Journal of Psychological Science Jm

Print ISSN: 1735-7462  Online ISSN: 2676-6639 EANROL RCH ACENE

Homepage: http://www.psychologicalscience.ir

Investigating the effect of teaching positive thinking skills on belonging to school and social skills
of elementary school students in Ardabil city

Elahe Naghizadeh*"*', Yousef Namvar?'®', Asghar Nakhostin Goldoost®
1. Ph.D Candidate in Educational Psychology, Department of Psychology, Ardabil Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ardabil, Iran. E-mail: e.naghizadeh@iau.ac.ir
2. Associate Professor, Department of Educational Sciences, Ardabil Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ardabil, Iran. E-mail: yousefy650@yahoo.com
3. Assistant Professor, Department of Educational Sciences, Ardabil Branch, Islamic Azad University, Ardabil, Iran. E-mail: as.nokhostin@iau.ac.ir

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Avrticle type: Background: In recent years, research has emphasized school belonging and social skills as
Research Article fundamental factors in students’ personal development and academic performance. School belonging
strengthens students’ sense of connection and engagement with their educational environment, while
Article history: social skills help them form positive relationships with peers and teachers. Training in positive
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social skills, Results: Results showed that positive thinking skills training significantly increased school
students belonging among elementary students (p< 0.01). Additionally, positive thinking training was
effective in improving social skills (p< 0.01), and the impact remained stable over the 3-month period
(p< 0.01).

Conclusion: Given the findings, positive thinking skills training can be considered as a preventive
program for students experiencing academic and emotional challenges or as an intervention program
aimed at reducing harm among children and adolescents, especially by therapists and counselors.
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Introduction

Students' attitudes towards education, school, and
learning quality remain central concerns within 21st-
century educational systems. Over recent decades, the
school environment has increasingly been viewed as
a pivotal element in fostering students' positive
development (Rudasill et al., 2018). Limited school
attachment in students often leads to feelings of
isolation and disengagement, which correlates with
poor academic performance. However, students who
perceive strong support from their school
environment exhibit higher levels of school
attachment, increased participation in activities,
adherence to social norms, and commitment to school
goals (Padervand et al., 2024). This underscores the
essential role of school belonging, defined by a
student’s relational quality with their school, the
sense of care and respect from teachers, attachment to
the school, active involvement, and commitment to
institutional values and beliefs (Solimanpour, 2021).
Moreover, social skills are crucial competencies that
prepare students for future life (Shahsundi &
Alikhani, 2022). Social skills encompass a range of
behaviors used in interpersonal communication,
yielding positive outcomes. These skills not only
support the initiation and maintenance of meaningful
relationships but also equip individuals to interact
constructively and meet their needs in socially
appropriate ways (Gandra et al., 2023). As
fundamental tools, social skills enable individuals to
communicate effectively, seek assistance, engage
harmoniously, make friends, and protect themselves
within the social fabric (Diaz-Garolera et al., 2022).

Among various educational strategies aimed at
student development, positive thinking education has
gained considerable research attention (Donaldson,
Lee & Donaldson, 2019). Positive thinking, a central
construct in contemporary psychology, particularly in
the field of positive psychology, is increasingly
valued for its potential to enhance individual well-
being and resilience (Woodworth et al., 2016).
Programs focused on positive thinking often
emphasize identifying personal strengths, talents, and
abilities, empowering individuals to recognize and
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cultivate their inner resources (Chinaveh &
Tabatabai, 2017).

In alignment with this, the present study was
conducted to assess the impact of positive thinking
skills training on school belonging and social skills
among elementary students in Ardabil. It seeks to
answer whether training in positive thinking skills
effectively enhances students' sense of belonging to
school and their social skills in this context.

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pre-test, post-test, and a three-month follow-up,
along with a control group. The research population
comprised all second-cycle elementary students in
Ardabil during the 2023-2024 academic year. To
ensure homogeneity within the groups, participants
were matched based on grade level and gender. The
sample was drawn from 4,945 fifth-grade female
students. Using G-power software for repeated-
measures ANOVA to assess both within- and
between-group comparisons, and considering an
effect size of 0.7, a significance level of 0.05, two
groups, and two dependent variables (social skills and
school belonging) with two measurement points, the
required sample size was estimated at 60 students.
These participants were then randomly assigned to
two groups of 30 (experimental and control). The
sampling method was cluster random sampling: from
Ardabil’s four educational districts, two were
selected, and from districts 1 and 2, three schools
were randomly chosen. Four fifth-grade classes from
these schools were then randomly selected.

Inclusion criteria included: (1) being in the fifth
grade, (2) providing informed consent with a signed
consent form, and (3) having no psychological issues,
including mood and anxiety disorders (assessed
through a structured clinical interview and the GHQ-
28 Mental Health Questionnaire). Exclusion criteria
were: (1) receipt of psychological interventions prior
to the study, (2) student unwillingness to continue
participation at any stage, and (3) absence in more
than three educational intervention sessions.
Participants completed Matson's (1983) Social Skills
and Berry et al's (2005) School Belonging
questionnaires. Positive thinking skills for children
that were applied as an independent variable in this
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research. The experimental group was trained in
positive thinking skills based on Quilliam's package
(2003) for 8 weeks. This package was in the form of
8 sessions of 60 minutes.

Results

In examining the variables of social skills and school
belonging, pre-test scores were similar between the
control and experimental groups, but notable
differences emerged in post-test and follow-up phase
averages. Prior to conducting repeated measures
analysis of variance (ANOVA), the assumptions
regarding normality of score distribution, variance
homogeneity, and covariance matrix homogeneity
were assessed. The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed the
normality assumption, and Levene’s test validated
homogeneity of variances, as the significance levels
for school belonging and social skills variables across
all test stages exceeded 0.05 (P> 0.05). Furthermore,
the MBox test was employed to assess covariance
matrix homogeneity, yielding a value of 451.15
(Sig= 0.500) for school belonging and 349.37
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(Sig= 0.500) for social skills, with significance levels
surpassing 0.05, thus confirming this assumption as
well. Wilks” Lambda test, utilized for mixed
multivariate variance analysis on social skills and
school belonging, yielded significant results (P<
0.001, F= 1313.24), indicating that a substantial
portion of variance was explained by the multivariate
model. This significance suggests that at least one of
the inter-group or intra-group effects is statistically
meaningful. To assess the consistency of covariances
across the three measurement phases (pre-test, post-
test, and follow-up) for social skills and school
belonging, Mauchly’s test of sphericity was applied.
Results revealed Mauchly’s values of 0.773 (Sig=
0.001, y*= 8150) for social skills and 0.871 (Sig=
0.019, y*>= 886) for school belonging, indicating a
violation of the sphericity assumption. Consequently,
to address this violation in within-subject effect
significance  testing, the Greenhouse-Geisser
correction was applied. Table 1 provides a summary
of these within-group effect test results, employing
the Greenhouse-Geisser correction.

Table 1. Test of the within-group effect of social skills and belonging to school

Dependent variable test source of variance  sum of squares df mean square F Sig  Etasquared
time 3545/01 1/62 2175/57 1017/76 0/001 0/74
Social skill Greenhouse geyser Time x group 4101/63 1/62 2517/17 1177/56  0/001 0/75
error 202/2 94/50 2/13
time 3680/14 177 2077/52 843/37  0/001 0/63
belong to school Greenhouse geyser Time x group 3289/43 1/77 1856/95 753/83  0/001 0/62
error 253/08 102/74 2/46

As can be seen in Table 1, time has a significant effect
on social skills and belonging to school and was able
to explain a significant percentage of its variance. In
fact, there is a significant difference between at least
two stages of evaluating this variable.

Also, in the treatment group, there is a significant
difference in the scores of the research variables

between the pre-test and post-test stages and the pre-
test and follow-up stages (p< 0.01); However, no
difference was observed between the mean scores of
the school belonging variable in the post-test and
follow-up (p< 0.01).

Table 2. Pairwise comparison of social skills and belonging to school in the three stages

Variable (1) Time (J) Time Mean Differences SD Sig
Post test -9.76 0.207 0.001
Social skills Plisliss! Follow up -9.01 0.293 0.001
Post test Follow up 0.750 0.214 0.003
_ Pre test Post test -9.81 0.221 0.001
belonging to school Follow up -9.35 0.306 0.001
Post test Follow up 0.467 0.275 0.284

Conclusion
This study aimed to examine the impact of positive
thinking skills training on school belonging and social

skills among elementary students in Ardabil. The first
major finding demonstrated that positive thinking
skills enhanced students’ sense of school belonging.
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Although no studies were identified that directly
aligned with this outcome, Padrond et al. (2022)
concluded that positive thinking training is a
beneficial approach for increasing positive academic
emotions, reducing negative emotions, and enhancing
academic optimism among entrance exam candidates.
Similarly, Melheh et al. (2021) found that positive
thinking reduces academic stress among students.
The present finding can be explained by recognizing
that positive thinking interventions encompass
therapeutic methods designed to foster positive
emotions, behaviors, and perceptions, thereby
enhancing overall well-being (Giver & Eser, 2023).
Positive thinking training reduces anxiety related to
negative thoughts, improves cognitive-behavioral
self-regulation, and aids in managing negative
emotions. Consequently, it boosts academic
performance, strengthens positive beliefs, and
enhances cognitive flexibility, all of which contribute
to a stronger sense of school belonging (Mashhadi et
al., 2022). When students feel a sense of belonging,
they are better able to adapt to academic pressures,
which fosters resilience within the context of positive
psychology. The emphasis on positive emotional
experiences and adaptability contributes to an inner
balance, allowing students to maintain composure in
the face of challenges. This, in turn, supports self-
motivation, resilience, and the capacity to replace
negative thoughts with positive ones, leading to
improved academic success (Ahmadi et al., 2023).
The study’s second key finding was that positive
thinking skills training also improved social skills
among elementary students in Ardabil. Although
direct alignment with this finding was limited,
Mashhadi et al. (2022) reported that positive thinking
training significantly increased academic engagement
and social vitality in students experiencing
depression. Likewise, Moulay et al. (2022) concluded
that positive thinking training, which integrates
mindfulness, strength-based approaches, self-
affirmation, and value expression, effectively
enhances social acceptance and interactions in
adolescents.

Explaining this outcome, it can be argued that
students need essential skills to navigate challenges
and develop their potential. Positive thinking and
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optimism are key skills that help students adopt a
constructive perspective on themselves, others, and
life. This training cultivates self-efficacy and
confidence, enabling them to approach life with
clarity, realism, and confidence. Thus, the need for
such interventions is increasingly apparent as they
empower students to enhance their adaptability
through positivity and optimism, strengthening their
social competencies (Mashhadi et al., 2022).

One limitation of this study was its reliance solely on
self-report questionnaires, which are subject to
response biases. Additional limitations included a
small sample size, non-random sampling, and limited
control over confounding variables. Future research
should consider longitudinal assessments to
determine the sustained effects of positive thinking
training over time. Given the potential for bias in self-
report instruments, it is also recommended that future
studies incorporate diverse data collection methods,
such as interviews, to enrich the validity of the
findings.
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