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Background: Addressing the challenges within the educational system during the early years of
schooling stands as a crucial focus for researchers. Despite the necessity of exploring school-related
fears and their influencing factors, there remains a scarcity of research in this domain.

Aims: The purpose of this research was to investigate the efficacy of storytelling on school phobia
and separation anxiety among students in the first- grade of elementary school in Shiraz.

Methods: The present research employed a semi-experimental pre-test-post-test design with a
control group. The study population consisted of all first-grade elementary students in Shiraz during
the academic year 2022-2023. Thirty eligible students were randomly assigned to either a control
group or an experimental group. After confirming the absence of significant differences between the
control and experimental groups, a storytelling intervention program was implemented for the
experimental group, utilizing a collection of books by Parirukh and Majid (2015) along with other
educational materials. No intervention program was provided to the control group. The Anxiety-
Related Disorders Questionnaire developed by Bimamar (1999) was used to measure two subscales:
school phobia and separation anxiety, both administered before and after the intervention. Data
analysis was conducted using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS version 25.

Results: The results of the covariance analysis revealed a significant difference in the mean scores
of school phobia and separation anxiety between the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up assessments
(p < 0.05) for the experimental group. Specifically, the scores in the experimental group decreased
significantly at the post-test and follow-up stages. In contrast, there was no significant change
observed in the scores of the control group across these assessments.

Conclusion: The findings of the present study demonstrate that storytelling is effective in reducing
separation anxiety and fear of school among students. Avoiding school can lead to serious
consequences, including harm and social deviance. Students who skip school may be more
susceptible to delinquent behaviors and jeopardize their future careers. Storytelling emerges as an
accessible and effective intervention to alleviate children's fears and anxieties related to school.
Moreover, parents can be trained in storytelling techniques to motivate their children to attend school
and engage positively in the educational environment.
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Introduction

The early school years are recognized as a crucial
period. If a child's relationship with the school system
is positive, they can thrive in the educational
environment (Sony, 2020). One significant issue that
can contribute to negative interactions among
students is school-related fear (Hamid, 2016).
Research indicates that children experiencing school
phobia often struggle with separation anxiety
(Lechnell etal., 2004; Takhti et al., 2019). The factors
contributing to school phobia are diverse and
multifaceted, often rooted in the emotional
attachment and overprotectiveness between parents
and children (Lechnell et al., 2004; Johansson et al.,
1971). School phobia is a prevalent issue in today's
society, underscoring the importance of identifying
effective interventions focused on prevention and
treatment. Effective interventions can aid in quickly
adapting children to school settings (Angel, 2016).
Art therapy emerges as one of the most effective
methods to assist children with anxiety disorders
(Gavel-Mirocha (2018); Mark (2004); Torska (2007).
Art psychotherapy involves supervised activities such
as storytelling and filmmaking, with the type and
form of art tailored by the psychotherapist to suit each
patient's needs (Gavel, 2018). Given that effective
communication with children necessitates specialized
skills, therapists often leverage storytelling, a form of
art therapy, to engage with children (Lopes et al.,
2014). The impact of storytelling on children's
anxiety and behavioral disorders has been
corroborated in numerous studies, including
Schweitzer et al. (2014); Silverman (2004); and
Hadian Najafabadi (2011). Notably, there is a lack of
research on the effect of storytelling on school phobia
and separation anxiety in lIran, highlighting the
necessity of conducting such research. It is also
crucial to focus on first-grade students in addressing
school-related disorders, as this age group often
experiences peak incidences of school phobia (Blog,
2018). This consideration is central to the present
research. Based on the foregoing, the primary
question in the current research is whether
storytelling can reduce separation anxiety and school
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phobia among first-grade elementary school students
in Shiraz.

Method

The current research employed a semi-experimental
design utilizing a pre-test-post-test approach with a
control group, motivated by practical objectives and
a specific data collection method. The study targeted
all primary school students in Shiraz as the statistical
population. Initially, convenience sampling was
employed to select 30 students recommended by their
teachers or parents for psychological and counseling
services. The intervention involved presenting
storytelling sessions to the experimental group over
the course of one month, comprising two sessions per
week, each lasting 45 minutes, resulting in a total of
10 sessions. The initial session focused on
establishing communication and capturing the
children's attention.  Storytelling utilized the
collection of Parirukh and Magdi books, which are
endorsed by various authors and researchers for their
perceived effectiveness in addressing childhood
anxiety and fear (Saatchi et al., 2010). Additionally,
illustrated stories were employed, featuring pictures
and positive narratives related to the school
environment, aimed at familiarizing children with
school characteristics and settings.

Results

The present study investigated the research
hypothesis  concerning the effectiveness  of
storytelling on school phobia and separation anxiety
among first-grade elementary school students in
Shiraz City. Data analysis included descriptive and
inferential components. The mean and standard
deviation of scores from 30 participants assigned to
experimental and control groups were examined.
Results indicated no significant difference in mean
scores between the two groups during the pre-test
phase. To further confirm this finding, a t-test was
conducted. Specifically, there was no significant
difference in mean school phobia scores between the
control and experimental groups during the pre-test
stage (t = 3.44, p=0.74).
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Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of research variable scores

Variable Group Average Standard deviation

. Control 13.06 1.79

SR REl el R (- examination 13.37 2.71

separation anxiety (pre-test) o b el

P yp examination 9.26 1.18

. Control 13.53 1.31

SER PR (FesEy examination 10.86 1.21

separation anxiety (post-test) creniie] 2R3 cU

P y examination 7.20 1.61

; Control 13.26 1.86

school phobia (follow-up) . 9.96 107

. . Control 11.21 2.33

separation anxiety (follow-up) Examination 9.55 141
Furthermore, the t-test analysis revealed no Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was employed to

significant difference between the control and
experimental groups regarding separation anxiety (t=
1.33, p=0.24). However, significant differences were
observed between the average scores of the
experimental and control groups during the post-test
and follow-up stages, with scores decreasing in the
experimental group during these phases.

analyze the obtained data and assess the research
hypotheses, specifically examining differences in
means between the control and experimental groups.
The detailed results of this analysis are presented in
Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. One-way analysis of covariance test to investigate the effect of storytelling training on separation anxiety

Variable Effect Df MSS F SS Effect Size
pre-test 1 10.800 5.53 10.800
separation anxiety (pre-test) Group 28 10.800 5.53 10.800 0.29
Error 28 1.95 54.667
Follow up 1 11.21 4.78 11.21
5 separation anxiety (follow-up) Group 28 11.21 4.78 11.21 0.25
Error 47.29

According to the results shown in Table 3, with the
pre-test control, there is a significant difference
between the children of the experimental and control
groups in terms of separation anxiety. In fact, the
confirmation of this hypothesis means the

effectiveness of story therapy on separation anxiety.
The effect size for separation anxiety in the pre-test
stage was 0.29. Also, the effect of storytelling on
separation anxiety was still effective and significant
in the follow-up phase, and the effect size is 0.25.

Table 3. One-way analysis of covariance test to investigate the effect of storytelling on school phobia

Variable Effect Df MSS F SS P Effect Size
school phobia (pre-test) 1 55.69 6.38 65.69  0.00 0.19
school phobia (pre-test) Group 1 1773 24,08 17.67 0.00
Error 27 0.734
Follow up 1 7251 5.79 75.51  0.00 0.16
school phobia (follow-up) Group 1 20.81 2112 0.00 0.16
Error 27 1.44
Based on the results presented in the table comparing school phobia, with an effect size of 0.19.

pre-test scores between the experimental and control
groups, a significant difference was found in terms of
school phobia (p< 0.01), thus confirming the research
hypothesis. ~ This  confirmation implies the
effectiveness of storytelling therapy in reducing

Additionally, the effect of storytelling on school
phobia was still significant and effective during the
follow-up phase, with an effect size of 0.16.
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Conclusion

This study aimed to assess the effectiveness of
storytelling in alleviating separation anxiety and
school phobia. The findings revealed that storytelling
can indeed reduce these anxieties. Specifically, the
study demonstrated that storytelling effectively
reduces separation anxiety among first-grade
students, corroborating previous research (Yati,
2017; Schweitzer et al., 2014; EI-Nagger et al., 2017,
Sekhavatpour et al.,, 2017). Storytelling also
influences  children's  perceptions of their
environment, particularly their attitudes towards the
school environment, where teachers play a pivotal
role. Additionally, storytelling helps children bridge
their internal and external realities, facilitating better
adaptation and coping with their surroundings.
Moreover, the study found that storytelling
contributes to a reduction in the fear of school,
consistent with previous research (Schweitzer et al.,
2014; Elgar et al., 2003; Dewi et al., 2021; Hadian
Najafabad). Storytelling guides children's emotions
and exposes them to situations they fear, offering a
pathway to confront and overcome fears related to
new environments, strangers, and unfamiliar
scenarios.

Psychologists suggest that storytelling enables
children to confront real-life events, fostering a
deeper understanding of their emotions and how
protagonists in stories handle crises, which can
effectively manage children’s fears. By engaging with
stories, children immerse themselves in the role of
protagonists, addressing personal conflicts and
learning from solutions proposed within narratives.
Story therapy is viewed as a method for
reconstructing life narratives, often utilizing carefully
chosen myths or legendary figures to assist in therapy,
particularly with challenging cases. The therapeutic
effect of storytelling lies in creating a safe space for
individuals to manage anxiety creatively.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations,
notably the sample being limited to first-grade
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elementary students, which warrants caution in
generalizing the findings. Moving forward, it is
recommended that counselors and specialists
incorporate story therapy techniques into children's
psychotherapy sessions, as these techniques can
positively influence problem-solving and alleviate
fears and anxieties. Furthermore, teaching story
therapy to parents as homework assignments can aid
in addressing children's issues and fostering new
skills.
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