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Abstract

The present study aimed to develop and preliminarily evaluate the effectiveness of a
culturally adapted positive education package grounded in Rumi’s Masnavi and
Nezami’s Khamsa on the developmental trajectory of social skills and social anxiety
across pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up assessments. The study was
conducted in two sequential phases. First, a structured content analysis of selected
classical Persian literary texts was undertaken to extract themes related to self-
awareness, hope, emotional regulation, meaning-making, and forgiveness, which
were then operationalized into a 10-session group-based intervention protocol.
Content validity was confirmed by expert review. In the second phase, a quasi-
experimental design with repeated measures and a control group was implemented.
The sample consisted of 40 male high school students in Isfahan who were cluster-
assigned (at the classroom lewel) to experimental and control groups. Measures
included the Inderbitzen and Foster Social Skills Questionnaire and the Fenigstein
Social Anxiety subscale. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons. Results indicated a significant time x
group interaction effect for total social skills (p<.001, np?>=0.334), reflecting
differential developmental trajectories between groups. A significant interaction was
also observed for social anxiety (p=.025, np>=0.092), although the main effect of
group was not significant. Pairwise comparisons revealed significant improvements
in social skills from pretest to posttest and follow-up, whereas overall time-based
comparisons for social anxiety did not reach statistical significance. The culturally
grounded positive education package demonstrated effectiveness in altering the
longitudinal trajectory of social skills and showed a divergence pattern in social
anxiety, characterized by relative stability in the experimental group compared to an
increasing trend in the control group; however, conclusions should remain cautious
given methodological and measurement limitations.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Adolescence represents a critical developmental stage characterized by heightened sensitivity to peer
evaluation, expanding social expectations, and increased vulnerability to emotional disorders. Within school
settings, social functioning and anxiety symptoms are closely intertwined, influencing academic engagement,
peer relationships, and psychological well-being. Contemporary analyses of school mental health emphasize
the necessity of preventive and competence-based interventions rather than exclusively symptom-focused
approaches (Ray et al., 2025). In particular, school-based cognitive and psychosocial programs have
demonstrated promise in reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents (Nwokedi, 2025).
Social anxiety during adolescence is not merely a transient experience of shyness but reflects a complex
interplay between heightened public self-consciousness, fear of negative evaluation, and maladaptive coping
strategies. The construct of public self-consciousness, originally conceptualized within self-awareness theory,
underscores the role of evaluative concerns in social distress (Fenigstein et al., 1975). More recent studies
highlight the contextual determinants of anxiety, such as school climate and peer dynamics, and show that
social anxiety is associated with adverse outcomes including social withdrawal and comorbid emotional
difficulties (Kanchan, 2025; Li et al., 2025). Cognitive-behavioral accounts suggest that social anxiety is
maintained by cycles of anticipatory threat perception, self-focused attention, and safety behaviors that inhibit
corrective social experiences (Mian et al., 2025).

Parallel to this vulnerability framework, social skills function as both protective factors and developmental
competencies. According to social learning theory, interpersonal behaviors are shaped through modeling,
reinforcement, and guided practice (Bandura, 1977). Structured assessments such as the Teenage Inventory of
Social Skills provide operationalized indices of prosocial and maladaptive social behaviors in adolescents
(Inderbitzen & Foster, 1992). Meta-analytic findings have confirmed that school-based social-emotional
learning (SEL) interventions produce meaningful improvements in social competence and behavioral
adjustment (Durlak et al., 2011). Social-emotional competence is now recognized as foundational for positive
youth adjustment and reduced psychological risk (Domitrovich et al., 2017).

In recent years, positive education—an application of positive psychology within educational contexts—has
emerged as a complementary paradigm focusing on strengths, resilience, and well-being (Seligman et al.,
2009). Reviews suggest that positive education interventions can enhance well-being and academic outcomes,
although the durability of effects depends on program structure and contextual adaptation (Waters et al.,
2021). School-based positive training packages developed in non-Western contexts have also reported gains
in subjective well-being and classroom relationships (Sadat et al., 2024; Zonoubi Tabar & Taghvaei Nia,
2019).

A central methodological and conceptual issue concerns cultural adaptation. Evidence indicates that culturally
responsive school interventions yield stronger engagement and effectiveness when deeply aligned with
participants’ narrative traditions and value systems (Beehler et al., 2012; Castro-Olivo & Merrell, 2012).
Reviews of adapted psychological interventions for youth confirm that linguistic translation alone is
insufficient; deeper narrative and symbolic adaptation is required (Ishikawa et al., 2023; Mishu et al., 2023).
In Iran, although cognitive-behavioral approaches have been widely implemented, systematic integration of
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indigenous literary and cultural resources within structured school-based protocols remains limited
(Pirhekayaty, 2022).

Classical Persian literature, particularly Rumi’s Masnavi and Nezami’s Khamsa, contains rich narrative
representations of empathy, forgiveness, emotional regulation, and meaning-making (Talattof, 2022).
Ethnographic work has demonstrated that poetic language and spiritual narratives can facilitate emotional
articulation and meaning construction in Iranian contexts (Haeri, 2020). International research on culturally
adapted bibliotherapy supports the potential of narrative-based resilience programs for children and
adolescents (Hull et al., 2025). Theoretically, narrative-based interventions may operate through observational
learning (Bandura, 1977), indirect cognitive restructuring via metaphor (Skalski Bednarz et al., 2024),
enhanced emotional regulation (Compas et al.,, 2017), and cultivation of forgiveness and meaning
(Worthington, 2024; Worthington Jr, 2007).

Furthermore, emerging studies highlight the psychological benefits of integrating meaning-centered and
spiritually sensitive components into psychosocial programs (Buhake, 2025). Associations between
forgiveness, parental acceptance-rejection memories, and psychological adjustment have also been
documented in Iranian samples (Taghikhani et al., 2024). Meaning has been identified as a mediator between
hope and depressive symptoms (Salami et al., 2022). Nevertheless, longitudinal evidence suggests that
attitudinal gains may attenuate over time without reinforcement (Sadri et al., 2021).

Against this backdrop, the present study developed and preliminarily evaluated a culturally grounded positive
education package derived from Rumi’s Masnavi and Nezami’s Khamsa, examining its effects on social skills
and social anxiety trajectories among male high school students.

Methods and Materials

The study was conducted in two sequential phases: intervention development and empirical evaluation. Inthe
first phase, a systematic qualitative content analysis of selected narratives from the Masnavi and Khamsa was
undertaken to extract themes relevant to self-awareness, emotional regulation, empathy, forgiveness, hope, and
meaning. These themes were operationalized into a structured 10-session group-based intervention protocol
incorporating storytelling, role-play, guided discussion, behavioral rehearsal, and homework assignments.
Content validity was established through expert review by psychologists and psychometricians.

In the second phase, a quasi-experimental repeated-measures design with a control group was implemented.
The sample consisted of 40 male high school students in Isfahan, cluster-assigned at the classroom level to
experimental and control groups. Inclusion criteria included informed consent, age range 15-18 years, and
regular school attendance. The experimental group received the 10-session intervention, while the control
group continued routine school activities. Assessments were conducted at pretest, posttest, and two-month
follow-up.

Primary outcome measures included the Teenage Inventory of Social Skills and the Social Anxiety subscale
of the Self-Consciousness Scale. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA, with Greenhouse—
Geisser corrections applied where necessary. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were conducted to
examine temporal differences.

Findings

Results indicated a significant main effect of time for total social skills, F(1.663, 63.209)=12.126, p<.001,
np?=0.242, and a significant time x group interaction, F(1.663, 63.209)=19.098, p<.001, np>=0.334. The main
effect of group was marginal (p=.050). Descriptive trends revealed substantial increases in social skills in the
experimental group from pretest to posttest, maintained at follow-up, whereas the control group exhibited
minimal fluctuations. Bonferroni comparisons showed significant improvements from pretest to posttest
(p<.001) and pretest to follow-up (p=.039), with no significant decline from posttest to follow-up (p=.184).
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For social anxiety, the main effect of time was significant, F(2,76)=3.50, p=.035, np>=0.084, as was the time
x group interaction, F(2,76)=3.87, p=.025, np*=0.092. The main effect of group was not significant (p=.097).
Pairwise comparisons did not reveal significant differences across time points overall. Descriptively, the
experimental group maintained stable anxiety levels across assessments, while the control group demonstrated
increased anxiety from pretest to posttest and follow-up.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that the culturally grounded positive education package significantly altered the
developmental trajectory of social skills among participating students. The magnitude of the interaction effect
indicates that structured narrative-based positive interventions can meaningfully enhance observable
interpersonal competencies. The stability of gains at follow-up supports the proposition that experiential and
practice-oriented components facilitate consolidation of learned behaviors.

Regarding social anxiety, the intervention did not produce a dramatic symptom reduction but demonstrated a
divergence pattern: relative stability in the experimental group compared to escalation in the control group.
This pattern may indicate a preventive or buffering function rather than a curative effect. The absence of
significant pairwise reductions underscores the importance of cautious interpretation and suggests that anxiety -
related cognitive patterns may require longer or more intensive intervention.

Conceptually, the integration of classical literary narratives appears to have provided a culturally resonant
framework for modeling empathy, self-regulation, and forgiveness. Narrative and metaphor may function as
indirect cognitive restructuring mechanisms that reduce self-focused evaluative bias and enhance social
confidence. The intervention’s emphasis on behavioral rehearsal likely contributed to improved social skills
through repeated social engagement rather than solely attitudinal change.

In conclusion, the present study provides preliminary empirical support for a culturally adapted positive
education program derived from classical Persian literature. The intervention effectively enhanced social skills
and contributed to divergence in anxiety trajectories, suggesting potential preventive value. While the quasi-
experimental design and sample size limit generalizability, the results highlight the promise of integrating
indigenous narrative resources into structured school-based psychosocial interventions.
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