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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the relationships between executive
functions, academic motivation, anxiety, and depression among students with
learning disabilities. This research is applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive-correlational in terms of data collection, using a path analysis
modeling approach. The statistical population included all middle school
students with learning disabilities in Tehran in 2024. A multi-stage cluster
sampling method was used: the city was randomly divided into four clusters
(North, South, East, and West), 15 schools were selected from each district, and
four classes from each school were chosen. Based on DSM-IV criteria and
checklists for mathematics, reading, and writing, approximately 300 students
with learning disabilities were identified. From this group, 170 students were
randomly selected for the study. Data were collected using validated
questionnaires whose reliability and validity had been confirmed in previous
studies. In this study, face validity and Cronbach's alpha method were also used
to ensure the reliability and validity of the instruments. The findings indicated
that executive functions have a direct impact on intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation. Additionally, the results showed that both depression and anxiety
negatively affect intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. These findings highlight the
importance of executive functions in academic motivation and emphasize the
negative impact of depression and anxiety on reducing academic motivation
among students with learning disabilities.
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Introduction

Learning is a complex process influenced by individual factors like
cognitive, emotional-motivational skills, and environmental factors
such as family and school. Specific learning disabilities, as
neurodevelopmental disorders with biological origins, negatively affect
academic skills in reading, writing, and math, often accompanied by
cognitive, emotional, and social issues like low self-esteem and anxiety.
These disorders affect about 10% of students. Challenges include
deficits in executive functions, low motivation, anxiety, and depression,
all impairing academic success and mental health. This study explores
the relationships among these factors to suggest effective strategies for
improving their educational and psychological well-being.

Literature Review

Previous research indicates that executive functions, including skills
such as planning, organization, and problem-solving, have a direct
impact on increasing intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Deficits in these
skills can lead to reduced motivation and poor academic performance.
Additionally, anxiety and depression, as detrimental factors, negatively
affect academic motivation; anxiety can disrupt focus and lower self-
confidence, while depression results in inactivity, decreased
motivation, and reluctance to engage in academic activities. Prior
studies suggest that enhancing executive skills and stress management
can help increase motivation and reduce anxiety and depression.
Therefore, understanding the relationship among these factors is crucial
to designing effective intervention strategies aimed at improving
learning processes and mental health in students with learning
disabilities.

Methodology

In this study, the methodology involved a descriptive-correlational
design based on a path model. The population consisted of students with
learning disabilities in high schools in Tehran. Multi-stage sampling
was used, and approximately 300 students were identified, with 170
randomly selected for participation. Standardized and validated
questionnaires measuring executive functions, motivation, anxiety, and
depression were employed. Data were analyzed using appropriate
statistical methods to examine the relationships among variables and
the impact of each on the others. The analysis revealed that executive
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functions have a direct and positive effect on intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation, while anxiety and depression negatively influence
motivation. This approach allowed for the simultaneous examination of
multiple factors and the application of path analysis to better understand
these relationships.

Results

This study used a descriptive-correlational design with path analysis. A
sample of 170 students with learning disabilities in Tehran schools was
randomly selected. Standardized questionnaires measured executive
functions, motivation, anxiety, and depression. Data were analyzed
using appropriate statistical methods. Results showed that executive
functions have a direct and positive impact on academic motivation,
while anxiety and depression negatively affect motivation. This
approach enabled the simultaneous examination of relationships among
these factors, providing a clearer understanding of their
interconnections.

Discussion

This study examined the relationships between executive functions,
academic motivation, anxiety, and depression in students with learning
disabilities. Path analysis results revealed that executive functions had
a significant positive effect on both intrinsic (p=0.47) and extrinsic
motivation (=0.38). Depression negatively impacted intrinsic (B=-
0.17) and extrinsic motivation (f=-0.30), while anxiety also showed a
strong negative effect on intrinsic (f=-0.20) and extrinsic motivation
(B=-0.40). The data indicated that strong executive functions play a
crucial role in enhancing academic motivation, whereas high levels of
depression and anxiety significantly reduce it. All examined paths in
the model were statistically significant. These findings highlight the
importance of strengthening executive functions and addressing
psychological issues such as anxiety and depression to improve
academic motivation in students with learning disabilities.

Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrated that executive functions play a
vital role in enhancing academic motivation in students with learning
disabilities. Students with stronger executive abilities—such as
planning, organizing, focusing, and self-regulation—tend to exhibit
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higher levels of both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. In contrast,
depression and anxiety showed significant negative effects on academic
motivation. Depression contributes to lower self-esteem, feelings of
worthlessness, and fatigue, which together decrease motivation.
Anxiety leads to negative thoughts and reduced focus, further
undermining academic performance and motivation. Therefore,
strengthening executive skills and implementing strategies to reduce
anxiety and depression can improve these students' academic outcomes.
Creating calm learning environments, providing family and teacher
support, and teaching coping strategies are effective methods for
boosting motivation and addressing psychological difficulties in this
group. This study provides valuable empirical evidence on the cognitive
and emotional factors influencing academic motivation among students
with learning disabilities.
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