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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and validate a storytelling package grounded in ancient
Persian tales and to examine its effectiveness in improving the verbal cognitive and social
skills of slow-learning children in the first grade of elementary school. A sequential
mixed-methods design was employed; in the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews
with purposive sampling were conducted with 10 experts in educational psychology and
children’s literature until theoretical saturation, and the data were analyzed using thematic
analysis; in the quantitative phase, 30 slow-learning students were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups, with the experimental group receiving a 30-session (45-
minute) storytelling intervention based on selected tales from Kalila wa Dimna;
instruments included the Test of Language Development-Primary:3 (TOLD-P:3), the
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-V), and the Gresham and Elliott Social
Skills Questionnaire (1990), and data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance. MANCOVA results indicated that the storytelling package produced
significant improvements in verbal skill components (picture vocabulary, relational
vocabulary, oral vocabulary, grammatical comprehension, sentence imitation, and How to cite: Rezaei Kouchi, N., Asaseh, M.,
grammatical completion) and social skill components (self-control, empathy, :gigf}’,‘t'e\lﬁgdpgckfgagz;gggdEfm(frfg)en?‘}‘flgpéﬂg
assertiveness, and cooperation) in the experimental group compared with the control  Examining Its Effect on the Verbal Cognitive and
group (p<0.05), with moderate to relatively large effect sizes. A culturally grounded ggﬁﬁv'i(s)lr‘y'"Lseg:;'r:’g'zL(j§f"l'_r‘l%_Ch"dre"' Cognition.
storytelling package based on ancient Persian tales constitutes an effective and feasible

educational intervention for enhancing verbal and social competencies among slow-

learning children.

Keywords: storytelling package, ancient Persian tales, verbal skills, social skills, slow-

learning children
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Slow learners, often described as children with borderline intellectual functioning, represent a vulnerable yet
underexplored group within inclusive educational systems. These children typically function below the average
range of intellectual ability but do not meet diagnostic criteria for intellectual disability, which places them in
mainstream classrooms while simultaneously exposing them to persistent academic, verbal, and social
challenges. Contemporary research highlights that slow learners experience cumulative difficulties in verbal
comprehension, working memory, processing speed, and executive control, all of which negatively affect
language development and social adjustment (Lee & Cheon, 2024; Singh, 2024). Cognitive psychology
frameworks emphasize that learning and adaptation are grounded in the coordinated functioning of language,
memory, and social cognition, and even subtle impairments in these systems may lead to disproportionate
educational and interpersonal difficulties (Anderson, 2023; Zhou et al., 2024).

Language deficits are among the most prominent challenges faced by slow-learning children. Language
functions not only as a communication tool but also as a foundational mechanism for thought organization,
emotion regulation, and social understanding. Developmental and clinical studies demonstrate that limitations
in verbal comprehension and expressive language are strongly associated with reduced social participation,
lower self-esteem, and increased emotional vulnerability in children (Ebert, 2020; Membride, 2019).
Moreover, impairments in working memory and processing speed—frequently observed in slow learners—
restrict the natural acquisition of grammatical structures and vocabulary, necessitating structured and
supportive interventions (Heemskerk & Roebers, 2024; Redick, 2019). Without targeted intervention, these
deficits tend to persist across developmental stages and may adversely affect long-term educational and
psychosocial outcomes.

Parallel to verbal challenges, slow-learning children often exhibit deficiencies in social skills, including
cooperation, empathy, self-control, and assertiveness. Research in social cognition suggests that these skills
are closely linked to theory of mind, emotion regulation, and social problem-solving abilities (Dowker et al.,
2023; Matthys & Schutter, 2022). Children who struggle to interpret social cues or regulate emotional
responses are at higher risk of peer rejection and social isolation, further exacerbating academic and emotional
difficulties (Hermans et al., 2024; Shoshani et al., 2021). Consequently, interventions that simultaneously
address verbal, cognitive, and social domains are increasingly regarded as essential for this population.
Narrative-based interventions, particularly storytelling and narrative therapy, have gained growing attention
as effective and developmentally appropriate approaches for children with cognitive and social vulnerabilities.
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Narrative therapy is grounded in the assumption that individuals construct meaning through stories and that
reshaping personal narratives can foster cognitive, emotional, and behavioral change (Morgan, 2020; Sween,
2019). For children, storytelling provides a natural and engaging medium through which abstract concepts,
emotional experiences, and social norms can be explored indirectly. Empirical evidence indicates that
narrative-based approaches enhance language skills, emotional understanding, and social engagement,
especially among children with developmental and learning difficulties (Baldiwala & Kanakia, 2021; Caroline
et al., 2023).

A substantial body of research supports the effectiveness of storytelling and social stories in improving social
interaction, cooperation, and emotional regulation among children with special educational needs (Alhwaiti,
2022; Camilleri et al., 2022; Daub & Huber, 2020; Kwon et al., 2022). Furthermore, studies emphasize that
culturally grounded narratives enhance children’s engagement and internalization of social values, as familiar
cultural symbols and storylines facilitate identification with characters and situations (Vahedi et al., 2019;
Youn Kang & Kim, 2020). Despite these promising findings, there remains a notable gap in the literature
regarding the systematic development and evaluation of structured storytelling packages based on traditional
cultural tales, particularly for slow-learning children in early elementary education.

Given the importance of early intervention and the demonstrated potential of narrative-based approaches, there
is a critical need to design culturally sensitive, structured, and empirically validated storytelling programs
tailored to the specific cognitive and social needs of slow learners. Addressing this gap may contribute not
only to theoretical advancement but also to practical solutions for inclusive education and school-based
psychological support (Morgenthaler et al., 2022; Wergeland et al., 2021).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential mixed-methods design consisting of a qualitative phase followed by a
quantitative phase. In the qualitative stage, semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts in
educational psychology and children’s literature to identify key narrative elements, themes, and cultural values
relevant to slow-learning children. Based on thematic analysis of interview data, a structured storytelling
package grounded in ancient Persian tales was developed and refined through expert review.

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group was implemented.
The sample consisted of 30 slow-learning children enrolled in the first grade of elementary school, who were
randomly assigned to either an experimental group or a control group. The experimental group participated in
a storytelling intervention consisting of 30 sessions, each lasting 45 minutes, delivered over a ten-week period.
The control group received routine educational activities without exposure to the storytelling package.

Data collection instruments included standardized measures of verbal and cognitive skills and a social skills
questionnaire assessing self-control, empathy, assertiveness, and cooperation. All participants completed
pretests prior to the intervention and posttests immediately after the completion of the program. Data were
analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance to control for baseline differences and to examine the effects
of the intervention across multiple dependent variables.

Findings

The results of multivariate analysis of covariance revealed significant differences between the experimental
and control groups at posttest. Children who participated in the storytelling intervention demonstrated
statistically significant improvements in verbal cognitive skills, including picture vocabulary, relational
vocabulary, oral vocabulary, grammatical comprehension, sentence imitation, and grammatical completion.
Effect sizes ranged from moderate to relatively large, indicating that a substantial proportion of variance in
posttest scores was attributable to the intervention.

In addition to verbal outcomes, significant improvements were observed in social skill components among the
experimental group. Specifically, self-control, empathy, assertiveness, and cooperation scores increased
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significantly compared to the control group. The findings suggest that the storytelling package exerted a broad
and multifaceted impact, enhancing both language-related cognitive processes and social functioning in slow-
learning children.

Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variance, and homogeneity of regression slopes were satisfied,
supporting the robustness of the statistical analyses. Statistical power values indicated that the sample size was
sufficient to detect meaningful effects across the examined variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that a structured storytelling package based on ancient Persian tales can
effectively enhance both verbal cognitive skills and social skills in slow-learning children at the early
elementary level. Improvements in language-related outcomes suggest that narrative-based learning
environments facilitate deeper engagement with vocabulary, grammar, and expressive language by embedding
linguistic input within meaningful and emotionally engaging contexts. Repetition, dialogue, and guided
discussion inherent in storytelling sessions likely contributed to more efficient encoding and retrieval of verbal
information.

The observed gains in social skills may be attributed to the symbolic and experiential nature of stories, which
allow children to explore social situations, emotions, and consequences in a safe and indirect manner. Through
identification with story characters and guided reflection, children may develop greater empathy, improved
emotional regulation, and more adaptive interpersonal behaviors. The group-based storytelling format may
have further reinforced cooperation and assertiveness by encouraging turn-taking, shared discussion, and
collective problem-solving.

Importantly, the cultural grounding of the stories appears to have enhanced children’s engagement and
receptivity. Familiar narratives rooted in traditional cultural values may provide a sense of continuity and
meaning, increasing the likelihood that learned behaviors and concepts are internalized and transferred to real-
life contexts. This cultural alignment may be particularly important in inclusive educational settings, where
interventions must resonate with children’s lived experiences.

In conclusion, the present study provides empirical support for the use of culturally grounded storytelling
interventions as a comprehensive approach to addressing the verbal and social challenges of slow-learning
children. The findings underscore the value of integrating narrative-based methods into educational and
therapeutic programs and highlight the potential of storytelling as a flexible, engaging, and developmentally
appropriate tool within inclusive education.
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