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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Dyslexia is not limited to reading difficulties and may also be associated
with reduced perceived competence, impaired self-regulation, and weaknesses in cognitive and
language-related processing. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of life skills training
through sandplay therapy and cognitive-behavioral play therapy on perceived competence and self-
regulation among 10- to 12-year-old students with dyslexia.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of 10- to 12-year-old elementary school students with dyslexia
in Karaj, Iran. Participants were selected through purposive and convenience sampling and
assigned to three groups: sandplay therapy, cognitive-behavioral play therapy, and control. The
two experimental groups received 10 sessions of life skills training through sandplay therapy or
cognitive-behavioral play therapy, whereas the control group continued routine classroom
instruction. Data were collected using Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale and the parent form of
the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function. Data were analyzed through analysis of
covariance and multivariate analysis of covariance.

Findings: The ANCOVA results showed that sandplay therapy had a significant effect on
perceived competence, F=119.897, p<.001, 1n>=.764, and self-requlation, F=291.432, p<.001,
n*=.887. Cognitive-behavioral play therapy also had significant effects on perceived competence,
F=419.890, p<.001, n?>=919, and self-regulation, F=620.332, p<.001, 1>=.944. In the direct
comparison of the two interventions, the group effect was significant for perceived competence,
F=89.935, p<.001, n?=.726, but not for self-regulation, F=2.842, p=.101, n*=.077.

Conclusion: Both interventions were effective in improving perceived competence and self-
regulation among students with dyslexia. However, cognitive-behavioral play therapy showed a
stronger comparative effect on perceived competence, while the two interventions did not differ
significantly in improving self-regulation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Dyslexia is one of the most common specific learning
disorders in school-age children and is primarily
manifested through persistent difficulties in accurate
and fluent word recognition, decoding, spelling, and
reading comprehension. Although dyslexia is
generally identified through academic and language-
based symptoms, its consequences are not limited to
reading performance. Repeated failure in reading
tasks, negative comparison with peers, reduced
classroom participation, and persistent academic
frustration may gradually affect children’s emotional,
motivational, and behavioral functioning. Students
with dyslexia often experience a weakened sense of
competence, reduced confidence in their academic
abilities, difficulty maintaining effort in challenging
learning situations, and problems in emotional and
behavioral self-regulation. Therefore, interventions
for students with dyslexia should not be restricted to
remedial reading instruction, but should also target
psychological capacities that support learning,
including perceived competence, emotion regulation,
problem-solving, and self-regulation.

Perceived competence is a central motivational
construct in students with learning difficulties. It
refers to the child’s subjective judgment of his or her
ability to act effectively, complete tasks successfully,
and manage educational demands. In students with
dyslexia, recurrent academic failure may lead to
negative self-evaluations and avoidance of learning
tasks. When children believe that they are unable to
succeed, they may become less willing to engage in
reading activities, less persistent in the face of
difficulty, and more vulnerable to helplessness. In this
regard, intervention approaches that create successful
experiences, enhance self-expression, and reconstruct
negative self-beliefs may strengthen perceived
competence and indirectly support academic
adaptation. Cognitive-behavioral play therapy has
recently received attention in this field because it
combines  developmentally  appropriate  play
techniques with cognitive restructuring, emotional
awareness, and problem-solving training, which may
be particularly relevant for students with dyslexia
(Rezaei et al., 2023; Shamshiri et al.,, 2025; Vosoughi
Kalantari et al., 2025).

Self-regulation is another key variable in the
psychological and educational functioning of children
with dyslexia. It includes the ability to manage
emotions, control impulses, plan actions, monitor

behavior, sustain attention, and adapt responses to
task demands. Since reading is a complex cognitive
activity that requires attention, working memory,
persistence, and error monitoring, weaknesses in self-
regulation may intensify the academic difficulties of
students with dyslexia. Play-based interventions can
provide children with an emotionally safe and
developmentally appropriate context in which they
can practice self-control, tolerate frustration, express
emotions, and learn alternative behavioral responses.
Previous studies have shown that play-based and
relationship-oriented interventions can improve
emotional regulation, social adjustment, distress
tolerance, and adaptive behavior in children with
developmental, emotional, and educational difficulties
(Hosseini & Ashori, 2024, Kutsal et al., 2025; Sadeghi et
al., 2025; Shamsabadi et al., 2024).

Sandplay therapy is one of the most important
symbolic and expressive forms of play therapy. In this
approach, the child uses sand trays, miniatures,
figures, and symbolic objects to construct scenes that
represent internal experiences, conflicts, emotions,
and relational patterns. Unlike highly verbal
interventions, sandplay therapy allows children to
communicate through symbols and  sensory
experience, which is especially useful for children
who have difficulties with direct verbal expression.
Systematic and meta-analytic evidence has supported
the effectiveness of sandplay therapy for improving
psychological outcomes among children and
adolescents (Ttofa, 2026; Wiersma et al., 2022). School-
based studies have also suggested that sandplay
therapy can enhance school adaptation and reduce
emotional and behavioral problems in elementary
students (Kim & Seong, 2023; Rong-shuang & Zhou,
2023). Moreover, sandplay group therapy has been
reported as beneficial for children exposed to stressful
experiences such as cyberbullying, indicating its
potential role in emotional processing and resilience-
building within educational settings (Lee et al., 2023).

The usefulness of sandplay therapy has also been
examined in children with autism spectrum disorder
and other special needs. Although autism and dyslexia
are different conditions, findings from this area are
relevant because they demonstrate that sand-based
and symbolic interventions can support social
communication, emotional regulation, and adaptive
behavior in  children  with  developmental
vulnerabilities. Studies have reported the effectiveness
of sandplay therapy in improving social behavior,
reducing social communication deficits, and
supporting parent-child interaction in children with
autism spectrum disorder (Turner, 2023; Yuxi et al.,




2024; Zelcek & Pouya, 2024). Expert-based evidence has
also emphasized the potential of sandplay therapy for
emotional regulation among students with autism
(Khalid et al., 2024). These findings suggest that
sandplay therapy may be a suitable intervention for
children whose difficulties involve not only cognition
and learning, but also emotional expression,
behavioral regulation, and social adjustment.

Cognitive-behavioral play therapy, by contrast, is a
more structured and educational intervention. It
integrates the principles of cognitive-behavioral
therapy with play-based techniques such as drawing,
role-play, storytelling, games, cards, and group
activities. Through these methods, children learn to
recognize negative thoughts, distinguish between
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, develop problem-
solving strategies, replace maladaptive self-
statements, and practice adaptive responses in
emotionally meaningful situations. Comparative
evidence suggests that sandplay therapy and
cognitive-behavioral therapy may both produce
therapeutic change, but through different mechanisms:
sandplay therapy mainly works through symbolic,
sensory, and emotional expression, whereas
cognitive-behavioral approaches focus more directly
on cognition, skills, and behavior change (Matta &
Ramos, 2023). Therefore, comparing life skills training
through sandplay therapy and cognitive-behavioral
play therapy in students with dyslexia can clarify
which intervention is more effective for perceived
competence and self-regulation. The present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of life skills
training through sandplay therapy and cognitive-
behavioral play therapy on perceived competence and
self-regulation in students with dyslexia.

Methodology

This study was applied in purpose and quasi-
experimental in method, using a pretest-posttest
design with a control group. The statistical population
consisted of 10- to 12-year-old students with dyslexia
studying in elementary schools in Karaj, Iran.
Participants were selected through purposive and
convenience sampling from learning disorder centers,
public and private elementary schools with supportive
classes, child psychology clinics, and dyslexia
screening centers affiliated with the educational
system. After identifying eligible students and
obtaining the necessary permissions, participants were
assigned to three groups: a sandplay therapy group, a
cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, and a control

group.
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Before the intervention, all three groups completed
the pretest measures. The first experimental group
received life skills training through sandplay therapy,
while the second experimental group received life
skills training through cognitive-behavioral play
therapy. The control group did not receive any
specialized psychological or play-based intervention
during the study period and continued routine
classroom instruction. After the completion of the
intervention sessions, all three groups completed the
posttest measures.

The instruments used in this study included Harter’s
Perceived Competence Scale and the parent form of
the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function.
Harter’s Perceived Competence Scale was used to
assess students’ perceived competence across
behavioral, social, academic, and physical domains.
The Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function
was used to assess self-regulation, particularly
emotional and behavioral regulation, based on parent
reports. The sandplay therapy intervention was
implemented in 10 sessions of 60 minutes. The
sessions included familiarization with the playroom,
emotional expression, personal storytelling, problem-
solving, representation of personal change, social
skills practice, expression of complex emotions,
group storytelling, reflection on achievements, and
transfer of learned skills to school and home. The
cognitive-behavioral play therapy intervention was
also implemented in 10 sessions of 90 minutes. The
sessions included group introduction, emotional
recognition through drawing, challenging negative
statements, learning the ABC model, creative
pleasurable experiences, role-play, relationship-
building activities, metaphorical processing of life
events, friendship review, and future-oriented goal
planning. Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, analysis of covariance, and Bonferroni post-
hoc tests. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The descriptive findings showed that the three groups
were relatively similar at pretest in both perceived
competence and self-regulation. In perceived
competence, the pretest means were close across the
control, sandplay therapy, and cognitive-behavioral
play therapy groups. However, at posttest, the control
group showed no meaningful improvement, whereas
both experimental groups showed increased scores.
The sandplay therapy group improved from a pretest
mean of 49.60 to a posttest mean of 63.18, while the
cognitive-behavioral play therapy group improved
from a pretest mean of 49.95 to a posttest mean of
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84.62. This pattern indicated a stronger improvement
in perceived competence in the cognitive-behavioral

play therapy group.

A similar pattern was observed for self-regulation.
The three groups had close pretest means, with scores
around 20. At posttest, the control group remained
low, while both experimental groups improved
considerably. The sandplay therapy group reached a
posttest mean of 39.26, and the cognitive-behavioral
play therapy group reached a posttest mean of 41.99.
Therefore, both interventions were associated with
substantial improvement in self-regulation, although
the difference between the two experimental groups
was smaller than in perceived competence.

The assumptions for analysis of covariance were
examined before hypothesis testing. The values of
skewness and kurtosis were within the acceptable
range, indicating that the distribution of scores was
approximately normal. Levene’s test confirmed the
homogeneity of variances for perceived competence
and self-regulation. The assumption of homogeneity
of regression slopes was also supported, because the
interaction between group and pretest scores was not
statistically significant for either dependent variable.

The ANCOVA results showed that, after controlling
for pretest scores, the effect of group on perceived
competence was statistically significant, F(2,56) =
280.454, p < 0.001, n? = 0.909. This indicates that the
type of group membership explained a substantial
proportion of variance in posttest perceived
competence. The covariate effect of perceived
competence pretest was not statistically significant,
F(1,56) = 1.041, p = 0.312, n? = 0.018. The effect of
group on self-regulation was also statistically
significant, F(2,56) = 342.512, p < 0.001, n*> = 0.925,
while the covariate effect of self-regulation pretest
was not significant, F(1,56) = 2.458, p = 0.123, n?> =
0.042.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons showed that both
experimental groups differed significantly from the
control group in perceived competence. The adjusted
mean difference between sandplay therapy and
control was 14.73, p < 0.001, and the adjusted mean
difference between cognitive-behavioral play therapy
and control was 36.17, p < 0.001. The difference
between cognitive-behavioral play therapy and
sandplay therapy was also significant, with an
adjusted mean difference of 21.44, p < 0.001,
indicating the greater effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral play therapy in improving perceived
competence. For self-regulation, both sandplay
therapy and cognitive-behavioral play therapy

differed significantly from the control group, with
adjusted mean differences of 20.40 and 23.13
respectively, both p < 0.001. However, the difference
between cognitive-behavioral play therapy and
sandplay therapy was not statistically significant, with
an adjusted mean difference of 2.73, p = 0.101.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study demonstrated that
both life skills training through sandplay therapy and
life skills training through cognitive-behavioral play
therapy were effective in improving perceived
competence and self-regulation among students with
dyslexia. These findings indicate that play-based
interventions can address not only emotional and
behavioral needs, but also motivational and self-
regulatory capacities that are central to the
educational functioning of students with learning
disorders.

The significant effect of sandplay therapy on
perceived competence may be explained by the safe,
symbolic, and non-threatening nature of this
intervention. Through sandplay, children can
construct scenes, express internal experiences, solve
symbolic problems, and experience a sense of control
and mastery. For students who often experience
failure in reading-related tasks, such opportunities
may help rebuild confidence and create positive
experiences of competence. Sandplay therapy also
improved self-regulation, likely because the
intervention encouraged emotional expression,
patience, planning, symbolic problem-solving, and
controlled interaction with materials and peers.

Cognitive-behavioral play therapy was also effective
in improving both dependent variables and was
superior to sandplay therapy in enhancing perceived
competence. This stronger effect may be due to the
direct focus of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on
maladaptive  thoughts, negative self-statements,
problem-solving,  goal-directed  behavior, and
successful  task engagement. Since perceived
competence is closely related to children’s beliefs
about their abilities, an intervention that directly
challenges negative beliefs and replaces them with
more adaptive self-perceptions may produce greater
improvement in this domain.

The absence of a significant difference between the
two experimental groups in self-regulation suggests
that both interventions can improve this variable
through different but equally effective mechanisms.
Sandplay therapy may strengthen self-regulation
through symbolic emotional processing and sensory-




based experience, whereas cognitive-behavioral play
therapy may enhance self-regulation through direct
skill training and cognitive restructuring. Thus, both
methods can be considered useful for strengthening
self-regulation in students with dyslexia.

Overall, the findings support the use of play-based
psychological interventions as complementary
approaches in educational and clinical programs for
students with dyslexia. Cognitive-behavioral play
therapy appears especially useful when the main goal
is to improve perceived competence and correct
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negative self-beliefs. Sandplay therapy may be
particularly suitable for students who need a less
verbal, more symbolic, and emotionally safe method
for self-expression and regulation. The study
concludes that both interventions can improve
important psychological capacities in students with
dyslexia, but cognitive-behavioral play therapy has a
stronger comparative effect on perceived competence,
while both approaches are similarly effective in
improving self-regulation.
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