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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of this study was to compare the effectiveness of play therapy and storytelling
therapy on executive functions and verbal memory in children with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD).

Methods and Materials: This semi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test control group
design with a two-month follow-up. The statistical population included elementary school boys in
Tabriz, from which 60 children with ADHD symptoms were selected via purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups (play therapy, storytelling therapy, and control), each with 20
participants. Research instruments included the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function
(BRIEF) and the Wechsler Verbal Memory Scale. The interventions consisted of 10 weekly sessions
of cognitive-behavioral play therapy and 7 sessions of educational storytelling. Data were analyzed
using multivariate ANCOVA and Bonferroni and Tukey post-hoc tests.
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Findings: The results indicated that group had a significant effect on executive functions (F =21.08,
p=10.0001, n?=0.42) and verbal memory (F =12.26, p =0.0001, n? = 0.30). Post-hoc tests showed
significant differences between both intervention groups and the control group, but no statistically
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Conclusion: The findings suggest that both play therapy and storytelling therapy are effective in

improving executive functions and verbal memory in children with ADHD and can be incorporated

a (i) into school-based and therapeutic interventions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a
pervasive neurodevelopmental condition that significantly
behavioral, and socio-

disrupts children’s academic,

emotional functioning. Characterized by inattention,
hyperactivity, and impulsivity, ADHD often co-occurs with
deficits in executive functions and verbal memory, impairing
children’s ability to regulate behavior, maintain attention,
and organize cognitive tasks (Farid et al., 2021; Rafiei &
Adileh, 2018). Executive functions encompass a broad set of
cognitive processes including inhibitory control, cognitive
flexibility, planning, and working memory, which are
essential for goal-directed behavior and academic success
(Babaei et al., 2024; Baniasadi, 2024). Verbal memory, in
turn, is vital for language processing, reading
comprehension, and learning. Deficiencies in these domains
are commonly reported among children with ADHD, calling
for ecarly interventions targeting both behavioral and
cognitive challenges (Dado & Emadian, 2024; Wong et al.,
2022).

In recent years, non-pharmacological interventions such
as play therapy and storytelling therapy have gained
prominence due to their holistic, engaging, and child-
centered nature. Cognitive-behavioral play therapy has
shown promising outcomes in improving executive
functions, emotional regulation, and social competence
among children with ADHD (Aminian & Asli Azad, 2024;
Hosseini Dastjerdi et al., 2024). Through structured and
goal-oriented play sessions, children rehearse cognitive
strategies, enhance attentional control, and internalize
adaptive behavioral patterns (Azizi et al., 2020; Fattahi
Andebil et al., 2018). Numerous studies have demonstrated
its effectiveness in strengthening working memory, response
inhibition, and cognitive flexibility in clinical and
educational settings (Farid et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2022).

Storytelling therapy, meanwhile, offers a narrative-based

approach to cognitive and emotional development. By
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engaging children in the construction, analysis, and
of

internalization stories, this method stimulates
metacognition, empathy, and symbolic thinking (Amiran &
Attaran, 2022; Doost Mohammadi et al., 2017). Research
has shown that storytelling improves attention span, verbal
expression, and problem-solving abilities (Kisno et al., 2022;
Melzi et al., 2023). It further enables emotional reflection
and identification through the child’s resonance with story
characters and moral conflicts (Rasooli et al., 2020; Roshan,
2013). This is particularly useful for children with ADHD
who struggle with affective communication and sustained
attention (Ghashghaei, 2016; Mirzaei & Ghamari, 2020).

Although both approaches independently demonstrate
positive impacts on cognitive and behavioral outcomes in
ADHD populations, few studies have directly compared
their relative effectiveness on core executive and memory
functions. This comparison is crucial to inform clinical
decisions, especially in school settings where time and
resources are limited. Moreover, given the cognitive
heterogeneity among children with ADHD, understanding
the nuanced effects of these interventions could support
personalized treatment planning (Roghani et al., 2022;
Shiroud Aghaei et al., 2020). Therefore, the present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
play therapy and storytelling therapy in enhancing executive
functions and verbal memory among school-aged boys with
ADHD. It was hypothesized that both interventions would
yield significant improvements compared to a control group,
with possible differences in the magnitude of their effects.

Methods and Materials

The study utilized a semi-experimental design with a
pretest—posttest control group structure and a two-month
follow-up. The population included elementary school boys
aged 7 to 12 in Tabriz, Iran. Sixty students who met inclusion
criteria—diagnosed with ADHD symptoms and scoring
above the cut-off on a standard ADHD symptom checklist—

were selected through purposive sampling and randomly

assigned into three groups: play therapy (n = 20), storytelling
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therapy (n = 20), and control (n = 20). Interventions were
conducted over 10 weekly sessions for the play therapy
group based on a cognitive-behavioral framework and 7
weekly sessions for the storytelling group, using selected
moral and social-emotional stories. Executive functions
were assessed using the Behavior Rating Inventory of
Executive Function (BRIEF), and verbal memory was
measured via the Wechsler Verbal Memory Scale. Data
analysis involved multivariate ANCOVA and Bonferroni
and Tukey post-hoc comparisons.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed that both intervention
groups experienced increases in mean scores for executive
functions and verbal memory across post-test and follow-up
stages. In the ANCOVA results, the effect of group on
executive functions was statistically significant (F = 21.08,
p = 0.0001, n?> = 0.42), indicating a large effect size.
Similarly, the effect of group on verbal memory was
significant (F = 12.26, p = 0.0001, n* = 0.30), indicating a
moderate effect.

Bonferroni post-hoc tests showed that both play therapy
(M =3.95,p=0.0001) and storytelling therapy (M =3.16, p
= 0.0002) significantly outperformed the control group on
executive function outcomes. However, the difference
between the two interventions was not statistically
significant (M = 0.79, p = 0.355). Similar results were
observed for verbal memory: play therapy (M = 2.69, p =
0.0001) and storytelling therapy (M = 2.30, p = 0.0002)
yielded significant improvements over the control group,
with no significant difference between them (M = 0.39, p =
0.432). Tukey tests confirmed these findings. These results
indicate that both interventions had a significant and
sustained impact under

on the cognitive domains

investigation, but neither approach showed superior
statistical effectiveness over the other.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both
cognitive-behavioral play therapy and storytelling therapy

are effective in improving executive functions and verbal
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memory in children with ADHD. These results support
previous research advocating for child-centered, interactive
interventions that engage cognitive and emotional
mechanisms through experiential learning. The structured
and multisensory nature of play therapy likely contributed to
the enhancement of inhibitory control, working memory,
and cognitive flexibility. On the other hand, the narrative
immersion and metacognitive engagement in storytelling
therapy facilitated verbal processing, attention regulation,
and emotional reasoning, which translated into measurable
cognitive gains.

While both interventions proved successful, play therapy
showed slightly higher mean improvements, particularly in
executive functioning. Although not statistically significant,
this trend suggests that interventions involving motor
planning, spatial coordination, and immediate feedback may
have broader cognitive activation and benefit domains such
as self-regulation and attentional control. The findings also
reaffirm the interconnection between executive functioning
and memory systems, particularly in children whose
developmental profiles include executive vulnerabilities.

The lack of significant differences between the two
interventions highlights that they may be functionally
equivalent in outcome, though perhaps diverse in their
mechanisms of action. This equivalence opens opportunities
for therapists, educators, and parents to choose interventions
based on child preference, therapist expertise, or contextual
feasibility, without concern for diminished effectiveness.
Moreover, both interventions are well-suited for school-
based delivery, making them accessible and non-
stigmatizing for young learners in need of cognitive support.

These findings align with broader developmental and
neurocognitive theories that emphasize the plasticity of
executive functions and memory in early and middle
childhood. Interventions that challenge, scaffold, and
reinforce regulatory and representational processes through
socially meaningful activities, such as play and storytelling,
are particularly effective for populations with ADHD. The

integration of such techniques into routine educational and
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psychological programming could yield long-term academic
and behavioral benefits.

Despite the promising outcomes, the study was limited by
its sample size, the focus on boys only, and the relatively
short follow-up period. Future research should explore the
differential effects of these interventions across gender, age
ranges, and cultural contexts, and employ neurobiological
measures  to mechanisms.

investigate  underlying
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Nonetheless, the present study contributes valuable evidence

to the growing literature on non-pharmacological
interventions for ADHD, reinforcing the value of
imaginative, engaging, and developmentally attuned

approaches in addressing core cognitive challenges in

children.
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