4(12), 2026, 130-160

elSSN: 2476-6569, ISSN: 2538-2349

Received in revised form June 12, 2025
Published Online March 25, 2026

Received January 13, 2025

Article Type: Research Article

Accepted February 23, 2026

ATU
PRESS

Preschool and Elementary Studies %
https://soece.atu.ac.ir/ DMd

Effectiveness of Play Therapy in Improving Problem-Solving
Skills and Concentration among Sixth-Grade Female
Elementary School Students

Raheleh Aeen ™ 2 and Alireza Jafari 2

1. Corresponding Author, Department of Psychology and Family Counseling, Faculty of Humanities
and Social Sciences, Science and Research Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. E-mail:
rahele.aeen@yahoo.com

2. Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Psychology Kish International University, Kish, Iran.
E-mail: abbaspour@atu.ac.ir

ABSTRACT

This study examined the effectiveness of play therapy in improving problem-solving
skills and concentration among sixth-grade girls. A quasi-experimental pretest—
posttest design with an experimental group and a control group was employed. The
study population comprised all female elementary school students aged 11-12 years
in Karaj during the 2018-2019 academic year. Using convenience sampling, 30
students were selected and then randomly assigned to the experimental and control
groups, with 15 students in each group. Data were collected using the child version
of the Problem-Solving Inventory (PSI; Heppner & Petersen, 1982) and the Jenkins
Selective Attention Test (1956). The play therapy intervention followed the protocol
developed by Kaduson and Schaefer (1933). One week after the pretest, during
which the participants completed the Problem-Solving Inventory and the
concentration test, the experimental group received twelve 45-minute sessions of
play therapy. Analysis of covariance of the adjusted means, conducted using SPSS
version 22, showed that play therapy had statistically significant effects on problem-
solving skills, specifically, Problem-Solving Confidence and Approach—Avoidance
Style—and concentration among sixth-grade girls in the experimental group, as
indicated by the significant F statistic (p < .01). The findings indicate that play
therapy exercises and training improve problem-solving skills and concentration
among sixth-grade students. Therefore, elementary schools must be provided with
fully equipped spaces for play therapy, and elementary school teachers must be
trained to implement play therapy correctly to improve students’ problem-solving
skills and concentration, as well as other important psychological and learning-
related outcomes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

During the early elementary school years, children undergo significant
developmental changes: their reasoning becomes more logical, their attention
becomes more adaptive, and they acquire reading and writing skills (Yayan,
2020). The capacity to engage in creative activities and an interest in tools are
prominent characteristics of this developmental period (Akay & Bratton,
2017). Understanding the physical and psychological dimensions of children
in this age group is essential (Heidari, 2017). In recent years, children’s
cognitive difficulties—particularly attention deficits, concentration problems,
planning difficulties, and memory-related problem-solving difficulties—have
received increased attention (Jalali Dizji, 2017).

Poor concentration is a common problem that affects children’s learning
(Eskin, 2014). Concentration involves sustaining goal-directed responses
during continuous activities and can be improved through attentional
stimulation (Hai & Kahl, 2020). According to biopsychological theory,
concentration problems originate in brain function (llkhani, 2017). Sternberg
(2018) identifies sustained attention, selective attention (concentration), and
divided attention as the main forms of attention.

Attention and concentration play crucial roles in problem-solving
processes (Eskin, 2013). Problem solving is a cognitive-behavioral process
that involves identifying effective strategies in everyday situations (Cassidy,
2015; Clarke & Braun, 2015). Yurdakal (2016) proposed the following
problem-solving styles: helplessness, control, confidence, creativity,
avoidance, and approach. Problem solving comprises five stages: problem
identification, goal definition, solution generation, implementation, and
evaluation (Nemati, 2020). It encompasses confidence in cognitive-
behavioral processes and an approach—avoidance style (Eskin, 2013). These
skills are so essential that researchers have used them to classify children into
groups based on competence (Bagheri, 2011).

Accordingly, researchers have examined play therapy as a means of
strengthening social relationships, improving concentration, and developing
problem-solving skills (Shahriardoost, 2014). Play enables children to
express their thoughts and feelings freely (Sanne, 2020) and supports
creativity, initiative, and concentration (Sepehrmansh, 2017). Play therapy is
a method through which children can express their nature and cope with
emotional stress (Hayley, 2016). It is based on a therapeutic theory that draws
on children’s natural learning processes (Hoshina, 2018). The therapeutic
relationship established during play therapy provides experiences essential to
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treatment (Walen & Teeling, 2017) and permits a detailed examination of
behavioral patterns (Nemati, 2020). Play therapy is a structured approach that
establishes adaptive learning and communication processes (Landreth, 2002;
translated by Davarpanah, 2017).

Play therapy is a safe approach that is consistent with children’s
developmental characteristics and can be used to address problem-solving
difficulties and inattention. Because play therapy is universally accessible, it
is particularly applicable to working with children in Iran, were economic
conditions limit access to advanced educational technologies. An educational
intervention is expected to motivate children, establish relationships,
facilitate interaction, and improve concentration. Most previous studies have
examined the effects of play therapy among children with disorders without
examining concentration and problem solving as explicit outcome variables.
In contrast, the present study focuses on typically developing students and
acknowledges that play therapy may have different effects in this population.
Given this research gap and because preadolescence is the optimal period for
assessing and improving these skills, this study develops and evaluates an
accessible, low-cost program that can be implemented by teachers and
therapists.

Research Questions

1. Does play therapy affect the problem-solving skills—specifically,
Problem-Solving Confidence and Approach—Avoidance Style—of sixth-
grade girls?

2. Does play therapy affect the concentration of sixth-grade girls?

Literature Review

Previous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of play therapy in
improving concentration and attention. Perry (2018) found that play therapy
reduced behavioral problems and improved concentration among children
exposed to domestic violence. EI-Nagger (2018) reported that play therapy
improved concentration and reduced hyperactivity among children with
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Jalali Dizji (2017) found
that play therapy enhanced problem-solving skills and reduced several
behavioral problems. Hasanipour Fallah (2019) demonstrated the
effectiveness of play therapy in improving attention, concentration, and
working memory among children with ADHD. llkhani (2016) confirmed
these findings among children with anxiety. Regarding problem solving,
Yayan (2020) found that play strengthens social relationships and supports
learning processes, including observation, experiential learning, and problem
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solving. Akay and Bratton (2017) reported that play therapy, storytelling
therapy, and a combination of the two improved problem-solving skills and
self-concept and reduced anxiety. Karimi (2019) concluded that play therapy
provides an effective framework for problem solving by integrating
perceptual and motor information. Ashouri (2018) found that children with
ADHD acquire decision-making, creative-thinking, and problem-solving
skills through play therapy. Heidari (2017) demonstrated the effectiveness of
play therapy in improving mathematical problem-solving skills among
students with learning disabilities. Bigdeli (2016) found that teaching
mathematical problem solving through play improved attention and problem-
solving skills among students with mathematics learning disabilities.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
with an experimental group and a control group. The independent variable
was play therapy training, and the dependent variables were problem-solving
skills and concentration. The study population comprised all sixth-grade girls
enrolled in schools across the 12 districts of Karaj during the 2018-2019
academic year. Of these schools, three agreed to participate, but only two had
the facilities required for the intervention, including carpeted halls suitable
for exercises performed while sitting or lying down, and could schedule the
play therapy sessions outside regular school hours. These two schools had a
total of 100 sixth-grade girls. Parental consent was obtained for 45 students.
These students completed the child version of the Problem Solving Inventory
(PSI; Heppner & Petersen, 1982) and the Jenkins Selective Attention Test.
Faculty members and subject-matter experts confirmed the face validity of
the instruments. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .81 and .92,
respectively.

After the instruments had been scored, 30 students with problem-solving
scores ranging from 100 to 142 and selective-attention efficiency scores
ranging from 70 to 130 on the vertical scale were selected through
convenience sampling. The students were randomly assigned to the
experimental group (n = 15) or the control group (n = 15). Beginning one
week after the pretest, the experimental group received twelve 45-minute play
therapy sessions, with one session conducted each week for 12 weeks. The
control group received no intervention. The play therapy intervention
followed the protocol developed by Kaduson and Schaefer (1993).
Summaries of the sessions are presented in Table 1. At the end of the
intervention, the participants completed the same instruments as the posttest.
Two colleagues, each holding a master’s degree in psychology and having
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received relevant training, assisted with the play therapy sessions to support
implementation, increase the variety of games, and permit more precise direct
monitoring. Library resources, university theses, recent articles from
reputable journals, and online sources were consulted to develop the literature
review, background, and theoretical framework. Field data were collected
using the following instruments:

a. Child version of the Problem Solving Inventory (PSI; Heppner &
Petersen, 1982)

b. Jenkins Selective Attention, Concentration, and Effort Test (d2)

Descriptive statistics, including frequency tables, means, and standard
deviations, were used to classify and summarize the data. Analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) was used to control for pretest scores and examine
the effectiveness of the play therapy sessions. All analyses were performed
using SPSS version 22.

Results

To address the first research question—whether play therapy affects the
problem-solving skills of sixth-grade girls—a multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted. Box’s M test was used to assess
the equality of the covariance matrices across the experimental and control
groups. The result was nonsignificant at the specified alpha level, F = 2.11, p
> .01, indicating that the assumption of equality of covariance matrices was
not violated and that MANCOVA could be conducted.

The MANCOVA results showed a statistically significant multivariate
difference between the experimental and control groups on the combined
dependent variables, F = 26.507, p < .01, n? = .68. The reported effect size
indicated that approximately 68% of the variance in the combined dependent
variables was associated with the intervention. Wilks’ lambda was
statistically significant, supporting the multivariate group effect.

As shown in Table 6, after controlling for pretest scores, the experimental
and control groups differed significantly in their posttest Problem-Solving
Confidence and Approach—Avoidance Style scores, with the results favoring
the experimental group. For Problem-Solving Confidence, the adjusted
posttest means differed significantly between the experimental group (M =
28.94) and the control group (M = 40.85), F(1, 26) = 22.104, p = .0001. The
results indicated that play therapy improved Problem-Solving Confidence
among sixth-grade girls, with an effect size of n> = .46. For Approach-
Avoidance Style, the adjusted posttest means also differed significantly
between the experimental group (M = 39.60) and the control group (M =
55.60), F(1, 26) = 33.655, p = .0001. The results indicated that play therapy
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improved scores on the Approach—Avoidance Style subscale, with an effect
size of n? = .56.

To address the second research question—whether play therapy affects
concentration among sixth-grade girls—an analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was conducted. Linearity was assessed through visual
inspection, and the plot indicated a linear relationship. The assumption of
homogeneity of regression slopes was also satisfied. After controlling for
pretest scores, the experimental and control groups differed significantly in
their posttest concentration scores, F(1, 27) = 36.228, p =.0001. The adjusted
posttest mean was higher in the experimental group (M = 329.30) than in the
control group (M = 279.10), indicating that play therapy improved
concentration among sixth-grade girls. The reported effect size was .30.

Discussion

This study examined the effectiveness of play therapy in improving problem-
solving skills and concentration among sixth-grade girls. The results for the
first research question showed that play therapy had a significant effect on the
participants’ problem-solving skills, including Problem-Solving Confidence
and Approach—-Avoidance Style. Play therapy improved scores on both
subscales in the experimental group. These findings are consistent with those
of Perry (2018), EI-Nagger (2018), Pourfallah (2019), Jalali Dizji (2017),
Ilkhani (2016), and Bigdeli (2015), who reported that play therapy improved
students’ problem-solving skills. Unlike previous studies involving clinical
populations, the present study examined typically developing female students
and analyzed the two problem-solving subscales separately.

When individuals encounter problems, they must overcome obstacles to
achieve their goals. A central element of problem solving is the application
of previous experience to identify solutions that were not known before. The
acquisition of problem-solving skills depends on the individual and the
specific situation because different social skills are required across situations
and tasks. Healthy individuals can identify social cues, respond appropriately,
approach problems with confidence, and adapt willingly to different
situations.

The results for the second research question showed that play therapy had
a significant effect on concentration among sixth-grade girls, with a reported
effect size of .30. These findings are consistent with those of Yayan (2020),
Akay and Bratton (2017), Karimi (2019), Ashouri (2017), and Heidari (2017),
who reported effects of play therapy on concentration, although their study
populations differed from that of the present study. Play therapy designed to
increase concentration among elementary school students can improve
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academic performance and cognitive and psychological functioning.
Concentration and attention involve the continuous, focused, and efficient
selection of stimuli (YYayan, 2020). These processes enable individuals to
select important internal and external stimuli for problem solving, maintain
attention without interruption, and analyze the selected stimuli with speed,
accuracy, and continuity while excluding competing and irrelevant stimuli
from the attentional field.

Tasks involving the correct placement of words within sentences, the
positioning of dots in letters, and the addition or omission of dots and letter
strokes in writing can be practiced symbolically through play therapy. The
same applies to mathematical tasks involving omitted numbers or insufficient
attention to arithmetic operation symbols, including addition, subtraction,
multiplication, and division signs. Play therapy can create an enjoyable,
competitive environment that improves students’ attention and concentration.
Focused attention allows learning to proceed rapidly, which makes attention
training important in learning situations at home and school.

Conclusion

The findings showed that play therapy improved problem-solving skills and
concentration among sixth-grade girls. The intervention improved both
problem-solving subscales: Problem-Solving Confidence and Approach—
Avoidance Style. Through structured play, the students learned to apply
previous experiences to overcome obstacles, identify social cues, and respond
to different situations with greater confidence and willingness. The findings
are consistent with previous research on the effectiveness of play therapy. The
present study differed from previous studies by examining a nonclinical
population of typically developing students and assessing specific
components of problem solving.

The findings also showed that play therapy improved students’
concentration. The enjoyable and competitive nature of play therapy activities
allows children to practice sustained and selective attention, which are
important for filtering out irrelevant stimuli and focusing on academic tasks
involving reading, writing, and mathematics. Focused attention accelerates
the learning process and supports the incorporation of play-based methods
into educational settings. As an accessible and low-cost intervention, play
therapy can be used by teachers and therapists to support cognitive and
academic development among elementary school students
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