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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) therapy on reducing academic trauma and improving
academic performance among students with experiences of school bullying.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-
test, control group, and three-month follow-up assessment. The statistical population consisted
of male and female middle school students in Tehran during the 2023-2024 academic year who
reported experiences of school bullying. The sample initially included 50 students; however,
after attrition, data from 47 participants, including 24 students in the experimental group and 23
students in the control group, were analyzed. The experimental group received eight 90-minute
sessions of EMDR therapy, while the control group remained on a waiting list. Research
instruments included the Peer Bullying Questionnaire, Academic Trauma Scale, and Academic
Performance Checklist. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance and
repeated measures analysis of variance in SPSS-26 software.

Findings: The results of multivariate analysis of covariance indicated significant differences
between the experimental and control groups in academic trauma after controlling for pre-test
scores (F=48.72, P<0.001, 1>=0.53). Furthermore, academic performance significantly improved
in the experimental group compared to the control group (F=42.15, P<0.001, 1*=0.49). Results
of repeated measures analysis of variance also revealed significant effects of time and
timexgroup interaction for both variables (P<0.001), indicating the stability of treatment effects
at the three-month follow-up stage.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that EMDR therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for reducing academic trauma and improving academic performance among
students exposed to school bullying. By reducing the emotional burden of traumatic memories,
improving emotional regulation, and modifying negative cognitions, EMDR facilitates better
psychological and educational adjustment. Therefore, implementing trauma-focused
interventions in schools and student counseling centers appears essential.

Keywords: EMDR therapy, academic trauma, academic performance, school bullying,
victimization, adolescents
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

School bullying is considered one of the most serious psychosocial challenges affecting children
and adolescents in educational settings. Exposure to repeated verbal, physical, social, or cyber aggression
can profoundly affect adolescents’ emotional adjustment, academic functioning, and psychological well-
being. Research has shown that bullying victimization is associated with anxiety, depression, social
withdrawal, school refusal, low self-esteem, and post-traumatic stress symptoms (Polanin et al., 2021; Samara
et al., 2021). Adolescents who repeatedly experience humiliation, intimidation, rejection, or violence in
school environments often perceive school as an unsafe setting, leading to emotional dysregulation and
impaired academic engagement (Munira et al., 2023; Yusop et al., 2023).

Recent literature has increasingly emphasized the concept of academic trauma, referring to the
psychological and emotional damage caused by stressful and threatening educational experiences.
Academic trauma may manifest through school avoidance, concentration deficits, exam anxiety,
emotional distress, and diminished educational motivation (Kalogeratos et al., 2024; Mahajan & Kaur, 2024).
Victims of school bullying frequently internalize negative beliefs about themselves and their social
environment, which may interfere with cognitive performance and academic achievement. Studies have
demonstrated that bullying victimization negatively affects educational outcomes through mediating
mechanisms such as social anxiety, emotional insecurity, and motivational impairment (Jiang et al., 2024;
Samara et al., 2021).

The psychological effects of traumatic experiences during childhood and adolescence may persist
for many years if appropriate intervention is not provided. Traumatic exposure has been linked to
emotional disorders, behavioral dysregulation, psychotic experiences, eating disorders, substance use
vulnerability, and impaired social functioning (Dardani et al., 2021; Dardani et al., 2022; Kashyap & Panda, 2024;
Qi, 2023). Furthermore, educational contexts characterized by chronic bullying and violence may increase
emotional insecurity and reduce school connectedness among adolescents (Bordin et al., 2021; Hallag, 2024).
Therefore, identifying effective trauma-focused interventions for bullied students is essential for
promoting both psychological recovery and academic adaptation.

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) is one of the most widely recognized
trauma-focused therapeutic approaches. EMDR is based on the Adaptive Information Processing model,
which proposes that traumatic memories become dysfunctionally stored in the nervous system and
continue to trigger maladaptive emotional and cognitive responses. Through bilateral stimulation,
including guided eye movements, EMDR facilitates the reprocessing of traumatic memories and reduces
their emotional intensity (Checa, 2023). Extensive evidence supports the effectiveness of EMDR in reducing
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder and trauma-related emotional disturbances among children
and adolescents (Gkintoni et al., 2024; Williamson & Rayner, 2023).

Previous studies have shown that EMDR can improve psychological functioning and quality of
life in traumatized youth populations (Park et al., 2024). Research has also demonstrated the effectiveness
of EMDR in reducing emotional dysregulation, anxiety symptoms, and trauma-related distress among
children exposed to adverse experiences (Hafkemeijer et al., 2023; Rolli, 2023). Moreover, desensitization-
based approaches have been reported to reduce the psychological impact of bullying experiences and
social victimization (Latifah et al., 2023). Despite growing evidence regarding the effectiveness of EMDR in



trauma treatment, relatively few studies have specifically examined its impact on academic trauma and
academic performance among adolescents exposed to school bullying.

Given the increasing prevalence of bullying-related psychological distress and its detrimental
effects on educational functioning, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of EMDR
therapy in reducing academic trauma and improving academic performance among students with
experiences of school bullying.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, control group,
and three-month follow-up assessment. The study population consisted of male and female middle school
students in Tehran during the 2023-2024 academic year who reported experiences of school bullying
within the previous six months. Participants were recruited through school counseling centers and
specialized child and adolescent psychological clinics using convenience sampling.

Initial screening was conducted using standardized measures of peer victimization and academic
trauma. Students who met the inclusion criteria were selected and randomly assigned to experimental and
control groups after matching for age, gender, and baseline symptom severity. The initial sample included
50 students, with 25 participants in each group. Due to attrition during the follow-up phase, the final
sample consisted of 47 students, including 24 students in the experimental group and 23 students in the
control group.

Inclusion criteria included obtaining scores above the cutoff point on academic trauma and
bullying victimization measures, being between 12 and 15 years of age, not receiving concurrent
psychological treatment, and obtaining informed consent from both parents and students. Exclusion
criteria included severe psychiatric or medical conditions, suicidal behavior, absence from more than two
intervention sessions, and withdrawal from the study.

The experimental group received EMDR therapy across eight weekly sessions lasting 90 minutes
each, while the control group remained on a waiting list and received no intervention during the study
period. The intervention protocol was adapted from the standard eight-phase EMDR model and tailored
to address bullying-related traumatic experiences and maladaptive academic beliefs. The therapeutic
process included history taking, preparation, assessment, desensitization, installation of positive
cognition, body scan, closure, and reevaluation.

Data collection instruments included the Peer Bullying Questionnaire, the Academic Trauma
Scale, and a standardized Academic Performance Checklist. The Peer Bullying Questionnaire assessed
physical, verbal, and social victimization experiences. The Academic Trauma Scale measured trauma-
related academic anxiety, school avoidance, and concentration impairment. Academic performance was
evaluated through teacher assessments, classroom participation, assignment completion, and academic
achievement indicators.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics including means and standard
deviations were calculated. Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests confirmed normal distribution of data.
Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted to examine post-test differences
between groups while controlling for pre-test scores. Repeated measures analysis of variance was used to
assess the stability of treatment effects across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages.

Findings
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The final sample included 47 students, with 24 participants in the experimental group and 23
participants in the control group. The mean age of participants in the experimental group was 13.42 years,
while the control group had a mean age of 13.37 years. No significant demographic differences were
observed between groups at baseline.

Descriptive findings indicated substantial reductions in academic trauma scores among students
who received EMDR therapy. The experimental group’s mean academic trauma score decreased from
82.46 at pre-test to 49.18 at post-test and remained relatively stable at 51.07 during follow-up. In contrast,
the control group showed minimal change across assessment stages, with mean scores remaining above
78.

Similarly, academic performance significantly improved in the experimental group following
treatment. Mean academic performance scores increased from 41.35 at pre-test to 68.92 at post-test and
remained high at follow-up with a mean score of 66.87. The control group demonstrated only slight, non-
significant changes in academic functioning.

Preliminary statistical analyses confirmed the assumptions required for inferential testing.
Kolmogorov—Smirnov tests indicated normal data distribution, and Levene’s test confirmed homogeneity
of variances. Box’s M test also demonstrated equality of covariance matrices across groups.

Results of multivariate analysis of covariance revealed significant post-test differences between
the experimental and control groups. EMDR therapy significantly reduced academic trauma scores (F =
48.72, P <0.001, n>=0.53). The effect size indicated that approximately 53% of the variance in academic
trauma reduction was attributable to the intervention. Furthermore, academic performance significantly
improved in the experimental group compared with the control group (F = 42.15, P <0.001, n* = 0.49).

Repeated measures analysis of variance demonstrated significant effects of time and group-by-
time interaction for both academic trauma and academic performance variables. The interaction effect for
academic trauma (F = 47.11, P < 0.001, n?> = 0.52) indicated sustained reduction of trauma symptoms
across follow-up assessment. Likewise, the interaction effect for academic performance (F = 40.27, P <
0.001, n*> = 0.47) demonstrated maintenance of academic improvement over time.

Adjusted mean comparisons further confirmed the effectiveness of EMDR therapy. At post-test
and follow-up stages, the experimental group showed significantly lower academic trauma and
significantly higher academic performance than the control group after controlling for baseline
differences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that EMDR therapy was highly effective in
reducing academic trauma and improving academic performance among students with experiences of
school bullying. Students who received EMDR showed substantial reductions in trauma-related symptoms
including academic anxiety, concentration difficulties, emotional distress, and school avoidance. In
addition, meaningful improvements were observed in classroom participation, assignment completion,
and overall academic functioning.

The reduction in academic trauma can be explained through the trauma-processing mechanisms
underlying EMDR therapy. Bullying experiences often become emotionally overwhelming memories that
remain maladaptively stored in the nervous system. Repeated exposure to humiliation, fear, and social
rejection may lead students to develop dysfunctional beliefs such as helplessness, worthlessness, and
insecurity. Through bilateral stimulation and systematic reprocessing of traumatic memories, EMDR



appears to reduce emotional arousal and facilitate adaptive cognitive restructuring. As traumatic memories
lose their emotional intensity, students become more capable of engaging in educational activities without
experiencing overwhelming anxiety or psychological distress.

Improvement in academic performance also appears to be closely associated with reductions in
trauma-related cognitive and emotional interference. Students experiencing bullying-related trauma
frequently demonstrate impaired concentration, reduced motivation, emotional dysregulation, and
avoidance of academic participation. By reducing intrusive thoughts, emotional hyperarousal, and fear
responses, EMDR may restore cognitive functioning and increase students’ ability to focus on learning
tasks. Enhanced emotional stability may additionally strengthen students’ confidence, sense of safety, and
willingness to participate in school environments.

One of the most important findings of this study was the persistence of therapeutic gains during
the three-month follow-up period. This suggests that EMDR not only provides short-term symptom relief
but may also produce relatively stable psychological and cognitive changes. Sustained reductions in
academic trauma likely contribute to long-term improvements in educational adaptation and school
engagement.

The present findings highlight the importance of addressing bullying-related trauma within
educational systems. School bullying should not be viewed solely as a behavioral or disciplinary issue,
but rather as a serious psychological and educational concern capable of disrupting adolescent
development. Trauma-informed interventions within schools may therefore play a critical role in
protecting students’ mental health and academic functioning.

Overall, the results suggest that EMDR therapy can serve as an effective trauma-focused
intervention for bullied students experiencing academic trauma and educational impairment. Integrating
trauma-sensitive psychological services into school counseling systems may help reduce the long-term
emotional and academic consequences of school bullying while promoting resilience, emotional recovery,
and educational success among adolescents.
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