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Abstract 

 

This study investigated the dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping strategies and of 

adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong. Given that 10% of the population will have from different 

levels of dyslexia, studies about adolescents with dyslexia are relatively scarce in Hong Kong. 

This study was conducted by mixed-methods, which first drew on the data from quantitative 

methods and then were triangulated with the data from the qualitative study. Two scales were 

adopted to find out the condition of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and styles of coping of 

adolescents with dyslexia. This study chose students with dyslexia from 10 schools to complete 

the scale. After they had finished the scales, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 7 

students or above from 10 schools. Through questionnaires and interviews, it was intended to find 

out the relationships between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping strategies of them. 

The result of this study illustrated the phenomenon that adolescents with dyslexia are struggling to 

face the effect under the effect of learned helplessness which was related their learning difficulties. 

This study also revealed that the coping strategies of problem-focused, reference to others used by 

adolescents with dyslexia were significantly related to their dyslexic identity. At the same time, 

non-productive coping strategies were significantly related to learned helplessness, their 

performance, coping strategies and learned helplessness, and will attribute to their dyslexic identity. 

These findings corroborate current research that coping strategies and dyslexic identity are worth 

to investigate in further study. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Inclusive education has been implemented for almost 25 years in Hong Kong (Szeto, Cheng, 

& Sin, 2018). This is a lengthy movement towards inclusion focused on the notion of equity, social 

inclusion and a whole school approach (Forlin & Sin, 2010; Forlin, Sharma, & Loreman, 2014; 

Poon-McBrayer, 2014). Students with special educational needs can study in ordinary public 

schools. The challenges to students’ development in schools have been a major research area 

(Forlin, & Sin, 2010; Sharma, Forlin, Loreman, & Earle, 2006). In particular, students with 

dyslexia have difficulties with their reading, spelling and writing, mathematics, as well as they 

perform significantly worse than other students on most cognitive tasks (Chan, 2002). Meanwhile, 

studies of dyslexia have focused on the diagnostic/identification approach (Chung & Ho, 2010), 

government policies and school accommodation programs (Forlin & Sin, 2017). However, a 

paucity of research has been conducted with the identity of adolescents with dyslexia (Humphrey, 

2002). Given that adolescence is an important stage in life, a positive sense of personal identity 

will be developed (McInerney, 2014) together with a positive identity being established (Engel, 

1959; McCullough, Huebner, & Laughlin, 2000). In contrast, studies of Arnett focused on reckless 

and risk behaviors of American adolescents (Arnett, 1992, 2000). Different studies seemed 

contradict and overlook the influence of adolescents’ identity on their development of learning and 

behavior. Therefore, for this it was considered worthwhile to study the identity building of 

adolescents in the local context of Hong Kong. 

Adolescents with dyslexic symptoms have experienced changes in different stages of their 

growth (Ingesson, 2007; Shaywitz, Fletcher, Holahan, Shneider, Marchione, Stuebing, ... & 

Shaywitz, 1999); this change may be related to the level of learned helplessness and coping 
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difficulties in a school context. Interestingly, some researchers have focused more on identity 

building while others have studied the relationship between learned helplessness and coping 

(Burden, 2005; Frydenberg, Lewis, Ardila, Cairns, & Kennedy, 2001). On the other hand, some 

researchers are interested in other aspects. For example, Bandura (1989, 1999) studied the value 

of self-affirmation of the “social cognitive model” and Marsh and Shavelson (1985) focused on 

adolescents’ academic self-concept. Thus, the purpose of this study focused on the identity of 

adolescents with dyslexia in relation to learned helplessness and coping strategies. 

 

1.1 Contextual development of Specific Learning Difficulties in Hong Kong 

This section is intended to outline the contextual development of Specific Learning 

Difficulties (SpLD) in Hong Kong. Supporting students with dyslexia is one of the most important 

tasks of inclusive education in Hong Kong. Guidelines and practical samples have been 

highlighted elsewhere within “Operation Guide on the Whole School Approach to Integrated 

Education” (EDB, 2014).  As the ratio of students with dyslexia is one out of ten students, 

supporting dyslexic students is one of the most popular issues of inclusive education in Hong Kong 

(Chan, Ho, Tsang, Lee, & Chung, 2007). Especially, Hong Kong is not a major English-speaking 

but a Chinese-speaking city instead, therefore, researchers, teachers and parents have been seeking 

to identify and help Chinese children with dyslexia (Chan, 2002). Moreover, appropriate 

accommodation and training in school settings are essential to dyslexic students, therefore, it is 

useful to compensate their specific difficulties in reading and achieve satisfactory attainment in 

school settings (Lam, McBride-Chang, Lam, Wong, Chow, & Doo, 2008). 
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In recent years, there have been different stages of development for supporting dyslexic 

students in Hong Kong. According to Chan (2008), there were four major breakthroughs in the 

early stage during 1997 to 2007. They were: 1) legal enforcement and official recognition; 2) early 

identification and intervention; 3) educational enhancement; and 4) the Specific Learning 

Disabilities Summit held in Hong Kong during 2007. Equally important, within these ten years, 

there was a notable progress in research about the characteristics of dyslexic children and the 

development of assessment instruments for psychologists and teachers (Chan, 2002; Chung, & Ho, 

2010). The main focus of this stage was the identification and assessment; intervention program 

and curriculum accommodation was developed in the next stage.  

After the implementation of identification and assessment in the early stage, another focus 

was spotted on the intervention program and curriculum accommodation. Students with dyslexia 

have different patterns of difficulties in relation to reading and writing that restrict their literacy 

development and discrepancies in academic performance in school settings (Chan, 2008). Thus, 

the Education Bureau of Hong Kong (EDB) developed some teaching strategies and resource 

packages in order to support classroom teaching in the second stage during 2003 to 2009. They 

were Fun with Read and Write 讀寫樂 (2002), Guide on Helping Secondary School Students with 

SpLD 跨越障礙：如何輔導有讀寫困難的中學生 (2009) and Fun with Mathematics 數之樂 

(2010). Those teaching resources were delivered with the three-tier model of the Whole School 

Approach (EDB, 2014; Luk & Cheng, 2009) which responded to the voices of teachers and parents.  

A School Networking Programme: Reading and Writing Strategies 讀寫策略發展網絡計

劃 was funded by the Quality Education Fund of the Education Bureau during 2008 to 2012. This 

project aimed at providing quality teaching resources and improving teachers’ skills of catering 
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dyslexic students in classrooms (Sin, 2008). School network and teaching resources were 

developed under the university-school partnership program of The Hong Kong Institute of 

Education (now The Education University of Hong Kong); it facilitated professional discussion 

and the sharing of pedagogical initiatives among teachers within the network (Ho, 2008). Most of 

the chapters of the three resources books were provided by school teachers from the network; they 

were mainly primary schools teachers.  

In addition, The Hong Kong Jockey Club launched a "Read & Write" project (喜閱寫意) 

during 2006 to 2015. This project comprised of research and the development of assessment tools 

and teacher training of primary and secondary schools in Hong Kong. This project also provided 

school and district-based support and development of learning packages for students with dyslexia 

(data from website: www.fed.cuhk.edu.hk/~jcrw/index.html). This project served 303,300 primary 

school students and 14,370 secondary school students. In addition, about 5,000 primary school 

teachers were trained under the project. Hence, this project equipped teachers with more insights 

and knowledge in supporting and understanding students with dyslexia. The "Read & Write" 

project also made dyslexic students more confident to deal with their learning difficulties (Chan, 

2008). 

In sum, policy-making, legal enforcement, identification and assessment of dyslexia has 

been well-developed in the past twenty years, as well as related research studies were conducted 

during this time (Chan, 2008). However, teaching resources and supporting networks were set up 

for students with dyslexia at the primary school level; there were only a few resources and studies 

related to adolescents at this time (Chung, Lo, Ho, Xiao, & Chan, 2014). It was a hard time for 

adolescents with dyslexia studying in secondary schools with limited support teaching aids, 

therefore, teachers and parents were unlikely to seek for help. There is no comprehensive support 

http://www.fed.cuhk.edu.hk/~jcrw/index.html
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for adolescents nowadays. Perhaps, secondary school teachers focus more on academic 

achievement than the curriculum for learners in Hong Kong (Chao, Sze, Chow, Forlin, & Ho, 

2017). On the other hand, studies on adolescents with dyslexia and supporting programs for them 

are poplar topics for research in other parts of the world.  

 

1.2 Theoretical framework 

The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned 

helplessness and the coping of adolescents. Literature on dyslexic identity, learned helplessness 

and coping provided a theoretical framework for understanding the issues related to adolescents 

with dyslexia. Dyslexic people struggle with their learning difficulties throughout their life, 

especially related to their reading, writing and calculating skills (APA, 2013a). In fact, reading 

ability has played an important role to the formation of the feeling of learned helplessness, since 

the studies of Dweck and colleagues (1980, 1988) and Burden (2008a) already pointed out their 

relationships towards these concepts. On the other hand, adolescents with dyslexia cope with their 

learning difficulties that will affect their building of identity either to be positive or negative 

(Burden, 2005; Caskey, Innes, & Lovell, 2018). Thus, this study intended to find out the 

interrelationship of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping strategies for adolescents 

with dyslexia in the school context.  

Researchers have found that dyslexic students are at risk of learned helplessness, disruptive 

behavior problems and social withdrawal (Firth, Greaves, & Frydenberg, 2010). Especially 

children who have experienced multiple failures perceive uncontrollability and unpredictability of 

their work and performance, thus, they have developed a negative feeling of learning (Smallheer, 
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2011). However, this feeling generates a negative inclination to identity. Given that dyslexic 

people can interpret dyslexia as problematic and troublesome, they are inclined not to disclose 

their dyslexic identity to their peers (Evans, 2015). Hence, the formation of identity is closely 

related to how one perceives himself or herself (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985) and how they evaluate 

the world (Oyserman & Markus, 1996). The relationship between dyslexic identity and learned 

helplessness is relatively closed in some ways, and how they interact with each other is worthwhile 

to explore. 

On other hand, coping programs have mediated between adolescents' well-being and 

stressors, and also facilitated the development of their coping skills to stressors (Frydenberg & 

Lewis, 1999). Moreover, some studies have found that intervention programs of coping were 

useful and feasible to students with or without dyslexia, participants reported benefits from 

intervention programs in some ways of coping (Cunningham, Brandon, & Frydenberg, 2002; Firth, 

Frydenberg, & Bond, 2012; Frydenberg & Lewis, 1999). One study found that the use of adaptive 

coping strategies showed a positive association between senses of capabilities with positive 

emotional experiences. This model also demonstrated the connection of productive coping style 

with enhanced self-efficacy and positive emotions (Andrews, Ainley, & Frydenberg, 2004). 

However, there have been few studies on the relationship between dyslexic identity and coping 

(Burden, 2008a; Humphrey, 2002). 

Based on the previously mentioned viewpoints, they can provide a theoretical lens to explore 

adolescents with dyslexia and how they face their learning difficulties. Thus, such a framework 

motivated this study to find out the inter-relationship of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and 

coping of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong secondary schools. It was hypothesized that the 

dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia reported strongly negative effects under the impact 
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of learned helplessness on their learning. Furthermore, it was hypothesized that there would be a 

positive relationship between dyslexic identity and coping strategies. The relationship between 

them is shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework of this study. 

1.2.1 Hypotheses of this study 

Hypothesis 1: Learned helplessness is negatively correlated to dyslexic identity of 

adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts. 

Hypothesis 2: Coping is positively correlated to dyslexic identity of adolescents with 

dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts. 

The independent variables of this study was coping, and the dependent variable were 

dyslexic identity and learned helplessness. 

 

Dyslexic identity 

Learned helplessness Coping 

negatively 

co-related 

positively 

co-related 
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1.3 Research questions 

1.  What is the dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts?  

2. What is the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping of 

adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts? 

3. In what way, dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping related to the development 

of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts? 

 

1.4 The significance of the studies  

Identity or self-concept has been a popular topic of research over the past few decades among 

East and West (Wang & Li, 2003), but such studies closely investigating the identity of adolescents 

with dyslexia are limited (Burden, 2005). Furthermore, there has been relatively little research on 

dyslexia in Chinese contexts (Chung & Ho, 2010). Recently, some studies have focused on reading 

ability (Chik, Ho, Yeung, Wong, Chan, Chung, & Lo, 2012), literacy performance (Chung, Ho, 

Chan, Tsang, & Lee, 2011) and syntactic awareness (Chung, Ho, Chan, Tsang, & Lee, 2013; 

Chung, Lo, Ho, Xiao, & Chan, 2014) of students in Hong Kong primary schools, as well as a study 

that focused on the role of lexical knowledge of secondary school students (Leong & Ho, 2008). 

However, there are few studies that have examined the relationship between adolescents with 

dyslexia and their identity (Evans, 2015). Hence, this study intended to fill this gap of local 

research studies and find out about the relationship between learned helplessness, coping and the 

identity of adolescents with dyslexia.  
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Furthermore, with reference to the theory of learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975), when 

adolescents with dyslexia face repeated failure, they will realize their limitation(s), or even give 

up trying and honestly admit failure. Different studies have pointed out that dyslexic students 

believed that they cannot go beyond such barriers but were the fetters of their own obstacles 

(Alexander-Passe, 2006; Diener & Dweck, 1978). When the number of failures increases, learned 

helplessness will become increasingly evident or may even affect mood (Nalavany, Carawan, & 

Rennick, 2011; Sun, Li, Buys, & Storch, 2015; Waschbusch, Sellers, LeBlanc, & Kelley, 2003). 

As failure is non-contingent and unavoidable, based on the theory of achievement-based 

helplessness (Licht & Dweck, 1984), the performance of them will deteriorate, although they are 

motivated to succeed, and have the ability to do so (Dweck & Reppucci, 1973). In the case of 

adolescents with dyslexia, how they react to their surroundings of learned helplessness was 

considered to be an interesting point for study.  

On the other hand, adolescence is a crucial time in the development of individuals, so it is 

important to learn more about coping among adolescents (Thuen & Bru, 2004). Given that coping 

patterns will be established at the stage of adolescence, students with dyslexia prefer to use 

cognitive avoidance rather than to confront their academic or social problems (Firth, Greaves, & 

Frydenberg, 2010). Coping means how one manages stress; and it comprises cognitive and 

behavioral strategies that are used in daily life (Frydenberg, 2008; Frydenberg, Deans, & Liang, 

2014; Seiffge‐Krenke, 2011). Students with dyslexia have significantly shown a coping style that 

focuses less on the problem than their peers’ (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1999). Therefore, 

inappropriate coping strategies and the effects of non-coping by adolescents with dyslexia should 

not be underestimated (Alexander-Passe, 2006). Thus, it is important to find out about coping 

strategies among adolescents with dyslexia by which they confront continuous failure. Eventually, 
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dyslexic students develop adaptive coping strategies that can overcome the more challenging 

environment of their school. Meanwhile, students who develop maladaptive coping strategies may 

further exacerbate negative effects throughout the rest of their lives (Firth, Frydenberg, Steeg, & 

Bond, 2013). 

In short, adolescents with dyslexia may be affected by their underlying learning deficit, 

which will make them prone to the repetition of failure. Their identity will deteriorate due to 

learned helplessness and their motivation of learning diminishes. Conversely, adolescents with 

dyslexia can cope with their deficits in some cases. This study aimed to explore the relationship 

between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping, especially as it intended to fill the gap 

of limited research on adolescents with dyslexia. Especially, recommendations derived this study 

will inform teachers who can develop programs for adolescents with dyslexia to build up positive 

dyslexic identity and overcome learned helplessness. 

 

1.5 The structure of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter is the introduction, including the 

contextual development of SpLD in Hong Kong, theoretical framework, hypotheses, research 

questions and the significance of the study. The second chapter is the literature review which 

reviewed published articles on the topics of dyslexia and dyslexic identity, learned helplessness 

and coping strategies, as this study investigated the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned 

helplessness and coping of adolescents with dyslexia of Hong Kong secondary schools. Different 

studies related to dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping were concisely reviewed. 
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The third chapter is methodology. This study adopted a mixed-methods research design; 

quantitative and qualitative data were used to analyze the relationship between dyslexic identity, 

learned helplessness and the coping of adolescents with dyslexia. Research questions, school 

environment, recruitment procedure and measures are discussed. The fourth chapter presents the 

test results and data analyses in relation to the research questions. The fifth chapter is the discussion 

and conclusions of this study. Limitations of this study are discussed. Moreover, some future 

research directions are explored. Finally, the appendices include a full copy of the questionnaire 

and interview protocol used for students, as well as the consent letter given to the principals and 

participants. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This section investigates how adolescents with dyslexia face their challenges in the literature. 

The first part is about dyslexia and dyslexic identity. It summarizes the definitions of dyslexia over 

the years and scholars’ work on how the deficits of cognitive-skills affect students with dyslexia. 

This part also reviews adolescence and identity; and looks at models of identity effects of changes 

of identity during this period. The second part is about learned helplessness; it delineates the 

relationship between dyslexia and learned helplessness and how repeated failure affects the 

learning of people with dyslexia. The third section is about coping, and outlines the theories of 

coping and coping strategies of adolescents. 

 

2.2 Dyslexia 

The term ‘dyslexia’ or ‘dyslexic’ refers to people or students who have specific learning 

difficulties (SpLD). Researchers in the United States have tended to identify diagnosed students 

as having a ‘Learning Disability’ (Burden, 2008a). The term “learning disability”, therefore, is 

much more general than dyslexia (Lyon, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003). In the United Kingdom, 

this term includes not only people who were diagnosed as being dyslexic, but also those who have 

other learning difficulties (Riddick, Sterling, Farmer, & Morgan, 1999). However, the term 

“learning disability” relates to other comorbid learning disabling disorders, such as attention deficit 

disorder, which could be more influential to the diagnosis than just dyslexia (Burden, 2008a).  
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According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), 

a “specific learning disorder is a developmental disorder that begins by school-age, although it 

may not be recognized until later. It involves ongoing problems learning key academic skills, 

including reading, writing and math” (APA, 2013a). This was in line with DSM-IV that considered 

a specific learning disorder to be a type of Neurodevelopmental Disorder that hinders the learning 

ability or academic skills which are the foundation for other academic learning (APA, 2013b). 

In the past few decades, most research studies of dyslexia have been concerned about 

assessment and intervention for children in Hong Kong. However, there is relatively little research 

about Chinese adolescents with dyslexia related to cognitive skills (Chung et al., 2010; Chung et 

al., 2013) and how dyslexic people have coped with their difficulties (Alexander-Passe, 2006). It 

has been generally known that dyslexia is a lifelong difficulty characterized by difficulties in the 

development of literacy- and language-related skills; it leads to a lifetime of underachievement 

and frustration, as identification and intervention are not provided to people with dyslexia 

appropriately and quickly during their early stage of life (Chung & Ho, 2010). Additionally, recent 

studies have pointed out that adolescents with dyslexia face four cognitive-language-related 

deficits that contribute to reading failure: syntactic awareness, morphological awareness, 

vocabulary knowledge and working memory (Chung et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, cognitive deficits seem to be a persistent problem when dyslexic children grow 

up. Previous studies have already found that dyslexic Chinese adolescents have an impairment in 

one or more of the domains of visual orthographic knowledge, morphological awareness, 

phonological awareness, rapid naming and verbal short-term memory and that these deficits will 

contribute significantly to reading and spelling failures in Chinese (Chung et al., 2010). Cognitive 

deficits directly related to the syntactic and discourse skills of dyslexic readers, especially non-
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alphabetic speakers such as Chinese-speaking readers, and such populations have remained even 

less explored (Chung et al., 2014). In fact, Chinese is an interesting language that is different from 

English, in terms of the features of syntax and morphological (Chung et al., 2013). Therefore, the 

impact of cognitive-linguistic skills with Chinese speaking adolescents with dyslexia warranted 

further investigation. 

Moreover, a negative interaction between expressive vocabulary and verbal working 

memory has been found; these deficits remain prominent in adolescence and affect the 

performance of oral reading fluency of adolescents with dyslexia (Rose & Rouhani, 2012). Like 

discourse skills are highly related to Chinese reading comprehension ability (Chik et al., 2012), 

reading comprehension ability has been found to be closely associated with poor working memory 

(Carretti, Re, & Arfè, 2013). Chung and his colleagues have already pointed out that discourse 

skills, as well as syntactic skills, morphological skills, rapid naming, and working memory are 

extremely critical to word reading and reading comprehension abilities of dyslexic readers (Chung 

et al., 2014). Furthermore, discourse skills of adolescents with dyslexia, children of senior grades, 

contain the text-level reading-related skill of morphosyntax and skills that follow the semantic 

traces between sentences (Chik et al., 2012). Weakness in discourse skills have been found to 

particularly contribute to difficulties with reading (Chung et al., 2014) and asking students with 

dyslexia to read aloud in class is not rare in normal classroom settings, therefore, there may be 

negative effects on them or even publicly humiliating them through practices exposing their 

difficulties (Glazzard & Dale, 2013). In other words, negative effects on the identity of adolescents 

with dyslexia have been found, and are likely to reinforce a sense of failure.  
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2.3 Dyslexic identity  

This section introduces the identity of adolescents with dyslexia. The argument then 

develops in order to discuss the theory of identity. 

The term “identity” is defined as a mixture of personal characteristics, feelings, values, 

intentions, and images of individuals (Rosenberg & Gara, 1985), and the product of situations and 

the shape of behavior in certain situations (Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012). Meanwhile, 

identity and self-concept are considered as nested elements; researchers have often adopted the 

terms identity and self-concept as if they are synonymous (Erikson, 1951, 1968; Swann & Bosson, 

2010).  

The relationship of identity and self-concept are that different parts of identities are made up 

from one’s self-concept, and one’s overall self is organized into multiple parts of identities tied to 

different aspects of social structures (Stets & Burke, 2003). The term “self-concept” is defined as 

a person’s perception of himself or herself (Marsh & Shavelson, 1985); it also includes attitudes 

and evaluative judgments of the world (Oyserman & Markus, 1996). However, Deaux (1992) 

explained the difference between identity and self-concept, and that European scholars have been 

inclined to use the term identity rather than self-concept. However, American researchers adopted 

the term self-concept and vice versa, which made the distinction between the two terms somewhat 

equivocal. Thus, self and identity are interchangeable, in which, self-concepts are embedded 

within the self, and identities embedded within self-concepts (Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012). 

This study used the two terms in an interchangeable manner. 

There has been a number of research studies conducted about self-concept throughout the 

past century. One researcher, William James, was considered to be the first person to talk about 
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self-concept (Hattie, 1992) and the father of the psychological study of self-concept (Marsh, Xu, 

& Martin, 2012). Self-aspect has been considered to be the initial conceptualization of “self” 

(Oyserman, Elmore, & Smith, 2012). As there has been no consensus among psychologists or 

sociologists regarding the definition of self-concept (Street & Isaacs, 1998), terminology confusion 

has existed regarding the use of self-concept-related terms (Bakadorova, 2015). Some researchers’ 

definition of “self-concept” has been descriptive and such a definition referring to descriptive 

information about oneself as appearance or outlook (McInerney & McInerney, 2010); however, 

“self-esteem” as the evaluative element of a self-concept structure has been considered by 

researchers as a more subjectively perceived self (Street & Isaacs, 1998) or judgement of self 

(Bakadorova, 2015). 

In the 1960s, models of self-concept were unidimensional in nature. These models tended to 

postulate self-concept as a unitary construct to evaluate oneself (Wilgenbusch & Merrell, 1999). 

Meanwhile, most research reported on the relationship between self-concept and school 

achievement measuring a wide range of perceptions at that time (Chapman, 1988). However, there 

was a consensus that individuals had high competence in some areas (e.g., athletes) and low 

competence in other areas (e.g., academics) (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2001). Therefore, Marsh and his 

colleagues introduced the model of multidimensional and hierarchical self-concept in 1976 (Marsh 

et al., 2012). This model supported academic and non-academic self-perceptions representing 

relatively independent elements (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2001). In short, unidimensional self-concept 

was contended to be a sum total of an individual’s self-appraisal in certain contexts, like school, 

family and social networks; on the other hand, multidimensional self-concept was assessed as an 

individual making important evaluative distinctions about competency in different domains of life 

(Chan, 1997). 
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Owing to the multidimensional view of self-concept, academic and non-academic 

performances can be assessed through different kinds of instruments. However, if the 

multidimensional tool is measuring an adolescent with dyslexia, it is predictable that such 

individuals will have a lower academic self-concept than those who are not dyslexic (Burden, 

2008a). Rosenberg (1986) proposed that one’s general feelings of worth considered a person’s 

self-appraisal, and this feeling of oneself was better to assess one who was satisfied with one’s life 

(Chan, 1997). Moreover, there have been two comprehensive meta-analytic reviews conducted by 

Chapman (1988) and Zeleke (2004). Chapman examined studies from 1974 to 1986 and Zeleke 

continued Chapman’s study to 2004. They reviewed more than 60 studies about the academic self-

concept of dyslexic children who profoundly viewed themselves more negatively in their academic 

self-concept than their average achieving peers. Zeleke preferred the different aspects of self-

concept needed to be analyzed from a global perspective (Burden, 2008a). Additionally, due to the 

perplexing and disputable findings of the global self-concept and academic self-concept, they can 

be applied to adopt global self-concept and predict the performance of adolescents who have 

dyslexia (Kloomok & Cosden, 1994).  

Moreover, when adolescents develop physically and intellectually, their competence and 

well-being can be shaped by comparing themselves with others (Burden, 2008a). Indeed, 

adolescence is a transitional period that will have an influence on dyslexic youth and poor school 

achievement (Eissa, 2010). Conversely, most adolescents develop a positive sense of personal 

identity and manage to form adaptive peer relationships and, at the same time, maintain close 

relationships with their families who do not have dyslexia or poor school experience (Hood, 

Bradley, & Ferguson, 2017; McInerney & McInerney, 2010). Furthermore, based on a longitudinal 

study (Chapman, Lambourne, & Silva, 1990), people with dyslexia can be very vulnerable to 
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underachievement, and it is possible for them to have secondary symptoms of dyslexia such as 

lower self-esteem, greater anxiety, lack of confidence, frustration and insecurity (Novita, 2016; 

Stampoltzis & Polychronopoulou, 2009). 

When the identity of dyslexic students is related to their reading ability and compared to 

other students without dyslexia, children with dyslexia have been found to consider themselves as 

unintelligent and be a poor reader. However, dyslexic students with good reading ability perceived 

themselves as intelligent (Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). Moreover, dyslexic students have rated 

themselves as less competent in their scholastic abilities than their peers without dyslexia, but they 

did not think themselves to be less competent on global self-worth or some of the nonacademic 

domains (Kloomok & Cosden, 1994). In fact, children or adolescents with dyslexia have shown 

their real difficulty, but their difficulty in reading was not treated as an invisible handicap (Scott, 

Scherman, & Phillips, 1992). Therefore, dyslexic students have rated their own competencies more 

negatively than their peers did and, sadly, their teachers did not rate them as performing less 

adequately than others did (Kloomok & Cosden, 1994). Unsurprisingly, they inclined to think 

themselves as having lower intelligence than their peers did (Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). 

In sum, there is no absolute value of dyslexic identity for adolescents with dyslexia. Their 

positive or negative dyslexic identity is based on their perception of the environment; it may be 

explained by the multidimensional view of self-concept previously mentioned. Their competence 

of academic achievement or physical performance will have an effect on the building of identity 

from time-to-time. The rationale of positive or negative identity may be related to learned 

helplessness or the coping of adolescents with dyslexia. This will be discussed in the following 

sections.  
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2.4 Learned Helplessness 

The term “learned helplessness” was first introduced by Seligman and Maier (1967) as dogs 

that were exposed to an inescapable shock and found to give up the chance to escape during the 

shocks that they experienced. Early studies have reported that when an organism experiences 

uncontrollable events, three deficits: cognitive, motivational, and behavioral will occur across a 

wide variety of subjects (Hiroto & Seligman, 1975; Seligman & Maier, 1967). Hiroto (1974) first 

conducted an experiment on humans and demonstrated that helplessness could be experimentally 

induced and was wholly parallel to helplessness experienced by animals. With the data and 

observations of Seligman and colleagues, they developed the theory of “learned helplessness”.  

As the theory of learned helplessness was reformulated during 1978, based on the revision 

of attribution theory, learned helplessness can be divided into three types related to the cause of 

being stable or unstable, global or specific, and internal or external (Abramson, Seligman, & 

Teasdale, 1978). Stable attribution means that the cause of a negative event is permanent and 

constant, whereas, an unstable attribution means the event is temporary; global attribution 

discloses negative events which are pervasive, whereas a specific attribution explains that events 

are circumscribed and limited; internal attribution manifests the cause coming from self, while an 

external attribution unfolds the cause by factors outside self (Joiner & Wagner, 1995).  

The theory of learned helplessness is used to describe a person who has a maladaptive 

response to uncontrollable stress; and who is impaired to escape responses and has reduced 

motivation and learning deficits (Salomons, Moayedi, Weissman-Fogel, Goldberg, Freeman, 

Tenenbaum, & Davis, 2012). Similarly, children who continually experience failure may believe 

that they cannot change their future outcomes (Walling & Martinek, 1995). After children have 

experienced multiple failures, frustration develops which can be related to perceived 
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uncontrollability and unpredictability of the experienced outcome and, thus, further learning of 

means to affect a change is impaired (Smallheer, 2011). 

Learned helplessness may arise from the result of reading failure; it will affect the 

performance of cognitive tasks and influence motivational spinoffs of reading failure, eventually 

leading to increasingly global performance deficits (Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). This negative 

feeling of reading relate to their own perceived inadequacies, which are generated from the fact 

that they feel they are not in control of their success in relation to learning (Glazzard, 2010). Some 

points concluded from different studies of learned helplessness, such as repeated failure, have 

made children learn to believe that failure is insurmountable; children generalized failure 

experiences to other situations and attributed failure to uncontrollable factors; uncontrollable 

factors let them believe they have no control over their actions and especially over the 

consequences of their actions (Diener & Dweck, 1978; Dweck, Goetz, & Strauss, 1980). Perhaps 

it is the origin of the negative effect of learned helplessness. Whether or not reading failure 

happened, the negative feelings will have increased.    

Children with dyslexia appear to have impotence of defending failure; they are also likely to 

have further damaged their self-concept and self-esteem (Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). In school 

settings, students often experience success and/or failure from time-to-time; dyslexic students have 

characteristics evolving from multiplicative failure experiences in school (Reynolds & Miller, 

1989). In fact, many classrooms have been described as being failure-oriented and that students 

often struggle to avoid failure rather than strive for success (Covington & Omelich, 1979; Heyder 

& Brunner, 2018; Hood et al., 2017), and some dyslexic students have even mentioned school as 

being a place of bullying (Glazzard, 2010). As poor learning experience or school experience are 

closely related to learned helplessness, it is a crucial issue to eliminate those experiences.  
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Based on the studies of learned helplessness in the past few decades, there is no doubt that 

adolescents with dyslexia struggle with their failure from time-to-time. Coping seems to be one of 

their ways out; how adolescents with dyslexia cope with their deficits will further be investigated 

in the next section. 

 

2.5 Coping  

Early research studies were concerned about the antecedents of coping, ways of coping to 

stressful events, and the experience of coping and relative contributions of personality 

characteristics (Frydenberg, 2014). Among them, the most frequently cited theory of coping is 

transactional theory of coping by Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman (Frydenberg & Lewis, 

2004), which is a person’s ongoing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage external and/or 

internal demands that are appraised as taxing or overwhelming (Lazarus, 1993; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). This theory also mentioned that coping is a transaction between the person and 

the environment, and a dynamic process that changes from time-to-time when it responds to 

demands, following appraisals, both objective and subjective (Frydenberg, 2014). 

Transactional theory of coping focused on how individuals interacted with environments, 

and has generally categorized coping into being problem-focused and emotion-focused. Lazarus 

mentioned that coping or action could serve many functions in reality, not only problem-focused 

and emotion-focused (Lazarus, 1996), and not infer judgment about people’s coping actions 

(Frydenberg & Lewis, 2004). Besides, Lazarus clearly affirmed that treating problem-focused and 

emotion-focused coping as two distinctive types of coping actions will lead to an over-simplified 

conception of the way coping works (Lazarus, 1996). Folkman acknowledged that although the 
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transactional theory of coping model has prevailed over the years, it has not been free of problems 

and limitations (Folkman, 2010). Additionally, Folkman and Moskowitz (2000) designated 

meaning focused coping as the third function of coping as being distinct from problem and 

emotion-focused. 

On the other hand, a multidimensional interactive model sought to explore complex 

relationships among personality, anxiety, stress, and coping by Endler and Parker (1990). In this 

model, situational/environmental and behavioral factors were concerned with how one personality 

focused on cognitive, motivational, physiological, and content-based variables (Livneh & Martz, 

2007). In response to the weaknesses of many widely used coping measures, Endler and Parker 

(1990) attempted to develop a reliable and valid multidimensional measure of basic coping styles 

in the 1990s. Other than problem-focused and emotion-focused, Endler and Parker suggested 

“avoidance” as the third basic strategy of coping; avoidance can include either person-oriented or 

task-oriented strategies and individuals avoided a particularly stressful condition by seeking 

support from other people or being caught by another task rather than the task at hand (Endler & 

Parker, 1990). Their multidimensional model focused on cognitive, motivational, physiological, 

and content-based variables, and those variables would affect the processing of information and 

pay attention to personal traits and state anxiety (Livneh & Martz, 2007). 

In addition, some researchers of coping emphasized the importance of personal traits and 

some considered situational factors, consequently two approaches: interindividual and 

intraindividual approaches to coping which were discussed in the late 1990s. The interindividual 

approach attempted to find out about basic coping styles: coping strategies of individuals during 

stressful situations; meanwhile, the intraindividual approach tried to identify basic coping 

behaviors or strategies of individuals during stressful or upsetting situations (Parker & Endler, 
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1996). Hence, a multiaxial model of coping from Hobfoll was developed in order to explore 

communal aspects of coping. This model moves beyond an individualistic perspective and 

attempts to assess coping within a more balanced context that allows for an understanding of both 

individualistic and communal orientation (Dunahoo, Hobfoll, Monnier, Hulsizer, & Johnson, 

1998). This model also balanced individualistic and collectivist notions of coping, and successfully 

predicted coping outcomes under stressful conditions (Monnier, Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Hulsizer, & 

Johnson, 1998).  

In line with the limited research on coping strategies of dyslexia, some studies have pointed 

out dyslexic students are at risk of responding to their difficulties in non-productive ways; for 

example, giving up, avoiding the problem, school dropout, juvenile delinquency, social isolation 

and depression (Firth, Frydenberg, & Bond, 2012). Researchers have also found that dyslexic 

students are at risk of learned helplessness, disruptive behavior problems and social withdrawal 

(Firth, Frydenberg, & Greaves, 2010). It appears that models of coping are not suitable for dyslexic 

people. Yet, from a recent study of Dutch children with dyslexia, it revealed that the variation of 

coping strategies and discrepancy between performance and standards were closely related to age 

stratification and social support from family, teachers and peers (Singer, 2008). It was worthwhile 

finding out how adolescents with dyslexia cope with their difficulties, and yet, how the effect of 

learned helplessness was being mediated. 

This review of the literature provided an integrated picture of how adolescents with dyslexia 

face their problems and difficulties. This study aimed to explore the correlations between dyslexic 

identity, learned helplessness and coping on adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school 

contexts. People with learned helplessness accompanied with maladaptive responses to 

uncontrollable stress are often impaired to be able to escape from learning deficits (Salomons, 
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Moayedi, Weissman-Fogel, Goldberg, Freeman, Tenenbaum, & Davis, 2012). Meanwhile, poor 

learning experiences result from learned helplessness, and a connection between a view of dyslexia 

and identity with self-esteem is ineluctable (Burns & Bell, 2011). Furthermore, studies of coping 

strategies have already discussed their effectiveness on students with social and emotional needs 

(Huxley, Freeman, & Frydenberg, 2007); and students who reported changes in coping training 

indicated a significant reduction in the use of non-productive coping (Hawkins, McKenzie, & 

Frydenberg, 2006). Therefore, there were two hypotheses of this study. Firstly, learned 

helplessness is negatively correlated to the dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong 

Kong school contexts. Secondly, coping is positively correlated to the dyslexic identity of 

adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts. In addition, the independent variables of 

this study was coping and the dependent variable were dyslexic identity and learned helplessness. 

Accordingly, three research questions were raised to address the hypotheses: 

1.  What is the dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts?  

2. What is the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping of 

adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts? 

3. In what way, dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping related to the development 

of adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school contexts?  



25 
 

Chapter 3 

Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to find out the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned 

helplessness and coping. This study adopted a mixed-methods research design to explore the data 

of adolescents with dyslexia by using two scales for the quantitative study and interviewing six 

adolescents for the qualitative study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). “When qualitative 

researchers locate evidence to document a code or theme in different sources of data, they are 

triangulating information and providing validity to their findings” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251), data 

from quantitative study and qualitative study would act as a triangulation process. This chapter 

reports the methodologies employed in the study and outlines the research design and reasons for 

the choice of research.  

Different types of mixed-methods research designs have their strengths and weaknesses, thus, 

quantitative and qualitative methods can compensate and complement each other and allow for a 

more vigorous analysis, and beneficial to each other (Green & Caracelli, 1997; Ivankova, Creswell, 

& Stick, 2006; Tashakkori, & Teddlie, 1998). There are two options for implementation of the 

data collection, namely concurrently and sequentially. Concurrently, mixed designs gather data at 

the same time and the researcher will seek to compare data and try to analyze both the quantitative 

and qualitative data (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003). Sequentially mixed 

designs collect and analyze the quantitative data first; the qualitative data will be collected and 

analyzed subsequently in the sequence and help to explain and elaborate the data obtained from 
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the first phase (Ivankova et al., 2006). Hence, this study was conducted by using a sequentially 

mixed design, which was intended to gather data in different time phases for deeper data analysis. 

Apart from the types of designs, Creswell has identified three main mixed-methods research 

designs: explanatory mixed-methods design, exploratory mixed methods design and triangulation 

mixed methods design (Creswell, 2005). The explanatory mixed-methods design is the most 

common approach that provides a main focus of the results from the quantitative data and 

qualitative data used to elaborate or explain the findings from the quantitative data (Mertler & 

Charles, 2005). The exploratory mixed-methods design is heavily focused on the qualitative data 

collected first in order to provide an outline to the research (McMillan, 2004). Next, quantitative 

data are collected to find out the phenomenon or identified theme of the qualitative results (Mertler 

& Charles, 2005). The triangulation mixed-methods design collects quantitative and qualitative 

data at the same time; the researcher is able to value two forms of data and analyze them 

simultaneously (Creswell, 2005). Both forms of results can subsequently be compared which 

converge the results (Mertler & Charles, 2005). This study adapted an explanatory mixed-methods 

design, which was trialed to figure out the phenomenon from the questionnaires, attempting to 

answer the research questions from the interviews of the adolescents with dyslexia.  

More specifically, the sequential explanatory design, one of the most straightforward major 

mixed-methods was used in this study (Creswell et al., 2003). This was due to the quantitative data 

and their subsequent analysis of this approach, which provided a general understanding of the 

research questions (Ivankova et al., 2006). Given that quantitative data were collected and 

analyzed before the collection of the qualitative data, this approach was particularly useful for 

explaining the relationships of the results of the study which were unexpected (Hanson, Creswell, 

Plano Clark, Petska, & Creswell, 2005). Moreover, the qualitative data and their analyses refined 
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and explained the statistical results with in-depth exploring (Creswell, 2005; Rossman & Wilson, 

1985; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  

 

3.2 The school contexts 

This study was conducted in school environments. The adolescents with dyslexia came from 

10 mainstream secondary schools. All of the participants recruited in this study attended 

government-aided secondary schools in the New Territories and Kowloon regions of Hong Kong. 

The selection of students was purposeful as they had all been previously diagnosed with dyslexia, 

therefore, purposive sampling was used in order to gather the best information of what was to be 

studied (Cohen & Morrison, 2011; Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & Hoagwood, 2015). 

The non-random sampling technique of purposive sampling limited this research to invite a 

specific type of purposeful sample to participate in this study (Johnson & Christensen, 2004). 

 

3.3 Ethical considerations 

Under the ethical guidelines of the Education University of Hong Kong, approval from the 

Human Research Ethics Committee needed to be obtained prior to the study starting. Information 

of the participants, recruitment procedures, and any potential risks or potential benefits needed to 

be reported during the application of the ethical review. All participation was on a voluntary basis 

and participants had the right to refuse to participate or withdraw at any time without negative 

consequences. The storage of questionnaires, data files and a record of interviews and transcripts 

were stored in a highly secured place that only could be accessed by the researcher. Finally, all of 
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the data management or processing were run on a computer with password-protection; all of the 

data from participants were subsequently destroyed when the research was completed. 

Permission was gained from the principals of the participating schools to send consent forms 

and letters to the parents of all the recruited students. The consent form and letter to parents 

explained the objectives of the study and informed them of the format of their participation. 

Participation in the questionnaire and interviews were completely voluntary and participants had 

the right to withdraw at any time if they felt uncomforted. A reply form was attached in the consent 

form and letter to parents, for ensuring their consents to participate in the study (Appendix D).  

 

3.4 A mixed-methods research design 

This study adopted a mixed-methods research design to explore the data of adolescents with 

dyslexia (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The first stage was the quantitative part of this study. A 

Chinese version of the two scales was used to measure the dyslexic identity, learned helplessness, 

coping of the adolescents with dyslexia. The second stage was the qualitative part of this study. 

Six participants of two schools from the quantitative study were invited to join a semi-structured 

interview. The interview protocol was adopted from the instrument: ‘All about me’ (Burden, 2005).   

 

3.4.1 The participants 

One hundred and fifty students were invited to participate in the research and they aged from 

12 to 14. They studied in Secondary 1 to 3 (Grades 7-9) in the quantitative part of this study. Seven 

out of 150 students were further invited to be interviewed in the qualitative part. All of the recruited 
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students were from mainstream schools and diagnosed to have an existing SpLD. Owing to reasons 

of privacy, all of the recruited students were recommended by the Special Educational Needs 

Coordinator or teacher-in-charge of Special Educational Needs matters in their school.  

Table 1 

Demographics information of the quantitative study   

 

Grades No. of students 

S1 55 

S2 51 

S3 40 

Total 146 

Sex No. of students 

Male 88 

Female 58 

Total 146 

Age No. of students 

Under 12 29 

13 53 

14 45 

15 19 

Total 146 
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The participants of this study were diagnosed by an Educational Psychologist as they had 

the characteristics of SpLD. With reference to the rule of thumb that a sample size of fewer than 

100 is often stated as small, a sample size between 100 and 200 as medium, and a sample size 

exceeding 200 as large (Kline, 2005), a sample size of 150 subjects was considered sufficient to 

obtain an analysis (Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1988). For the adolescents with dyslexia who were 

permitted by their parents to participate in this study, a consent letter was sent to parents and 

participants (Appendix D).     

 

Table 2 

Demographics information of qualitative study   

 

Grades No. of students 

S1 3 

S2 2 

S3 2 

Total 7 

Sex No. of students 

Male 7 

Female 0 

Total 7 
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Six students from two of the participating schools were invited for the interview. They were 

selected as they finished the captioned measures, one student of S1, S2 and S3 from the same 

school. In order to have a clear picture of the students’ coping strategies, the interviews sought to 

ascertain their reactions towards facing obstacles and barriers. In fact, qualitative studies are aimed 

to provide an illumination and understanding of ‘why’ and ‘how’ people think about certain 

questions (Marshall, 1996). Therefore, it was advisable to have more participants from different 

ages and more information of them to draw a more comprehensive picture of them.  

 

3.4.2 Collection of data 

3.4.2.1 Quantitative data  

The scales were translated into Chinese that facilitated the understanding of participants who 

are Chinese-speaking students. An invitation letter and consent form were sent to school principals 

and Special Educational Needs Coordinators of the 15 invited schools; all participants were 

allowed to join in this study under the authentication of parents. Questionnaires were completed 

under the supervision of teachers or teaching assistants; this was to make sure that all participants 

understood the items of the questionnaire. All completed questionnaires were then sorted and 

processed through Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) Version 24.0. One-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) was employed to find out whether there were any statistically significant 

differences among variables (Brown & Forsythe, 1974; Heiberger & Neuwirth, 2009; Ross & 

Willson, 2017). Furtheromre, areas of interest would be identified from the quantitative findings 

for the in-depth study in the second stage of this study (Turner, Cardinal, & Burton, 2017). 
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3.4.2.2 The scales 

As the mother tongue of the adolescents with dyslexia of this study was Chinese, the 

questionnaires were written in Chinese. The scales were translated into Chinese by using the usual 

translation-back translation method that make sense of both the original (English) and target 

languages (Chinese) (Chen & Boore, 2010). The two scales were combined into a 43-item self-

report measure. Participants were asked to complete a demographic information sheet with 

questions on gender, age and grade. The 43-item scale was designed in a dyslexic-friendly format 

that was printed one-sided with a font size of 14 (Chen, Keong, Teh, & Chuah, 2016). 

Measurement tools for each of these variables are described below. 

 

Scale 1: Dyslexic Identity Scale 

Identity of the adolescents with dyslexia were measured by the Dyslexic Identity Scale 

(Burden, 2005), a 25-item scale assessing the sense of identity of adolescents with dyslexia which 

ranks on a six-point Likert scale ranging from totally agree to totally disagree. The Dyslexic 

Identity Scale provides three dimensions of dyslexic identity: Self-efficacy, Locus of Control and 

Learned Helplessness.  

 

Rationale, validity and reliability of Dyslexic Identity Scale 

The Dyslexic Identity Scale was developed by Professor Robert Burden in 2005, which was 

published in his book “Dyslexia and Self-Concept: Seeking a dyslexic identity”. Due to 

comparatively little research on how dyslexic people make sense of their difficulties and their 
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perceptions of themselves, instruments on assessing dyslexic identity are really rare (Burden, 

2005). As Burden developed this scale from psycho-social theory, it integrated Bandura’s self-

efficacy model and Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale’s learned helplessness theory. This scale 

was designed to assess a dyslexic child/adolescent’s sense of self (Armstrong & Humphrey, 2009).  

Although Burden’s study was relatively small in size, but it was an in-depth research on 

dyslexic identity. Burden attempted to explore various nature of self-concept (Burden, 2008a). 

This “theory-based” scale was used in an in-depth study of 50 adolescent boys of a special school 

for dyslexic students. As Burden described, it was conducted in an atypical educational context in 

which students came from a ‘middle class background’ with supportive parents (Burden, 2005). 

In Google Scholar, EBSCO and PsycINFO searches, no further study was found for using the 

Dyslexic Identity Scale. Probably, Burden’s applied analysis of pertinent psychological theory was 

too argumentative and pioneering, leading to the relative scarcity of research using this approach 

(Armstrong & Humphrey, 2009). Yet, the Dyslexic Identity Scale can explore the sense of identity 

of dyslexic people; particularly, it has highlighted the psychological concepts of self-efficacy, 

locus of control and learned helplessness (Burden, 2005). 

 

Scale 2: The Short Form of the Adolescent Coping Scale 

The Short Form of the Adolescent Coping Scale: a brief measure of coping (Frydenberg, 

2008; Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993) is an 18-item scale designed to measure adolescent coping. 

These 18 scales were developed based on students' responses to the 80 items on the Adolescent 

Coping Scale. These 80 items comprise 18 different scales that represent the different coping 

responses; each item describes a specific coping response, a behavior or a mindset (Frydenberg & 
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Lewis, 1992). This scale contains three dimensions with six items each: problem focused, 

reference to others and non-productive coping.  

 

Rationale, validity and reliability of The Short Form of the Adolescent Coping Scale 

Choosing a scale suitable for adolescents with dyslexia was not an easy task, due to their 

reading abilities and little attention was the major concern. An 18-item questionnaire has been 

described as useful and can primarily be used as a general screening device to adolescent coping 

strategies or areas of coping of relevance to respondents (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1992). As the scales 

were developed from the 80-items Long Form of the Adolescents Coping Scale, it provided a 

stable and consistent environment for application, with “moderate rather than high” test-retest 

reliability correlations (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993). Additionally, a recent study of Malaysian 

adolescents validated the scale with alpha values of 0.605 and 0.869. The short form of the 

Adolescents Coping Scale was found to have “high validity” and correlated positively and 

significantly with the Adolescents Coping Scale General and Specific Short Form (Bullare, Ismail, 

Pang, & Madlan, 2015). Hence, this scale was recommended to be a general screening device or a 

research questionnaire, which was useful in the identification of coping strategies (Frydenberg & 

Lewis, 1992). 

 

3.4.3 Collection of the qualitative data 

The second stage of the study was the qualitative part. A Chinese version of the semi-

structure interview protocol was used to ask for the participant’s responses. All interviews were 

taped and transcribed. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to analyze the 



35 
 

data from the interviews; super-ordinate themes and sub-themes were identified (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008). As this study adopted an explanatory approach, all results from both stages 

were used to explain and triangulate with each other. 

 

Interview protocol: ‘All about me’- a dyslexic adolescent 

The qualitative part of this study was related to the interviews conducted with the adolescents 

with dyslexia. The interview protocol was adopted from: The ‘All about me’ instrument of Burden 

(2005). This interview protocol is an open-ended sentence-completion instrument designed by 

Robert Burden. It contains 24 questions with the checking of the interviewees’ responses. This 

interview protocol was made available to interview 50 adolescent boys in West England. Under 

Burden’s study (2005) of 50 adolescent boys, some significant themes emerged. Burden 

highlighted that the themes were “chosen to describe as their construction of their learning careers, 

a concept that emphasizes the notion of learning as a process rather than a set of outcomes” (p. 41). 

The findings of Burden that interviewees expressed they were “confused”, “always responses to 

significant others”, that would be used for the comparison with the findings of this study. 

 

Validity and reliability of qualitative study 

Reliability is concerned with the replicability of the results, and validity is related to the 

accuracy of measurement in quantitative research (Golafshani, 2003). However, early researchers 

realized that these criteria (reliability and validity) are not relevant to qualitative research (Smith, 

1984). Obviously, it has been quite difficult to assess the reliability and validity of qualitative 

research during the past few decades. They have even been described as being “misleading” within 
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the concept of reliability (Stenbacka, 2001). Further, qualitative research has been conducted with 

a naturalistic approach to understand phenomena in context-specific settings (Patton, 2001), and 

defined as a kind of research in which findings are not arrived at by means of statistical procedures 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). As a paradigm shift, when a study is being designed, analyzing the 

results and the quality of the study and judging, validity and reliability are the three important 

factors to be concerned (Patton, 2001).  

Basically, the reliability of qualitative research deals with the consistency, dependability and 

replicability of the results earned from the research (Nunan, 1992). Whereas validity is related to 

the matter of trustworthiness, utility and dependability between the researchers and informants 

(Zohrabi, 2013). Besides, reliability concerns measurement and whether it can produce the same 

research result again or not (Stenbacka, 2001). Data from qualitative approaches are in narrative 

form and subjective. It is inappropriate to attain the same results from a study, however, based on 

the data collection processes; the findings and results should be consistent and dependable 

(Zohrabi, 2013). According to Burns (1999), validity is essential in order to evaluate the quality 

and acceptability of research, and its instruments are very important as the results are based on the 

information gathered from them. Creswell and Miller (2000) suggested that validity is affected by 

the researcher’s perception of validity in the study and his/her choice of paradigm assumption, and 

validity using the methods of non-forcing interviews require strategically well-chosen informants 

(Stenbacka, 2001). Apart from validity, reliability is concerned about the quality of measurement, 

which is considered reliable in order to have the same result over and over again (Venkatesh, 

Brown, & Bala, 2013). Howbeit, reliability only plays a minor role and limited meaning in 

qualitative research; qualitative studies are focused on validity during analyzing (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007).   
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According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, 2000), three criteria for judging the trustworthiness 

of qualitative research are credibility, transferability and confirmability. Credibility and 

transferability are closed to the usage of internal and external validity in quantitative research, 

whereas confirmability is related to the statistical conclusion of quantitative research (Shenton, 

2004). However, there are no accepted guidelines or common consent on the validity of qualitative 

research, therefore, researchers prefer to pay attention to the application of methods, interpretation 

of data, data collection, data analyses and reporting (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Hence, Teddlie and 

Tashakkori (2003) introduced a term of ‘inference quality’ as an internal validity of quantitative 

research or the credibility of qualitative research. This is an umbrella term to refer to the final 

outcome of a study. Inference quality is defined as the accuracy of inductively and deductively 

derived conclusions in a study, applicable to interpret and conclude the collected data in different 

ways (Venkatesh et al., 2013). In other words, the ability of the researcher is critical in order to 

draw meaningful and accurate conclusions from the data collected in the study, and the 

conclusion(s) should be built on significant predictors from the process and product(s) of different 

phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).   

Moreover, in this study, a ‘general interview guide approach’ was used. Questions were 

listed in order to be explored in the course of the conducted interviews (Patton, 2001). This 

approach allows interviewers the flexibility not to follow the order of the interview protocol during 

an interview; the interviewer can also change the wording of questions to make the interview more 

flexible to take precedence based on perceived prompts from the interviewees (Turner, 2010). 

Further, this approach facilitates the interview process and creates an atmosphere of relaxation and 

freedom so that interviewees can freely express themselves.  
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to analyze the data from the 

interviews. IPA was developed by Jonathan Smith, and allowed the researcher to have a closer 

look at the research participants with their social reality, in particular, conditions or particular 

situations (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). The process of analysis was included in all of these 

aspects of the researcher’s self-reflection, and also the participants to seek and interpret their 

experiences into some meaningful form (Brocki & Wearden, 2006). Given that IPA aimed to 

explore the participants’ experiences in detail and how they made sense, it could be expressed that 

human research is double hermeneutic (Smith, 2004). This approach contained several stages, 

Stage 1: first encounter with the text; Stage 2: preliminary themes identified (super-ordinate 

themes); Stage 3: grouping themes together as clusters (sub-theme); and Stage 4: tabulating themes 

in a summary table (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). 

 

3.5 Analysis of quantitative and qualitative data 

Data from the questionnaires were sorted, classified and coded into a coding sheet and 

analyzed by using the computerized data analysis package, Statistical Package for Social Science 

(SPSS) Version 24.0. Pearson r correlations were conducted for examining the associations and 

relationships among dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2011). ANOVA was employed to find out the likely statistically significant differences 

among variables means (Tabachnick, & Fidell, 2013). Meanwhile, all of the interviews were taped 

and then re-read against the original tapes. Transcripts and note taking were reviewed and analyzed 

by using open coding. After the process of coding, common themes were detected. Together with 

the quantitative and qualitative data analyses, the relationship of dyslexic identity, learned 
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helplessness and coping of the adolescents with dyslexia were drawn out. In certain contexts, 

qualitative and quantitative data were mixed to substantiate each other. 

In summary, as previously mentioned, in different literature, poor academic self-concept of 

adolescents with dyslexia has not been represented with a poor global self-concept. In fact, the 

human mind is rather complex and complicated than ever imagined. However, to obtain a complete 

picture of behavior and experience, using more than one research method is necessary (Morse, 

2003). Therefore, this study was conducted using mixed-methods research design. Quantitative 

data analysis was supported by the qualitative data, in order to acquire a broader and deeper 

understanding of the relationship of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping of the 

adolescents with dyslexia. Questionnaire and semi-structure interview questions were the data 

collection instruments. Both research methods widened the scope and comprehensiveness of the 

study, which also assisted to interpret the data form questionnaires and interviews and provided 

explanations of the unexpected findings (Morse, 2003). Based on the comprehensiveness of 

mixed-methods research design, a deeper understanding of dyslexic adolescents’ mind was 

expected to draw in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

4.1 Introduction 

People with dyslexia face with the surmountable and insurmountable barriers in all stages of 

their life (Burden, 2008a); coping with surroundings is also a non-stop issue among dyslexic 

people. The quantitative part of this study was employed in order to examine the learned 

helplessness among dyslexic students, described as obstacles of their life (Diener & Dweck, 1978). 

Dyslexic identity, a specific term coined from Burden, is related to self-efficacy, learned 

helplessness and depression. Coping strategies are combined with problem-focused coping, 

reference to others and non-productive coping by Frydenberg (Frydenberg, 2014). The 

relationships between dyslexic identity and coping strategies of adolescents with dyslexia were 

studied during the first part of this study. Under the guidelines of the mixed-methods and after 

analyzing the results from the questionnaire, several questions were raised in order to direct the 

second part of this study. The qualitative study used interviews and was conducted guided by the 

protocol of Burden (Burden, 2008a), as well as the questions raised from the questionnaire results.  

 

4.2 Quantitative study 

This study was administrated under the three research questions. Research Question 1 was 

analyzed through ANOVA in order to find the relationships between the three dimensions within 

dyslexic identities (self-efficacy, learned helplessness and depression). Research Question 2 and 3 

involved the utilization of the Pearson correlation technique which works best with linear 
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relationships in order to determine the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness 

and coping. 

Data for this research were collected through two stages. The first stage collected data from 

the questionnaire completed by the participating students who were referred by the Special 

Educational Needs Coordinators of their schools. After analyzing the questionnaire data, some 

issues were drawn out and a number of questions were proposed which were asked during the 

interviews in the second stage. Issues about self-efficacy, learned helplessness, peer relationships 

and coping strategies were further investigated during the individual interviews.  

 

4.2.1 Demographic Profile of Participants 

There were 146 participants who volunteered and completed the demographic information 

on the first page of the questionnaire. All 146 subjects, including 88 boys and 58 girls, were 

diagnosed as SpLD with normal IQ who studied in mainstream secondary schools in Hong Kong. 

For their years of study, 55, 51 and 40 of them were respectively in S1, S2 and S3. For their ages, 

29, 53, 45 and 19 were respectively under 12 years old, at 13 years, 14 and 15 years old (see Table 

1). 

 

4.2.2 Results of quantitative study 

The descriptive statistics derived from the data analysis of the responses to the scales by the 

146 students are presented in Table 3. Scores on dyslexic identity and coping represent the sum of 

their subscales.  
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Table 3 

Mean table of the variables for dyslexic identity and coping  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Internal consistency reliability estimates were calculated by utilizing Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficients to test each subscale and test the weight of each domain registering consistent 

responses (Bonett & Wright, 2015; Streiner, 2003). In Table 4, the whole scale Cronbach Alpha 

Coefficients and the alpha scores specific to each subscale used in this study are presented. It was 

noted that the Cronbach Alpha of the whole scale was 0.812. In general, the Cronbach Alpha in all 

the subscales, except reference to others=0.652 were over 0.7 that is the common acceptable value 

(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).  The internal consistency reliability was considered as high. 

 

 

N Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Standard 

Error 

95% Confidence 

Interval for 

Mean 

Lower Bound 

Self-efficacy 146 26.88 5.06 .42 26.05 

Learned Helplessness 146 10.72 3.89 .32 10.09 

Depression 146 18.84 6.51 .54 17.78 

Dyslexic Identity 146 56.44 10.92 .90 54.66 

Problem-focused 

Coping 

146 24.94 5.77 .48 24.00 

Reference to others 146 16.05 3.96 .33 15.40 

Non-productive Coping 146 24.48 7.16 .59 23.31 

Coping 146 68.17 10.45 .87 66.46 
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Table 4  

Cronbach Alpha Coefficients of scale of quantitative study   

 

 

Cronbach's 

Alpha 

Whole scale .812 

Self-efficacy .720 

Learned Helplessness .779 

Depression .816 

Problem-focused Coping .748 

Reference to others .652 

Non-productive Coping .768 

  

4.2.3 Inferential Statistics 

4.2.4 One-way ANOVA 

ANOVA was used for data analysis so as to examine the differences among the S1, S2 and 

S3 students. Significant main effects were found for the reference to others (F(2,143) = 3.485, p < 

0.033). Other dependent variables showed no significant effects. 
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Table 5  

One-way ANOVA among the variables for dyslexic identity and coping against year groups of 

the subjects 

 

 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Self-efficacy Between 

Groups 

75.74 2 37.87 1.492 .228 

Within Groups 3630.74 143 25.39   

Total 3706.49 145    

Learned 

Helplessness 

Between 

Groups 

25.14 2 12.57 .830 .438 

Within Groups 2166.10 143 15.145   

Total 2191.237 145    

Depression Between 

Groups 

53.252 2 26.63 .625 .537 

Within Groups 6090.13 143 42.59   

Total 6143.38 145    

Problem-

focused coping 

Between 

Groups 

161.49 2 80.75 2.473 .088 

Within Groups 4668.96 143 32.65   

Total 4830.45 145    
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Reference to 

others 

Between 

Groups 

105.53 2 52.76 3.485 .033 

Within Groups 2165.14 143 15.141   

Total 2270.67 145    

Non-productive 

coping 

Between 

Groups 

32.52 2 16.26 .314 .731 

Within Groups 7408.87 143 51.81   

Total 7441.39 145    

4.2.5 Post Hoc Tests 

Post hoc tests were run for analyzing the interactions of different grades of students. In the 

variable of ‘references to others’, there was significantly statistical differences among S1 students 

with S2 students (M = 1.58, SD = .766, p < .039) and with S3 students (M = 1.93, SD = .811, p 

< .018). The interaction effect can be best interpreted as a greater will to ‘reference to others’ or 

seeking help from others by S1 students than that exhibited by S2 and S3 students. 

 

  



46 
 

Table 6  

Post Hoc Tests of among the variables for dyslexic identity and coping against year groups of 

the subjects  

 

Dependent 

Variable Grade Grade 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

Self-efficacy 

S1 

S2 .93 .98 .346 -1.0100 2.8624 

S3 1.80 1.05 .088 -.2727 3.8668 

S2 

S1 -.93 .98 .346 -2.8624 1.0100 

S3 .87 1.066 .415 -1.2328 2.9745 

S3 

S1 -1.80 1.055 .088 -3.8668 .2727 

S2 -.87 1.06 .415 -2.9745 1.2328 

Learned 

Helplessness 

S1 

S2 .25 .766 .744 -1.2478 1.7433 

S3 1.02 .81 .210 -.5797 2.6177 

S2 

S1 -.25 .766 .744 -1.7433 1.2478 

S3 .77 .82 .350 -.8536 2.3961 

S3 

S1 -1.02 .81 .210 -2.6177 .5797 

S2 -.77 .82 .350 -2.3961 .8536 

Depression 

S1 

S2 .84 1.27 .509 -1.6681 3.3472 

S3 1.50 1.36 .272 -1.1852 4.1761 

S2 S1 -.84 1.277 .509 -3.3472 1.6681 
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S3 .66 1.388 .635 -2.0686 3.3804 

S3 

S1 -1.50 1.366 .272 -4.1761 1.1852 

S2 -.66 1.388 .635 -3.3804 2.0686 

Problem-

focused 

coping 

S1 

S2 2.20 1.11 .050 -.0028 4.3885 

S3 2.14 1.199 .073 -.2062 4.4880 

S2 

S1 -2.20 1.11 .050 -4.3885 .0028 

S3 -.05 1.211 .966 -2.4375 2.3336 

S3 

S1 -2.14 1.199 .073 -4.4880 .2062 

S2 .051 1.211 .966 -2.3336 2.4375 

Reference to 

others 

S1 

S2 1.58 .766 .039** .0831 3.0735 

S3 1.93 .811 .018** .3290 3.5256 

S2 

S1 -1.58 .766 .039** -3.0735 -.0831 

S3 .35 .82 .672 -1.2755 1.9735 

S3 

S1 -1.93 .81 .018** -3.5256 -.3290 

S2 -.35 .82 .672 -1.9735 1.2755 

Non-

productive 

coping 

S1 

S2 .18 1.40 .900 -2.5896 2.9422 

S3 1.13 1.50 .451 -1.8271 4.0861 

S2 

S1 -.18 1.40 .900 -2.9422 2.5896 

S3 .95 1.52 .532 -2.0519 3.9582 

S3 

S1 -1.13 1.50 .451 -4.0861 1.8271 

S2 -.95 1.52 .532 -3.9582 2.0519 

**. The mean difference significant at the 0.05 level. 
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In order to investigate relationships among variables (self-efficacy, learned helplessness, 

depression, problem-focused coping, reference to others and non-productive coping), Pearson 

correlations were carried out. A correlation matrix (Table 6) showed the relationship among the 

six dimensions of the scale.  Correlations analyzes were performed on each self- and other- paired 

score in order to check the relationship of the variables of dyslexic identity and coping strategies 

among those adolescents with dyslexia. 

Paired correlation reports showed the significant positive relationships between the paired 

variable: self-efficacy and problem-focused coping (r = .584, p < 0.1); self-efficacy and reference 

to others (r = .477, p < 0.1); problem-focused coping and reference to others (r = .663, p < 0.1); 

learned helplessness and depression (r = .708, p < 0.1); learned helplessness and references to 

others (r = -.169, p < 0.42); learned helplessness and non-productive coping (r = .499, p < 0.1); 

depression and non-productive coping (r = .486, p < 0.1); problem-focused coping and references 

to others (r = .663, p < 0.000). For the negative correlations, they were the pairs of learned 

helplessness and references to others (r = -.169, p < 0.42) and depression and references to others 

(r = -.24, p < 0.004). 
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Table 7  

Correlations among the variables for dyslexic identity and coping  
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Self-

efficacy 

Pearson 

Correlation 

1 .053 -.024 .584 .477 -.060 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .522 .769 .000** .000** .469 

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

Learned 

helplessnes

s 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.053 1 .708 -.036 -.169 .499 

Sig. (2-tailed) .522  .000** .662 .042* .000** 

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

Depression Pearson 

Correlation 

-.024 .708 1 -.122 -.240 .486 

Sig. (2-tailed) .769 .000**  .144 .004* .000** 

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

Problem-

focused 

coping 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.584 -.036 -.122 1 .663 -.073 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000** .662 .144  .000** .384 

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

Reference 

to others 

Pearson 

Correlation 

.477 -.169 -.240 .663 1 -.086 
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Sig. (2-tailed) .000** .042 .004* .000**  .300 

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

Non-

productive 

coping 

Pearson 

Correlation 

-.060 .499 .486 -.073 -.086 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .469 .000** .000** .384 .300  

N 146 146 146 146 146 146 

**. Correlation significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

4.3 Qualitative study 

Some findings were identified from the data analysis that might be contrary to Burden’s 

findings in 2008. Burden found that the identity of dyslexic students was likely to be positive 

significantly, if their schooling was longer. In contrast, all the variable mean values in this study 

decreased when the grade year was going up (see Table 8). Burden also pointed out that students 

showed fewer indications of feelings of learned helplessness and generalized depression related to 

their dyslexic conditions in longer schooling. In this study, learned helplessness and depression 

among the students did not show any significant changes with the higher grades. Moreover, the 

study of Frydenberg and Lewis (2004) showed that adolescents were inclined to seek social 

support and described this as one of their cornerstones of their coping process. Reference to others 

of this study showed decreases within the higher grades. 

In conclusion, it is interesting to further examine the scenario in the interview. Especially 

the reason for the results which were not consistent to previous studies; perhaps there were some 

different factors for adolescents with dyslexia need further investigation. 



51 
 

Table 8 

Mean scores of the different grades of the qualitative study   

 

 N Mean 

Self-efficacy S1 55 27.70 

S2 51 26.76 

S3 40 25.90 

Learned 

Helplessness 

S1 55 11.10 

S2 51 10.84 

S3 40 10.07 

Depression S1 55 19.55 

S2 51 18.71 

S3 40 18.05 

Problem-

focused 

Coping 

S1 55 26.29 

S2 51 24.10 

S3 40 24.15 

Reference to 

others 

S1 55 17.13 

S2 51 15.55 

S3 40 15.20 

Non-

productive 

Coping 

S1 55 24.85 

S2 51 24.68 

S3 40 23.73 
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In the original interview protocol, some questions were formulated under the themes of 

confusion, responses to significant others, subsequent action and change of school with reference 

to Robert Burden’s “All about me” (Burden, 2005). In response to the quantitative findings, more 

questions were added. These were concerns regarding how they felt towards learned helplessness, 

what their perception of receiving help from others was, and how they evaluated themselves.  

Seven participants were invited to the interviews. They were males diagnosed SpLD, with 

normal IQ and who studied in mainstream secondary schools in Hong Kong.  

 

4.3.1 Results of qualitative study 

All interviews were recorded with an audio recorder, after gaining the consent of the 

interviewees. Dialogs were transcribed into text by the researcher. Transcripts were analyzed by 

using IPA. In order to facilitate the analyzing and identifying of themes from the transcripts, a 

structure was constructed to understand the relationship among these themes (Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009). The analysis finally generated a total of 3 super-ordinate themes, ‘Growing up’, 

‘Being dyslexic’ and ‘Free thinking’, following by 9 sub-themes (Table 9). 

Table 9 

Identification of the super-ordinate themes and sub-themes from the qualitative data 

 

Super-ordinate themes Sub-themes 

Growing up Self-efficacy 

Relationship with others 

Primary and secondary school experience 
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Being dyslexic Feeling of being dyslexic 

Coping strategies 

Feelings of ownership of the label 

Free thinking Metaphor of dyslexia 

Thinking about future 

Back to day one 

 

4.3.2 Super-ordinate themes and sub-themes 

 

4.3.2.1 Super-ordinate theme 1: Growing up  

This theme revealed dyslexic adolescent’s experiences of change during secondary school, 

and included their self-efficacy, peer relationships and comparison of primary and secondary 

schools. 

 

4.3.2.1.1 Theme 1.1: Self-efficacy 

During the interviews, the researcher asked the participants to rate themselves with regard 

to their self-confidence which counted as how much confidence they had out of 100. All of them 

were able to clearly rate with follow up reasons. They had a mean of 62 and SD of 21.28, which 

meant there was high variation within the group.  
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Table 10 

Mean of self-confidence rated by interviewees   

 

Mean N 

Std. 

Deviation 

62 7 21.28 

 

Several participants rated themselves with their reasons. Student C (S3) rated himself 90 out 

of 100. His explanation was: 

Other than reading, I have full confidence on remembering things. For example, I can cycle 

to everywhere; I can remember to go back without help, even to the places I have never been. 

My auntie also praises me as a human GPS. (Student C, S3) 

Similarly, Students A, B and D were of the view that: 

I have confidence with bowling, sports and other activities. I feel I can tackle the skill and I 

am good at this. (Student A, S1) 

I am good at playing games on Smartphones and cooking. Mom praises me that I have got 

talent with cooking. (Student B, S2) 

Racing, and shooting games are my favorite, I win all the time. I have confidence on video 

gaming. (Student D, S1) 

Conversely, one participant rated himself with a low mark with the following reason: 
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I am always doing things wrong, even if have confidence. I am only good in Maths. (Student 

E, S2) 

 

4.3.2.1.2 Theme 1.2: Relationship with others 

Participants talked about their relationships with others. They all showed positive 

relationships with teachers and peers. For instance: 

If I get problems, I will ask my teacher first. Sometimes, I will ask my classmates who are 

smarter than me. I think my friends will not deride me, I trust them. (Student A, S1) 

If I have question, I will ask my mother or my subject teacher. I will never ask someone whom 

I do not trust on. I seldom ask others; I am afraid that they do not reply me. (Student D, S1)  

I will ask my classmates; they can tolerate my bad temper. (Student F, S2) 

I will only find my social worker (counselor); she helped me a lot. I will not ask my parents 

again; they do not understand my dyslexic difficulties. They even bit me before I was 

diagnosed with dyslexia, they also shouted at my laziness. (Student G, S3) 

 

4.3.2.1.3 Theme 1.3: Primary and secondary school experience 

Participants were asked to compare their learning experience and perception of primary and 

secondary schools. Most of them expressed their gratitude to secondary school teachers and felt it 

was more difficult to survive in primary school. For example: 
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I prefer to study in secondary school; teachers and classmates are nice to me. I found that it 

is easier to study in secondary school. In primary school, too many things to do and too 

many things I did not understand and no one helped me. (Student C, S3) 

It’s hard to choose anyone. If you want me to choose one, I like secondary school. I find it 

more friendly and freedom in secondary school. (Student E, S1) 

I like secondary school; teachers are kind and understand the needs of dyslexic people. 

Teachers in primary school were dignified and more majestic to students. (Student G, S3) 

On the contrary, one participant had the following feedback to primary school: 

I loved primary school when I went there for the first time, I felt the principal, teachers and 

classmates were kind with me. Primary school gave me a feeling of intimacy. I can hardly 

make friends with my classmates in secondary school. (Student B, S2) 

 

4.3.2.2 Super-ordinate theme 2: Being dyslexic 

This theme showed how those students expressed themselves by living with dyslexia. They 

also shared their coping strategies against dyslexia and how it felt having their label of being 

dyslexic. 

 

4.3.2.2.1 Theme 2.1: Feeling of being dyslexic 

Participants felt moderate when they were notified as being dyslexic. Three of them were 

told when in primary one. For example: 
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I felt nothing special when I was being told. I only cannot spell and dictate one word easily. 

(Student F, S2) 

I think it is OK; there is nothing wrong with me other than doing homework. (Student A, S1) 

Conversely, participants felt sad if they told about being dyslexic when older. As in the 

following two quotes: 

I cannot remember when I was notified, but I felt sad. I only knew why I learn so hard as I 

am dyslexic. (Student D, S2) 

I think it was the hardest time in my life before I was told about being dyslexic. I did not 

want to continue my study at that time, I felt despair. After my social worker told me the 

truth, I felt I was released but still sad. (Student G, S3) 

 

4.3.2.2.2 Theme 2.2: Coping strategies 

Coping with difficulties was one of the most important issues for the dyslexic students. The 

students were asked to share some strategies of coping with learning. Some of them will ask 

someone to help, search the answer through the Internet or read more books. For example: 

The most effective way was searching for the answer from my smartphone. I can browse the 

web to find the answer. Secondly, I can ask my mom and friend to help me. (Student A, S1) 

I will search the answer through my phone, besides I will ask my subject teachers. I seldom 

ask my classmates; they do not know the answer as well. (Student F, S2) 
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4.3.2.2.3 Theme 2.3: Feelings of ownership of the label 

It is not easy to imagine the feeling of being dyslexic. Most of the students replied that there 

was no advantage to having this label: 

I cannot say anything is good with being dyslexic, but many things are worse about being 

dyslexic. (Student A, S1) 

But two of them had a positive answer to it: 

I think it is good that I can have more time during examinations, other than that, I cannot 

say anything is good to being dyslexic. (Student B, S2) 

I think I am more positive after I knew I am dyslexic. I learnt how to be more optimistic. 

(Student E, S1) 

 

4.3.2.3 Super-ordinate theme 3: Free thinking 

According to Burden’s experience of interviewing dyslexic students, they should be allowed 

to explore with metaphors that they have constructed for themselves (Burden, 2008a). However, 

some perspectives of thinking have been expressed in a direct way; a creative communicative 

method was meaningful to it.  

 

4.3.2.3.1 Theme 3.1: Metaphor of dyslexia 

Some participants only showed how it felt like or to live as having dyslexia, but some had 

wonderful replies: 
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I think dyslexia is like a book. If you miss one page or one paragraph, you will miss much 

knowledge. (Student A, S1) 

I think it is like a barrier in your mind. Normal people do not have this barrier. If you cannot 

get over this barrier, you will lose. (Student E, S1) 

I think it is like a wall, a dark wall. (Student F, S2) 

I think I live like aged people. I cannot watch clearly, I will walk heavily, I can write hardly. 

I will be exhausted easily. (Student G, S3) 

 

4.3.2.3.2 Theme 3.2: Thinking about future 

Participants replied on their thinking about the future in a serious manner. Most of their 

answers were about careers without any language-related aspects. 

I cannot imagine what I can do in the future, because of my poor results in examinations. I 

prefer to a cook, this job does not have more works about writing and spelling. (Student B, 

S2) 

I can be a lifeguard of swimming pool. I think I can fit for any job but not related to writing 

any words. (Student C, S3) 

I want to be an E-sports player; I am good at playing internet games. (Student D, S1) 

But one student could not think of any job that he preferred: 

I want to a normal person only. I cannot tell you at this moment. (Student E, S1) 
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4.3.2.3.3 Theme 3.3: Back to day one 

Participants were asked to choose if they wanted to have dyslexia or not. Most of their replies 

were: 

Absolutely not. I cannot survive without reading. Not many people are like that. (Student C, 

S3) 

One participant replied differently:  

I still want to be dyslexic; I like to be helped by others. I like the feeling of being helped; 

people who do not have dyslexia will help me. But I am afraid that people who know that I 

am dyslexic, I hope other people will help me. (Student B, S2) 

 

 

4.4 Summary 

The results of the qualitative part of this study showed that seven students had confidence of 

themselves with the quotes of self-efficacy, and this was also extended to the results from the 

questionnaires. With the analysis of the questionnaires, ‘reference to others’ was found to be 

statistically significant. After the interviews, how the interviewees received help from each other 

was clearly stated. In addition, the feeling of being dyslexic and how they coped with problems 

were quite clear from their replies. The last super-ordinate theme allowed the participating dyslexic 

students to express their underlying thinking of being dyslexic. All the results of the quantitative 

and qualitative studies will be discussed in the next section.  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to find out the relationship between dyslexic identity, learned 

helplessness and the coping of adolescents with dyslexia in the Hong Kong school contexts 

through an explanatory mixed-methods design. Given that adolescence is a critical time in the 

development of the individual (McInerney, 2014; Thuen & Bru, 2004), their identity lowered 

remarkably after they have been a secondary school student (Chang, McBride-Chang, Au, & 

Stewart, 2003). Meanwhile, their coping styles would have established at this stage (Firth et al., 

2010); adolescents with dyslexia are quite puzzled during this stage.  

In order to address the purpose of this study, the following issues guided the research: the 

profile of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping, and the relationship between dyslexic 

identity, learned helplessness and coping. Answering these questions helped to understand how 

dyslexic identity correlated to learned helplessness and coping among adolescents with dyslexia. 

This study also revealed that adolescents with dyslexia were struggling to face the impact 

under the problems of learned helplessness which negatively affected the building of their identity. 

Their coping strategies of problem-focused, reference to others used by adolescents with dyslexia 

were significantly positive correlated to their dyslexic identity. At the same time, non-productive 

coping strategies were significantly correlated to learned helplessness. Based on the results of this 

study, two hypotheses were acceptable. As mentioned in the literature review (Chapter 2), the 

identity of adolescents with dyslexia was composed by academic self-concept and global self-

concept. From the study of Humphrey and Mullins (2002), adolescents with dyslexia can be 
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affected by the painful experience of repeated failure and then develop a poor academic self-

concept. However, the studies of Kloomok and Cosden (1994) and Zeleke (2004) argued that other 

than academic self-concept, there was global self-concept which was more applicable to measure 

their identity. 

 

5.2.1 The dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia: A vulnerable but tough mind 

If dyslexic identity interpreted as a form of labeling, dyslexic is being stigmatized rather than 

only a label of a person (Macdonald, 2010). As previously mentioned, the identity of adolescents 

with dyslexia is closely formulated under the effect of academic and global performance. This 

process is highly complex through the different stages of becoming aware of difference and 

transformation into a balanced dyslexic person (Alexander-Passe, 2015).  

Referring to the results of this study, the mean value of dyslexic identity was rather high (M 

= 56.44). This results were consistent to Burden’s (2008a) finding, the score of self-efficacy and 

depression were higher than learned helplessness. Hence, Burden concluded that dyslexic 

conditions had an effect on depression, but fewer on learned helplessness. This was verified by the 

responses of the interviewees’ answers about being dyslexic and ownership of a label. Although 

their feelings of being dyslexic were not too negative, they did not like the label of dyslexia. This 

was compatible with the answer of Student C to the question of “Back to Day One”. The answer 

was “Absolutely not. I cannot survive without reading”; it demonstrates the painful experience of 

being dyslexic. Furthermore, they would not choose to be dyslexic whether they had the chance to 

choose again. This implicated that they were struggling to overcome their learning difficulties. 

Meanwhile, they also faced academic failure and never ending barriers. 



63 
 

There may be a difference in interpretation of learning between the East and West. Li (2002) 

pointed out that intelligence plays an important role in learning in the West, and studies have 

focused on students’ individual characteristics such as competition (Hess & Azuma, 1991), self-

esteem (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003), and social competence (Wentzel & 

Caldwell, 1997). On the other hand, students from the East displayed strong group orientation, 

compliance with authority, and thoroughness in their approaches of dealing with tasks (Li, 2002). 

Moreover, Western approaches to learning were characterized by “overt and private questioning, 

expression of personal hypotheses, and a desire for self-directed tasks” (Tweed & Lehman, 2002). 

According to the Western model, learning was a process of understanding the essentials of an issue 

or topic, and exploring and solving tasks or problems. Learning might be treated as mind 

orientation, differentiation of mental functions to understand the world, development of personal 

skills, and the realization of personal goals (Li, 2005). A Western style of learning seemed to 

emphasize understanding and self-determination, and concerns more about ability than effort. 

Conversely, Eastern children tended to learn because of the expectation from an authority 

figure, such as mothers or teachers. Some students performed well in order to satisfy adults’ 

expectations, especially if happening within a Chinese family. For example, some students from 

Taiwan reported that they originally had intrinsic interests in learning, but later developed the 

feeling of guilt and shame once they had failed to fulfill the adults’ expectations (d’Ailly, 2003). 

Moreover, Chinese students perceived that their performance and achievement of learning will 

affect their family, as they are obliged to fulfill the expectation of their parents and teachers. 

Learning was a way for Chinese students to perfect themselves, to master materials, and to show 

their hardship, persistence and learn to be tough. However, once they experienced failures, they 
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felt shameful and guilty (Li, 2002, 2005, 2012). Eventually, as a poor learner, they did not feel 

shame-guilt only but also could not face their families (Li, 2002). 

With reference to the Chinese cultural model of learning, dyslexic identity seemed to have 

an alternative interpretation apart from the literature. Given that some cases of nursing students 

avoided to disclose their dyslexic identity for the reason of being stupid related to dyslexia (Evans, 

2015), this kind of negative interpretation of dyslexic identity was often found in the literature 

(Humphrey, 2002; Riddick et al., 1999). Conversely, Burden (2008a) argued that a positive or 

negative identity was gradually formed from their motivation to learn and the feelings of self-

efficacy and/or learned helplessness, and would contribute to their effectiveness of learning 

(Alexander-Passe, 2015). Sense of identity was also contributed to other factors, as recognized and 

understood by parents or significant others; the consequences of being diagnosed has an effect 

socially and psychologically (Burden, 2008a). 

 

5.2.2 The profile of learned helplessness of adolescents with dyslexia: A suffered mind 

By referring to questionnaires results, the level of learned helplessness, as well as depression, 

were not too high among the participants. In Table 3, the mean of learned helplessness (M = 10.72) 

and depression (M = 18.84) compared to the mean of self-efficacy (M = 26.88), were both 

comparatively low. However, the results from the interviews revealed a different angle to interpret 

their learned helplessness and depression. The answers from 5 out of 7 interviewees, did not show 

their hard feeling of being dyslexic. It is a noteworthy condition that two of them (Student D, S1 

and Student G, S3) expressed their sadness about being dyslexic; they even did not conceal their 

hard feeling with dyslexia. On the other hand, two questions asked during the interviews were able 
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to unmask their learned helplessness from a deeper side of their dyslexic mind; one was how they 

think about their future and another was Back to Day One of being dyslexic. Most of their answers 

were about careers without any language-related aspects, revealing that they were suffering from 

the difficulties of having learned helplessness to tackle language. Besides, with regard to their 

answers of Back to Day One, most of them did not choose to be dyslexic, again, with the reason 

that dyslexia gave them many barriers throughout their life. 

With reference to the literature, studies of dyslexic students showed they were hindered by 

barriers that they cannot go beyond (Alexander-Passe, 2006; Diener & Dweck, 1978). People had 

some patterns of responses after feeling failure, as they attributed them to their personal 

inadequacy and being anxious (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Notwithstanding the findings of this 

study did not match with the literature, some points deserved further investigation. For example, 

students are generally encouraged to achieve better academic results as they are highly appreciated 

by their parents; academic performance is one of the main stressors for youth in Hong Kong 

(Busiol, Lo, & Yan, 2016). Forasmuch as poor academic performance of adolescents with dyslexia, 

they were predicted to have learned helplessness and be stressed. However, this seems not to be 

consistent with the findings of this study; the score of learned helplessness was comparatively low. 

One study of Chinese cultural beliefs about adversity from Shek (2004), under the influence of 

Confucian thought, emphasized positive values of adversity and individual capacity to overcome 

adversity. Moreover, resilience was found as a predictor of the well-being of Chinese students that 

can assist a person to deal with difficulties and adversity (Skrzypiec, Askell-Williams, Zhao, Du, 

Cao, & Xing, 2018). Simultaneously, Buddhism and Taoism emphasized fate, in which people 

were incapable of changing adversity (Shek, 2004). As previously mentioned, interviewees 

showed how they cope with learned helplessness.  
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The results also revealed that learned helplessness slightly influenced the performance of 

adolescents with dyslexia. The main point is that the effect of learned helplessness was unmasked 

or blurred under the cultural effect, adolescents with dyslexia were worried or anxious of being 

unsuccessful in their academic performance simultaneously. Hence, they avoided mentioning their 

difficulties during the interview, and even forgot about them. As Burden (2008a) also argued, a 

negative response from a small portion of dyslexic students might affect the interpretations of 

previous research findings. This factor is further discussed in Section 5.2.3. 

 

5.2.3 The profile of coping of adolescents with dyslexia: A positive problem-solving mind 

Dyslexic students are faced with problems in schools. They are not losers, and often adopt 

one or more specific ways of dealing with failure (Singer, 2008). Based on the results from the 

quantitative parts of this study, adolescents with dyslexia were inclined to choose ‘problem-

focused’ and ‘non-productive coping’ in order to solve problems and were relatively higher than 

‘reference to others’. A study from Firth, Greaves, and Frydenberg (2010) compared the coping 

strategies of adolescent students with or without learning disabilities; students with learning 

disabilities reported higher use of non-productive coping than other students.  

Referring to the results of this study, the mean of coping (M = 68.17) was comparatively 

high. As the variable coping was composed of three subscales: problem-focused coping (M = 

24.94), reference to others (M = 16.05) and non-productive coping (M = 24.48). The results of 

non-productive coping were inconsistent to a study of Firth and her colleagues (Firth et al., 2010), 

regarding the higher use of non-productive coping when students with learning difficulties get 

older. This can be explained by the answers of students from their interview. With responses from 
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the interviewees, they had strategies to cope with problems. They tried to search for answers from 

smartphone or internet; the second choice was to ask their teachers or peers. This seemed consistent 

to the finding of the quantitative study (Table 11). It implied that students used non-productive 

coping strategies to a lesser extent to deal with their problems, although there was not a significant 

drop with the trend. Moreover, some items of non-productive coping were not coping, to ignore 

the problem, self-blame, worry and wishful thinking. From the results of both the quantitative and 

qualitative studies, they can have an inference that adolescents with dyslexia in Hong Kong school 

contexts are inclined not to use non-productive coping.   

Table 11  

Mean table of the variable for non-productive coping 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With reference to a study of Ganim and Frydenberg (2006), students with a positive attitude 

to school related to the coping strategies that they used; they solved problems and remained 

positive when using problem-focused coping and reference to others. Conversely, students with a 

negative attitude to school were more likely to engage in Non-Productive coping strategies. This 

was consistent to the findings of the qualitative part of this study. Most of the interviewees replied 

 N Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

S1 55 27.31 7.82 

S2 51 27.58 6.27 

S3 40 26.50 8.25 

Total   146   
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that their positive attitude to their present school was more than their previous primary school; 

their reason was support from teachers and more academic success in their present school. 

Moreover, participants of this study conveyed other views through the interviews. They used to 

ask help from people they trusted, like parents and closed classmates. This seemed not to be 

consistent to the results of the questionnaires which showed a contradiction of their mindset. 

However, when reviewing questions about ‘reference to others’ of the scale, the term “other” was 

used but not for “parents” or “friends” which would have misled their understanding to ‘reference 

to others’. Fortunately, the interviewees clarified their meanings about ‘reference to others’ which 

asked for help from people who they trusted or had a close relationship to them.   

 

5.2.4 The relationship between dyslexic identity, learned helplessness, coping of adolescents 

with dyslexia: A tormented life experience 

When students’ performance was impeded by learned helplessness, they inclined to attribute 

their failures to personal inadequacy. They also felt bored or anxious over their performance, they 

rather engaged in task-irrelevant verbalizations. Most of them showed their impotence of problem-

solving (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). These responses were somehow similar to the behaviors of non-

productive coping, dyslexic students that even showed their frustration and depression (Humphrey, 

2002). The results of this study were consistent to the above response patterns; learned helplessness 

was significantly correlated with depression and non-productive coping. Conversely, self-efficacy 

was correlated with problem-focused coping and reference to others was significant in this study. 

More importantly, self-efficacy did not show any relationship with non-productive coping; learned 

helplessness and depression did not show any relationship with problem-focused coping and 

reference to others simultaneously.  
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This dichotomous situation seemed to be compatible with the division of positive and 

negative dyslexic identity as previously mentioned. Furthermore, with the data of the interviews, 

answers of the participants revealed that they were tormented between successfully striding over 

barriers or being knocked down by their difficulties. From the metaphor of dyslexia, it was a 

helpful way to explore how dyslexic people construct themselves with supportive prompting that 

makes sense of their dyslexic condition (Burden, 2008a). They listed out: a booking with missing 

pages, a barrier, a dark wall and aged people. These things were gloominess in some sense; perhaps 

they showed their struggle with a sense of confusion and inevitable failure.  

From another finding of this study, the result of the ANOVA showed that there was a 

significant effect with ‘reference to others’ between the S1, S2 and S3 students. The data of the 

post hoc tests displayed the interactions of different grades of students; S1 students showed their 

tendency of ‘reference to others’ differing from the S2 and S3 students. A recent study of Hong 

Kong adolescents found that psychological well-being was highly correlated to their social 

environment; factors of school support and relationships with family members were essential to 

their development of psychosocial well-being (Cheung, Chan, Lui, Tsui, & Chan, 2018; Xie, Yan, 

Wang, Han, & Gai, 2018).  

The findings from Lewis and Frydenberg (2004) reported that adolescents tended to use 

problem-focused coping with their coping ability and poorer coping was inclined to use non-

productive coping style with their inability to cope. However, it was very surprising that increased 

use of reference to others predicted that someone was inclined less able to cope. Although the 

finding studied adolescents without dyslexia, another finding of Firth, Frydenberg, Steeg, and 

Bond (2013) indicated that there was no significant difference on coping between adolescents who 

have or do not have learning disabilities. Accordingly, this was consistent to the findings of this 
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study and was more or less similar to the dichotomous situation previously mentioned. 

Additionally, difference between reference to others with S1, S2 and S3 of this study matched 

more with use of reference to others and was predicted to less ability to cope. Given that dyslexic 

children struggled to overcome their difficulties and developed a sense of dyslexic identity, it was 

described as a result of their interactions with others (Burden, 2008a). Furthermore, factors 

contributed to young people’s resilience and were related to a positive personality disposition, poor 

family relationship and the availability of external supports (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1996; 

McKenzie, Frydenberg, & Poole, 2004).   

 

5.2.4 The development of adolescents with dyslexia: the way out in the school context of Hong 

Kong 

As Burden (2008b) concluded in his book chapter: “We do not yet know, as indicated 

previously, how important the degree of a person’s literacy difficulties may be in affecting their 

feelings about themselves, or whether the discrepancy between their attainments in literacy and 

other cognitive or life skills is a significant contributing factor” (p.407). As previously mentioned, 

dyslexic identity is a vulnerable component in their mind; it can change under the degree of their 

learned helplessness and coping. Students with dyslexia face learning problems from time-to-time, 

and their ability in reading and writing are significant learning barriers for them. The way out 

seems to be how they cope with their learning difficulties, especially the discrepancy between 

different performances. The results from the quantitative and qualitative studies may have some 

implications. Reviewing three themes from three participants: 

Student A, S1: 
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Self-efficacy: I have confidence with bowling, sports and other activities. I feel I can tackle 

the skill and I am good at this. 

Feeling of being dyslexic: I think it is OK; there is nothing wrong with me other than doing 

homework. 

Feelings of ownership of the label: I cannot say anything is good with being dyslexic, but 

many things are worse about being dyslexic.  

Coping strategies: The most effective way was searching for the answer from my smartphone. 

I can browse the web to find the answer. Secondly, I can ask my mom and friend 

to help me. 

Relationship with others: If I get problems, I will ask my teacher first. Sometimes, I will ask 

my classmates who are smarter than me. I think my friends will not deride me, I 

trust them. 

Student F, S2: 

Self-efficacy: My major problem is English. It is not hard to spell a word, but comprehension 

is very difficult. I have no problem during daily life.   

Feeling of being dyslexic: I felt nothing special when I was being told. I only cannot spell 

and dictate one word easily. 

Feelings of ownership of the label: I cannot any good with dyslexia, I cannot understand 

many Chinese.  

Coping strategies: I will search the answer through my phone, besides I will ask my subject 

teachers. I seldom ask my classmates; they do not know the answer as well. 
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Relationship with others: I will ask my classmates; they can tolerate my bad temper. 

Student G, S3 

Self-efficacy: I am not confident to do things. If I talk with friend, I will do better. 

Feeling of being dyslexic: I think it was the hardest time in my life before I was told about 

being dyslexic. I did not want to continue my study at that time, I felt despair. After 

my social worker told me the truth, I felt I was released but still sad. 

Feelings of ownership of the label: I cannot think anything good about dyslexia, perhaps 

other classmates will think it is good to have more time during the examination.  

Coping strategies: I will browse internet. 

Relationship with others: I will only find my social worker (counselor); she helped me a lot. 

I will not ask my parents again; they do not understand my dyslexic difficulties. 

They even bit me before I was diagnosed with dyslexia, they also shouted at my 

laziness. 

It was clear that the three students’ self-efficacy was relatively high if they did not mention 

about reading and writing. This was consistent to the argument that they had a positive global self-

concept but a negative academic self-concept (Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). Especially from the 

reply of Student F, “I have no problem during daily life”. He showed his confidence on catering 

of daily life other than literacy skills. Moreover, they all used terms “worse”, “sad” and “hardest” 

related to their feelings of being dyslexic. Obviously, it was under the influence of learned 

helplessness and their learning difficulties. However, they had their own coping strategies to cater 
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for their learning; all of them inclined to search the answer from internet by themselves before 

asking other people. This showed their motivation of learning even though they are dyslexic. 

Referring to the results of the ANOVA in this study, ‘reference to others’ was a significant 

item correlated among the groups. It was consistent to the findings from the qualitative study. 

Three students were comforted to ask other people who they trusted. The variable of ‘references 

to others’ showed significantly statistical differences among the S1 students with S2 students (M 

= 1.58, SD = .766, p < .039) and with S3 students (M = 1.93, SD = .811, p < .018). S1 students 

would rather seek for help than cope with problems by themselves. On the other hand, although 

the variable ‘problem-focused coping’ did not show significantly statistical differences among the 

S1 students and S2 students (M = 2.20, SD = 1.11, p < .050) and with S3 students (M = 2.14, SD 

= 1.12, p < .073). This implied that S2 and S3 students preferred to cope with their problems by 

themselves first before asking someone. This revealed that when S1 students faced the transition 

from primary school to secondary, they were learning to accommodate to the new environment of 

learning. Especially with regard to the hierarchical and significantly competitive secondary school 

system with three levels of banding in Hong Kong, they were quite pressured by their surroundings 

(Chao, Sze, Chow, Forlin, & Ho, 2017). 

Moreover, the paired correlation of self-efficacy and problem-focused coping (r = .584, p < 

0.1); self-efficacy and reference to others (r = .477, p < 0.1); problem-focused coping and reference 

to others (r = .663, p < 0.1). This showed the relationships between self-efficacy, problem-focused 

coping and reference to others. Conversely, the paired correlation of learned helplessness and 

depression (r = .708, p < 0.1); learned helplessness and non-productive coping (r = .499, p < 0.1); 

depression and non-productive coping (r = .486, p < 0.1); problem-focused coping and references 

to others (r = .663, p < 0.000). This showed the relationship between learned helplessness, 
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depression, non-productive and references to others. This dichotomous division of perception on 

learned helplessness and coping can be explained by the results mentioned in the previous 

paragraphs. Such an effect on the transition of students from primary school to secondary school 

cannot be underestimated, since there were many differences in the academic and discipline focus 

of schooling in secondary schools (Sin, 2001). Eventually, the problems related to identity building 

may be developed during the times of transition (Yang, Holden, Carter, & Webb, 2018).  

A study pointed out that adolescents with learning difficulties experienced detrimental 

effects in psychological domains; placement in mainstream schools may be a potential negative 

consequence of it (Crabtree & Rutland, 2001). However, the solution for this negative consequence 

may be an intervention program of coping strategies. The “Success and Dyslexia” program by 

Firth and Frydenberg (2011) can provide good evidence for this assumption. This program 

included two hours’ professional development named “Whole-school dyslexia professional 

development and change” for all school staff, a 10-session universal coping program for all Grade 

6 students, and a 10-session withdrawal dyslexia coping program for Grade 6 students with 

dyslexia which focused on coping strategies of dyslexia-related situations (Firth, Frydenberg, 

Steeg, & Bond, 2013). This program received positive feedbacks and suggestions from teachers; 

the model of the whole school and whole class program nested on an environment for students 

with dyslexia to succeed with their newly learned coping strategies (Firth, Frydenberg, & Bond, 

2012). Perhaps adolescents with dyslexia need a program for coping strategies like this. As 

previously mentioned, the relationships between self-efficacy, problem-focused coping and 

reference to others may come from an effective way of coping. Conversely, the relationship 

between learned helplessness, depression, non-productive and references to others may be related 

to an inefficient way of coping. 
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In sum, adolescents with sufficient school support or active coping skills can eliminate the 

effect from negative life experience (In-Albon, Meyer, Metzke, & Steinhausen, 2017). 

Comprehensive school support is essential for the development of identity, as well as it is important 

to identity formation of adolescents with dyslexia. If they live in a well-supported environment, 

they tend not to use non-productive coping strategies (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1996). Furthermore, 

their positive or negative identity would gradually affect their motivation, self-efficacy and learned 

helplessness, which contribute to their effectiveness of learning (Burden, 2008a). 

 

5.3 Limitations 

The limitations of the studies are considered to be the following: 

 

5.3.1 Sample sizes 

Although the sample size of this study was sufficient to obtain an analysis (Guadagnoli & 

Velicer, 1988), as a medium size rule of thumb (Kline, 2005), it was still small in size when 

compared to other studies. However, the participants of this study were recruited on a voluntary 

basis; they were limited in population with only 10% of the population being dyslexic. Therefore, 

if one school invited 10 students to complete the questionnaires, this would have equaled to 

approximately 10% of the school population. There is no doubt that an increased sample size can 

increase findings to be more close to reality. Therefore, an inadequate sample would more or less 

influence the findings of this study.  
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5.3.2 Questionnaire data 

The questionnaire data were found to be limited. Since the questionnaire was designed for 

dyslexic readers with a suitable font size of 14 and one-side printed, the interpretation of the 

wordings and meanings of the questions were quite varied to each participant. The number of 

questions were also considered as a problem to the participants, and whether or not more questions 

would have made the data more valid to this study.  

  

5.3.3 Interviews  

The interviews conducted in this study were found to be too limited in order to draw too 

much data. The participants from the two schools with S1 to S3 students were expected to generate 

a picture of how adolescents with dyslexia think about their dyslexic identity. The Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to analyze data from the interviews, which 

triangulated the data from the quantitative part of the study. More interviews could have verified 

the accuracy of the study and its results.  

 

5.4 Future research   

The findings of this study have found some limitations that could potentially inform further 

studies as follows. First, more participants will be invited to join the study, for example, at least 

10% of the total population of secondary school students will be expected to join. In fact, more 

samples will increase the validation and effectiveness of a future study. Moreover, there were 

contradiction issues with the findings found in published literature against the results of this study. 
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One important issue of concern was about the identity of adolescents with dyslexia of Eastern or 

Western countries; more specifically, about the impact of learned helplessness on them. And how 

they cope with the barriers and what strategies they use need further investigation. Furthermore, 

the use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) will require some adaptation with the 

local context and further investigation, especially if this method focuses on interpreting 

participants’ experiences in some meaningful form and are explored in further detail. More 

importantly to adolescents with dyslexia is a coping program for them, but currently, there is no 

developed coping program for them in Hong Kong, Hopefully, a program will be launched within 

a short time that is similar to the successful “Read & Write" project (喜閱寫意).  

 

5.5 Conclusion 

This study was conducted in Hong Kong secondary schools with dyslexic students in S1 to 

S3. There is a paucity of research about adolescents with dyslexia living in Hong Kong, as well as 

their dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping styles. Studies conducted during the past 

few decades have mainly focused on the profile of dyslexic people, their characteristics and 

developing tools on assessment. The targets of local published research were aimed at dyslexic 

children; there were limited studies concerned about adolescents. Yet, there were research studies 

conducted in other parts of the world, studying the contexts of Western countries and their culture. 

Nonetheless, adolescents with dyslexia have a slight difference in their profile of the discussed 

issue under Chinese culture and in the Hong Kong context. It is worth investigating the vulnerable 

but tough mind of adolescents with dyslexia and that cultural factors may positively transform the 

identity. This needs further research.  
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With the potential positive transformation of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness of 

adolescents with dyslexia will simultaneously change. A finding of this study that the increased 

use of ‘reference to others’ predicted less ability in order to cope was consistent with the findings 

of Lewis and Frydenberg (2004). It revealed the fact that asking for help is not only a matter 

concerned with learned helplessness, but is also related to psychological well-being or adversity 

towards them. With reference to Shek’s (2004) study, problem-solving abilities and social support 

were found to be coping resources for Hong Kong adolescents in order for them to cope with 

problems. Hence, it is advisable to initiate project like “Success and Dyslexia” (Firth & Frydenberg, 

2011) that has provided a chance for dyslexic adolescents to learn how to cope with difficulties 

and develop a positive identity. Furthermore, learning packages for dyslexia in secondary schools 

were quite insufficient in the Hong Kong school context.  It is expected that more resources need 

to be developed support dyslexic adolescents in their learning, and allow them to have more 

successful experiences. Particularly, new learning packages need to invite school teachers to 

participate in their development in the future. 

As program for coping is essential to adolescents with dyslexia, changing their mindset from 

an effect under learned helplessness to positive coping is important too. One finding that was 

consistent with the literature was about the effect of age when adolescents with dyslexia are 

diagnosed. In this study, a finding was that the earlier the age of being diagnosed, the less the effect 

of learned helplessness has on being dyslexic. Therefore, early diagnosis and intervention are 

important to the development of the identity of being dyslexic. With reference to the mindset 

theory of Dweck (2006), growth mindset and fixed mindset represent notions of intelligence 

thinking that can or cannot change through effort and learning (Dweck, 2000). In line with the 

relationship of dyslexic identity, learned helplessness and coping, an intervention program seems 
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to be essential for their positive identity building. A small size study on students with learning 

disabilities found that mindset theory was critically contributed to the subjects through positive 

psychological interventions (Tuckwiller, Dardick, & Kutscher, 2017). Perhaps, the building up of 

a positive and negative dyslexic identity may be essential to adolescents with dyslexia in order for 

them to acquire critical coping skills and related constructs that support their success and holistic 

development (Caskey, Innes, & Lovell, 2018). Given the above suggestion, a comprehensive 

intervention program is needed. Intervention programs are important for building up positive 

dyslexic identity of adolescents with dyslexia. Moreover, as learned helplessness will change 

under the effect of positive dyslexic identity, it also makes coping more effective. It is expected 

that a comprehensive intervention program be developed for them, which may include coping 

strategies, mindset training, a better school learning experience and supportive learning 

environment. In sum, the development of a positive dyslexic identity is not only important for the 

learning of adolescents with dyslexia, but also the building of a whole life for them. It is also 

worthwhile to develop learning packages and programs for them together with school teachers in 

the near future. 
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Questionnaire 
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Appendix B 

Interview protocol 

 

1. 你的主要困難是什麼？生活上，學習上？ 

2. 用什麼方法解決學習的問題？ 

3. 誰幫助你更了解讀寫障礙？他們如何幫你？ 

4. 何時知道有讀寫障礙的特徵，當時感覺是如何？知道自己有讀寫障礙

後？放鬆了?羞愧？讀寫障礙有什麼好處呢？ 

5. 你對未來有什麼希望？或者你希望未來做什麼作？ 

6. 在學習的路途上，你覺得最大的問題是什麼？ 

7. 舉一個你認為最有效解決問題方法。 

8. 若有機會重頭再來，你會否選擇你仍有學習障礙嗎？ 

9. 你對自己有幾大的信心？在什麼方面有自信？ 

10. 遇上什麼問題，你一定不會找他幫忙？  

11. 「讀寫障礙」這個詞語對你來說，有什麼意思？可以用一件事或一件

物件來比喻嗎？ 

12. 比較一下你的中、小學學習？ 
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Appendix C 

School consent form 
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119 
 

Participants consent form
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