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Abstract 

 

Peer acceptance is an important facilitator for the success of inclusive education. The 

aim of the current study is twofold: (1) to examine how classroom goal orientation is 

associated with children’s acceptance of peers with learning difficulties; and (2) to 

evaluate the effectiveness of a storytelling program with drama techniques on 

children’s acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. The participants were 86 

Grade 3 students from a Hong Kong primary school, randomly assigned to an 

experimental group (n = 45) and a control group (n = 41). The findings indicated that 

the more the students perceived that their classroom was performance-approach 

oriented, the less they would accept their peers with learning difficulties in doing 

things together. After the intervention, the students in the experimental condition, 

compared to their counterparts in the control group, were more likely to render 

financial assistance and have affective acceptance to their peers with learning 

difficulties.  

 

Keywords: inclusive education; peer acceptance; storytelling; drama; classroom goal 

orientation 
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Enhancing Peer Acceptance of Children with Learning Difficulties: Classroom 

Goal Orientation and Effects of a Storytelling Program with Drama Techniques 

 

To provide equal learning opportunities for students with special education 

needs (SEN), many countries have implemented inclusive education and placed them 

in general education classrooms (G. Lindsay, 2007). Intensive contacts between these 

students and their peers without SEN may have a positive impact on their social and 

emotional development (Koster, Nakken, Piji, & van Houten, 2009). Some research 

has shown that both students with and without SEN benefit from being part of an 

inclusive class (e.g., de Boer, Piji, Minnaert, & Post, 2014). However, the positive 

effects of inclusive education are not guaranteed if the students with SEN are rejected 

by their peers (G. Lindsay, 2003; Siperstein, Norins, & Mohler, 2007).  

Among the students with SEN, those with learning difficulties may experience a 

unique challenge in earning peer acceptance. Unlike students with physical and 

sensory handicapping conditions, the disabilities of these students are invisible. They 

may be students with mild intellectual disability and dyslexia. Their disorder may be 

in one or more of the basic psychological processes pertaining to visual, auditory, 

motor or language processing (Nowicki, 2003; Vaughn & Hogan, 1994). While these 

psychological processes are covert, their difficulties in learning are overt (Salend, 

2011). The invisibility of their disabilities may invite misunderstanding from their 

teachers and peers who may think that they are lazy or unmotivated. In addition, these 

students may lack the social skills to maintain positive relationships with their peers 

(Frostad & Piji, 2007). Research has shown that these students might be rejected, 

neglected and isolated by their peers (Koster et al., 2009; Piji & Frostad, 2010; 

Siperstein, Parker, Norins, & Widaman, 2007). To help these students, it is important 
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to understand the factors that contribute to peer acceptance, an indispensable 

component in the success of inclusive education. 

Conditions for the Success of Inclusive Education 

Salend (2011) listed five conditions for effective inclusion: (1) equal access for 

students with disablities to a general education curriculum; (2) teachers using 

inclusive practices that promote acceptance and equality; (3) teachers having positive 

attitudes to students with disabilities and using various teaching approaches to cater 

for individual differences; (4) students being taught to respect and value individual 

diversity, and students engaging in collaborative learning activities; (5) establishment 

of a learning community that emphasizes acceptance and belonging. Among the above 

conditions, peers’ and teachers’ positive attitudes deserve special attention.  

Simply implementing inclusive education and providing opportunities for social 

participation are not enough. To implement inclusive education successfully, teachers 

and peers need to show support, recognition and empathy to students with SEN 

(Obiakor, Harris, Mutua, Rotatori, & Algozzine, 2012). Past research has shown that 

peers’ positive attitudes can help students with disabilities become integrated in 

regular classrooms (de Boer, Piji, & Minnaert, 2012; Georgiadi, Kalyva, Kourkoutas, 

& Tsakiris, 2012). Past research has also shown that teachers’ positive attitudes can 

help students with learning difficulties achieve academic and social success (Brady & 

Woolfson, 2008; Siperstein, Norins et al., 2007). Their support for inclusion can 

increase the chances of these students being accepted by their peers (Forlin & Cole, 

1994; Norwich & Ylonen, 2013). Teacher support can be direct and explicit, such as 

the use of various teaching approaches to cater for individual differences (Salend, 

2011). It can also be indirect and implicit, such as the cultivation of classroom goals. 

Classroom Goal Orientation and Peer Acceptance 
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Students with a performance goal orientation focus on outperforming others and 

seeking positive evaluation of their performance (Poortvliet & Darnon, 2010). 

Therefore, classrooms with a strong performance goal orientation are competitive and 

may not be conducive to peer acceptance of students with disabilities. Competition 

would decrease helping behaviors in students (Benninga et al., 1991). The decrease is 

expected because students in competitive classrooms are more likely to experience 

pressure to focus on their performance relative to their peers (Lam, Yim, Law, & 

Cheung, 2004). However, there is little research on the relation between classroom 

goal orientation and students’ acceptance of their classmates with learning difficulties. 

Despite the dearth of research in this area, a few studies on intellectual disability may 

provide some clues about the possible associations between classroom goal 

orientation and peer acceptance. For instance, Siperstein, Parker, Norins, and 

Widaman (2011) found that the youth in their study believed that students with 

intellectual disability could not carry out complicated tasks and therefore they were 

not willing to work with them. In a classroom with a performance goal orientation, it 

is very likely that students may feel that their peers with learning difficulties would be 

a liability to their academic performance in group work. 

S. Lindsay and Edwards (2013) argued that disability awareness interventions 

for children should be context specific and take societal customs into account. The 

study presented here was conducted in Hong Kong, a Chinese society. Chinese 

classrooms are known for their competitiveness and emphasis on academic 

performance (Watkins & Biggs, 1996). There is strong performance goal orientation 

in Chinese classrooms. For many Chinese students, the purpose of engaging in 

academic work in the classroom is to out-perform others or not to perform worse than 

others in competition (Liu, 2003). Hong Kong classrooms are typical Chinese 
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classrooms with a very competitive climate. Inclusive education in Hong Kong has 

been facing many challenges since the Government launched it in 1997. One of the 

biggest challenges is the pressure that arises from keen competition (Poon-McBrayer, 

2004). To promote peer acceptance of students with disabilities in Hong Kong, it is 

therefore important to first ascertain how classroom goal orientation is related to 

Chinese students’ acceptance of their peers with learning difficulties. To investigate 

the role of classroom goal orientation in peer acceptance is one of the objectives of 

the current study. 

Interventions for Peer Acceptance 

A considerable number of studies has indicated that students’ acceptance of 

peers with SEN can be enhanced through interventions (de Boer et al., 2014). 

Siperstein et al. (2011) pointed out that there were three common intervention 

approaches to changing students’ attitudes: (1) teacher-directed instruction about 

disabilities; (2) structured contact through third-party facilitation such as cooperative 

groups and buddy programs; and (3) combined instruction with structured contact.  

To increase children’s positive attitudes towards peers with SEN, children 

literature is a less noticed but important tool in intervention (Martinez & Carspecken, 

2006). Although it is not explicitly included in the review of Siperstein et al. (2011), 

its potential as an intervention tool can be enormous, particularly when the text is 

illustrated with pictures. Pictures can reduce students’ cognitive load, and 

consequently, increase their understanding of the text (Schwamborn, Thillmann, 

Opfermann, & Leutner, 2011). Well-written picture books can help younger children 

develop multiple perspectives and thus increase their understanding of others (Morgan, 

2009). Picture books of stories about children with disabilities may be a useful tool 

for teacher-directed instructon about disabilities, the first approach of intervention 
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reviewed by Siperstein et al. (2011). In fact, Ostrosky, Mouzourou, Dorsey, Favazza, 

and Leboeuf (2015) have advocated using childeren’s books to support positive 

attitudes among young children toward peers with disabilities. They argued that 

through book-reading and discussions, teachers can promote disability awareness in 

their classrooms. 

Storytelling with Drama Techniques as Means of Intervention 

Telling a compelling story can be an effective approach to persuading people 

(Rutland & Killen, 2015) because a story does not only provide information but also 

arouse listeners’ emotions and energy (McKee, 2003). When learners associate their 

learning with emotion, they can have better learning retention (Dunn & Stinson, 2012; 

Winston, 1999). McDrury and Alterio (2003) pointed out that storytelling is a highly 

reflective learning activity which approximates to real-life experiences. They argued 

that storytelling stimulates students’ emotions and prompts students to reflect on 

personal experiences. Using a similar argument, Shuman (2006) posited that 

storytelling opens up the possibility of empathy. 

Similar to storytelling, drama is highly recommended as an intervention tool 

because it can also arouse students’ emotions and promote their empathy (Edmiston, 

2000; Winston, 1999). By participating in a drama activity, students are being 

immersed in the characters’ world. Smiley (2005) explained that an empathetic 

personality can be created if one places oneself in other people’s shoes. The use of 

drama can change students’ views of others by role playing and by adopting others’ 

perspectives. In addition, Kardash and Wright (1986) argued that drama can 

contribute positively to the development of moral reasoning because of its 

student-centered approach of instruction. In student-centered instruction, students can 

learn in a more accepting and open atmosphere than they would in teacher-led 
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instruction. Therefore, students may be more open to new ideas and attitudes, 

including those related to acceptance of peers with disabilities.  

Read (2008) indicated that storytelling and drama share many common features. 

Both build on children’s capacity for play, deal with significant issues, involve 

multiple intelligences, appeal to different learning styles, suspend norms and identity 

temporarily but also set rules and directions for a particular context. If these two tools 

were combined, they would have ample potential in interventions by engaging 

students’ interest, attention and imagination. To act upon the stories being told, 

students are no longer passive listeners. Instead, they actively participate in the stories. 

Baldwin and Fleming (2003) pointed out that children can be supported by being 

invited to engage actively, collectively and emotionally in the story world, not only 

with the characters but as the characters. Empathy and acceptance are cultivated when 

students try to understand themselves and others in role playing.  

Despite the potential of storytelling and drama in moral education, there are 

only a limited number of empirical studies that examined their effectiveness on peer 

acceptance of students with disabilities (S. Lindsay & Edwards, 2013). Martinez and 

Carspecken (2006) conducted a storytelling program of six lessons over five weeks 

with Grade 3 and Grade 4 students. Although drama techniques were not used, the 

findings showed that after the program, the children in the experimental condition 

showed a more favorable attitude towards peers with SEN than the chidren in the 

control condition. de Boer et al. (2014) also conducted a storytelling program, with 22 

kindergarten children, of six lessons over three weeks. The findings indicated 

immediate attitude changes in the students. Despite both studies having used 

storytelling as intervention tool and obtaining encouraging results, they did not make 

use of drama techniques. In addition, they did not investigate how classroom goal 
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orientation is related to attitudes, nor did they go beyond self-reported attitudes for 

behavioral measures of attitudinal changes.  

In the current study, we combined storytelling and drama in an intervention to 

change students’ acceptance towards their peers with learning difficulties. To add to 

the emerging literature on intervention programs for peer acceptance, the current 

study addressed two objectives: First, to examine how classroom goal orientation is 

related to students’ acceptance of peers with learning difficulties; and second, to 

evaluate the effectiveness of a storytelling program with drama techniques on 

students’ acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. It is expected that 

performance goal orientation is negatively associated with students’ acceptance of 

peers with learning difficulties. It is also expected that the intervention program will 

have positive effects on students’ acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. 

Methods 

Design 

The design of the current study was a randomized control trial. Students in 

both the experimental condition and the control condition attended a four-day story 

storytelling program. While the students in the experimental condition studied stories 

about children with learning difficulties, students in the control condition studied 

stories about environmental protection. 

Participants 

The participants were 86 Chinese Grade 3 students from a Hong Kong primary 

school. Their average age was 8.43 years (SD = .50); 45 of the students were boys. 

Parental consent was obtained before the study was commenced; the consent rate was 

95.6%. The students were randomly assigned to the experimental group (n = 45) and 

the control group (n = 41). There was no significant difference between the two 
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groups in terms of gender (χ2 = .04, df = 1, p = .85), the number of students identified 

by the homeroom teachers as having learning difficulties (χ2 = 1.15, df = 1, p = .28), 

the school examination scores in that academic year (t = .16, df = 84, p = .87), and the 

conduct grade reported by the homeroom teachers (t = .43, df = 84, p = .67). 

Procedures 

The storytelling program was conducted four days in a row as extra-curricular 

activities before the summer vacation. The school had four classes of Grade 3 students. 

To meet the requirements of a randomized control trial, the students from these four 

classes were reshuffled and assigned randomly to four new classses, with two classes 

in each condition. The storytelling program was conducted concurrently in these four 

classrooms for two hours every day. In each classroom, the program was conducted 

by a female teacher who had just completed her training in a post-graduate diploma 

program in Chinese Language education. Their average age was 23.25 years (SD 

= .50). All teachers received a week of intensive training in conducting the 

storytelling program with drama techniques. The training consisted of 10 three-hour 

workshops with discussion, demonstration, and practice. The teachers were required 

to be familiar with the lesson plans and the techniques involved. They took turn to 

practise teaching and received feedback from their supervisors and peers.  

Three weeks before the program, the students completed a questionnaire about 

the goal orientation of their original classrooms and their attitudes towards peers with 

learning difficulties. The goal orientation of the classroom reflected the level of 

perceived competitiveness of the classroom (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). When 

competition is keen and social comparison is salient, the classroom tends to have a 

performance-approach and performance-avoidance goals (Midgley et al., 2000). Both 

goals are closely related to performance. While performance-approach goals focus on 
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outperforming others, perofrmance-avoidance goals focus on not performing worse 

than others. 

A day after the program, the students completed the same questionnaire without 

the questions on classroom goal orientation but with new questions on teaching 

evaluation and the intention to make a donation for the cause of helping students with 

learning difficulties. The students completed the pre- and post-program questionnaires 

in their classrooms without the presence of their teacher but under the guidance of a 

research assistant who was blind to the conditions and hypotheses. All the items in the 

questionnaires were in Chinese and a back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1970) was 

adopted for the scales that were originally in English. The items were read aloud to 

the students by the research assistant. The students were told that there was no right or 

wrong answer to the questions and that they could answer according to their thoughts 

or feelings. 

Storytelling Program with Drama Techniques 

The students in each classroom read one picture book together every day. The 

two classes in the experimental condition read picture books on children with learning 

difficulties whereas the two classes in the control condition read picture books on 

environmental protection (see appendix for booklist). The pictures and the text of the 

stories were projected on a big screen in the center of the classroom and the students 

sat in two semi-circle rows in front of it.  

The four stories in the experimental condition all start off with introducing the 

protagonists as having certain learning difficutlies. The stories then describe how the 

protagonists do poorly in school. In some of the stories, the protagonists are also 

rejected or bullied by their peers. As a result, they often feel lonely and dejected. Later 

on, the stories show that with some assistance from their teachers and peers, children 
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with learning difficulties can perform adequately. In addition, all stories emphasize 

that children with SEN, just like everyone, have certain strengths and weaknesses. 

They would also like to make friends and could be nice companions.  

The teachers taught those stories according to a detailed lesson plan that 

employed many techniques in drama education. These techniques included “teacher in 

role,” “hot-seating,” “still-image,” “thought-tracking,” “conscience alley,” and 

“mantle of the expert” (Neelands & Goode, 2000). Different techniques have their 

unique functions: “hot-seating” enables students to ask questions to someone who 

role-plays the character and sits in the “hot-seat”; “still-image” helps students to 

believe in the context; “teacher in role” and “mantle of the expert” serve as narrative 

actions to motivate students to think and talk; “thought-tracking” and “conscience 

alley” provide a safe and open space for students to enage in self-reflection. 

The above drama techniques are useful teaching tools to promote moral 

education because students are being encouraged to discuss and to express their 

opinions both in-role or being themselves in the drama context. Students feel more 

comfortable to approach sensitive issues than in ordinary classes since there are no 

right or wrong answers. Besides, students’ concentration and awareness of the 

characters’ situation can be stimulated. Since students have to give appropriate 

responses or help the character to solve problems during the drama activities, they must 

learn to adopt other people’s perspectives.  

In the current study, teachers interacted with students by asking questions during 

the storytelling session. Students were invited to explore the characters’ feelings and 

motivations of certain behaviors. They were also invited to role play the characters, to 

help the characters solve problems, and to guess the ending of the stories. For 

example, when studying the story book “Hudson hates school,” students played the 
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role of Hudson, a little boy who hated going to school because he was afraid of 

getting low marks and being an object of ridicule by others. Students needed to think 

and talk in Hudson’s role as well as to ask and answer questions that would be 

appropriate to Hudson’s situations. By doing so, students would be able to know more 

about Hudson’s behaviors and feelings.  

Measures 

Classroom performance-approach goals. Six items adapted from the 

Classroom Performance-Approach Goal Structure Scale (Midgley et al., 2000) were 

used to measure how much the original classroom of the students emphasized 

out-performing others. The students were asked to indicate their agreement to these 

six statements (e.g., “In our class, it’s important to out-perform others”) on a 4-point 

scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The alpha coefficient of the scores of 

these six items was .71. The average of the scores was used to indicate how much the 

students perceived that their classrooms were performance-approach oriented. 

Classroom performance-avoidance goals. Six items adapted from the 

Classroom Performance-Avoidance Goal Structure Scale (Midgley et al., 2000) were 

used to measure how much the original classroom of the students emphasized on 

avoiding to perform worse than others. They indicated their agreement to these six 

items (e.g., “In our class, it’s important that you don’t make mistakes in front of 

everyone”) on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). The alpha 

coefficient of the scores of these six items was .71. The average of the scores was 

used to indicate how much the students perceived that their classrooms were 

performance-avoidance oriented. 

Behavioral acceptance. This was measured by the Behavioral Intention Scale 

(Siperstein, Parker et al., 2007). The 12 statements in this scale presented various 



Running head: ACCEPTING PEERS WITH LEARNING DIFFICULTIES 14 

activities which the students might do together with peers with learning difficulties 

(e.g., “work together with them on a project in class”). To help the students 

understand the meaning of learning difficulties, the following instructions were given: 

“In school some children may learn slower than the others. Very often they don’t 

understand what the teacher teaches and cannot do their school work well. They cannot 

catch up with the progress of their classmates. They are the students with learning 

difficulties. We would like to know whether you will do the following activities with 

them.” The students were asked to indicate their answers on a 4-point scale (1 = no, 2 

= probably no, 3 = probably yes, 4 = yes). The alpha coefficients of the scores of these 

12 items were .89 and .80 for the pretest and posttest, respectively. The average of the 

12 scores was used to indicate how much the students accepted their peers with 

learning difficulties in doing things together. 

Affective acceptance. This was measured by nine items from the affective 

component of the revised version of the Chedoke-McMaster Attitudes toward 

Children with Handicaps (Armstrong, 1986). These nine items measured the students’ 

affective reaction to their peers with learning difficulties (e.g., “I would be pleased if 

they invited me to their house”). The alpha coefficients of the scores of these nine 

items were .92 and .90 for the pretest and posttest, respectively. The average of the 

nine scores was used to indicate how much the students accepted their peers with 

positive affect.  

Donation. In the post program questionnaire, the students were asked how they 

would choose the cause for a fundraising activity in their schools. They were told that 

they could choose from four options: 1) The fund will be used to buy books for their 

school library; 2) The fund will be used to arrange tutoring services for students with 

learning difficulties; 3) The fund will be used to upgrade the computer facilities in 
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their school; and 4) The fund will be used to install solar panels on the roof top of 

their school. They were asked to pick the cause that they wished to fund the most and 

that they would go home to ask their parents to sponsor. If they selected Option 2 as 

the cause for the donation, this would reflect their effort in helping students with 

learning difficulties. 

Teaching quality. To check whether the teaching quality across the four 

classrooms was good and similar, the students were asked to rate the teaching on six 

statements (e.g., “the drama activities were helpful to my learning”). The student 

indicated their rating on a 4-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). 

The alpha coefficient of the scores of these six items was .84. The average of the six 

scores was used to indicate the student evaluation of the teaching quality. 

Analysis Strategies 

Before the main analyses, preliminary analyses were conducted to examine 

whether the intervention was delivered equally well across the four classrooms, 

one-sample t- test and one-way ANOVA were conducted on the student ratings of 

teaching quality. Second, independent t-tests were performed to rule out pre-program 

differences between the two conditions in the relevant measures. After these 

preliminary analyses were completed, we proceeded to the main analyses. To address 

the first research objective, correlation tests were run to examine the associations 

between classroom goals and the measures of peer acceptance. To address the second 

research objective, the program effects on peer acceptance were examined by 

ANCOVA with pre-program measures as covariates and the two conditions as 

between-subject variable. In addition, the differences between the two conditions in 

the intention to make donation were examined with Chi Square test. 

Results 
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Teaching quality 

The students’ average rating of teaching quality was 3.59 (SD = .49). It was 

significantly different from the mid-point of the rating scale, t = 20.46, df = 85, p 

< .001. The results indicated that the students agreed that the teaching quality was 

good. To check whether the teaching quality varied across the four classrooms, a 

one-way ANOVA was conducted. The results indicated that there was no significant 

difference in teaching quality across the four classrooms, F (3, 82) = 1.42, p = .24. 

Pre-Program Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of all the variables measured before the 

program was implemented. To check whether the two conditions were similar on 

these variables, t-tests were performed. None of the results was significant (ps > .05). 

Before the program, the two conditions were not different in the perception of 

classroom performance approach goals (Mexperimental = 2.77 , SD = .65; Mcontrol = 2.76, 

SD = .58; t = .10 , df = 84, p =.92 ) , classroom performance avoidance goals 

(Mexperimental = 2.34 , SD = .62; Mcontrol = 2.20, SD = .58; t = .97 , df = 84, p =.33 ), 

behavioral acceptance (Mexperimental = 2.67 , SD = .74; Mcontrol = 2.77, SD = .71; t = -.67, 

df = 84, p = .49) and affective acceptance (Mexperimental = 2.71 , SD = .82; Mcontrol = 2.84, 

SD = .88; t = .70, df = 84, p =.49 ) to peers with learning disabilities. 

(Insert Table 1 about here) 

Classroom Goal Orientation 

Table 1 also presents the correlations of the variables in this study before the 

program was implemented. It is noted that perception of classroom 

performance-approach goals was negatively correlated with behavioral acceptance, r 

= -.33, p = .002. The more the students perceived that their classroom was 
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performance-approach oriented, the less they would accept their peers with learning 

difficulties in doing things together. 

Program Effects on Behavioral Acceptance 

To test the program effects on behavioral acceptance, an ANCOVA was 

conducted to test the between-condition difference in the posttest behavioral 

acceptance with the pretest behavioral acceptance, classroom performance-approach 

goals, and performance-avoidance goals as covariates. As shown in Table 2, the two 

conditions were not significantly different from each other in the posttest, F (1, 81) 

= .26, p = .61, partial ŋ2 = .003. The results indicated that the program did not have 

any effects on how much the students would accept their peers with learning 

disabilities in doing things together. 

(Insert Table 2 about here) 

Program Effect Affective Acceptance 

To test the program effects on affective acceptance, an ANCOVA was conducted 

to test the between-condition difference in posttest affective acceptance with the 

pretest affective acceptance, classroom performance-approach goals, and 

performance-avoidance goals as covariates. As shown in Table 2, the two conditions 

were significantly different from each other at the posttest, F (1, 81) = 4.60, p = .04, 

partial ŋ2 = .054. Compared to their counterparts in the control condition, the students 

in the experimental condition were more likely to have a positive affective reaction to 

their peers with learning disabilities after the program.  

Donation 

The choices of the students regarding the cause for the donation are presented 

in Table 3. Twenty-three students from the experimental condition indicated that they 

would like to use the fund to help students with learning disabilities to pay for 
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tutoring services. In contrast, only two students from the control condition indicated 

that they would do so. The difference between the two conditions in the choice of this 

option was significant, χ2 = 22.23, df = 1, p < .001. This indicates that compared to 

their counterparts in the control condition, the students in the experimental condition 

were more likely to help their peers with learning disabilities after they had 

participated in the program. 

(Insert Table 3 about here) 

Discussion 

The current study provides empirical evidence on how classroom goal 

orientation is related to students’ acceptance of their peers with learning difficulties. 

Particularly when students perceive their classroom as having a strong focus on 

demonstrating their competence and outperforming others, they are less likely to 

accept their peers with learning difficulties. In addition, it showed that students’ 

acceptance of and support toward those peers could be changed through a storytelling 

intervention with drama techniques.  

In the current study, storytelling and drama techniques were combined to 

enhance students’ acceptance of children with learning differences. The results 

support the view that storytelling with drama techniques can change children’s 

affective acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. While children are guided to 

engage in the story world, they may experience changes in attitudes (Adomat, 2012; 

Martinez & Carspecken, 2006; Wright, Diener, & Kemp, 2013).  

Classroom Goal Orientation 

The finding of the association between perceived classroom goal orientation 

and acceptance of students with learning difficulties fits into the emerging literature 

on the social impact of achievement goals. In a review paper, Poortvliet and Darnon 
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(2010) concluded that performance goal orientation promotes maladaptive social 

behaviors while mastery goal orientation leads to more adaptive social behaviors such 

as investments in relationships, and active efforts to integrate different opinions. 

Mastery goal orientation involves the aim of improving one’s performance and task 

mastery. Since it is self-referenced, the performance of other students would be less of 

a concern to them. Therefore, the promotion of mastery goals would be a reasonable 

alternative to the promotion of performance goals in inclusive classrooms.  

However, a caveat must be voiced about the extent to which mastery goals can 

improve the acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. Poortvliet, Janssen, Van 

Yperen, and Van de Vliert (2009) found that high ability students are less motivated 

to collaborate with other students regardless of their goal orientation. A possible 

explanation is that competent individuals feel that they are self-sufficient. Therefore, 

it is possible that even in a mastery-oriented classroom, students might not be 

motivated to work with students with learning difficulties because they might not find 

it beneficial to them or they might even be afraid that these students will slow down 

the learning progress of the class. Future research on the impact of a mastery-oriented 

classroom will be crucial for teachers in terms of what kind of atmosphere should be 

created for an inclusive classroom. 

Affective vs. Behavioral Acceptance 

Our results showed that students’ affective acceptance of peers with learning 

difficulties was changed after the intervention. In particular, they were not afraid of 

having these students around and were happy to be around them. However, we did not 

find a significant difference in behavioral acceptance between the experimental 

condition and the control condition. This discrepancy may be due to the fact that the 

intervention focused on attitudinal change per se instead of skills acquisition. Students 
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were taught that it will be enjoyable to befriend peers with learning difficulties. 

However, they might not be confident in how they should interact with or support 

those peers. This sense of inadequacy could hold students back from wanting to 

interact with them. In the broader helping literature, competence was found to be a 

key factor that predicts aiding behaviors (De Zeeuw, 2003). People are only willing to 

volunteer help as long as they feel competent in doing so. The current results provided 

further support for this such that students were willing to make donations to peers 

with learning difficulties but not willing to interact directly with them. In other words, 

students would like to support their peers in ways that are within their capacity. 

Therefore, effective interventions should not only focus on attitudinal change but also 

equip students with the skills to competently interact with peers with learning 

difficulties in order to promote behavioral change. 

Another possible explanation for this discrepancy is that the performance goal 

orientation of the classroom might override students’ willingness to interact with 

peers with learning difficulties. Participants in the experimental group understand that 

they should not be afraid to interact with those peers. However, they might not be 

willing to take action to interact with them because collaborating with them in school 

tasks could negatively affect their grades. This could be a particular concern if the 

classroom has a strong evaluative focus and competitive environment. Within a 

classroom with performance goal orientation, students might still decide to stay away 

from peers with learning difficulties even though their affective response says 

otherwise. As a future direction, the same experiment could be rerun in less 

competitive classrooms or cultures and examine if the intervention will result in 

behavioral change. 

Future Directions of Storytelling Programs with Drama Techniques 
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One possible avenue is to understand the process of how the intervention 

would bring about attitudinal change. The design of the current storytelling 

intervention together with drama techniques was based on the assumption that 

students would be able to see things through the perspective of their peers with 

learning difficulties. As a result, students might become empathic toward those peers, 

leading to change in attitude and behaviors toward them. In a meta-analysis of more 

than 500 studies, Pettigrew and Tropp (2008) found that empathy had strong 

mediation value that accounted for the positive association between intergroup contact 

and prejudice reduction. However, we did not include a measure of empathy and so 

this mediation mechanism remains to be tested in future studies. Nonetheless, the 

current results could also be explained by other processes. For example, students 

could be merely modeling themselves after the characters in the stories without 

empathizing and understanding the circumstances. Another possible process might 

involve demand characteristics. Students could have guessed that the purpose of the 

experiment was to accept peers with learning difficulties and responded in a way that 

confirms this. If students’ attitudinal change was due to the latter two reasons, the 

effect of the intervention might not be as long-lasting. Therefore, it is important to 

investigate the processes underlying the current findings.  

While the current intervention showed promising effects, it is important to 

compare it with other interventions. As discussed in the literature review, Siperstein et 

al. (2011) suggested three common intervention approaches to changing students’ 

attitudes. These are teacher-directed instruction about disabilities, structured contact 

through third-party facilitation such as cooperative groupings and buddy programs, 

and combined instruction with structured contact. Future evaluation studies could be 
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conducted to compare the current intervention with a more traditional approach on 

their effectiveness, costs, teachers’ satisfaction and ease of learning. 

In the current study, storybook telling with drama techniques was shown to be 

effective in improving inclusive education, particularly in accepting students with 

learning difficulties. It remains to be examined whether similar interventions could be 

utilized to address attitudinal changes in accepting other social groups that are often 

being discriminated against, for example, racial and religious minorities, and people 

with physical disabilities. We believe such an intervention is effective in helping 

students to put themselves into others’ shoes, particularly with the addition of the 

drama approach. Future research of storytelling with drama techniques could be 

generalized to other domains. 

Before closing, there are several limitations that should be considered. First, 

the results were based on a single experimental study. Therefore, future replication 

work should be conducted to test for the reliability of the results. Second, the current 

study was conducted with one age group only. Future studies could extend the 

sampling population to lower and higher grades to understand how well the current 

effects could be generalized to other age groups. Third, we did not include a measure 

of empathy. Future studies could include such a measure so as to investigate the 

mediation value of empathy. Fourth, the intervention consisted of two components, 

namely storytelling and drama. It was not clear which or if both components were 

operative. Future studies may undertake component analysis to determine whether 

similar effects could have been obtained using only storytelling or only drama. Lastly, 

our outcome variables were mainly measured by self-report. Although we utilized a 

donation question as a behavioral measure, it will be important to collect more 
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behavioral data. For example, researchers can observe how the students are treating 

peers with learning difficulties in the classroom after the intervention. 

Conclusion 

To our best knowledge, this is the first study that evaluates the effectiveness of a 

storybook intervention that incorporates drama techniques which targets a change in 

students’ acceptance of peers with learning difficulties. The success of inclusive 

education depends on both the acceptance and the social support from teachers and 

students. The current findings demonstrate a promising first step. We encourage other 

researchers to join our effort to develop an effective intervention program for 

inclusive education.  
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Table 1 

The Means and Correlations of Perceived Classroom Goals and Attitudes towards Students 

with Learning Difficulties before the Program 

 Mean 

(SD) 

1 2 3 4 

1.Performance-Approach Goals 2.77 

(.61) 

--    

2.Performance-Avoidance Goals 2.28 

(.65) 

.54** --   

3.Behavioral Acceptance 2.72 

(.72) 

-.33** -.17 --  

4.Affective Acceptance 2.77 

(.85) 

-.16 -.04 .71** -- 
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Table 2 

Behavioral and Affective Acceptance of Peers with Learning Difficulties across the Two 

Conditions in the Pretest and Posttest 

  Pretest   Posttest  

 Experimental 

(n = 45) 

Control 

(n = 41) 

Experimental 

(n = 45) 

Control 

(n = 41) 

Behavioral Acceptance 2.67 

(.74) 

2.77 

(.71) 

2.53 

(.84) 

2.70 

(.97) 

Affective Acceptance 2.71 

(.82) 

2.84 

(.88) 

2.84a  

(.76) 

2.66a 

(.87) 

Note. Means with the same superscript are significantly different from each other at .05 

level. Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations. 
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Table 3 

The Number of Students by the Four Choices in Donation across the Two Conditions 

Causes Experimental 

(n = 45) 

Control 

(n = 41) 

Books 2 1 

Tutoring Services 23 2 

Computers 12 4 

Solar Panels 8 34 
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Appendix 1 

Books read in the experimental condition: 

1. Hudson, E. (2010). Hudson hates school (Q. Y. Liu, Trans., 2010). Taipei: 3 & 3 

International Education Institute. 

2. Li, J. T. (2009). Sange haizi de gushi [The story of three children]. Taipei: Linking 

Publishing Company. 

3. Polacco, P. (1998). Thank you, Mr. Falker (F. Ding, Trans., 2008). Taipei: Heryin 

Publishing Corporation. 

4. Zhang, X. L. (2009). Duoduomao Dawang [The king of hide and seek]. Taipei: 

Hsin Yi Publications. 

Books read in the control condition: 

1. Okimoto, J. D. (2007). Winston of Churchill: One bear’s battle against global 

warming (X. H. Lu, Trans., 2011). Taipei: Youth Culture Enterprise. 

2. Park. K.-y. (2010). Clean energy: the sun, wind and water (L. R. Chen, Trans., 

2012). Taiwan: Shang-Ren Publishing Company. 

3. Liu, K. L. (2011). Kaixin nongchang: Zenme chi jiankang you huanbao? [Happy 

farm: How to be healthy and environmentally friendly in eating?]. Taipei: Grimm 

Press. 

4. Burningham, J. (1999). Whadayamean (Z. M. Lin, Trans., 2003). Taipei: 

Yuan-Liou Publishing Company. 

 


