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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to assess the effectiveness of active play therapy on socialization and
approval-seeking behaviors in children with high potential in the zone of proximal development.

Methods and Materials: This quasi-experimental study followed a pre-test/post-test control group
design. The statistical population consisted of high-potential children within the zone of proximal
development in Tehran (2024), who were enrolled at the Kian Creative Thinking Institute. Sixteen
participants were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental (n = 8)
and control (n = 8) groups. The experimental group received ten 90-minute sessions of active play
therapy; after attrition, seven completed the sessions. One participant from the control group was
randomly removed to match group sizes. Assessment instruments included the Sibling
Questionnaire, Malhotra Temperament Scale (MTS), and the Child Approval Seeking Test (CAST).
Data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate covariance analysis (MANCOVA and
ANCOVA).

Findings: Results demonstrated that active play therapy significantly improved socialization and
reduced approval-seeking in the experimental group compared to the control group. ANCOVA
Accepted: 10 April 2025 results showed statistically significant differences post-intervention for both variables (p < 0.01),
Published: 10 May 2025 with medium to large effect sizes (n? = 0.52 for companionship, 0.58 for socialization, and 0.74 for
approval-seeking). Tests of normality and homogeneity (Kolmogorov-Smirnov, M.Box, and
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a @ D6 Levene's test) confirmed appropriate statistical assumptions.

“.‘f"?f‘ff Conclusion: Active play therapy proves to be an effective intervention for enhancing social skills
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Play is universally acknowledged as a foundational
aspect of childhood development and adjustment. From
birth, children engage with their environment through play,
which serves both as a developmental necessity and a
medium of expression. Historical and contemporary
educators and psychologists have consistently emphasized
its educational and therapeutic importance (Yuxi et al., 2024;
Zelcek & Pouya, 2024). In educational settings, play is
widely regarded as a critical tool for promoting learning,
socialization, and emotional expression (Panahian Amiri et
al., 2022; Shamsabadi et al., 2024; Tavakoli et al., 2024).

Social skills development, particularly during early
childhood, is vital for interpersonal relationships and
adaptation. Children cultivate these abilities through
interactive play with peers, which supports self-other
understanding and fosters cooperation (Delavaryan &
Afrooz, 2020). According to scholars like Randall, play is
not merely recreational but a fundamental component of
early education. It nurtures flexibility in thought and
behavior, encourages experimentation with roles, and
enables children to engage meaningfully with social norms
(Davis & Barnes, 2021). The capacity for role-taking and
adapting perspectives, which is often exercised in structured
play, is crucial for socio-emotional growth.

In preschool years—prior to the imposition of formal
academic structures—children are particularly receptive to
If

inclination toward

creative and innovative educational approaches.
appropriately guided, their natural
creativity can be channeled into purposeful

that

learning

experiences enhance cognitive and emotional
development (Demontis et al., 2019). Supporting children’s
play-based creativity is recognized as a prerequisite for long-
Thus,

educational institutions bear the responsibility of nurturing

term academic achievement and innovation.
such capacities to foster both individual and societal growth

(Grobbel et al., 2017).
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Among the therapeutic approaches designed for children,
cognitive-behavioral play therapy has gained significant
traction for its structured yet expressive modality. This
method enables children to process complex emotions,
develop adaptive coping skills, and engage in meaningful
social interaction. Given its developmental appropriateness
and flexibility, this study investigates the effectiveness of
active play therapy on enhancing socialization and reducing
approval-seeking behavior in children identified as having
high potential within the zone of proximal development
(ZPD). These children, positioned between what they can
achieve independently and what they can achieve with
guidance, are uniquely positioned to benefit from targeted
interventions like active play therapy.

Methods and Materials

This applied, quasi-experimental study employed a pre-
test/post-test control group design. The target population
consisted of children with high potential in the ZPD, enrolled
at the Kian Creative Thinking Institute in Tehran during
2024. Using purposive sampling based on entry criteria—
including parental consent, age (6-7 years), and non-
participation in pharmacological treatment—216 children
were selected. They were then randomly assigned to either
the experimental group (n = 8) or control group (n = 8). One
participant from the control group was later removed to
match attrition in the experimental group, resulting in 7
participants per group at final analysis.

The experimental group underwent ten 90-minute
sessions of active play therapy. Each session utilized
structured yet flexible activities designed to enhance social
and emational functioning. Techniques included guided
imagery, storytelling, role-play, expressive art, sand and
water play, construction games, and musical movement. The
protocol emphasized participant agency, peer interaction,
and emotional safety.

Three validated instruments were used to assess
outcomes: the Sibling Questionnaire (Hembree, 1997) for
measuring companionship and social orientation, the

Malhotra Temperament Scale (MTS) for assessing
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sociability and behavioral temperament, and the Child
Approval Seeking Test (CAST) for evaluating tendencies
toward social validation and external approval.

Data were collected during pre-test and post-test phases.
To ensure the appropriateness of parametric analysis,
statistical assumptions such as normality (Kolmogorov—
Smirnov), homogeneity of variance (Levene’s Test), and
covariance (Box’s M Test) were examined and confirmed.
Data analysis was conducted using SPSS software,
employing univariate and multivariate of
covariance (ANCOVA and MANCOVA) to assess the

significance of differences between groups while controlling

analysis

for baseline scores.

Findings

Pre-test comparisons indicated reasonable baseline
equivalence between the experimental and control groups. In
the socialization domain (measured via the Sibling
Questionnaire), the experimental group’s mean score was
58.00 (SD = 1.91) compared to 57.57 (SD = 1.72) in the
control group. Post-intervention, the experimental group’s
score increased significantly to 61.86 (SD = 2.41), while the
control group’s score modestly increased to 58.43 (SD =
2.23). This suggests a substantial treatment effect.

In the domain of approval-seeking (measured by CAST),
pre-test scores were similar: 31.86 (experimental) and 32.29
(control). After the intervention, the experimental group’s
score dropped to 28.14 (SD = 2.12), indicating reduced
approval-seeking tendencies, while the control group
showed a minimal reduction to 31.43 (SD = 2.37).

ANCOVA results confirmed statistically significant
group differences in both outcome measures. For
socialization, F(1,12) = 12.48, p = .006, with a large effect
size (2= 0.581). For approval-seeking, F(1,12) =13.74,p =
.001, also with a large effect size (n? = 0.741). These results
suggest that active play therapy had a strong and meaningful
impact on both behavioral domains.

Follow-up analysis using Tukey’s post-hoc test further
The mean difference in

supported these findings.

socialization between groups was 3.02 (p = .007), favoring

YAQ

the experimental group. Similarly, the difference in
approval-seeking scores was 2.87 (p = .001), also in favor of
the intervention.

All statistical assumptions for ANCOVA, including
homogeneity of variances and covariances, were satisfied, as
demonstrated by non-significant test results (Box’s M =
0.997; Levene’s test p-values > 0.05).

Discussion and Conclusion

The outcomes of this study underscore the efficacy of
active play therapy in enhancing socialization and reducing
approval-seeking behavior among children with high
potential in the zone of proximal development. The
structured yet flexible nature of the therapy allowed children
to practice key social and emotional skills in a safe,
interactive, and engaging environment. Activities were
tailored to encourage both verbal and non-verbal expression,
imaginative exploration, and peer cooperation.

Notably, the

gains

children in experimental

group

demonstrated  significant in  companionship,
interpersonal engagement, and behavioral independence.
These improvements are particularly relevant for children
within the ZPD, who benefit most from guided yet
autonomous learning experiences. By fostering emotional
the

intervention addressed both internal and external dimensions

regulation, autonomy, and prosocial behavior,
of psychological development.

The reduction in approval-seeking behaviors reflects a
positive shift in self-reliance and emotional security. These
outcomes suggest that participants began to internalize
validation mechanisms and rely less on external affirmation
for self-worth. This shift can contribute to healthier identity
development and resilience in social contexts.

The results offer valuable implications for educators,
clinicians, and caregivers. Integrating active play therapy
into early educational or clinical interventions may enhance
developmental outcomes in children who exhibit strong
cognitive potential but may struggle with social adaptation.
inclusive

The approach can be especially useful in
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educational settings where diverse developmental profiles
coexist.

Nevertheless, this study faced several limitations. Sample
size was small, which may affect generalizability. Some
challenges in participant recruitment and retention were also
noted, especially due to limited parental cooperation and
variability in children’s engagement. Future research should
explore longer intervention periods, more diverse
populations, and longitudinal follow-ups to assess sustained

behavioral change.

vq.

In conclusion, active play therapy emerges as a powerful
tool for nurturing essential social-emotional capacities in
children navigating critical developmental transitions. Its
experiential, child-centered approach aligns well with the
unique needs of high-potential learners in the zone of
proximal development. Widespread implementation of such
interventions may play a significant role in promoting
adaptive functioning and emotional well-being during early
childhood.
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