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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of school-based trauma-
focusedgroup psychotherapy on post-traumatic growthand psychological adjustment
among students exposed to war trauma. This applied study used a quasi-experimental
pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
secondary school students in Saveh during the 2025-2026 academic year who had
been directly or indirectly exposed to war-related traumatic events. Thirty eligible
students were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an
experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The
experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of school-based trauma-
focused group psychotherapy, whereas the control group received no structured
intervention during the study period. Data were collected using the Posttraumatic
Growth Inventory and the Adjustment Inventory for School Students. Data analysis
was conducted using SPSS \ersion 27, multivariate analysis of covariance, and
follow-up univariate analyses of covariance. Multivariate analysis of covariance
showed that, after controlling for pretest scores, the owerall effect of group
membership on the combined dependent variables of post-traumatic growth and
psychological adjustment was statistically significant (Wilks’ Lambda=0.261,
F(2,25)=35.41, p<0.001, np*=0.739). Follow-up univariate analyses also indicated
that the intervention significantly increased post-traumatic growth (F(1,26)=71.61,
p<0.001, mp>=0.734) and significantly improved psychological adjustment
(F(1,26)=59.06, p<0.001, mp>=0.694). School-based trauma-focused group
psychotherapy appears to be an effective intervention for improving post-traumatic
growth and psychological adjustment among students exposed to war trauma. By
facilitating emotional regulation, cognitive processing of traumatic experiences,
social support, meaning reconstruction, and a greater sense of personal control, this
intervention may contribute to both positive psychological transformation and
improved adaptation. Its integration into school-based mental health and counseling
services may therefore be particularly beneficial in settings affected by war and
collective trauma.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

War and armed conflict are among the most severe forms of traumatic exposure and can substantially affect
the psychological, emotional, social, and academic functioning of children and adolescents. Students exposed
directly or indirectly to military attacks, explosions, threats to life, displacement, injury or loss of family
members, repeated exposure to distressing images, and persistent uncertainty about personal and family safety
may experience a broad range of trauma-related responses. These responses may include anxiety, fear,
intrusive thoughts, hyperarousal, emotional dysregulation, sleep problems, social withdrawal, academic
decline, and symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder. Evidence from populations exposed to
war-related conditions indicates that traumatic exposure can be accompanied by considerable psychological
distress and impairments in everyday functioning (Amro, 2024). For school-aged individuals, these
consequences may be particularly important because adolescence is a sensitive developmental period during
which identity, emotional regulation, social relationships, academic competencies, and future orientation are
still developing.

Psychological adjustment is one of the major domains that may be affected following traumatic exposure. It
refers broadly to the capacity to maintain or regain emotional balance, function effectively in social and
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educational settings, manage environmental demands, and adapt to stressful or changing circumstances.
Among students, psychological adjustment is reflected in emotional stability, social functioning, academic
engagement, adaptive coping, and the ability to maintain meaningful interpersonal relationships. Research has
shown that psychological wellbeing and related personal resources are closely linked to adjustment tendencies
in students (Ofem, 2023). In contrast, greater trauma-related symptoms may be associated with maladjustment,
impaired emotional functioning, and difficulties in interpersonal and social domains (Gholami
Gharahchenagh et al., 2024). Therefore, strengthening psychological adjustment represents an important
therapeutic objective for trauma-exposed students.

Contemporary trauma research has increasingly moved beyond an exclusive focus on psychopathology toward
a broader understanding of resilience, recovery, adaptation, and positive psychological transformation. From
a resilience perspective, not all individuals exposed to adversity follow a trajectory of chronic dysfunction;
some are able to preserve or regain relatively healthy functioning by mobilizing personal and environmental
resources (Chen & Bonanno, 2020). Social support is among the most important protective factors in this
process because it can reduce perceived stress, increase tolerance of distress, and protect against the
psychological effects of adverse circumstances (Hernandez et al., 2020). Similarly, emotion regulation and
family functioning have been shown to play important roles in the psychological responses of trauma-exposed
individuals (Pan & Yang, 2023).

A particularly important concept within this broader framework is post-traumatic growth, which refers to
positive psychological changes that may occur as a result of struggling with highly challenging or traumatic
life events. Such changes may involve stronger interpersonal relationships, agreater sense of personal strength,
identification of new possibilities, increased appreciation of life, and changes in existential or spiritual
perspectives. Post-traumatic growth does not imply the absence of distress or the elimination of trauma-related
symptoms; rather, positive changes may emerge alongside ongoing psychological difficulty. Studies across
different populations have documented post-traumatic growth following serious illness, occupational
adversity, large-scale crises, and other traumatic experiences (McErlean et al., 2023; Rasic et al., 2022).
Post-traumatic growth is influenced by several psychological mechanisms. Adaptive coping strategies have
been consistently associated with greater growth after trauma (Wan et al., 2022). Social support, resilience,
and patterns of rumination have also been identified as significant correlates of post-traumatic growth (Amani
et al., 2022). Positive psychological characteristics such as optimism and emotional intelligence have similarly
been linked to growth following serious adversity (Sultan et al., 2023). In addition, psychological wellbeing
and mindfulness have been shown to predict post-traumatic growth in stressful contexts (Afzali et al., 2022).
These findings suggest that post-traumatic growth is not an automatic consequence of exposure to trauma but
is more likely to emerge when individuals have opportunities to process their experiences, regulate distressing
emotions, mobilize psychological resources, and reconstruct meaning.

Emotion regulation is particularly important in this process. Greater capacity for emotional expression and
regulation has been associated with higher levels of post-traumatic growth (Zeinali Siyavashani & dehghan,
2021). Conversely, difficulties in emotion regulation may intensify post-traumatic stress symptoms and
contribute to interpersonal and family dysfunction (Pan & Yang, 2023). Cognitive processing also plays an
important role. Deliberate or purposeful rumination may facilitate the reinterpretation of traumatic experiences
and contribute to the reconstruction of beliefs about the self, relationships, and the future (Zhao, 2025).
Similarly, the association between resilience and post-traumatic growth may operate through negative
emotions and deliberate rumination (Xu et al., 2024). Social support and meaning in life have also been
identified as pathways through which individuals may achieve positive psychological change after adversity
(Wu, 2024).
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These mechanisms are especially relevant to school-based interventions. Schools represent a central
developmental context for adolescents and provide continuous access to peers, teachers, and counselors. A
school-based group format may normalize trauma-related reactions, reduce social isolation, increase perceived
support, and create opportunities for students to practice emotional and cognitive coping strategies in a familiar
environment. Previous findings have shown that trauma-focused psychological interventions can improve
adjustment following distressing experiences (Ghezelseflo et al., 2019). More directly, a trauma-focused
group-based psychological program implemented with children and adolescents following a terrorist attack on
a school demonstrated the potential usefulness of structured group interventions in addressing trauma-related
psychological consequences in young people (Amiri et al., 2026). Taken together, these findings support the
use of trauma-focused group psychotherapy within school settings to address both maladaptive consequences
and positive developmental outcomes following war-related trauma. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of school-based trauma-focused group psychotherapy on post-traumatic growth
and psychological adjustment among students exposed to war trauma in Saveh, Iran.

Methods and Materials

The present study was an applied, quasi-experimental investigation using a pretest-posttest control-group
design. The statistical population consisted of secondary school students in Saveh during the 2026—2027
academic year who had been directly or indirectly exposed to war-related traumatic experiences. War-related
trauma was defined as exposure to experiences such as military threats, explosions, emergency conditions,
perceived danger to one’s own life or the lives of family members, forced or temporary displacement, repeated
exposure to distressing war-related information or images, and serious disruption of normal educational or
family routines. Following coordination with educational authorities and participating schools, eligible
students were screened according to the study inclusion and exclusion criteria. Thirty students meeting the
eligibility criteria were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group
and a control group, with 15 students in each group.

Inclusion criteria consisted of enrollment in a secondary school in Saveh, identifiable exposure to war-related
trauma, evidence of psychological consequences associated with traumatic exposure, ability to participate
regularly in group sessions, absence of severe cognitive or developmental impairment, absence of concurrent
participation in a similar structured psychotherapy program, and informed consent from both the student and
a parent or legal guardian. Exclusion criteria included absence from more than two intervention sessions,
initiation of another intensive psychological treatment during the study, development of an acute psychiatric
condition requiring immediate specialist care, and withdrawal of consent.

Before the intervention, both groups completed the study instruments as a pretest. The experimental group
then received school-based trauma-focused group psychotherapy in eight weekly 90-minute sessions
conducted in a private and appropriate counseling space within the school. The intervention focused on
psychological safety, psychoeducation about trauma reactions, emotion identification and regulation,
relaxation and self-regulation techniques, identification and modification of dysfunctional trauma-related
cognitions, gradual processing of traumatic experiences, improvement of interpersonal support, enhancement
of personal control and self-efficacy, identification of coping resources, meaning-making, hope, future
orientation, and facilitation of post-traumatic growth. The control group received no structured trauma-focused
psychotherapy during the intervention period and continued to have access to routine school counseling
services. One week after the final intervention session, both groups completed the posttest.

Data were collected using a demographic information form, a trauma-exposure screening form, the 21-item
Posttraumatic Growth Inventory, and the Adjustment Inventory for School Students. The Posttraumatic
Growth Inventory assessed positive changes in relationships with others, new possibilities, personal strength,
spiritual change, and appreciation of life, with higher total scores indicating greater post-traumatic growth.
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Psychological adjustment was assessed across emotional, social, and educational domains, with scoring
oriented so that higher scores reflected more favorable psychological adjustment.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics included frequency, percentage, mean, and
standard deviation. The assumptions required for multivariate analysis of covariance were evaluated using the
Shapiro-Wilk test, Levene’s test, Box’s M test, assessment of regression slope homogeneity, and examination
of linearity and multicollinearity. Multivariate analysis of covariance was then used to assess the overall
intervention effect on post-traumatic growth and psychological adjustment while controlling for pretest scores.
Follow-up univariate analyses of covariance were performed for each dependent variable. Statistical
significance was set at 0.05, and partial eta squared was reported as the effect-size index.

Findings

All 30 participants completed the study and were included in the final analysis. The overall mean age of the
students was 15.43 years with a standard deviation of 1.12 years. The mean age was 15.47+1.13 years in the
experimental group and 15.40+1.12 years in the control group. Of the total sample, 16 students, corresponding
to 53.33%, were female and 14 students, corresponding to 46.67%, were male. The gender distribution was
identical across the two groups, with 8 female and 7 male students in each group. The groups were also
generally comparable with respect to educational grade and type of war-related traumatic exposure.

For post-traumatic growth, the experimental group had a pretest mean of 42.73 with a standard deviation of
6.84 and a posttest mean of 61.47 with a standard deviation of 7.12. This represented a raw increase of 18.74
points. In the control group, the corresponding mean increased only from 43.20+6.57 at pretest to 45.13+6.81
at posttest, representing a change of 1.93 points. For psychological adjustment, the experimental group mean
increased from 48.60+6.31 at pretest to 65.27+6.74 at posttest, corresponding to an increase of 16.67 points.
In comparison, the control group mean increased from 49.07+6.18 to 50.80+6.42, representing a change of
only 1.73 points.

The assumptions for multivariate analysis of covariance were adequately met. The Shapiro-Wilk tests were
nonsignificant for both dependent variables in both groups, supporting the normality assumption. Levene’s
test was nonsignificant for post-traumatic growth, F=1.14, p=0.295, and for psychological adjustment, F=0.87,
p=0.360, indicating homogeneity of error variances. Box’s M test was also nonsignificant, with Box’s M=5.72,
F=1.78, and p=0.149, supporting equality of covariance matrices. The interaction between pretest scores and
group membership was nonsignificant, confirming the homogeneity of regression slopes.

The multivariate analysis demonstrated a significant overall group effect onthe combined dependent variables.
Wilks’ Lambda was 0.261, F(2,25)=35.41, p<0.001, with partial eta squared=0.739. Pillai’s Trace was likewise
0.739, F(2,25)=35.41, p<0.001. These results indicated that, after controlling for pretest scores, the
experimental and control groups differed significantly in their combined posttest profile of post-traumatic
growth and psychological adjustment.

Follow-up univariate analyses showed that the intervention had a significant effect on post-traumatic growth,
F(1,26)=71.61, p<0.001, with partial eta squared=0.734. Thus, 73.4% of the adjusted variance in posttestpost-
traumatic growth was associated with group membership. The intervention also had a significant effect on
psychological adjustment, F(1,26)=59.06, p<0.001, with partial eta squared=0.694, indicating that 69.4% of
the adjusted variance in posttest psychological adjustment was associated with the intervention. The direction
of adjusted and observed means confirmed that both effects favored the experimental group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that school-based trauma-focused group psychotherapy was
effective in increasing post-traumatic growth and improving psychological adjustment among students
exposed to war trauma. Students who participated in the intervention showed substantial improvements in both
outcomes, whereas only minimal changes were observed in the control group. The magnitude of the observed
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effects indicates that the intervention was not only statistically significant but also practically meaningful
within the context of the study.

The improvement in post-traumatic growth may be explained by the intervention’s emphasis on structured
processing of traumatic experiences, emotional regulation, cognitive restructuring, social support, meaning-
making, and future orientation. War-related trauma can disrupt assumptions about safety, predictability, trust,
and personal control. A structured therapeutic process may help students reorganize these assumptions and
develop a more coherent understanding of what they have experienced. By identifying changes in personal
strength, relationships, priorities, and future possibilities, students may gradually transform a traumatic
experience from an exclusively threatening event into an experience that can also contribute to psychological
development.

The group format may have further strengthened this process by reducing isolation and creating a sense of
shared experience. Trauma-exposed students may believe that their fears or reactions are unusual or difficult
for others to understand. Hearing similar experiences from peers can normalize emotional responses and reduce
shame. Group interactions may also provide opportunities for modeling adaptive coping, receiving supportive
feedback, and developing a greater sense of belonging. These factors can facilitate meaning-making and
reinforce the perception that positive change is possible after severe adversity.

The significant improvement in psychological adjustment can also be understood in light of the intervention
components. Trauma-focused psychotherapy addressed emotional dysregulation, hyperarousal, maladaptive
cognitions, avoidance, and reduced perceived control. Improvements in these areas may translate directly into
better functioning in school and interpersonal settings. A student who is better able to identify emotions,
regulate distress, reinterpret threatening thoughts, and seek support is more likely to function adaptively in
relationships, academic activities, and everyday stressful situations.

The intervention may also have enhanced psychological adjustment by strengthening self-efficacy and
restoring a sense of control. War-related experiences are often characterized by unpredictability and
helplessness. Teaching students concrete coping strategies and helping them recognize internal and external
resources may counteract this helplessness. As students become more confident in their ability to manage
distress, their emotional stability and social functioning may improve.

The concurrent improvement in post-traumatic growth and psychological adjustment is particularly
noteworthy. These two outcomes are conceptually related but distinct. Psychological adjustment reflects
improved functioning and adaptation, whereas post-traumatic growth reflects perceived positive
transformation following adversity. The findings suggest that trauma-focused intervention can simultaneously
reduce maladaptive consequences and facilitate positive psychological development. This is important because
trauma treatment should not be limited to symptom reduction; it may also aim to restore developmental
pathways, strengthen personal resources, and support the reconstruction of a meaningful future.

The school-based setting likely contributed to the feasibility and relevance of the intervention. Schools are
central environments in the lives of adolescents and can provide a relatively stable and familiar context for
psychological support. Delivering treatment within the school may reduce barriers to access, minimize stigma,
and facilitate early identification of trauma-related difficulties. It may also allow psychological intervention to
be more closely integrated with students’ everyday functioning.

In conclusion, school-based trauma-focused group psychotherapy was effective in increasing post-traumatic
growth and improving psychological adjustment among students exposed to war trauma in Saveh. The results
suggest that a structured group intervention emphasizing emotional regulation, cognitive processing, social
support, meaning-making, personal strengths, and future orientation can produce substantial psychological
benefits in trauma-exposed students. These findings support the incorporation of trauma-informed group
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interventions into school mental health services, particularly in contexts where children and adolescents have
been exposed to war, armed conflict, or other severe traumatic events.
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