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Background: Children with specific learning disabilities are at higher risk of developing mental
health problems such as anxiety and decreased motivation compared to their typical peers. Despite
the fact that play therapy can help reduce psychological problems in this group of students, However,
there is a research gap regarding the efficacy of the self-esteem-based Play application package on
self-motivation and anxiety of students with specific learning disabilities.

Aims: The purpose of this study was to investigate the efficacy of a self-esteem-based Play
application package on self-motivation and anxiety levels of students with specific learning
disabilities.

Methods: The method of this study was a semi-experimental pre-test-post-test design with a control
group and a two-month follow-up. The statistical population of the study included all female students
aged 8 to 11 years with specific learning disorder in Tehran in 2024, and Using purposive sampling,
30 of them were selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups (15 people) and control
groups (15 people). Data collection tools in this study included Self-Motivation Scale (Barkley, 2012)
and Beck Anxiety Inventory (Beck & Steer, 1990). Also, data analysis of this study was performed
using variance analysis with repeated measurement and SPSS-26 software.

Results: The results of this study showed that self-esteem-based Play application package training
had a significant and sustainable effect on Increased self-motivation and reducing d all components
of anxiety (physical, mental, and panic symptoms) in students with specific learning disabilities
(P< 0.05).

Conclusion: According to the findings of the present study, psychologists at specialized centers for
learning disorders can use a self-esteem-based play education program to enhance self-motivation,
academic motivation, and reduce anxiety in students with learning disorder.
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Introduction

Specific learning disorder is a neurodevelopmental
condition that negatively affects the brain's ability to
send, receive, and process information. Children with
learning disorders often have difficulty with writing
activities, problem-solving, and reading skills
compared to their peers, which in turn can affect their
overall academic performance (Hossain et al., 2022).
Specific learning disorder is one of the most common
mental disorders that mainly affects children and
adolescents, and its prevalence in the school-age
population in the United States is approximately 3.6
to 9.7% (Espinas et al., 2025), and in Iran, it is
estimated to be between 4.58 and 7% in school-age
children (Esmaili et al., 2016). Specific learning
disorder can affect performance in various academic
domains (such as reading and mathematics) and is
often co-occurring with other neurodevelopmental
disorders (such as attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder and physical illnesses and anxiety) (Joyner,
R. E., & Wagner, 2020; Fuchs et al., 2013).

Children with specific learning disabilities are at
higher risk of developing mental health problems
compared to their normal peers (Esmaili et al., 2016).
One of the most common mental health disorders in
this category of children is anxiety, to the extent that
studies have shown that students with specific
learning disabilities are at higher risk of developing
anxiety disorders compared to their peers who do not
have similar problems (Vasiliki et al., 2021; Bijttebier
etal., 2015).

On the other hand, students with specific learning
disabilities face reduced self-esteem due to
environmental blame they receive from family,
classmates, and teachers (Agrawal et al., 2019).
Related studies support the idea that students with
specific learning disabilities have lower self-esteem
than typical students or students with other behavioral
disorders (Viktorin, 2021). This is despite the fact
that, according to studies, self-esteem in students is
one of the important components of academic
performance (Razaghi et al., 2024).

In addition, studies by Viktorin and Loosova (2020)
showed that another problem associated with students
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with specific learning disabilities is a lack of self-
motivation skills. Self-motivation means the force
with which a person can commit herself to doing
something without the influence of incentives or
challenges (Viktorin, 2021)

Considering the different therapeutic approaches to
treat anxiety and increase self-motivation in students
with specific learning disabilities, it seems that one of
the most effective methods is play therapy. Play
therapy is a method by which children's nature is
given expressive meaning and is a method used to
deal with emotional stress and turmoil resulting from
family problems (Stulmaker & Ray, 2015). Studies
conducted in recent years have suggested play
therapy as a treatment method that reduces children's
emotional and social problems (Knell, 2017).
Therefore, given that no specific study has examined
play therapy on self-motivation and anxiety in
students with specific learning disabilities, and
considering the fact that enhancing self-motivation
and reducing anxiety in students with specific
learning disabilities can have a significant impact on
their personal, social, and academic functioning, This
study seeks to answer the fundamental question of
whether the self-esteem-based Play application
package (researcher-made) is effective on self-
motivation and anxiety of female students with
specific learning disabilities?

Method

The method of this study was a semi-experimental
pre-test-post-test design with a control group and a
two-month follow-up. The statistical population of
the study included all female students aged 8 to 11
years with specific learning disorder in Tehran in
2024, and Using purposive sampling, 30 of them were
selected and randomly assigned to two experimental
groups (15 people) and control groups (15 people).
Data collection tools in this study included Self-
motivation scale (Barkley, 2012) and Beck Anxiety
Inventory (Beck & Steer, 1990). Also, data analysis
of this study was performed using variance analysis
with repeated measurement and SPSS-26 software.
Also, the implementation method in the present study
was as follows:

After obtaining school management approval, 30
students with specific learning disorder were
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randomly assigned to groups. Both groups completed
pre-tests on Self-motivation scale and Beck anxiety
inventory. The experimental group underwent a 15-
session self-esteem-based play therapy program (60
minutes per session, weekly), while the control group
received no intervention. Post-tests were conducted
immediately after the intervention, followed by a
two-month follow-up using the same measures.

Results

A total of 30 female students with specific learning
disabilities participated in this study. In the
experimental group, 6 (40%) were 8 years old, 7
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(46.7%) were 9 years old, and 2 (13.3%) were 10
years old. Also, in the control group, 4 (26.7%) were
8 years old, 8 (53.3%) were 9 years old, and 3 (20%)
were 10 years old. In Table 1, Results of variance
analysis with repeated measurement, efficacy of self-
esteem-based Play application package on self-
motivation and anxiety components of children with
specific learning disorder and in Table 2, the results
of the LSD post hoc test comparing the mean efficacy
of the educational package on self-motivation and
anxiety of students with specific learning disorder are
presented.

Table 1. Results of variance analysis with repeated measurement, efficacy of educational package training on self-motivation and anxiety

components of children with specific learning disorder

Variable Sources of changes sum of squares df Mean of squares F P Effect size
Self-Motivation _Time effect _ 44.86 1.75 22.78 3.60 0.04 0.12
Interaction of group x time 60.49 1.75 29.30 451 0.01 0.17
. Time effect 131.82 1.08 121.65 4.85 0.03 0.14
Pl e S eI Interaction of group x time 108.88 1.08 100.49 4.01 0.05 0.12
Mental Symptoms _Time effect _ 35.82 1.07 32.25 4.27 0.04 0.13
Interaction of group x time 70.75 1.07 35.69 8.43  0.006 0.23
Panic Symptoms _Time effect \ 96.86 1.02 94.68 3.29 0.05 0.10
Interaction of group x time 138.68 1.02 135.56 4,71 0.03 0.21

Table 2. The results of the LSD post hoc test comparing the mean efficacy of the educational package on self-motivation and anxiety of

students with specific learning disorder

Variable Groups Average difference P
L Pretest- Posttest -1.97 0.01
=B ETE) Pretest- Follow-up -1.80 0.03
Physical Symptoms Pretest- Posttest 2.53 0.02
Pretest- Follow-up 2.60 0.04
Mental Symptoms Pretest- Posttest 1.26 0.04
Pretest- Follow-up 1.40 0.04
Panic Symptoms Pretest- Posttest 2.16 0.04
Pretest- Follow-up 2.23 0.04

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate the
efficacy of self-esteem-based Play application
package on self-motivation and anxiety in students
with specific learning disorder.

The first finding of the present study showed that the
elf-esteem-based Play application package had a
significant and sustainable effect on increasing the
self-motivation variable in students with specific
learning disabilities. This finding was confirmed by
the results of studies by Ahmad et al. (2024) on the
effectiveness of play therapy intervention on
facilitating motivation for academic achievement;
Islaeli et al. (2020) on the effect of puzzle play

therapy on motivation; and the findings of the study
by Blanco et al. (2018) on the effectiveness of play
therapy for children with learning disabilities on
students' intrinsic motivation. Play therapy has
educational value as well as recreational and
entertainment value and has great potential for
developing cognitive/metacognitive skills as well as
developing behavioral and motivational skills
(Stulmaker & Ray, 2015). On the other hand, play
therapy allows children with emotional and
behavioral disorders who lack the necessary interest
and motivation to learn to gain new educational and
learning opportunities in the process of playing,
which increases their motivation because all students
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love playing and can learn indirectly through it
(Khojasteh, 2020).

Another finding of this study showed that the self-
esteem-based play application package has a
significant and sustainable effect on reducing anxiety
components (physical, mental, and fear symptoms) in
children with specific learning disabilities. This
research finding is consistent with the results of
studies by Egbe et al. (2023); Obiweluozo et al.
(2021); Islaeli et al. (2020); Maleki et al. (2010);
Hadipoor & Akbari (2017). In explaining this finding,
it can be said that the self-esteem-based play therapy
method is developed based on cognitive-behavioral
principles, which helps the child acquire the skills of
managing negative thoughts and emotional discharge.
This treatment method involves simulated social
situations such as the school environment,
interactions with peers, and teachers, which leads to
improved social participation and, consequently,
reduced anxiety in children.

According to the findings of the present study,
psychologists at specialized centers for learning
disorders can use a self-esteem-based play education
program to enhance self-motivation, academic
motivation, and reduce anxiety in students with
learning disorders.
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