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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy
(CBPT) and theory-of-mind (ToM)-based training in reducing anxiety disorders
among female elementary school students. This experimental study employed a
pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a control group. The statistical population
comprisedall female elementary school students studying in Shiraz, Iran, in 2025—
2026 (1404 SH). Following screening, 45 students with anxiety disorders were
purposively selected and randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants: CBPT,
ToM-based training, and control. Anxiety symptoms were assessed using the Screen
for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED). The CBPT group
received the nine-session Jennings and Proctor cognitive-behavioral play therapy
protocol, whereas the ToM group receiveda structuredtraining program based on the
Wellman and Liu model. The control group received no intervention. Assessments
were conducted at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Datawere analyzed in SPSS using
mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons.
Inferential analysis demonstrated a significant effect of time on anxiety disorder
scores (F=44.779, p<0.001,711>=0.542), as well as a significant between-group effect
(F=21.449, p<0.001, n>=0.547). The timeXxgroup interaction was also statistically
significant (F=50.225, p<0.001, 1>=0.609), indicating different patterns of change
across the three groups. Bonferroni comparisons showed significant reductions in
anxiety from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up in both intervention
groups (p<0.001), whereas no significant changes occurred in the control group.
Moreover, CBPT produced a significantly greater reduction in anxiety than ToM-
based training at posttest (p=0.021), and this difference remained significant at
follow-up (p=0.037). Both cognitive-behavioral play therapy and theory-of-mind-
based training were effective in reducing anxiety disorders among female elementary
school students, with treatment effects persisting at follow-up. Howewver, cognitive-
behavioral play therapy demonstrated greater effectiveness, suggesting its potential
as an appropriate psychological intervention for reducing anxiety symptoms in
elementary school settings.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral play therapy; Theory of mind; Anxiety disorders;
Female students; Elementary school students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Anxiety disorders are among the most common psychological problems in childhood and may adversely affect
academic functioning, interpersonal relationships, emotional regulation, social adjustment, and overall quality
of life. Childhood anxiety can manifest through persistent worry, avoidance, separation fears, somatic
complaints, social apprehension, and heightened sensitivity to threatening or ambiguous situations.
Longitudinal evidence suggests that anxiety disorders emerging during childhood may show substantial
continuity into later developmental stages, highlighting the importance of early identification and intervention
before maladaptive emotional and behavioral patterns become consolidated (Grieshaber et al., 2024). The
etiology and persistence of childhood anxiety are multidimensional and involve the interaction of biological,
developmental, familial, cognitive, and social factors. Early-life maternal predictors have been associated with
subsequent vulnerability to childhood anxiety (Galbally et al., 2022), while parental characteristics,
attachment patterns, parenting styles, and maternal stress may also contribute to children’s psychological
difficulties and anxiety-related symptoms (Shafiei & Dehghani, 2023; Shamsi et al., 2024). These findings
support the use of developmentally appropriate interventions that address not only anxiety symptoms but also
the cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal processes involved in their maintenance.

Play-based interventions are particularly relevant for elementary school children because play represents a
natural medium through which children express emotions, reconstruct stressful experiences, acquire social
competencies, and practice adaptive responses. Evidence indicates that play therapy can reduce behavioral and
emotional problems and provide children with a psychologically safe context for processing difficult
experiences (Piran Kashani & Haji Ghasemi, 2022; Ray et al., 2022). Cognitive-behavioral play therapy
combines the developmental advantages of play with cognitive-behavioral techniques such as identification of
automatic negative thoughts, cognitive restructuring, problem solving, emotional regulation, modeling,
relaxation, reinforcement, and behavioral rehearsal. Previous studies have reported beneficial effects of
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on social anxiety, academic self-concept, academic self-efficacy, resilience,
emotion regulation, and self-injurious behaviors among children with different psychological or developmental
conditions (Ezzabadi etal., 2024; Hamidifard et al., 2023; Karoubi, 2023; Shabani et al., 2024). Moreover,
evidence from randomized and follow-up studies suggests that the effects of cognitive-behavioral play therapy
on children’s social anxiety may persist beyond the immediate post-intervention period (Obiweluozo et al.,
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2021). Group cognitive-behavioral play therapy may also facilitate the expression and processing of both
positive and negative emotions, thereby contributing to therapeutic change (Aster et al., 2022).

Theory of mind constitutes another important developmental process that may influence childhood anxiety. It
refers to the ability to understand and attribute mental states such as beliefs, desires, intentions, knowledge,
and emotions to oneself and others. This capacity enables children to interpret social situations, recognize that
others may hold perspectives different from their own, and anticipate behavior on the basis of mental-state
information. Theory of mind is closely associated with social adjustment during middle childhood and interacts
with broader cognitive and environmental factors, including executive functions and family context (Bernier
etal., 2023). From an anxiety perspective, inaccurate interpretation ofothers’ intentions, uncertainty regarding
social reactions, and difficulty understanding interpersonal cues may increase perceived threat and contribute
to avoidance and emotional arousal. Theory-of-mind training may therefore reduce anxiety indirectly by
improving social understanding, increasing predictability in interpersonal situations, and enhancing emotional
regulation. Previous studies have shown that theory-of-mind training can improve social skills and emotion
regulation among students with learning disabilities (Taghizadeh Hir & Parzor, 2022) and may reduce anxiety
while improving self-concept (Kheirallah Bayatiani et al., 2020). Nevertheless, theory-of-mind performance
is itself multidimensional and may also depend on language, working memory, and executive functioning,
which should be considered when interpreting its effects (Quesque & Rossetti, 2020). Although both
cognitive-behavioral play therapy and theory-of-mind training have demonstrated psychological benefits in
children, few studies have directly compared their effectiveness for anxiety disorders in female elementary
school students. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play
therapy and theory-of-mind-based training in reducing anxiety disorders among female elementary school
students.

Methods and Materials

The present study was an experimental investigation using a pretest-posttest-follow-up design with a control
group and simple random assignment. The statistical population consisted of all female elementary school
students studying in Shiraz, Iran, during the 2025-2026 academic year corresponding to 1404 in the Iranian
calendar. Students were initially screened for anxiety symptoms, and 45 students meeting the study criteria
were selected through purposive sampling. They were then randomly assigned to three groups of 15
participants each: a cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, a theory-of-mind training group, and a control
group. All three groups were assessed at pretest, posttest, and follow-up.

Anxiety was assessed using the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Emotional Disorders (SCARED), a 41-item
instrument designed to assess anxiety symptoms in children and adolescents. The measure evaluates overall
anxiety as well as panic/somatic symptoms, generalized anxiety, separation anxiety, social anxiety, and school
phobia. In the present sample, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.74.

The cognitive-behavioral play therapy intervention consisted of nine 45-minute sessions based on the Jennings
and Proctor protocol. The intervention integrated emotional activation through play, cognitive restructuring,
identification of negative automatic thoughts, positive self-talk, anxiety control, abdominal breathing, social-
skills practice, cognitive problem solving, self-monitoring, reinforcement, role playing, and consolidation of
previously learned skills. The sessions progressed from establishing a therapeutic relationship and emotion
recognition to restructuring dysfunctional cognitions, practicing adaptive behaviors, and reviewing therapeutic
gains.

The theory-of-mind intervention was implemented in 10 to 12 group sessions of approximately 40 minutes
each based on the developmental framework of Wellman and Liu. Training progressed from understanding
desires and preferences to true beliefs, false beliefs, second-order false beliefs, belief-emotion relationships,
and more advanced mental states involving humor, irony, and deception. lllustrated stories, guided
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conversations, role playing, and inferential questions were used to strengthen children’s ability to understand
the beliefs, emotions, intentions, and perspectives of others.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25. Descriptive statistics included means, standard deviations,
minimum values, and maximum values. Prior to inferential analysis, assumptions related to distributional
characteristics, homogeneity of variances, multivariate conditions, and sphericity were examined using
skewness and kurtosis indices, Levene’s test, Pillai’s trace, and Mauchly’s test. Mixed analysis of variance
was then used to examine the effects of time, group, and the time-by-group interaction. Bonferroni post-hoc
comparisons were conducted to identify specific within-group and between-group differences. The
significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The study included 45 female elementary school students, with 15 participants in each of the three groups. The
age and grade distributions were relatively balanced across groups. At pretest, mean anxiety scores were 41.67
in the control group, 42.98 in the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, and 43.76 in the theory-of-mind
training group, indicating comparable baseline levels. At posttest, the mean anxiety score in the control group
remained relatively stable at 42.09, whereas it declined to 28.65 in the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group
and to 33.68 in the theory-of-mind group. At follow-up, the corresponding means were 43.79, 29.76, and 34.79,
respectively.

The assumptions required for mixed analysis of variance were satisfied. The analysis revealed a statistically
significant main effect of time on anxiety scores, F=44.779, p<0.001, n?>=0.542. The between-group effect was
also significant, F=21.449, p<0.001, n>=0.547. Most importantly, the time-by-group interaction was
statistically significant, F=50.225, p<0.001, 1?>=0.609, indicating that changes in anxiety over time differed
significantly across the three groups.

Bonferroni comparisons showed no significant differences among pretest, posttest, and follow-up scores in the
control group. In the cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, anxiety scores were significantly lower at
posttest and follow-up than at pretest, both at p<0.001, whereas the difference between posttest and follow-up
was not significant (p=0.136). Similarly, in the theory-of-mind group, anxiety decreased significantly from
pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up, both at p<0.001, while the difference between posttest and
follow-up was not significant (p=0.154). Between-group comparisons revealed no significant differences
among the three groups at pretest. At posttest, both intervention groups had significantly lower anxiety scores
than the control group, with p<0.001 for both comparisons. Cognitive-behavioral play therapy also produced
a significantly greater reduction in anxiety than theory-of-mind training at posttest (p=0.021). The same pattern
remained at follow-up: both intervention groups differed significantly from the control group at p<0.001, and
cognitive-behavioral play therapy remained significantly more effective than theory-of-mind training
(p=0.037).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both cognitive-behavioral play therapy and theory-of-mind training were
effective in reducing anxiety disorders among female elementary school students and that the beneficial effects
of both interventions persisted at follow-up. The absence of significant changes in the control group suggests
that the observed improvements were associated with the interventions rather than the passage of time alone.
The significant time-by-group interaction further confirmed that the pattern of anxiety reduction differed
according to treatment condition.

The effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy can be explained by its ability to target several
maintaining mechanisms of anxiety simultaneously. Through play, children are given a developmentally
appropriate medium for expressing difficult emotions, rehearsing coping responses, and approaching situations
that might otherwise evoke avoidance. At the cognitive level, the intervention helps children identify negative
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automatic thoughts and replace them with more realistic interpretations. At the behavioral level, role playing,
reinforcement, problem solving, and gradual practice facilitate adaptive responses to anxiety-provoking
situations. At the physiological and emotional levels, relaxation and breathing exercises may reduce arousal
and increase the child’s sense of control. Because these components are delivered through play, children may
experience lower resistance to treatment and greater active participation.

Theory-of-mind training also significantly reduced anxiety, probably because it improved children’s
understanding of social situations and reduced ambiguity in interpreting other people’s actions. By learning
that different individuals may hold different beliefs, intentions, and emotional states, children may become
less likely to interpret ambiguous interpersonal events as threatening. Improved understanding of the
relationship between beliefs and emotions may also help children distinguish between objective events and
their own anxious interpretations. Moreover, improved perspective taking and emotional understanding may
contribute to better peer interactions, fewer misunderstandings, and greater confidence in social settings.
Although both interventions were effective, cognitive-behavioral play therapy produced a greater reduction in
anxiety. One explanation is that this intervention directly targets the cognitive, behavioral, emotional, and
physiological manifestations of anxiety, whereas theory-of-mind training primarily focuses on social cognition
and mental-state understanding. Therefore, theory-of-mind training may influence anxiety more indirectly,
while cognitive-behavioral play therapy intervenes directly in the mechanisms that maintain anxious responses.
In addition, the concrete and experiential nature of play may be particularly suitable for elementary school
children, who often benefit more from active and observable learning experiences than from relatively abstract
cognitive instruction.

The maintenance of treatment effects at follow-up is also noteworthy. The absence of significant deterioration
between posttest and follow-up in either intervention group suggests that the skills acquired during treatment
were retained after the intervention ended. Cognitive-behavioral skills such as cognitive restructuring,
emotional regulation, problem solving, and relaxation can be applied repeatedly in daily life, while theory-of-
mind skills may continue to develop through everyday social interactions. These sustained effects increase the
practical relevance of both approaches for school-based and child-focused psychological services.

Overall, the findings indicate that both cognitive-behavioral play therapy and theory-of-mind-based training
are effective interventions for reducing anxiety disorders in female elementary schoolstudents, but cognitive-
behavioral play therapy appears to produce a stronger and more persistent reduction in anxiety symptoms. The
results support the use of developmentally appropriate psychological interventions in elementary school
settings and suggest that cognitive-behavioral play therapy may be particularly useful when the primary
therapeutic goal is direct reduction of anxiety symptoms, while theory-of-mind training can serve as a
complementary approach for strengthening social understanding, emotional interpretation, and interpersonal
adjustment.
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