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Background: Bullying in elementary school is one of the most prevalent and damaging
behavioral problems, posing a serious threat to the mental health of both victims and the bullies
themselves. In recent years, art- and play-based interventions have gained attention as indirect
methods suited to the world of the child for fostering emotional skills; however, the comparative
effectiveness of drama therapy and cognitive-behavioral play therapy regarding the emotional
self-awareness of students who bully has received limited study.

Aims: The aim of the present study was to compare the effectiveness of drama therapy and
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on the emotional self-awareness of bullied students.

Methods: The method of this research was a pretest-posttest experiment with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of all elementary school students exhibiting bullying
behaviors in Ahvaz during the 1404-1405 academic year. The sample comprised 45 students
(divided into three groups of 15) selected from the population via random sampling. The first
experimental group received the drama therapy intervention (Norouzi Homayoun et al., 2023)
and the second experimental group received the cognitive-behavioral play therapy intervention
(Gheysari et al., 2024) during ten 45-minute sessions. The data collected from the research were
analyzed using the univariate analysis of covariance with SPSS-27 software.

Results: Research findings indicated that drama therapy and cognitive-behavioral play therapy
interventions were effective in improving the emotional self-awareness of students who engage
in bullying (P< 0.01). Furthermore, a comparison of the two therapeutic methods revealed no
significant difference between cognitive-behavioral play therapy and drama therapy regarding
their effectiveness in enhancing emotional self-awareness.

Conclusion: Research findings indicate that the effectiveness of interventions in fostering
emotional self-awareness depends less on the specific type of therapeutic approach than on their
fundamental commonalities in providing a safe, symbolic, and non-verbal environment for
processing emaotions.
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Introduction

Bullying is one of the most prevalent and damaging
behavioral issues in primary education; it not only
threatens the mental health of victims but also entails
long-term negative consequences for the bullies
themselves (Mawardah & Khoiriyah, 2026). Students
who bully often struggle to establish constructive peer
relationships, lack effective  problem-solving
strategies, and face difficulties managing negative
emotions such as anger, frustration, and anxiety.
These socio-emotional deficits trap them in a vicious
cycle where bullying serves as a maladaptive strategy
for asserting power, seeking attention, or venting
emotions; without targeted intervention, the
likelihood of this pattern persisting into later years
increases (Xiao et al., 2025). Bullying is a form of
relational violence that manifests in specific social
contexts and relationships through various forms
(Sarabi Asl et al., 2023); it is defined as any repeated
aggressive behavior involving a power imbalance and
intentional harm to the victim, and it can have
significant, long-lasting impacts on victims' mental
health—including depression, anxiety, loneliness,
and reduced positive affect and life satisfaction
(Belen, 2026).

Emotional self-awareness as the ability to identify,
name, understand and express one's emotions is one
of the fundamental components of emotional
intelligence and a prerequisite for emotional
regulation and constructive social behaviors. Students
who have low emotional self-awareness are not able
to recognize their negative emotions correctly and
instead of expressing them verbally, they engage in
impulsive and aggressive behaviors such as bullying
(Xiao et al., 2025). On the other hand, strengthening
emotional self-awareness helps the bully student to
first identify and name his emotion, then by
understanding its origin, he chooses a more
constructive response instead of an impulsive
reaction. Therefore, emotional self-awareness can be
considered as one of the key goals of preventive and
therapeutic interventions in the field of bullying,
because without this basic ability, other interventions
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will also have limited effectiveness (Kristianto and
Wakhudin, 2025).

Drama therapy is an embodied practice that is both
active and experiential. It enables participants to tell
their stories, set goals, solve problems, express
emotions, and achieve emotional catharsis. Through
drama, the depth and breadth of inner experience can
be actively explored, and interpersonal relationship
skills enhanced (Koch et al.,, 2025). Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a therapeutic approach
based on the cognitive-behavioral model. This model
focuses on an individual's thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors, paying particular attention to the
interrelationships among them. CBT operates on the
premise that an individual's thoughts influence their
feelings, and their feelings, in turn, affect their
behavior. This process forms a recurring cycle; often,
the behaviors an individual chooses serve to reinforce
their thoughts and feelings (Treadwell et al.,
translated by Kashmiri & Abedi Tehrani, 2018).
Research into brain activity and responses indicates
that—as is the case for all human beings—the
underlying basis of many student behaviors lies in
"emotions"; this necessitates moving beyond habitual
emotional reactions to generate novel responses
(Sayahi & Safarzadeh, 2024).

Among existing interventions designed to foster
emotional self-awareness in children, drama therapy
and cognitive-behavioral play therapy have emerged
as two indirect approaches well-suited to the child's
world. Through role-playing, improvisation, and the
reenactment of emotional situations, drama therapy
enables children to experience, express, and process
their emotions within a safe, symbolic space (Kridieh
et al., 2025). Similarly, by integrating cognitive-
behavioral principles with play, cognitive-behavioral
play therapy helps children identify and restructure
maladaptive thoughts and negative emotions (Yuan,
2025). However, the comparative effectiveness of
these two approaches regarding the emotional self-
awareness of students who engage in bullying has
received limited research attention, and it remains
unclear which method is more effective for this
specific population. Addressing this research gap is
crucial; identifying the more effective approach
facilitates the optimal allocation of limited school
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counseling resources and can lead to the design of
interventions that are more precise and better aligned
with the emotional needs of students who bully—
particularly in the context of Ahvaz, where students
face restricted access to specialized psychological
services. Given the existing literature and the
numerous studies conducted on the efficacy of
various therapeutic methods for students who engage
in bullying, the present study offers a novel
contribution by comparing the effectiveness of these
two therapeutic approaches in improving emotion
management, problem-solving skills, and social
adjustment among such students. This study aims to
contribute to the development of treatment protocols
tailored to the psychological needs of this group by
providing robust empirical evidence. Against this
backdrop, the present research seeks to answer the
fundamental question of which approach—drama
therapy or cognitive-behavioral play therapy—is
more effective in enhancing the emotional self-
awareness of students who engage in bullying?

Method
The method of this research was an experiment of
pre-test-post-test type with a control group. The
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statistical population of the research included all
bullied students in the primary school of Ahvaz in the
academic year 2025-2026. The research sample
included 45 students (15 in the drama therapy
experimental group, 15 in the cognitive-behavioral
play therapy experimental group, and 15 in the
control group) who were selected from the
community by random sampling method. The first
experimental group received the drama therapy
intervention during 10 sessions of 45 minutes and the
second experimental group received the cognitive-
behavioral play therapy intervention during 10
sessions of 45 minutes. The data collected from the
research were analyzed using the univariate analysis
of covariance method and SPSS-27 software.

Results

In the present study, 45 elementary school students in
Ahvaz who engaged in Dbullying behavior
participated. The mean age of participants was 10.8
years in the drama therapy group, 11 years in the
cognitive-behavioral play therapy group, and 10.5
years in the control group.

Tablel. Results of the univariate analysis of covariance on the post-test scores of emotional self-awareness

Source Variables

Sum of squares

Mean of squares F P Effect size

group  Emotional self-awareness 1863.241

931.621 38.573 0.001 0.637

Table2. Results of the LSD post-hoc test comparing mean differences in emotional self-awareness among the drama therapy (Group 1),
cognitive-behavioral play therapy (Group 2), and control (Group 3) groups at the post-test stage

Comparison groups Difference means P Standard error

Group 1 - Control group 13.669 0.001 1.770

Group 2 - Control group 12.769 0.001 1.749
Group 1 — Group 2 0.903 0.622 1.819

As shown in Table 1, the univariate analysis of
covariance yielded an F-ratio of 38.573 (p < 0.01) for
the emotional self-awareness variable. This finding
indicates a significant difference in the dependent
variable (emotional self-awareness) between at least

one pair of the treatment groups—namely, drama
therapy, cognitive-behavioral play therapy, and the
control group. The LSD post-hoc test was used to
compare these groups; the results are presented in
Table 2. According to the results in Table 2, the
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difference in mean emotional self-awareness scores
between the drama therapy group and the control
group is significant at the 0.01 level, indicating that
drama therapy was effective in enhancing emotional
self-awareness. Similarly, the difference in mean
scores between the cognitive-behavioral play therapy
group and the control group is significant at the 0.01
level, indicating the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral play therapy for emotional self-awareness.
However, the difference in mean scores between the
drama therapy group and the cognitive-behavioral
play therapy group regarding emotional self-
awareness is not significant at the 0.05 level,
indicating no significant difference between these
two treatment groups.

Conclusion

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
drama therapy and cognitive-behavioral play therapy
on the emotional self-awareness of students who
engage in bullying. The results indicated that both
protocols—drama therapy and cognitive-behavioral
play therapy—improved emotional self-awareness in
these students; however, no significant difference was
found between the effectiveness of the two
interventions regarding emotional self-awareness
variables, as both proved effective. The study's initial
finding regarding the effectiveness of drama therapy
aligns with the results of research conducted by
Mostafaei and Pirzadi (2025), Norouzi Homayoun et
al. (2023), Yazdani et al. (2022), Saris (2025),
Kridieh et al. (2025), and Yuan (2025). In explaining
this finding, it can be noted that aggression and
bullying among students often reflect an inability to
identify, label, and process the emotions experienced
in interpersonal situations. A student unable to
accurately recognize their own anger, frustration, or
anxiety tends to manifest these emotions through
impulsive and aggressive behaviors rather than verbal
expression. This cycle persists when emotional self-
awareness—a fundamental ability for recognizing
and understanding  internal  states—remains
underdeveloped, preventing students from creating a
constructive gap between an emotional stimulus and
their behavioral response. As an action-oriented, non-
verbal approach, drama therapy employs role-
playing, improvisation, and mirroring to recreate
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emotional experiences within a safe, symbolic space.
In this method, rather than talking about their
emotions, the bullying student enacts them on stage;
by observing their own behavior from the outside (the
mirroring technique), they achieve emotional
distance from their feelings.

Another finding of this study—regarding the
effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral play therapy on
emotional self-awareness—aligns with the results of
studies by Rahmani and Moradveisi (2025), Taslimi
and Yazdi Ravandi (2025), Gheysari et al. (2024),
Naghipour and Pali (2024), and Emami Mehr et al.
(2023). In explaining this finding, it can be noted that
students who bully often face deficits in the cognitive
processing of their emotions; they are unable to create
a gap between an emotional stimulus and their
behavioral response, and instead of identifying the
thoughts and beliefs underlying negative emotions,
they react impulsively and aggressively. This
cognitive-emotional deficit keeps their emotional
self-awareness at a low level and perpetuates the
cycle of bullying. Therefore, an intervention that
simultaneously focuses on restructuring maladaptive
thoughts and fostering awareness of internal states
can be effective in breaking this cycle.

Like other scientific studies, the present research
faced certain limitations. These included: the
restriction of the sample to elementary school bullies
in Ahvaz, which limits the generalizability of findings
to regions with different cultural and economic
contexts; the lack of control over confounding
variables—such as family socioeconomic status,
parenting styles, and prior participation in counseling
programs—that might have influenced intervention
effectiveness; reliance on cross-sectional data, which
precluded an assessment of the interventions' long-
term sustainability; the reliance on standardized
measurement tools, which may not capture specific
local dimensions of emotional self-awareness
relevant to the Ahvaz context; and the failure to
disaggregate data by age and gender, thereby
overlooking potential differences in response patterns
across subgroups. In light of these limitations, the
following research recommendations are proposed:
conducting similar studies in other regions of the
country with diverse cultural and economic
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backgrounds to verify the consistency of findings and
identify the role of local factors in intervention
effectiveness; including fathers and other primary
caregivers in the sample to examine their contribution
to the sustained impact of interventions; designing
studies with a multi-month follow-up period to assess
the durability of the effects of drama therapy and
cognitive-behavioral play therapy on emotional self-
awareness; and investigating the role of mediating
variables—such as emotion regulation, social self-
efficacy, and peer support—in the relationship
between the interventions and emotional self-
awareness. ...and conducting comparative research
among students exhibiting various types of bullying
behaviors to identify differing patterns of response to
interventions.  Practical recommendations also
include: incorporating drama therapy and cognitive-
behavioral play therapy sessions—focused on
students who bully—into weekly elementary school
counseling programs; training teachers and school
counselors on methods for the early identification of
students who bully and referring them to appropriate
interventions; designing safe, well-equipped school
spaces for drama and play therapy sessions, complete
with access to play materials and theatrical props;
integrating emotional self-awareness skills training
into elementary curricula through playful group
activities; and organizing communication and
emotion-management workshops for the parents of
students who bully to foster alignment between
school and family interventions.
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2, Emotional-Awareness Quotient (EAQ-30)
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2. Leven’s test of equality of variances
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