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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of pre-communication skills
training in increasing social interactions and improving social competence
among children with intellectual disability. This applied study employed a
quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
population consisted of primary school students with intellectual disability
enrolled at Shokoofeh Special School in Manoojan during the 20242025
academic year. A sample of 40 children was selected through simple random
sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=20) and a
control group (n=20). The experimental group received 12 sessions of 60-
minute pre-communication skills training, while the control group continued
routine school instruction. Data were collected using the Social Interactions
Questionnaire (Kadjo et al., 2004) and a Social Competence Questionnaire
(Parandin) based on Flenner’s model (2002). Multivariate and univariate
analyses of covariance were conducted using SPSS version 26. MANCOVA
indicated a significant group effect on the combined dependent variables of
social interactions and social competence (Pillai’s Trace=0.731; Wilks’
Lambda=0.269; F(2,35)=47.46; p=0.001; n>=0.731). After controlling for
pretest scores, significant posttest differences were found between groups for
social interactions (F(1,39)=50.18; p=0.001; n*=0.582) and social
competence (F(1,39)=35.73; p=0.001; 1?=0.498). Univariate ANCOVA
further confirmed significant effects of the intervention on social interactions
(F(1,37)=48.54; p=0.001; n*=0.567) and social competence (F(1,37)=33.16;
p=0.001; n*=0.473). Pre-communication skills training significantly
improves social interactions and social competence in children with
intellectual disability, supporting its inclusion in special education and
rehabilitation programs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Intellectual disability is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by significant limitations in intellectual
functioning and adaptive behavior, particularly in conceptual, social, and practical domains. Among these
areas, social communication and social competence represent two of the most persistent and functionally
consequential challenges for children with intellectual disabilities. Empirical evidence indicates that deficits
in early social communication processes often constrain children’s ability to initiate, maintain, and regulate
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social interactions, thereby limiting their participation in educational and community settings (Aggarwal,
2022; Giiler et al., 2024). These limitations frequently lead to secondary outcomes such as social withdrawal,
anxiety, reduced peer acceptance, and compromised quality of life (Hofmann, 2023; Nagase et al., 2024).
Recent theoretical and applied research emphasizes that many social difficulties observed in children with
intellectual disabilities originate not from higher-order social reasoning deficits alone, but from weaknesses in
foundational pre-communication skills. Pre-communication skills refer to early, nonverbal and paraverbal
competencies such as eye contact, joint attention, turn-taking, imitation, and the appropriate use of gestures,
which collectively form the developmental substrate of later verbal and social communication (Azizi et al.,
2015; Georgoula & Koustriava, 2024). When these skills are underdeveloped, children struggle to decode
social cues and respond contingently, resulting in fragmented or ineffective social exchanges (Kulnazarova et
al., 2023; Sakalidis et al., 2023).

Social competence, as a multidimensional construct, encompasses effective social interaction, interpersonal
problem-solving, emotional regulation, and adherence to social norms. Research suggests that social
competence is closely linked to children’s academic engagement, emotional well-being, and long-term social
inclusion (Hermans et al., 2024; Pangeti et al., 2023). In children with intellectual disabilities, low social
competence has been associated with heightened anxiety, peer rejection, and increased caregiver stress (Anwar
et al., 2025; Hofmann, 2023). Accordingly, interventions that target early communication processes may
serve as a critical leverage point for improving broader social outcomes.

A growing body of intervention research supports the effectiveness of structured, skills-based programs in
enhancing communication and social adjustment among children with intellectual disabilities. Studies have
demonstrated that targeted training in communication-related behaviors can significantly improve social
participation and adaptive functioning (Amiri Majd et al., 2022; Vatankhah & Bakhtiarpour, 2025).
Moreover, child-centered, interactive approaches—such as play-based learning, role modeling, and guided
practice—have shown superior outcomes compared to traditional instructional methods (Cheung et al., 2022;
Georgoula & Koustriava, 2024). Despite these advances, relatively few studies have simultaneously examined
the effects of pre-communication skills training on both social interactions and social competence in children
with intellectual disabilities, particularly within applied educational settings.

Given these gaps, there is a clear need for empirical research that evaluates the effectiveness of structured pre-
communication skills training programs using robust experimental designs and multidimensional outcome
measures. Such research is essential for informing evidence-based educational practices and developing
interventions that are both feasible and impactful in special education contexts (Esparza Ocampo et al., 2025;
Gogoi & Jha, 2025).

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group to examine the
effectiveness of pre-communication skills training on social interactions and social competence in children
with intellectual disabilities. The study population consisted of primary school students with intellectual
disabilities enrolled in a special education school during the 2024—2025 academic year. A total of 40 children
were selected through simple random sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 20) and
a control group (n = 20).

The experimental group participated in a structured pre-communication skills training program delivered over
12 sessions, each lasting 60 minutes. The program emphasized foundational communication behaviors,
including eye contact, joint attention, turn-taking, active listening, use of nonverbal cues, imitation, and
initiation of social interaction. Training sessions incorporated interactive methods such as guided play, role-
playing, modeling, and positive reinforcement. The control group continued to receive routine educational
instruction without additional intervention.
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Data were collected at two time points (pretest and posttest) using standardized instruments measuring social
interactions and social competence. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26. Descriptive
statistics were computed for all variables, followed by multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) to
assess the overall effect of the intervention. Univariate analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were subsequently
performed to examine the specific effects on each dependent variable while controlling for pretest scores.
Findings

Descriptive results indicated that the experimental and control groups were comparable at pretest in both social
interactions and social competence. Following the intervention, the experimental group demonstrated marked
improvements in both outcome variables, whereas the control group showed only minimal change.
Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a statistically significant effect of group membership on the
combined dependent variables of social interactions and social competence. The intervention accounted for a
substantial proportion of variance in the linear combination of outcomes, indicating a strong overall effect of
pre-communication skills training.

Subsequent univariate ANCOVA results showed that, after controlling for pretest scores, the experimental
group scored significantly higher than the control group on social interactions at posttest, with a large effect
size. Similarly, a significant group effect was observed for social competence, with the intervention producing
a meaningful improvement compared to routine instruction. Pretest scores were significant covariates in both
analyses, indicating that baseline levels contributed to post-intervention outcomes.

Overall, the statistical findings provide robust evidence that pre-communication skills training significantly
enhances both social interactions and social competence in children with intellectual disabilities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that structured pre-communication skills training is an effective
intervention for improving social interactions and social competence among children with intellectual
disabilities. The observed improvements suggest that strengthening foundational communication behaviors
enables children to engage more effectively in social exchanges and to navigate social contexts with greater
confidence and adaptability.

The significant gains in social interactions indicate that children who received the intervention were better able
to initiate contact, sustain engagement with peers, and participate in group activities. These outcomes highlight
the role of early communication processes as essential prerequisites for meaningful social participation.
Similarly, the improvement in social competence suggests that the benefits of the intervention extended beyond
surface-level behaviors to include broader adaptive and regulatory capacities.

From an educational perspective, the results underscore the limitations of routine instructional approaches in
addressing social development needs and point to the value of targeted, skill-based interventions. The
structured yet flexible nature of the training program likely facilitated skill acquisition and generalization by
allowing children to practice communication behaviors in supportive, interactive contexts.

In conclusion, this study provides empirical support for the integration of pre-communication skills training
into special education curricula and rehabilitation programs. By addressing foundational communication
processes, educators and practitioners can foster meaningful improvements in social functioning and contribute
to the long-term inclusion and well-being of children with intellectual disabilities.

AR
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