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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

pecific Learning Disorder (SLD) is a

broad term referring to a group of

neurodevelopmental conditions

characterized by persistent difficulties

in acquiring and using basic academic

skills, such as reading, writing, and
mathematics, despite adequate intelligence and
educational opportunities (Prior, 2022; Moll et al.,
2014). These difficulties typically emerge in early
childhood, but their clinical manifestation often
becomes evident during the first years of formal
schooling through poor academic performance
(Cassana et al., 2022). Epidemiological evidence
suggests that SLD affects approximately 2-10% of
school-aged children, depending on diagnostic criteria
and assessment methods (Aro et al., 2021). Beyond
academic impairments, children with SLD frequently
exhibit deficits in executive functions, among which
cognitive flexibility is particularly prominent (Crotti et
al., 2025). Cognitive flexibility refers to the ability to
adapt to changing environmental demands, shift
efficiently between mental sets, and approach
problems from multiple perspectives (Gler, 2022;
Nowruzi Homayoun et al., 2024). Empirical studies
have shown that students with SLD perform
significantly worse than their typically developing
peers on tasks assessing set-shifting and flexible
problem-solving, which can negatively affect daily
decision-making, learning new skills, and managing
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classroom-related stress (Capodieci et al., 2023; Singh et
al., 2021). In addition to cognitive challenges, emotional
difficulties such as higher levels of alexithymia are
commonly reported in students with SLD (Kahani et al.,
2024). Alexithymia, defined as difficulty in identifying
and describing emotions and a tendency toward
externally oriented thinking, is closely linked to deficits
in emotion regulation and social functioning (Martino et
al., 2020). These cognitive and emotional limitations
often co-occur with poor communication skills, further
compromising social adaptation and psychological well-
being (Grigorenko et al., 2020). Given the multifaceted
cognitive, emotional, and social challenges experienced
by students with SLD, age-appropriate and engaging
interventions are critically needed. Cognitive-behavioral
play therapy has been proposed as an effective approach
for enhancing cognitive flexibility, reducing alexithymia,
and improving communication skills by integrating play-
based techniques with cognitive-behavioral principles
(Springer et al., 2010). Therefore, the present study
aimed to examine the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral play therapy on cognitive flexibility,
alexithymia, and communication skills in students with
specific learning disorder.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study was applied in purpose and employed
an experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of all male
elementary school students diagnosed with Specific
Learning Disorder (SLD) who were referred to learning
disorder clinics in Ardabil during the 2024-2025
academic year. Using purposive sampling, 30 eligible
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students were selected and randomly assigned to an
experimental group receiving cognitive-behavioral play
therapy (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15). Inclusion
criteria included a confirmed diagnosis of SLD by an
educational psychologist, parental consent, age range of
8-12 years, normal intellectual functioning, and no
participation in similar psychological interventions
during the previous six months, while exclusion criteria
consisted of absence from more than two sessions or
withdrawal of consent. Data were collected using the
Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI; Dennis & Vander
Wal, 2010), the Toronto Alexithymia Scale for Children
(TAS-20), and the Matson Evaluation of Social Skills
for Children, all of which demonstrated acceptable
reliability coefficients in the present study. The
intervention was implemented based on Drewes’ (2009)
cognitive-behavioral play therapy protocol and was
delivered to the experimental group in eight weekly
group sessions lasting 60 minutes each, while the
control group received no intervention. Pretests were
administered to both groups prior to the intervention,
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and posttests were conducted immediately after
completion of the sessions. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS version 27, and multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was employed to
examine the effects of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy on cognitive flexibility, alexithymia, and
communication skills in students with SLD.

3. Results

Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA),
controlling for pretest scores, revealed a statistically
significant effect of group membership on all dependent
variables. The intervention had a significant effect on
cognitive flexibility (F = 18.97, p < .001, n? = .431),
alexithymia (F = 23.50, p < .001, n? = .484), and
communication skills (F = 47.00, p < .001, n? = .653).
The effect sizes ranged from moderate to large,
indicating that cognitive-behavioral play therapy was
highly effective in improving emotional regulation,
communication skills, and cognitive flexibility in
students with specific learning disorder.

Table 1. Results of Covariance Analysis Examining the Effect of the Cognitive-Behavioral Therapeutic Intervention
on Cognitive Flexibility, Emotion Regulation, and Communication Skills

Dependent Variable Source SS df MS F P n?

Cognitive Flexibility Pretest 170.613 1 170.613 102.678 .001 .804
Group 315.810 1 315.810 18.967 .001 431
Error 416.255 25 16.650

Emotion Regulation Pretest 395.255 1 395.255 122.804 .001 .831
Group 75.620 1 75.620 23.495 .001 484
Error 80.465 25 3.219

Communication Skills Pretest 84.057 1 84.057 86.007 .001 775
Group 459.366 1 459.366 47.002 .001 .653
Error 244,333 25 9.773

4. Discussion and Conclusion students with SLD.

The present study examined the effectiveness of
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on cognitive flexibility,
alexithymia, and communication skills in students with
specific learning disorder (SLD). The findings indicated a
significant increase in cognitive flexibility and
communication skills, along with a meaningful reduction
in alexithymia, supporting the intervention’s effectiveness
across cognitive, emotional, and social domains. These
results are consistent with previous research on play-based
and cognitive-behavioral interventions for children with
learning difficulties (Wong etal., 2022). Theoretically,
cognitive-behavioral play therapy provides a safe and
low-threat context that facilitates perspective shifting,
emotional expression, and adaptive social interaction.
Expressing emotions through play helps overcome
linguistic and cognitive barriers common in students with
SLD, while structured group activities promote
communication skills through practice, feedback, and
peer modeling (Ubioluwo etal,, 2021). Despite
limitations such as a small, single-site sample and lack of
follow-up, the findings suggest that cognitive-behavioral
play therapy is an effective, child-centered, and
non-invasive intervention for enhancing cognitive
flexibility, emotional processing, and social functioning in
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