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Introduction

According to the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, mental
retardation is a subset of neurodevelopmental disorders that begin during development and include
deficits in intellectual functions (such as reasoning, problem solving, planning, abstract thinking,
judgment, academic learning, and learning through experience) and adaptive functions (such as
meeting sociocultural and developmental standards for individual independence and social
responsibility) in practical, social, and conceptual aspects (American Psychiatric Association,
2022). In recent decades, children's behavioral problems have been one of the important topics in
psychology, psychiatry, and education. These problems have been reported to be much more
common in children with intellectual disabilities than in normal children (Hulsmans et al, 2021).
Considering the above-mentioned issues and problems, children with intellectual disabilities are
among the groups that have numerous problems in the fields of education, learning, social
relationships, and behavior. Educational justice is one of the great goals of the education system,
and to achieve it, educational facilities must be provided for all students; therefore, it is necessary
to make plans to solve their problems. Therefore, ignoring the effectiveness of these treatments on
behavioral problems in students with intellectual disabilities can be considered a serious gap in
schools with special needs (Mehrafza et al., 2022), which the aim of the present study is to fill in
part of the gap. Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to compare the effectiveness of
play therapy and storytelling on improving behavioral problems in students with.intellectual
disabilities.

Method

This study was an applied study based on its purpose and the research method was a quasi-
experimental study in which a pre-test-post-test design with a control group was used. The
statistical population of this study included all male and female students in the first to sixth grade
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of elementary school who, according to a qualified psychiatrist, were diagnosed with intellectual
disability and were enrolled in special schools in Bandar Anzali in the 2024-2025 academic year.
The statistical sample included 45 students who were selected through purposive sampling. The
inclusion criteria for the study were: obtaining high scores on the Achenbach Child Behavior
Inventory Scale (CBCL, , 2001) age range between 7 and 12 years, parental consent to participate
in the study, and not receiving counseling and treatment services. The exclusion criteria were: not
having other neurodevelopmental disorders such as communication disorders, developmental
coordination disorders, autism spectrum disorder, and bipolar disorders (using interviews with
parents, clinical evaluation, and diagnostic tests performed by the child or parents). Receiving
other concurrent treatments, missing more than three sessions, and having another
neurodevelopmental disorder. The first experimental group received eight forty-five-minute play
therapy sessions, the second experimental group received ten forty-five-minute story therapy
sessions, and the third group did not receive any training. After the treatment sessions, the
Achenbach questionnaire was answered again by the supervisor or guardian of all three groups.
The parents of the students were assured that the results would remain confidential, and informed
consent was obtained from them to participate in the study.

Results

Based on the figures obtained from the table, after adjusting the pre-test scores, there is a
significant effect on the between-group factor, so that the scores show that the average behavioral
problems, internalizing problems, and externalizing problems of the experimental group that were

exposed to training have decreased significantly.
Table 1. The results of covariance analysis on the pre-test and post-test scores of behavioral problems

variable
Sourceof changes SS DF MS F P n2 OP
Internalized Behavior 1381.15 2 690.57 34.31 0.001 0.578 1
Problems
externalizing Behavior ~ 1299.39 2 649.69 32.52 0.001 0.569 1
Problems
Behavioral problems 1266.39 2 678.63 37.91 0.001 0.581 1

Based on Table 1, play therapy and story therapy are effective in improving Internalized problems
(F=34.31, P<0.01) and externalized problems (F=32.52, P<0.01) and behavioral problems
(F=37.91, P<0.01). Students with intellectual disabilities. The eta square shows that 57.8%, 56.9%
and 58.1% of these components (internalized problems, externalized problems and behavioral
problems,) are due to the experimental effect, respectively.

Discussion and conclusion

Play therapy teaches children the power of decision-making, motivation, taking responsibility, and
positive relationships with others. This therapy helps children increase their self-esteem, face their
problems, and manage themselves better. One of the benefits of play therapy is that it helps
children control their emotions through role-playing (Barimani, 2018). On the other hand, story
therapy gives children the opportunity to find problem-solving strategies themselves, and these
strategies are also effective for developing social skills, controlling emotions, and learning correct
behaviors. This type of intervention can be an appropriate and useful program for students with
intellectual disabilities who are trainable and improve their life performance. In teaching using the
story therapy method, the effort is to make children more aware of their feelings and thoughts and
acquire problem-solving methods and learning skills (Barimani, 2018). It can also be stated that
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children often cannot understand and express their problems well. For this reason, direct methods
of education and conventional psychotherapy may not be very effective for them. Here, story
therapy and play therapy can be proposed as a useful alternative method. These methods can create
conditions for the child by providing opportunities for him to vent his emotions, identify with the
characters of the story and gain a better understanding of his problems (_Mehrafza et al., 2022).
One of the limitations of the above research was the lack of control over the influential
environmental, family, and social variables on the behavioral problems of these children.
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