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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Students with specific learning disabilities may experience difficulties not
only in academic functioning but also in social competence and effective peer interactions,
highlighting the need for appropriate psychological and educational interventions. This study
aimed to compare the effects of attributional retraining and cognitive-behavioral play therapy on
the social competence of elementary-school students with specific learning disabilities.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control-group design
with a three-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of students with specific
learning disabilities attending the second year of elementary school in Sari, Iran, in 2025. Forty-
five eligible students were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
attributional retraining, cognitive-behavioral play therapy, and control groups, with 15 participants
in each group. The attributional retraining group received the designated retraining program, while
the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group received twelve 90-minute intervention sessions; the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using Parandin’s Social Competence

Questionnaire and the Colorado Learning Difficulties Questionnaire. Repeated-measures analysis

of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests were performed using SPSS version 24.
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Conclusion: Both attributional retraining and cognitive-behavioral play therapy produced
significant and sustained improvements in social competence among students with specific
learning disabilities. The magnitude of observed change was greater for attributional retraining,
suggesting that it may be particularly useful, alongside cognitive-behavioral play therapy, as a
school-based psychological and educational intervention for strengthening students’ social
competence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Specific learning disabilities are among the most
important developmental and educational difficulties
encountered during the elementary-school vyears.
Although these disorders are primarily identified
through persistent difficulties in acquiring and using
academic skills, their consequences frequently extend
beyond reading, writing, and mathematics. Repeated
experiences of academic failure, negative feedback,
unfavorable comparison with peers, and difficulty
meeting classroom expectations may gradually
influence students’ self-perceptions, motivation,
emotional adjustment, and patterns of social
interaction. Students with specific learning disabilities
may therefore experience difficulties in participating
confidently in group activities, initiating and
maintaining peer relationships, responding
appropriately to social cues, and managing the
emotional consequences of failure. Evidence has
shown that psychological and educational
interventions can improve not only learning-related
outcomes but also broader psychosocial functioning
among students with learning difficulties (Goudarzi et
al., 2021; Mozaffari et al., 2021).

One construct of particular importance in this context
is social competence. Social competence refers to a
multidimensional set of cognitive, emotional,
motivational, and behavioral capacities that enable
individuals to interact effectively with others, regulate
their  responses, interpret  social  situations,
communicate appropriately, and establish constructive
interpersonal relationships. In school settings, social
competence is closely connected with the quality of
classroom relationships, students’ engagement in
educational activities, and their overall adjustment to
the social environment of the school. Research has
demonstrated that social competencies are
meaningfully associated with classroom relationships
and academic engagement, suggesting that students’
capacity to function adaptively in social settings may
contribute to their participation and adjustment within
the educational environment (Eriksen et al., 2024).
Similarly, perceived competence across academic and
social-emotional domains has been associated with
autonomy-supportive teaching, student engagement,
and well-being (Collie & Martin, 2024). These findings
indicate that social competence should be regarded as
a central developmental outcome rather than a
secondary consequence of academic achievement.

The importance of strengthening social competence
may be even greater among children with learning
difficulties in the early school years. Such students
may have fewer opportunities to experience
competence and success, and repeated difficulties can
contribute to withdrawal, reduced self-confidence,
and maladaptive interpretations of social and
academic  events.  Accordingly, school-based
psychological  support programs have been
recommended for promoting social competence in
children with learning difficulties, particularly during
the early primary grades (Vasileiadis et al., 2024).
Various intervention approaches may be useful in
addressing these needs, among which attributional
retraining and cognitive-behavioral play therapy
represent two conceptually distinct but potentially
effective strategies.

Attributional retraining is grounded in the assumption
that individuals’ explanations for success and failure
influence their subsequent emotions, expectations,
motivation, and behavior. Students who repeatedly
attribute failure to stable and uncontrollable personal
deficiencies may become increasingly passive and
avoidant, whereas attributing outcomes to controllable
factors such as effort, strategy use, and persistence
may promote adaptive engagement. Attributional style
has been linked to students’ responses to academic
outcomes and school-related avoidance behaviors
(Fernandez-Sogor et al., 2023). Interventions designed
to modify maladaptive attributional patterns have
produced favorable outcomes in academic optimism,
school engagement, academic adjustment, burnout,
and procrastination (Akbari et al, 2022; Salimi
Ebrahimabadi & Eslami, 2022; Sarami & Ghasemi, 2022).
Attributional retraining may also have implications
beyond academic functioning because changing how
children interpret difficult events can influence their
willingness to participate in interpersonal situations
and their perception of control over social outcomes.
Evidence that attributional retraining can alter adults’
understanding of and responses to children’s behavior
further supports the broader interpersonal relevance of
attributional processes (Russo & Oliveros, 2024).
Structured educational interventions targeting patterns
of interpretation and coping have likewise been
associated with enhanced psychological resilience
(Chen & Chen, 2023).

Cognitive-behavioral play therapy constitutes another
developmentally appropriate intervention for children.
By integrating cognitive-behavioral techniques with
play activities, this approach enables children to
identify maladaptive thoughts, regulate emotions,
practice communication, develop problem-solving




skills, and rehearse adaptive behaviors in a format that
is concrete, engaging, and compatible with their
developmental level. Cognitive-behavioral
interventions have demonstrated broad applicability
across psychological problems, particularly when
theoretical principles are translated into structured and
practical therapeutic techniques (Dhafer et al., 2024).
Within play-based settings, children can use stories,
role-play, puppets, emotion-focused activities, and
guided games to experiment with alternative
responses without the immediate social risks that may
accompany real-life interactions.

Previous studies provide empirical support for play-
based interventions in children with developmental,
emotional,  and learning-related  difficulties.
Cognitive-behavioral play therapy has been associated
with improvements in expressive language abilities
(Rezaeerezvan et al., 2022), reductions in behavioral
problems among children with learning disorders
(Firouzmandi et al., 2023), and reductions in anxiety
and learning-related difficulties among elementary-
school students (Goudarzi et al., 2021). More directly,
cognitive-behavioral play therapy has been reported to
improve social competence among children with
attention-deficit/hyperactivity symptoms and among
students with specific learning disorders (Aminian &
Asli-Azad, 2024; Bagheri, 2024). Other forms of play
therapy have also been linked to improved emotion
regulation, social competence, resilience, and social
adjustment (Esmaeili Shahna & Rahmanian, 2025;
Sadeghi et al., 2025). Similarly, sandplay interventions
have shown beneficial effects on social behavior
among children with autism spectrum disorder (zelcek
& Pouya, 2024). Collectively, these findings support
the potential of play-based psychological
interventions to strengthen social and emotional
functioning in children.

Despite growing evidence for both attributional
retraining and cognitive-behavioral play therapy,
relatively few studies have directly compared their
effects on social competence among students with
specific learning disabilities. Such a comparison is
important because the two interventions may operate
through different mechanisms: attributional retraining
primarily targets interpretation of success and failure,
whereas cognitive-behavioral play therapy combines
cognitive restructuring with direct behavioral and
emotional practice. Therefore, the present study aimed
to compare the effects of attributional retraining and
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on the social
competence of elementary-school students with
specific learning disabilities.
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Methodology

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest control-group design with a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of
students with specific learning disabilities attending
the second year of elementary school in Sari, Iran,
during 2025. Following purposive screening and
application of the study inclusion and exclusion
criteria, 45 eligible students were selected and
randomly assigned to three groups: attributional
retraining, cognitive-behavioral play therapy, and
control, with 15 participants in each group. Inclusion
criteria consisted of willingness to participate,
confirmed specific learning disability, and enrollment
in the target educational level. Participation in similar
intervention programs and absence from more than
two intervention sessions were considered exclusion
criteria.

Participants completed the study measures at pretest,
posttest, and three-month  follow-up.  Social
competence was assessed using Parandin’s Social
Competence Questionnaire, a 47-item instrument
covering behavioral skills, motivational expectations,
cognitive skills, and emotional competence. Specific
learning difficulties were screened using the Colorado
Learning Difficulties Questionnaire, a 20-item
measure assessing difficulties in mathematics, spatial
functioning, social anxiety, social cognition, and
reading.

The attributional  retraining intervention was
implemented in nine 98-minute group sessions held
twice weekly. The program included Socratic
dialogue, group  discussion,  self-monitoring,
cognitive-model training, identification of automatic
thoughts and cognitive errors, modification of
maladaptive  attributions, goal setting, time
management, problem solving, written assignments,
feedback, and consolidation of adaptive attributional
patterns. The cognitive-behavioral play therapy
intervention consisted of twelve 90-minute group
sessions. Activities included storytelling, drawing,
puppet play, structured games, sandplay, role-play,
emotion-recognition games, relaxation, cognitive
restructuring, self-talk modification, problem-solving
exercises, and reinforcement strategies. The control
group continued routine educational activities and
received no experimental intervention during the
study period.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
including means and standard deviations, and
inferential statistics. Normality was examined before
parametric analyses. Repeated-measures analysis was
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used to assess changes in social competence across
pretest, posttest, and follow-up and to compare
patterns of change across groups. Bonferroni post-hoc
comparisons were conducted to examine pairwise
differences  between  measurement  occasions.
Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS
version 24, with the significance level set at 0.05.

Findings

The normality assumption was satisfied for social
competence scores across all three groups and all
three measurement occasions, as all reported
significance values from the Shapiro-Wilk tests
exceeded 0.05. Accordingly, parametric analyses were
considered appropriate.

Multivariate repeated-measures analysis demonstrated
a significant effect of time on social competence.
Pillai’s Trace for the time effect was 0.880, with
F=47.765, p<0.001, and a partial eta squared of 0.880,
indicating a large effect. More importantly, the
interaction between group and time was also
statistically significant. For the group-by-time
interaction, Pillai’s Trace was 0.751, F=8.284,
p=0.002, and partial eta squared was 0.751. These
findings indicated that changes in social competence
across the three assessment occasions differed
significantly among the attributional retraining,
cognitive-behavioral play therapy, and control groups.

Bonferroni post-hoc analyses showed that, in the
attributional retraining group, social competence
increased significantly from pretest to posttest, with a
mean difference of 16.700 and p<0.001. The
difference between pretest and follow-up was also
significant, with a mean difference of 16.000 and
p<0.001. However, the difference between posttest
and follow-up was not statistically significant, with a
mean difference of 0.700 and p=0.731. This pattern
indicates that the improvement produced by
attributional retraining was maintained during the
three-month follow-up period.

In the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, the
difference between pretest and posttest was also
statistically significant, with a mean difference of
8.400 and p=0.007. The difference between pretest
and follow-up remained significant, with a mean
difference of 9.667 and p=0.001. The difference
between posttest and follow-up was not significant,
with a mean difference of -1.267 and p=1.000,
suggesting maintenance of treatment gains over the
follow-up period.

In contrast, none of the pairwise comparisons in the
control group were statistically significant. The mean

difference between pretest and posttest was 0.400,
between pretest and follow-up was 0.267, and
between posttest and follow-up was 0.133, with
p=1.000 for all comparisons. Overall, both
experimental interventions produced significant and
sustained improvements in social competence, while
the magnitude of change was greater in the
attributional retraining group than in the cognitive-
behavioral play therapy group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both attributional
retraining and cognitive-behavioral play therapy were
effective in improving the social competence of
students with specific learning disabilities and that
these improvements remained stable three months
after the completion of treatment. The absence of
significant change in the control group strengthens the
interpretation that the observed improvements were
attributable to the interventions rather than the
passage of time or repeated assessment.

The effectiveness of attributional retraining may be
explained by its influence on the way students
interpret failure and success. Students with specific
learning disabilities frequently experience academic
difficulties that may gradually lead them to view
failure as evidence of fixed and uncontrollable
inability. Such interpretations can extend beyond
academic tasks and influence interpersonal
confidence, willingness to participate, and persistence
in socially challenging situations. Attributional
retraining encourages students to understand
outcomes in terms of controllable and modifiable
factors, particularly effort, strategy use, and
persistence. This shift may enhance perceived control,
self-efficacy, and willingness to remain engaged after
difficulty, thereby facilitating more adaptive social
participation.

The persistence of the effect at follow-up suggests
that attributional retraining may produce changes that
extend beyond immediate session-based learning.
Once students acquire a more adaptive way of
interpreting difficult experiences, they can repeatedly
apply this framework in everyday academic and
interpersonal situations. Each successful application
may reinforce the revised attributional pattern and
contribute to the maintenance of social gains.

Cognitive-behavioral play therapy also produced
significant and durable improvements in social
competence. Its effectiveness can be understood in
relation to the developmental role of play. Children
can practice communication, emotional expression,




self-regulation, problem solving, and social
interaction more naturally through play than through
abstract verbal instruction. Role-play, storytelling,
emotion-focused games, and guided behavioral
exercises provide opportunities to rehearse adaptive
responses in a psychologically safe setting. These
experiences may increase children’s confidence and
help them transfer newly acquired skills to classroom
and peer interactions.

The maintenance of gains in the play therapy group
suggests that the skills acquired during treatment were
sufficiently internalized to continue functioning after
the intervention ended. Because cognitive-behavioral
play therapy combines cognitive change with direct
behavioral practice, children may leave treatment not
only with new ideas but also with practiced behavioral
strategies that can be used in real-life social situations.

The larger observed improvement in the attributional
retraining group may indicate that maladaptive
interpretations of success and failure are particularly
influential among students with specific learning
disabilities. Repeated academic setbacks may shape a
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broad sense of incompetence that affects both
educational and social behavior. Directly modifying
this interpretive framework may therefore produce
substantial changes in how students approach
interpersonal situations. Nevertheless, the significant
and sustained effects of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy demonstrate that direct practice of cognitive,
emotional, and social skills is also highly valuable.

In conclusion, both attributional retraining and
cognitive-behavioral play therapy appear to be useful
interventions for enhancing social competence among
elementary-school students with specific learning
disabilities. Attributional retraining showed a greater
magnitude of improvement, whereas both approaches
demonstrated stability of treatment effects at three-
month follow-up. These findings support the inclusion
of psychosocial interventions alongside academic
remediation in services for students with learning
disabilities and highlight the importance of addressing
not only academic skills but also the cognitive,
emotional, and interpersonal processes that influence
successful adaptation to school.
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