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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) is one of the most prevalent
Aggression, childhood disorders and a common reason for referral to psychological services. It can lead to
Alexithymia, psychological and social maladjustment in the family, school, and broader community. The present
child-centered play study aimed to compare the effectiveness of child-centered play therapy and social skills training on
therapy, alexithymia, social anxiety, and aggression among male students with ODD.

oppositional defiant Method: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with two experimental
disorder, groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of male elementary school students
social anxiety, (second shift) in Mashhad during the 2023—-2024 academic year. Forty-five participants were selected
social skills through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups (15 students in each group).

The instruments included the Child Symptom Inventory (CSI-4; Gadow & Sprafkin, 1997), the
Children’s Aggression Scale (CHIA; Nelson & Finch, 2000), the Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale

(SCAS; 1997), and the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS; Bagby et al., 1994). The experimental
groups received nine 60-minute sessions of child-centered play therapy and eight 60-minute sessions
of social skills training, respectively, while the control group received routine educational activities.
Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) with SPSS-24.
Results: Child-centered play therapy was significantly more effective than social skills training in
reducing alexithymia (F = 149.42, p < .05), social anxiety (F = 53.53, p < .05), and aggression (F =
129.97, p < .001).

Received: 4 May 2025 Conclusion: Although both interventions were effective in reducing emotional and behavioral
Accepted: 28 Apr 2026 problems of students with ODD, child-centered play therapy demonstrated greater efficacy and
Available: 28 Apr 2026 therefore recommended for school-based counseling and intervention programs.
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Introduction

Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD) is one of the most
prevalent psychological disorders in childhood and
adolescence and is associated with wide-ranging negative
consequences across emotional, cognitive, metacognitive, and
interpersonal domains (1). This disorder is characterized by a
persistent pattern of negativistic, defiant, hostile, and vindictive
behaviors toward authority figures that persists for at least six
months (2). Research indicates that children with ODD
experience multiple psychological difficulties, including
alexithymia (4), social anxiety (5), and aggression (6).

Alexithymia is recognized as a significant risk factor for the
development of both psychological and somatic disorders (7)
and is associated with difficulties in identifying, differentiating,
and describing emotions (8). Social anxiety refers to an intense
and persistent fear of social situations accompanied by
concerns about negative evaluation by others (12,13).
Aggression, defined as behavior intended to harm others, is also
a common problem among children with ODD and is
associated with deficits in emotion regulation and
understanding others’ emotions (14-16).

In recent years, increasing attention has been directed toward
effective interventions aimed at reducing psychological
problems in children with ODD (1). Among these, child-
centered play therapy (17) and social skills training (18) have
been reported as effective interventions. Play therapy facilitates
emotional expression and reduces behavioral problems by
providing a safe and supportive environment for children (19—
23), while social skills training contributes to the improvement
of interpersonal interactions and the reduction of emotional and
behavioral difficulties (24,25). Despite existing empirical
evidences (26-29), no study has been found that
simultaneously compares the effectiveness of these two
approaches on alexithymia, social anxiety, and aggression in
children with ODD. Therefore, the present study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of child-centered play therapy and
social skills training in male students diagnosed with
oppositional defiant disorder.
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Method

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest
design with two experimental groups and one control group.
The statistical population consisted of male students diagnosed
with ODD in grades four to six of public elementary schools in
Mashhad during the 2023-2024 academic year. The study
sample comprised 45 participants who were selected through
convenience sampling based on inclusion and exclusion criteria
and were randomly assigned to two experimental groups and
one control group (15 participants per group). Inclusion criteria
were an age range of 10 to 12 years, informed consent from
parents and students, fulfillment of diagnostic criteria based on
the parent form of the Child Symptom Inventory (31), a
diagnostic interview with mothers according to the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, and absence of
comorbid psychiatric disorders. Exclusion criteria included
sensory—motor or physical impairments, absence from more
than two sessions of interventions, lack of active participation
in interventions, and failure to complete assigned homework.
Data were collected using the Iranian standardized version of
the Child Symptom Inventory (31,32), the Children’s
Aggression Scale (33,34), the Social Anxiety Subscale of the
Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale (35,36), and the Toronto
Alexithymia Scale (37,38). The first experimental group
received child-centered play therapy based on the protocol by
Bratton et al. (39) in nine weekly 60-minute sessions, while the
second group participated in social skills training based on the
Cartledge and Milburn program (40) in eight weekly 60-minute
sessions. The control group did not receive intervention. The
interventions were implemented over a two-month period at the
Counseling Center of the Department of Education, District
Two of Mashhad. Data were collected ethically and analyzed
using descriptive statistics and multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-24, after confirming all
statistical assumptions were met.

Results
Descriptive statistics for alexithymia, social anxiety, and
aggression at pretest and posttest for the child-centered play
therapy, social skills training, and control groups are presented
in Table 1.
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations of variables at pretest and posttest in experimental and control groups

Variable Phase Group M SD S-W Sig
< Child-Centered Play Therapy 70.20 7.07 0.957 0.645
; Pre test Social Skills Training 69.00 7.48 0.989 0.089
£ Control 71.66 6.03 0.933 0.299
E, Post test Child-Centered Play Therapy 32.93 2.12 0.940 0.387
< Social Skills Training 40.66 3.93 0.929 0.263

Control 62.06 7.23 0.947 0.479
% Child-Centered Play Therapy 13.46 1.12 0.851 0.182
= Pre test Social Skills Training 13.93 0.79 0.817 0.26
< Control 14.60 1.50 0.933 0.299
,Tas Post test Child-Centered Play Therapy 8.73 1.27 0.914 0.155
3 Social Skills Training 12.46 1.18 0.787 0.312

Control 13.86 1.45 0.865 0.292
- Child-Centered Play Therapy 83.20 5.12 0.936 0.329
2 Pre test Social Skills Training 84.00 6.33 0.938 0.359
8 Control 89.20 5.03 0.957 0.646
= Post test Child-Centered Play Therapy 48.06 4.60 0.944 0.441
< Social Skills Training 67.06 4.41 0.911 0.142

Control 80.93 6.36 0.940 0.384

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, S-W: Shapiro-Wilk.

Based on the table, the mean scores of all three variables
decreased in both experimental groups compared to the control
group, with the lowest means observed in the child-centered
play therapy group across all variables. To examine group
differences while controlling for pretest effects, a multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted. Prior to
analysis, assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances,
homogeneity of the variance—covariance matrix, and
homogeneity of regression slopes were checked, and all
assumptions were met (p < .05). The MANCOVA results
indicated a significant effect of group on the dependent
variables. After controlling for pretest scores, group differences
were significant for alexithymia (F = 149.42, p < .05), social
anxiety (F = 53.53, p < .05), and aggression (F = 129.97, p <
.001).

Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test revealed
significant differences in mean scores among all three groups
for each variable (p < .001). Comparison of means indicated
that reductions in scores were greater in the child-centered play
therapy group than in the social skills training group. Overall,
both interventions were effective in reducing alexithymia,
social anxiety, and aggression, with child-centered play therapy
demonstrating more efficacy.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of child-
centered play therapy and social skills training on alexithymia,
social anxiety, and aggression in male students with ODD, a
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condition associated with notable emotional and behavioral
difficulties (1, 4-6). The results indicated that both
interventions were effective in reducing the examined
variables, but child-centered play therapy produced greater
reductions in alexithymia, social anxiety, and aggression
compared to social skills training. These findings are indirectly
consistent with previous research emphasizing the role of play
therapy in improving emotion regulation, reducing emotional
and behavioral problems, and facilitating emotional expression
(19-23, 26, 27). Additionally, the results related to social
anxiety align with evidence supporting the effectiveness of
indirect, emotion-focused interventions in reducing fear of
social interactions (21, 28).

This can be explained by the fact that child-centered play
therapy provides a safe and accepting environment, allowing
children to express their emotions without verbal pressure or
fear of negative evaluation, which is particularly important for
children with alexithymia and social anxiety (7-9, 12, 13).
Although social skills training effectively improves
interpersonal interactions (24, 25), its structured nature may be
restrictive for some children with ODD.

The present study has limitations, including the use of
convenience sampling, reliance on self-report measures, and
the absence of a follow-up phase. Future research is
recommended to employ larger samples, multi-source
assessment methods, and examine the long-term sustainability
of intervention effects. Finally baed on the results, it is
recommended that clinicians utilize child-centered play therapy
techniques to reduce the symptoms of ODD.
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10. Elimination disorder

11. the Children’s Aggression Scale (CAS)
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1. The diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders, fifth
edition (DSM-5)

2. Child symptom inventory (CSI-4)

3. Attention -deficity hyperactivity disorder

4. Obstinacy and disobedience disorder

5. Behavioral disorder
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10. Social anxiety

11. Obsessive-compulsive disorder
12. General anxiety

13. Toronto alexithymia scale(AQ)
14. Bagby

15. Difficulty recognizing emotions
16. difficulty describing emotions
17. External thinking
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. Failure

. Physical aggression

. Relationships with peers

. Relationship with authorities

. Spence children'’s anxiety scale (SCAS)
. Spence

. Fear of open spaces

. Separation anxiety

. Fear of physical harm
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1. Cartledge & Milburn
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