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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Gestalt-based play
therapy and parent-centered play therapy on academic self-efficacy among
upper primary school female students. This study employed a quasi-
experimental design with pretest—posttest, control group, and two-month
follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted of female students
aged 9-11 years enrolled in public elementary schools in District 8 of Tehran
during the 2024-2025 academic year. Forty-five eligible students were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups (Gestalt play therapy and parent-centered play therapy)
and one control group, each including 15 participants. Academic self-efficacy
was measured using the Morgan and Jinks Academic Self-Efficacy
Questionnaire. Therapeutic interventions were conducted across ten
structured sessions. Data were collected at pretest, posttest, and follow-up
stages and analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post
hoc tests in SPSS version 28. Repeated-measures ANOVA indicated
significant main effects of time, group membership, and timexgroup
interaction on academic self-efficacy (p <.001). Both intervention approaches
significantly improved academic self-efficacy compared with the control
group. Post hoc comparisons revealed significant increases from pretest to
posttest and sustained improvement at follow-up. Additionally, parent-
centered play therapy demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness than
Gestalt-based play therapy in enhancing students’ academic self-efficacy. The
findings suggest that play therapy interventions are effective psychological
approaches for improving academic self-efficacy in elementary school
children, with parent involvement functioning as a critical mechanism for
strengthening students’ confidence in their academic abilities and sustaining
positive educational outcomes.

Keywords: Gestalt Play Therapy, Parent-Centered Play Therapy, Academic
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Academic success in contemporary educational systems is increasingly understood as a multidimensional
phenomenon shaped not only by cognitive abilities but also by motivational, emotional, and relational factors.
Among these variables, academic self-efficacy has emerged as one of the most influential psychological
predictors of learning engagement, persistence, and educational achievement. Academic self-efficacy refers to
students’ beliefs about their capacity to organize and perform academic tasks successfully, influencing effort
regulation, resilience in the face of challenges, and adaptive learning behaviors (Fatimah et al., 2024).
Research has consistently demonstrated that students with stronger self-efficacy beliefs show higher
engagement levels, more effective learning strategies, and greater psychological well-being in educational
contexts (Abood et al., 2020).

Developmentally, elementary school years represent a critical period for the formation of competence beliefs.
During this stage, children internalize feedback from teachers, peers, and especially parents, gradually
constructing perceptions of academic capability that may persist into adolescence and adulthood. Educational
scholars emphasize that academic self-efficacy is deeply embedded in socialization processes and
environmental experiences rather than emerging solely from individual aptitude (Khine & Nielsen, 2022).
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Social support, emotional security, and autonomy-supportive environments have been identified as major
contributors to positive academic outcomes through the mediating role of self-efficacy (Gutiérrez & Tomas,
2019).

Recent research also highlights growing psychological challenges among children and adolescents, including
emotional distress, behavioral problems, and academic anxiety. Exposure to adverse developmental
experiences has been associated with reduced academic performance and increased emotional and behavioral
difficulties (Qu et al., 2024). Similarly, academic procrastination, anxiety symptoms, and reduced learning
awareness have been linked to weakened self-efficacy beliefs, demonstrating the vulnerability of academic
motivation to psychological stressors (Li et al., 2024; Rahayu et al., 2024). In such conditions, preventive
psychological interventions become essential to strengthen protective factors within educational environments.
Self-efficacy functions as a buffering mechanism that mitigates the negative influence of stress, anxiety, and
maladaptive behaviors on academic functioning. Empirical findings indicate that self-efficacy mediates
relationships between risk factors such as technology overuse or academic anxiety and educational outcomes,
reinforcing adaptive coping mechanisms (Li et al., 2020). Moreover, generalized self-efficacy has been shown
to protect students against academic stress over time, highlighting the importance of early psychological
interventions that cultivate competence beliefs (Green, 2022).

Play therapy has gained increasing attention as an effective child-centered intervention capable of addressing
emotional, behavioral, and developmental needs simultaneously. Play represents the natural communicative
language of children, enabling them to express internal experiences, regulate emotions, and rehearse social
competencies in a safe environment. Contemporary play therapy frameworks emphasize structured therapeutic
planning involving both children and families to promote psychological growth and resilience (Wonders &
Affee, 2024). Evidence suggests that play-based interventions improve emotional regulation, social
functioning, and distress tolerance across diverse child populations (Kutsal et al., 2025).

Among play therapy approaches, Gestalt-based play therapy focuses on enhancing awareness, emotional
expression, and integration of experience in the present moment. This experiential orientation encourages
children to recognize feelings, assume responsibility for behavior, and develop authentic self-perception,
contributing to improved psychological functioning (Cohen, 2024). Empirical studies demonstrate that Gestalt
play therapy can reduce anxiety, aggression, and maladaptive emotional responses among students with
learning and behavioral difficulties (Abdollahi Baghrabadi, 2023). Complementary research comparing
therapeutic play interventions further confirms their positive influence on cognitive and emotional capacities
in elementary students (Azizi et al., 2020).

Parallel to individual-focused approaches, systemic perspectives highlight the decisive role of family
interactions in child development. Parent-centered play therapy integrates caregivers directly into the
therapeutic process, transforming parents into active agents of psychological change. Parental involvement has
been identified as a significant moderator of academic outcomes, influencing motivation, behavioral
regulation, and achievement through supportive interaction patterns (Bahl et al., 2024). Studies examining
parent—child relationship-based play interventions report reductions in parental stress alongside improvements
in children’s behavioral adjustment and emotional functioning (Giinaydin & Zincir, 2024).

Domestic research also supports the effectiveness of play therapy in improving communication skills, reducing
aggressive behavior, and enhancing psychological adjustment among children with developmental or
behavioral challenges (Shad, 2025). Comparative investigations indicate that both Gestalt-based and parent-
training interventions contribute to behavioral improvement, suggesting that different therapeutic mechanisms
may influence developmental outcomes (Shahrad et al., 2023). Furthermore, innovative play therapy
programs grounded in contemporary theoretical frameworks continue to demonstrate strong potential for
enhancing emotional and cognitive functioning in children (Behnam-Nejad et al., 2025).
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Despite growing empirical support for play therapy, limited studies have directly compared distinct play
therapy models regarding academic self-efficacy outcomes. Many previous investigations have emphasized
emotional or behavioral variables, leaving a gap in understanding how therapeutic play influences academic
belief systems. Considering that emotional and behavioral difficulties may undermine educational motivation
and performance (Peterle et al., 2022), examining therapeutic strategies that simultaneously address personal
and relational dimensions of development appears essential.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Gestalt-based play therapy and parent-
centered play therapy on academic self-efficacy among upper primary school girls.

Methods and Materials

The present research employed a quasi-experimental design using a pretest—posttest structure with a control
group and a two-month follow-up phase. The statistical population consisted of female students aged 9 to 11
enrolled in public elementary schools during the academic year. After initial screening procedures, participants
who demonstrated low levels of academic self-efficacy and met inclusion criteria were selected.

A total sample of forty-five students participated in the study and were assigned equally to three groups:
Gestalt-based play therapy, parent-centered play therapy, and a control group. Each experimental intervention
was implemented across ten structured sessions conducted by trained professionals. The Gestalt play therapy
program emphasized emotional awareness, experiential expression, and interpersonal engagement through
therapeutic play activities. The parent-centered play therapy program involved systematic parental
participation, training caregivers to conduct therapeutic play interactions at home alongside supervised
sessions.

Academic self-efficacy served as the primary outcome variable and was assessed at three measurement points:
pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data analysis was performed using repeated-measures analysis of variance to
evaluate time effects, group differences, and interaction effects across assessment stages. Post hoc comparisons
were conducted to identify specific differences between groups and measurement occasions.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated comparable baseline levels of academic self-efficacy across the three groups
prior to intervention. Following treatment implementation, both experimental groups demonstrated notable
increases in academic self-efficacy scores compared with the control group.

Repeated-measures analysis revealed significant main effects of time, indicating overall improvement in
academic self-efficacy across assessment stages. The main effect of group membership was also statistically
significant, demonstrating differences among intervention conditions. Furthermore, the interaction between
time and group was significant, suggesting that the pattern of change over time varied according to treatment
type.

Post hoc Bonferroni comparisons showed that posttest scores were significantly higher than pretest scores,
confirming the effectiveness of both play therapy approaches. Although a slight decline was observed at
follow-up relative to posttest scores, academic self-efficacy remained significantly higher than baseline levels,
indicating maintenance of treatment gains.

Between-group comparisons revealed that both Gestalt-based play therapy and parent-centered play therapy
significantly outperformed the control condition. However, parent-centered play therapy produced greater
improvements in academic self-efficacy compared with the Gestalt-based intervention. These results suggest
differential therapeutic mechanisms underlying the two approaches, with parental involvement contributing to
stronger academic belief enhancement.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that play therapy constitutes an effective psychological intervention for
strengthening academic self-efficacy among elementary school children. Improvements observed in both
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experimental groups indicate that structured therapeutic play experiences can reshape children’s beliefs about
their academic competence by providing emotionally corrective experiences, opportunities for mastery, and
supportive interpersonal feedback.

The sustained effects observed during the follow-up phase suggest that play therapy facilitates internal
cognitive restructuring rather than temporary motivational changes. When children repeatedly experience
successful emotional expression, social validation, and problem-solving within therapeutic play contexts, they
begin to reinterpret academic challenges as manageable rather than threatening. This cognitive transformation
strengthens persistence and engagement in learning activities.

The superior effectiveness of parent-centered play therapy highlights the importance of relational
environments in shaping academic motivation. Unlike individual-focused interventions, parent-centered
therapy extends therapeutic influence beyond clinical sessions into everyday family interactions. Parents
become consistent sources of encouragement, modeling adaptive coping and reinforcing competence beliefs.
Consequently, children receive continuous affirmation of their abilities across multiple contexts, promoting
deeper internalization of self-efficacy beliefs.

In contrast, Gestalt-based play therapy appears to operate primarily through intrapersonal mechanisms. By
increasing emotional awareness and authenticity, the intervention helps children regulate feelings and develop
a coherent sense of self. These psychological gains indirectly support academic functioning by reducing
anxiety and improving emotional stability. Although effective, this mechanism may be less comprehensive
than systemic interventions that simultaneously modify environmental reinforcement patterns.

Overall, the study underscores that academic self-efficacy emerges from an interaction between individual
psychological processes and social relational dynamics. Therapeutic approaches that integrate emotional
development with family involvement appear particularly powerful in fostering durable educational
motivation.

From an applied perspective, incorporating play-based psychological programs within school counseling
systems may provide a preventive strategy for promoting academic resilience during critical developmental
stages. Interventions that actively engage parents alongside children can create consistent supportive
environments, bridging the gap between therapeutic settings and daily educational experiences.

In conclusion, both Gestalt-based and parent-centered play therapy effectively enhance academic self-efficacy
among elementary school girls, while parent-centered play therapy demonstrates greater impact due to its
systemic and relational orientation. These findings emphasize the value of play therapy as an evidence-based
approach for strengthening children’s psychological resources and supporting long-term academic adjustment.
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