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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a storytelling package based on ancient tales and examine its
effect on the cognitive and social skills of slow-learning children. A mixed-methods
design (qualitative—quantitative) was used. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews with 12 experts in child literature and psychology were conducted to design
the storytelling package. Stories from Kalila and Dimna were selected and structured into
three domains: verbal, cognitive, and social skills. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-
experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and control group was implemented. The
sample included 30 slow-learning first-grade elementary students from Jahrom City,
selected purposefully and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The
experimental group received 30 storytelling sessions. Data were collected using the
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Fifth Edition (WISC-V) and the Gresham &
Elliott (1990) Social Skills Rating System (SSRS). Data analysis was conducted through
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). The results indicated significant
improvements in cognitive subscales—verbal comprehension, visual-spatial ability, fluid
reasoning, working memory, and processing speed (p<0.05)—and in social subscaleS—  How to cite: Rezaei Kouchi, N., Asaseh, M.,
self-control, empathy, _a_ssertiw_aness, and cooperzfltio_n_—among the experir_nental group. g?x@?&iing\;/agidétorbt'e||iﬁgrzsaggié geMB as(ezémg?]
The overall content validity ratio was 0.89, and reliability was 0.92, confirming the strong  Ancient Tales and Its Impact on the Cognitive and
psychometric properties of the package. The storytelling package based on ancient tales g‘;ﬁgif)kri"'fe‘;frﬁ:gg'zL(jng?lQQ.Ch"dre”'C°9“i“°”*
effectively enhanced the cognitive and social skills of slow-learning children and can

serve as a culturally grounded and practical educational tool. By combining cognitive

stimulation with emotional engagement, storytelling fosters adaptive learning, improved

communication, and social competence in slow learners.

Keywords: Storytelling package, ancient tales, cognitive skills, social skills, slow-

learning children
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Children with borderline intellectual functioning, commonly referred to as slow learners, represent a distinct
group within educational psychology who often face challenges in academic, cognitive, and social domains
(Lee & Cheon, 2024; Singh, 2024). They typically possess intelligence quotients (IQ) between 70 and 85,
functioning below average but above the threshold for intellectual disability. These children exhibit slower
information processing, reduced attention span, and difficulty in problem-solving and adaptive behavior,
making it essential to design interventions tailored to their cognitive profiles (Membride, 2019). Recent
research highlights the significance of integrated approaches that blend cognitive stimulation with emotional
learning to address these children’s complex developmental needs (Davey & McGorry, 2019).

Among non-pharmacological interventions, storytelling has gained increasing attention for its ability to engage
both cognitive and emotional processes simultaneously (Vahedi et al., 2019). Storytelling is one of the oldest
educational and therapeutic tools, rooted in the natural human tendency to learn through narrative and metaphor
(Brown, 2019). In children with developmental or cognitive difficulties, storytelling helps bridge the gap
between abstract thinking and experiential understanding. It provides a scaffolded structure through which
children can internalize social norms, emotional regulation strategies, and problem-solving skills (Matthys &
Schutter, 2022).

Empirical studies have shown that storytelling enhances linguistic comprehension, working memory, cognitive
flexibility, and creativity (Heemskerk & Roebers, 2024). The narrative structure promotes sequential
reasoning and mental imagery, both of which are vital for comprehension and recall. Moreover, storytelling
fosters metacognition—the awareness of one’s own thought processes—thereby improving executive
functioning and attention regulation. In this sense, storytelling functions as both a cognitive exercise and an
emotional dialogue (Camilleri et al., 2022).

From a socio-emotional perspective, storytelling plays a crucial role in shaping empathy, cooperation, and
emotional literacy. When children listen to or enact stories, they symbolically experience moral dilemmas and
emotional conflicts, which foster perspective-taking and emotional regulation (Shoshani etal., 2021). Morgan
conceptualizes narrative therapy as a framework where individuals reconstruct their self-narratives through
storytelling, thus enhancing their sense of agency and identity (Morgan, 2020). In educational contexts,
narrative-based approaches help children with limited abstract thinking to connect emotionally with learning
content, making education both enjoyable and meaningful (Caroline et al., 2023).

Research in Iran and other cultural settings underscores the value of integrating traditional or ancient tales into
educational programs (Rezaei et al., 2014). Ancient Persian stories, such as those from Kalila and Dimna,
contain moral and cognitive lessons that can be adapted into structured pedagogical frameworks. These tales
blend wisdom, emotion, and social reasoning—dimensions that are crucial for children with learning
challenges (Azimi & Arvand, 2014). Furthermore, local storytelling traditions align with the cultural schemas
of children, making them powerful tools for education that respects heritage while fostering development
(Bagherian et al., 2019).

Additionally, recent work by Doostdar Toosi et al. demonstrated that storytelling-based positive self-talk
significantly improved psychological well-being in children with chronic illness (Doostdar Toosi et al.,
2024), highlighting the therapy’s broader potential beyond traditional educational settings. Similarly, Gharati
et al. found that enhancing psychological capital and emotional regulation in mothers of children with
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disabilities was linked to greater happiness and resilience in family interactions (Gharati et al., 2024). These
findings suggest that narrative-based interventions can indirectly influence the home environment, amplifying
their developmental benefits.

Taken together, the literature indicates that storytelling operates at multiple levels—cognitive, emotional,
cultural, and familial—and thus represents a multidimensional pedagogical and therapeutic method. In line
with these findings, the present study aimed to develop a storytelling package based on ancient Persian tales
and assess its effectiveness in improving cognitive and social skills among slow-learning children.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-method design comprising qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative
phase, 12 experts in child psychology, literature, and special education were interviewed using a semi-
structured protocol to develop the storytelling package. The stories were selected from Kalila and Dimna and
thematically categorized into three domains: cognitive skills (verbal comprehension, reasoning, memory),
emotional skills (self-regulation, empathy), and social skills (cooperation, assertiveness).

The quantitative phase used a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest and control groups. The sample
consisted of 30 slow-learning first-grade elementary students from Jahrom City, Iran. Participants were
selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 each). The
experimental group participated in 30 structured storytelling sessions conducted over 10 weeks.

Data collection tools included the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children — Fifth Edition (WISC-V) to assess
cognitive performance, and the Gresham and Elliott Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) to measure social
behavior. Data analysis was performed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) to compare
posttest means between groups while controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

Results indicated that the storytelling package had a statistically significant impact on cognitive development.
Improvements were observed across all cognitive subscales of the WISC-V: verbal comprehension (p < 0.01),
visual-spatial reasoning (p < 0.05), fluid reasoning (p < 0.01), working memory (p < 0.01), and processing
speed (p < 0.05). Children in the experimental group demonstrated increased verbal fluency, logical reasoning,
and ability to retain and apply information compared to the control group.

In the social domain, the intervention group showed significant gains in self-control, empathy, assertiveness,
and cooperation (all p < 0.05). Observational data confirmed greater engagement during peer interactions and
fewer impulsive or withdrawn behaviors during group activities. The storytelling package’s content validity
ratio (CVR) was 0.89, and its Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was 0.92, confirming its psychometric
robustness.

Overall, the findings suggested that structured storytelling interventions based on culturally relevant narratives
can enhance both cognitive processing and social adaptation among slow-learning children.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the transformative role of storytelling in promoting holistic development
among children with learning difficulties. The significant improvements in cognitive performance observed in
this research align with the results of Heemskerk and Roebers, who demonstrated that cognitive training
emphasizing attention and accuracy improves executive control in young children (Heemskerk & Roebers,
2024). Storytelling, by its very nature, demands active engagement, sustained attention, and sequential
processing—all of which are crucial components of cognitive control.

Furthermore, the enhancement of verbal comprehension and reasoning corroborates earlier studies asserting
that narrative-based education stimulates linguistic and analytical thinking (Ma et al., 2019; Matthys &
Schutter, 2022). When children engage with stories, they not only listen but also infer, predict, and visualize
events, thereby reinforcing higher-order thinking skills. These processes also foster cognitive flexibility, an
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essential component for adapting to new learning environments—a point echoed by Gharati et al. in their
model of psychological flexibility and emotional regulation (Gharati et al., 2024).

Equally noteworthy were the improvements in social competencies, such as empathy and cooperation. These
results parallel findings by Shoshani et al., who linked narrative engagement and symbolic play to enhanced
emotional empathy and interpersonal understanding among children and adolescents (Shoshani et al., 2021).
Stories provide children with a symbolic framework for exploring emotions safely, internalizing moral lessons,
and observing the consequences of actions through identification with characters. In this sense, storytelling
functions not merely as entertainment but as a psychosocial rehearsal space for real-world interactions (Barry
& Burlew, 2019; Daub & Huber, 2020).

The use of ancient Persian tales contributed to the program’s success by embedding learning within a familiar
cultural context. Previous Iranian studies, such as those by Azimi and Arvand (Azimi & Arvand, 2014) and
Bagherian et al. (Bagherian et al., 2019), found that cultural storytelling improved both emotional well-being
and social intelligence among children. These findings confirm that culturally grounded narratives provide
deeper engagement because they resonate with children’s lived experiences, family values, and collective
imagination.

In light of these outcomes, the present study extends the literature by demonstrating that ancient narratives are
not merely heritage artifacts but can serve as modern pedagogical instruments for developmental support. The
integration of storytelling into cognitive and social interventions bridges traditional wisdom with contemporary
educational psychology. As Doostdar Toosi et al. noted, storytelling interventions can effectively enhance
emotional resilience and self-efficacy among vulnerable child populations (Doostdar Toosi et al., 2024).
From a therapeutic standpoint, the study validates Morgan’s view of narrative therapy as a process through
which individuals reconstruct meaning and strengthen identity (Morgan, 2020). Through story engagement,
children symbolically rewrite their personal narratives, transitioning from feelings of inadequacy to
empowerment. This transformation is particularly relevant for slow learners, who often struggle with low self -
esteem and academic frustration (Singh, 2024).

In conclusion, this study confirms that a storytelling package based on ancient Persian tales significantly
enhances cognitive and social functioning among slow-learning children. By combining cultural richness,
narrative structure, and psychological insight, storytelling fosters a multidimensional form of learning that
nurtures the intellect, emotions, and interpersonal understanding. These findings support the inclusion of
storytelling as a viable educational and therapeutic tool in special education programs aimed at promoting
intellectual growth, social adaptation, and emotional well-being in children with learning difficulties.
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