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Learning Disability, Children's Anxiety Scale (SCAS). At first, both experimental and control groups
Painting Therapy completed the pre-test questionnaires. Then, the children of the experimental groups

received painting therapy for eight sessions (two 45-minute sessions per week). The
follow-up was performed after 45 days. Data analysis was done using SPSS version 21.
Findings: The mean+SD of the anxiety in the experimental group in pre-test and post-
test phases was 142.26+10.95 and 97.26+10.95, respectively, while the anxiety score of
the control group in the pre-test and test phases was 138.60+11.10 and 143.93+10.55,
respectively (p<0.01). Besides, the post-test scores had no significant difference in the
follow-up scores.

Conclusion: Based on the results, painting therapy reduced anxiety in children with
disabilities. Therefore, it can be concluded that painting therapy can decrease anxiety in
children with disabilities. The results continued until the follow-up phase.
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Introduction

Learning disabilities stem from neurological problems. They emerge in preschool and continue into adult life.
Learning disabilities are some defects in general academic skills that cause significant problems in academic
achievement, job performance, and/or daily activities L. 2] Although they participate in appropriate education
environments and have no prominent biological anomalies or severe social and psychological problems, they
cannot learn specific skills (learning, writing, and mathematics) 3. 41 Anxiety disorders are among the most
common mental health disorders in children ™). Children with abnormal anxiety may have difficulty with verbal
tasks, especially with those requiring careful concentration and organization. They may seem forgetful and
inattentive and have difficulty organizing their work (6] Anxiety and emotional disorders are undesirable
consequences of irrational cognitions. Experiencing some anxiety levels is normal and even necessary for the
development and adaptation of a child to the environment and others [7.8] Psychological signs and symptoms of
anxiety include fear reactions and feelings of depression. It also manifests as guilt in more severe cases. Besides,
anxiety is characterized by under-functioning/over-functioning [5. 101, Many efforts have recently been made to
decline children’s anxiety; however, few attempts have been made to reduce anxiety levels through painting
therapy (1]

Art therapy is used to empower children to improve their self-expression, communication and social skills.
Art therapy helps people in areas of awareness, reality-testing, problem-solving, revelation of unconscious
elements, catharsis, and confrontation with conflicts, integrity, and individuality. As the first type of art
therapy, painting opens a window to the use of other arts. Painting has been mainly used in art therapy [t1,
Painting is not only a means of child incompatibility diagnosis, but also a potential factor for creativity and
effective treatment, either through the intellectual and emotional development of the child or by the
improvement of adult-child relationships 31 The aim of painting therapy is not to teach painting but to
provide individuals with the opportunity to freely express their feelings, emotions, needs and even knowledge
using colors and lines. In painting therapy, spontaneous non-judgmental expression allows individuals to
freely articulate their repressed thoughts and feelings without the threat of any adverse reaction. Painting
therapy is based on the indirect expression of thoughts and feelings within an artistic process. Painting helps
individuals cope with their emotions and develop a dynamic personality through projecting their inner life (141
Painting and the visual arts are used as tools for projecting, presenting and expressing thoughts and emotions.
Painting is one of the most important means of expressing inner thoughts, ideas, and needs. Paintings give us
valuable information about the personality traits, mental capacities, emotional characteristics, stresses, and
inner interests of children and adults ™ *!. Rezaee et al. *"! found that painting therapy significantly reduces
symptoms of anxiety, depression, and aggression in children. According to Jangi et al. (18] painting therapy,
as an intervention program, effectively reduces anxiety levels in female students. Moreover, group-painting
therapy is more effective than individual therapy as it improves interaction and communication levels, reduces
negative emotions and affects common goals, situations and areas of personal performance (e.g., interaction
with others). Khodabakhshi Koolaee et al. [2] reported that painting therapy was effective in reducing
aggression and anxiety in children with cancer.

Art often helps children express their feelings and emotions. Teaching painting to children and especially to
those in elementary school makes them cheerful and entertained, and helps them better deal with their anxiety.
Painting enhances creativity and self-exploration in children. It also sets children’s minds free of thoughts and
makes them focus on their artwork; therefore, painting training can be useful in reducing child anxiety (61 Children
can externalize their internal behavior, and experience negative emotions through art. Furthermore, by scribbling
some symbolic parts of their paintings, children may show the reason behind their anger and sadness. Children
unable to talk about their past, present and future wishes and desires can express such feelings through using the
symbolic language of drawing and painting, and by creating a structured work of art [19.201 'Beehe et al. “! found
that painting therapy effectively reduced anxiety and depression levels in children with asthma. Therefore, in
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addition to helping children to express their emotions, painting reduces children’s anxiety and other psychological
problems. Tahmasebi et al. (3] have observed that interactive painting techniques make children with cancer relax
and help them discharge their emotions. Accordingly, this study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of painting
therapy on anxiety in children with specific learning disabilities in Kermanshah city in 2019.

Methods

Design and participant

The study was quasi-experimental with a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design and a control group. The
study population of this study included all female elementary schoolchildren with learning disabilities from
learning disorder-training centers affiliated with the Special Needs Education Organization (SNEO) in
Kermanshah city in 2019. The sample consisted of 30 children with specific learning disabilities selected by
convenience sampling and randomly divided into experimental and control groups. The sample size was selected
for each group of 15 people based on G-Power statistical software. The experimental group received eight
sessions (45-minute sessions twice a week) of painting therapy, and the control group did not receive the
intervention program. After the intervention sessions, a post-test was done in the control and experimental
groups. Also, the follow-up was done in the experimental and control groups after 45 days. The researchers
received written consent from the parents of participants for participation in the research.

Research instruments

The Children's Anxiety Scale (CAS): The CAS (Parental Form) was developed by Spence et al. %in a 38-
item form. On this scale, scoring is performed on a five-point Likert scale. In this scale the subscales are
generalized social phobia, anxiety disorder, separation anxiety disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder, fear
of physical injury. Spence et al. 22] calculated the correlation of subscales of this scale to be 0.44. Validation of
the test was examined by Ghanbari et al. 23] in Iran, and the correlation of its subscales was 0.82 in total scale
score by the test-retest, and greater than 0.70 in all its subscales. In this study, Cronbach's alpha coefficient was
0.89 for the scale.

Intervention program

In this study, painting therapy included topic-based painting activities in eight 45-minute sessions, held 2
sessions a week, with no other activities. The intervention program was performed as a group for children with
learning disabilities. The intervention sessions were conducted at Education Center for Children with Learning
Disabilities in Kermanshah by a researcher who had received specialized courses and workshops. No treatment
intervention was offered to the control group and they were placed on the waiting list so that they would receive
the painting therapy at the end of the study. This therapeutic packet was adopted from Painting Therapy [24]
Table 1 presents the activities of the painting therapy sessions.

Statistical analyses

Data were analyzed by descriptive and inferential statistics such as mean, standard deviation, and analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA). The Levene's test was used to examine the equality of variances. The ANOVA was
utilized to test the assumption of homogeneity of line slope. SPSS version 21.0 was further used to analyze the
data.
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Table 1: Structure of the painting therapy sessions

Session Topics

First Becoming acquainted with art therapy processes, making introductions, drawing irregular lines, playing with colors, making
introductions on paper, making personal paintings.

Second A safe place: paint a safe place for living or hiding; what makes you relax in this place?

Third Drawing a lifeline: draw your life on a line and record specific events and moments along that line; paint the story as to how
you ended up in a hospital.

Fourth  How do you see yourself? What do others think about you? How do you like to be?

Participants are asked to imagine themselves in different roles such as a mother, a child, a housewife, and a driver and draw all

Fifth of them together in a community.
Sixth Paint one of the hard and long-lasting problems that you are dealing with now, and then paint yourself conquering that
problem.
Seventh Paint one of your dreams or nightmares. If you remember none of your dreams, paint one of your daydreams. Make a good
ending out of a sad dream that you have had.
Eighth Group painting of anger symptoms: The outlines of a person’s body are drawn on a large sheet of paper. Then, the participants
g are asked in turn to point out from the drawings the physical signs of anger that they noticed in themselves or others.
Results

The participants included 30 female elementary-school students with specific learning disabilities, aged 8-11
years. The meanzstandard deviation (SD) of the anxiety for the experimental and control groups in the post-test
stage was 97.26+10.95 and 143.93£10.55, respectively. Table 2 represents the mean and standard deviation (SD)
of studied variables in the experimental and control groups in the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up.

Based on the results showed that the distribution of scores in the research variable was normal. Levene's test
was also used to examine the equality of variances in the experimental and control groups (F=2.208 and
P=0.123). The results showed that the assumption of the equality of variances was correct and the use of analysis
of covariance was allowed. Moreover, the ANOVA was utilized to test the assumption of homogeneity of line
slope (F=7.45 and P=0.119). This interaction was not significant, indicating compliance with the assumption of
homogeneity of line slope. Hence, the assumption of homogeneity of regression line slope was true for the
research variable; and the ANCOVA test could be used.

Based on the results, the F ratio refers to the univariate analysis of covariance for the dependent variable in
the post-test phase. These findings showed that there was a significant difference between the painting therapy
and control groups in the dependent variable of anxiety in the post-test phase (F=137.53, P=0.001). Moreover,
the F ratio of ANCOVA for anxiety (F=40.56, P=0.001) in the follow-up phase. These findings indicated a
significant difference between experimental and control groups in terms of anxiety in the follow-up phase.

Table 2: Mean and standard deviation of the anxiety in experimental and
control groups in the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up

NS —

Pre-test 142.26+10.95 138.60+11.10
Anxiety = Post-test 97.26+10.95 143.93£10.55
Follow-up 100.86+10.56 133.93+12.57

* M+SD: Mean+Standard deviation

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of painting therapy on anxiety in children with
specific learning disabilities. The results showed that painting therapy was effective in reducing anxiety in
children with disabilities. This finding is consistent with the research results of Khodabakhshi Koolaee et al. [2],
Bosgraaf et al. (2] Rezaee et al. "/, Jangi et al. 18] Golamzadeh et al. *°!, and Khadar et al. 1°!,
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Research confirms the beneficial psychological effects of some arts, such as painting, on the mental states of
certain patients. Art therapy is a non-pharmacological therapeutic method that generally aims to enable a client to
transform and build his/her character using art materials in a healthy and safe environment. Bosgraaf et al. [12]
showed that art therapy is effective in improving psychosocial problems in children. Golamzadeh et al. [25] reported
that art therapy based on painting therapy is effective in reducing the symptoms of depressive disorder in
elementary school boys. Therefore, art therapy provides clients with the opportunity to express their thoughts and
feelings and communicate with others. Art opens some doors and windows to the human psyche. When a client is
presented with an art subject, he/she initiates a process resulting in immediate behavioral information. This process
can be metaphorically used by the therapist or client as a generalization of the client’s habitual response to his/her
life situations. Both the left and right hemispheres of the brain are engaged in the art-making process. This process
integrates all feelings, cognition, and senses, and results in a new understanding. There is a close relationship
between an artwork and its creator. Painting replaces anxiety with feelings of joy and vivacity (251, Using different
colors also makes children happy. One may realize a child’s problems and prevent future complications only by
paying attention to the subject of a painting, the place where it is drawn on the paper, and the amount of pressure
that the child puts on the paper through the pencil.

Painting therapy aims to provide children with the opportunity to freely express their feelings, emotions,
needs, and even knowledge through colors and lines. The painting expresses the feelings and personality of
individuals and fosters their creativity (2] Rezaee et al. " reported that painting therapy is effective in
decreasing aggression and anxiety among elementary school students. The benefits of painting therapy are
doubled when performed in group therapy because a group with a child-centered culture provides children with
the opportunity to experience emotional development. Furtheremore, children with unpleasant experiences of
their family or classroom, and those who are reluctant to be with adults can receive more feedback from peers.
Finally, the hostile feelings of children are better understood in group therapy sessions than in individual
sessions. On the other hand, the art-making process can inherently heal, and studies emphasize the pivotal role of
defense mechanisms in this experience. Art therapy seems to dramatically reduce children’s anxiety by
improving their self-concept and self-identity. Painting is an invaluable tool for expressing emotions and
presenting thoughts, feelings, desires, and inner conflicts. Through painting, children can reflect their
perceptions of the environment, as well as their anxiety and worries. Expressing anxiety and worries through
non-verbal tools like paintings and drawings reduces such feelings.

Limitations

Due to lack of time and resources, the researchers only investigated the short-term effect of painting therapy
on symptoms of anxiety. The participants were selected from one city; thus, the results cannot be generalized to
students residing in other cities. Moreover, due to the effects of intervening variables (e.g., environmental,
economic, and emotional conditions, and specific problems), the results must be carefully generalized to other
populations.

Conclusion

According to the results of the present study, Painting therapy reduced anxiety in children with specific
learning disabilities. Using the present results, planners, principals, educators, and teachers can provide students
with proper training to prepare the ground for applying effective therapeutic interventions. Based on the results,
it is recommended that therapists in counseling centers and other institutes that provide psychological services
use this intervention program to reduce the anxiety of children with specific learning disabilities.
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