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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy and reality therapy on
meaning in life among adolescent girls with academic underachievement. This quasi-
experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population included all female upper-secondary school students with
academic underachievement in District 3 of Karaj during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using
convenience sampling, 45 eligible students were selected and randomly assigned to three
groups: narrative therapy, reality therapy, and control, with 15 participants in each group. Data
were collected using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire. The narrative therapy and reality
therapy groups each received eight weekly 90-minute group intervention sessions, while the
control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using
mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance in SPSS version 26. The results of mixed
repeated-measures ANOVA showed a significant effect of time on meaning in life, indicating
statistically significant changes across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages, F=38.983,
p<0.0001, 1n?>=0.481. The between-group effect was also significant, F=26.528, p<0.0001,
1n*=0.558. Pairwise comparisons indicated significant differences between pretest and posttest
and between pretest and follow-up scores. Both narrative therapy and reality therapy groups
showed significantly higher meaning in life scores compared with the control group, p<0.0001.
However, the difference between the narrative therapy and reality therapy groups was not
statistically significant, p=1.00. The findings indicated that both narrative therapy and reality
therapy were effective in enhancing meaning in life among adolescent girls with academic
underachievement. However, no statistically significant superiority was observed between the
two therapeutic approaches. Therefore, both interventions can be applied in school counseling
and adolescent mental health settings to strengthen meaning, purposefulness, and
psychological adjustment among students experiencing academic underachievement.

Keywords: Academic underachievement; Narrative therapy; Reality therapy; Meaning in life;
Adolescent girls.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Academic underachievement during adolescence is not merely an educational problem; it is closely connected
with students’ self-concept, emotional functioning, motivation, identity development, and perceived direction
in life. Secondary school is a developmental period in which academic self-concept may decline sharply, and
this decline can intensify students’ vulnerability to failure, disengagement, and negative self-evaluation
(Postigo et al., 2022). Longitudinal evidence also indicates that educational failure in adolescence is shaped
by personal and contextual predictors, suggesting that interventions for academically underachieving students
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should address both performance-related and psychological dimensions (Bladh et al., 2023). In this context,
meaning in life is a central protective and motivational construct. It reflects the extent to which individuals
experience their lives as purposeful, coherent, and valuable, and it is associated with well-being, hope,
resilience, and psychological adjustment. Studies have shown that purpose in life may protect adolescents
against depression and promote well-being (Barcaccia et al., 2023), while meaning in life is also linked to
connectedness, academic self-efficacy, and personal self-efficacy (Yuen & Datu, 2021). Recent findings
further suggest that adolescents’ academic achievement is related to meaning in life through the role of self-
concept clarity (Liu et al., 2025), and that a clearer sense of self is positively associated with purpose, life
satisfaction, and personal meaning (Yuliawati et al., 2024). The mediating role of meaning in life in the
relationship between mindfulness-related capacities and subjective well-being also highlights its broader
relevance for psychological health (Golshani et al., 2025). Therefore, interventions that enhance meaning in
life may help adolescents reinterpret academic failure, restore self-worth, and develop a more hopeful
orientation toward their educational future.

Narrative therapy is one promising approach for increasing meaning in life because it directly focuses on the
stories individuals construct about themselves, their problems, and their future. Narrative approaches help
clients externalize problems, identify dominant problem-saturated stories, discover unique outcomes, and
reconstruct alternative narratives. Scoping and systematic reviews have emphasized the usefulness of narrative
approaches in youth care and psychological intervention by improving self-understanding, participation,
identity reconstruction, and quality of care (Ekinci & Tokkas, 2024; Verheijen et al., 2025). A recent meta-
analysis also supports the continued development and psychological effectiveness of narrative therapy
(Shriner, 2025). In educational contexts, narrative counseling has been linked to self-meaning among
vocational students (Tri et al., 2025), and academic counseling based on the narrative approach has improved
academic resilience and academic emotions among students with academic failure (Astereki et al., 2022).
Narrative therapy has also been reported to improve decision-making styles, academic engagement, and
happiness among gifted female students (Pouramani, 2021), and to reduce aggression, increase resilience, and
reduce shame among female secondary school students from divorced families (Najibifar, 2022). Its
therapeutic value has also been demonstrated in trauma-related and clinical contexts (Cloitre & Schmidt,
2022; Murengera et al., 2025). Reality therapy is another relevant intervention because it emphasizes
responsibility, internal control, choice, basic needs, goal-setting, and purposeful behavior. Prior studies have
shown its effectiveness in improving academic motivation, resilience, learning discipline, responsibility,
emotional balance, and academic achievement, as well as reducing procrastination, test anxiety, social anxiety,
academic anxiety, and fear of failure (Abron et al., 2023; Afifah et al., 2022; Aziz, 2022; Eslami Hasanabadi
et al., 2023; Fayedi & Golmohammadnejad Bahrami, 2023; Fitriani & Musafir, 2023; F. Hemmati & Sh
Heydari, 2025; Fatemeh Hemmati & Shaban Heydari, 2025; Motahari Nasab et al., 2020; Nugroho &
Saniatuzzulfa, 2025; Roshanravan, 2021). Reality therapy has also been applied to adolescent emotional
recovery and academic meaning (Asani et al., 2024; Bhuvaneswari & Kaur, 2024). Moreover, broader
school-based counseling evidence indicates that psychological interventions can improve resilience,
motivation, and academic emotions among students with academic failure (Astereki et al., 2023), and
therapeutic comparison studies support the importance of psychological capital in intervention outcomes
(Chan, 2023). Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy and
reality therapy on meaning in life among adolescent girls with academic underachievement.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population included all female upper-secondary school students with academic
underachievement in District 3 of Karaj during the 2023-2024 academic year. After obtaining the necessary
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permission from the local Department of Education, four secondary schools were selected, and students with
academic underachievement were identified in coordination with school administrators. The initial screening
process included 73 students who were invited after informed consent was obtained from both students and
their parents. A briefing session was held to explain the study objectives, ethical considerations, confidentiality
of data, voluntary participation, and the right to withdraw at any stage without consequences.

The final sample consisted of 45 eligible students selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to three groups: the narrative therapy group, the reality therapy group, and the control group, with 15
participants in each group. The sample size was determined using G*Power software based on an effect size
of 0.35, statistical power of 0.95, and significance level of 0.05. The inclusion criteria were academic
underachievement, defined as failure to obtain the minimum passing grade or a decline in grades in one or
more courses; no simultaneous participation in another educational or psychological program designed to
improve academic status; absence of physical disability, intellectual problems, neurodevelopmental disorders,
or psychological disorders based on school records and an initial interview; and informed consent from
students and parents. The exclusion criteria were absence from more than two consecutive sessions or three
non-consecutive sessions and unwillingness of the student or parents to continue participation.

The data collection instrument was the Meaning in Life Questionnaire. This questionnaire consists of 10 items
and measures two dimensions: presence of meaning and search for meaning. Items are scored on a seven-point
Likert scale ranging from completely false to completely true. In the present study, the overall Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient was 0.84, indicating acceptable internal consistency. The first experimental group received
narrative therapy in eight weekly 90-minute group sessions. The protocolfocused on building trust, identifying
dominant problem-saturated narratives, externalizing the problem, analyzing key life events, reducing the
power of the problem, identifying supportive factors, discovering unique outcomes, reconstructing a new life
narrative, and consolidating the revised narrative through role-play and practice. The second experimental
group received reality therapy in eight weekly 90-minute group sessions. This protocol included building group
trust, introducing the principles of reality therapy and internal control, identifying basic needs, analyzing real-
life situations, accepting responsibility for behavior, choosing constructive behaviors, planning for personal
goals, and consolidating learning. The control group did not receive any psychological intervention during the
study period. The posttest was administered immediately after the intervention sessions, and the follow-up
assessment was conducted three months later.

Findings

The demographic analysis showed that the mean and standard deviation of age were 16.50+3.20 in the narrative
therapy group, 16.70+2.10 in the reality therapy group, and 16.60+1.72 in the control group, indicating
approximate age homogeneity across the three groups. Descriptive results showed that the total mean score of
meaning in life in the narrative therapy group increased from 32.33+6.57 at pretest to 58.26+3.95 at posttest
and remained at 50.06+5.18 at follow-up. In the reality therapy group, the mean score increased from
42.67£13.23 at pretest to 53.86+10.49 at posttest and remained at 47.66+5.49 at follow-up. In the control
group, the mean score changed only slightly, from 34.20+7.08 at pretest to 36.73+6.76 at posttest and
36.60+6.85 at follow-up.

For the presence of meaning component, the narrative therapy group increased from 16.66+5.43 at pretest to
29.13+3.11 at posttest and 22.06+2.57 at follow-up. The reality therapy group increased from 21.53+8.87 at
pretest to 26.86+5.51 at posttest and 21.33+2.69 at follow-up. The control group showed minimal change, with
scores of 17.86+4.76, 18.33+3.28, and 17.53+2.06 across the three stages. For the search for meaning
component, the narrative therapy group increased from 15.66+2.71 at pretest to 29.13+2.82 at posttest and
28.00£2.80 at follow-up. The reality therapy group increased from 20.80+6.84 at pretest to 27.00+5.97 at
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posttest and 26.33+3.06 at follow-up. The control group showed smaller changes, from 16.33+4.70 at pretest
to 18.40+4.88 at posttest and 19.06+5.65 at follow-up.

Before the main analysis, the assumptions of repeated-measures analysis of variance were examined. The
Shapiro—Wilk test results were not significant for the study variables in the three groups, indicating that the
normality assumption was met. Mauchly’s test of sphericity was also not significant, ¥*=5.949, p=0.051,
confirming the sphericity assumption. The mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance showed a significant
main effect of time on meaning in life, F=38.983, p<0.0001, 11>=0.481. The interaction effect of time and group
was also significant, F=10.612, p<0.0001, n*=0.336, indicating that changes over time differed across groups.
Moreover, the main effect of group was significant, F=26.528, p<0.0001, 1n>=0.558. Pairwise comparisons
showed significant differences between pretest and posttest, mean difference=-13.33, p<0.0001, and between
pretest and follow-up, mean difference=-8.489, p<0.0001. The difference between posttest and follow-up was
also significant, mean difference=4.844, p=0.001, indicating partial reduction of treatment effects over time.
Between-group comparisons showed no significant difference between the reality therapy and narrative
therapy groups, mean difference=-1.067, p=1.00. However, both the reality therapy group and the narrative
therapy group differed significantly from the control group, with mean differences of 11.044 and 12.111,
respectively, both p<0.0001.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrated that both narrative therapy and reality therapy significantly improved meaning in life
among adolescent girls with academic underachievement. The significant time effect showed that participants’
scores changed across pretest, posttest, and follow-up, while the significant time-by-group interaction
confirmed that these changes were associated with the interventions rather than natural passage of time. The
descriptive pattern showed substantial improvement in both experimental groups immediately after the
intervention, while the control group showed only minor changes. Although some reduction was observed
from posttestto follow-up, the follow-up scores in the experimental groups remained higher than pretest scores,
suggesting that both interventions produced meaningful and partially stable effects.

The effectiveness of narrative therapy can be explained by its focus on helping students separate their identities
from academic failure and reconstruct more empowering personal narratives. For students with academic
underachievement, failure may become internalized as a stable identity label. Narrative therapy provides a
structured opportunity to externalize the problem, identify exceptions to the dominant failure story, recall
strengths and successful experiences, and develop a revised narrative centered on agency, hope, and future
direction. This process can directly strengthen both the presence of meaning and the search for meaning. The
findings suggest that when adolescents are guided to reinterpret their academic difficulties within a broader
and more constructive life story, they may experience themselves as capable of change rather than trapped by
failure.

The effectiveness of reality therapy can be explained through its emphasis on choice, responsibility, internal
control, and goal-directed action. Students with academic underachievement often experience helplessness,
avoidance, procrastination, and reduced control over their academic lives. Reality therapy helps them clarify
their needs, evaluate current behaviors, identify effective choices, and design practical plans for improvement.
Through this process, students may experience increased agency and direction, which are central elements of
meaning in life. By linking present choices with future goals, reality therapy may help adolescents answer
practical existential questions such as what they want, why they should continue trying, and how they can act
differently.

The absence of a significant difference between narrative therapy and reality therapy suggests that both
approaches may enhance meaning in life through partly overlapping mechanisms. Narrative therapy appears
to strengthen meaning through identity reconstruction and reinterpretation of life experiences, whereas reality
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therapy appears to strengthen meaning through responsible choice, self-regulation, and purposeful behavior.
Both approaches increase agency, future orientation, and psychological engagement, which may explain their
comparable effectiveness. Overall, the findings indicate that meaning in life among adolescent girls with
academic underachievement is modifiable through short-term group-based psychological interventions. The
study concludes that both narrative therapy and reality therapy can be used by school counselors, adolescent
therapists, and educational psychologists to enhance meaning in life, support psychological adjustment, and
help students develop more purposeful and constructive responses to academic underachievement.
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