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The aim of the present study was to investigate the effect of family-centered
psychotherapy interventions on improving selected components of mental
learning performance (reading disorder, spatial problems, and arithmetic
problems) and reducing psychological distress in children with mental disorders
hospitalized in hospital. The research method was quasi-experimental with a
pretest-posttest design and a control group. The statistical population included
children under 10 years of age with learning disorders and psychological
distress who were hospitalized in public hospitals in Tehran in the year 2025
(1404 Persian calendar). Among the screened individuals, 30 children meeting
the inclusion criteria were selected and randomly assigned into two groups:
experimental and control, with 15 children in each group. The experimental
group participated in an eight-session family-centered psychotherapy program
(each session lasting 45 minutes), while the control group received no
intervention. Research instruments included the Colorado Learning Difficulties
Questionnaire and the Impact of Event Scale-Revised. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). The
results showed that after controlling for the pretest effect, the family-centered
intervention had a significant effect on reducing psychological distress (F =
53.63, p < 0.001, n? = 0.98). Additionally, the intervention had a significant
effect on reducing reading disorder (F = 10.82, p <0.01, n>=0.29).. Regarding
the component of spatial problems, a significant difference was also reported
between the two groups (F = 16.64, p < 0.001, n? = 0.38). Furthermore, the
intervention had a significant effect on reducing arithmetic problems (F = 17.78,
p <0.001,n?=0.39). Based on the findings, family-centered psychotherapy can
be used as a complementary approach to reduce psychological distress and
improve certain components of mental learning in hospitalized children.
Keywords: Family-centered psychotherapy, Mental learning performance;
Learning disorders; Psychological distress, Hospitalized children;, Mental
disorders
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Learning disorders and psychological problems among children, particularly those who require
hospitalization due to psychiatric or psychological conditions, can simultaneously influence cognitive,
emotional, social, and academic development. Learning disorders are not merely temporary academic
weaknesses; rather, they are categorized as neurodevelopmental disorders characterized by persistent
difficulties in acquiring and applying academic skills, including reading, writing, and mathematics.
Contemporary diagnostic classifications emphasize the developmental and multidimensional nature of
these disorders and highlight the interaction between cognitive vulnerabilities and environmental
influences in their manifestation (American Psychiatric, 2022). The assessment of learning-related problems
requires multidimensional instruments capable of identifying various domains of impairment. The
Colorado Learning Difficulties Questionnaire was developed as a parent-report screening tool to evaluate
major areas of learning difficulties, including reading, mathematics, social cognition, social anxiety, and
spatial problems (Willcutt et al., 2011). Research evidence has shown that reading and mathematical
disorders are often associated with impairments in attention, working memory, linguistic processing,
visual-spatial processing, and executive functions, suggesting that these difficulties arise from complex
cognitive mechanisms rather than isolated academic deficits (Geary, 2010; Peterson & Pennington, 2015;
Snowling & Hulme, 2012).

Children hospitalized due to psychological or psychiatric problems face additional stressors
beyond their learning difficulties, including separation from familiar environments, disruption of school
and peer relationships, exposure to medical procedures, and parental concerns. These experiences may
increase psychological distress, intrusive thoughts, avoidance behaviors, anxiety, and hyperarousal, which
subsequently reduce children’s capacity for concentration and learning. The pediatric medical traumatic
stress model explains that hospitalization and treatment experiences can become significant stressors for
both children and families and require family-based assessment and intervention approaches (Kazak et al.,
2006). Psychological distress related to stressful experiences is commonly assessed through instruments
such as the Impact of Event Scale and its revised version, which evaluate intrusive thoughts, avoidance,
and hyperarousal symptoms (Horowitz et al., 1979; Weiss & Marmar, 1997). Psychometric studies have
further supported the reliability and validity of this measure in different populations (Beck et al., 2008;
Creamer et al., 2003).

Within this framework, the family is not only the child’s developmental context but also an active
component of treatment and rehabilitation. Parent—child communication quality, emotional
responsiveness, parental support, responses to academic failure, and management of avoidance behaviors
can influence the severity or improvement of psychological and learning problems. Family-centered
studies have indicated that family functioning, attachment security, and parental mental health are
associated with children’s emotional and behavioral outcomes (Dubois-Comtois et al., 2021). Family-
centered care emphasizes family participation, respect for parental roles, shared decision-making, and
attention to the emotional needs of children and families. Systematic reviews in pediatric care have
demonstrated that family-centered approaches can improve care experiences and strengthen family
participation when appropriately implemented (Kuo et al., 2012; Shields et al., 2012). Evidence in child
mental health also supports the effectiveness of family-based services in reducing psychological
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difficulties and improving parental competence (Hoagwood et al., 2010). Family-centered psychotherapy
assumes that children’s problems cannot be understood separately from family emotional, cognitive, and
relational systems. Parents participate as active therapeutic partners who learn to provide a safer
psychological environment, respond empathically to emotional difficulties, continue therapeutic activities
at home, and reduce dysfunctional educational pressures. Family therapy and systemic intervention
literature supports the effectiveness of family-based approaches for a broad range of child-centered
difficulties (Becvar et al., 2023; Carr, 2025; Dallos & Vetere, 2021; Taibbi, 2022). Furthermore, supportive
family environments may reduce psychological distress and release cognitive resources required for
learning, motivation, and problem-solving. Research among children with special needs and
developmental difficulties has also emphasized that family support and adaptive services are associated
with improved educational and psychological outcomes (Beaton et al., 2021; Degli Espinosa et al., 2020;
Schwartz et al., 2021). Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the effect of family-centered
psychotherapy interventions on psychological distress and mental learning performance components,
including reading disorder, spatial problems, and arithmetic problems, among children with mental
disorders hospitalized in hospitals.

Methods and Materials

The present study was an applied quasi-experimental investigation using a pretest—posttest design
with a control group. The statistical population included children under 10 years of age with learning
disorders and psychological distress who were hospitalized in public hospitals in Tehran in 2025. Initially,
approximately 80 children were evaluated according to preliminary eligibility criteria. After screening and
assessment based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, 30 eligible children were selected and randomly
assigned into two equal groups: an experimental group and a control group, each consisting of 15
participants.

The inclusion criteria included obtaining high scores on the learning difficulties questionnaire,
being under 10 years old, having no history of receiving related psychological treatment before entering
the study, having a stable treatment condition without major changes in psychiatric medication during the
previous six months, and obtaining written informed consent from parents. Stable medication use
confirmed by the treatment team did not prevent participation. The exclusion criteria included irregular
attendance, withdrawal by parents or children, and lack of cooperation during intervention sessions.

The Colorado Learning Difficulties Questionnaire was used to assess learning difficulties. This
20-item parent-report instrument evaluates different domains of learning problems in children and
adolescents, including reading, mathematics, social cognition, social anxiety, and spatial difficulties. In
the present study, three components were analyzed: reading disorder, spatial problems, and arithmetic
problems. Items are scored on a five-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating more severe
difficulties.

Psychological distress was measured using the Impact of Event Scale-Revised. This 22-item scale
evaluates intrusive thoughts, avoidance, and hyperarousal related to stressful experiences. In this study,
the reference event for completing the scale was the child’s hospitalization experience and stress
associated with illness, psychiatric problems, separation from familiar environments, and the treatment
process. The total score was used as an indicator of psychological distress.



The experimental group participated in an eight-session family-centered psychotherapy program,
with each session lasting 45 minutes. The intervention was conducted with parental involvement and
focused on therapeutic alliance, emotional regulation, modification of family interaction patterns,
enhancement of reading-related skills, improvement of spatial perception, reduction of mathematical
anxiety, crisis management, relapse prevention, and generalization of acquired skills. The control group
received no psychological intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, including mean and standard deviation, and inferential statistics. Univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) was performed to evaluate intervention effects while controlling for pretest
scores. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 22, and the significance level was set at
0.05.

Findings

The descriptive findings demonstrated that after the intervention, children in the experimental
group showed greater reductions in psychological distress and learning difficulty components compared
with the control group. The mean psychological distress score in the experimental group decreased from
16.47 + 5.70 at pretest to 13.54 £ 5.40 at posttest, while the control group showed only a small change
from 16.40 = 5.16 to 15.41 £ 4.60. Regarding reading disorder, the experimental group decreased from
25.16 £5.25 t0 23.16 = 4.23, whereas the control group remained relatively unchanged from 25.20 £ 5.25
to 25.41 + 5.25.

For spatial problems, the experimental group demonstrated improvement, with scores decreasing
from 33.13 + 6.31 at pretest to 31.32 + 7.33 at posttest, while the control group changed from 33.58 + 8.33
to 33.60 + 8.33. Similarly, arithmetic difficulties decreased in the experimental group from 35.58 &+ 6.35
to 32.25 + 5.32, while the control group remained relatively stable from 35.30 + 6.35 to 35.25 £ 6.35.

The results of univariate ANCOVA showed that after controlling for pretest effects, family-
centered psychotherapy significantly reduced psychological distress. The group effect for psychological
distress was significant (F = 53.63, p <0.001, n*> = 0.98), indicating a substantial intervention effect. The
intervention also significantly reduced reading disorder scores (F = 10.82, p < 0.01, n? = 0.29).
Furthermore, significant differences were observed between groups regarding spatial problems (F = 16.64,
p <0.001, n* = 0.38). Finally, the intervention had a significant effect on reducing arithmetic problems (F
=17.78,p <0.001,n*>=0.39). Overall, the findings confirmed that children who received family-centered
psychotherapy experienced greater improvements in psychological and learning-related outcomes
compared with those in the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study examined the effect of family-centered psychotherapy interventions on
psychological distress and mental learning performance components among hospitalized children with
mental disorders. The findings showed that participation in the family-centered intervention resulted in
significant reductions in psychological distress, reading difficulties, spatial problems, and arithmetic
difficulties compared with the control condition. These results suggest that improving the emotional and
relational environment of the family may contribute not only to psychological adjustment but also to better
cognitive and learning functioning among hospitalized children.

The reduction in psychological distress can be explained by the core principles of family-centered
psychotherapy. Through this intervention, parents learned to replace critical or anxiety-driven responses
with supportive, structured, and empathic interactions. This improvement in family communication may
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reduce children’s emotional arousal and increase their sense of psychological safety. For hospitalized
children, such emotional stability is particularly important because treatment-related stressors and
separation from normal environments can interfere with cognitive functioning and adaptation.

The improvement in reading difficulties suggests that family-centered strategies may influence
learning indirectly by reducing emotional barriers and increasing engagement. Reading requires sustained
attention, working memory, persistence, and confidence. When children experience supportive family
interactions and reduced fear of failure, they may participate more actively in literacy-related tasks.
Similarly, improvements in spatial and arithmetic problems indicate that the effects of the intervention
extended beyond emotional outcomes. Family-based activities involving puzzles, construction tasks,
spatial exercises, and practical mathematical experiences may transform learning from a stressful abstract
process into a cooperative and meaningful experience.

Overall, the results demonstrate that family-centered psychotherapy can serve as a complementary
intervention alongside educational and clinical services for hospitalized children experiencing
psychological and learning difficulties. By reducing psychological distress, improving family interaction
patterns, strengthening emotional security, and creating supportive learning opportunities, this approach
may enhance important aspects of mental learning performance. However, further studies with larger
samples, active control groups, follow-up assessments, and multiple evaluation methods are required to
confirm these findings and establish more comprehensive clinical protocols.
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