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Abstract

The lower secondary school context constitutes one of the most important steps in the education of young people, accompanying them in the transi-
tion towards adolescence, the affirmation of their own identity and self-awareness. In this situation, the formation of self-esteem plays a crucial role
and the school can facilitate or not this process, especially for students with specific learning disabilities (SLD). The objective of this work is to eval-
uate the possibility of stimulating self-esteem in SLD subjects through an innovative educational laboratory focused on motor-sports education. The
study was carried out through a comparative analysis of a sample group and a control group, which did not participate in the laboratory activities, and
the project made use of the Multidimensional Self-Concept Scale (MSCS) developed by Bracken (1993) for the assessment phase.

Il contesto della scuola secondaria di primo grado rappresenta uno dei passaggi pit importanti nella formazione dei giovani, che li accompagna nella
transizione verso I’adolescenza, ’affermazione della propria identita e la presa di coscienza di sé stessi. In tale situazione la formazione
dell’autostima ricopre un ruolo cruciale e la scuola puo facilitare o0 meno tale processo, in particolare per gli studenti con disturbi specifici
dell’apprendimento (DSA). A tal proposito lo scopo di tale lavoro ¢ quello di valutare la capacita di stimolare 1’autostima nei soggetti con DSA attra-
verso un laboratorio didattico innovativo incentrato sull’educazione motorio-sportiva. Lo studio € condotto attraverso un’analisi comparata di un
gruppo campione ed uno controllo, che non pratichera le attivita laboratoriali, e si avvale, per la fase valutativa, del Test TMA (Test di valutazione
multidimensionale dell’autostima) di Bracken (1993).
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1. Introduction

Lower secondary school is one of the main formal educational contexts where a student develops and matures both from
an educational point of view, and from a personal and social-relational one. This context plays a crucial role in guiding young peo-
ple towards sound educational growth, and in consolidating the basis for tomorrow's students and individuals. It therefore appears
that one of the elements to which most attention should be paid is the care and positive stimulation of self-esteem, which nowadays
represents a factor that, over time, triggers critical mechanisms in school, university and the professional sphere, and throughout
life too. This clearly becomes even more relevant when dealing with students with specific learning disorders (SLD) who, unfortu-
nately, experience numerous difficulties in the school environment and in everyday life. In this regard, through an experimental
didactic proposal, we will reflect on how much the educational sciences sphere, in their motor and sports dimension, can act as a
driving force for the stimulation of self-esteem in students, especially in those with SLD. Indeed, we believe that this proposal
should become a pedagogical tool on which the school system, first and foremost at lower secondary school level, should focus for

educating present and future generations, unlike what happens today on a practical level.

2. The evolution of the concept of self-esteem and its relationship with schools and students with SLD: a litera-
ture review
Among the earliest definitions of self-esteem is the one developed by James (1890) according to which a person's self-
esteem is determined by the relationship between perceived self and ideal self. According to James, the greater the distance of the
perceived self from the level of the ideal self, the lower the level of self-esteem a person will experience. In other words, self-
esteem results from comparing successes achieved and corresponding expectations: Self-esteem = Success/Expectations. The for-
mula developed by James (1890) links self-esteem to the person's attained successes, but neglects to consider the effect of envi-
ronmental factors. It is therefore regarded as a unitary psychological characteristic, independent of life contexts. However, by inter-
acting with the individual, environmental factors contribute to improving or worsening his or her performance too. Further studies
have examined self-esteem in multidimensional terms and have highlighted interpersonal relationships, environmental control
skills, emotionality, academic success, family life, and bodily experience as the most important factors when dealing with self-
esteem (Harter, 1985; Marsh and Holmes, 1990). According to Bracken's (1993) definition, "self-esteem is a learned, multidimen-
sional, context-related behavioral and cognitive pattern that is based on an individual's expressed evaluation of past experiences and
behaviors, influences his or her current behaviors, and predicts his or her future ones." According to Galimberti (2006), self-esteem
corresponds to “the consideration an individual has of himself/herself" and this consideration is expressed through an attitude, a
cognitive evaluation or a set of self-addressed affections. Each person values things about himself / herself differently. Self-esteem
comprises three different aspects: the cognitive aspect, consisting of each person's views of himself/ herself regarding his or her
physical appearance, emotional and social life, knowledge, profession, morality, the achievement of set goals and hence self-
realization; the emotional aspect, determined by the emotions a person feels toward himself/herself, such as affection, indifference,
hostility; and finally the behavioral aspect, i.e., the person’s attitudes toward himself/herself (self-respect, satisfaction of his or her
needs, health care). Self-esteem has been shown to affect (Campbell and Lavallee, 1993):

cognition;
motivation;
emotions;
behavior.

Rosemberg et al. (1995) distinguish global self-esteem from specific self-esteem, defining the former as an overall judg-
ment of one's own worth, which derives from the relationship between one's aspirations for success and the skills he or she has ac-
tually acquired (a concept that can be linked to that of self-efficacy, as expressed by Bandura, 1996). The latter, on the other hand,
is a judgment that concerns a particular domain of self-evaluation (physical, intellectual, moral, social, and so on), it is related to the
individual's level of self-acceptance and self-respect, and is marked more by emotions than by rationality. General self-esteem does
not necessarily correspond to the sum or average of various specific self-esteems. Indeed, there are those who, while reaping suc-

cesses in some areas, suffer from a fundamental and generic self-loathing; this occurs because people assign different levels of im-



portance to each area. Therefore, the more important it is for a person to be able to rate himself/herself well in a given area, the
more that specific self-esteem will affect (positively or negatively) his or her global self-esteem. Since the concept of self and self-
esteem are necessarily related to the important aspects of life, a person's global self-esteem will depend on the various contexts in
which he or she acts, but especially on the importance he or she attaches to each of the components. According to Galimberti
(2006), self-evaluation, which is the basis of self-esteem, can express itself as overvaluation or undervaluation deriving from a con-
sideration of self that differs from that of others, or is distorted in relation to the actual situation. Having high self-esteem is one of
the clearest signs of psychological well-being, and positive self-esteem is considered the central factor of good social-emotional
adjustment. People with low self-esteem find themselves in the opposite situation: before each test, they feel anxious and worried,
have many doubts about the outcome of their efforts, have no confidence in their abilities; past experience does not suggest favora-
ble predictions to them, and so they already envisage the moment when they will have to face the umpteenth failure. They often
turn out to be overwhelmed with anxiety if their first attempts are unsuccessful, and they are unable to persist in their efforts. Low
self-esteem then leads to the vicious cycle of having negative expectations which consequently affect our performance and lead us
to experience failure. This in turn negatively affects self-evaluation and results in a further lowering of the level of self-esteem.
Low self-esteem can strengthen disturbing behaviors and prevent motivation for change by creating a spiral in which negative be-
havior causes a social reaction that, in turn, strengthens symptomatology and rejection of change (Corbo et al, 2004). Semeraro et al
(2020) and Villani et al (2021) both emphasize the close relationship between SLD and low self-esteem resulting from repeated
experiences of failure. This is precisely what stimulated the spirit behind the research discussed in this paper, in an attempt to frame
an educational experience to be introduced into the school system that can positively stimulate the students' level of self-esteem,
paying particular attention to those with specific learning disorders. Besides being a basic component of mental health, self-esteem
appears to be closely associated with academic achievements (Pope et al, 1988). Most educators consider positive self-esteem to be
the central factor in good social-emotional adjustment. This correlation is even stronger when looking specifically at young peo-
ple's evaluations of themselves as students (their school self-esteem). There is no certainty that high self-esteem leads to good
grades, or that the opposite is true, but it is likely that causality acts in both directions. Self-esteem is an important aspect of a young
person's global functioning: it is related to various areas, among which we can include psychological health and school perfor-
mance (which are interactive). It is also closely related to one's attributional style, that cognitive process through which one tries to
attribute a cause to events, to interpret facts occurring in the environment. In the psycho-pedagogical field, efforts are being made
to study those individuals whose academic performance is lower than their actual chances of success, and to understand what could
be expected of them on the basis of their abilities and skills; the situation of these students is referred to as " scholastic undera-
chievement”. This disorder affects about 16% of students, and thus concerns the gap between actual and potential academic per-
formance. Typically, these individuals have low esteem with respect to their school abilities and a low concept of self. They are
often afraid of both success and failure; they make negative judgments about school and teachers, claiming that they are not under-
stood, and they complain all the time. A distinction can be made between situational underachievement, occurring when school
performance temporarily falls below the expected level, and chronic underachievement, in which performance below true potential
lasts for a long period of time (Avalle, 2009). Some authors consider self-esteem as a threshold variable: its effect may not be as
strong or significant on academic success when it is at or above average levels, but it seriously inhibits perseverance, confidence,
and school performance when it is at low levels. Regardless of assumptions about the direction of causality between low self-
esteem and academic success, it is essential that, in when self-esteem is particularly low, efforts be made to boost it before under-
taking any remedial teaching (Gurney, 1988). Despite the lack of reliable research data, a crucial factor to remember is the great
importance a young person attaches to positive feedback from the significant people in his or her life; every glance, comment, and
action they make has the power to contribute to his or her concept of self and sense of self-worth. Teachers are in an excellent posi-
tion to raise the self-esteem of their students, but in the case of those with difficulties in this area, they will be given a rather ardu-
ous task, which will require a specific and constant approach. A classroom environment that encourages active confrontation and
shows such students that their contributions have value and are respected, will serve to greatly accelerate this process. Since the

sense of lack of self-worth is an acquired behavioral pattern, it can certainly be unlearned, and for this reason, teachers must devel-



op skills to devise teaching approaches that can be adapted to meet the huge diversity of individual needs within their classrooms.
What has been analyzed becomes even more relevant when framed within the context of lower secondary school, where every stu-
dent is going through a period of transition (both at school and on a personal level), and when it is aimed at students with specific
learning disorders (SLDs). It should be recalled that SLDs are a heterogeneous group of disorders, with a neurobiological origin,
that affect basic learning, particularly the automatisms related to reading, writing and calculation skills. They are characterized by a
gap between the performance in the testing of these skills compared to the expected performance for the educational and intellectu-
al level (discrepancy criterion) (Cappa et al., 2012). Based on this, the fundamental role of the teacher and his or her educational
action becomes evident. Cornoldi et al. (2018) pointed out that "sensitive and prepared teachers can do a lot to help SLD students
achieve their educational goals and limit emotional problems which may undermine self-esteem." In this regard, we illustrate below
a didactic experiment that focused on the activities of a motor and sports education laboratory in the lower secondary school con-
text. The experiment involved a sample consisting of 20% of SLD students and aimed at improving their level of self-esteem both

in the school context and in that of everyday life.

3. An Experimental Didactic Proposal: Motor-Sports Education to support the development of self-esteem in
students
The experimental teaching proposal consisted of a laboratory activity carried out during out-of-school hours. It focused
on a motor-sports education laboratory lasting 6 hours per week, divided into 3 meetings of 2 hours each on alternate days, for a
total duration of 4 months and a total amount of 96 hours. The protocol for the laboratory activities simply followed the educational
ministry’s framework for motor and sports sciences, but positively modified the "time" variable in the didactic design. The context
of the research was a lower secondary school, specifically characterized by a small number of hours allocated to motor and sports
education. The research involved 8 scholastic institutes and included 2 homogeneous groups, a sample and a control group, each
comprising 50 students including 10 with a mild specific learning disorder. The sample group took part in the laboratory activity in
addition to the teaching hours dedicated to motor-sports education, while the control group did not take part in the experimental
proposal, practicing the motor-sports educational activities of in the standard school program. Both groups underwent a specific
evaluation procedure in two distinct periods: before the implementation of the laboratory activities and when they ended. The as-
sessment instrument adopted was the Multidimensional Self-Concept Scale (MSCS) developed by Bracken (1993). The assump-
tion of underlying this test is that self-esteem develops in a structured way according to learning principles: it is a learned response
style that reflects the individual's evaluation of his or her experiences. Self-esteem evolves in many overlapping and interrelated
contexts; the author considered those closest to young people and evaluated the following components of self-esteem:

Interpersonal relationships.
Environment control competence.
Emotionality.

Academic success.

Family life.

Bodily experience.

These specific dimensions are interrelated and, by overlapping, they represent global self-esteem, which is the focus of
the model. Since it can easily be administered and interpreted, this test is considered suitable for the age group under consideration
and for SLD subjects. The items, which are simple and concise, involve choosing between the following alternatives:

Absolutely true = 4 points;
True = 3 points;

Untrue = 2 points;
Absolutely untrue = 1 point.

Since the scales include both positive and negative items, opposite procedures were necessary for determining the scores.
The classification of self-esteem corresponding to standard score ranges was:

e 135 Extremely positive;
e 126-135 Very positive;
o 116-125 Slightly positive;



86-115 Average;

76-85 Slightly negative;
66-75 Very negative;
< 66 Extremely negative.

The results were collected from both groups as average aggregate data on both the entire sample and specifically on the

SLD student group; in addition, both individual and global self-esteem were assessed.

The results of the experimentation carried out are illustrated below:

Component Self-Esteem Self-Esteem Score of | Self-Esteem Score of | Score of the SLD
Score of  the | the SLD Students in | the Control Group Students in the Con-
Sample Group the Sample Group trol Group

Interpersonal Relationships 89 78 91 79

Control competence 79 69 80 67

Emotionality 99 80 100 83

Academic success 77 64 78 63

Family life 102 88 99 87

Bodily experience 96 96 92 91

GLOBAL SELF-ESTEEM 90,3 79,17 90 78,33

Table N. 1: Assessment before the administration of the educational protocol of the Motor-Sports Laboratory.

Component Self-Esteem  Score | Self-Esteem  Score | Self-Esteem  Score | Score of the SLD
of the Sample | of the SLD Students | of the Control | Students in the
Group in the Sample | Group Control Group

Group

Interpersonal Relationships 104 90 92 81

Control competence 93 83 81 67

Emotionality 108 93 99 82

Academic success 90 80 78 64

Family life 111 97 102 89

Bodily experience 128 123 93 91

GLOBAL SELF-

ESTEEM 105,67 94,33 90,83 79

Table N. 2: Assessment after the administration of the educational protocol of the Motor-Sports Laboratory
Component Self-Esteem Score of | Self-Esteem Score of | Self-Esteem Score of | Score of the SLD

the Sample Group

the SLD Students in

the Control Group

Students in the Con-

the Sample Group trol Group
Interpersonal Relationships +15 +12 +1 +2
Control competence +14 +14 +1 0
Emotionality +9 +13 -1 -1
Academic success +13 +16 0 +1
Family life +9 +9 +3 +2
Bodily experience +32 + 27 +1 0
GLOBAL SELF-
ESTEEM + 15,37 + 15,16 + 0,83 + 0,67

Table N. 3: Change in Self-Esteem between ex-ante and ex-post evaluation

4. Final didactic-pedagogical remarks

The most striking aspect that emerges from the analysis carried out is certainly the marked difference between the aver-

age levels of self-esteem of the two groups analyzed compared to the specific level that characterizes the SLD student component.

The low self-esteem of SLD students that emerges from the research may denote a sense of inadequacy, associated with the percep-




tion of unmanageability of situations and a devaluation of one's own abilities. The resulting maladaptive style is mainly reflected in
school performance. The subject experiences the perception of the role enacted, often unconsciously, with varying levels of ma-
laise, and a vicious circle takes shape whereby the young person, labeled as "incapable”, feels this attribution, experiences it with
suffering and consequently adopts behaviors marked by a sense of opposition, rejection and frustration. Indeed, following direct
and indirect environmental feedback, young people acquire response patterns which embed past experiences, are consistent with
them and, to some extent, influence future behaviors. Moreover, since the awareness of being wanted, understood and accepted by
the peer group plays a crucial role in the construction of a good concept of self, and the shaping of one' s identity, we can conclude
that the low social competence of SLD students also influences their self-perception. The frustration that results from being exclud-
ed from the peer group, perhaps precisely because of the scholastic difficulties caused by one's learning disorder, triggers a mecha-
nism whereby the more the young person is isolated, the less opportunity he or she has to practice and build a repertoire of social
skills, and the more the rejection by the peer group becomes consolidated. This allowed us to point out an important critical issue
which the school system, as the main place of education for young people, is called upon to respond with effective educational and
socio-pedagogical initiatives. Moreover, the stage of life experienced by the lower secondary school age group is characterized by
powerful and crucial changes: teens strive to find their place in the world; they must understand and learn to express their thoughts
and make their voices heard. The changes to which a teenager is subjected affect several areas: the body that gradually loses its
childlike features, the relationship with his or her peers, including those of the opposite sex, and the previously acknowledged ref-
erence points. All this can lead preadolescents to feel inadequate: they no longer recognize their bodies and adopt behaviors contra-
ry to those they manifested a few years earlier. It is therefore easy for a young person during adolescence not to have a high self-
esteem and to feel inadequate at all times regardless of the context in which he or she interacts, be it school or any other place in
which he or she relates to others. In this regard, the experimental laboratory initiative, by focusing on the enhancement of motor-
sports educational offers, made it possible to observe considerable improvements within the sample group on all components of
self-esteem, both in the SLD students component and in the global consideration of the entire peer group. The educational contribu-
tion offered by the motor and sports experience was corroborated by a comparison with the control group, which, by not joining in
the laboratory activities, did not show any significant change in the 4 months spent undergoing the traditional school offer. On the
other hand, the tools to get to know one's body better, to learn to listen to and understand it, and thus to increase one’s self-
confidence, can be obtained by practicing motor and sports activities. Such activities can teach us how to commit oneself to a goal
and how to overcome and accept defeats and disappointments (Bacchetti, 2010; Coco, 2015; Cunti, 2016; Sgambelluri & Vinci,
2020). During adolescence, teens emerge from the protective sphere of childhood and try to create their own identity in the adult
world, a new identity that also arises from the birth of a new self-image. It was precisely because of the acceptance of this new im-
age that it was possible to assess to what extent motor-sports practice plays a relevant role in allowing the adolescent not only to
gain a new bodily identity, suited to his or her upcoming adult status, but also a chance to become aware of this new reality and
thus to overcome the subjective feeling of alienation arising from the coexistence of the childlike soul with the adult body (An-
tonelli & Salvini, 1978; Benetton, 2016; Ceciliani, 2018; Naccari, 2003; Tafuri & Peluso Cassese, 2018). Through motor and sports
education, carried out in the school context, the group of SLD students and the entire sample were equipped with the useful tools to
cope with everyday life as well. The positive change in global self-esteem, evident in all the group components, provided for an
improved control of emotionality, a greater ability to socialize with the peer group, greater tolerance to frustrations and appropriate
control of relational dynamics with the peer group and in the family context. Therefore, what has been analyzed in this research
activity emphasizes the importance of considering the motor and sports element as a fundamental educational tool at the service of
the school system, especially the at lower secondary school level. This is further strengthened if we focus our interest on the results
achieved by SLD students, where the components of self-esteem, and consequently global self-esteem, improved to the point of
being within the normal range, providing a concrete opportunity for growth for these students from both the academic and personal

perspectives.



References

Antonelli, F., & Salvini, A. (Ed.), Psicologia dello sport, Lombardo editor, Rome 1978.

Avalle U. (Ed.), Il ben essere a scuola, Pearson Paravia Mondadori editor, Milan 20009.

Bacchetti, F., Corpo e corporeita nella letteratura giovanile di oggi, in «The Body: The Role of Human Sciences», 127, 2010.

Bandura A. (Ed.); Il senso di autoefficacia, Centro Studi Erickson editor, Trento 1996.

Benetton, M., Educazione fisico-sportiva per tutti: la visione multiprospettica nelle esperienze motorie formative integrate in
«Formazione & insegnamento», 14(3), 33-46, 2016.

Bracken, B.A., TMA. Test di valutazione multidimensionale dell'autostima. Erickson editions, 2003.

Campbell, J.D., Lavallee, L.F., Who am 1? The role of self-concept confusion in understanding the behavior of people with
low self-esteem, in «Self-esteem». Springer, Boston, MA, pp. 3-20, 1993.

Cappa, C., et al. Alunni speciali. Non solo dislessia. Novara, IT: Deagostini scuola editor, 2012.

Ceciliani, A., From the embodied cognition to the embodied education in the physical and sports sciences, in «Ency-
clopaideia», 22(51), pp. 11-24. 2018.

Coco, D., Educare alla corporeita nel rapporto col reale, tra esteriorita ed interiorita, in «Formazione & insegnamento», 13(2),
pp. 91-102, 2015.

Corbo, M., et al., Il bambino iperattivo e disattento. Come riconoscerlo ed intervenire per aiutarlo, Francoangeli editor, 2004.

Cornoldl, C., et al., Processi cognitivi, motivazione e apprendimento, il Mulino, Spa editor, 2018.

Cunti, A., Orientamento e sport: articolazioni pedagogiche, in <FORMAZIONE & INSEGNAMENTO. Rivista internazionale
di Scienze dell'educazione e della formazione», 14(3), pp. 111-122, 2016.

Galimberti, U., Dizionario di psicologia, Siglo xxi, 2002.

Gurney, P. W., Self-Esteem in Children with Special Educational Needs, Routledge: London and New York. 1988.

Harter, S., Manual for the social support scale for children, University of Denver, 1985.

James W. (Ed.), Principles of Psychology, vol. | Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press, 1890

Marsh, H.W., Macdonald H., lain W., Multidimensional self-concepts: Construct validation of responses by children, in
«American Educational Research Journal», 27.1, pp. 89-117, 1990.

Naccari, A.G. (Ed.). Pedagogia della corporeita. Educazione, attivita motoria e sport nel tempo. Morlacchi Editor, 2003.

Pope, A.W., Mchale, S.M., Craighead, W.E., Self-esteem enhancement with children and adolescents. Pergamon Press, 1988.

Rosenberg, M., et al. Global self-esteem and specific self-esteem: Different concepts, different outcomes, in «American socio-
logical review», pp. 141-156, 1995.

Semeraro, C., et al., La comunicazione della diagnosi di disturbo specifico dell’apprendimento. Lo studente, la famiglia e il
contesto scolastico, in «Psicologia clinica dello sviluppo», 24.2, pp. 337-347, 2020.

Sgambelluri, R., & Vinci, V., Corporeita e inclusione. Una ricerca con i futuri insegnanti specializzati, in «Formazione & in-
segnamento», 18(1), pp. 362-375, 2020.

Tafuri, D., & Peluso Cassese, F., Management Educativo dei DSA nei Contesti Didattici: il Contributo dello Sport, in «For-
mazione & insegnamento», 16(1), pp. 43-52, 2018.

Villani, E., et al., La capacita di orientamento al futuro in studenti con Disturbi Specifici di Apprendimento e con sviluppo
tipico, in «Psicologia clinica dello sviluppo», 25.1, pp. 119-133, 2021.



