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Abstract: Although the Qatari government has invested significantly in education over the past
two decades, little research has comprehensively assessed factors associated with high school ad-
justment and academic success in the country. The present study addressed this gap with a sample
of 576 students attending high school in Qatar (M age = 16.32, SD = 1.09; 63.7% male). Students
self-reported their school adjustment and perceived academic performance as well as positive and
negative indicators of health, including well-being and emotional and behavioral problems. Path
models revealed that both well-being and problems contributed to school adjustment. Well-being
and problems also contributed to academic performance, but these paths differed for males and
females. For females, but not males, well-being was directly related to better performance; for males,
but not females, problems contributed directly to worse performance and also operated through
school adjustment to affect performance. Implications for promoting optimal school adjustment are
discussed.

Keywords: adolescence; social and emotional; self-esteem; school adjustment; well-being; behav-
ioral disorders

1. Introduction

Qatari education follows a pattern similar to that of many systems around the world.
Children attend school for a total of 12 years, divided into primary, middle, and secondary
school. In secondary school, which extends from the 10th to the 12th grade, students can
choose between attending public schools that provide general education and specialized
schools that provide a variety of options based on the student’s interests and academic
priorities, such as science, technology, and business [1]. The social, economic, and cultural
transformations that Qatar has experienced over the last two decades have resulted in a
significant government investment in education. Further, the youth Qatar is educating now
differs from previous generations; they are wealthier, which has increased their material
living standards and given them more options for meeting their material needs and aspira-
tions [2]. Despite this investment in education, a paucity of research has comprehensively
evaluated factors that contribute to school adjustment and performance among Qatari
secondary school students—including assessments of strengths and protective factors in
addition to weaknesses and risk factors. Such an evaluation is important, as it can identify
factors to address in prevention or intervention programs that are aimed at enhancing
adjustment and success in academic settings.

There is ample evidence to suggest that emotional and behavioral problems, as well as
assessments of well-being, contribute to school adjustment and academic performance [3–8].
For example, two recent systematic reviews that evaluated data primarily from western
nations documented positive associations between psychological well-being and academic
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achievement [3,5]. Among the studies conducted in Asia, Arslan and Coşkun [4] found
that Turkish high school students’ subjective well-being was significantly associated with
youth school functioning and adjustment outcomes. Mustafa et al. [8] demonstrated a
positive association between psychological well-being and academic achievement among
university students in Malaysia. Among urban secondary school students in Bangladesh,
Hossain [6] found negative associations between emotional and behavioral problems
and academic achievement. While emotional and behavioral problems, in general, are
associated with low academic performance, research indicates that externalizing behaviors
negatively affect academic performance much more than internalizing behaviors [9–11]. For
instance, Esch and colleagues [12] reported that externalizing problems predicted school
dropout, whereas internalizing problems were often a consequence of school dropout.
However, most previous work, including studies in the Middle East, have not considered
the contributions of emotional and behavioral problems along with well-being with school
adjustment and achievement.

Studies conducted in the Middle East have been limited to descriptions of behav-
ioral problems and have not addressed the relations between behavioral problems and
well-being or associations with school achievement [13–16]. Because a comprehensive
understanding of mental health should take both psychological problems and well-being
into account [17], both emotional and behavioral problems and well-being should be con-
sidered when investigating contributions to school adjustment and academic performance.
To this end, and consistent with an emphasis on the strengths and protective factors in
concert with weaknesses and risk factors, the current study considered Qatar students’
psychological well-being as well as emotional and behavioral problems as contributors to
school adjustment and academic performance.

1.1. Gender Differences

Consistent with findings around the world, research conducted in the Middle East has
revealed gender differences in students’ mean levels of psychological distress [13,14,16,18],
indicators of well-being (e.g., self-efficacy [13]), and academic motivation and perfor-
mance [19]. In Qatar, despite extensive investment in education, boys, in particular, are
underperforming compared to international standards and to expectations based on the
nation’s wealth. Male students who perceive economic entitlement and wasta (social sta-
tus) as a venue to success are especially unmotivated to perform well [19,20]. Although
researchers have focused on these gender differences and the potential consequences of
academic disengagements, such as dropping out of the educational system before receiving
the training that would allow them to contribute to Qatari economy [19,20], few studies
have evaluated how emotional and behavioral problems and well-being are associated in
different ways or to different degrees with school adjustment and academic success for
males versus females. For instance, research has also shown that boys are more likely to
exhibit problem behaviors of an externalizing nature, while girls tend to have internalizing
behaviors [21]. This is important because different prevention or intervention strategies to
improve school adjustment and academic success may be indicated for male versus female
students based on such research findings. Thus, a second focus of the current study was
to evaluate gender differences in patterns of association between emotional and behavioral
problems, well-being, school adjustment, and academic performance.

1.2. Current Study

The current study assessed Qatari high school students regarding their emotional
and behavioral problems, well-being, school adjustment, and academic performance. We
tested a path model linking problems and well-being to school adjustment, which in turn,
was hypothesized to affect academic performance. We anticipated that emotional and
behavioral problems would be negatively associated, and well-being would be positively
associated with better school adjustment, which in turn would be associated with higher
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perceived academic achievement. Gender differences in these patterns of association were
exploratory, given the paucity of available data to inform this question.

2. Method
2.1. Participants and Sampling

High school students (N = 576; 63.7% male; Mage = 16.32, SD = 1.09, Range = 15 to
19 years old; 61.3% non-Qatari) participated. Data were collected from the municipality of
Doha, which has more than 80% of the nation’s population [22]. Schools are segregated
by gender in Qatar. Four schools—two all-female and two all-male—were invited to
participate in the study. Schools were invited to participate if their student scores on the
National Comprehensive Educational Exam for the school were average (versus extremely
high or low) and had a distribution of both Qatari and non-Qatari nationalities. Students
were fairly evenly distributed across grades, with 34.4%, 32.8%, and 32.8% enrolled in
the 10th, 11th, and 12th grades, respectively. Students reported paternal educational
attainment as either below university (43.2%), university degree (43.2%), or post-graduate
work (13.5%), and maternal educational attainment as below university (47.9%), university
degree (45.1%), or post graduate work (6.9%). Family socioeconomic status (SES) was rated
as below average (19.1%), average (62.5%), or above average (18.4%).

2.2. Measures

All measures were self-reported by students in Arabic. Other than the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), which is available in Arabic, all measures were obtained
from Abu-rayya and Sam [23] and have previously been used with Arab populations. In
translating the measures, Abu-rayya and Sam [23] followed a parallel approach [24], which
involved several translators working independently to translate the measures from English
into standard Arabic. The draft translated version was back-translated from Arabic into
English and then analyzed during two review meetings between the committee members.
A copy of the translated questionnaires was shared with faculty in the field and also
with high school students. Reviews by teachers and students revealed no difficulties in
comprehending the measures.

2.2.1. Emotional and Behavioral Problems

The 25-item Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; [25]) was used to assess a
range of emotional and behavioral functioning, including emotional problems, conduct
problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial behavior. Each 5-item subscale is
rated on a 3-point Likert scale with the options 0 (not true), 1 (somewhat true), and 2 (certainly
true). Items were reverse-coded as needed so that higher scores on each subscale reflected
more problematic functioning. The items were summed to create total subscale scores.
The Arabic version of the SDQ has been used previously in Arab countries, including
Qatar [26]. The SDQ has excellent validity and reliability and can be used to assess and
diagnose general emotional and behavioral problems within an educational context [27,28].
In the present study, only the emotional problems scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77) and
hyperactivity (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.66) had acceptable reliability, and thus, these were
used in the analyses.

2.2.2. Well-Being

Two measures were used to indicate well-being. First, the PERMA [29] was used
to assess well-being in the five domains of positive emotion, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishment. Each domain is assessed with three items on an 11-item
scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (completely), with higher scores indicating more positive
well-being. Across eight studies with a combined sample size of 31,966, the PERMA-
Profiler demonstrated an acceptable model fit, internal and cross-time consistency, and
evidence for content, convergent, and divergent validity. Validity has been established in a
variety of countries and languages [30–32]. In the present study, internal consistency and



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 934 4 of 10

reliability assessed with Cronbach’s alpha were: positive emotion (0.91), engagement (0.57),
relationships (0.78), meaning (0.89), and accomplishment (0.88). Our analysis revealed that
dropping one item from the engagement subscale yielded a correlation of 0.79 with the
remaining two items, and engagement was recomputed using two items. Item averages for
each domain were used in the current study.

The second indicator of well-being was self-esteem, assessed with the 10-item Rosen-
berg [33] Self-Esteem scale. This measure has strong validity and reliability [34] and has
been used in thousands of studies worldwide. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree). Negatively worded items are reverse-
coded so that higher scores indicate greater levels of self-esteem. Cronbach’s alpha in the
current study was 0.80.

2.2.3. School Adjustment

Adjustment to school was assessed with the 7-item School Adjustment Scale [35].
Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). One item was
reverse coded, and higher scores indicated more positive school adjustment. A sample
item is “I find it difficult to go to school in the morning”. The School Adjustment Scale has
been proven to provide good validity and reliability in several international studies [23,35].
Cronbach’s alpha in the current study was 0.70.

2.2.4. School Performance

Students rated their perceived school performance on a 4-point scale adapted from
Achenbach and Rescorla [36]. The response options were: 1 (below average), 2 (average),
3 (good), or 4 (excellent). This scale has been used in previous studies in Qatar [37].

2.2.5. Procedure

The project was approved by the ethical review board at Qatar University as well as the
Ministry of Education and Higher Education in Qatar. Once schools agreed to participate,
parents were sent forms requesting their consent for their children to participate. All
participating students had parental approval and agreed to participate themselves. After
agreeing to participate, students were sent a link to a survey which they completed online.
Data were collected in October 2021 for one week while schools in Qatar were held virtually.

3. Data Analysis

First, the latent structure of a well-being factor and an emotional and behavioral
problems factor were confirmed using MPlus Version 8.1 [38]. Manifest variables were then
created by standardizing each of the indicators of well-being and of emotional and behav-
ioral problems and multiplying them by their respective factor loadings. Next, descriptive
information on all the study variables was calculated. Univariate analyses, including
correlations among the constructs and t-tests, and Chi-squares assessing differences across
males and females were computed. A path model then was tested, linking well-being and
emotional and behavioral problems with school adjustment and school performance. The
fit for the model was assessed using the χ2 value, the root mean square error of approxi-
mation (RMSEA), the comparative fit index (CFI), and the standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR). Values of 0.90 or above for the CFI [39], 0.08 or below for the RMSEA [40],
and 0.05 or below for the SRMR indicated that the model adequately fit the data. Gender
differences in the association between the variables in the model were tested using multiple
group analyses. An unconstrained model where the path coefficients were allowed to vary
by gender was compared with a constrained model where path coefficients were set to be
equal across gender. The fit for the unconstrained and constrained models was compared
using the Bayesian information criterion (BIC), RMSEA, CFI, and SRMR. In comparing the
unconstrained and constrained models, if the BIC was lower by at least 10 points for the
constrained model, this suggests that there was an improvement in the fit of the model,
suggesting that the constrained model is more parsimonious and should be favored over
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the unconstrained model [41], and would indicate no gender differences in the model
fit. Finally, bias-corrected bootstrapping procedures, outlined by Shrout and Bolger [42],
were used to test the significance of indirect effects. In the current study, 3000 bootstrap
samples were created through random sampling with replacements. Analyses were run
to examine the indirect effects of well-being and emotional and behavioral problems on
school performance through school adjustment.

4. Results
4.1. Latent Structure of Well-Being and Problems Factors

A latent factor of well-being with six indicators and a latent factor of emotional and
behavioral problems with two indicators revealed adequate fit, χ2 (31) = 185.26, p < 0.001;
CFI = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.093; SRMR = 0.032. Although the RMSEA was slightly higher than
0.08, the other indicators of the model fit were good, and the factor loading for each latent
variable was similar.

4.2. Descriptive Information and Univariate Analyses

The means, SDs, and range of the study variables and their intercorrelations are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive information on and correlations among study constructs (n = 576).

1 2 3 4 5 M (SD) Range

1 Well-being - −0.59 *** 0.50 *** 0.28 *** −0.07 0 (4.21) −16.70–5.69

2 Problems - −0.56 *** −0.27 *** 0.04 0 (1.33) −1.97–4.52

3 School Adjustment - 0.35 *** −0.14 *** 37.98 (8.28) 9.00–49.00

4 School Performance - −0.14 *** 3.17 (0.83) 1.00–4.00

5 Age -

Note. Problems = emotional and behavioral problems. *** p < 0.001. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

As seen in the table, the key study constructs were all correlated in the expected
directions. Age was negatively associated with school adjustment and school performance,
but not with well-being or emotional and behavioral problems. The t-tests assessing
gender differences revealed no differences in well-being, t(574) = −0.06, p = 0.95 or school
adjustment, t(574) = 0.52, p = 0.61. However, there were significant gender differences
in emotional and behavioral problems, t(574) = 3.23, p < 0.001 and school performance,
t(574) = 4.57, p < 0.001, as well as age, t(574) = −2.59, p = 0.01. Females reported more
emotional and behavioral problems than males (M = 0.23, SD = 1.41 for females; M = −0.14,
SD = 1.27 for males), but higher school performance than males (M = 3.37, SD = 0.72 for
females; M = 3.05, SD = 0.86 for males). Males were older than females (M = 16.17, SD = 1.09
for females; M = 16.41, SD = 1.09 for males).

4.3. Path Analysis Predicting School Adjustment and School Performance

Figure 1 depicts the path model that was tested for linking well-being, emotional
and behavioral problems, school adjustment, and school performance. The model was a
good fit to the data, χ2 (4) = 18.52, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.079 CI (0.045, 0.118); CFI = 0.961;
TLI = 0.912; SRMR = 0.037.

Although the BIC for the unconstrained model was larger than the constrained model
(10276 vs. 10239), the multiple group analyses overall favored the unconstrained model,
indicating gender differences in the model paths. Specifically, the Akaike (AIC) was similar
for the unconstrained and constrained models (10137 vs. 10134), as was the sample-size
adjusted BIC (10174 vs. 10163). The RMSEA was slightly lower for the unconstrained
versus the constrained model (0.047 vs. 0.049); the CFI was slightly higher (0.993 vs. 0.977),
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and the SRMR was lower (0.032 vs. 0.075). Figure 1 presents the standardized beta weights
for the model paths of males and females.
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Figure 1. Path model of the relations between well-being, emotional and behavioral problems,
and school adjustment and performance. Multiple group analyses favored an unconstrained model,
indicating that paths differed across males and females. N = 576. X2 (4) = 6.58, p = 0.16; RMSEA = 0.047
90% CI (0, 0.109); CFI = 0.993; TLI = 0.975; SRMR = 0.032. Beta weights for males are before the
diagonal and for females are behind the diagonal. Solid lines indicate significant paths; thicker lines
indicate similar findings across males and females. * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001.

As seen in Figure 1, for both male and female secondary students living in Qatar, well-
being was positively associated with school adjustment, while emotional and behavioral
problems were negatively associated with adjustment. Likewise, older students reported
poorer school adjustment across gender. However, for school performance, well-being
was positively associated with this outcome for females but not for males, and emotional
and behavioral problems were negatively related to school performance for males but not
females. Additionally, school adjustment negatively predicted school performance in males
but not females.

Analyses of indirect effects of well-being and emotional and behavioral problems on
school performance via school adjustment revealed significant indirect effects for males
but not for females. For males, the indirect effect of well-being on school performance via
school adjustment was 0.07 (p = 0.004). The indirect effect of emotional and behavioral
problems on school performance via school adjustment was −0.12 (p < 0.001).

5. Discussion

Little research has examined positive and negative indicators of health, including
psychological well-being and emotional and behavioral problems, for high school students
in Middle Eastern countries, including Qatar, as well as their relations with positive
educational outcomes. Our study fills this gap and confirms both theory and observation
that both psychological well-being and emotional and behavioral problems matter. Notably,
although correlated, psychological well-being and emotional and behavioral problems
made independent contributions to school adjustment. These findings were consistent with
our expectations and also with previous research [43–45].

Interestingly, contributions to self-rated school performance differed by gender. For
males, school performance—whether they believed they were below average, average,
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good, or excellent—was positively associated with school adjustment and directly nega-
tively related to emotional and behavioral problems. In contrast, although females reported
more emotional and behavioral problems than males, their school performance was directly
and positively associated with well-being, not problems. If both male and female emotional
and behavioral problems present differently, this could explain part of this finding. For
example, a more overt expression of emotional and behavioral problems by males versus fe-
males may evoke a more negative response by peers, teachers, and others at school, leading
to both poorer school adjustment and performance. Our results may be understood in light
of findings that girls are prone to internalizing behaviors, and those behaviors have less of
an effect on their academic performance, while boys are more likely to exhibit externalizing
behaviors, which are more likely to adversely affect academic performance [9–11,21].

Additionally, Qatari female students, compared to their male peers, tend to prioritize
their education. Male Qatari students, on the other hand, are more likely than females
to view economic entitlement and social status, not educational attainment, as key to
success [19]. In addition, male students appear to have fewer positive attitudes toward
going to school and value education less compared to females [20]. Because of the country’s
wealth, male students tend to do less and have higher expectations compared to females.
Students expect that the government and their families will provide for them regardless of
their individual effort and performance [20]. Gender differences in the freedoms afforded
to Qatari high school students may have also contributed to these patterns. Males at this
age are more independent due to the fact that they are allowed to spend more time outside
the home without supervision, engaging in leisure or sports activities. These options are not
available for most female high school students. Overall, age differences in the study were
mixed. At the univariate level, there were no age differences in well-being or emotional and
behavioral problems; however, younger students reported better school adjustment and
school performance than older students: a finding consistent with other research [46–48].
In contrast in the path models that accounted for co-variation among the study constructs,
there were no age differences in school performance. Further, younger males, but not
younger females, reported better school adjustment. These findings again may reflect
differences in freedoms across both age and gender in Qatari culture.

5.1. Study Strengths and Limitations

The strengths of this study include the inclusion of both positive and negative di-
mensions of health, a relatively large sample size, and sophisticated tests of our model.
Limitations include the cross-sectional design, which precludes forming conclusions about
the temporal ordering of constructs, and the sole reliance on adolescents for the data.
Utilizing a longitudinal design and augmenting these data with official school reports
of performance and/or parent or teacher reports of emotional and behavioral problems
or well-being could increase confidence in the findings. Additionally, although schools
were invited to participate if students’ scores on the National Comprehensive Educational
Exam were neither extremely high nor extremely low, and the schools included both Qatari
and non-Qatari nationalities, the sample was based on a specific set of four schools. Thus,
the findings may not generalize to the entire population of secondary school students in
Qatar. Finally, no study can include all possible factors that might affect an outcome of
interest. Thus, this study may have missed key variables that could have influenced school
performance in this context.

5.2. Implications for Practice and Research

Data from this study might be used by teachers and other school personnel to improve
student school adjustment and performance. For example, school-based interventions
might focus on increasing social-emotional competencies, especially for males, and fos-
tering well-being [49]. Programs such as Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) that help
adolescents with emotion management have been successful at improving academic out-
comes, adaptive coping strategies, and skills and mindsets [50]. In addition, future research
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should target interventions for externalizing problems as they tend to place adolescents at
increased risk for poor academic performance. Further research should also examine the
bidirectional pathways between problem behavior and academic performance.
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