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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

esearch over the past five years has
reinforced that play is a cornerstone of
early childhood development,
facilitating physical activity, cognitive
growth, and socioemotional skills by
enabling children to actively engage
with and adapt to their surroundings (Prins et al. 2022;
Doebel & Lillard 2023). Through diverse forms of
play, ranging from unstructured free play to symbolic
and guided play, children exercise and refine
executive functions such as planning, monitoring, and
inhibitory control, which underpin problem solving
and self-regulated behavior (Prins et al. 2022; Doebel
& Lillard 2023). In autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
where core features include social communication
deficits, reduced eye contact, and a tendency toward
repetitive behaviors, play based interventions have
emerged as a promising avenue to bolster social
interaction and language skills (O’Keeffe et al. 2023;
Khaledi et al. 2022). Moreover, tailored play therapies
can help children with ASD navigate heightened
sensory  sensitivities,  for instance, tactile
defensiveness, olfactory overload, or auditory distress,
by providing controlled, engaging environments that
promote adaptive coping and meaningful participation
(Khaledi et al. 2022).
Children with ASD often show little interest in shared
activities or others' emotions and achievements. They
may not actively engage in simple social games and
instead prefer solitary activities. For them, play is a
form of language—a way to express emotions,
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connect with others, and understand experiences. It
enhances their sense of control over their environment,
which is crucial for emotional growth. Play therapy has
proven to be an effective and accessible. intervention
for autistic children facing verbal communication and
cognitive difficulties. Despite its growing prevalence,
autism remains under-researched in Iran. Given the
cost and complexity of many interventions, play
therapy offers a low-cost, flexible solution that families
can apply in everyday settings. This study aims to
examine whether play therapy can effectively improve
the social skills of students with autism spectrum
disorder.

2. Materials and Methods

The present study aimed to examine the effects of play
therapy on the social skills of students with autism.
This was a library-based study that followed a content
analysis approach and was applied in terms of its
purpose. As stated by Reiff et al. (2019), content
analysis follows a systematic and replicable process for
analyzing written, visual, and numerical content, and
many researchers use this method to achieve research
goals. (Reiff et al., 2019).

The study population included previous documents
and research related to autism. Purposeful sampling
was applied based on criteria such as publication year,
relevance, and accessibility. A three-stage screening
process was used to select the final articles. Search
engines such as Google Scholar, PubMed, and Scopus
(for international sources), and Noormags, IranDoc,
and SID (for Iranian sources) were used. Keywords
included: autism, play therapy, social skills, play-based
intervention, and learning disorders. Studies published
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from 2010 to 2024 were reviewed. Initially, 163 articles inter-coder agreement (Kappa = 0.88) were used. Data
were identified. After the first screening, 121 articles were collected using Publish or Perish 2022 and
remained. Following a more detailed review, 61 articles analyzed with MAXQDA 2024.
entered the third phase, and finally, 29 articles were
selected for analysis. 3. Results
Data were analyzed using thematic analysis and a three- Data analysis was conducted using a coding method. In
step coding method. This process yielded 124 open the first phase, 189 open codes were identified. After
codes, 17 sub-themes, and 6 main themes, including: (1) merging similar and overlapping codes, 124 initial
personality profiles of autistic students, (2) social role concepts emerged. These concepts were then
of families (3) social development through play therapy categorized into 17 sub-themes, which were further
(4) social capacities of play therapy, (5) role of grouped into 6 main themes. To enhance the
technology in development, an (6) social functions of generalizability and clarity of the data structure, a
play therapy. To ensure reliability, multiple sources and conceptual tree diagram is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figl. Tree Diagram of the Impact of Play Therapy on the Social Skills of Students with Autism

4. Discussion and Conclusion but also strengthens family involvement and provides a
This study aimed to investigate the impact of play structured context for emotional and behavioral
therapy on the social skills of students with autism. The development. Therefore, incorporating play therapy
findings were organized into six main themes, 17 sub- into educational and therapeutic programs is
themes, and 124 conceptual codes. The analysis of the recommended as an effective strategy for supporting the
data demonstrated that play therapy significantly social growth of children with autism, especially when
contributes to improving social skills, reducing family and environmental factors are carefully
behavioral disorders, and increasing social interactions considered and integrated into the intervention process.
in students with autism. The main themes identified

include understanding the personality traits of autistic 5. Ethical Considerations

students, institutionalizing the social role of the family, Compliance with ethical guidelines

social development through play therapy, recognizing The present study, as review research, utilized
the social potentials of play therapy, the role of secondary data extracted from published scientific
technology in social and cognitive development, and the articles. All stages of study selection, evaluation, and
social functions of play therapy. analysis were conducted in accordance with principles
The theme “understanding the personality of autistic of scientific integrity, respect for the intellectual
students” highlighted the challenges these students face, property rights of original authors, and in compliance
such as low concentration, poor socialization, emotional with ethical standards for review studies.

outbursts, and motor limitations. The second theme .

emphasized the family's role in creating a supportive Funfjlng_ ] .

environment and actively participating in play therapy No financial support was received for this study.

to enhance social outcomes. The third theme, "social Authors' contributions

development through play therapy,” revealed that this All authors contributed significantly to the study design,
approach fosters cooperation, participation, emotional analysis, and manuscript preparation, and accept full
expression, and reduced autistic symptoms. responsibility for the content.

Overall, the findings suggest that play therapy can be a . .
powerful, multidimensional intervention for autistic Conflicts of interest _ _
children. It not only improves their interpersonal skills The authors declare no conflicts of interest.
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