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Abstract

Separation anxiety disorder is the most common childhood anxiety disorder, so the
present study was conducted to compare the effect of teaching rhythmic movement
games and play therapy based on parent-child relationships on emotional self-
regulation and separation anxiety of first-grade students in Malayer City. This
research was a field experiment with a pre-test-post-test design with a control group.
The statistical population of this research was all the students of the first grade of
primary school in Malayer City in the academic year 1401-1402. They were
randomly selected by purposeful sampling among the primary schools using the
separation anxiety screening questionnaire, the emotional self-regulation
questionnaire, and a structured clinical interview. They were assigned to two
intervention groups and one control group. Two types of play therapy interventions
were implemented, and finally, the post-test data were collected one week after the
interventions. In general, the results showed that both play therapy interventions
significantly reduced separation anxiety symptoms and increased emotional self-
regulation in students (p< 0.05). However, the play-therapy intervention based on
the parent-child relationship was more effective in reducing the symptoms of
separation anxiety than teaching rhythmic movement games. Therefore, it is
suggested that play therapy techniques be taught to counselors and teachers of
elementary schools and preschool teachers so that they can use them in dealing with
anxious children in their classes.
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Introduction

One of the most common types of anxiety disorders in childhood is
separation anxiety disorder (SAD), which involves excessive fear or
anxiety about separation from parents or loved ones (American
Psychiatric Association {APA}, 2022). SAD is the most common
childhood anxiety disorder and presents at an average age of 7 years
(Herren et al., 2013). This disorder is more the result of situational
factors such as having problematic families, unhealthy structure, and
the way parents and children communicate negatively rather than
genetic and biological factors (Silove et al., 2016; Gémez et al., 2017).
The symptoms of separation anxiety disorder, if untreated, cause stress,
destroy social and academic performance, and cause problems in other
areas of the child's life (APA, 2022). Considering that there are many
different treatment approaches for the treatment of separation anxiety
disorder in childhood, it is not clear which one is better than the other
and has more efficiency. More controlled experimental research is
needed to compare various intervention methods. Therefore, the present
study aimed to compare the training of rhythmic movement games and
play therapy based on the parent-child relationship on emotional self-
regulation and separation anxiety of first-grade students.

Literature Review

Research evidence shows that teaching rhythmic movement games can
be very effective in reducing anxiety problems, especially separation
anxiety, aggression, and social withdrawal in children and improving
their social interactions (Cancer et al., 2020; Vila-Giménez et al., 2019;
Costello, 2018). Also, research evidence shows that play therapy based
on the parent-child relationship has the necessary clinical efficacy to
improve children's psychological, behavioral, and emotional
components (Cooper et al., 2020; Lindo et al., 2016; O'Connor et al.,
2016). However, it is not clear which of these methods is more
effective.

Methodology

The current research was a field experiment with a multi-group pretest-
posttest design. The statistical population was all the students of the first
grade of primary school in the city of Malair during the academic year
1402-1401. The study sample was selected by purposive sampling from
elementary schools in the city using the separation anxiety screening
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questionnaire and the structured clinical interview based on DSM-5
criteria. Among students with separation anxiety disorder, 60 students
were selected and randomly replaced in three intervention groups:
balanced movement games, play therapy intervention based on the
parent-child relationship, and control. Emotion regulation checklist and
separation anxiety scale were used to collect data. For the first
intervention, eight balanced games, played in the presence of mother
and child, were taught to the first experimental group in eight sessions.
The play therapy protocol based on the parent-child relationship was
also used to teach the second experimental group. Finally, due to the
loss of some participants, the pre-and post-test data of 48 people in three
groups were analyzed and compared. For the final analysis of the data,
using SPSS software version 26, covariance analysis (ANKOVA) tests
were used to examine the treatment effects on the post-tests with their
pretest scores as covariates.

Results

The average and (standard deviation) age of the participants in the three
groups of balanced movement games training, the play therapy group
based on the parent-child relationship, and the control group are
respectively equal to 7.53 (0.51), 7.25 (0.44), and 35.7 (0.49). The age
range of participants was between 7 and 8 years old. There were nine
boys and six girls in the first experimental group, ten boys and six girls
in the second experimental group, and ten boys and seven girls in the
control group. According to ANCOVA results, there was a significant
difference between the three groups in separation anxiety (F = 124.267,
p < 0.001) and emotional self-regulation (F = 161.585, p < 0.001). The
Eta square showed that the difference between the three groups in the
post-test was significant, and this difference in separation anxiety and
self-regulation was 0.850 and 0.88, respectively. That is, 85% and 88%
of the variance related to the difference between the three groups in the
post-test is caused by the experimental conditions. Based on the
Bonferroni test and the adjusted means, both intervention methods were
effective in improving separation anxiety symptoms and emotional self-
regulation in children with 95% certainty. It was found that the play
therapy intervention based on the parent-child relationship had a greater
effect in reducing the symptoms of separation anxiety in children with
separation anxiety disorder. However, both intervention groups of
rhythmic movement games and play therapy intervention based on
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parent-child relationships have been equally effective in increasing
emotional self-regulation in children with separation anxiety disorder.

Discussion

Regarding the comparison of the two interventions together, it seems
that play therapy based on the parent-child relationship is a more
effective method than the training of balanced movement games. One
of the reasons for this difference is parents' presence in play therapy's
intervention process, while parents were not in the intervention of
rhythmic movement games. Regarding the developmental issues of
young children, several reasons show that parents are the most effective
and necessary component in child psychotherapy. These reasons mainly
refer to the important role of parents in the healthy development of
children and in the effectiveness of training interventions. On the other
hand, the inappropriateness of the family environment plays a
significant role in aggravating and perpetuating childhood problems.
For example, parents’ marital conflicts and their psychological
problems affect the healthy development of children. Therefore, the
presence of parents in the treatment process can increase the
effectiveness of the intervention.

Conclusion

In general, the current research aimed to compare the effect of teaching
rhythmic movement games and play therapy based on the parent-child
relationship on emotional self-regulation and separation anxiety of first-
grade students to expand and complete previous works and increase the
richness of the literature on these interventions. The results showed that
both intervention forms of rhythmic movement games and play therapy
based on parent-child relationships effectively increased self-regulation
and reduced separation anxiety in students. However, play therapy
based on the parent-child relationship was more effective. According to
the results of the present study, game-based therapies, especially play
therapy based on parent-child relationships, can be used as a training-
therapeutic solution to increase emotional self-regulation and reduce
the symptoms of separation anxiety in children.
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