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Abstract 
 
There is a notable overlap and co-occurrence of mental health and learning challenges 
among school-aged youth. Existing research highlights associations between learning 
disabilities (LD) and mental health problems; however, there has been little exploration of 
additional variables, such as familial influences, that represent multiple levels of influence 
(Cen & Aytac, 2016). From a developmental relational systems framework (Overton, 2015), 
advancing the understanding of familial influences on youth development is crucial. Using a 
mixed methods design, the present study examined the influences of parent depression, 
parenting behaviours, family functioning, and youth social and emotional competencies on 
symptoms of anxiety and depression among youth with LD. Addressing two hypotheses, the 
quantitative Study 1 aimed to identify factors associated with mediating effects on internalized 
distress in 14- and 15-year-old youth with LD using secondary analysis of a cross-sectional 
national sample of youth and their parents. Youth social and emotional competencies and 
parental monitoring were found to be the most significant buffering influences in reducing 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. The qualitative Study 2 built on the results from Study 
1, to extend the quantitative findings. In Study 2, youth at the end of middle school and their 
parents were interviewed to gain deeper understanding about the experiences of co-occurring 
LD and mental health problems from a family perspective. Data analysis identified youth 
fatigue, youth self-efficacy, and family relationships as central themes related to the 
challenges youth and their families experienced. Integrating the findings of the two studies 
illustrated the complex psychological, social, and educational implications for youth with LD in 
a family context. The interplay of factors embedded in the relation between the LD and mental 
health problems underscores this complexity, suggesting the relation cannot be completely 
understood without considering the multiple levels of influences. Implications for theory, 
research, and practice are described with an emphasis on ecological approaches and building 
school-family relationships. 


