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Abstract

Learning difficulties represent one of the most prevalent developmental
disorders diagnosed during childhood. Play therapy has been shown to assist
children with learning difficulties in better understanding and managing their
emotions and challenges. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
parent-child relationship-based play therapy versus attachment-focused play
therapy on parent-child relationship quality in children with learning
difficulties. This was a quasi-experimental study employing a pretest-posttest
design with a follow-up period. The study population comprised all
elementary school children with learning difficulties in Birjand City during
the 2023-2024 academic year, totaling 125 participants. Using the Parent-
Child Relationship Questionnaire (Pianta, 1992), 45 children were selected
via convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups. The
experimental groups received nine 60-minute sessions of either parent-child
relationship-based play therapy or attachment-focused play therapy, whereas
the control group received no intervention. A posttest was administered to all
three groups following the completion of the training period. Data were
analyzed using repeated measures analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with
SPSS statistical software. The findings indicated that parent-child
relationship-based play therapy significantly improved parent-child
relationship quality in children with learning difficulties compared to
attachment-focused play therapy.

Keywords: Play therapy, parent-child relationship, attachment, learning
difficulties.
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Learning disabilities represent one of the most prevalent developmental disorders diagnosed during childhood,
significantly impacting academic performance, psychological well-being, and family dynamics (Dirks et al.,
2008). These disorders, encompassing conditions such as dyslexia, mathematical learning disabilities, and
language-based learning difficulties, frequently co-occur and correlate with heightened family stress and
diminished positive interactions within the family unit (Dirks et al., 2008). Children with learning disabilities
often face stigmatization due to academic underperformance, despite possessing average or above-average
intelligence, which directly undermines their self-esteem and quality of life (Peters & Ansari, 2019). Crucially,
parental relationships and parenting behaviors exert profound influence on children’s academic outcomes and
emotional adjustment; parental stress, unrealistic academic expectations, and negative interactions with
children are consistently linked to exacerbated learning difficulties (Gholami & Baziarzadeh, 2021). Research
underscores that the quality of parent-child relationships serves as a pivotal predictor of children’s
psychological well-being and academic resilience, with secure attachments fostering greater school readiness
and cognitive engagement (Martin et al., 2010; Matteucci et al., 2019). Notably, children with learning
disabilities frequently experience strained parent-child relationships characterized by increased conflict,
reduced emotional warmth, and higher rates of parental criticism compared to their typically developing peers
(Gholami & Baziarzadeh, 2021; Matteucci et al., 2019). This dynamic creates a cyclical challenge: academic
struggles intensify parental stress, which further deteriorates relationship quality, ultimately impeding the
child’s academic progress and emotional development. Consequently, evidence-based interventions targeting
parent-child relationship quality have emerged as critical strategies for mitigating the broader impact of
learning disabilities. Two prominent therapeutic approaches—Parent-Child Relationship-Based Play Therapy
(PCRBPT) and Attachment-Based Play Therapy (ABPT)—have demonstrated efficacy in enhancing parent-
child interactions. PCRBPT, grounded in Bowlby’s attachment theory and Baumrind’s parenting styles,
emphasizes structured parent-child interactions to foster secure attachment and positive behavioral
reinforcement (Batzer et al., 2018; Eyberg & Funderburk, 2011). ABPT, directly derived from attachment
theory, focuses on strengthening emotional bonds through therapeutic play, addressing parental
responsiveness, emotional regulation, and secure base behaviors (Sadeghi et al., 2022; Zakaei-Ashthani et
al., 2022). While both approaches have shown promise individually, a critical gap persists in comparative
efficacy research specifically for children with learning disabilities. Existing studies predominantly examine
one intervention in isolation, leaving unresolved questions about which approach yields superior outcomes or
whether they operate through overlapping mechanisms. This study addresses this gap by rigorously comparing
the effectiveness of PCRBPT and ABPT in improving parent-child relationship quality among children with
learning disabilities, thereby informing evidence-based clinical practice.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a follow-up period. The target
population comprised all elementary school children with learning disabilities in Birjand city during the 2022-
2023 academic year (N=125). Participants were selected via purposive sampling, with 45 eligible children
(aged 7-12 years) randomly assigned to three groups: 15 in PCRBPT, 15 in ABPT, and 15 in a control group.
Inclusion criteria required parental informed consent, a Colorado Learning Disabilities Questionnaire (CLDQ)
score >60, enrollment in elementary school, and absence of concurrent therapeutic interventions. Exclusion
criteria included incomplete posttest or follow-up questionnaires and absenteeism exceeding two sessions. The
PCRBPT intervention followed Adeli ’s (2020) protocol, delivered over nine 60-minute sessions focusing on
parental responsiveness, emotional validation, and structured play. The ABPT intervention adhered to Sadeghi
’s (2022) model, also spanning nine 60-minute sessions emphasizing attachment security, emotional
regulation, and therapeutic play. Both interventions were administered by trained psychologists, with session
fidelity verified by five clinical psychologists. The primary outcome measure was the Parent-Child
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Relationship Scale (PCRS), a 33-item Likert-scale instrument assessing relationship quality (e.g., warmth,
conflict, emotional closeness). Data collection occurred at three timepoints: pretest (baseline), posttest
(immediately after intervention), and follow-up (three months post-intervention). Statistical analysis utilized a
repeated-measures ANCOVA with SPSS v.24, controlling for pretest scores, to compare group differences
across timepoints.

Findings

Results demonstrated significant improvements in parent-child relationship quality across both intervention
groups compared to the control group. At posttest, the PCRBPT group exhibited a mean PCRS score of 26.99
(SD=3.39), while the ABPT group scored 3.97 (SD=2.59), both significantly higher than the control group’s
mean of 5.59 (SD=2.50) (F=20.086, p<0.001). These gains were maintained at follow-up, with PCRBPT
(M=103.2, SD=2.59) and ABPT (M=101.2, SD=2.88) remaining significantly elevated above the control
group (M=65.13, SD=2.60) (F=20.086, p<0.001). Crucially, no statistically significant difference existed
between the PCRBPT and ABPT groups at either posttest (p=1.000) or follow-up (p=1.000), indicating
equivalent efficacy. The effect size for the intervention effect (1>=0.763) suggested substantial practical
significance. The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed normality of residuals (p>0.05), Levene’s test verified
homogeneity of variances (p=0.103), and the regression slope homogeneity test confirmed linearity (p=0.412),
validating the ANCOVA assumptions. Post-hoc comparisons via Bonferroni correction confirmed that both
interventions significantly outperformed the control group at all timepoints (p<0.001), but neither intervention
demonstrated superiority over the other. The control group showed no meaningful improvement across
timepoints (pretest: M=5.54, SD=2.46; posttest: M=5.59, SD=2.50; follow-up: M=6.65, SD=2.60).
Conclusion

This study provides robust evidence that both Parent-Child Relationship-Based Play Therapy (PCRBPT) and
Attachment-Based Play Therapy (ABPT) significantly enhance parent-child relationship quality in children
with learning disabilities, with effects sustained at three-month follow-up. Critically, the absence of a
significant difference between the two interventions indicates that both approaches are equally effective,
offering clinicians flexibility in selecting therapeutic models based on contextual factors such as resource
availability, therapist expertise, and family preferences. These findings align with the theoretical underpinnings
of both approaches, which share common foundations in attachment theory and emphasize emotional
attunement, responsive caregiving, and structured interaction as mechanisms for improving relationship
quality. The results underscore that improving parent-child relationship quality is a viable and impactful
strategy for addressing the multifaceted challenges associated with learning disabilities, as it directly mitigates
the stressors that exacerbate academic and emotional difficulties. For clinical practice, this implies that schools
and mental health centers should prioritize integrating these evidence-based play therapy models into their
support systems for families of children with learning disabilities. Implementing these interventions in
accessible formats—such as group sessions, school-based programs, or telehealth platforms—could
significantly broaden their reach, particularly in underserved communities. Future research should explore the
long-term academic and psychological outcomes linked to these relationship-focused interventions, investigate
differential efficacy across specific learning disability subtypes (e.g., dyslexia vs. dyscalculia), and examine
the cost-effectiveness of each model to guide resource allocation. Additionally, incorporating qualitative
methods to capture family experiences and perceived barriers would enrich the understanding of
implementation challenges. Ultimately, this study affirms that therapeutic focus on strengthening the parent-
child bond is not merely complementary but essential to holistic support for children with learning disabilities,
offering a pathway to improved academic engagement, emotional resilience, and family well-being.
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