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ABSTRACT

[oITEE Specific learning disorder is a type of neurodevelopmental disorder, in which children with
¢ disabilities have difficulty understanding, or using spoken and written language. The disorder diagnoses
Received: 24 Mey 2021 ¢ when children have significant reading, writing, and math skills lower than expected. One of the char-
Pecepted: 05 Aug 2021 : acteristics of children with a learning disorder is the presence of anxiety symptoms, which are often
’ : chronic, and failure to address them can negatively affect the child's growth and academic performance.
Available Online: 01Jan 2022 Assertiveness training is a structured intervention that uses to reduce the symptoms of anxiety. The pres-
: ent study aimed to determine the effectiveness of assertiveness training on anxiety symptoms of male
school-age children with special learning disorders in Tehran City, Iran.
The present study was a quasi-experimental research in which a pretest in ad-
dition post-test design with a control group used along with a five weeks follow-up. The population
included 8-11 year-old male children who were studying in the Learning Disorders Centers in Tehran
City in the school year 2019-2020. The sample consisted of 130 male school-age children who were
in convenient selected from the five educational districts (2, 13, 12, 18, and 15). At first, the Colored
Progressive Matrices (CPM) assessed all subjects and 72 children who got a normal intelligence quotient
(>85) completed the Child Spence Anxiety Scale (SCAS-C). The studied sample was selected according
to the formula for the determining the sample size and the probability of its drop-out (34 people). After
scoring the SCAS-C, 45 children received a moderate anxiety (44-88 points). Thirty-four students (19, 10,
and 5, respectively with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia) were randomly selected among them and
matched based on their age, school grade and socio-economic status. They randomly assigned to the ex-
perimental and control group with Mean+SD of age 10.45+2.25 and 8.87+1.89 respectively. The experi-
mental group divided into three subgroups (six people in two groups and five people in one) due to the
efficacy of training in small groups and participated in 10 assertiveness training sessions (twice a week
and 90 minutes for per session) while the control group received only the mainstream programs in the
Learning Disorder Center. All subjects assessed by the SCAS-C at the end of the training sessions and five
weeks follow-up. The obtained data from pretest-post-test situations analyzed by using univariate and
multivariate analysis of covariance. In addition, the data were analysed by the analysis of variance with
repeated measure to determine the stability of the assertiveness training after the five weeks follow-up.
[(TEMIE The results of univariate and multivariate analysis of covariance showed that there was a signifi-
cant difference between the mean scores of anxiety symptoms and its components in the experimental
and control groups before and after the assertiveness training sessions (P<0.01). The results based on
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variance of total anxiety symptoms, generalized anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, personal injury
fears, social phobia, separation anxiety and panic disorder/agoraphobia in students with special learning
disorder can be explained by participation in assertiveness training intervention. The results of analysis
of variance with repeated measure showed that the effect of assertiveness training has only lasted on
reduction of generalized anxiety, personal injury fears, anxiety phobia, and obsessive-compulsive disor-
der after five weeks follow-up. However, the effectiveness of the intervention program not found for the
total anxiety symptoms, separation anxiety and panic/agoraphobia after follow-up study.

[FNTIELTY The results indicate that the assertiveness training can reduce the symptoms of anxiety and
its components in school-age male children with specific learning disorder. Therefore, we conclude that
the design and implementation of similar training programs help students to strive to establish interper-
sonal relationships, reduce the frustration of academic failure, express their feelings, think of possible
ways to deal with anxious situations, manage their negative behaviour, and be prepared to accept mul-
tiple roles in adulthood. Thus, by providing assertiveness training, maladaptive behaviors and mental
health problems (especially anxiety symptoms) can be preventive in students with special learning disor-
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der in addition to prevent ongoing problems in the fields of education and occupation.

English Version

Introduction

eurodevelopmental disorder is a specific

learning disability that appears at school

age and causes persistent problems in

learning to read, write, and do math. Ap-

proximately 5% to 15% of school-age

children have a specific learning dis-
ability [1], and 24% to 52% of them suffer from social,
emotional, and behavioral problems [2]. Researchers
have found behavioral problems, low self-esteem, poor
social self-efficacy, and high anxiety in children with
special learning disabilities [3] due to their increased
stress in school. A high prevalence of anxiety (28.8%) at
school age, especially in children with disorders, create
adverse consequences [4], including school distress and
distraction [5], poor ability to store information in short-
term memory [6], absence from classes, and refusing to
do homework [7]. The delay caused by the situation in-
creases school anxiety. Therefore, timely intervention is
necessary to prevent the worsening of anxiety. The use
of some techniques, such as assertive training, can effec-
tively reduce anxiety symptoms. Assertiveness helps the
children express their feelings while respecting the opin-
ions and feelings of others and using talking when facing
their opposition [8].

Some studies have shown the effect of assertive group
training on increasing self-esteem [9-11], social adjustment
[12], interpersonal interaction; reducing social anxiety
[10, 11]; and increasing quality of school life [13]. How-
ever, in one study, the effect of assertiveness on reducing
anxiety was not significant [ 14]. In assertiveness education,
children are first taught the nature of assertive behavior
through social modeling so that they have the opportunity

to practice assertive behaviors and receive appropriate feed-
back on behavioral exercises. Objective methods of asser-
tiveness are then described to children, and situations are
adapted from the children’s everyday experiences to exem-
plify the behaviors in those situations [15]. Since children
with special learning disabilities constitute approximately
40% of all children [16], and specific learning disabilities
cause repeated failures in students’ education [17], asser-
tive training teaches students to change their self-image,
express themselves easily [18], improve their social skills,
respect their own and others’ rights, and defend their rights
as well [10]. According to the previous findings, children
with learning disabilities have higher anxiety and lower
self-esteem compared to normal peers [6, 19, 20]. There are
some contradictory evidence regarding the effect of asser-
tiveness training programs on anxiety [21, 22]. If children
are equipped with coping strategies they can deal with their
anxiety in daily life and improve their mental health [15].
While there is no sufficient assertiveness training program
for educating children with special needs, it seems that
designing such programs should be adjusted based on the
characteristics of children with learning disabilities [23].

Participants and Methods

This quasi-experimental study used a pretest-posttest de-
sign with a control group and a 5-week follow-up. Out of
the boys aged 8 to 11 years with learning disabilities study-
ing in the second to fourth grades of the elementary school
in the academic year 2019-2020, 34 students were ran-
domly selected from five centers in the educational districts
of Tehran. They should have met the inclusion criteria (IQ
>85, anxiety score >44) and exclusion criteria (participa-
tion at the same time or at least during the last six months
in a program similar to assertiveness training, autism spec-
trum disorder, physical disability, blindness, and deafness).
Based on age, grade, and peer socioeconomic status, they
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Table 1. Results of univariate analysis of covariance on general anxiety and multivariate analysis of covariance on anxiety components

Variables Indicator df Mean of Squares F n Sig.

Pretest 1 215.341 10.114 0.326

Generalized anxiety <0.001
Group 2 1310.867 80.116 0.662
Pretest 2 6.23 2.45.2 0.47

Pervasive anxiety 0.002
Group 2 38.065 3.215 0.66
Pretest 2 7.42 341 0.23

Obsessive-compulsive disorder <0.001
Group 2 24.251 3.550 0.32
Pretest 2 11.12 3.47 0.54

Fear of personal injury 0.003
Group 2 67.88. 3.119 0.63
Pretest 2 7.27 1.113 0.587

Social phobia 0.003
Group 2 14.36 1.234 0.63
Pretest 2 6.53 2.18 0.59

Separation anxiety 0.002
Group 2 16.11 1.418 0.71
Pretest 2 8.31 333 0.66

Fear of the outdoors 0.001
Group 2 26.15 3.83 0.73

were randomly assigned to experimental and control groups
(17 in each group). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
experimental group participated in an assertiveness train-
ing program for ten virtual group sessions (twice a week;
each session lasted 90 minutes). At the end of the asser-
tiveness training sessions and five weeks later, all subjects
were assessed using the Spence children’s anxiety scale. To
observe the ethical principles, the content of the audacity
training sessions was presented briefly and, after follow-up,
in a virtual session for the students of the control group.

The data were analyzed using univariate and multivariate
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and repeated measures
analysis of variance (ANOVA) in SPSS software v. 23.
Color progressive matrices were used to measure the 1Q of
the subjects [24]. These matrices are designed for children
5 to 11 years old and adults with mental and physical dis-
abilities and contain 36 items. Most test materials are in col-
ored backgrounds, but the last five materials are presented
in black and white [25]. For each correct answer, a score is
assigned, and the subject’s raw score set is converted to 1Q
from the norm table, taking into account the age variable.
Progressive color matrices have been reported on the nor-
malization of Iranian students and its retest reliability coef-
ficient in the range of 0.39 to 0.87 [26].
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The Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale was used to mea-
sure anxiety. The scale is designed to measure the anxiety
of children aged 8 to 15 years [27] in Australia and mea-
sures six components. There are 6 items and one of them
has two dimension: separation anxiety, social phobia, ob-
sessive-compulsive disorder, panic disorder/agoraphobia,
generalized anxiety disorder, personal injury fears. Scoring
is based on a 4-point Likert scale, and the range of scores
obtained is between 0 and 114. A score of 44 to 88 indi-
cates moderate anxiety [28]. The scale’s reliability by the
Cronbach a method is significant between 0.62 and 0.89. At
P<0.001, six questionnaire factors were confirmed by con-
firmatory factor analysis [29]. The overall score of the scale
was used as an indicator to measure anxiety symptoms.

Results

The Mean+SD ages of experimental and control groups
were 10.45+2.25 and 8.87+1.89 years, respectively. The
results of the Chi-square test showed that the differences
between experimental and control groups in terms of age
(P>0.801) and educational area (P>0.001) were not sig-
nificant. The mean of general anxiety of the experimental
group in the pretest (48.85) was higher than the posttest
(35.47), although this value also increased in the follow-up
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Table 2. Results of repeated-measures analysis of variance for group effects and interaction

Intergroup Impact Indicator df Mean of Squares  F-statistics Sig. n
Generalized anxiety Assumption of sphericity 2 159.94 8.51.8 <0.001 0.26
Interaction with the group Assumption of sphericity 2 616.86 32.7 <0.001 0.58
Pervasive anxiety Assumption of sphericity 2 0.09 0.05 0.95 0.002
Interaction with the group Assumption of sphericity 2 1.17.1 0.65 0.52 0.03
Separation anxiety Greenhouse-Geisser 1.51 73.45 20.36 <0.001 0.46
Interaction with the group Greenhouse-Geisser 1.51 101.32 28.08 <0.001 0.54
Fear of personal injury Assumption of sphericity 2 1.78 0.87 0.62 0.04
Interaction with the group Sphericity Assumed 2 22.96 11.19 <0.001 0.32
Social phobia Greenhouse-Geisser 133 431 1.05 0.46 0.04
Interact with the group Greenhouse-Geisser 1.33 62 15.09 <0.001 0.39
Obsessive-compulsive Assumption of sphericity 2 1.78 0.38 0.38 0.04

disorder

Interaction with the group Assumption of sphericity 2 0.81 0.44 0.64 0.02
Fear of the outdoors Greenhouse-Geisser 1.48 10.45 3.34 0.04 0.12
Interact with the group Greenhouse-Geisser 1.48 15.16 4.84 0.02 0.17

(44.92). Also, this change in anxiety components was ob-
served in the experimental group. Univariate and multivari-
ate analyses of covariance were used to investigate whether
assertiveness training reduces anxiety and its components
in male students with special learning disabilities.
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All variables (anxiety and its components) were at in-
terval level of measurement, have normal distribution
(Shapiro Wilks P>0.05), homogeneous variances (Leven
test P>0.05), have a line slope between the score of anxi-
ety in pretest and post test. The results of Wilk's Lambda
showed that the effect of group on anxiety and its compo-
nents is significant (P<0.001, F=1.885).

Table 3. Results of least significant difference post hoc test to compare the mean of test positions in the experimental and control groups

Pretest-Post-test Pretest Post-test
faaries ST Mean Significance Mean si Mean si
Difference Level Difference g Difference B
Experiment 4.81 0.001 3.46 0.02 -1.34 0.17
General
anxiety Control 0.92 0.57 0.29 0.45 0.24 0.42
. Experiment 2.73 0.001 2.27 0.001 -0.46 0.16
Separation
anxiety Control 051 0.53 0.47 0.51 0.49 0.52
Panic / fear of Experiment 1.08 0.01 0.385 0.47 -0.69 0.04
the outdoors Control 0.34 0.45 0.29 0.43 031 0.45
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According to Table 1, the general anxiety of the experi-
mental group significantly decreased after participating in
assertiveness training sessions. According to the Eta coef-
ficient, 66% of the changes in the general anxiety of the
experimental group can be explained by their participa-
tion in training sessions. Based on the results of multi-
variate analysis of covariance, the levels of generalized
anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, fear of personal
injury, social phobia, separation anxiety, and fear of out-
door space in children in the experimental group signifi-
cantly decreased after participating in assertiveness train-
ing sessions. Based on Eta coefficients, 66%, 32%, 63%,
63%, 71%, and 73% of the variance of the components of
generalized anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, fear
of personal injury, social phobia, separation anxiety, and
fear of outdoor space in children with special learning dis-
abilities can be explained, respectively due to their partici-
pation in educational sessions. To determine the stability
of the effect of assertiveness training on anxiety and its
components in the posttest and follow-up, we used the
repeated measures analysis of variance.

According to Table 2, for general anxiety and its com-
ponents (separation anxiety, panic/fear of outdoor space),
the difference between factor scores (pretest, posttest,
and follow-up) as well as the interaction between factor
scores and the two groups are significant (P<0.05). Thus,
the effect of assertiveness training has been sustained only
in reducing the components of pervasive anxiety, fear of
personal injury, social phobia, and obsessive-compulsive
disorder after five weeks of follow-up. To determine the
significant difference of each stage of the test, we used the
posttest of least significant difference (LSD) with respect
to the homogeneity of variance.

Table 3 indicates that in the experimental group, there
is a significant difference between the Pretest and post-
test in the mean of general anxiety, separation anxiety,
and panic/fear of outdoor space, and between pretest and
follow-up in the mean of general anxiety and separa-
tion anxiety (P<0.01). Indeed, the experimental group’s
overall anxiety, separation anxiety, and panic/fear scores
changed significantly from pretest to posttest. In addition,
there is a significant difference between pretest and post-
test as well as between posttest and follow-up in the mean
panic/fear of outdoor space in the experimental group.
This result indicates that the effectiveness of assertiveness
training on panic/fear of the outdoors has been stable after
five weeks of follow-up. However, this difference from
posttest to follow-up situations was not significant for the
general anxiety and separation anxiety components in the
experimental group.

January 2022. Vol 22. Num 4

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of asser-
tiveness training on anxiety symptoms in boys with spe-
cial learning disabilities. The study’s first finding showed
that assertiveness training reduced general anxiety symp-
toms in boys with special learning disabilities, which is
consistent with the results of some studies [30, 31]. Some
findings [32] show that an assertive program positively
affects expressing emotions and rational expression of
thoughts and ideas, increases self-esteem, and empowers
people to cope with Stress. Also, some findings [33, 34]
show that participating in an assertive program in students
reduces anxiety, stress, and depression and improves the
memory of patients with multiple sclerosis.

To explain the research results, it can be said that as-
sertiveness is one of the life skills that increase cognitive
ability by performing exercises. These exercises lead to
significant changes in behavior, emotions, and thoughts
[34]. During assertiveness training sessions, children are
introduced to the benefits of assertiveness. Familiarity
with assertive behavior helps the children use the word
“no” when necessary [35] and thus, reduces the symp-
toms of anxiety or stress [36, 37].

The second finding showed that assertiveness training
reduces anxiety. The findings is consistent with some pre-
vious results such as Narimani, Kaplan, and Domino [4,
36, 38]. Assertiveness training is one of the techniques
used in psychological therapies that cure anxiety symp-
toms. It helps people use appropriate methods to vent
their emotions and express them logically by observing
and modeling during training sessions and role-playing.
They learn to monitor their behavior and respond appro-
priately to criticism from others.

To explain the effectiveness of assertiveness training in
reducing social phobia and panic/fear of the outdoors, it
can be noted that children with social phobia try to estab-
lish effective social interactions with peers, but peers are
less likely to respond positively to their efforts. When they
learn assertiveness, they face criticism that angers them.
Role-playing, viewing patterns in the films presented, and
modeling during assertiveness training sessions enable
children to cope with challenges and failures [39]. When
children with learning disabilities interact with their peers
and friends, they experience greater self-efficacy, which
contributes to reducing social phobia [40].

In explaining the effectiveness of assertiveness training
on obsessive-compulsive disorder, some findings [41, 42]
have shown that one-third of children with obsessive-com-
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pulsive disorder cannot play, socialize, attend school, and
function effectively in the family [43]. Using face-to-face
cognitive-behavioral training that uses assertiveness train-
ing helps the children perform various cognitive exercises
and activities, increase interpersonal relationships and self-
confidence, reduce their anxiety and stress, thus preventing
the negative consequences of obsessive-compulsive disor-
der on their psychosocial functioning [44].

Some consistent findings regarding the effectiveness of
assertiveness training in reducing pervasive anxiety can be
mentioned [45-47]. Since an assertiveness program is an
intervention approach to increase self-esteem, logical and
emotional expression of anxiety, and stress, it helps people
manage their anxiety in interpersonal relationships and dif-
ferent critical situations [44].

To explain the finding that assertiveness training has re-
duced the fear of personal injury in children with special
learning disabilities, we can point to the consistent result
[48] that children’s awareness of the causes of fear helps
them to experience a sense of security and comfort in situa-
tions where people are more likely to be harmed by others,
and not allow themselves to be abused or harassed by others.

Finally, in explaining why the effect of the assertiveness
training program on general anxiety and separation anxi-
ety has not been stable after five weeks of follow-up, it can
be pointed out that if the training and homework related
to assertiveness are included in the daily activities of this
group of children to a greater extent and are accompanied
by the necessary incentives, one can expect that the learned
behavior of assertiveness will not disappear over time. Be-
cause during daily activities, the children can be constantly
reminded to generalize the response learned in training ses-
sions to different situations and thus can overcome their
anxiety for a longer period of time [39].

Children with learning disabilities face difficulties in aca-
demic achievement. Since academic failure is inversely re-
lated to self-confidence [49], the assertiveness training pro-
gram as an intervention approach to increase self-esteem
and self-confidence helps children learn new skills to pre-
pare for multiple roles in adulthood. Therefore, designing
and implementing intervention programs similar to asser-
tiveness training can be the source of positive changes in
the mental health and academic performance of children
with special needs (especially children with special learn-
ing disabilities).

Because of limitations such as not using clinical inter-

views to measure anxiety and relying solely on the Spen-
ce anxiety scale for children, implementing a virtual as-
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sertiveness training program due to the closure of schools
(caused by the COVID-19 pandemic), lack of control over
maternal anxiety, and the type of learning disability (dys-
lexia, dyslexia and math disorder) in the present study, the
results cannot be generalized or drawn conclusions from
them. It is suggested to use other techniques to measure
the level of anxiety, including the clinical interview. Us-
ing the assertiveness training program in real form can
lead to different results from its virtual implementation,
measuring the level of parental anxiety and examining the
effect of the assertiveness training program on the level
of anxiety of each child according to the type of learning
disorder can lead to more accurate results.
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6. Resilience
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1. Neurodevelopmental

2. International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10)
3. Dyslexia

4. Neurotic traits
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7. Colored Progressive Matrices (CPM)
8. Spence Children Anxiety Scale (SCAS)
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13. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders-4th edition (DSM-V)
14. Separation anxiety

15. Social phobia

16. Obsessive-compulsive disorder

17. Agoraphobia/Panic disorder

18. Generalized anxiety

19. Personal injury fear
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9. Raven's Progressive Matrices (RPM)
10. Spearman’s g

11. General

12. Goodenough Draw-A-Man Test
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20. Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
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24. Child Spence Anxiety Scale (SCAS-C)
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