Recent Innovations in Psychology

ISSN: 3041-8968

Volume 2, Issue 4, Autumn 2025, pages: 56-73
recentpsy.com

Comparison of Reading Facial Emotion in Children with
Developmental Dyslexia and Normal Children

Mal‘yam Gholamzadeh I MSec. in Educational Psychology, University of Birjand, Birjand, Iran

. . x Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, University of Birjand,
Mehdi Rezaei Birjand, Iran

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Developmental dyslexia, classified in DSM-5 as a subtype of specific learning disorder
(SLD), is characterized by reading performance significantly below expectations given age,
intelligence, and adequate instruction (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Dyslexia
accounts for approximately 80% of all learning disorders (Muktamath et al., 2022) and
affects 10-15% of school-aged children (Serajian Maralan et al., 2023). Children with
dyslexia often experience difficulties not only in reading fluency, comprehension, and
spelling but also in writing, short-term memory, numerical calculations, motor skills, and
spatial orientation (Kudo et al., 2015). These academic challenges frequently lead to
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emotional and social problems, including deficits in social cognition—the mental processes used
to interpret and respond to social information (Boada et al., 2020).

Previous research has highlighted that nearly half of children with dyslexia present emotional

disorders (Ebrahimi et al., 2015). Emotional difficulties may stem from impairments in
recognizing and interpreting non-verbal social cues such as facial expressions, tone of voice, and
body language (Banks et al., 2022). Deficits in emotion recognition, particularly facial emotion
recognition (FER), have been linked to poor social interactions, misinterpretation of others’
feelings, and increased vulnerability to psychological distress (Metsala et al., 2017; Operto et al.,
2020).
Although several studies have examined emotion recognition in children with learning disorders
(Ouherrou et al., 2019; Pastorino et al., 2021; Albayrak et al., 2022; Svart & Starrfelt, 2022;
Lievore et al., 2024), most have treated learning disorders as a unitary construct without
distinguishing dyslexia as a specific subtype. Moreover, few investigations have explored
recognition of emotions across varying intensity levels. The present study aimed to compare facial
emotion recognition between children with developmental dyslexia and typically developing
peers, focusing on both basic emotions and varying degrees of intensity levels.

Method

This causal-comparative study was conducted among 60 elementary school students (30 with
dyslexia, 30 controls) in Birjand, Iran, during the 2023-2024 academic year. Dyslexia was
diagnosed using the Diagnostic Questionnaire for Specific Learning Disorder (DQSLD). The
control group was matched for age, gender, grade, and 1Q, with the latter assessed using the
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale — 5th Edition (SB-V).

Facial emotion recognition was measured using a computerized version of the Facial Emotion
Recognition Task (FERT), adapted for Iranian samples (Amiri et al., 2011). Stimuli included 43
facial images representing seven emotions happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust, surprise,
neutral. Each emotion was presented at three morphing levels: low, medium, and high intensity.
Participants completed the task individually, and accuracy scores were recorded. Data were
analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with Bonferroni correction

Results

Children with dyslexia scored significantly lower than controls across all emotion recognition
measures. MANOVA revealed group differences in the combined set of basic emotions and
neutral faces (Pillai’s Trace =0.75, F=20.21, P <0.001, n?>=0.74). Univariate analyses indicated
significant deficits in recognizing fear, disgust, sadness, surprise, and neutral expressions (P <
0.007 after Bonferroni correction), but not happiness or anger. Dyslexic children showed
particular difficulty in distinguishing negative emotions such as fear and disgust, which are
critical for adaptive social functioning. Similarly, dyslexic children performed worse across
emotion intensity levels (low, medium, high), with the largest deficits observed for low-intensity
emotions (Pillai’s Trace = 0.65, F = 32.32, P < 0.001, n? = 0.65). This suggests that subtle



58| Recent Innovations in Psychology | Volume 2 | Issue 4| 56-73

emotional cues are especially challenging for children with dyslexia, potentially leading to
misinterpretation of nuanced social interactions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that children with developmental dyslexia exhibit substantial impairments
in facial emotion recognition, particularly for negative emotions and subtle (low-intensity)
expressions. These deficits may contribute to the emotional and social difficulties frequently
reported in dyslexia (Whiting & Robinson, 2001; Bauminger et al., 2005; Gouléme et al., 2017;
Sigurdardottir et al., 2015).

One explanation is the cognitive load hypothesis: dyslexic children may allocate more
cognitive resources to decoding written language, leaving fewer resources available for
processing social cues. Another explanation involves visual processing deficits: studies have
shown that dyslexic children differ in visual exploration strategies when viewing emotional faces
(Gouléme et al., 2017). Inefficient scanning patterns may hinder accurate recognition of subtle
facial expressions.

The similarity between dyslexic children and those with autism spectrum disorder in emotion
recognition deficits (Pastorino et al., 2021; Lievore et al., 2024) suggests shared underlying
mechanisms, such as difficulties in theory of mind or social cognition. Moreover, cultural context
plays a role: most prior studies were conducted in non-Iranian settings, limiting generalizability.
The present study adds evidence from an Iranian sample, highlighting the importance of cultural
factors in emotion recognition.

Interestingly, no significant differences were found in recognizing happiness and anger.
Happiness is often expressed with clear facial cues, while anger is typically associated with
distinct features such as furrowed brows and tense lips, making them easier to identify even for
children with dyslexia. In contrast, emotions like fear and disgust involve subtler facial changes,
which may be more difficult to decode.

The pronounced deficits in recognizing low-intensity emotions are particularly noteworthy. In
everyday interactions, emotions are rarely expressed at full intensity; subtle cues often carry
critical information about others’ feelings and intentions. Failure to detect these cues may lead to
misunderstandings, social rejection, and increased vulnerability to emotional problems. This
aligns with evidence that children with learning disorders misinterpret emotional signals and
struggle with situational cues (Bayrami et al., 2018).

The findings of this study carry important implications for education, clinical practice, and
future research. In educational settings, teachers should be aware of the socio-emotional
challenges faced by children with dyslexia and incorporate training in emotion recognition and
social skills into classroom programs. Clinically, therapists may consider interventions
specifically targeting facial emotion recognition, such as computer-based training modules or
role-play exercises, to enhance social functioning. From a research perspective, future studies
should investigate whether emotion recognition deficits are unique to dyslexia or shared across
different subtypes of learning disorders. Longitudinal designs would also help clarify whether
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these difficulties persist into adolescence and adulthood, thereby informing preventive and
remedial strategies.

Despite these contributions, several limitations must be acknowledged. The relatively small
sample size (n = 60) may restrict the generalizability of the findings, and the study focused
exclusively on facial emotion recognition, without considering other modalities such as vocal
tone or body language. Moreover, cultural influences on emotion recognition were not fully
addressed, which may affect the applicability of results across diverse populations. In conclusion,
children with developmental dyslexia demonstrate significant impairments in recognizing facial
emotions, particularly negative emotions and low-intensity expressions. These deficits may
underlie the emotional and social difficulties commonly observed in dyslexia. The findings
highlight the importance of distinguishing dyslexia from other learning disorders in socio-
emotional research and emphasize the need for culturally sensitive interventions to support
affected children.
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