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Abstract

This study aimed to explore and analyze the lived experience of depressed students reading
novels, with emphasis on the linguistic, literary, and narrative patterns embedded in their oral
accounts. This qualitative study wasconducted using an interpretive phenomenological design.
The study population consisted of tenth-, eleventh-, and twelfth-grade students from ordinary
public high schools in Shiraz during 2024-2025 who had either received a clinical diagnosis of
depression or scored above the cut-off point on the Beck Depression Inventory and had read at
least one complete novel during the previous six months. Participants were selected through
purposive sampling and the snowball technique. Data saturation was reached after 14
interviews, and four additional interviews were conducted to confirm saturation, resulting in a
final sample of 18 students. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis, narrative coherence analysis, and
conceptual metaphor analysis. The trustworthiness of the data was ensured using Guba and
Lincoln’s criteria. The interpretive analysis revealed that reading novels among depressed
students was a multilayered and ambivalent experience organized into six main themes: the
novel as a shelter for living, representation of depression in the text, narrative structure and
ending, linguistic and metaphorical patterns, reading context, and meaning-making through
narration. The linguistic-literary analysis identified six conceptual metaphors, namely shelter,
escape, companion, immersion, island, and dream; three lexical patterns, including negative -
mood vocabulary, spatial-movement vocabulary, and conditional-hesitant structures; and a
five-stage narrative structure consisting of initial situation, triggering event, inner experience,
response, and evaluation. Reading novels may function as a soothing, hopeful, and meaning-
making experience for depressed students; however, superficial portrayals of depression or
tragic endings may intensify negative emotions. Accordingly, the informed use of fiction by
families, literature teachers, and school counselors can serve as a complementary resource for
supporting adolescent mental health.

Keywords: Lived experience, adolescent depression, novel reading, linguistic-literary
analysis, oral narratives, interpretive phenomenology.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Adolescence is a critical developmental period marked by rapid biological, cognitive, emotional, social, and
identity-related changes. During this stage, students encounter increasing academic expectations, peer
comparison, family pressure, uncertainty about the future, and the need to construct a coherent sense of self.
These pressures may become particularly intense in high-school contexts, where educational competition and
future-oriented concerns intersect with emotional vulnerability. Depression in adolescence is therefore not
merely a clinical condition defined by mood disturbance; rather, it is a complex lived experience that affects
the adolescent’s sense of belonging, self-worth, motivation, memory, language, relationships, and
interpretation of the world (Twivy et al., 2023; Viduani et al., 2024). Research has shown that depressed
adolescents often describe their condition through feelings of loneliness, emptiness, hopelessness,
disconnection, and difficulty in articulating inner distress. In this regard, understanding depression requires
attention not only to symptoms but also to the subjective meanings through which adolescents organize and
express their emotional suffering (Keats et al., 2024; Roystonn et al., 2021).

Within school and family environments, adolescents’ psychological experiences are shaped by multiple
contextual factors. Educational pressure, teacher-student relationships, family expectations, social inequalities,
and the emotional climate of school can influence students’ mental health and coping patterns (Baghbani &
Mesrabadi, 2024; Zahed Babolan, 2024). In addition, family experiences related to depression may affect
children’s and adolescents’ emotional security, perception of support, and ability to make sense of
psychological distress (Baghbani et al., 2024). For depressed students, everyday cultural practices such as
reading fiction may therefore acquire psychological significance beyond entertainment or academic activity.
A novel can function as a symbolic space in which the adolescent encounters characters, conflicts, losses,
hopes, and possible futures. Through identification with fictional characters, students may find a language for
feelings that remain unspoken in everyday interactions.

The representation of mental illness in young adult literature is especially important because fictional
narratives may either validate or distort the reader’s experience. Authentic portrayals of depression can reduce
feelings of isolation and help adolescents recognize that their suffering is understandable, while superficial or
stereotyped portrayals may intensify alienation and misunderstanding (Olan & Richmond, 2023; Richmond,
2019). Studies on depictions of mental illness and recovery in contemporary young adult fiction also
emphasize that the balance between realistic suffering and the possibility of recovery shapes the emotional
impact of literary texts (Salt-Raper, 2023). Moreover, narrative-based interventions have demonstrated that
storytelling and narrative reconstruction may contribute to emotional regulation, reduction of depressive
symptoms, and the development of alternative meanings in vulnerable adolescents (Changizi et al., 2020;
Taghipour et al., 2023). From this perspective, reading novels may operate as an informal narrative encounter
through which depressed students process distress, imagine change, and explore alternative self-
understandings.

The linguistic dimension of this experience is also central. Oral narratives reveal how individuals organize
events, emotions, evaluations, and meanings. Narrative coherence has been associated with mental health,
social support, and the ability to structure personal experience (Vanaken et al., 2020). Similarly, the
specificity and emotional valence of adolescents’ turning-point narratives have been linked to depressive
symptoms over time (Keats et al., 2024). Metaphors are another important pathway for expressing depression,
because many painful psychological states are difficult to describe directly. Research on metaphors of
depression has shown that subjective distress is often expressed through images of darkness, burden, distance,
falling, confinement, and disconnection (Roystonn et al., 2021). Thus, analyzing the linguistic and literary

V¥



6;0'.: ‘)l}'é) sl

features of depressed students’ oral narratives about reading novels can reveal deeper layers of their emotional
and cognitive experience.

In educational and literary contexts, storytelling also supports imagination, meaning-making, creative
expression, and language development. Models of fantasy story writing and creative storytelling suggest that
narrative activities can strengthen students’ expressive, imaginative, and cognitive capacities (Muzaki et al.,
2025; Tsai-Yun, 2024). However, despite growing attention to adolescent depression, narrative therapy, and
young adult literature, less is known about how depressed students themselves experience reading novels and
how they represent this experience in their own oral narratives. Qualitative research on lived experience
highlights the need to listen to participants’ own accounts in order to understand psychological phenomena
from within the lifeworld of those who experience them (Rezaeian Liahagha, 2021). Accordingly, the present
study aimed to explore and analyze the lived experience of depressed students reading novels through a
linguistic-literary analysis of their oral narratives.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative methodology using an interpretive phenomenological design. The
participants consisted of students in the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades of ordinary public high schools in
Shiraz who had experienced depression and had read at least one complete novel during the previous six
months. Participants were eligible if they had either received a clinical diagnosis of depression from a
psychologist or psychiatrist based on diagnostic criteria or had obtained a score above the cut-off point on the
Beck Depression Inventory. Additional inclusion criteria were studying in an ordinary public high school,
willingness to participate voluntarily, provision of informed consent by the student and parents, and absence
of substance or alcohol dependence.

Participants were selected using purposive sampling and the snowball technique to obtain rich and varied
information from students with different ages, grades, gender backgrounds, school districts, and socio-
economic conditions. Data saturation was reached after the fourteenth interview, and four additional interviews
were conducted to ensure that no new conceptual categories emerged. The final sample included 18 students,
comprising 9 boys and 9 girls. The participants were 16 to 18 years old, with an average age of 17.6 years.
Thirteen students had a clinical diagnosis of depression, and five had scores above the cut-off point on the
Beck Depression Inventory.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. The interviews began with broad questions
about the students’ experiences of reading novels and the relationship between reading and their emotional
states. Exploratory follow-up questions were used to clarify meanings and obtain richer descriptions. Each
interview lasted between 45 and 70 minutes, and some interviews were conducted in two to four sessions to
complete the data. All interviews were audio-recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed
through Braun and Clarke’s six-Stage thematic analysis. In addition, a linguistic-literary analysis was
conducted through narrative coherence analysis and conceptual metaphor analysis. Trustworthiness was
ensured through prolonged engagement with data, peer review by a qualitative research expert, member
checking, attention to participants’ own expressions, and adherence to credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability criteria.

Findings

The analysis revealed that the experience of reading novels among depressed students was a multilayered
phenomenon shaped by the interaction of the novel’s textual features, the student’s psychological condition,
and the socio-cultural context of reading. Six main themes were extracted from the interviews: the novel as a
shelter for living, representation of depression in the text, narrative structure and ending, linguistic and
metaphorical patterns, reading context, and meaning-making through narration.
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The first theme, the novel as a shelter for living, showed that students often used novels as a safe psychological
space. Reading allowed them to escape temporarily from painful thoughts, loneliness, academic pressure, and
emotional fatigue. Some participants described novels as companions that understood them better than people
around them. However, this shelter was temporary; after finishing the novel, several students reported returning
suddenly to their negative mood.

The second theme concerned the representation of depression in the text. Students responded positively to
novels that portrayed depression realistically and sensitively. Such portrayals made them feel seen, understood,
and less alone. Conversely, superficial or inaccurate representations intensified frustration and emotional
discomfort. The third theme, narrative structure and ending, showed that hopeful endings were experienced as
emotionally supportive, while tragic or hopeless endings sometimes deepened despair.

The fourth theme involved linguistic and metaphorical patterns. Six conceptual metaphors were identified:
novel as shelter, novel as escape, novel as companion, novel as immersion, novel as island, and novel as dream.
These metaphors indicated that students conceptualized reading as movement toward a safer, distant, or
alternative space. Three lexical patterns were also identified: negative-mood vocabulary, spatial-movement
vocabulary, and conditional-hesitant structures. These patterns reflected depressed mood, the sense of
psychological movement through reading, and ambivalence toward the effects of novels.

The fifth theme, reading context, showed that students’ experiences were influenced by isolation, family
reactions, school expectations, and cultural interpretations of suffering. Some students preferred reading alone
in their rooms, while others described negative family responses to reading novels. The sixth theme, meaning -
making through narration, indicated that speaking about novels helped students recognize hidden needs,
unspoken emotions, and the importance of reading in their emotional lives. The structure of students’ oral
narratives generally followed a five-stage pattern: initial situation, triggering event, inner experience, response,
and evaluation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that reading nowvels is a psychologically meaningful experience for depressed
students. It cannot be reduced to entertainment, academic reading, or avoidance behavior. For many
participants, novels functioned as emotional shelters, symbolic companions, mirrors of inner distress, and
spaces for temporary psychological relocation. Through fictional characters and narrative worlds, students
found indirect ways to encounter their own sadness, loneliness, and hope. This suggests that literary reading
may become a form of informal emotional processing for adolescents who struggle to express their feelings
directly.

At the same time, the study showed that novels do not always have a positive effect. The emotional impact of
reading depended strongly on how depression was represented, how the story ended, and how the student
interpreted the text in relation to personal suffering. Hopeful and authentic narratives were often experienced
as supportive, whereas superficial portrayals or tragic endings could intensify despair. Therefore, fiction can
be both protective and harmful depending on textual quality, psychological vulnerability, and reading context.
The linguistic-literary findings deepen this conclusion by showing that depressed students describe reading
through metaphors of shelter, escape, immersion, island, companion, and dream. These metaphors reveal the
students’ need for safety, distance, understanding, and emotional suspension. Their vocabulary also reflected
negative mood and psychological movement, suggesting that reading novels was experienced as a movement
away from painful reality and toward an alternative narrative space. Moreover, the act of narrating their reading
experience helped students clarify emotions that had previously remained vague or hidden.

Overall, the study concludes that novels may serve as valuable resources in educational, family, and counseling
contexts when used with awareness and sensitivity. Parents, teachers, and school counselors should not dismiss
novel reading among depressed students as mere isolation or escapism. Instead, they should use it as an
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opportunity for dialogue, emotional recognition, and supportive engagement. Literature teachers can help by
selecting texts that represent psychological suffering responsibly and include possibilities for meaning,
resilience, and hope. School counselors can also use students’ preferred novels, characters, and metaphors as
entry points for understanding their inner worlds. The study highlights the need to consider fiction as a
meaningful cultural and psychological medium in supporting adolescent mental health.
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