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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of an integrated resilience and play therapy training model on the problem-
solving skills of elementary school students. This research employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up assessments using a control group. The statistical population consisted of all fourth-grade female students in
Tehran during the 2024 academic year. Using cluster sampling, 30 students were randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups (15 each). The experimental group received 10 sessions of integrated resilience and play therapy training,
while the control group remained on a waiting list. Data were collected using the Heppner and Petersen (1982) Problem-
Solving Inventory and analyzed through mixed ANOVA using SPSS-23. Inferential results indicated a significant difference
between groups in problem-solving skills (p<0.001). The main effect of time was significant, showing improvement in post-
test and follow-up scores compared to pre-test in the experimental group. The time x group interaction was also significant
(p<0.001), demonstrating the specific impact of the intervention. Bonferroni post-hoc tests confirmed significant differences
between groups in post-test and follow-up stages, while no significant difference was observed at baseline. The findings
suggest that the integrated resilience and play therapy training model significantly and sustainably enhances students’
problem-solving skills. This intervention can be considered an effective educational approach for strengthening children’s
cognitive and emotional functioning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Problem-solving is widely recognized as a foundational cognitive and academic competency essential for
successful learning, adaptive functioning, and long-term educational achievement. Contemporary educational
psychology emphasizes that children’s ability to define problems, generate alternative solutions, evaluate
consequences, and select effective strategies is directly linked to their cognitive flexibility, emotional
regulation, and resilience capacities. Classical theories of child development highlight the importance of active
engagement and experiential learning in nurturing these skills. For instance, Piaget underscores that children
develop problem-solving abilities through dynamic interaction with their environment and through
constructing mental schemas in response to real-world challenges (Piaget, 1962). Humanistic perspectives
extend this view by suggesting that emotional safety and supportive relationships are necessary for cognitive
competencies to emerge, with Rogers arguing that perceptual reorganization and growth occur when
individuals encounter empathic and accepting environments (Rogers, 1951). Modern research confirms that
poor problem-solving skills are associated with academic anxiety, avoidance tendencies, and reduced academic
efficacy, whereas structured training programs significantly enhance academic outcomes and emotional
adjustment (Heppner & Petersen, 1982). This sensitivity of problem-solving to emotional and contextual
factors has led scholars to explore intervention approaches that address both cognitive and emotional domains
simultaneously.

One such domain is psychological resilience, defined by Garmzy as the capacity for maintaining adaptive
functioning despite adversity (Garmzy, 1991) and later conceptualized by Rutter as a dynamic ecological
process shaped by individual and environmental factors (Rutter, 2012). Masten refers to resilience as an
“ordinary magic,” reflecting children’s inherent but malleable capacity to cope effectively when provided with
supportive conditions (Masten, 2014). In school contexts, academic buoyancy—the capacity to manage
ordinary setbacks such as poor grades or stressful assessments—has emerged as a central component of
educational resilience (Martin & Marsh, 2008). Contemporary studies highlight that resilience enhances
students’ self-regulation, reduces academic burnout, and increases motivation, which directly contributes to
improved cognitive performance and problem-solving abilities. For example, Wang and colleagues found that
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resilience plays a mediating role in improving satisfaction and performance in online learning environments
(Wang et al., 2025). Likewise, Zhang and colleagues demonstrated that resilience is strengthened by
supportive family communication, leading to improved psychological adjustment (Zhang et al., 2024). These
studies reinforce the importance of resilience-building programs in improving children’s academic
competencies.

Parallel to resilience, play therapy has long been considered a natural and developmentally appropriate
modality for fostering cognitive and emotional growth. Axline introduced play therapy as the child’s natural
medium of expression, enabling them to externalize emotions and internal experiences (Axline, 1947). Child-
centered play therapy, as systematized by Cochran and colleagues, emphasizes unconditional acceptance and
reflective communication to promote emotional processing and cognitive exploration (Cochran et al., 2023).
Landreth further conceptualized play therapy as the “art of communicating with children,” highlighting its
capacity to support symbolic representation, emotional regulation, and decision-making (Linderth, 2021).
Empirical findings show that play-based learning and therapeutic play interventions significantly enhance
children’s mathematical reasoning, concept acquisition, and problem-solving performance. Studies such as
Heidari et al.'s work on students with mathematical learning disabilities provide strong evidence that play-
based interventions improve both conceptual understanding and cognitive performance (Heidari et al., 2018).
Similarly, research by Gharibi et al. demonstrated the effectiveness of play therapy in strengthening motivation
and mathematical abilities (Gharibi et al., 2023). Moreover, international research such as Li and Disney’s
exploration of mathematical reasoning in playworld environments shows that children demonstrate deeper
analytical and strategic thinking through structured play (Li, 2023).

The significance of integrating resilience training with play therapy is further supported by studies indicating
that emotionally supportive and play-rich environments reduce academic anxiety, foster flexible thinking, and
enhance confidence. For instance, studies on math anxiety by Yu et al. reveal that emotional factors
significantly affect cognitive performance, particularly in girls (Yu et al., 2024). Research by Awofala et al.
also shows that teacher anxiety influences student performance, suggesting that emotionally supportive
approaches can indirectly enhance problem-solving (Awofala et al., 2024). Additionally, studies such as
Schéfer et al. highlight the crucial interplay between domain-general abilities and domain-specific knowledge
in problem-solving development (Schafer et al., 2024). Reductions in play opportunities, as shown by
Takahashi et al., are associated with developmental delays in communication and problem-solving (Takahashi
et al., 2023). Meanwhile, structured resilience-based programs, such as those evaluated by Ang et al. and
Bates et al., show measurable benefits in self-regulation, stress coping, and adaptive learning behaviors (Ang
etal., 2024; Bates et al., 2024). Given all this evidence, a program that integrates resilience training with play
therapy is theoretically and empirically justified as a powerful approach for strengthening children’s problem-
solving skills. The present study aimed to test the effectiveness of such an integrated model in elementary-
school students.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up assessments.
Participants included 30 fourth-grade female students selected through cluster sampling from two elementary
schools. Students were randomly assigned into an intervention group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). The
intervention group received a 10-session integrated resilience and play-therapy training program, each session
lasting 60 minutes. The control group remained on a waiting list with no intervention. The Heppner and
Petersen Problem-Solving Inventory was used for data collection. Data were analyzed using mixed ANOVA
to assess within-group, between-group, and interaction effects over time.

Findings
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Descriptive analysis showed an increase in mean scores of problem-solving in the intervention group from pre-
test to post-test, with these gains maintained at follow-up. Mixed ANOVA results indicated a significant main
effect of time, demonstrating overall improvement across assessment phases. The main effect of group was
significant, revealing higher overall problem-solving scores for the intervention group compared to the control
group. Importantly, the time x group interaction was significant, indicating that the intervention group
improved at a significantly higher rate over time. Post-hoc comparisons revealed no significant difference
between groups at pre-test, confirming initial equivalence. However, large and statistically significant
differences emerged in post-test and follow-up phases, supporting the sustained effect of the intervention.
These findings collectively confirmed the effectiveness and durability of the integrated resilience and play-
therapy program.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that integrating resilience training with play-based therapeutic activities
produces substantial improvements in children’s problem-solving abilities. This suggests that addressing
emotional, cognitive, and experiential aspects of learning simultaneously results in more profound and lasting
cognitive gains. The durability of these gains into the follow-up phase highlights that children not only learn
new strategies but internalize them sufficiently to transfer their skills beyond the intervention period. The
structure of the program—combining emotional regulation, self-efficacy building, and experiential learning—
may explain the strength of its impact. Because children learn through direct engagement, experimentation,
and symbolic play, the program resonates with their developmental needs while reinforcing adaptive coping
strategies.

Importantly, the observed improvement aligns with developmental theory asserting that problem-solving
flourishes when cognitive processes are supported by emotional regulation and positive self-beliefs. The play
component likely contributed to increased motivation, engagement, and willingness to confront challenges,
while resilience training helped children maintain composure, evaluate options, and persist despite difficulty.
Together, these components fostered not only procedural problem-solving skills but also the emotional
foundations necessary for effective decision-making.

Overall, the study provides compelling evidence for the effectiveness of an integrated resilience and play-
therapy model in enhancing young students’ problem-solving abilities. The results support the value of
merging emotional skills training with developmentally appropriate experiential learning. Such an approach
helps create learners who are not only cognitively competent but also emotionally prepared to navigate
academic challenges. The present findings highlight the importance of designing holistic educational
interventions that incorporate both cognitive and emotional development, offering a powerful pathway to
support children’s academic and personal growth.
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