Int. J. School. Health. 2021; 8(3)

Published online 2021 July.

Research Article

Mediating Role of Depression Associated with Social Competence,
Cognitive Failures and Academic Performance in Students with Specific

Learning Disability
Zeynab Eskandari', PhD Candidate; ® Saeed Bakhtiarpour', PhD; ® Zahra Dasht Bozorgi', PhD

1Department of Psychology, Ahvaz Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ahvaz, Iran

*Corresponding author: Saeed Bakhtiarpour, PhD; Department of Psychology, Ahvaz Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ahvaz, Iran.
Tel: +98 61-3334 8420; Email: bakhtiyarpours@gmail.com

Received April 10, 2021, Revised May 15, 2021, Accepted June 3, 2021

Abstract

Background: Lack of social competence (SC) and cognitive failure (CF) could cause depression in children with specific
learning disabilities (SLD) and affect their academic performance (AP). The present study aimed to investigate the medi-
ating role of depression associated with social competence, cognitive failures and academic performance in students with
specific learning disabilities.

Methods: The statistical population of this descriptive correlational study consisted of all female students within the age
range of 10 to 12 with SLD in the academic year 2020-2021 in Ahvaz, Iran, among whom 178 were selected as the sample
through cluster sampling. The research tools included academic performance, the Social Competence Scale (SCS), the
Cognitive Failures Questionnaire (CFQ), and the Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI). The evaluation of the proposed
research model was performed using the path analysis method via SPSS and AMOS software version 24.

Results: The results indicated that all direct paths to AP were significant (P=0.001), except for that of CF (P=0.111). The
mediating role of depression did not show a significant association between the indirect path of SC and AP (P= 0.135).
However, the mediating role of depression caused a significant association between the indirect path of CF and AP
(P=0.010).

Conclusion: The results herein revealed that the proposed model achieved a desirable fit, which is considered to be a cru-

cial step toward understanding the factors affecting the AP of students with SLD.
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1. Introduction

Students with specific learning disabilities (SLD)
normally suffer from injuries in one or more aspects of
the perceptual processes, which leads to various types of
disorder, such as understanding and using language,
speech disorder, or writing disorder (Dysgraphia) in
these children (1). This disability influences academic
skills, such as reading, listening, thinking, speaking,
writing, spelling, and mathematical calculations
(Dyscalculia), and reduces their success in these areas
(2). The expression of learning disorder proposes the
need of diagnosing and helping students that constantly

encounter failure in education; the students that are not

included within the age framework of children with
special needs (3). In the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (DSM-5), the American
Psychiatric Association stated that SLD in all areas of
performance, like reading, writing, and mathematics, is
prevalent among approximately 5 to 15% of the students
of different cultures (4). Sharifi and Davari (5)
demonstrated that 7.69% of male and 6.06% of female
students in the first grade and 8.57% of male and 6.54%
of female students in the second grade suffer from
Dyslexia.

Students with SLD cannot accomplish a desirable
academic achievement. They continue their studies with

difficulty or drop out of school, which could cause social,

Copyright© 2021, International Journal of School Health. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits copy and redistribute the
material just in noncommercial usages, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5025-1068
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3484-8435
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3484-8435

Eskandari Z et al.

cultural, economic, and emotional-psychological
damages to them and ultimately, to the society (6).
Academic performance (AP) is considered to be one of
the predictive indicators of scientific achievement and
promotion (7, 8). Investigations have indicated that
learning disability entails more than just educational
problems. In order to understand it, various aspects of a
child’s life, including social, emotional, and behavioral
must be taken into account (9).

Social competence (SC) is one of the factors that can
affect the AP of a child with SLD. Social problems that
are among the characteristics of people with learning
disabilities include deficiency in learning and executing a
skill (10). Social skills-associated deficiency in people
with learning disorders appears during childhood,
adolescence, and even continues through their adulthood
(11). SC is a person’s ability to adopt personal
independence and social responsibility (12). Students
with learning disabilities have lower SC compared with
normal children. SC is defined as a person’s ability to
accomplish personal goals through maintaining positive
social relations (13). Kaeppler and Erath (14) are of the
opinion that SC is the same as emotional intelligence; it
is a collection of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and
motivational skills that a person requires for successful
social and psychological adjustment in order to
accomplish their goals. Kim and Shin (15) revealed that
social skills and competence have an association with AP.

Another factor that appears to affect the AP of
students with SLD is cognitive failure (CF). CF is a
multidimensional structure consisting of errors in
shaping goals, mistakes in activation of schemes, and
errors in the setup of actions (16). If interfered with daily
activities, CF might cause major problems. Compensating
for these errors in the setup of action can lead to serious
injuries and even death (17). Most researchers have
emphasized that CF includes distraction, memory
problems, errors, and forgetting names. CF is reported to
be more frequent in women than in men. Furthermore,
the score of CF increases significantly along with the
individual’s age (18). Shahbaziyankhonig and Hasani
(19) revealed that test anxiety and alexithymia are
associated with academic burnout in students.
Abolghasemi and Kiamarsi (20) demonstrated that
alexithymia and child abuse have a significant association
with academic achievement in male high school students.

Furthermore, both SC and CF could trigger depression
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in students with SLD; therefore, it influences their AP.
Depression has always been one of the unknown diseases
and one of the most prevalent psychological disorders
(21). People with clinical depression experience the
following symptoms for two weeks: Change of appetite,
weight loss, insomnia, lack of energy, fatigue, feeling of
unworthiness and guilt, and diminished ability to think
or concentrate (22). Salehi and Mosalman (23) manifested
that religious attitude, psychological well-being, and
depression are associated with students> AP. As reported
by Daraei (24), students’ AP is correlated with depression
and self-esteem. According to Khazaei and colleagues
(25), students’ academic achievement has an association
with depression and self-esteem.

In general, the problem of academic failure and low
AP of students is one of the major issues in a person’s
academic life and the educational system of every country.
Therefore, various social and educational problems
facing the students with SLD necessitates devising plans
for resolving these problems. The present study used
depression as a mediator variable in order to specify how
it influences the AP of students with SLD by affecting SC
and CF. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
investigate the mediating role of depression associated
with CP and CF with AP in students with SLD.

2. Methods

The correlational method was employed to accomplish
the objectives of the study and the hypotheses were tested
using path analysis modeling. The study population
included all female students within the age range of 10 to
12 with SLD in the school year 2020-2021. These students
were diagnosed with SLD through the screening program
carried out in 2020-2021 at the learning disability
treatment centers in the four districts of Ahvaz, Iran.
Two centers were selected among all-girls learning
disability treatment centers in a cluster and 200
questionnaires, containing the variables of the research,
were given to the students to complete. Depending on
the number of predictor variables in structural equation
analysis, the sample size should be at least 10 times the
number of variables plus 50 (26). In this study, there was
a total of 11 observed variables (11x 10 + 50=160). To
reduce sampling error, 200 participants were considered
as the sample. The inclusion criteria were SLD, having

CF based on cognitive failures questionnaire data,
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obtaining a written letter of consent from the parents for
their child’s participation in the research, age group of
10-12, and not suffering from psychological disorders.
The exclusion criteria of the study were failure to answer
all the questions of the questionnaire. Finally, 178
questionnaires were analyzed, which were filled out by

the participants who had met the conditions.

Research tools

Academic performance. Academic performance is an
individual’s acquired or learned ability regarding the
institutional subjects, which is scored by teachers
according to the transcript of students’ grades. To
calculate academic performance, the grade point average
(GPA) of all courses during the academic year was
considered. The GPA of the sample scores during the
academic year was between 13 and 20 (13 and 14 = needs
extra effort, 15 and 16 = acceptable, 17 and 18 = good,
and 19 and 20 = very good).

Social Competence Scale (SCS): SCS was initially
developed by Kohn and Rosman in 1972. It was designed
in two forms, one containing 73 items and the other 64
items (27). It was standardized for elementary students
by Gornall in1980 and its items were reduced to 44 (28).
SCS evaluates a child>s level of social-emotional functions
and two factors of cooperation-surrender against rage-
objection. The scores given to the items range from one
(Never) to five (Always). Since each item evaluates two
opposing poles, some questions were valued as positive
or negative. The factor of cooperation-surrender against
rage-objection obtained the lowest score of -85 and +7
and the factor of tendency-participation against
remoteness-keeping aloof attained the highest scores of
-33 and +51. In the study by Morovati and colleagues
(29), the construct validity of SCS was examined and
confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
Ranjbar and Hajloo (28) reported that the views of
experts (faculty members and PhD students in psychology
and English) were used to confirm the face validity of
this scale. The content validity of this scale was reviewed
and confirmed by psychologists of Mohaghegh Ardabili
University (30).
coefficient was 0.82 for the scale.

In this study, Cronbachys alpha

(CFQ): This
questionnaire was developed by Broadbent and colleagues

Cognitive  Failures  Questionnaire
in 1982 (31). It contains 25 items, which participants
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respond based on a 5-point scale. Its items involve four
subscales, namely distraction, memory problems, errors,
and forgetting names. The answer to each item is
measured based on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
«Never» to «Always». The total score of the CFQ for
each person is obtained from the sum of the scores of the
subscales. The face validity of this questionnaire was
examined by 10 experts in the field of psychology and
English language and it was confirmed by removing the
ambiguities of its 25-item form (32). Additionally, the
construct validity of the Persian version of this
questionnaire was reported in the study of Abbariki and
colleagues (32). This research reported a Cronbachss
alpha of 0.77 for the questionnaire. In the present study,
the Cronbach>s alpha coefficient was 0.84 for the
questionnaire.

Kovacs (1983) Childrer’s Depression Inventory (CDI):
This is a 27-item self-report scale suitable for children
and adolescents whose age range is within the age range
of 7 to 17. Each item of the CDI has three options, 0, 1,
and 2, and the higher scores indicate the increase in
intensity. Zero means no signs of disease, 1 means mild
disease, and 2 means severe disease. The construct
validity of the Persian version of the CDI was
confirmed through confirmatory factor analysis by
Mokhtarnia and colleagues (33). The face validity of the
CDI was examined by twelve psychologists and it was
confirmed by removing ambiguous items (33). In the
present study, the Cronbachs alpha coefficient was 0.81

for the questionnaire.

Statistical analyses

The data were analyzed via descriptive statistics
(mean and standard deviation), Pearson correlation test,
and structural equations with SPSS version 24 and
AMOS version 24.

3. Results

The mean and standard deviation (SD) of the
participants’ age equaled 11.15 and 2.07, respectively.
Primarily, the data were monitored to identify outlier
data, their normality, and whether they meet or violate
the assumptions of path analysis. Collinearity and
variance inflation factors were controlled. Since the
tolerance index was over 0.10 for SC (0.471), CF (0.523),
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Table 1: Mean, standard deviation, skewness, kurtosis, and Pearson correlation coefficients of the research variables

Variables M £ SD Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4
Academic performance 15.25+3.19 0.52 0.38 1

Social competence 11574+ 18.64  0.48 0.63 0.520** 1

Cognitive failures 84.13 +10.59 0.54 0.46 -0.361**  -0.289** ]

Depression 41.49 +7.35 0.36 0.77 -0.396**  -0.327*%*  0.412** 1

M + SD: Mean + Standard deviation; **: P<0.01

Social @

com petence

Academic

Depression performance

Cognitive
failures

Figure 1: The figure shows the initial model pertaining to the mediating role of depression associated with social competence, cognitive
failures and academic performance.

and depression (0.461) and the variance inflation was Durbin-Watson (1.44) ranges between 1.5 to 2.5, this
below 10 for SC (1.236), CF (2.017), and depression assumption is met.

(1.458), this assumption was met. In order to assess the Table 1 represents the descriptive statistics, such as
independence of errors, Durbin-Watson Test was mean, standard deviation (SD), skewness, kurtosis, and

employed. Considering the fact that the statistic of Pearson correlation coefficient of the research variables.

Table 2: Fit indicators of the initial and final model

Fit indicators . df (/df) GFI IFI TLI CFI NFI RMSEA

Initial model - - - - 1.00 - 1.00 1.00 0.411

Final model 2.250 1 2.250 0919 0.992  0.949 0.992 0.986 0.037
Social @

compeience

0.34

0,26 Depression 0,27 Academic
performance

Cognitive

failures

Figure 2: The figure shows the modified final model pertaining to the mediating role of depression associated with social competence,
cognitive failures and academic performance.
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Table 3: Direct effects between the variables in the initial and final modified model

Initial model

Final modified model

Path

B P B P
Social competence to academic performance  0.433 0.001 0.443 0.001
Social competence to depression -0.128 0.030 -0.128 0.030
Cognitive failures to academic performance  -0.127 0.111 - -
Cognitive failures to depression 0.607 0.001 0.607 0.001
Depression to academic performance -0.191 0.017 -0.269 0.001

Furthermore, a correlation matrix of the research
variables is provided. The results of the Pearson
correlation coefficient revealed a significant association
between all the research variables (P<0.001). Figure 1
depicts the initial proposed model in order to describe
AP on the basis of SC, CF, and depression.

According to Table 2, the Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA= 0.411) shows that the initial
model needs to be modified. In order to correct the
model, the non-significant association between cognitive
failures to academic performance was removed. In the
final model, the RMSEA was 0.037, indicating a good fit
of the model. The modified model is presented in Figure
2.

The results showed a direct association between
social competence and academic performance ([=0.443;
P=0.001) and between cognitive failures and depression
in the students with SLD (3=0.607; P=0.001). Moreover,
there was a negative association between social
competence and depression (=-0.128; P=0.030) and
between depression and academic performance in the
students with SLD (=-0.191; P=0.001). There were no
significant associations between cognitive failures and
academic performance in the students with SLD (Table
3).

The results implied a significant indirect path from
cognitive failures to academic performance through the
mediating role of depression in the students with SLD
(P=0.010). The indirect path from social competence to
academic performance through the mediating role of

depression was not significant (Table 4).

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the mediating
role of depression associated with social competence,
cognitive failures and academic performance in students
with specific learning disabilities in Ahvaz, Iran. The
results indicated a significant positive association
between SC and AP. This finding is consistent with the
of Omidi and Moghtader (34).

Accordingly, SLD could be considered as a neurocognitive

research results
disorder associated with major problems in reading,
writing, and mathematics and has no congruity with a
person’s considered mental ability. It might influence an
individual’s daily activity due to factors, such as poor
reasoning ability, impaired memory, and lack of
problem-solving ability. They experience numerous
social issues, the most important of which is the
deficiency in learning and performing skills. They are
unable to maintain an interpersonal relationship with
their teacher and classmates and have lower SC in
comparison with others. Students with SLD are ignored
by their peers and face disparate problems in maintaining
social relationships (20).

According to the findings, there were no significant
associations between CF and AP and this path was
eliminated. This finding is inconsistent with the findings
of studies carried out by Shahbaziyankhonig and Hasani
(19) and Abolghasemi and Kiamarsi (20). A meticulous
review of studies in this field shows that the association
between CF and academic achievement or burnout has

been examined wusing correlation coefficient and

Table 4: Results of analysis of indirect and intermediary paths in the final modified model

Initial model Final modified model

Predictor variable Mediator Variable Criterion variable

Bootstrap P Bootstrap P
Social competence Depression Academic performance 0.043 0.207 0.061 0.135
Cognitive failures Depression Academic performance -0.170 0.074 -0.239 0.010

Int. J. School. Health. 2021; 8(3)
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regression tests and these relationships have been
reported to be significant. However, the present study
tested the hypotheses using path analysis. Accordingly,
there was a significant association between CF and AP
based on the Pearson test. Nevertheless, due to the
mediator variable, the total share and effect of CF
variable on AP were described using mediator variable,
or in other words, indirect association. That is, in this
model, the CF variable had an influence on AP and this
effect was indirect. Therefore, it could be argued that the
findings of the present study are consistent with those of
previous works, indicating that CF indirectly affects AP
(35). Thus, CF is a multidimensional structure that
includes error in action setup. CF in students with SLD
includes distraction, memory problems, and forgetting
names and subjects and can affect their AP.
Furthermore, other findings of the present research
revealed a significant negative association between
depression and AP. This finding is consistent with the
research results of Daraei (24). This demonstrates that
following an increase in the depression level of students
with SLD, their AP is expected to diminish. As most of
the students with SLD are considered as passive learners
on account of their behavioral and psychological traits,
they cannot apply learning strategies for solving academic
problems; therefore, they do not believe in their abilities
and the experiences of frequent failure are associated
with the

disappointment (36). Thus, various levels of social

feeling of rage, disillusionment, and
exclusion resulting from their poor social skills, their
limited number of friends, aggressive behavior, and
interpersonal conflicts can cause depression and anxiety
in them and reduce their effort to obtain academic
achievement. In addition, our findings indicated that the
indirect path of SC had no significant associations with
the mediatory role of depression. However, the indirect
path of CF has a significant association with AP through
the mediatory role of depression. In the first indirect
path, the results demonstrated that despite the direct and
significant association of SC and AP, depression failed to
play a mediatory role in the aforesaid association in the
indirect path. Students with SLD adopt the most negative
social status in the classroom due to perceived deviation
of the academic and social competence norms. Hence,
they have lower SC, which results in their lower academic
achievement. Other factors, such as the support of

parents, teachers, and peers, could reduce depression.
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In the second indirect path, it was revealed that CF
had a significant association with AP and mediating role
of depression. The association between CF and AP was
not significant. However, in accordance with the indirect
path, CF in students with SLD could result in their
failure to identify, perceive, or describe their emotions
and limit their ability to adjust to stressful situations on
account of their lack of emotional awareness and inability
in cognitive processing of their feelings. These factors
cause depression in these students and reduce their AP
and achievement. As a result, they keep themselves aloof
from their peers and academic environment on account
of their CF.Given the fact that the statistical population
of the present study consisted of female students with
SLD, its results must be generalized to other communities
with the

questionnaires were used to collect data, which has its

caution. In present study, self-report
own limitations. Since the questionnaires were provided

to the students for answering, the participants
communication with each other may have caused
confusion in the answers. Thus, it is recommended to
conduct future studies on other groups of samples, such
as male students, in order to be able to generalize the

results.

5. Conclusion

Social competence had a direct and positive
association with academic performance in students with
SLD. Cognitive failures and depression were found to
have a negative association with academic performance
in the students. It could be concluded that the proposed
model achieved a desirable fit, which is considered to be
a crucial step toward understanding the factors affecting
the AP of students with SLD. The result of the present
study could be conducive to the education of children
with special needs as well as their psychological health.
According to the findings of the present study, it could
be recommended to carry out studies comparing these
variables in students with learning disability and children

with special needs at other academic levels.
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