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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive -behavioral play therapy
in reducing school anxiety and enhancing academic self-efficacy among male upper
elementary school students with specific learning disability characterized by reading
difficulties. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
designwith a control group. The statistical populationconsisted of male fourth-, fifth-
, and sixth-grade students with specific learning disability characterized by reading
difficulties in Karaj during the 2025—-2026 academic year. Thirty eligible students
were selected through purposive convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups of 15 participants each. The experimental group
receivedsix 45—-60-minute sessions of cognitive-behavioral play therapy, whereas the
control groupreceivedno intervention. Data were collectedusingthe School Anxiety
Inventory and the Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Children. Inferential data analysis
was performed using univariate and multivariate analyses of covariance in SPSS
version 26. After controlling for pretest scores, a significant between-group
difference was found in school anxiety (F=382.54, P=0.001, 1>=0.932). Academic
self-efficacy also differed significantly between the experimental and control groups
(F=241.45, P=0.001, 1n>=0.899). Multivariate analysis of covariance further
confirmeda significant intervention effect on the combined dependent variables of
school anxiety and academic self-efficacy (Wilks’ Lambda=0.015, F=882.32,
P=0.001,1?=0.985), indicating a very large multivariate effect. Cognitive-behavioral
play therapy appears to be an effective developmentally appropriate intervention for
reducing school anxiety and improving academic self-efficacy among students with
specific learning disability characterized by reading difficulties; therefore, its
application in schools and rehabilitation settings may contribute to improved
psychological well-being and academic adjustment in this population.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral play therapy; school anxiety; academic self-
efficacy; specific learning disability with reading difficulties; dyslexia; upper
elementary school students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Specific learning disability with impairment in reading, commonly referred to as dyslexia, is a
neurodevelopmental condition whose consequences extend beyond difficulties in decoding, reading fluency,
and comprehension. Repeated academic failure, negative comparison with peers, and exposure to evaluative
situations may place affected students at increased risk of emotional and motivational difficulties. Evidence
has consistently shown that poor reading is associated with internalizing problems, including anxiety and
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emotional distress, indicating that the consequences of reading difficulties should not be understood solely in
terms of academic performance (Francis et al., 2019, 2022). Children and adolescents with
neurodevelopmental disorders also show elevated levels of anxiety, highlighting the importance of considering
emotional well-being as part of comprehensive intervention programs (Zeidan et al., 2021). In school settings,
students with reading difficulties may experience anxiety in situations such as reading aloud, answering
teachers’ questions, completing written assignments, participating in examinations, or being evaluated by
classmates and teachers. School anxiety can therefore reduce concentration, increase avoidance, diminish
classroom participation, and interfere with academic engagement. Research on dyslexic students has
demonstrated that anxiety may represent a significant psychological burden in this population (Carroll & Iles,
2021), while more recent evidence on school anxiety in children with neurodevelopmental conditions
emphasizes the contribution of academic demands, social experiences, and environmental stressors to the
emergence and maintenance of such anxiety (Fisher et al., 2026). In the Iranian educational context, the
standardization of school anxiety measures has further underscored the relevance of assessing this construct
among students (Soleimani et al., 2022).

Another important psychological construct affected by repeated academic difficulty is academic self-efficacy.
According to Bandura’s social cognitive theory, self-efficacy refers to individuals’ beliefs regarding their
capability to organize and execute actions required to attain desired outcomes (Bandura, 1997). In educational
contexts, academic self-efficacy reflects students’ confidence in their ability to successfully perform learning
tasks, persist in the face of difficulty, regulate academic behavior, and manage challenging educational
situations. Students with specific learning disabilities may develop low self-efficacy as a consequence of
recurrent failure, repeated corrective feedback, and unfavorable comparisons with classmates. A systematic
review has emphasized the importance of academic self-efficacy in students with learning disabilities and its
association with adaptive academic functioning (Sadeghi & Ghaderi, 2023). Contemporary perspectives
similarly identify self-efficacy as a core mechanism of human agency because it influences goal selection,
persistence, effort, and interpretations of challenge (Weir, 2025). Recent evidence among elementary school
students also indicates that self-efficacy, together with value and hope, is an important motivational predictor
of self-regulatory behavior (Lozano-Pena et al., 2026). Moreover, school anxiety and academic self-efficacy
are interrelated with reading performance among students with specific learning disabilities, suggesting that
emotional distress and motivational beliefs may jointly shape educational adjustment (Jafari & Sadeghi,
2022).

Cognitive-behavioral interventions may be particularly useful for addressing these difficulties because they
target maladaptive cognitions, emotional responses, and avoidance behaviors. However, conventional
cognitive-behavioral techniques may be challenging for children with learning disabilities when they rely
heavily on abstract verbal reasoning, extensive reading, or written homework. A systematic review has
therefore emphasized the need to adapt cognitive-behavioral interventions to the developmental and learning
characteristics of children with learning disabilities by using concrete, simplified, experiential, and engaging
techniques (Ribeiro et al., 2021). Cognitive-behavioral play therapy represents one such adaptation. It
integrates core cognitive-behavioral principles, including identifying negative thoughts, cognitive
restructuring, relaxation, graded exposure, behavioral rehearsal, and problem solving, with play as a
developmentally appropriate medium. Play allows children to communicate emotions, reconstruct threatening
experiences, practice new responses, and experience success in a safe environment. Evidence suggests that
play-based interventions can improve behavioral and social outcomes among elementary school children
(Moradi & Fathi, 2022). More specifically, cognitive-behavioral play therapy has been associated with
reductions in anxiety and improvements in academic self-efficacy among students with learning disabilities
(Kolani & Abolghasemi, 2021), while comparative findings have supported its effectiveness in enhancing
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academic self-efficacy among students with dyslexia (Mousavi & Fallah, 2022). It has also been shown to
improve social anxiety and academic self-concept in students with learning disabilities (Azmoudeh et al.,
2024). These findings are consistent with broader recommendations that interventions for children with
specific learning disabilities should address co-occurring emotional and behavioral difficulties rather than
focusing exclusively onacademic remediation (Miciak & Fletcher, 2025). Positive psychological perspectives
likewise emphasize strengthening competencies and adaptive resources in students with dyslexia rather than
concentrating solely on deficits (Shoshani & Steinmetz, 2014). Accordingly, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy in reducing school anxiety and increasing
academic self-efficacy among male upper elementary school students with specific learning disability
characterized by reading difficulties.

Methods and Materials

The present research was an applied quasi-experimental study employing a pretest—posttest design with an
experimental and a control group. The statistical population consisted of male fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade
students with specific learning disability characterized by reading difficulties who were enrolled in public
elementary schools in Karaj during the 2025-2026 academic year and had documented diagnoses in
specialized learning disability centers. Thirty eligible students were selected through purposive convenience
sampling and were randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in
each group. The main eligibility criteria included being male, studying in the upper elementary grades, having
a confirmed diagnosis of dyslexia, and having no severe sensory or neurological disorders. Both groups
completed pretest and posttest assessments. School anxiety was assessed using the School Anxiety Inventory,
which evaluates anxiety associated with school situations, including fear of negative social evaluation, fear of
academic failure, and avoidance or physiological distress. Academic self-efficacy was measured using the
Self-Efficacy Questionnaire for Children, which assesses students’ beliefs concerning their ability to perform
academic tasks, participate effectively in classroom activities, and manage learning demands. The
experimental group received six sessions of cognitive-behavioral play therapy, each lasting approximately 45—
60 minutes, whereas the control group received no intervention during the study period. The intervention
incorporated cognitive restructuring, identification of negative automatic thoughts, relaxation training, gradual
exposure to anxiety-provoking school situations, problem-solving skills, role-playing, storytelling, symbolic
play, and structured games. Therapeutic activities were organized progressively so that participants could
experience manageable success, receive supportive feedback, observe successful peer performance, and
practice adaptive responses to school-related challenges. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
including means and standard deviations, and inferential statistics. Univariate analyses of covariance were
used to examine intervention effects on school anxiety and academic self-efficacy after adjustment for pretest
scores. Multivariate analysis of covariance was also performed to evaluate the simultaneous intervention effect
on the combined dependent variables. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated a marked change in both outcome variables among students who received
cognitive-behavioral play therapy. The mean school anxiety score in the experimental group decreased from
52.38 (SD=3.65) at pretest to 32.12 (SD=3.20) at posttest, whereas the corresponding mean in the control
group changed only slightly from 54.82 (SD=2.21) to 53.45 (SD=2.89). In contrast, academic self-efficacy in
the experimental group increased substantially from a pretest mean of 18.25 (SD=3.54) to a posttest mean of
35.78 (SD=2.32), while the control group showed only a small change from 17.82 (SD=2.65) to 18.45
(SD=2.87). Inferential analysis confirmed these descriptive patterns. After controlling for pretest scores, there
was a statistically significant difference between the experimental and control groups in school anxiety,
F=382.54, P=0.001, n>=0.932. The very large effect size indicated that group membership was strongly
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associated with post-intervention differences in school anxiety. Similarly, after controlling for baseline
academic self-efficacy, the between-group difference in posttest academic self-efficacy was statistically
significant, F=241.45, P=0.001, n*=0.899, again indicating a very large intervention effect. Multivariate
analysis further demonstrated a significant overall difference between the two groups onthe linear combination
of school anxiety and academic self-efficacy. Wilks” Lambda was 0.015, with F=882.32 and P=0.001, and the
multivariate effect size was 1>=0.985. Taken together, the findings showed that cognitive-behavioral play
therapy was associated with a substantial reduction in school anxiety and a substantial increase in academic
self-efficacy among students with specific learning disability characterized by reading difficulties.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that cognitive-behavioral play therapy can meaningfully influence both the emotional
and motivational functioning of upper elementary school students with dyslexia. The reduction in school
anxiety may be explained by the intervention’s capacity to transform threatening school-related experiences
into structured, gradual, and manageable therapeutic activities. Students with reading difficulties frequently
encounter repeated failure and may anticipate embarrassment or negative evaluation before entering
demanding academic situations. Within play therapy, these situations can be represented through role-playing,
symbolic activities, and guided rehearsal without the immediate consequences associated with actual
classroom performance. This provides repeated opportunities to challenge catastrophic expectations, practice
alternative responses, and learn strategies for regulating physiological and emotional arousal. Relaxation
exercises and graded exposure may further reduce avoidance by helping students remain engaged with
situations that previously elicited anxiety. As threatening expectations decrease and children gain greater
control over their emotional reactions, school-related situations may be perceived as more manageable and
less aversive.

The increase in academic self-efficacy can likewise be interpreted through the structure of the intervention.
Cognitive-behavioral play therapy provides repeated mastery experiences by beginning with achievable
activities and gradually increasing difficulty. Successful completion of these activities can alter students’
expectations about their own competence, particularly when prior educational experiences have been
dominated by failure. Group activitics may additionally provide vicarious learning, allowing children to
observe peers with comparable difficulties successfully completing tasks. Supportive feedback from the
therapist and peers can reinforce more adaptive beliefs about personal capability, while reductions in anxiety
may prevent physiological arousal from being interpreted as evidence of incompetence. These mechanisms are
particularly relevant for students with dyslexia because their academic self-beliefs are often shaped by repeated
comparison with classmates and persistent difficulty in literacy-based tasks. By offering a context in which
effort can produce visible success, cognitive-behavioral play therapy may help students replace generalized
beliefs of incapacity with more flexible and realistic perceptions of their abilities.

The multivariate findings are especially important because they suggest that the intervention did not affect
school anxiety and academic self-efficacy as isolated outcomes. Instead, the treatment appears to have
influenced a broader emotional-motivational pattern. Lower school anxiety may enable students to participate
more actively, approach difficult tasks, and attend more effectively to instruction. Greater self-efficacy, in turn,
may reduce avoidance and threat appraisal because students who believe they can cope with academic demands
are less likely to interpret those demands as overwhelming. A reciprocal process may therefore occur in which
reduced anxiety facilitates successful experiences, successful experiences strengthen self-efficacy, and
stronger self-efficacy further decreases anxiety and avoidance. This interaction is particularly relevant for
students with specific learning disabilities, for whom persistent academic challenges can create a self-
reinforcing cycle of failure, negative self-appraisal, anxiety, avoidance, and additional academic difficulty.
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The developmental appropriateness of play may also account for the magnitude of the observed effects.
Children in upper elementary school may have difficulty discussing complex emotional and cognitive
experiences through conventional verbal psychotherapy alone, particularly when they also experience
learning-related language or processing difficulties. Play reduces reliance on abstract verbal explanation and
provides a concrete medium for emotional expression, cognitive rehearsal, behavioral experimentation, and
social reinforcement. Consequently, cognitive and behavioral techniques can be delivered without reproducing
the academic demands that may themselves have become associated with failure or anxiety. The intervention
can therefore remain structured and goal-directed while also being accessible, engaging, and psychologically
safe for the child.

Overall, the results support cognitive-behavioral play therapy as a potentially valuable intervention for male
upper elementary school students with specific learning disability characterized by reading difficulties. The
intervention was associated with a pronounced reduction in school anxiety and a substantial improvement in
academic self-efficacy, with very large univariate and multivariate effect sizes. These findings suggest that
addressing the emotional and motivational consequences of dyslexia alongside academic remediation may be
important for promoting more comprehensive educational adjustment. Cognitive-behavioral play therapy may
help students manage school-related fears, develop more adaptive interpretations of academic challenges,
experience success in a supportive environment, and strengthen confidence in their ability to cope with
educational demands. Accordingly, incorporating developmentally appropriate psychological interventions
into school counseling and learning-disability services may contribute not only to improved emotional well-
being but also to more adaptive participation in learning among students with reading-related specific learning
disabilities.
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