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Method: A quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group was employed. The sample comprised 30 students aged 7-12
years selected via multistage cluster sampling and, after matching,
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control
group (n = 15). Instruments were the Pediatric Symptom Checklist
(PSC; Jellinek et al., 1986) for children’s mental health and the
Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). The
experimental group received the Boyk & Goodwin (2000) sandplay
protocol in ten weekly 45-minute sessions, while the control group
received no intervention. Data were analysed using descriptive

g(:g;vci;ds: Thera statistics and ANCOVA after verifying assumptions (Kolmogorov—
Mentgl y HeaIFt)K: Smirnov, Levene, and Bartlett).

Vitality, Children

Findings: ANCOVA indicated that, controlling for pretest scores, the

experimental group showed significantly greater improvement in
mental health and vitality than the control group.

Conclusion: Sandplay therapy, as a school-feasible and low-cost
intervention, is effective in enhancing mental health and increasing
vitality in elementary school children; its systematic incorporation into
school psychosocial support programmes is recommended.
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Extended abstract

Introduction

Childhood is a formative stage for socio-emotional and cognitive development; early psychological
difficulties can cascade into anxiety, mood problems, behavioral dysregulation, and poorer life quality in
later years. School settings are therefore a strategic venue for preventive, non-pharmacological
interventions that enable safe, developmentally appropriate expression and regulation of emotion.
Sandplay therapy—using a tray of sand and miniature objects to externalize inner experience—has shown
promise internationally for reducing emotional/behavioral problems and enhancing school adjustment and
vitality. Yet evidence from Iranian primary-school populations outside clinical subgroups remains limited.
Addressing this gap, the present study investigated whether a structured sandplay protocol improves
children’s mental health and increases subjective vitality among elementary school boys in Tehran.
Methods

We used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The target population
comprised boys aged 7-12 years enrolled in Tehran primary schools in the 2024-2025 academic year. Via
multistage cluster sampling, 30 students were selected, matched, and randomly assigned to an experimental
group (n=15) or a control group (n=15). Inclusion criteria were primary-school status (ages 7-12), child



https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1262-3024
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1262-3024
https://doi.org/10.22034/jrses.2026.553281.1107

AFPeY jemxa 3 lads sode dolilad

(o PP IS 4O g 1 SO pd y B2

Research Strategies in Educational Sciences

and parental informed consent, no concurrent psychiatric medication during the study, minimum parental
education (middle-school level), and absence of notable respiratory/dermatologic issues that could interfere
with sessions; exclusion criteria were absence from more than two sessions or withdrawal of consent. No
attrition occurred.
Measures were the Pediatric Symptom Checklist (PSC; Jellinek et al., 1986) for children’s mental health
and the Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). In prior and present uses, both
instruments showed acceptable reliability (e.g., =0.93 for PSC in this sample; 0~0.78 for SVS in Iranian
validation). Intervention followed the Boyk & Goodwin (2000) sandplay protocol, delivered to the
experimental group across ten weekly 45-minute sessions (structured progression from orientation and
world-building to symbol exploration, therapeutic questioning, linking to real-life issues, documentation,
and closure). The control group received no intervention during the study window. Parents completed the
PSC and SVS at pretest and posttest. Data were analyzed in SPSS v22 using descriptive statistics and (M)
ANCOVA. Assumptions were met (normality via Kolmogorov—Smirnov; homogeneity of variances via
Levene; multivariate homogeneity/covariance checks including Bartlett). Pretest equivalence was verified.
Results

Descriptively, the experimental group showed improvement in mental health (lower PSC scores) and
higher subjective vitality at posttest, whereas the control group remained comparatively stable.
Multivariate tests indicated a significant overall group effect across outcomes (Wilks” A=0.371, F=9.45,
df=2,25, p<0.001; corroborated by Pillai’s trace and Hotelling’s trace). Univariate ANCOVAs controlling
for pretest scores showed large, statistically significant advantages for the experimental group on both
outcomes: mental health (F=158.658, partial 1*=0.722, p<0.001) and vitality (F=152.117, partial n*=0.745,
p<0.001). These effects align with the theory of change for sandplay (symbolic externalization, safe
exploration, meaning-making, and transfer to real-life coping) and with international studies reporting
benefits for emotional regulation, social adaptation, and engagement.

Conclusion

A structured, school-feasible sandplay program produced robust gains in children’s mental health and
subjective vitality within one term. Given its low cost, acceptability, and fit for school contexts, sandplay
therapy is a strong candidate for inclusion in tiered psychosocial support systems (universal/targeted) to
promote wellbeing, stress management, and learning engagement among primary-school students. Future
work should examine maintenance of effects via follow-up, replication across grades and regions, and
triangulation with teacher reports and classroom outcomes.
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