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Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the effectiveness of music therapy
based on music education with the Orff Schulwerk approach in reducing anxiety and
depression in children.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—
posttest structure, accompanied by a control group and a two-month follow-up. The
statistical population consisted of children aged 8 to 10 years in Shiraz City, from
whom 80 participants were selected through simple random sampling in a screening
process. After sample attrition, 78 participants were randomly assigned into two
groups—experimental and control—each consisting of 39 individuals. The
experimental group participated in eight 120-minute sessions of music education based
on a researcher-developed protocol, while the control group did not receive any
training. The data collection instrument was the DASS-Y questionnaire for Iranian
children and adolescents. Data analysis was performed using SPSS-26 software with
univariate and multivariate covariance analysis tests, as well as paired t-tests.
Findings: The results indicated that the music therapy intervention led to a significant
reduction in anxiety and depression levels among participants in both the posttest and
follow-up phases (P<0.05). Furthermore, there was a significant difference between
the intervention’s effectiveness in reducing anxiety compared to depression (P<0.05),
with the reduction in anxiety being greater than the reduction in depression.
Conclusion: Music education with the Orff Schulwerk approach can be used as an
effective method for reducing anxiety and depression in children, contributing to the
improvement of their mental health. Child mental health professionals may apply this
intervention alongside other therapeutic approaches to reduce children’s anxiety and
depression levels.

Keywords: Music education, Anxiety, Depression, Orff Schulwerk approach, Children,
Music therapy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Emotional disorders such as anxiety and depression are among the most common and debilitating
mental health challenges affecting children worldwide, with significant implications for cognitive
development, social functioning, academic performance, and overall quality of life (Sadock et al., 2021; World
Health, 2023). According to global health statistics, more than 17% of children and adolescents experience
some form of anxiety or depressive disorder, and without timely intervention, these conditions can persist
into adolescence and adulthood, leading to chronic impairments (World Health, 2023). Anxiety is
characterized by excessive worry, physiological arousal, and tension that are often disproportionate to
external stimuli or internal thoughts (Koelsch et al., 2021), while depression is defined by persistent low
mood, loss of interest or pleasure, reduced energy, and negative self-appraisal (Beck & Alford, 2021). The
increasing prevalence of these disorders in children underscores the urgent need to explore and implement
therapeutic strategies that are effective, safe, and developmentally appropriate (Karakas & Aydin, 2021).

In recent decades, music therapy has emerged as a promising, evidence-based, non-
pharmacological intervention for addressing emotional and behavioral difficulties in children (Bruscia,
2022). Music therapy interventions utilize structured musical activities—including rhythm, melody, and
harmony—to engage children in ways that facilitate emotional regulation, enhance social skills, and
improve psychological well-being (Chen et al., 2022). Neuroscientific evidence suggests that music can
modulate brain structures and neurochemical pathways, including the limbic system and dopaminergic
circuits, leading to reductions in stress biomarkers such as cortisol and improvements in mood-related
neurotransmitters like serotonin (Li et al., 2023; Park et al., 2023).

Among various music therapy approaches, Orff Schulwerk holds particular appeal for child
populations. Developed by Carl Orff and Gunild Keetman, this approach integrates music, movement,
speech, improvisation, and play in a group-based, interactive format (Schumacher, 2023). Unlike purely
instructional methods, Orff Schulwerk emphasizes experiential learning and creativity, allowing children
to actively participate and express themselves without the constraints of formal performance standards
(Wang & Odena, 2025; Zhang & Bin Abu Talib, 2023). The participatory and playful nature of the approach makes
it especially suitable for children who may resist verbal or conventional therapy (Saarikallio, 2022).

Empirical studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of Orff-based interventions in improving
emotional resilience, peer relationships, and subjective well-being while reducing anxiety and stress (Fan
et al., 2024; Kim & Lee, 2023). Systematic reviews have confirmed that Orff Schulwerk can enhance social-
emotional competence and promote psychological health in both typical and special-needs populations
(Farzhi-zadeh et al., 2023; Yiwei, 2025). In Iran, preliminary research has reported that Orff-based music
education can significantly reduce depressive symptoms in children (Nasseri, 2021) and that music therapy
more broadly can lower both anxiety and depression in youth populations (Farzhi-zadeh et al., 2023).

Despite these promising findings, there is still a need for controlled experimental research to
directly compare the effects of Orff Schulwerk-based music therapy on anxiety and depression in children,
as well as to assess the sustainability of outcomes over time (Wang et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2025). Given this
gap, the present study was designed to evaluate the effectiveness of Orff Schulwerk music education in
reducing anxiety and depression among 8- to 10-year-old children in Shiraz, Iran, using a quasi-
experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and two-month follow-up assessments.



Methods and Materials

This research employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, control group, and
two-month follow-up phases. The statistical population consisted of boys and girls aged 8 to 10 years
residing in Shiraz. Following recruitment through social media announcements and SMS notifications,
672 children were screened, and 80 were selected via simple random sampling based on inclusion criteria
such as elevated scores on at least one subscale of the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scales for Youth
(DASS-Y) and informed parental consent. Two participants dropped out during the study, resulting in a
final sample of 78 children randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 39) and a control group (n =
39).

The experimental group participated in eight 120-minute sessions of Orff Schulwerk-based music
education, delivered according to a researcher-developed protocol validated by 10 experts in the field.
Sessions included warm-up exercises, rhythmic speech, improvisation, ensemble playing, musical games,
storytelling, group creativity activities, and public mini-concerts for parents. The control group received
no intervention during the study period but was offered the program after the follow-up assessment.

The Persian version of the DASS-Y, validated for Iranian children aged 7 to 18, was used to
measure anxiety and depression at baseline, post-test, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 26 with univariate and multivariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA and MANCOVA) and
paired t-tests, controlling for pre-test scores.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean anxiety score in the experimental group decreased from
11.79 at pre-test to 5.18 at post-test, and slightly increased to 5.87 at follow-up, indicating a net reduction
of 5.92 points from baseline. Depression scores declined from 8.97 at pre-test to 4.79 at post-test, and rose
marginally to 5.21 at follow-up, representing a net reduction of 3.76 points. The control group’s scores
showed minimal change across all time points.

MANCOVA results revealed that the intervention had a statistically significant multivariate effect
on the combined dependent variables of anxiety and depression at both post-test (Wilks” Lambda = 0.283,
F =60.06, p < 0.001, n* = 0.717) and follow-up (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.316, F = 51.29, p < 0.001, n?> =
0.684).

Univariate ANCOVA indicated significant effects of the intervention on anxiety at post-test (F =
49.87,p <0.001,n? = 0.406) and follow-up (F =26.69, p <0.001, n* = 0.268), and on depression at post-
test (F = 39.98, p < 0.001, n? = 0.354) and follow-up (F = 32.05, p < 0.001, n? = 0.305). Paired t-tests
comparing the magnitude of change between anxiety and depression revealed a significantly greater
reduction in anxiety (mean change = 6.62) compared to depression (mean change = 4.18) (t = 2.69, p =
0.011).

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that Orff Schulwerk-based music therapy can significantly
reduce both anxiety and depression in children aged 8 to 10 years, with sustained benefits observed at a
two-month follow-up. The greater effect on anxiety aligns with previous findings suggesting that
movement- and rhythm-based interventions tend to produce faster and more pronounced improvements
in anxiety symptoms than in depressive symptoms, which often require longer-term or more
comprehensive interventions (Fan et al., 2024; Kim & Lee, 2023).
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The findings also support the neurobiological mechanisms proposed in earlier research, whereby
music-making activities influence brain regions involved in emotion regulation, such as the amygdala and
prefrontal cortex, and modulate physiological stress markers (Chen et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023; Park et al., 2023).
The group-based, playful, and non-competitive nature of the Orff Schulwerk approach likely contributed
to its effectiveness by fostering a safe and engaging environment for emotional expression, social
interaction, and cooperative learning (Schumacher, 2023; Zhang & Bin Abu Talib, 2023).

Furthermore, the sustained effects observed at follow-up suggest that skills acquired during the
sessions—such as rhythmic coordination, improvisation, and group participation—may generalize beyond
the intervention setting and support ongoing emotional well-being. This finding is consistent with
systematic reviews reporting that music therapy can have lasting effects on emotional and social
functioning in children (Farzhi-zadeh et al., 2023; Yiwei, 2025).

In conclusion, Orff Schulwerk-based music therapy offers a developmentally appropriate,
culturally adaptable, and engaging intervention for reducing anxiety and depression in children. Given its
non-invasive nature and emphasis on creativity and collaboration, it can serve as a valuable complement
to existing therapeutic approaches in both educational and clinical contexts.
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