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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the impact of social skills training on the social development and assertiveness of
educable intellectually disabled female students in Shahrekord. This research was conducted using a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest—posttest control group. Data were collected through two standardized instruments: the Social
Development Test and the Assertiveness Test. In this study, the experimental group received social skills training, while the
control group did not receive any training. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). The
results indicated that social skills training had a significant effect on social development (F = 17.35, p = 0.001) and
assertiveness (F = 14.02, p = 0.001) of the students in the experimental group. The effect size for both social development
and assertiveness was reported as 0.41 and 0.36, respectively, which demonstrates the strong impact of social skills training
on these two components. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that social skills training plays an effective role in
improving the social and communicative behaviors of educable intellectually disabled female students. These results
highlight the importance of providing social skills training for this group of students and may serve as a foundation for
designing effective educational programs in special schools for such students.

Keywords: Social skills training, social development, maladaptive behavior, assertiveness, educable intellectually disabled
students, Shahrekord.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social skills are widely recognized as foundational competencies that enable individuals to engage effectively
in interpersonal, academic, and community contexts. They constitute a set of adaptive behaviors that help
children and adolescents regulate emotions, initiate and sustain relationships, and manage social demands. A
lack of social skills has been linked to poor peer relationships, increased behavioral difficulties, low self-
esteem, and social withdrawal, particularly in vulnerable populations such as students with intellectual
disabilities (Bavi & Ostadabbasi, 2021). The development of these competencies is thus critical for both
psychological well-being and educational achievement.

The importance of social skills training in educational psychology and special education has been emphasized
across multiple studies. For instance, research has demonstrated that structured social skills interventions can
reduce maladaptive behaviors, improve assertiveness, and enhance interpersonal communication among
students with learning and developmental difficulties (Khalatbari et al., 2010). Similarly, social skills training
has been found to strengthen self-concept and self-efficacy, enabling students to express needs and feelings
more effectively in social environments (Jamalzadeh, 2010).

Moreover, the contemporary digital environment has reshaped how young people interact and develop socially.
Studies highlight that extensive digital engagement, particularly among Generation Z, can both enhance and
hinder the acquisition of social competencies, depending on how it is structured and integrated with educational
frameworks (Imjai et al., 2024). This duality suggests that the role of formal educational programs aimed at
strengthening social interaction is becoming increasingly important.

International literature also underscores the close relationship between social skills, emotional intelligence,
and academic motivation. Arias et al. (2022) found that emotional intelligence significantly predicts academic
motivation in primary school students, thereby highlighting the interdependence between emotional-social
competencies and learning (Arias et al., 2022). Similarly, Vila et al. (2021) argued that structured training in
social skills and emotional intelligence contributes to improved adolescent behavior, reduces classroom
conflict, and fosters coexistence (Vila et al., 2021). These findings suggest that investing in social-emotional
skill development has benefits that extend beyond interpersonal communication to academic persistence and
resilience.

In the Iranian context, studies have also emphasized the role of social and emotional training in empowering
both teachers and students. Karimzadeh (2021) demonstrated that fostering emotional-social skills in
classrooms enhances teacher-student interactions and creates a supportive educational climate (Karimzadeh,
2021). Similarly, Hussein (2021) found that emotional intelligence, mediated by mental health, predicts
academic motivation among pre-university students (Hussein, 2021). Together, these findings highlight the
relevance of social-emotional learning in diverse educational contexts.

Research has also established that interventions such as narrative therapy, drama-based training, and
storytelling can foster emotional expression, empathy, and social adjustment. Boostani-Kashani et al. (2021)
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reported that narrative therapy improved communication skills and emotional expression among couples
(Boostani-Kashani et al., 2021). Comparable approaches have been applied to students with social-emotional
difficulties, underscoring the effectiveness of creative, experiential methods in promoting skill acquisition.
Likewise, Trigueros et al. (2020) showed a significant association between emotional intelligence, social skills,
and peer harassment, suggesting that training in these domains can serve as a protective factor against school
bullying (Trigueros et al., 2020).

Complementary findings suggest that methods such as storytelling can be leveraged to reduce shyness and
promote social competence. Rasooli et al. (2020) found that storytelling interventions improved emotional
intelligence and reduced bashfulness among female students (Rasooli et al., 2020). Similarly, Chao-Fernandez
et al. (2020) documented the efficacy of computer-game-based music therapy in modifying disruptive
behaviors and enhancing social skills (Chao-Fernandez et al., 2020). These results highlight the potential of
multimodal, innovative educational practices to address social and behavioral challenges.

Akhavan Tafti and Mofradnezhad (2018) also highlighted the importance of emotional intelligence and social
skills in relation to psychological well-being in older populations, underscoring the generalizability of these
concepts across the lifespan (Akhavan Tafti & Mofradnezhad, 2018). Polat et al. (2022) extended this
perspective by showing that collaborative learning with mind mapping fosters social skill development among
children (Polat et al., 2022). In technological contexts, Lee et al. (2022) demonstrated that a metaverse-based
social skills program improved social interactions among children with autism (Lee et al., 2022). Meanwhile,
Yousefi and Hashemian Nejad (2021) provided evidence that educational games enhance both learning and
social skills in anxious preschoolers (Yousefi & Hashemian Nejad, 2021).

In a similar vein, McNaughton et al. (2021) concluded that digital engagement, both within and outside school,
influences children’s self-regulation and social skills (McNaughton et al., 2021). Factor et al. (2021) found
that social skills training programs for autistic preschoolers not only improved children’s outcomes but also
enhanced caregiver functioning and family cohesion (Factor et al., 2021). In the Iranian context, Pourameh
Hir (2013) emphasized the influence of bilingualism on social adjustment and development, illustrating how
contextual and cultural factors shape the acquisition of social competencies (Pourameh Hir, 2013).
Karimzadeh et al. (2009) similarly confirmed that emotional-social skills training significantly contributes to
developmental gains (Karimzadeh et al., 2009). Salah (2008) further supported the argument by
demonstrating that psychosocial development and friendship quality in mentally disabled students are strongly
associated with their social skills (Salah, 2008). Finally, Karamati (2002) identified the benefits of
participatory learning in enhancing both social skills and academic performance (Karamati, 2002).

Taken together, this literature highlights the centrality of social skills education in promoting adaptive
behavior, psychological well-being, and academic outcomes. Against this backdrop, the present study
investigated the effectiveness of social skills training on the social development and assertiveness of educable
female students with intellectual disabilities in Shahrekord, Iran.

1 Methods and Materials

This study adopted a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest measures and a control group. The
statistical population consisted of female students with mild intellectual disabilities enrolled in exceptional
schools in Shahrekord. Thirty students were selected using convenience sampling and were randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups, with 15 participants in each group.

The experimental group received a structured social skills training program delivered over eight sessions, each
lasting 90 minutes, twice weekly. The training curriculum included modules on introducing oneself, initiating
and sustaining conversations, expressing emotions, asking for help, refusing unreasonable requests, receiving
and giving feedback, coping with criticism, and problem-solving.
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Instruments included the Vineland Social Maturity Scale (revised version, adapted into Persian) to measure
social development, and the Gambrill and Ritchie Assertiveness Questionnaire to assess assertiveness. Data
were analyzed using descriptive statistics and multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). Assumptions
of normality, homogeneity of variance (Levene’s test), and covariance matrix homogeneity (Box’s test) were
checked prior to analysis.

2 Findings

The descriptive statistics indicated that the experimental group improved substantially on both measures
compared with the control group. Specifically, mean scores for social development in the experimental group
increased from 35.6 (SD = 4.2) in the pretest to 47.2 (SD = 3.8) in the posttest, while the control group showed
only a marginal change from 36.1 (SD = 4.0) to 37.5 (SD = 3.9). Similarly, assertiveness scores rose in the
experimental group from 22.4 (SD = 3.7) to 30.9 (SD = 3.2), whereas the control group exhibited a negligible
increase from 22.7 (SD = 3.5) to 23.4 (SD = 3.6).

MANCOVA results confirmed that the intervention had a significant effect on both dependent variables. For
social development, the F value was 17.35 (p = 0.001, n?> = 0.41), indicating a strong effect size. For
assertiveness, the F value was 14.02 (p = 0.001, n2=0.36), also reflecting a robust effect. These results suggest
that social skills training was effective in enhancing both social development and assertiveness among the
experimental participants, while the control group did not show significant progress.

3  Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study clearly indicate that structured social skills training significantly improves both
social development and assertiveness in female students with mild intellectual disabilities. These results are
consistent with prior studies that highlight the efficacy of social-emotional interventions in educational and
therapeutic contexts. Improvements in social maturity and assertiveness observed in the experimental group
suggest that when students are provided with opportunities to practice structured, role-based interactions, they
can overcome barriers associated with cognitive limitations and improve their interpersonal competence.
This study aligns with existing literature showing that social skills interventions reduce maladaptive behaviors,
enhance self-concept, and strengthen communication abilities (Jamalzadeh, 2010; Khalatbari et al., 2010).
It also supports findings from international contexts emphasizing the interconnectedness of emotional
intelligence, academic motivation, and social adjustment (Arias et al., 2022; Vila et al., 2021). Importantly,
the results demonstrate that culturally adapted programs, when designed with attention to local needs, can
generate significant developmental gains.

The practical implications are substantial. Schools serving students with intellectual disabilities can benefit
from incorporating structured social skills curricula into their programming, thereby addressing not only
academic needs but also the broader psychosocial development of students. The observed improvements in
assertiveness further suggest that such training empowers students to express their needs and resist negative
peer influences, which can serve as protective factors against victimization and social withdrawal.

In conclusion, the study highlights the powerful role of social skills training in enhancing the psychosocial
functioning of educable students with intellectual disabilities. By providing structured, experiential learning
opportunities, educators can foster resilience, self-confidence, and adaptive social behaviors. These findings
underscore the necessity of institutionalizing social skills education within special education frameworks, both
as a means of academic support and as a pathway to improved life outcomes for this vulnerable population.
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