 2005; Su et al., 2013). This belief that the environment is stable and orderly is conducive to an individual’s psychological and social adaptation. This allows individuals to believe that they can obtain the results they deserve by making efforts and following social norms (Hafer, 2000; Jiang et al., 2003; Laurin et al., 2011).

BJW serves as a guiding principle, suggesting that it helps migrant populations cope with social adaptation events by increasing feelings of confidence, control, and hope (Dzuka and Dalbert, 2010). Indeed, as a form of positive belief, BJW encourages people to see their social environment as more stable and controllable, which in turn may lower their perceptions of threat and increase their adaptability to urban groups and society (Dalbert, 1999; Furnham, 2003; Ramos et al., 2014). Studies have shown that people with high BJW are more capable of coping with negative events in their lives. Therefore, they report positive emotions and have high life satisfaction (Ritter et al., 1990; Dalbert, 2002; Zhang and Shen, 2011). Empirical research also supports that BJW is positively associated with individuals’ mental health (Ritter et al., 1990; Dalbert, 2002). For instance, a study conducted by Carifio and Nasser (2012) showed that individuals with higher BJW were better able to deal with stress stimuli and exhibit fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety than those with lower BJW. Thus, BJW helped people maintain their mental health and self-esteem. In conclusion, high BJW strengthens an individual’s emotional regulation ability and benefits their mental health.

Studies have also shown that BJW is more likely to facilitate well-being and self-esteem and enable people to better cope with hurts and injustice (Feather, 1991; Begue, 2005; Nie, 2015). People with high BJW tend to engage in cognitive reframing and suppress negative thoughts. In contrast, people with low BJW are vulnerable to feelings of injustice and have more negative emotions and poor self-esteem (Dalbert and Stoeber, 2006). Therefore, BJW can be seen as a personal resource that can protect one’s self-esteem (Jiang et al., 2017).

According to the justice motive theory, concern for justice is based on a “personal contract” between individuals and their social environment (Lerner, 1997; Dalbert, 2001). In developing their contract, BJW provides a psychological advantage by giving people the sense of a meaningful, predictable, and controllable life (Dalbert and Donat, 2015; Levesque, 2016). In particular, BJW alleviates the negative effects of adverse events on individuals’ physical and psychological development. It also protects people from the negative effects of worrying about the future and encourages individuals to pursue positive development (Hafer, 2000; Dalbert, 2001). Especially for vulnerable groups, BJW is an important internal protective factor (Zhang and Shen, 2011; Su et al., 2013). Therefore, empirical research has confirmed that high BJW contributes to the self-esteem of vulnerable groups and plays a role in moderating the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem (Jiang et al., 2017; Kim and Park, 2018; Lan et al., 2018).

Moreover, numerous studies indicate that BJW is an effective moderator (Osborne and Sibley, 2013; Xiong and Liu, 2020). For example, research has shown that BJW moderates the relationship between relative deprivation and depression in left-behind children (Xiong and Liu, 2020). Taken together, BJW may serve as a buffer in the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem.

Therefore, we hypothesize that BJW will moderate the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem in migrant children (H3).



2.4. The present study

Considering the impact of relative deprivation on the mental health of migrant children, especially when migrant children already experience severe loneliness (Lu and Zhou, 2013; Liu et al., 2014), it is vital to examine the mechanisms underlying the link between relative deprivation and loneliness in migrant children.

Given that self-esteem plays a bridging role in the relationship between relative deprivation and individuals’ mental health (Corning, 2002; Moradi and Subich, 2004; Seepersad, 2009), the current study attempts to examine the mediating effect of self-esteem on the association between relative deprivation and loneliness in migrant children. In addition, BJW has been considered an effective buffer to weaken relative deprivation and some risk factors for individuals’ mental health (Osborne and Sibley, 2013; Xiong and Liu, 2020). Therefore, BJW was tested as a moderator to reveal when the indirect relations between relative deprivation and loneliness are stronger or weaker. Figure 1 shows the proposed model.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Moderated mediation model of the present study.





3. Methods


3.1. Participants and procedures

Our sample consisted mainly of migrant children from three primary schools and three junior high schools in Fuzhou, Xiamen, Quanzhou, and other cities with large migrant populations (Xiong, 2015). It is worth noting that Fuzhou, Xiamen, and Quanzhou are the three most economically developed coastal cities in Fujian Province, and there are many migrant children in these areas. According to data from China’s Seventh Population Census, the migrant population in Fujian Province has reached almost 14 million, which accounts for 32.9% of the resident population. The eligibility criteria for migrant children were the following: (1) those born in rural regions, without urban hukou (permanent urban household registration) at birth; (2) those who accompanied their parents to the destination cities; and (3) those who had been living in their destination cities for more than 6 months (Chen et al., 2014).

The final sample included 1,261 migrant children. The mean age of the sample was 12.34 years (SD = 1.67); 52.0% (638 in total) were boys, and 48.0% (623 in total) were girls. Among them, 989 (78.43%) participants had siblings and 269 (21.33%) were only children (six participants did not report their only-child status). Additionally, 297 (23.55%) were in fourth grade, 208 (16.49%) in fifth grade, 247 (19.59%) in sixth grade, 196 (15.54%) in seventh grade, 174 (13.80%) in eighth grade, and 137 (10.86%) in ninth grade (two participants did not report their grade).

All questionnaires were pen and paper-based, and the method of cluster random sampling was adopted to recruit all participants. After obtaining informed consent from the teachers, participants, and the parents, we explained the instructions to the participants. Those in the target groups were invited to participate anonymously in the classroom. The authenticity, independence, and integral nature of all answers and the confidentiality of the information collected were emphasized to all participants by well-trained psychology graduate students. Data collection took ~30 min. All students received a ballpoint pen as a reward after completing the survey. To ensure the quality of the questionnaire data, the following procedures were instituted. First, if more than three items were left unanswered or answered in the same way, the responses were deleted. Second, for the remaining questionnaires, the mean method was adopted to handle missing values. Finally, 1,261 questionnaires were validated, which accounted for 97.75% of the total administered.



3.2. Measures


3.2.1. Relative deprivation

Relative deprivation was measured using the Relative Deprivation Scale for Migrant Children (Ye and Xiong, 2017). The scale includes four dimensions: cognition of individual relative deprivation [composite reliability (CR) = 0.71], emotion of individual relative deprivation (CR = 0.81), cognition of group relative deprivation (CR = 0.87), and emotion of group relative deprivation (CR = 0.89). The scale consists of 20 items (e.g., “What do you think of your family’s economic status, compared with that of your urban counterparts?”) measuring five aspects of migrant children’s current situation (e.g., family economic status, housing conditions, residential stability, development of strong points, and parental involvement in education). The items range from 1 (“very good”) to 7 (“very bad”) for the cognitive dimension, and from 1 (“very satisfied”) to 7 (“extremely unsatisfied”) for the emotional dimension. Higher scores indicate higher levels of relative deprivation. The items demonstrated high reliability and validity in the present study (Cronbach’s α = 0.92, χ2/df = 4.85, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.06).



3.2.2. Belief In a just world

BJW was measured using the BJW Scale (Dalbert, 1999; Su et al., 2012). The scale consists of two subscales with 13 items, named as personal BJW (CR = 0.85, e.g., “I believe that most things that happen in my life are just”) and general BJW (CR = 0.78, e.g., “In the long run, I believe that those who suffer injustice will be compensated”). Participants responded on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). Cronbach’s α for the scale was 0.88. The reliability coefficients were 0.85 for personal BJW and 0.79 for a general BJW. We averaged the scores of all items from these two subscales to measure BJW, with higher scores representing higher levels of BJW. Tests indicated that the items have good validity (χ2/df = 4.73, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05).



3.2.3. Self-esteem

The Chinese version of the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was adopted to measure self-esteem. For each item (e.g., “I feel that I have many good qualities”), participants responded on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 4 (“strongly agree”). Higher scores indicated higher self-esteem. This scale has been used with good reliability and validity in a sample of Chinese migrant children (Xiong and Liu, 2020). In the current study, the items demonstrated good internal consistency and construct validity (Cronbach’s α = 0.80, χ2/df = 4.42, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05; CR = 0.77).



3.2.4. Loneliness

The loneliness of migrant children was assessed using the Adolescence Loneliness Scale (Zou, 2003). Twenty-one items were used to measure pure loneliness (CR = 0.85, e.g., “I often feel rejected by my classmates”), perception of one’s social skills (CR = 0.82, e.g., “I make friends easily at school”), evaluation of current relationships (CR = 0.76, e.g., “I am always a loner in class”), and perception of unmet needs in important relationships (CR = 0.73, e.g., “I have no one to talk to in class”) on a scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 4 (“fully complete”). Higher scores represented more serious psychological distress. Originally, high scores of social ability perception represented a positive evaluation, and high scores of the other three dimensions represented negative evaluations. The dimension of social ability perception was thus reversed and added to the other three-dimension scores, while its average score was taken as the total loneliness score; the higher the score, the stronger the loneliness. In this study, the internal consistency coefficient of the questionnaire was 0.92. The scale showed good validity (χ2/df = 4.89, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06).




3.3. Data analysis

Previous studies have shown that age, gender, one-child status, and grade affect individual loneliness (Hackett et al., 2012; Cole et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2021). Therefore, these demographic variables were included as covariates in all models in the present study.

First, IBM SPSS 26 and AMOS 24 software were used to test the reliability and validity of the scales used (see Table 1). Second, IBM SPSS 26 was used for descriptive statistics and correlation analysis. Third, we used analyses of variance and post-test (least significant difference [LSD]) to explore differences in loneliness among demographic variables. Fourth, according to the moderated mediation effect analysis procedure recommended by Wen and Ye (2014), using Mplus software (which can obtain all the required results at one time, including the usual sequential test results and the bootstrap confidence interval), under the condition of controlling core demographic variables, the moderated mediation model was tested by adopting the nonparametric percentile bootstrap method with deviation correction. In order to further confirm the accuracy of the research results, the method of replacing the econometric model and reducing the sample size was used to test the robustness of the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness. Moreover, in order to confirm whether the result of using the imputed sample (N = 1,261) is consistent with the result of using the unimputed sample, a robustness test was also conducted based on the unimputed sample (N = 773). Fifth, Harman’s one factor test, consisting of a preliminary factor analysis comprising all the items included in the questionnaire, was performed (Zhou and Long, 2004). In this study, 12 factors emerged from the factor analysis, while the first factor explained only 20% of the variance. This shows that the common method variance was restricted in our data. Finally, confirmatory factor analysis showed that the four-factor model in this study showed a very good fit (χ2/df = 3.18; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.01), confirming the structural validity of the measurement model.



TABLE 1 Scale dimensions reliability and validity.
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4. Results


4.1. Preliminary analysis

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among relative deprivation, loneliness, self-esteem, and BJW. Among them, the means of relative deprivation, BJW, loneliness, and self-esteem were 3.24 (SD = 0.95), 4.17 (SD = 0.94), 1.94 (SD = 0.60), and 2.88 (SD = 0.50), respectively. As hypothesized, relative deprivation was positively correlated with loneliness and negatively correlated with self-esteem and BJW. Self-esteem was negatively correlated with loneliness and positively correlated with BJW. BJW was negatively correlated with relative deprivation. Additionally, in a one-way analysis of variance, there were significant differences in loneliness according to subjects’ age (F [5,1255] = 4.00, p < 0.05), and there were no significant differences in loneliness according to subjects’ gender (F [1,1259] = 1.57, p > 0.05), only-child status (F [2,1258] = 1.65, p > 0.05), and grade (F [6,1254] = 1.73, p > 0.05). Meanwhile, according to post-test (LSD), the loneliness of 15-year-old migrant children was significantly higher than that of other ages. Overall, there was a general upward trend in loneliness with age (see Figure 2).



TABLE 2 Correlation statistical analyses.
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FIGURE 2
 A post-test (LSD) of age differences in loneliness.




4.2. Mediating effect of self-esteem

We conducted a mediation analysis to test whether self-esteem mediated the effect of relative deprivation on loneliness in migrant children (see the model in Figure 1). All variables were standardized. Bootstrap estimates were based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. Table 3 presents the results of the statistical mediation. When controlling for age, gender, only-child status, and grade, relative deprivation negatively predicted self-esteem (B = −0.22, t = −7.73, p < 0.001), and self-esteem negatively predicted loneliness (B = −0.42, t = −15.97, p < 0.001). Meanwhile, the direct relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness was also significant (B = 0.11, t = 3.97, p < 0.001). The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method indicated that the mediating effect of self-esteem was 0.09, and its 95% confidence interval did not contain 0 ([0.06, 0.12]). This indirect effect accounted for 46.06% of the total effect. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.



TABLE 3 Testing the mediation effect of self-esteem.
[image: Table3]



4.3. Moderating effect of BJW

We examined whether the strength of the mediated relationships was contingent on BJW. Specifically, we tested whether BJW moderated the effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem in the mediation models (see the model in Figure 1). The results of the analysis are presented in Table 4. After controlling for age, gender, only-child status, and grade, a significant effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem was observed (B = −0.59, t = −28.28, p < 0.001), and this effect was moderated by BJW (B = 0.23, t = 24.52, p < 0.001).



TABLE 4 Moderated mediation analysis results with belief in a just world as a moderator.
[image: Table4]

In order to illustrate the moderating effect more clearly, we conducted a simple slope analysis separately for low (one SD below the mean) and high (one SD above the mean) levels of BJW (Aiken and West, 1991; see Figure 3). The diagram revealed that the effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem was more potent for migrant children with high levels of BJW (simple slope = −0.22, t = −5.75, p < 0.001). In contrast, the link between relative deprivation and self-esteem became weaker when migrant children had a lower BJW (simple slope = −0.10, t = −2.68, p < 0.01). In other words, the predictive effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem increased with an increase in BJW. The effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem was more powerful for migrant children with a higher BJW than for children with a lower BJW.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Moderating effect of relative deprivation on the prediction of self-esteem. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, belief in a just world.


In conclusion, BJW intensified the effect of relative deprivation on loneliness, with the mediating effect of self-esteem being stronger for migrant children with high BJW. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was partially supported. Figure 4 depicts the moderated mediation model and key path coefficients for migrant children in detail.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Moderated mediation model and key path coefficients for migrant children.




4.4. Robustness test

To enhance the reliability and robustness of the empirical results and for the sample data to better explain the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness, this study further tests the findings’ robustness by replacing the econometric model and reducing the sample size. (1) The substitution measurement model method (Tobit model) was adopted. Referring to Zhu’s (2020) research and other related studies, we used the Tobit model for regression estimation. As shown in Table 5, relative deprivation positively affects loneliness (LS) at the 1% level of significance, which is consistent with the original results and the main conclusion is still valid. (2) Next, we reduced the sample size (by 1%). By referring to Chen et al. (2022) research, we reduced the dependent variable (i.e., loneliness) by 1% at both ends and then re-estimated the benchmark model. After the sample size was changed via tail reduction, the test results remained consistent with the original results (see Table 6). This indicates that the results of the study are robust, that is, relative deprivation has a positive effect on the loneliness of migrant children.



TABLE 5 Robustness test: replacing the econometric model.
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TABLE 6 Robustness test: narrowing the sample.
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Additionally, referring to Liao et al.’s (2022) research and other related studies, we conducted a robustness test on the unimputed sample (N = 773) using the PROCESS macro for SPSS software (Models 4 and 7; Hayes, 2013). The robustness test results reported in Tables 7, 8 support the previous results. As shown in Table 7, the direct relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness (B = 0.13, t = 3.69, p < 0.001) and the mediating effect of self-esteem (B = 0.09, p < 0.001, 95% CI: 0.06–0.12) remained significant. Therefore, the mediating role of self-esteem was confirmed. As shown in Table 8, the interaction between relative deprivation and BJW is significantly related to self-esteem (B = 0.22, t = 23.03, p < 0.001). In conclusion, BJW’s moderating effect on the relationship between relative deprivation and self-esteem is supported. The simple slope analysis in Figure 5 confirms that at a higher level of BJW, relative deprivation has a stronger predictive effect on self-esteem, compared with a lower BJW level. Therefore, the proposed mediation model was confirmed.



TABLE 7 Robustness test: testing the mediation effect of self-esteem.
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TABLE 8 Robustness test: moderated mediation analysis results with BJW as a moderator.
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FIGURE 5
 Robustness test: The moderating effect of relative deprivation on the prediction of self-esteem. RD, relative deprivation; BJW, belief in a just world.





5. Discussion

The scale of China’s migrant population is expanding. Accordingly, the prevalence of mental health problems in this population should not be ignored, especially the occurrence of loneliness among migrant children. Migrant children are in a critical period of psychological development and require attention and protection (Chen et al., 2012; Pei and Liu, 2014). In the present study, we found that there were no differences in the loneliness of migrant children according to gender, only-child status, and grade; however, there was an overall rising trend of loneliness in tandem with age. The loneliness of migrant children aged 15 was significantly higher than that of other age groups. Having reached adolescence, 15-year-olds enter a peak period of loneliness. Studies have also shown that loneliness increases with age (Yang and Victor, 2011; Luhmann and Hawkley, 2016). Moderated mediation analysis showed that self-esteem partially mediated the association between relative deprivation and loneliness, and this effect was stronger for migrant children with a high BJW. These findings shed light on the potential mechanisms by which relative deprivation influences loneliness, while also providing insight into how to better help migrant children alleviate their loneliness and improve their mental health.

Consistent with previous studies, this study shows that relative deprivation has a positive predictive effect on loneliness. This finding supports social comparison theory. Migrant children perceive that they have fewer social support resources and social interaction resources through unreasonable social comparison with their peers, which induces loneliness and other negative emotional experiences (Fang et al., 2008). When migrant children follow their parents into urban life, their original social networks are broken, while new social networks take time to be set up in new cities and schools. This makes migrant children more concerned about their differences with their peers and more likely to develop a sense of relative deprivation (Xiong et al., 2021b). That is, they are more likely to perceive they are at a disadvantage compared to their peer (i.e., reference) group (Walker and Smith, 2002; Xiong and Ye, 2016). Loneliness is one of the main manifestations of this relative deprivation (Liesl and Eleonora, 2006; Cacioppo and Hawkley, 2009).

Relative deprivation not only positively predicted the loneliness of migrant children, but also influenced the loneliness of migrant children through the mediation of self-esteem. This finding is consistent with previous studies (e.g., Xiong, 2015) indicating that self-esteem is an important path for relative deprivation’s influence on the loneliness of migrant children. In this study, migrant children perceived themselves to be in a disadvantageous position, compared with their urban peers, and did not feel accepted by them. Such a perception leads to a lack of positive self-evaluation and low self-esteem (Fan et al., 2009; Xiong, 2015). Additionally, sociometer theory posits that migrant children are unable to receive positive comments to maintain and enhance their self-esteem under adverse social comparisons. Therefore, low self-esteem is not conducive for migrant children to maintain good social relations and develop a sense of group belonging. Thus, they feel a strong sense of loneliness (Leary, 2003; Leary, 2005; Zhang and Li, 2009). Self-esteem is an individual’s internal response to the sense of belonging to a group; thus, the lack of this sense of belonging enhances the individual’s sense of loneliness and affects their mental health (Leary et al., 1995b; Zhao et al., 2013; Waller, 2020). Overall, in the present study, self-esteem was identified as the underlying mechanism through which relative deprivation influenced migrant children’s loneliness.

Contrary to our hypothesis, BJW exacerbated the negative effects of relative deprivation on loneliness. Specifically, compared with migrant children with a low BJW, migrant children with a high BJW exhibited a stronger connection between relative deprivation and self-esteem. Contrary to our expectations, BJW did not alleviate the negative effect of relative deprivation on migrant children’s self-esteem. Instead, it intensified the negative impact of relative deprivation. Although studies have found that BJW may protect children from mental health problems (e.g., low self-esteem), especially relative deprivation (Otto et al., 2006; Alves and Correia, 2013; Tian, 2016), the results of our study and those of others (e.g., 김은하 et al., 2018; Kim and Park, 2018) do not support the protective effect of BJW. One possible explanation is that migrant children with high BJW may attribute negative situations (e.g., unfair treatment) to their abilities or internal weakness (Crocker and Major, 2003; Major et al., 2007), thus increasing the harmful effects of relative deprivation on self-esteem caused by negative social comparison.

These findings are also in line with the worldview verification model (Major et al., 2007; Townsend et al., 2010). Worldviews help human beings understand the social world’s basic demands and makes them feel valuable (Hogg, 2001; Fiske, 2004). Therefore, when the actual situation or their experience is consistent with the worldview (i.e., when the individual’s worldview is confirmed), the individual’s sense of certainty and security increases and positively impacts their development and growth. In contrast, when their worldview is threatened, the individual will experience pain, which is not conducive to individual growth (Greenberg et al., 1997; Kaiser et al., 2004; Lucas et al., 2016).

According to the worldview verification model, as migrant children with a low BJW believe that their world is unfair, their perception of relative deprivation confirms their worldview to a certain extent. On the contrary, relative deprivation threatens the worldview of migrant children with a high BJW. The power of a particular worldview determines the degree of negative effects experienced by the individual when such worldview is threatened. When the actual situation and experience are inconsistent with their worldview, individuals will experience a strong psychological threat. Therefore, in the case of relative deprivation, those with a high BJW will experience high self-esteem. In other words, migrant children who firmly believe that the world is fair and equitable are at a greater risk of being negatively affected by relative deprivation.

This study is helpful for people to better understand the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness and its potential mechanisms. First, the results fit the sociometer theory and the worldview verification model. They also confirm the hypothesized moderating and mediating processes in the association between relative deprivation and loneliness (Major et al., 2007; Thomaes et al., 2010). On the one hand, it shows that self-esteem is a mediation mechanism between relative deprivation and loneliness among migrant children. On the other hand, BJW intensifies the negative effect of relative deprivation on self-esteem, while relative deprivation has a greater impact on the self-esteem of migrant children with high BJW. This confirms the different mechanisms of BJW in negative psychology, which aligns with the worldview verification model. Among them, it is noteworthy that BJW did not play a buffering role but aggravated the impact of relative deprivation on the loneliness of migrant children. These results may also be owed to culture. For instance, Chinese people generally believe that the world is just, orderly, and equal and that everyone gets what they deserve (Major et al., 2002; O’Brien and Major, 2005). However, in westernized capitalist countries, the dominant ideology is elitism. In other words, the differences in social status can be explained or proved according to the advantages and entitlement of individuals (e.g., the American Dream; Plaut et al., 2002; Major et al., 2007). When faced with a sense of relative deprivation, recognizing this elitism helps people rationalize unreasonable treatment and status differences, thereby helping maintain the stability of the status quo (Hafer and Olson, 1989; Major et al., 2007). In summary, this study provides a comprehensive understanding of how relative deprivation affects migrant children’s loneliness and the role of BJW in this relationship.

Additionally, some practical implications can be drawn from this study. First, we observed that relative deprivation positively affected migrant children’s loneliness and that this effect may increase with age. Therefore, schools, parents, and teachers should pay attention to the psychological adaptation and loneliness of migrant children as they enter high school and carry out educational interventions, such as thematic class meetings and weekly psychological notes (Hu, 2002). Second, self-esteem is an important mechanism in the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness; thus migrant children themselves can enhance their self-esteem through self-referential tasks and psychological counseling and counseling services (Maricuoiu et al., 2019). Third, good social relationships help individuals feel recognized and accepted, as well as to form their own positive self-evaluations, thereby satisfying their need for self-esteem and reducing the experience of loneliness. Therefore, good parent–child relationships and harmonious teacher-student relationships facilitated by parents, teachers, and other elders serve as psychological support for migrant children. Conversely, integration groups for migrant children and non-migrant children can be established to encourage both sides understand and accept each other, as well as to help migrant children rebuild their social networks and enhance their sense of belonging (Zhang and Gai, 2012). Fourthly, we think it is necessary to carry out cognitive interventions on migrant children’s BJW. However, BJW is a double-edged sword. A very high level of BJW may affect migrant children’s understanding of the real world and lead to a strong sense of psychological threat. It may also make individuals more indifferent to their own predicaments and less likely to actively participate in changing them. On the contrary, a very low level of BJW is detrimental to an individual’s outlook and values. Therefore, it is necessary for schools, teachers, and parents to integrate dialectical thinking into the daily learning of migrant children, guide them in facing the real world, establish a correct concept of fairness, avoid treating justice and injustice from an isolated and one-sided perspective, and change their unfavorable situation by stimulating and mobilizing their subjective initiative. Additionally, a good social, school, and family environment can provide strong support for migrant children’s mental health. Therefore, the government and society should also pay attention to migrant children. Through policy guidance, life guidance, and grid management, it is possible to establish a good social atmosphere, improve care for the migrant population, and promote the formation of a positive and fair worldview among migrant children (Liao, 2018; Chen, 2019).

Despite the theoretical and practical implications discussed above, the current study had several possible limitations that warrant further exploration and research in the future. First, this research was conducted in a special group (i.e., migrant children), and there may be some applicability problems when extending it to other groups. We hope that different sample groups can be studied in future studies, given the different opinions on the moderating effect of BJW in other studies (Dalbert, 1999; Major et al., 2007; Sadiq and Bashir, 2015; Kim and Park, 2018), different ages and groups should be investigated. Second, given the contradictory results of different studies on BJW and its moderating role, future research can divide BJW into more detailed factors, such as personal belief in justice and social justice or individual and general BJW. Given the different dimensions of BJW and the various theoretical concepts involved, future research should explore the effect of different BJW dimensions on individual mental health and the moderating effect between relative deprivation, self-esteem, and mental health. Third, there may be other relevant variables that can affect the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness among migrant children. Future studies could examine other related variables to explore whether BJW also has an impact on the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness of migrant children, and whether there are other related variables that affect the mental health of migrant children. Fourth, as this was a cross-sectional study, it is difficult to draw inferences regarding causality. Future research in this direction should use longitudinal or experimental methods to clarify the relationship between relative deprivation and loneliness, especially the influence of self-esteem and BJW.



6. Conclusion

The current study expands the current understanding of the mechanisms underlying the effect of relative deprivation on migrant children’s loneliness by examining the mediating role of self-esteem and the moderating role of BJW. Specifically, the results show that after controlling for age, gender, only-child status, and grade, relative deprivation was significantly and positively correlated with migrant children’s loneliness, and this connection could be mediated by self-esteem. Moreover, the first part of the indirect effect of self-esteem on this link was moderated by BJW. These effects were stronger for migrant children with higher levels of BJW. This study reminds us that we should pay attention to the mental health problems of migrant children and implement corresponding intervention measures, particularly for those who experience loneliness.
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This study examines the impact of the compounding crises that engulfed Lebanon during the COVID-19 pandemic on the schooling and healthcare opportunities and experiences of persons with disabilities. It further explores how disability interacts with other forms of discrimination, such as gender and socioeconomic factors, exacerbating the risk of exclusion from mainstream education and healthcare services. Qualitative research methods were employed to delve into the complexities of these issues. The researchers conducted a comprehensive review of 37 relevant COVID-19 reports, research studies, guidelines, documents, and rapid analysis studies generated by the Lebanese Ministry of Public Health, local and international NGOs, and UN agencies. Additionally, analysis of social media content and COVID-19 awareness campaigns was carried out to assess their accessibility and acknowledgment of the needs of persons with disabilities (PWD). Furthermore, eighteen virtual open-ended interviews were conducted with adults with disabilities, parents of children with disabilities, local and international disability organizations, and representatives from the education and healthcare sectors. The findings from the interviews revealed that while the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the daily routines of individuals, persons with disabilities encountered additional barriers on top of the pre-existing ones they faced before the implementation of lockdown restrictions. The study identified five overarching themes at the policy and decision levels, as well as the academic and healthcare services levels, which hindered persons with disabilities from accessing education and healthcare. Drawing from the five main themes, this study presents and discusses key findings, implications, and recommendations. These findings shed light on the challenges faced by persons with disabilities during the compounding crises and the implications for their access to education and healthcare. The study provides recommendations to address these issues and improve the opportunities and experiences of persons with disabilities in times of crisis.
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Introduction

In Lebanon, children are facing a “lost year” of learning amidst the overlapping crises that have put the education system at risk of collapse (1). The October 17, 2019, uprising, the COVID-19 pandemic, the Beirut explosion of August 4, 2020, the ongoing financial crisis, the currency devaluation, and the nationwide electricity crisis have added more educational challenges, particularly for low-income families and persons with disabilities (PWD). Learning losses have also been proportional to existing educational inequalities further exacerbated by pandemic restrictions. Communities already disadvantaged and excluded from adequate resources before the pandemic faced more severe consequences (2, 3). Those include children from low-income households, children with disabilities, and girls who had limited availability of electricity, connectivity, devices, accessible technologies, and early intervention services and faced discrimination and social/gender norms. Other student groups facing more learning losses than others are younger students with less access to age-appropriate remote learning and pre-school-age students who were often excluded from remote education (4–7). Students whose first language is not English also faced more learning losses than others (8).

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the education system in Lebanon was characterized by limited accessibility for persons with disabilities. Despite the provision of equal educational opportunities for persons with disabilities in Law 220/2000, inclusive education has not been effectively promoted in schools and universities due to the existence of special care educational institutions and special schools (9,10). Article 59 of the law provides for the right to education for persons with disabilities, including access to both regular and special classes, while Article 60 prohibits discriminatory barriers for PWDs when seeking admission to educational establishments, whether public or private (10, 11).

Inclusive education is a vital component of ensuring equal opportunities and social inclusion for individuals with disabilities (10, 12, 13). However, many students with disabilities in Lebanon are excluded from mainstream schools due to a lack of reasonable accommodations, including inclusive policies and curricula, trained staff, adapted equipment, financial support, and accurate data on children with disabilities (14, 15).

The economic crisis that has plagued Lebanon since 2019 has further exacerbated the challenges faced by students with disabilities. Limited resources, power cuts, slow internet connections, unsuitable learning environments at home, high costs of educational devices, and a lack of education among parents and caregivers have all contributed to the restricted access to online education for students with disabilities (16, 17).

During the October 17, 2019, uprising, many public and private schools in Lebanon had to close due to road closures. Many private schools offered online education during road closures; however, most public schools and some private schools were less prepared and had to close their schools. Since the beginning of the pandemic, schools in Lebanon have closed for a total of 49 weeks beginning March 2, 2022 (18). The Ministry of Education announced that all public and private schools, special education centres and universities must close by February 29, 2020. Over 1.3 million children have been affected, of which over 700,000 dropped out of school due to financial difficulties (19). In addition, the UN estimates that 100,000 to 120,000 children were transferred to public schools between 2019 and 2021 due to the inability to cover school tuition (1). Some families even chose to give priority to educating their children without disabilities.

According to Human Rights Watch (20), the Lebanese Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) ordered schools to close during the Covid pandemic. Nevertheless, it did not have a clear plan to amend the curriculum contents and objectives to be aligned with the online educational model requirements. Furthermore, the Ministry of Education did not provide reasonable accommodations or laptops/tablet devices for parents of students with disabilities who lacked the financial resources to purchase such educational equipment. To compensate for the ministry’s support, some local disability organizations provided financial support and distributed tablet devices for low-income families with children with disabilities. In contrast, other local and international NGOs amended their educational curriculum to be delivered online (20).

Some private schools shifted their education to online learning during the lockdown restrictions as they relied on online learning during October 17, 2019, road closures. Other schools could not move immediately to remote schooling as they had to review and adjust their curriculums for online education (21). Therefore, teaching and learning methods were often inaccessible and did not accommodate the needs of students with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, with insufficient access to inclusive distance learning tools, students have not received proper education for almost two academic years (22).

On the other hand, the Beirut Port Blast caused much infrastructural damage to many schools and hospitals in Beirut, which had to close their premises for reconstruction purposes. Furthermore, many schools and special education institutions were severely affected by the economic crisis and could not provide inclusive educational support for their students with disabilities during remote learning. Other special education centres relied on the government’s funding to support students with disabilities; however, the government’s reimbursement payment delays forced many teachers and special educators. Leaving these centres and seeking stable and better job opportunities affected the quality of educational services at these special academic centres. Acknowledging all of these constraints, several international disability organizations provided educational support for students with and without disabilities. Hence UNICEF, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) provide educational and financial support and food supplements for students with disabilities to pursue their online learning (20).

Since the beginning of the pandemic, schools in Lebanon have closed for 49 weeks (18). On February 29 2020, most schools and universities in Lebanon had to close, including special education schools and centres. According to Human Rights Watch (20), the Lebanese Ministry of Education had ordered schools to close; however, it neither provided clear guidance on continuing educational curriculum remotely nor provided accommodations or educational, technological devices for families who could not afford to buy tablets and computer devices. Without clear guidance from the ministry of education, many special educational institutions and disability local and international non-governmental organizations took the lead and initiative to tailor their curriculum and deliver their teaching methods remotely (20).

The pandemic and the economic crisis happening simultaneously hindered school reopening in Lebanon. According to UNESCO (18), despite the Omicron variant, schools in Lebanon are open; however, schools were struggling to afford essential items, including stationery, computer equipment, hygiene material, and teachers’ income, all while functioning on a few hours of electricity per day. In September 2022, many private schools managed to provide the necessary resources; hence, they could reopen their doors. Other private schools increased tuition by as much as 80 percent and asked for payments in US dollars instead of Lebanese pounds (1). On the other hand, public schools postponed their opening and launched an open-ended strike to demand higher wages. Teachers’ salaries were not adjusted to reflect the Lebanese currency’s 90 percent devaluation coupled with the surging inflation rate (23). As a result, teachers struggled to meet their teaching objectives and expressed having to complete unpaid work in a study by the Centre for Lebanese Studies. Students attributed teachers’ struggles to effectively teach online to the regression of the quality of learning, whereby they are not ready to sit for official exams this year (19). Moreover, some families of children with disabilities had difficulty helping their children as they did not know about specific courses (24, 25).

According to Human Rights Watch (1), Lebanon is obliged under human rights laws to provide free primary education even during economic crises and pandemics. However, despite the difficulties mentioned above happening over 2 years, the Lebanese government failed to properly plan for funding educational needs or guide schools, teachers, and parents to compensate for the education loss.


COVID-19 and the healthcare services for vulnerable populations

During the economic crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic, both the educational and healthcare services in Lebanon did not anticipate the needs of persons with disabilities, low-income families, children, teenagers, the elderly, migrants and refugees who are among the vulnerable populations.

In Lebanon, the Ministry of Social Affairs (MOSA) estimates the number of persons with disabilities as 80,703 persons (26), while the UNESCO (18) report mentions that around 15% of the total population in Lebanon has disabilities.

The Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) implemented measures on February 22, 2020, to track the spread of the COVID-19 virus. The procedures included testing the suspected cases with COVID-19 symptoms, holding the positive cases in quarantine centres and hospitals, and requesting the local municipalities and the community to enforce home isolation and quarantine for those with asymptomatic conditions. Furthermore, the Lebanese Ministry of Health coordinated with municipalities to physically trace the inspected cases since it lacked the technological tracing mechanisms and logistics. While these procedures aimed to limit the spread of the COVID-19 virus, they created barriers and restricted persons with disabilities from accessing healthcare services during the lockdown restrictions (20). The Ministry of Health neither consulted nor involved persons with disabilities and local and international disability organizations during its emergency response preparation. Hence most of the Ministry of Health’s COVID-19 information was inaccessible to persons with disabilities.

Even though Law 220/2000 prohibits discrimination against persons with disabilities (PWDs), many PWDs continue to face significant barriers in the built environment and access to mainstream education, employment and healthcare services. The lack of accessible services before and during the COVID-19 pandemic has forced many persons with disabilities to request medical assistance from local and international disability non-governmental organizations (NGOs and INGOs) during the lockdown restrictions. Many local and international NGOs had to distribute medications, personal hygiene kits, and respirators for persons with disabilities who had chronic health illnesses (20). The Lebanese Ministry of Health launched several COVID-19 awareness advocacy campaigns to prevent the spread of the virus just 4 days after the first document COVID-19 infected case (27). However, most media content was not accessible to persons with disabilities. To fill that gap, UNICEF, the Disability Hub within the Centre for Lebanese Studies at the Lebanese American University, and the Lebanese Federation of the Deaf produced several COVID-19 short video awareness campaigns and written information materials accessible for people with mobility, sensory and cognitive disabilities. According to (28), people with visual disabilities rely on touching objects, and many of them use different auxiliary aids and mobility devices that can increase the spread of the virus if they are not adequately washed or cleaned. Hence, it is vital to provide accessible COVID-19 hygiene and prevention information to enable persons with disabilities to follow the hygiene procedures to limit the spread of the virus among them and their family members. Although the (29) produced many COVID-19 hygiene guidelines and procedures to disinfect hands and surrounding surfaces regularly, there were few guidelines for persons with disabilities about ways to properly disinfect their aids (30).

Moreover, many persons with disabilities with low incomes could not have enough money to obtain cleaning products (31). According to (28), persons with low vision rely on touching surfaces to navigate around their surroundings, increasing their chances of being infected by the Covid-19 virus. In contrast, people with multiple disabilities and those who rely on caregivers cannot maintain the required 1.5-meter social distance (16).

On the other hand, the Lebanese Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) presented several media conferences to inform the community about the COVID-19 situation; however, none of these conferences was accompanied by Lebanese sign language interpreters. According to the Arab Organization of Persons with Disabilities (32), several people from the Deaf community rely on sign language interpretation to get updates and news about their community. However, many people who use hearing aids rely on captions and subtitles to gain access to audible information, as not many of them understand sign language (30, 33). Many persons with disabilities or their caregivers infected with the COVID-19 virus were frequently moved to hospitals and quarantine centres and were isolated from their caregivers and family members. Such isolation hindered many persons with disabilities from receiving the care they needed, while people with cognitive and hearing disabilities found difficulties communicating with the medical team and staff (34, 36). On the other hand, many persons with disabilities could not take the PCR tests, and others could not access hospitals and testing centres in Lebanon as many of them were inaccessible for persons with disabilities.

The Lebanese Ministry of Public Health never documented the number of persons with disabilities who have contracted the virus nor those who died after being infected. However, its official statistics included information about the number of infected cases without disabilities, death tolls, and affected regions (17).




The current study


Research aims and questions

This study examined the impact of the compounding crises that engulfed Lebanon during the COVID-19 pandemic on the schooling and healthcare opportunities and experiences of persons with disabilities. In addition, the study explored how the interaction of disability with other layers of discrimination, such as gender and socioeconomic further exacerbated the risk of exclusion from mainstream education and healthcare services, particularly for service recipients who have disabilities and low-income students with disabilities. Two research questions led this study: (a) How has the COVID-19 pandemic restricted persons with disabilities from accessing education and healthcare sectors, and (b) what are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on persons with disabilities across education and healthcare sectors?



Methods

Three qualitative methodologies were utilized to assess the impact of COVID-19 on persons with disabilities in Lebanon.


Documentary and literature analysis

The researchers looked at 37 existing studies and reports produced by the Lebanese Ministry of Public Health and local and international disability organizations such as IDA and OCHA. Furthermore, interviewees from UN agencies shared related rapid analysis reports and studies about the COVID-19, Beirut Port Blast, and the economic crises in Lebanon. It comprised fast analytical studies produced in Lebanon by UNICEF, ESCWA, Human Rights Watch in Lebanon and other NGOs.



COVID-19 awareness campaign analysis

The researchers examined and evaluated COVID-19 awareness information and short advocacy videos created by the Lebanese Ministry of Health, local and international disability NGOs, and United Nations agencies. It included reviewing their website section that provides COVID-19 digital written information, posters, infographics, and images. It also analyzed the Lebanese Ministry of Health Vaccination registration website “IMPACT.” Moreover, the analysis included reviewing five video awareness campaigns entitled “Covid safe return to school” produced by the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) with the collaboration of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Lebanon’s Ministry of Information. The researchers reviewed and analyzed 103 COVID-19 video awareness campaigns produced by the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH). The Lebanese Federation of the Deaf made 15 Covid-related video awareness campaigns and five videos produced by the Centre for Lebanese Studies-Disability Hub- Lebanese American University, available on their websites or Facebook pages. The review sought to determine how well the COVID-19 awareness campaigns and media material portrayed persons with disabilities in their media coverage and the degree of accessibility for persons with visual, hearing, and cognitive disabilities.



Interviews

Individual virtual interviews were carried out with eighteen (18) parents of students with disabilities under 18 and stakeholders from local disability groups, UN agencies, and local educational and healthcare service providers.




Sample

The study participants were selected randomly for the virtual interviews. Eighteen service recipients and providers with different age groups, gender, and disabilities took part in virtual discussions. Three virtual interviews were held with mothers of children with disabilities who were under the age of 18. The first parent lives in Nabatiyeh, south Lebanon, and has a 10-year-old son with autism who attends a special private school. In contrast, the second interviewee is a mother who has a seven-year-old female child with Down’s Syndrome who is enrolled in a private special education school. Finally, the third mother in Bekaa has a 14-year-old autistic son who attends a school run by a UN organization. One interviewer is a male student at the age of 18, is a wheelchair user and studies at a private university. In addition, four university lecturers with and without disabilities participated in the virtual interviews. Two interviewees were male university lecturers who had visual impairments, while the remaining two were females without disabilities who had students with learning difficulties in their classes.

On the other hand, 10 stakeholders offered further education and healthcare services tailored to various disabilities were among the selected sample. This included two private special education providers for people with autism and intellectual disabilities, one educational provider for people with visual impairments, one educational provider for people with hearing disabilities, and a private higher education service provider in charge of providing digital accessibility and assistive devices for students with disabilities. On the other hand, three UN bodies provided education and healthcare services for children with physical, visual, and intellectual disabilities. The remaining three interviewees were head and school teachers who had experiences in teaching Deaf students, students with learning difficulties, ADHD, autism, and intellectual disabilities.

Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the Lebanese American University. Parents, stakeholders, and parents of students with disabilities received consent forms. The researchers explained the study thoroughly and assured the anonymity and confidentiality of all data collected.



Data analysis

The data collected were analyzed using interpretational analysis. The recorded Zoom virtual interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researchers. The transcripts were coded using an open coding method to identify the common themes in those transcriptions. The data were compared using the constant comparative method, where the similarities and differences of the data were derived. Later, the codes were divided into five categories based on five main themes: (a) Educational and healthcare services amid COVID-19; (b) recipients’ reflections on services during the pandemic (c) Information technology accessibility provisions; (d) Emotional and mental wellbeing Services; and (e) Medical care Facilities.

On the other hand, the two researchers used an accessibility checklist to review and analyze the level of accessibility for the written COVID-19 posters and infographics and the video awareness campaigns. It included checking the written text size and font and visual contrast for people with low-visual impairment and color blindness using a complimentary color contrast checker tool named Colour Contrast Analyser (CCA). It determines the color contrast ratio of the text and the background using an eyedrop tool that complies with Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG 2.1). In addition to the visual contrast, the two researchers used the Microsoft built-in Check accessibility feature to examine whether the posters, images, and infographics had alternative descriptive text (Alt-Text) to identify the pictures that are accessible for users with visual impairments who rely on the screen reader software to access the digitalized information. On the other hand, the two researchers analyzed the COVID-19 video awareness content to identify the missing accessibility features, including sign language interpretation, closed captioning and adequate font size and color for Deaf people and those with hearing impairment; audio description for the written, visual content for Blind people and those with low vision, and simple language and graphic illustration for people with intellectual disabilities.




Results

This part presents the living conditions and the difficulties that persons with disabilities in Lebanon faced during COVID-19, which overlapped with a multifaceted crisis in Lebanon. The researchers generated five themes that highlight the impediments that restricted persons with disabilities from gaining access to education and healthcare services in Lebanon.


Educational and healthcare services amid COVID-19

Before the pandemic, service providers who participated in this study targeted their services to serve persons with disabilities to gain access to education and healthcare sectors; nevertheless, most of their programs could not cover the needs of service recipients across the Lebanese districts. Moreover, the economic crisis that the country has experienced since 2019 added burdens on service providers to maintain their services as they used to do before the crisis. Despite all of the challenges put on interviewed service providers during the epidemic and the economic crisis, most of them mentioned that the Lebanese Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Social Welfare did not respond to or consider the education and healthcare needs of persons with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic crisis. Around half of the interviewed service providers mentioned that since 2018, they did not receive financial support from the Ministry of Social Welfare (MOSA), which added financial constraints and limited them from providing educational and healthcare services for persons with disabilities.

The political uncertainty and the governmental resignations delayed the Ministry of Social Welfare (MOSA) from approving and issuing disability cards for new beneficiaries. These delays hindered most interviewed disability NGOs from providing educational and healthcare services for persons with disabilities. Furthermore, the petrol shortage and the slow internet connection disrupted online services for most interviewed service providers who tried to maintain their services during such complex and unstable conditions. In contrast, others stopped offering their services due to the October 17 uprising road closures. All interviewed service providers stated that these financial deficiencies forced them to reduce their educational and medical facilities budget. Most education service providers expressed concern about their organizations’ future viability, citing an increase in persons with disabilities and their families’ demand for social assistance. Similarly, many interviewed teachers struggled to balance their workload and devalued earnings.

The COVID-19 epidemic, and the Lebanese multi-pronged economic crisis, forced most interviewed disability organizations to change their service delivery techniques to accommodate persons with disabilities. All interviewed service providers had to shift from delivering their services face-to-face to online and used various internet platforms to provide their services. Most service providers preferred to rely on the WhatsApp application to communicate with service recipients. Half of the interviewed service providers relied on Zoom, while Microsoft Teams, Google Forms, and Live Worksheets were less used, as only 10% of service providers relied on these tools. Conversely, one education provider for the Deaf community relied on several online platforms with video calls for sign language interpretation and included accessibility features such as the generated automatic closed captioning for audible communication.

All education service providers indicated offering teacher training for using these online platforms and online resources. One of the UN agencies sponsored training courses in collaboration with a private institution. These comprised customizing COVID-19 written content to be accessible for students with sensory disabilities and facilitating communication, participation, and therapy services in an online setting. One higher education representative mentioned that their IT department developed recommendations and provided training sessions for instructors to use different online platforms and utilize available built-in accessibility features. They used voiceover over PowerPoint presentations, using Alt-text descriptive text, color contrast, text fonts and line spacing and adopted the written text for screen reader users and those with dyslexia and learning difficulties. Moreover, the training included adding open and closed captioning for audiovisual media content and adequate positioning in front of the camera for sign language interpreters and those who rely on lip-reading to access audible information.

Although many educational institutions provide instructions for students to help them utilize online platforms, not all students with disabilities manage to use them independently. One interviewer of a local disability NGO indicated that students below 10 needed parental support. In contrast, teenage students were familiar with using online platforms and PowerPoint presentations shared by their teachers during remote learning. Around half of the participants mentioned that parental engagement and follow-up were necessary to assist their younger children during online learning. One educational provider for students with autism said that her organization produced around one hundred different illustration cards that were shared on WhatsApp groups to better communicate with families and students with autism. Moreover, guidelines and instructions were given to parents to maintain the students with autism classroom routines and to minimize TV time at home since many children with autism can get irritated by certain lights, sounds, and background noises. Almost two-thirds of education service providers stated that parental help compensated for the absence of special educators whose services are most successful in person; nevertheless, they could not substitute for in-person psychosocial and other therapy services.

Recognizing that not all services could be provided online, over two-thirds of the educational service providers who participated in the study decided to return to in-school learning while adhering to safety precautions and included services for children with autism, intellectual disabilities, and Deaf students. “To allow for lip-reading parallel to safety precautions of needing to cover the mouth-nose area with masks, teachers used face shields as clear masks were not practicable and caused suffocation,” revealed a Deaf educational service provider. The students used regular face masks. On the other hand, almost a third of education service providers created a flexible plan to offer hybrid services that include both online and face-to-face instruction, forcing many teachers to work beyond their official working hours. Most interviewed service providers delivering safety and healthcare services had to arrange home visits for persons with disabilities. All INGOs distributed personal protective equipment, respiratory machines, face masks and other healthcare kits among around one hundred and twenty disability organizations.



Recipients’ reflections on services during the pandemic

Findings from interviewing service recipients revealed that most of them could not have access to mainstream education and healthcare services during the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic crisis in Lebanon. Many relied on online services during road closures and lockdown restrictions; however, remote services were disrupted due to the shortage of gasoline and the slow internet connection. Furthermore, most of them could not attend online learning since many families could not afford to purchase tablets and PC devices for each child/student, which put stress and extra burdens on families of children with disabilities. All of the parents stated that they lived in a stressful environment. “As parents, we could not cope with the unstable political and economic situation in Lebanon, then we had to provide extra support to our children during online learning, which aggravated our stress levels and anxiety during the lockdown restrictions,” a 35-year-old mother stated.

All interviewed parents pointed out that persons with disabilities never received any support or educational aid from the Lebanese government, which does not cover the high costs of special education schooling. A mother of a 7-year-old daughter with Down syndrome mentioned that her daughter had to undergo a medical operation during the COVID-19 pandemic. One student with a physical disability said that the Ministry of Public health did not cover the costs, but rather a private insurance company as the family was not entitled to receive governmental insurance. The Ministry of Education invited several students with disabilities to learn about the barriers they encountered during the COVID-19; however, it did not take further steps or procedures to enhance online learning for persons with disabilities.

Findings from interviewing service recipients revealed that persons with disabilities in Lebanon could not gain access to mainstream education and medical care provisions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Most interviewees noted that the Lebanese government never had an inclusive and central emergency response plan nor a follow-up procedure to respond to persons with disabilities or vulnerable groups during emergencies. A 45-year-old female education provider stated, “With the absence of a centralized authority to respond to different disability groups, many local and international NGOs had to tailor their services to certain disability groups without covering all types of disabilities and populations.”

Both service providers and service recipients concluded that COVID-19 had a good and bad impact on education and healthcare services. Parents of students with disabilities pointed out that a face-to-face curriculum was more efficient and better than online learning. Most parents of students with disabilities noted that many schools reduced the curriculum content during online learning instead of focusing on educational skills knowledge, creating confusion for teachers and students with disabilities. On the other hand, interviewed education providers considered online assessments unreliable test measurements since they were uncertain whether the students managed to master the skills independently or relied on their parents to complete the given assignments and assessments. A 50-year-old female headmaster stated, “The daily face-to-face interaction with students in a classroom setting allows instructors to interact with their students and recognize their learning capabilities and limitations, which would be difficult to identify behind the screens and in an online classroom setting.”

Most schoolteachers and university lecturers talked about a decline in student and teacher interactions during online learning. A 40-year-old university male lecturer with visual impairment found out that “online learning was a different style of lecturing which was not an issue for me… what I missed in a face-to-face classroom environment is the students’ interaction and participation which was difficult to maintain in online learning settings.” Interviewed parents mentioned that their children with disabilities were less engaged with schoolmates and hardly participated with their peers during online sessions. On the other hand, a 35-year-old mother of a 9 years old boy with autism and learning difficulties noted that in a face-to-face school setting, her child could learn and interact with classmates once enrolled in grade one, more than joining his chronic age class group, which is grade four. She added, “Such interaction was not the same during a virtual classroom setting as my son could not physically interact and build a close relationship with his classmates.” Another 35-year-old female UN education provider representative added that students with and without disabilities could not apprehend nor process the given information as many got agitated and lost attention during online sessions. She said that: “Online teaching content and tools were not adapted for students with disabilities, particularly children with ADHD and those who have learning difficulties.”

Similarly, a 50-year-old female school principal echoed this by saying, “Some children with and without disabilities could not interact nor take part during online classroom environment, although they used to be more engaged in a face-to-face school setting.” Interviewed university lecturers and schoolteachers attributed the decline in academic achievement to the lack of students’ self-discipline, demotivation, and inability to focus and follow the lecturers’ instructions during virtual sessions. All parents of students with disabilities noted that their children’s attention span in class instruction was more successful as they were more attentive and could focus longer, mainly when teachers relied on visual aids and interactive teaching techniques and experiments.

On the other hand, many interviewed school teachers and lecturers were less motivated and passionate about delivering their courses online since they were unfamiliar with the new virtual working styles. More than half of them attributed the loss of “stamina” to their physical housing environment, which lacks the standard lecture or classroom design configuration. “Online learning is forcing lecturers to convert their private residential rooms into working places or classroom environments which is a problem by itself,” stated a 40-year-old university male educator with vision impairment. More than half of the interviewed lecturers were not ready to move to the new online teaching modality. According to a thirty-year-old female instructor, “online education obliged many educators to modify their teaching contents within a short period. Educators resisted altering their teaching styles as many were not ready to take that step further.” Few interviewed educators, including a 43- year-old male university lecturer, benefited from remote teaching since he did not have to drive frequently to reach his workplace and preferred to give his lectures online.

One-third of interviewed education providers and parents/students with disabilities stated parents were not always unavailable and ready to assist their children with disabilities during online learning, which hampered online learning efficiency. “As teachers, we had difficulties cooperating with parents during online learning,” said a 47-year-old female special education provider. An eighteen-year-old male undergraduate student with a disability added that parental support helps young students develop their time management skills, utilize online learning platforms, and provide a secure and safe learning virtual environment. All interviewed special education providers highlighted that Deaf students and students with cognitive disabilities, and autism spectrum, needed parental support and assistance to communicate virtually with their teachers and classmates. Moreover, many students with cognitive disabilities below the age of 18 found difficulties in operating different virtual online platforms and needed parental support; however, not all parents were able to provide that support, as many had work obligations and were not available at all times. Most interviewed parents verified the latter point where they did not have the teaching skills or the knowledge to follow up and support their children’s academic demands. Some interviewed parents attended inclusive education workshops and managed to help their children with intellectual disabilities during regular school settings and were prepared to assist them online during the pandemic. However, few parents could provide such support since they did not have the same educational knowledge and experience. A 30-year-old mother with a 7-year-old Down syndrome daughter had a flexible work schedule and coordinated with her husband to support their daughter during online learning. Both parents used various interactive educational resources to reinforce the learning concepts that their daughter took during online learning since both of them were familiar with inclusive education; however, the mother pointed out that:


Both parents and teachers have to coordinate to support students with disabilities; however, not all parents nor teachers work together on this. During the online learning, I tested out different learning techniques with my daughter, shared them with the instructors, and they put them into practice. However, as parents, we are not qualified inclusive education specialists, and we can not fill the role of shadow teachers or therapists. Schools should support our children within the remote learning model without adding extra work or tasks on parents. Coordination and collaboration between school and parents benefit students; however, giving parents the responsibility of supporting their children with disabilities in virtual learning would increase the tension between parents and children and would not necessarily work for the benefit of students with disabilities.
 

Likewise, a 35-year-old mother of a son who has both learning difficulties and autism added that,


As a mother who has a degree in Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA), I knew that students with autism and learning difficulties require a variety of tools to learn. For this purpose, I developed and used different multisensory learning tools to assist my child during online learning. I dedicated my expertise and time to joining his online classes as a shadow teacher and clarifying any confusing concepts. I managed to support him because I had the experience, but what about the other parents who did not have such knowledge? I can assure you that many parents could struggle to provide such a level of support for their children with disabilities during online learning.
 

In other instances, parents of children with disabilities could not support their children’s needs at home because they were either overwhelmed with work and house responsibilities or could not equally provide educational support for their children with and without disabilities. According to a forty-year-old female UN education provider, some families with several children struggled to provide support and attention equally. Many gave their full attention to older children without disabilities, as some were in their final school years, resulting in less attention to children with disabilities’ learning demands.

Whilst all interviewed education providers had to shift to online learning, less than a quarter of them knew about the digital accessibility features in the platforms they used. One female IT accessibility specialist in her forties stated that the private higher education institution had already adopted digital accessibility before COVID-19. Still, the academic staff did not receive any training workshops to enhance their teaching methods to be aligned with the accessibility provisions. One 30-year-old female instructor at a higher education program for individuals with disabilities added, “Our school team relied on several online learning platforms during the October 17 Road closures, but not all teachers were aware of the different accessibility features.” About half of the interviewed education providers concluded that preserving and improving the knowledge and usage of technology tools could enhance the interaction between students and educators, improving online learning quality. A 45-year-old female principal of a special centre for students with autism recommended that online services be kept as an option for any upcoming unstable events, weather circumstances, or student illnesses that may prohibit students from attending face-to-face classes.

More than half of the interviewed parents of students with disabilities and education providers stated that many students with disabilities did not benefit from online learning. They claimed that students with ADHD, severe autism, and sensory disabilities did not benefit from online learning as they needed several interactive learning and communication methods. A 50-year-old male representative for an NGO providing inclusive education for students with visual impairments noted that many schools had to reduce online the curriculum. Another 50-year-old female teacher at a school for the Deaf pointed out that online learning necessitated relying on the Arabic language as a universal language for ease of communication, which was difficult to understand for students using sign language. The teacher stated, “Learning sign language via online setting was quite difficult, and most learners failed to apprehend it. Although sign language is similar to any foreign language as it has its grammar and idioms, the signs used are attributed to different community cultural backgrounds which are more difficult to teach via the online setting.”

On the other hand, less than one-third of the interviewees noted that online learning was effective for certain persons with disabilities. They stated that students with physical disabilities found online education more accessible than their physical classroom settings. Moreover, some students with mild to moderate autism benefited from online learning as it allowed them to learn at their own pace and have their privacy to learn as they “were happier when isolated from class hustles.” Another benefit of online learning was “independency and self-learning,” as claimed by a 50-year-old male local disability NGO representative who said,


A face-to-face classroom typically requires an hour of explanation to ensure that all students grasp a particular concept; in an online environment, however, you are constrained by the zoom duration. Therefore, rather than only depending on the teacher, the students will need to be autonomous and attempt to obtain answers afterwards through classmates, other family members, web page resources, or YouTube.
 



Information technology accessibility provisions

Most interviewed parents of students with disabilities and education and healthcare service providers experienced difficulties in IT technology which was inaccessible for many disability types. Most of them were unfamiliar with the accessibility features provided by some online communication platforms. Around one-quarter of the interviewed education providers who serve children with autism and visual impairment used different multisensory tools to stimulate sensory processing during class settings. Other education providers use electronic devices such as iPad and touch tablets to meet various student learning demands, particularly for students with limited motor skills and who cannot use pen and paper for notetaking. Hence electronic devices such as iPads and computers were used as an alternative method for note-taking strategies. In addition, visual resources such as videos, digital boards, YouTube videos, and PowerPoint representations were used for students who rely on visual aids to learn.

“Most conferencing tools have built-in accessible provisions; however, not many of us know about such features before COVID-19. We need to activate such features to enhance access to online meetings” said a female IT accessibility specialist in her mid-forties who works in a private higher education institution. Another 50-year-old female interviewee who works as a teacher in a school for the Deaf revealed that their school used “Free and simple social platforms and programs such as WhatsApp, TikTok, Google Maps, and YouTube. We also chose Zoom since it has screen-sharing provisions, cameras, and a built-in chat for question-and-answer sessions. We also utilized simple PowerPoint presentations with simple text and proper spacing.”

As teaching approaches changed throughout COVID-19, the demand for using assistive aids for students with disabilities expanded. Around one-third of those interviewed depended on particular accessibility features to accommodate their students with disabilities. A 50-year-old male university instructor with visual impairment utilized screen readers software products such as JAWS and MVDA. Another female special education teacher in her forties used synchronous Smart Boards during online screen-sharing courses and gave out touch screen computers to pupils with intellectual disabilities. “There are particular applications for speech therapists and automatic verbal transcription such as speech-to-text and text-to-speech features that we utilized throughout online learning,” she continued.

Most interviewees noted a lack of financial resources to provide assistive technology. They emphasized that IT accessibility service was already so expensive that few persons with impairments and their families could afford it. However, due to Lebanon’s economic crisis, most of them could not acquire or maintain them. Students with visual disabilities found difficulties in purchasing Braille letters on Lebanese laptop keyboards. Many interviewees who are blind and have visual impairments noted that screen readers could only read pdf files in English or French, but they cannot read Arabic pdf files. They also stated that most academic sites featuring photos, graphs, and diagrams are unavailable to screen readers since they do not include alternate text descriptions.

On the other hand, a female teacher at a Deaf school stated that sign language was unsuitable for online learning platforms. Many of the automated closed captioning are not 100% accurate nor synchronized within verbal communication.



Emotional and mental wellbeing services

Most interviewees experienced anxiety, fear, and uncertainty during the lockdown restrictions with the increased number of COVID-19 deaths and hospitalized cases, in addition to having relatives and friends departing the country in response to Lebanon’s unstable political and economic circumstances. Most interviewed parents of children with disabilities were overwhelmed and emotionally strained due to their workload and their children’s educational demands. Most parents stated that their children with disabilities lacked the motivation to study and learn online. A 50-year-old female teacher in a school for the Deaf noted that most of her students were “exhausted and distracted.” Another 40-year-old female respondent from an international disability group stated that students with learning disabilities and those with epilepsy experienced anxiety due to online learning obligation overload.

Similarly, special education providers for children with intellectual disabilities stated that their students felt lonely and dissatisfied with online learning and that some missed their campus, friends, and professors. On the other hand, children with cognitive disabilities became hyperactive and restless during the lockdown restrictions. A female parent of a child with autism added that “My son missed joining extracurricular and sports activities that he used to have before the lockdown restrictions.”

Most interviewed education providers offered their students mental health and wellbeing online sessions. Some used WhatsApp chats to check on their students. In contrast, others encouraged group interaction by engaging them in various activities to express their feelings and communicate their problems using social platforms such as Zoom. Some education providers, on the other hand, provided mental health assistance and activities for teachers and parents of children with disabilities since teachers and caregivers, too, were drained emotionally during the lockdown restrictions. Autism awareness short video clips regarding routine and autism outbursts were also distributed to parents of children to ease stress and anxiety among families of children with disabilities.

Furthermore, several interviewed instructors participated in online group sessions offered by their school counselors to share their feelings and relieve stress. Only a few respondents stated that virtual mental health sessions were ineffective and could not provide the same privacy and confidentially they used to have during in-person sessions. Other educational providers had to cancel academic obligations, postpone homework deadlines, and give extra time for students to complete their assignments to support the wellbeing of instructors, parents, and students with and without disabilities.



Medical care facilities

Interviews with persons with disabilities and their parents in Lebanon indicated that many of them could not receive healthcare services before the COVID-19 outbreak. Many said the Lebanese government failed to acknowledge their medical requirements throughout the epidemic. Most parents could not take their children with disabilities for routine medical checkups during the lockdown restrictions, and others feared catching the virus in healthcare institutions and hospitals. One mother could not take her son with autism to a doctor during lockdown restrictions. “His health condition worsened and demanded surgery … if we were able to take him immediately to a doctor, we could have avoided the surgery,” added his mother. All interviewed parents of children with disabilities could not find any relevant information on the Ministry of Health website about the number of persons with disabilities who were caught or died due to the virus. Interviewed healthcare providers stated that such information was communicated internally and individually inside disability groups. Moreover, interviewed parents of children with disabilities pointed out that the Ministry of Health should add persons with disabilities to its data collection. Such information should be available to all citizens to prevent the spread of the virus among persons with and without disabilities. On the other hand, the Lebanese Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) developed 103 movies and animated awareness campaigns regarding COVID-19, prevention of COVID-19, quarantine, self-isolation, health and wellbeing, and COVID-19 vaccines to increase awareness about COVID-19 pandemic. Whilst the posters and animated videos provided safety measures to prevent the spread of the virus among children, adults, and the elderly, persons with disabilities were not included among the target population. On the other hand, reviewing and analyzing the short films indicated that most videos were inaccessible to many persons with disabilities. Only six of the 103 videos, or 5% of the total, featured Lebanese Sign Language interpretation. However, none of the videos included close captioning/subtitles. Many videos used carton illustrations and animation to communicate key safety measure instructions; however, most of the visual content lacked voiceover and audio description, two important accessibility features for Blind people and those with visual impairments. Findings from evaluating the level of accessibility at the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) website and COVID-19 posters, and “IMPACT” platform revealed that both websites did not meet the accessibility provisions for people with visual impairments, those with limited language and IT literacy, and old generation. One Deaf education provider stated that most Lebanese live news, mainstreaming announcements and daily updates regarding COVID-19 did not include sign language interpretation. The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund in Lebanon (UNICEF) website posted several COVID-19 safety instructions and advocacy campaigns about the COVID vaccine information. Most of the written posters, images and graphics of the UNICEF web page in Lebanon lacked descriptive alternative text descriptions (Alt-text). They did not meet the WCAG 2.0 visual contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1, making it inaccessible for Blind people and those who rely on screen readers to access digital information. While some of the UNICEF COVID – Safe Return to School video announcements used sign language and embedded English subtitles, most did not have closed Arabic captioning. Most interviewees encountered difficulties accessing governmental COVID-19 audiovisual, and digital content as much of this information did not meet the accessibility provisions for people with sensory disabilities. Furthermore, the Lebanese Federation of the Deaf created COVID-19 videos with Sign Language interpretation; however, most lacked closed captioning. On the other hand, the Centre for Lebanese Studies and its Disability Hub platform at the Lebanese American University produced several COVID-19 awareness campaigns accessible to people with visual, hearing, and intellectual impairments. The Arabic and English versions included visual animation, audio description for the visual content and open and closed captioning. All interviewed people with visual impairments stated that most of the governmental COVID-19 awareness video campaigns relied on written material without voiceover, which hindered them from accessing the video content. According to one female instructor who works in a school for the Deaf, most videos lack sign language interpretation. They are inaccessible to Deaf people and those who rely on closed captioning. Many interviewees with sensory disabilities were upset and frustrated as they could not gain access to audiovisual and digital media content before and during the pandemic. A 50-year-old male university instructor with a visual impairment said, It frustrates me when I can not access important information, TV program announcements and advocacy campaigns that do not have voiceover. It is our right to have accessible digital and audiovisual media content to learn more about events and information around us. Most interviewees stated that the Lebanese government relies on television and social media platforms to convey official and important announcements and awareness videos inaccessible to people with sensory and intellectual disabilities. With the lack of government-accessible information on the COVID-19 epidemic, many interviewed family members of children with disabilities monitored their children to ensure that they followed the COVID-19 hygiene routines to prevent them from getting infected. A female instructor at a Deaf school mentioned that several organizations volunteered to improve the accessibility of various governmental campaigns. The Lebanese Federation of the Deaf (LFD) collaborated with the Ministry of Communication to produce several COVID-19 awareness campaigns and uploaded many of them on their Facebook page. Similarly, the Centre for Lebanese Studies at the Lebanese American University posted on its Disability Hub platform several COVID-19 awareness campaigns that show some of the daily life experiences of persons with disabilities during the lockdown restrictions. Findings from reviewing these videos revealed that the Lebanese Federation of the Deaf (LFD) videos had sign language interpretation accessible for the Deaf community; however, they are not accessible to people with visual impairments. On the other hand, the COVID-19 videos produced by the Centre for Lebanese Studies were fully accessible, as they contained an audio description of the visual content and subtitles in both English and Arabic languages.

When asked about their satisfaction with the accessibility provisions for the COVID-19 vaccination platform named “IMPACT,” most interviewed parents of children with disabilities and educators with disabilities encountered barriers when they wanted to fill out the online application form. Many of them could not document their disability types as the online application did not list disability as one of the variable options. To overcome such limitations, many chose the following classifications “other,” “diseases,” and “chronic illness,” which led to associating disability with illnesses and the medical model of disability. A 30-year-old female NGO representative mentioned that many persons with disabilities were entitled to receive the vaccine as they were among the second-stage vaccine priority groups; however, their names could not be registered under the disability category on the “IMPACT” platform.

Most interviewees concluded that the priority for persons with disabilities to take the vaccine should have been irrespective of people’s disabilities. They noted that vaccination prioritization should be based on people’s medical condition and age regardless of disability, in addition to people’s dependence on caregiver support. Vaccination should be given to first-liners and caregivers. One male interviewee with visual impairment commented that the Lebanese government outlooked persons with disabilities in receiving the vaccine while deploying its COVID-19 vaccination plan.

As for the Vaccination platform, “Impact,” around half of the interviewees accessed the platform to register their names. They mentioned that the platform was inaccessible to people with specific types of disabilities and older generations who were unfamiliar with completing online registration forms. They concluded persons with visual impairment, intellectual disabilities, and those not accustomed to digital processes would need assistance to complete the registration. A 50-year-old male local disability organization interviewee supporting children with visual impairment stated that the “IMPACT” platform IT developers and designers did not involve persons with disabilities during the design phase.

On the other hand, the Ministry of Health held two vaccination marathons set up to vaccinate people with and without disabilities enrolled on the “IMPACT” platform on a walk-in basis. Most participants noted that the COVID-19 marathons are more suitable for people without disabilities. Two special education providers mentioned that their students with intellectual disabilities and those with autism did not participate in the vaccination marathon as most could not cope with being in big crowds. Hence many parents of children with intellectual disabilities did not attend these Marathon vaccinations. On the other hand, some children with autism who participated in the first Marathon rejected another trip to the vaccination station since many had negative experiences at the centre during their first shot.

One of the UN organizations requested home immunization services, but their request was rejected. Other private disability NGOs contacted COVID-19 committee members to vaccinate children with disabilities in their organization, but both requests were denied. On the other hand, persons with disabilities were required to show their disability card to receive the vaccine; however, not all of them were registered with the Ministry of Social Affairs and could not obtain the disability cards. To overcome such limitations, the Ministry of Health replaced the disability card with a medical report for persons with disabilities who did not register their disability within the Ministry of Social Affairs. However, not many families of children with disabilities managed to obtain medical reports, as many could not afford to pay the costs of such reports, nor they had the time to follow up on such documentation within a short period. Most parents of students with disabilities and education providers with disabilities stated that not all the allocated vaccination centres were accessible for different disability types. A female teacher for the Deaf said that accessibility measures were limited to mobility impairments; however, people with sensory and intellectual disabilities did not have any accessibility provisions that meet their particular needs, resulting in low participation during the vaccination Marathon.




Discussion

This section summarizes the main findings from interviews with 18 parents of children with disabilities and healthcare and education service providers. Although the sample is small, it shows the barriers that persons with disabilities in Lebanon encountered during COVID-19 and can give insight to the Lebanese government and policymakers so they can enhance their services to become more inclusive. Although the sample size is small, it demonstrates the challenges that individuals with disabilities in Lebanon faced during COVID-19 and can provide insight to the Lebanese government and policymakers so that they can improve their services to be more inclusive in the future. The analysis of the services before and during the COVID-19 epidemic demonstrated that the pandemic restricted service access for persons with and without disabilities. Yet, persons with disabilities faced additional barriers that hindered them from accessing online learning and medical care services during the lockdown restrictions. Five key themes highlight the obstacles within the educational and medical care services that the Lebanese government and policymakers should address to respond to the needs of persons with disabilities during the Covid-19 pandemic or any upcoming emergency.


The impact of multifaceted crisis in Lebanon

The outcome finding of the study demonstrates the significant destabilizing crisis influence of Lebanon’s multifaceted crisis, which is occurring concurrently with the pandemic and service providers and persons with disabilities. Many hospitals and schools in Beirut were partially or fully demolished by the August 4th Port Blast in 2019 (35), while schools and universities had to close for several weeks due to October 17, 2019, uprising before COVID-19 lockdown restrictions (20). As a result, education and medical care services became out of reach for persons with disabilities during the lockdown restrictions. Furthermore, Lebanon’s economic crisis put the education and healthcare sector in a critical condition. Many service providers faced the possibility of ceasing their services due to the financial shortfalls caused by the country’s economic failure, in which expenses grew, but funding resources remained constant. The financial crisis has also impacted students with and without disabilities. Many could not have proper access to online education due to the interrupted and slow internet connection caused by the country’s gasoline shortage and the financial constraints that hindered many persons with disabilities from purchasing electronic devices and tablets.

The COVID-19 lockdown restrictions and the unstable political and economic situation in Lebanon affected the mental health of service providers and students with disabilities, who felt stressed, anxious, depressed, and uncertain of their future. Persons with disabilities had other emotional distress; those with cognitive disabilities were disoriented, lonely and powerless. Children with autism became more hyperactive as they could not cope with such situations. Service providers, students with disabilities and their parents attended several remote and online mental health and counseling sessions; the most favored in-person sessions as they provided a safe and secure environment that online sessions lack.



Absence of emergency preparedness inclusive plan

Lebanon’s education and medical care sectors did not consider the needs of persons with disabilities and vulnerable groups during the multifold crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. The absence of an emergency preparedness inclusive plan attributed to excluding persons with disabilities from gaining access to public services before the COVID-19 pandemic (20). The Lebanese government enforced the closure of schools, special educational organizations and centres on February 29, 2020, to limit the spread of the COVID-19 virus (20). The lockdown restrictions obligated education service providers to rely on remote learning to compensate for missed and interrupted academic programs. Although many education providers adopted online learning settings, findings showed its ineffectiveness for Deaf learners, students with intellectual disabilities and those with autism, who preferred to join in-school learning while adhering to safety procedures.

The study revealed that the Lebanese government outlooked the educational and medical care needs of persons with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the Ministry of Social Welfare had obligations to provide financial support for disability organizations and institutions, findings revealed that they did not receive such funds since 2018. This finding is confirmed in a rapid analysis report produced by Human Rights Watch, where several special education schools were owed significant sums of funds by the government (20). On the other hand, the Lebanese Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Public Health did not provide financial aid to support persons with disabilities who could not afford to cover any urgent medical costs or educational assistive devices. The Lebanese Ministry of Health provided statistical data about the infected cases and death tolls but did not provide such data about persons with disabilities. Providing statistical data about the Lebanese population, including persons with disabilities who caught or died from the virus, can assist the government in tracking the infected cases and controlling the virus’s spread among people with and without disabilities. Findings revealed that providing accessible medical information and awareness campaigns about COVID-19 for all its citizens could have helped the government prevent the virus’s spread among people with and without disabilities.



Limited access to regular medical checkup services

Persons with disabilities in Lebanon could not have access to medical care services during the pandemic since hospitals were overcrowded with patients infected by the virus (20, 37) in addition to the limited accessibility provisions in Lebanese hospitals (34), many interviewed parents could not take their children with disabilities to regular medical follow-up visits due to the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions and the possibility of catching COVID-19 in healthcare centres and hospitals, putting a few at a higher risk of having severe health conditions. To avoid such risks, parents adhered to the COVID-19 hygiene protocols to prevent their children from catching the virus. Other parents sought assistance from disability organizations to obtain medications and respirators for their family members with disabilities who have chronic health conditions (20).



Lack of accessible COVID-19 awareness information

COVID-19 hygiene awareness information is essential for preventing the spread of the virus among persons with disabilities who rely on mobility devices and auxiliary aids to carry on with their daily activities. Others use their hands to touch surfaces to navigate their surroundings (28), and many depend on caregivers and personal assistance and can be at a higher risk of catching the virus (16). Findings from reviewing and analyzing COVID-19 awareness information revealed that most of the written and audiovisual information did not meet the accessibility provisions for people with visual, hearing impairment, and intellectual disabilities, nor were they accessible for the older generation to have little literacy knowledge.

Many disability-led organizations stepped forward to fill the lack of accessible information by producing and disseminating several COVID-19 awareness campaigns and information accessible for the Deaf and people with visual and intellectual disabilities.

The Lebanese government created a National COVID-19 Vaccine panel and organized a National COVID-19 Deployment and Vaccination Plan in preparation for vaccine deployment that will be distributed equally among Lebanese citizens and people residing in Lebanon (38). Yet, findings from interviews with disability organizations revealed that the COVID-19 panel lacked a disability representative, and the vaccination plan did not have any procedures to deploy the vaccination for persons with disabilities (39). Furthermore, findings revealed that the “IMPACT” vaccine registration platform did not have “disability” as one of the population categories. This limited users to document their disabilities under the “diseases” or “chronic illnesses” category, reinforcing and supporting the medical model of disability by associating disability with medical illness. Furthermore, the “IMPACT” platform application did not meet the accessibility provisions for people with visual impairments who rely on screen readers, while people with intellectual disabilities and those unfamiliar with digital procedures needed family assistance to complete the registration form. While the vaccination plan permits education service providers to register their teachers and staff to receive the vaccines, findings revealed that the registration procedures did not include students with and without disabilities who could have received the vaccines through their schools and disability organizations.

To speed up the vaccination deployment, the COVID Vaccination panel organized Vaccination Marathon that aimed to operate vaccination on a walk-in basis for any citizens registered on the “IMPACT” platform; however, it outlooked persons with disabilities. Findings revealed that persons with disabilities entitled to take the vaccine encountered physical barriers since most of the designated vaccination units and centres lacked accessibility provisions. To compensate for that limitation, the Ministry of Health coordinated with the Ministry of Social Welfare and organized a Pfizer Vaccination Marathon for persons with disabilities, which was operated in March 2021. Many interviewed disability organizations were considered short notice and needed better coordination. Although many disability-led groups advocated for the designated Marathon for persons with disabilities by producing and disseminating information about the Marathon in an accessible format for people with sensory and intellectual disabilities, not many persons with disabilities managed to participate in such an event. Findings from interviews with disability organizations and families of children with disabilities revealed that many persons with disabilities did not have disability cards. In contrast, others could not afford to pay the costs of obtaining medical documentation about their disabilities which hampered them from receiving the vaccination.



Lack of preparation for inclusive remote education

Most interviewed education providers concluded that remote learning did not support the different learning demands of students with and without disabilities. Education providers used various learning tools and resources inaccessible to Deaf students and students with visual and intellectual disabilities. Teachers noted that online evaluations and assessments were unreliable as they could not determine their students’ ability to acquire specific skills and knowledge in such virtual settings. Both students and teachers experienced a lack of motivation in remote learning settings since they could not interact and participate in discussions as they used to have in-person classroom environments. It resulted in a drop in student performance levels for children with and without disabilities and average and below-average students. Most students with disabilities in Lebanon do not enroll in mainstream education since many public schools do not provide designated programs that meet their educational demands and needs (20). Findings revealed students with sensory and cognitive disabilities, students with ADHD and those who rely on shadow instructors were the most who did not benefit from online learning since schools reduced the curriculum rather than focusing on necessary acquired skills and knowledge.

Moreover, many used tools do not have accessibility built-in features, and while some have such features, not many teachers are aware of their existence, and others do not know how to use them. In addition, many teachers were not ready to learn new teaching methods and tools despite the training workshops offered during the online school preparations. On the other hand, many parents were not prepared and did not have time to assist their children with disabilities during online learning classes, particularly parents who had children with intellectual disabilities who required more attention and support. Another reason that hampered students with disabilities from benefiting from online learning was the lack of assistive learning devices, the inability of some parents to purchase such learning devices, and the lack of governmental financial support to cover the costs of providing tablets and laptops (20). Findings revealed few students benefit from online learning, including students with mobility impairments, students with mild autism, and students who manage to focus and perform better when removed from the in-person classroom environment.




Conclusion, implications, and limitations


Conclusion

This study highlighted that persons with disabilities in Lebanon were disadvantaged, isolated, and excluded from having access to public education and medical care facilities before the pandemic; however, they experienced extra barriers and isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both the Lebanese Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Public Health completely ignored the rights of persons with disabilities to gain access to these two essential services during the pandemic. The government must draft inclusive procedures and policies with the collaboration and involvement of disability representatives and organizations to ensure that persons with disabilities demands are met in any upcoming emergency event or situation. It entails a better understanding and implementation of the Lebanese Law 220/2000 and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The Lebanese Ministry of Education has to analyze the education demands of persons with disabilities and the financial costs of purchasing assistive devices. It must develop an inclusive and accessible curriculum that matches the diverse learning styles and students with and without disabilities, which is based on acquiring skills and knowledge rather than condensing the intake contents. In addition, the schools should provide more psychological support, assistive devices and different multisensory learning tools/techniques to cater to diverse student learning demands.

Furthermore, inclusive workshop training must be provided to all levels of personnel. Coordinators and administrators must be willing to help and support instructors through the transition. The Ministry of Education should lead on licensing for inclusive education schools, which must meet the inclusive education policies and procedures that meet the different learning and educational demands of students with and without disabilities. On the other hand, the Ministry of Public Health should improve its services to meet the diverse requirements of persons with disabilities. Accessibility measures should be planned ahead of time as part of a long-term strategy for inclusion so that people with different disability types can access clinics, hospitals, and any related medical information provided on its website.

Furthermore, inclusive training must be delivered to all the medical team and staff so they can address the various requirements of patients with disabilities. Hospitals and medical centres should enhance their physical environment to become accessible for different disabilities. Sign language interpreters must be among the staff teams to facilitate communication between Deaf patients and medical doctors. Similarly, personal assistants/caregivers should be allowed to accompany persons with disabilities whenever needed. Finally, the priority for COVID-19 vaccination for persons with disabilities must be based on the medical condition and age rather than disability.



Implications and recommendations

In Lebanon, the government should take proactive measures to draft and implement inclusive policies in academic and medical care sectors to serve all its populations, including persons with disabilities. It is advised that a comprehensive, inclusive strategy is drafted with the collaboration and consultations of persons with disabilities, educational experts and medical specialists to ensure that it covers all measures and procedures in any upcoming emergencies.

The primary step would entail a better understanding of the Lebanese Law 220/200 and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) would lead to a better implementation of these Laws, mainly because the Lebanese parliament is in its process of ratifying the UN Convention. It requires revising Law 220/200 to align with the CRPD articles and notions. Moreover, developing inclusive service criteria is essential to ensure that all disability needs are acknowledged once providing a particular service. Moreover, creating a long-term vision for inclusion that includes accessibility measures and provisions implemented in any upcoming emergency events and monitoring and evaluating the implementation of accessibility measures/standards is vital in enhancing the services over time. The second suggestion focuses on educational services. Policymakers should adopt an inclusive action plan to ensure that students with disabilities gain access to educational services in person or via online learning. It includes thoroughly assessing the financial cost of persons with disabilities’ education needs during lockdown situations, revising curricula for students with disabilities based on the required skills and knowledge rather than quantity reduction, and providing other multisensory learning tools/techniques, psychological support, and assistive devices and reasonable accommodations for different disability types. The third recommendation targets academic staff and teams who should take inclusive training workshops to enhance their teaching skills and accommodate the diverse needs of students with and without disabilities.

Furthermore, providing an open resource platform that includes different teacher training resources and guidelines on conducting studies and writing reports about disability-related topics. These extra training courses and resources could benefit schools that aim to obtain official inclusive accreditation. The fourth and last recommendation is to prioritize vaccination for persons with disabilities regardless of disability but, instead, take into account their medical condition and age.



Research challenges and limitations

Researchers encountered many constraints while conducting the study about the impact of COVID-19 on persons with disabilities in Lebanon during the lockdown restrictions.

The researchers could not conduct interviews with instructors, university faculty members, and university students due to the time needed to gain IRB permission, which took about 4 months (March 26–June 25). However, during this time, the researchers reviewed and analyzed several studies and reports and compiled a list of possible volunteers who fall within the study’s parameters. In 1 month, 18 people participated in the study, including parents and students with disabilities, local and international disability NGOs, teachers and lecturers, and medical care service providers. Although the researchers sent several emails to government representatives, they did not receive emails from them. The researchers made Follow-up telephone calls as part of the research invitation procedures; however, many of them could not have time to participate in virtual interviews.

Due to power outages and slow internet connections, many participants declined to participate in this study. Moreover, the researchers were unable to complete several virtual interviews. They had to reschedule other meetings due to the interrupted internet connection and the frequent electrical cut-off, which also interrupted the transcription and note-taking activities. To compensate for such constraints, researchers used WhatsApp calls to complete the interviews, while some participants sent audio notes after their virtual interviews were disrupted.
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Self-regulation including self-awareness, attending class regularly, using
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Outcome (¥) Predictors (X) Model summary
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Outcome (Y) Predictors (X) Model summary 95% ClI
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Reading

Did you provide direct instruction in reading skils?

Did you provide independent reading activities for students to complete on their own?
Mathematics

Did you provide direct instruction in mathematics skills?

Did you provide independent mathematics activities for students to complete on their own?
Writing

Did you provide direct instruction in writing skills?

Did you provide independent writing activites for students to complete on their own?

No,never  Yes,less Yes,once  Yes,a Yes,daily
than once  per week few times
per week per week
Spring/Fall ~ Spring/Fall ~ Spring/Fall  Spring/Fall  Spring/Fall
24.6/0.0 5100 13831 319202  246/76.7
27118 08/2.6 62/64 202214  61.1/678
22.4/0.0 56/00 129/56  31.4/155  27.7/79.0
1.4/3.3 1.4/2.6 36/5.7 25.7/13.9 67.9/74.4
21.6/6.4 11.8/5.8 20.3/6.0 33.6/22.3 12.7/59.5
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1. War atrocities =

2. Neuroticism 0.416™ -

3. PTSD 0.246* 0.314* -

4. Emotion dysregulation 0.361* 0.648™ 0.243*

5. Emotional and behavioral 0.508* 0.557* 0.147*
disorders

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

0.537**
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Questions Survey 1 (spring 2019) Survey 2 (fall 2020)

Demographics of teachers and students X X
Teachers’ experience with remote instruction (e.g., frequency, student engagement) X X
Instruction in academic content areas X X
Achievement gaps and supplemental intervention in academic content areas = X
Instruction for students from minoritized backgrounds (e.g., accommodations, modifications) X X
Effective instructional practices for intervention and remote instruction = X
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% Yes

Estimate the percentage of your students that have regular intemet access 765

Did your school provide remote instruction? 993

For teachers who provided remoted instruction =
Did you hold live meetings with students? 871
Did you provide remote learing experiences that students access independently? 27
Did you make pre-recorded instructional videos for students? 68.7
Did you send worksheets/packets to students to complete at home? 71
Did your school provide technology for students to use at home (e.g., iPad)? 79.4
Did your school send textbooks or library books home with students? 553
Did you provide feedback to students on assignments completed remotely? 89.2

Note. Ns for each question ranged from 408 to 422.
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Transition Reading Mathematics Writing

% FRPL -0.24* 0.13* 0.12" 0.13*
% White 0.21** 0.16* 0.07 0.14*
% SPED -0.16"* 0.02 0.01 0.05
% ELL 0.05 -0.06 -0.03 -0.06

Note. FRPL, Students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch. SPED, Students eligible for
spacial education services: ELL. students efigibie for english language eamer Services.
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Yes (%) No (%) ‘Sometimes

Was remote instruction live? (n = 131) 532 144 32.4%
Were remote leamers expected to complete the same assignments? (1 = 104) 587 19.2 22.1%
Are assignments for remote leamers graded the same? (1 = 181) 676 12.9 19.4
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WISC-lli-Jordan
Scatter Indices

VIQ-PIQ discrepancy
VC-PO discrepancy
Verbal Scaled Score
Ranges
Performance Scaled
Score Ranges

Full IQ Scale

.2 (‘small’ effect size),

MG/LDs (n =30)

Mean Difference
12.73
863
4.40
5.57

7.70

5 (‘medium’ effect size) and

sp
11.04
10.90

1.73

227

184

.8 (large’ effect size:

Average-IQ/LD (n =22)

Mean Difference
795
591
450
545

6.68

sD

8.06
8.70
1.90
1.82

1.59

Independent
sample t tests
(f =50)

172
0.967

-0.20
0.19

2.09%

Size Effect
Cohen’s d (2)
049
027
-0.06

0.054

0.59

*Significant at level p<0.05: **Significant at level p<0.01.

0.24

0.03

0.027

0.28
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MG/LDs Sample (n =30) Effect Size

Dynamic Math
Tests' " Paired t-test y
Min Max Mean D i=29) Cohen’s d r
Pre-Test 800 14.00 1055 1.49
Post-Test 150 200 1763 1.30
Mathematical 450 10.50 7.08 1.54 25.04%% 922 098

Learing Progress

'The tests were out of 20 points. **Significant at level p<0.01: *Significant at level p <0.05; d=0.2 (‘smalf effect size), d=0.5 (mecium’ effect size) and d=0.8 (1erge’ effect size;
Cohen, 1988,
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Skills versus Skills

Auditory vs. Auditory
Tests and/or Skils

Visual vs. Visual Tests
and/or Skills

Auditory vs. Visual
Tests and/or Skils

+Significant at level p<0.05: **Significant at level p<0.01. d=0.2 (‘small’ effect size), d=0.5 (‘medium’ effect size) and d=0.8 (‘large’ effect size;

Paired Factors

Auditory Discrimination ~ Auditory Analysis Skils
Auditory Word Span - Auditory Digit Span
Auditory Short-Term Memory ~ Auditory
Discrimination / Analysis Skills

Visual Motor Integration - Visual Analysis Skills
Visual Short-Term Memory - Visual Integration/
Analysis Skils

Auditory Analysis Skills - Visual Analysis Skils
Auditory Discrimination - Visual Motor Integration
Auditory Short-Term Memory - Visual Short-Term
Memory

Auditory Perceptual Skills - Visual Perceptual Skils

Mean
Difference

11.90
3.43
-8.10
6.13
-3.50

-3.57
2.20

-5.28
-3.57

MG/LDs (n =

sD

1151
10.97

8.16
7.14
7.58

10.28
5.49

10.16
596

30)

Paired Sample
t-test (df=29)

5675
17

—5.44%%
4.70%

-2.53*

-1.90
2.19%

_2.85%*
—3.28%*

Effect Size

Cohen’s d

211
064

-202
175
-0.94

-0.71
081

-1.06
-121

073
0.30

071
0.68
043

0.33
038

047
052
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Beliefs about the characteristics and behaviors of 2e students

10.

11

12.

Twvice-exceptional students demonstrate advanced reasoning skills.

. Twice-exceptional students ask complex questions about topics of interest

. Twice-exceptional students show difficulty in written language.

. Twice-exceptional students share complex or advanced information/ideas.

. Twice-exceptional students show potential for expertise in topics of interest.

. Twice-exceptional students demonstrate uneven processing skill (respond slowly, work

slowly, or appear to think slowly).

. Twice-exceptional students possess limited social awareness.

. Twice-exceptional students demonstrate uneven academic skills.

. Twice-exceptional students have problems with short-term memory.

Twice-exceptional students demonstrate unique sense of humor.

‘Twice-exceptional students demonstrate sustained engagement at times.

Twice-exceptional students possess high abilities but may be disruptive in the classroom.

Beliefs about pedagogical programming for 2¢ students

13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Twice-exceptional students will benefit from advanced curricula.

‘Twice-exceptional students should participate in accelerated and/or enriched gifted

programming.

‘Twice-exceptional students’ academic needs should be reviewed using flexible screening and
identification procedures for involvement i gifted programs.

‘Twice-exceptional students will benefit from working with intellectual peers.
Twice-exceptional students will benefit from strength-based approaches focusing on
academic needs.

Twice-exceptional students will benefit from social and/or emotional support.

‘Twice-exceptional students need programming linked to obvious and emergent talents.

. Twice-exceptional students will benefit from gified programming focused on their talents.

. Twice-exceptional students need access to differentiation approaches honoring high abilities

and learning challenges

. Twice-exceptional students will be successful when teachers are willing to address strengths

over learning deficits.

Experimental Control

M (SD)

475
(0.93)
546
(0.69)
436
(1.22)
518
(072)
571
(0.53)
457
(1.37)
496
(0.96)
479
(1.16)
346
(1.04)
489
0.92)
446
(1.07)
4.96
(0.96)

518
(0.98)
529
081)
554
0.79)
532
(077)
561
(057)
561
0.57)
536
(0.73)
561
0.57)
543
0.92)
561
056)

Pre

M (SD)

424
(L13)
476
(1.05)
4.08
(1.38)
452
(1.16)
5.16
0.75)
436
(L19)
132
(107)
456
(L.16)
344
(1.16)
448
(0.96)
376
(1.23)
456
(L.16)

472
(1.10)
46
(123)
44
(1.15)
4.84
(0.85)
488
(0.88)
536
(0.76)
456
(1.12)
496
(0.98)
5.04
0.79)

0.96)

Post

Experimental Control
M (SD) M (SD)

5 476
077) (0.66)
55 504
(0.69) (0.84)
464 396
(L.03) w7
532 496
(0:86) (0.68)
568 552
(0.48) (0.66)
443 428
(1.37) (0.89)
186 148
(0.89) (1.09)
4.68 46
(1.89) (0.91)
346 352
(1.04) (Lo1)
496 472
(1.17) (1.02)
479 428
(0.99) 17
4.82 472
(0.94) (0.98)
539 516
(0.79) (0.63)
525 48
(0.84) (0.96)
536 508
(091) (0.99)
5.04 512
(1.17) (1.01)
525 516
(1.00) 075)
5.54 5.76
0.51) (0.44)
525 528
(0.84) (0.79)
536 516
(078) (0.69)
546 536
(0.74) (0.64)
554 564
(0.69) (057)
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Benefits of including CLED students in gifted programs

1. Broader cultural experiences brought to the gifted classroom by CLED students will benefit

students already in gifted programs.

2. Gifted students already in gifted programs can benefit from the linguistic abilities of gifted
CLED students.

3. Modifying instruction to accommodate CLED students does not imply watering down the
gifted program.

4. Modifying curriculum to accommodate gifted CLED students will also benefit gifted students
already in gifted programs.

5. Attributes of CLED students like re

ence and perseverance will benefit students already in
gifted programs,

6. Itis essential that gifted programs include CLED students.

7. Gifted CLED students may benefit from a curriculum that recognizes their cultural strength.

8. Students already in gifted programs will have fewer services if gifted programs are changed to
accommodate CLED students. (Reverse coded)
9. Students who have experience in more than one culture have strengths that will help them
succeed in gifted programs.
10. The inclusion of CLED students in gifted programs will enhance the multicultural nature of
students' learning experience.
Universality of abilities

11. Gifted students are found in all economic strata, cultural, and linguistic groups.

12. Above average abilities can be demonstrated in many different ways.

13. Identification procedures for gifted programs should be constructed in such a way that they
identify all students of high ability and potential to achieve.

14. CLED students possess the same range of abilites as other students.

15. Free or reduced lunch students have a similar range of potential abilities to other students.

16. CLED students are able to perform as well as students in advanced academic programs.

Pre

Experimental Control

M (SD)

432
(072)
425
(0.70)
418
(091)
389
0.79)
414
(0.65)
418
(077)
429
(077)
243
074)
407
0s1)
436
©78)

464
(0.56)
461
0.57)
439
(057)
4.07
(081)
421
0.79)
382
0.98)

M (SD)

4.52
(0.59)
4.24

(0.78)

(0.70)
412
(0.83)
424
(0.66)
436
(0.64)
42
(071)
22

(082)

0.77)
424
(0.60)

452
(0.66)
448
(0.66)
436
(0.64)
428
(0.68)
416
(0.85)
392
(0.81)

Post

Experimental Control
M (SD) M (SD)

432 448
067) (0.66)
429 4.36
(0.66) (086)
436 412
(0.62) (0.88)

404 4
0.79) (104
446 456
(0.70) (0.65)
439 4.56
(0.83) (0.58)
446 4.16
(0.64) (0.99)
2.14 1.88
(085) (0.66)
425 428
(0.70) (080)
436 448
(0.73) (059)
471 48
(0.46) (041)
471 476
(0.46) (0.44)
468 444
(055) (0.65)
425 4.24
(0.70) (0.72)
432 432
0.67) (085)
421 424
0.74) (0.88)
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Female Male Female-male

Mean SE Mean SE Mean ¥4
difference
Mathematics 466862 0.407 7.283 17879
cps 498. 473025 0407 -25.127 ~61.786
Reading 479028 0244 452263 0322 -26765 ~83.077
Science 468.659 0221 470360 0309 1701 5510

All the
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Hypothesis 2 Hypothesis 3
Model 1: SES predicts achievement. Model 2: Model 1 adds a mediator.

Mediator
(e.g. collaborative
problem solving)

Socioeconomic

status
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Author (year),
country

Ahmad and Dardas
(2015), Jordan

Al Ansari et al. (2021),
Bahrain

A-Ansari and
Jahrami (2018),
Bahrain

Aenazi et al. (2020),
Saudi Arabia

Al-Farsi et al. (2016),
Oman

Al-Kandari et al.
(2017), Kuwait

Almansour et al
(2013), Saudi Arabia

Al-Masa'deh et al.
(2020), Jordan

Alnazly and Abojedi
(2019), Jordan

Al-gahtani (2018),
Saudi Arabia

Alshahrani and
Algashmari (2021),
Saudi Arabia

Alshekaili et al.
(2019), Saudi Arabia

Amireh (2019), Egypt

Dababnah and Parish
(2013), West Bank

Dardas and Ahmad
(2014), Jordan

El-Monshed and Amr
(2021), Egypt

Fido and Al Saad
(2013), Kuwait

Gobrial (2018), Egypt

Kheir et al. (2012),
Qatar

Khusaifan and El
Keshky (2021), Saudi
Arabia

Lamba et al. (2022),
Emirates

Obeid and Daou
(2015), Lebanon

Rayan and Ahmad
(2017), Jordan

Shattnawi et al,
(2021), Jordan

Sample

101 fathers of children
with ASD

126 mothers of children
with ASD, 43 mothers of
children with diabetes
melltus (DM), and 116
mothers of typically
developing children

30 mothers of children
with ASD, 30 mothers of
children with intellectual
disabilty (ID), and 30
mothers of children
without disabilties

84 parents of children
with ASD

220 parents of chidren
with ASD, 109 parents
of children with ID, and
125 parents of typically
developing children

198 mothers of children
with ASD

50 parents of children
with ASD 50 controls

223 parents (122 fathers
and 101 mothers) of
children with ASD

128 parents of children
with ASD

157 caregvers of
chidren with ASD

50 parents of chidren
with ASD (30 fathers
and 20 mothers)

92 parents/caregivers of
children with ASD

55 parents of children
with ASD, 28 parents of
children with Down's
syndrome, and 88
parents of typically
developing children

24 parents (20 mothers
and four fathers) of
children with ASD

184 parents (70 fathers
and 114 mothers) of
children with ASD

94 mothers of children
with ASD

120 parents of children
with ASD and 125v
parents of typically
developing children

14 mothers of children
with ASD

98 caregivers (56
caregivers of children
with ASD and 42
caregivers of typically
developing children)
131 parents of children
with ASD

17 mothers of children
with ASD

168 mothers (65
mothers of chidren with
ASD and 98 mothers of
children of typical
development)

187 parents of children
with ASD

14 mothers of children
with ASD

Study design

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
case-control study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
case-control study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
retrospective cohort
study

Quantitative survey
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional

study

Quantitative
cross-sectional

study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Qualitative interview
and focus group
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Qualitative grounded
theory

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
cross-sectional

study

Qualitative In-depth
ssemi-structured
interview study

Quantitative
cross-sectional
study

Quantitative
descriptive
correlational study

Qualitative
phenomenological
study

Purpose

Identify variables
that can potentially
predict the
psychological health
of fathers of children
with ASD

Compare the
prevalence of
symptoms of
depression, anxiety,
and stress among
mothers of children
with (ASD), type 1
DM, and typical
development

Evaluate physical
health, mental
health, and the QoL
of mothers of ASD
and ID chidren
compared to
mothers of typically
developing children

Evaluate the effect of
ASD on the QoL of
parents

Compare stress,
anxiety, and
depression among
parents of children
with and without
ASD

Investigate coping
strategies of
mothers of chidren
with ASD

Compare
depression and
anxiety in parents of
children with ASD
and parents of
normally developing
children, and
determine factors
associated with
depression and
anxiety among
parents of children
with ASD

Identify daily social
and emotional
challenges
encountered by
parents of children
with ASD

Investigate
psychological
distress among
parents of children
with ASD

Assess burden
experienced by

family members of
children with ASD

Explore extent of
anxiety and
depressive disorders
in parents of children
with ASD

Exarmine prevalence
of depressive
symptoms among
parents/caregivers
of chidren with ASD,
and investigate the
clinical and
sociodemographic
correlates of
depressive
symptoms

Evaluate levels of
stress among
parents of children
with ASD and
children with Down’s
syndrome compared
with parents of
typically developing
children, and
identified coping
strategies used by
parents

Investigate the
experiences of
parents raising
children with ASD

Investigate QoL
between of parents
of children with ASD

Assess perceived
stress among
mothers of children
with ASD

Evaluate the
prevalence of
parental depression
in families of children
with ASD

Investigate
experiences of

mothers caring for
children with ASD

Assess the QoL_ of
caregivers of
children with ASD

Assess impact of
social support as a
mediator and/or a
moderator between
parental stress and
lfe satisfaction
among parents of
children with ASD

Explore challenges
and support
structures of
mothers with
children with ASD

Determine the
predictors of
welbeing in mothers
of chidren with ASD

Examine association
between positive
reappraisal coping
(PRC)and
psychological
distress in parents of
children with ASD

Explore experiences
of mothers caring for
achild with ASD

Data collection
method(s)

World Health Organization
Quality of Life Assessment
(WHOQOL)

Depression, Anxiety and
Stress Scale (DASS-21)
and Perceived Stress
Scale (PSS).

Face-to-face interviews
with mothers.

36-ltem Short Form
Survey (SE-36)

DASS-21

Brief version of the Coping
Orientation to Problerms:
Experienced Inventory
(Brief-COPE)

Aseff-report
questionnaire, Hospital
Anxiety and Depression
(HAD) Scale

A scale developed by
researchers to assess
social and emotional
challenges encountered
by parents

Oberst Caregiver Burden
Scale time and difficulty
subscales (OCBS-T and
0CBS-D), Bakas
Caregiving Outcome
Scale (OCBS), and
Hospital Anxiety and
Depression Scale (HADS)

Zarit Burden Interview

Patient Health
Questionnaire (PHQ)-9

(PHO)}9

Parenting Stress
Index—Short Form
(PSH-S).

Interviews and focus
groups

WHOQOL-BREF, Ways of
Coping Checkiist-Revised
(WCG-R), Ways of Coping
Checidist-Revised
(WCC-R), PSI-SF

Perceived Stress Scale
(PSS).

Beck's Depression
Inventory (BDI).

Semi-structured
interviews.

Standard Recall Short
Form 36 (SF-36 v2)

Family Stress and Coping
Interview-Adapted Scale
(FSCI-A), the Satisfaction
with Life Scale (SWLS),
and the Multidimensional
Scale of Perceived Social
Support Scale (MSPSS)

Interviews

Brief COPE scale,
Interpersonal Support
Evaluation List (ISEL),
Indian Scale for
Assessment of ASD
(ISAA), and General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-12)

DASS-21, and Positive
Reappraisal Coping (PRC)
Subscale of the Cognitive
Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (CERQ)

Semi-structured
interviews.

Key findings

Fathers of children with ASD
reported high levels of stress

Fathers' personal
characteristics (parent distress
and fathers’ level of education)
and characteristics of their
children (difficult child
characteristics and chid’s
gender) significantly affected
fathers’ quality of ife (QoL)
Mothers of chidren with ASD or
DM had higher levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress
than mothers of typically
developing children

Mothers of chidren with ASD
reported higher levels of
depression, whereas mothers
of children with DM had higher
anxiety and stress than
mothers of the control group
Mothers of chidren with ASD
reported more psychological
and environmental problems.
than mothers of ID and children
without disabilties

Al groups obtained a similar
score on the QoL total score
and physical health score

A high percentage of parents of
children with ASD had impaired
QoL

Main domains affected were
role limitations as a result of
emotional problems,
energy/fatigue, and social
functioning

Parents of children with ASD
had higher levels of stress,
depression, and anxiety than
parents of chidren with ID o
parents of typically developing
children

The majority of mothers of
children with ASD reported
decreased ability to perform
social duties, take care of
themselves or enjoy life

Strain suffered by mothers was
inversely associated with
matemal education

+ There was a significant
association between the
mothers’ abilty to enjoy lfe and
receiving support from the
family and support groups.
Religion, acceptance, and
positive reframing were the
three most common coping
strategies

* Depression and anxiety levels
were significantly higher among
cases compared with controls

Anxiety level was higher among
more educated parents and
with number of children with
ASD in the family

* Most common social
challenges were lack of social
support, and most common
emotional challenges were
anger and aggression

Social and emotional burden
was associated with severity of
ASD, household income, and
child gender

Parents experienced moderate
levels of burden, negative fife
changes, and borderline
depression and anxiety

Parents’ burden was related to
their mrital status,
employment, age, and the
number of female family
members

Social burden was the most
common among caregivers,
followed by physical, financial
and lastly psychological burden
Higher financial and
psychological burdens were
reported by older caregivers,
and higher physical burden was
experienced by caregivers with
lower levels of education

The vast majority of parents had
mild to moderate depression

« Depressive symptoms were
significantly associated with
severity of ASD but were not
associated with economic
status

71% of parents/caregivers of
children with ASD had
depressive symptoms

Unemployment and being a
single parent/caregiver in the
family were both significant
correlates of depressive
symptoms

Parents of children with ASD
experienced the highest level of
stress when compared to
parents of Down syndrome and
typically developing children

Religious coping was the most
commonly used strategy by
parents

« Depression was pervasive
among parents.

Parents demonstrated
remarkable resiiience despite
experiencing significant
psychological, emotional and
financial stress

Negative famiy and community
attitudes were a tremendous
source of stress for parents

Some parents used religious
coping or withdrawal from
community and denial of
diagnosis, whie others aimed
to increase social interactions
and access information
Children with ASD had a
significant impact on their
parents’ QoL and wellbeing

No significant diferences were
found between fathers and
mothers in parental stress or
QoL and wellbeing

Qo levels were significantly
associated with parenting
stress, coping strategies, and
demographic characteristics
Mothers of children with ASD
experienced high levels of
stress.

Residence, marital status,
educational level, financial
status, and family history of
psychiatric ilnesses had a
statistically significant relation
with mothers’ perceived stress
Mothers of children with ASD
reported a significantly higher
levels of depression symptoms
than mothers of typically
developing children

No significant differences were
found between fathers of
children with ASD and fathers
of typically developing children

Single mothers in both groups
had higher elevated depression
scores than mothers living with
partners

ASD had a significant impact
on the social lfe and emotional
welloeing of mothers

Inadequate education,
healthcare and stigma
constituted the main issues for
mothers

General health component of
the QoL scale used was
significantly poorer in caregivers
of children with ASD

Parents of children with ASD
had a high level of stress and
stress-related conditions

Social support had a significant
ole in reducing parental stress
Meajority of mothers were
extremely satisfied with support
groups

Several mothers, however,
were rejected by extended
family members and faced
hardships raising their chidren
Mothers of children with ASD
had significantly lower
wellbeing than mothers of
typically developing children

A significant  correlation
was found between child's
behavioral  problems  and
maternal wellbeing

Mother of children with ASD
showed lower levels of
perceived social support

80, 86, and 82% of parents
had higher than normal levels of
depression, anxiety and stress,
respectively

PRC was found to be a
stronger prediiotor of
psychological distress in
parents than parental age or
gender

All mothers experienced
physical, psychological,
financial, and social burdens.
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Variable

Engineering GPA
1Q Verbal®

1Q Non-verbal®

B-DEFS Total

B-DEFS Time

B-DEFS Organization
B-DEFS Self-restraint
B-DEFS Motivation

B-DEFS Emotion Regulation
ASRS Inattentive

ASRS Hyperactive/impulsive
TTCT-Figural Total
TTCT-Figural Fluency
TTCT-Figural Originality
TTCT-Figural Elaboration
TTCT-Figural Titles
TTCT-Figural Resist. Closure
TTCT-Verbal Total
TTCT-Verbal Fluency
TTCT-Verbal Originality
TTCT-Verbal Flexibility

9N = 189; all other N

99.

Mean

326
107.58
108.14
157.34
3827
44.64
31.73
2026
2244
25.20
26.19

0.00
18.99
14.10

9.68
1179
13.47

0.00
89.60
67.55
49.36

Median

338
107
111
153

0.56
12.94
13.65
34.79
1112
11.63
7.84
6.02
5.94
5.51
5.65
0.72
637
5.40
2.56
4.64
3.92
0.97
28.82
25.07
11.14

Min.

1.10
66
70
98
21
24
19
12
13
12
13
—1.76
7.00
4.00
3.00
0.00
4.00
=225
24.00
2133
19.67

Max.

4.00
145
132
296
78
88
60
44
43
43
44
225
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Confrontive coping 016 -
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Self-controlling 0.03 075 -
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Planful problem solving <0.01* (0.92,240)
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*p<0.01
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growth change

Confrontive coping 0.40%% 0.42%% 040+ 0.003 0.48%*
Distancing =0.53%* =0.40%* =0.30% -0.03 =031*
Self-controlling 0.08 0.42%% 0.32* 0.04 031%

Seeking social support 0.67%* 0.61%* 0.45** 017 0.54%%
Accepting —0.16 =0.07 0.007 0.12

Escape-avoidance =0.45%* =0.26% =0.12 -0.01 =0.29*

Planful problem 0.64%% 0.65%* 0.50%% 0.17 0.60%*

Positive reappraisal 0.48%* 0.53%% 0.43** 0.48%* 0.49%%

*p<0.05; #4p<0.0L.
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growth factors

Relating to others 5% 349%
New possibilities 17% | 26%
Personal growth 0% 5%

Spiritual change 67% | 467%
Appreciation of life 266% | 234%

Percentage
2 3
11.7% 63.3%
13.4% 48.4%
31.7% 63.3%
11.6% 35%
0% 50%

$/2/8 2 83

g

g

0 (1 did not experience this change), 1 (1 experienced this change 10:a very small degree),
2 (experienced this change to.a small degree), 3 (I experienced this change to a moderate
degree), 4 (I experienced this change to a great deal), 5 (I experienced this change to a very

great degree).
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As a function of group membership

Overall (N = 545) Dropout (n = 183) Matched at-risk (n = 183) Not-at-risk (n = 179)

M/% SD M/% SD M/% SD M/% SD
Sociodemographics
Male 52.3 541 541 48.6
Age (at the interview) 16.3 0.9 16.54 0.9 16.4p 1.0 16.0ap 0.8
Immigrant status 34.7 32.8 35.0 36.3
Visible minority 23.3 19.1 24.0 26.8
Parental education’ 2.6 1.0 2.5, 1.0 2.6 0.9 2.74 1.0
Maternal employment 69.9 69.4 70.5 69.8
Paternal employment 60 69.44 80.34 78.2
Separated/divorced parents 58.2 69.9,4b 53.64 50.8y
School-related variables
Special education 31.2 42.6a 45.9, 454
Dropout risk index 0.6 1.9 11a 2.1 1.3p 1.9 —0.6ap 0.5

Means and percentages sharing subscripts in each row differ significantly across groups at p < 0.05, based on t-tests (for means) or x2 tests (for percentages).
" Maximum level of education attained by one parent; 1 = primary to 4 = university.
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General broad (1) Can you tell me about your experience studying in the

question university till now?

Probing questions (1) What is your perception of your transition experience
at the university?

(2) Have you encountered any needs and challenges
throughout the whole transition? What is your
perception about them?

(3) What is your perception of the differences and
similarities between yourself and other transfer
students/non-transfer students?
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Themes

1. Shifted the focus
of study

2. Encountered
challenges in the
transition

3. Students’ voices
to enhance the
learning experience

Sub-themes

1.1. Academic excellence in community college (Codes:
Learning attitude and concern on the academic result)

1.2. Future career in the university (Codes: Career
development support; career’s information accessibility;
eligibility of internship; professional qualification; updated
industry knowledge; focus on career aspect; and
practical knowledge and skills)

1.3. University life (Codes: Peer relationship; learning
environment; and learning experience)

2.1. Non-matching program articulation

2.1.1 Transfer from the same discipline (Code: Misaligned
course contents)

2.1.2 Transfer from a different discipline (Codes: Same
workloads for transfer and non-transfer students; different
study paths and levels; and different study backgrounds)

2.1.3 Study duplication (Code: Overlapped study area)

2.2 Heavy study workload and its associated consequence

2.2.1 Limited spare time (Codes: Continuous assessment;
examinations; and higher stress resistance)

2.2.2 Limited social/university life (Codes: Heavy study
workload; credit transfer information; and credit transfer
transparency)

2.2.3 Limited engagement (Codes: Lack of interaction
opportunities; transfer and non-transfer students study
separately; and perception of subject choices)

2.3. Non-specific administration arrangement and support
from the university (Codes: Unfair registration system;
learning support; learning materials accessibility; facilities
accessibility; and online system)

3.1. Modify the study duration (Code: Risk of deferment)

3.2. Improve program articulation (Codes: Restriction on
subject selection and Irrelevant study area)

3.3. Improve social adjustment (Codes: Cohesion with a
peer; cohesion with academic staff; and cultural conflict)

3.4. Overseas exchange (Codes: Exchange opportunities;
exchange support; and financial support)
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Faculty/Unit Number of Gender
interviewees
(n=42)
Academic staff
Faculty of Applied Science 1 Not provided to prevent the
and Textiles possibility of the identification of
the participant
Faculty of Business 2 2 Males
Faculty of Construction and 4 1 Female 3 Males
Environment
Faculty of Engineering 4 4 Males
Faculty of Health and Social 8 5 Females
Sciences 3 Males
Faculty of Humanities 4 2 Females
2 Males
School of Hotel and 4 2 Females
Tourism Management 2 Males
School of Design il Not provided to prevent the
possibility of the identification of
the participant
Supporting staff
Office of General University 6 4 Females
Requirements 2 Male
Student Affairs Office 4 3 Females
1 Male
Service-Learning and 3 3 Females
Leadership Office
Library 1 Not provided to prevent the
possibility of the identification of
the participant
Total 42 22 Females (52.4%)

20 Males (47.6%)
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Criteria

War atrocities — PTSD

Neuroticism — PTSD

War atrocities — neuroticism

War atrocities — PTSD after controlling for neuroticism

War atrocities — emotion dysregulation

Neuroticism — emotion dysregulation

War atrocities — neuroticism

War atrocities — emotion dysregulation after controlling for neuroticism
War atrocities —emotional and behavioral disorders

Neuroticism — emotional and behavioral disorders

War atrocities — neuroticism

War atrocities — emotional and behavioral disorders after controlling for neuroticism

0.246
0.314
0.416
0.140
0.361
0.648

0.110
0.508
0.557

0.334

SEB

0.004
0.003
0.034
0.004
0.084
0.058

0.075
0.046
0.038

0.046

8.032
10.430
14.462

4.278
12.222
26.869

4.192
18.632
21.176

12.408

0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.000

0.000
0.000
0.000

0.000
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Criteria

PTSD
Step 1
War atrocities
Step 2
War atrocities
Neuroticism
Step 3
War atrocities
Neuroticism
War atrocities x neuroticism
Emotion dysregulation
Step 1
War atrocities
Step 2
War atrocities
Neuroticism
Step 3
War atrocities
Neuroticism
War atrocities x neuroticism

beta

0.25

0.14
0.26

0.10
0.30
0.15

0.36

0.11
0.60

0.11
0.60
-0.00

Emotional and behavioral disorders

Step 1

War atrocities

Step 2

War atrocities

Neuroticism
Step 3

War atrocities

Neuroticism

War atrocities x neuroticism

0.51

0.33
0.42

0.35
0.40
-0.04

R2

0.060

0.113

0.133

0.130

0.430

0.430

0.258

0.402

0.404

8.03

4.27
7.78

3.06
8.91
4.97

12.22

4.19
22.88

4.09
8.01
-0.05

18.63

12.40
15.51

12.50
14.47
-1.81

0001
0.0001

0.0001

0.002
0.0001
0.0001

0.0001

0.0001
0.0001

0.0001
0.0001
0.95

0.0001

0.0001
0.0001

0.0001
0.0001
0.07
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Faculty Number of Number of Date of interview
intervi ions

Faculty A 8 4 May to October 2018
Faculty B 21 March to November 2018
Faculty C 6 2 March to September 2018

o}
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Scale
Relative
deprivation  Cognition of individual relative deprivation

The emotion of individual relative deprivation

Cognition of group reltive deprivation

“The emotion of group reltive deprivation
Beliefina
justworld  personal belief in a just world

General b

ajust world

Self-esteem

Loneliness

Pure loneliness.
Perception of one’s social skills
Evaluation of current relationships

Perception of unmet needs in important relationships

omposite reliability:

ronbach’s a

092

070

0.80

0.88

0.83

0.88

0.85

079

0.80

092

0.85

081

077

075

CR Aldf CFI TLI
485 0.96 095

071

081

0.87

089
473 096 095

0.85

078

077 442 097 095
489 094 093

0.85

082

0.76

073

RMSEA

0.06

005

0.05

0.06
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Demographic n %

Gender
Male 17 19.3%
Female 60 68.2%
Nonbinary 10 11.4%
Prefer not to say 1 1.1%

Disability N
One 35 308%
Two or more 53 60.2%

Disability Type'

ADHD 33 37.5%
ASD 2 25.0%
Chronic Health 2 25.0%
Deafness/Hard of 6 6.8%
Hearing

Mental Health a7 53.4%
Intellectual disabity 4 45%
Learning disability 33 37.5%
Mobility/Orthopedic 10 11.4%
disabilty

Speechvlanguage 2 2.3%
impairment

Traumatic or acquired 6 6.8%
brain injury

Visual impairment 7 8.0%
(including blindness)

Other 12 13.6%

Degrees Currently Pursuing
Associate’s Degree 6 6.8%
Bachelor's Degree 64 72.7%
Graduate Degree 16 18.2%
Fall 2020 Graduate 2 2.3%

Living Situation
At my family home 34 38.7%
Ina residence hall 18 205%
In my own residence 31 35.2%
At home for one 4 45%
semester and on campus.
for another
Missing 1 11%

Tested positive for 7 7.9%

COVID-19

Had to quarantine 30 34.1%

'As participants could select more than one response, the sum of the disabilty
categories will add up to more than 88.
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Course instruction type/
format’

Remote instruction type
Use of an instant
messaging service
Video Lectures/Classes
Materials uploaded to a
college LMS
Emailed instructional
documents directly
Email communication
regarding updates,
changes, etc.

In-person
Other

Course Formats

Format
Atleast one course
used a combination of
synchronous and
asynchronous formats
At least one course
was delivered
asynchronously
Atleast one course
was delivered
synchronously
At least one course
was conducted
completely in-person
At least one course
was conducted as a
blend of in-person and
remote
Missing

Number of Formats
1

aswn

Missing

79
80

80

25

Bl

71

20

25

6.8%

89.8%
90.9%

39.8%

90.9%

28.4%
11%

43.2%

46.6%

80.7%

227%

28.4%

11%

28.4%
33.0%
25.0%
10.2%
2.3%
11%

'As participants could select more than one response, the sum of the disabilty

categories will add up to more than 88.
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Item

Mean

sD

Mental health
concerns as a
result of the
pandemic (e.g.,
anxiety,
depression)

My motivation to
earn

My connection to
other students in
my classes
Financial concerns
as a result of
COVID-19 that
impacted my
college career

My abiity to
manage my time
My ability to

be productive in
my workspace
Issues with food
insecurity

My ability to set
and keep a
consistent
schedule

The impact of
family demands
(e.g., caring for
family members)
on my learning
Medical concerns
related to
COVID-19

My abity to take
notes

The reliabiity of
internet access in
the place that | ive
My access to a
personal
computer/laptop
that no one else
uses

The security of my
housing situation

Scale: 1: Much worse than spring 2020, 2: Worse than spring 2020, 3: No different than spring 2020, 4: Better than spring 2020, 5: Much better than spring 2020.

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

223

2.59

264

2.76

2.77

2.77

2.85

287

288

291

2.93

3.07

3.1

324

110

164

163

0.93

151

153

0.58

154

130

081

158

0.83

067

107

27

29

27

28

24

24

27

35

32

21

23

24

23

49

23

40

54

28

52

72

60
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item

Mean

sp

Receiving the
accommodations

| need in my classes
My connection to my
instructors at my
college/university
The support from my
accessiilty services
center

My abilty to access
student supports
(e.9., counseling,
advising, career
services)

The support from my
nstitution

Receiving clear
communication from
my instructors

The ease of
contacting my
acoessbilty services
center and receiving a
response in a timely
manner

My access to needed
disability-related
service

The guidance

| received related to
how 10 use any new
technologies/software
needed for my
courses

The communication
from instructors about
any changes to
assignments and
projects.

The accessibilty of
the remote platiorm(s)
used to deliver
instruction

The support from my
nstructor

The accessibility of
institutional/learning
material

The quality of the
remote platform(s)
used to deliver
instruction faciltated
earning

The flexbilty of my
nstructors related to
course design (e.g.,
course assignments
deadines, etc)

Scale: 1: Much worse than spring 2020, 2: Worse than spring 2020, 3: No different than spring 2020, 4: Better than spring 2020, 5: Much better than spring 2020.

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

88

87

88

88

87

88

301

3.02

3.07

312

3.15

3.20

3.25

3.42

3.48

351

352

3.63

377

092

151

118

135

135

1.03

121

122

128

137

143

136

145

142

24

a8

28

50

43

46

32

55

50

53

a5

a7

36

a2

37

32

25

23

25

32
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
OR 95% CI OR 95% ClI OR 95% CI
School mobility in secondary education
Regardless of timing
At least one secondary school change 1.60* (1.04-2.37)
While considering seasonal timing
Secondary school change
Only between school years 1.20 (0.75-1.96)
At least once during a school year 3.56* (1.90-7.72)
While considering developmental timing
Most recent change
In lower grades (7th-8th grade) 1.34 (0.85-2.14)
In upper grades (9th—-11th grade) 2.42* (1.28-4.54)
Control variables
Sociodemographics
Male 1.00 (0.66-1.51) 1.00 (0.67-1.55) 1.02 (0.65-1.50)
Age 1.45%* (1.16-1.84) 1.48* (1.21-1.87) 1.43* (1.16-1.78)
Immigrant status 1.28 0.71-2.19) 1.41 (0.75-2.69) 1.30 (0.67-2.35)
Visible minority 0.72 (0.37-1.37) 0.65 (0.31-1.30) 0.73 (0.36-1.48)
Parental education’ 0.98 (0.79-1.26) 0.98 (0.77-1.24) 0.97 (0.75-1.22)
Maternal employment 1.01 (0.63-1.63) 1.00 (0.64-1.64) 1.01 (0.66-1.59)
Paternal employment 0.71 (0.44-1.13) 0.75 (0.47-1.17) 0.71 (0.43-1.15)
Separated/divorced parents 1.84** (1.25-2.93) 1.79% (1.19-2.71) 1.80* (1.18-2.85)
School-related variables
Special education 1.47 (0.88-2.41) 1.42 (0.84-2.48) 1.50 (0.86-2.54)
Dropout risk index 147~ (1.03-1.36) 117" (1.03-1.36) 1.18* (1.04-1.37)

0 < 0.05; “p < 0.01; **p < 0.001. Highest level of education of one parent.
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Increased Clarity and
Expansion of Institution
Procedures

Expanded/Increased
Clarity and
Communication from
ASOs

Increased clarity
regarding how to
utilize
accommodations

ASO
communicated
more frequently
with students

Institution-Wide
Improvements

Increased
financial support

Remote learning
support

Increased
communication

Flexible
institution
policies

Improved COVID-|

19 protocols

Increased Faculty
Communication,

Communicated
more

Had more
availability

Better equipped
to deal with
remote
instruction

Providing virtual
class meetings

and more
laccessible classes|
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Disparate Application of
Accommodations, Institution
Policies, and Mental Health
Challenges

Inadequate
Accommodations, Testing

Pandemic-Related Mental

Reversal of Beneficial Health Challenges

Environments, and T o Rigid Instruction and
e Institutional Policies el Weekioad

Anxiety
ought more assistance

coordinating exams Less available Wanted instructors

Financial aid to be more flexible Depression

Wished the
accommodations
e Provided during the
pandemic were

Less flexibility
regarding academic
S ©XPECtatIONS (€.8..,
removal of pass/fall
option)

Wanted instructors Feelings of
Isolation
workload

continued

Requesting
accommodations
became more
burdensome

Wanted instructors

Decrease in

accessible

e instruction and

communication
from faculty

to offer review
sessions

Wanting more contact St
e and communication /anted instructors
from ASO Sto improve access to
course materials

Inaccessible remote Wished instructors

ommunicated more
and were more
understanding

learning

el Increased workload
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Group %2/ANOVA test

Dropout cases Matched controls Contrasted Y2/F P
(n =183) (n =183) controls (n = 179)

School mobility in secondary education
Number of secondary school changes [M (SD)] 0.784 (1.03) 0.504 (0.80) 0.40p (0.71) 9.3 0.000
At least one secondary school changes (%) 48.64,p 36.14 29.6 p 14.4 0.000
Seasonal timing: Secondary school change (%)
Only between school years 30.6 28.4 26.8 0.6 0.726
At least once during a school year 18.0ap 77q 2.8y 25.5 0.000
Developmental timing: Most recent secondary school change (%)
In lower secondary grades (7th or 8th grade) 30.6 28.0 20.7 5.2 0.074
In upper secondary grades (9th, 10th, or 11th grade) 18.0ap 71a 8.9y 12.4 0.002

Means and percentages sharing subscripts in each row differ significantly at p < 0.05.





