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Objective: The present study aimed to compare the effects of attributional retraining
and cognitive-behavioral play therapy on problem-solving skills among students with
specific learning disabilities.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test design
with a control group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical population included
all second-grade elementary students with specific learning disabilities in Sari during
2025. Forty-five students were selected through purposive sampling and randomly
assigned to three groups (15 attributional retraining, 15 cognitive—behavioral play
therapy, and 15 control). Data were collected using the Problem-Solving Inventory by
Heppner and Peterson (1982) and the Colorado Learning Disabilities Questionnaire by
Wilcutt et al. (2011). Data analysis was performed using repeated-measures ANOVA.
Findings: Results revealed significant differences between the pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up scores of problem-solving (p<0.001). Both interventions significantly
improved students’ problem-solving skills, yet cognitive—behavioral play therapy
showed a stronger and more sustained effect compared to attributional retraining. The
partial eta-squared value (n? = 0.879) indicated a strong intervention effect over time.
Conclusion: Both attributional retraining and cognitive—behavioral play therapy were
effective in enhancing the problem-solving abilities of students with specific learning
disabilities. However, the cognitive-behavioral play therapy approach yielded greater
and more durable improvements, highlighting its suitability as a practical intervention
for educational and therapeutic applications.

Keywords: Specific learning disorder; Attributional retraining; Cognitive—behavioral
play therapy; Problem-solving; Elementary students
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Specific Learning Disorder (SLD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that interferes with
children’s ability to acquire and apply key academic skills such as reading, writing, and mathematics,
despite normal intelligence and adequate educational opportunities (Rashtiani, 2023). Students with SLD
often experience repeated academic failures, low self-esteem, and social maladjustment, all of which can
lead to emotional distress and long-term academic disengagement (Mozaffari et al., 2021). Among the major
cognitive challenges these students face is poor problem-solving ability, which significantly influences
their academic success, behavioral adjustment, and self-regulation capacities (Geteregechi, 2025). Problem-
solving involves identifying obstacles, analyzing available data, developing solutions, and applying the
most effective strategies to overcome challenges. Deficits in this ability may cause children with SLD to
respond to difficulties with helplessness, avoidance, or externalizing behaviors instead of developing
constructive strategies for resolution (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024).

One of the cognitive-behavioral interventions developed to address motivational and cognitive
distortions in learning is Attributional Retraining (AR). This approach is grounded in the principles of
attribution theory, which emphasizes how individuals interpret the causes of success and failure (Wong et
al., 2022). Attributional retraining teaches learners to perceive success as a result of controllable factors
such as effort and strategy use, and to view failure as a temporary and modifiable condition rather than a
reflection of inherent inability (Saeedi et al., 2024). By modifying maladaptive attributional styles, students
are encouraged to take greater responsibility for learning outcomes and develop resilience when faced
with challenges (Shirzad et al., 2024). Empirical evidence supports the effectiveness of this approach in
enhancing optimism, academic motivation, and learning engagement. For instance, research has
demonstrated that AR interventions can significantly reduce academic burnout and procrastination in
students with reading-related SLD (Saramy & Ghasemi, 2022). Similarly, AR has been shown to improve
teachers’ and educators’ understanding of children’s behavioral causes, leading to more empathetic and
effective pedagogical responses (Russo & Oliveros, 2024).

A second intervention that has gained prominence in recent years for children with SLD is
Cognitive—Behavioral Play Therapy (CBPT). Rooted in cognitive-behavioral principles, CBPT utilizes
structured play activities to help children identify, express, and modify dysfunctional thoughts and
behaviors (Rezaei-Razvan et al., 2021). Play is not only a natural medium through which children
communicate emotions but also an effective tool for practicing self-regulation, coping strategies, and
problem-solving skills (Talebi & Gorji, 2023). Within this framework, therapeutic play activities are designed
to promote emotional awareness, cognitive flexibility, and behavioral adjustment. Previous studies have
reported that CBPT significantly reduces anxiety and learning difficulties (Goudarzi et al., 2021), enhances
self-esteem and academic performance (Abbasslou, 2020), and improves expressive language and social
adjustment in bilingual and preschool children (Rezaeerezvan et al., 2022; Rezaei-Razvan et al., 2021).

Comparative evidence further underscores the differential yet complementary impact of AR and
CBPT. While AR focuses on cognitive reframing—teaching students to attribute outcomes to controllable
factors and develop adaptive explanatory styles—CBPT integrates behavioral rehearsal and experiential
learning to instill these cognitive changes through direct practice (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024). In other words,
AR modifies how students think about success and failure, whereas CBPT modifies how they act and



respond to challenges. Both interventions share a cognitive foundation but differ in implementation: AR
relies on verbal reasoning and reflective exercises, whereas CBPT leverages emotional engagement and
symbolic expression.

Research has suggested that combining attributional and behavioral components could yield
stronger outcomes in academic motivation and cognitive skills among children with SLD. For example,
(Vosoughi Kalantari et al., 2025) demonstrated that CBPT substantially improved behavioral adjustment and
problem-solving skills among dyslexic students, while (Mansourzadeh, 2020) found that AR training
enhanced attributional style and problem-solving performance among female employees. Moreover,
(Firouzmandi et al., 2023) and (Talebi & Gorji, 2023) highlighted that play-based interventions reduce behavioral
disorders and strengthen executive functions such as working memory and attention, both of which are
crucial for effective problem-solving.

Despite a growing body of evidence supporting these interventions, few studies have directly
compared their relative effectiveness in improving problem-solving among students with SLD. This
comparison is theoretically significant because it can clarify whether cognitive reframing (AR) or
behavioral simulation (CBPT) yields greater improvements in adaptive reasoning and learning resilience.
It also has practical implications for educators and therapists seeking efficient, evidence-based methods
to support children with learning disabilities.

Accordingly, this study aimed to compare the effects of attributional retraining and cognitive—
behavioral play therapy on problem-solving skills among second-grade elementary students with specific
learning disorders.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages,
including a control group. The statistical population consisted of all second-grade students with diagnosed
specific learning disorders in Sari City during the 2025 academic year. Forty-five participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and randomly assigned to
three equal groups: attributional retraining (15 students), cognitive—behavioral play therapy (15 students),
and control (15 students).

Both experimental groups underwent structured interventions: the AR program was conducted
over nine 90-minute sessions following the standardized model by Heinz, Perry, Stapinski, and Daniels
(2009), focusing on identifying maladaptive attributions, practicing cognitive restructuring, and
reinforcing internal control beliefs. The CBPT program, adapted from Rezaei-Razvan et al. (2021),
consisted of twelve 90-minute sessions involving story-telling, role-playing, emotion recognition,
relaxation techniques, and cooperative games to foster emotional and cognitive regulation.

Data collection instruments included the Problem-Solving Inventory (Heppner & Peterson, 1982)
and the Colorado Learning Disabilities Questionnaire (Wilcutt et al., 2011). Reliability and validity
indices for both instruments were within acceptable ranges in Iranian and international samples. Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) and inferential statistics, specifically
repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests, with a significance level of p < 0.05.

Findings

Preliminary tests confirmed the normality of data distribution across all three groups and
measurement points (pre-test, post-test, and follow-up). Results of repeated-measures ANOVA revealed
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a significant main effect of time and a significant interaction between group and time on problem-solving
scores (Pillai’s Trace = 0.879, F = 47.416, p < 0.001, n* = 0.879). These results indicate that both
interventions led to meaningful improvements in problem-solving over time, with differential magnitudes
of effect.

Post-hoc Bonferroni comparisons demonstrated that in the attributional retraining group, the mean
problem-solving score significantly increased from pre-test to post-test (p < 0.001) and was maintained
during the follow-up phase. Similarly, the cognitive—behavioral play therapy group exhibited a significant
improvement in problem-solving from pre-test to post-test (p < 0.001), and the effect remained stable
during follow-up, suggesting lasting intervention outcomes. However, the control group showed no
statistically significant changes across the three measurement points (p > 0.05).

Comparatively, the effect size for CBPT (n? = 0.650) was greater than that of AR (n? = 0.516),
indicating that the play therapy intervention produced more robust and enduring improvements in
problem-solving ability. Descriptive analysis also revealed that participants in the CBPT group
demonstrated higher levels of engagement, cooperation, and self-expression during sessions compared to
those in the AR group. Overall, both interventions were effective, but CBPT demonstrated stronger and
more consistent effects on enhancing cognitive adaptability and problem-solving performance.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that both attributional retraining and cognitive—behavioral play
therapy can significantly improve problem-solving skills among students with specific learning disorders,
although CBPT vyielded comparatively stronger and more sustained outcomes. These results can be
interpreted within the framework of cognitive-behavioral and motivational learning theories, which
suggest that cognitive restructuring and experiential learning mutually reinforce each other in shaping
adaptive problem-solving behaviors.

Attributional retraining improved students’ cognitive appraisals of success and failure by helping
them reinterpret their learning difficulties as modifiable through effort, strategy, and persistence. This
cognitive reframing reduced helplessness and fostered a sense of control over learning outcomes, aligning
with the theoretical premise that perceived controllability enhances motivation and engagement. The
persistence of these effects during the follow-up phase suggests that changes in attributional style may
become internalized over time, leading to improved self-efficacy and resilience in academic settings.

Conversely, cognitive—behavioral play therapy’s superior effect on problem-solving can be
attributed to its experiential and emotionally engaging nature. By using play as a medium for learning,
CBPT allowed students to apply problem-solving strategies in realistic, low-risk contexts, translating
abstract cognitive skills into concrete behaviors. The process of storytelling, role-playing, and interactive
games facilitated emotional expression, cognitive flexibility, and adaptive reasoning—key components of
effective problem-solving. Moreover, the supportive group environment inherent in play therapy
promoted social interaction and peer feedback, which likely reinforced the learned behaviors and
enhanced self-confidence.

These findings highlight the importance of experiential learning methods in special education
contexts. While cognitive approaches such as attributional retraining target metacognitive awareness,
interventions like CBPT complement them by transforming insight into action. The integration of both
strategies could provide a comprehensive framework for addressing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
dimensions of learning difficulties.



In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that both attributional retraining and cognitive—
behavioral play therapy are valuable tools for improving problem-solving abilities among elementary
students with specific learning disorders. However, cognitive—behavioral play therapy appears to produce
deeper and longer-lasting effects due to its multidimensional impact on cognition, emotion, and behavior.
Educational psychologists, school counselors, and special educators are encouraged to incorporate play-
based cognitive-behavioral interventions within school programs to foster adaptive learning behaviors,
emotional regulation, and problem-solving competence in students with learning challenges.
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