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INTRODUCTION

Islamic boarding schools (pesantren), among Indonesia's oldest indigenous Islamic
educational institutions, play a strategic role in shaping young people's moral character,
spirituality, and independence (Yasin et al., 2021). Over time, pesantren have evolved into densely
populated boarding communities in which students are expected to live on site and follow highly
disciplined daily routines around the clock. Although this intensive educational model can foster
independence and mastery of Islamic knowledge, it may also expose adolescent students to
substantial psychosocial pressures (Yasin et al., 2021). Students are expected to balance the
academic demands of formal schooling, Qur'anic memorization, and strict compliance with
boarding-school regulations while living apart from direct parental support during a sensitive
developmental period (Wulandari et al., 2025). Separation from family may trigger homesickness,
difficulties adjusting to a new communal culture, emotional distress, and mental fatigue associated
with tightly scheduled activities extending from before dawn until late at night (Shorey et al., 2022;
Leng & Dayimu, 2025).

Although pesantren education is ideally intended to foster psychological resilience and
spiritual maturity, empirical evidence indicates an important gap between these aims and students'
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lived experiences. Previous studies have reported stress, academic anxiety, mild depressive
symptoms, interpersonal conflict among students, and disciplinary problems as possible
manifestations of poorly managed psychological pressure (Farhan & Shobahiya, 2024). This
challenge is compounded by the limited prioritization of mental health in boarding-school
management and the scarcity of professional counseling services in many pesantren. Available
data indicate that only about 32% of students have direct access to professional psychological
services or qualified counselors within their institutions (Irawan et al., 2025). This situation creates
a substantial gap between expectations for high academic and spiritual performance and the
availability of support for students' psychological well-being.

The absence of a structured professional mental-health support system in pesantren can
leave students to manage emotional instability largely on their own. When under pressure,
students often seek emotional relief or informal support from peers with whom they interact
intensively in the dormitory (Muttaqin et al., 2024). However, peers who receive these disclosures
may lack the basic knowledge and counseling skills needed to provide appropriate support. Rather
than relieving anxiety, unguided peer interactions may contribute to negative emotional
contagion, misunderstanding, interpersonal conflict, and negative perceptions of peer helpers who
are viewed as unskilled or unable to maintain confidentiality (Lusiana et al., 2026). Without a
standardized peer-counseling framework, the considerable social potential of peer relationships in
pesantren may remain underused as a mental-health safety net (Chow et al., 2025).

A review of previous literature on counseling in pesantren also reveals theoretical and
methodological gaps that warrant attention. Peer-counseling studies in Islamic boarding-school
settings have tended to adopt Western cognitive-behavioral models or focus on pragmatic targets
such as compliance with dormitory rules and academic adjustment (Alam et al., 2026). By
contrast, relatively few studies have systematically examined the integration of peer support with
collective spiritual values and compassion-based affective approaches that align with the
indigenous characteristics of pesantren students. This gap is also relevant to the Indonesian
Ministry of Religious Affairs' recent promotion of the Love-Based Curriculum, which emphasizes
compassion, tolerance, and peace in madrasah and pesantren education. The limited integration
of these relational and spiritual dimensions may reduce the contextual relevance of conventional
peer-counseling programs.

To address these limitations, the present program developed a compassion-oriented peer-
counseling model within the framework of the Love Curriculum. Its distinctive feature was the
reconstruction of the student peer counselor's role from a technical problem-solver or dormitory
discipline monitor into an agent of psychological safety grounded in rahmah (compassion). Peer
counselors were trained to integrate active-listening skills with Islamic approaches to emotional
regulation, including sabr (patience), shukr (gratitude), tawakkul (trust in God), and tazkiyatun
nafs (purification of the soul). The Love Curriculum was contextualized at Darul Ishlah Islamic
Boarding School to explore how counseling inspired by the compassionate example of the Prophet
Muhammad could strengthen peer interaction and transform ordinary dormitory friendships into
a more empathetic and culturally grounded social-emotional support network.

Addressing students' psychological well-being is important because persistent distress may
undermine resilience, contribute to academic burnout, hinder the adjustment of new students, and
increase the risk of school dropout. In the context of rapid digitalization and changing patterns of
traditional authority, a guided peer-support system grounded in compassion may provide an
additional protective layer against maladaptive behavior in dormitory life. Accordingly, the
implementation of Love Curriculum-based peer counseling at Darul Ishlah was designed as a
strategic effort to promote psychological safety, spiritual well-being, and a learning environment
conducive to students' holistic development.

Against this background, the program aimed to formulate, implement, and evaluate Love
Curriculum-based peer-counseling assistance at Darul Ishlah Islamic Boarding School as a
strategy for improving students' mental well-being. Using a collaborative action-research
approach, the program examined the conceptual design, the implementation of training for
student peer counselors, and the empirical changes in students' emotional stability and adaptive
capacity. Theoretically, the program was expected to contribute to Islamic counseling psychology
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and indigenous psychology in traditional Islamic educational settings. Practically, it sought to
provide an applicable compassion-based peer-counseling blueprint that could inform similar
initiatives in other pesantren.

METHOD

This program used a participatory approach combining demonstration and training to
reconstruct the role of peer counselors as agents of psychological safety. The intervention was
implemented contextually at Darul Ishlah Islamic Boarding School and emphasized active
listening and Islamic emotional-regulation techniques. The collaborative design involved relevant
stakeholders in reviewing the conceptual draft of the program, planning the training process for
student peer counselors, and evaluating the outcomes of implementation. During the initial action
stage, the role of peer counselors was reframed from rigid dormitory discipline monitors into
supportive peers grounded in the spiritual-affective value of rahmah. Through structured training,
peer helpers developed active-listening skills and learned Islamic emotional-regulation practices,
including sabr, shukr, tawakkul, and tazkiyatun nafs. The implementation process was observed
to assess whether counseling interactions reflected the compassionate values promoted by the
Love Curriculum.

An empirical evaluation was then conducted to assess changes in students' mental well-being
following the intervention. The evaluation focused on emotional stability, adaptive capacity,
burnout, and homesickness using a structured psychosocial questionnaire with a four-point Likert
scale. Students' psychological conditions before the intervention (pre-test) and after the
intervention (post-test) were analyzed using descriptive percentages and the non-parametric
Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test to examine whether the observed changes were statistically
significant. The evaluation also considered the program's practical potential to address limited
access to professional mental-health services in pesantren and its conceptual contribution to
Islamic counseling psychology and indigenous psychology.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Adolescent students at Darul Ishlah experienced multidimensional psychosocial pressures
associated with crowded living conditions, dual academic demands, Qur'anic memorization
targets, and emotional strain resulting from separation from their parents. These vulnerabilities
were compounded by traditional disciplinary practices that were perceived as rigid, punitive, and,
in some cases, intimidating. Initial observations of 60 adolescent students indicated crowded
rooms accommodating approximately 15-20 students each and highly demanding schedules
extending from before dawn until late at night because of combined formal-school, diniyah, and
memorization activities. The findings suggested that repressive supervision could widen social
distance and contribute to anxiety, mild depressive symptoms, and latent interpersonal conflict.
Informal emotional disclosure without adequate guidance could also foster negative emotional
contagion and distrust because of concerns about confidentiality. Consistent with literature on
adaptation in densely populated residential settings, the absence of structured peer support may
weaken students' social-emotional protection and intensify interpersonal tensions (Roy et al.,
2025).

The collaborative action process reconstructed the role of student peer counselors at Darul
Ishlah from rigid dormitory discipline monitors into agents of psychological safety grounded in
rahmah. Field observations during the training and mentoring process indicated a shift in
counselors' communication style from instructional, punitive, and sanction-oriented interactions
toward more dialogical and empathetic communication characterized by active listening and
confidentiality. This shift was accompanied by greater openness among students when discussing
psychological concerns without fear of judgment. The reconstructed role therefore reflected a
broader transition from punitive behavioral control toward affective-spiritual support that
prioritizes psychological safety. The change is conceptually consistent with the Love-Based
Curriculum promoted by the Directorate General of Islamic Education of the Indonesian Ministry
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of Religious Affairs (2025) and with literature emphasizing spiritually grounded, compassionate
peer support in residential education (Susila, 2025).

To illustrate this transformation, Table 1 compares the traditional counseling paradigm with
the Love Curriculum approach. The comparison was developed from multiple sources of primary
field data. The traditional paradigm (before the intervention) was synthesized from participatory
observations of dormitory supervision, in-depth interviews with 10 new students and five senior
dormitory administrators, and students' psychosocial pre-test data. The Love Curriculum
paradigm (after the intervention) was derived from observations of the training process, reflective
journals completed by peer counselors, post-assistance interviews, post-test data, and intervention
evaluations.

Table 1. Comparison of the Traditional Counseling Paradigm and the Love Curriculum at Darul Ishlah
Islamic Boarding School

Comparison Traditional Counseling Paradigm Love Curriculum Paradigm (After
Dimension (Before the Intervention) the Intervention)
Discipline enforcement, violation Promoting psychological safety,
Primary Role reporting, and rigid supervision of empathetic support, and
dormitory rules. compassionate care (rahmah).
Communication Instructional, one-way, punitive, and Dialogical and two-way, with
prone to generating fear or Lo -
Style confrontation active listening and confidentiality.
A pragmatic Western cognitive- In.tegrauon' of mpdern psychology
Conceptual . with Islamic spiritual values (sabr,
X behavioral model focused on .
Foundation . shukr, tawakkul, and tazkiyatun
observable compliance. nafs)
Psvchological Greater anxiety, emotional isolation, Improved mental well-being,
Ogtcomef and negative emotional contagion emotional stability, and healthy

among students.

adaptive capacity.

The intervention produced a structured training model that integrated active-listening skills
with Islamic emotional-regulation practices, including sabr, shukr, tawakkul, and tazkiyatun nafs.
This formulation combined applied communication skills with Islamic spirituality in a peer-
support model rooted in the sociocultural context of Darul Ishlah students. Rather than treating
counseling solely as functional problem solving, the model positioned peer support as both a
relational and spiritual practice (Muslikah et al., 2026).

Training observations showed a marked improvement in peer counselors' active-listening
skills. Micro-skills included listening without interruption, validating emotional experiences, and
reducing judgmental responses. The performance-observation rubric showed an increase in the
mean micro-skill score from 45.2 (poor category) before training to 88.5 (very good category) after
training. These changes were accompanied by greater willingness among students to share
concerns and by stronger perceptions of acceptance and confidentiality. The pattern is consistent
with literature emphasizing the value of active listening and compassion-oriented peer support in
reducing interpersonal distress (Elizabeth et al., 2023).

The integration of sabr and shukr into Islamic counseling sessions provided a culturally
relevant framework for emotional regulation. Sabr was introduced as an active coping process
through which fatigue, memorization pressure, and demanding routines could be reframed as part
of a meaningful educational and spiritual effort. Shukr was used as a cognitive-spiritual reframing
strategy that encouraged students to shift attention from complaints and homesickness toward
appreciation of opportunities for independence and personal growth. Following the intervention,
high burnout decreased from 74% to 22%, while acute homesickness decreased from 68% to 19%.
These findings suggest that spiritual reframing may support students in interpreting demanding
residential routines more constructively. The relevance of sabr and shukr as internal protective
resources is also discussed by Rohman et al. (2025).

The advanced spiritual-training phase also incorporated tawakkul and tazkiyatun nafs.
Tawakkul was presented as a way to reduce excessive academic-performance anxiety by
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encouraging students to combine effort with acceptance of outcomes beyond their control.
Tazkiyatun nafs was practiced through collective dhikr, Qur'anic recitation, and reflection on the
intention to support fellow students. These practices were intended to help peer counselors
maintain emotional balance while assisting others. This orientation is consistent with indigenous
Islamic approaches that position spiritual purification as an important component of psychosocial
support (Nadirah & Ariff, 2025).

The program also provided a practical mechanism for addressing limited access to
professional mental-health services at Darul Ishlah. Trained peer counselors served as an initial
source of support for everyday stress and as a bridge to senior dormitory administrators or school
counseling teachers when more serious concerns required referral. This arrangement may reduce
barriers such as embarrassment, reluctance, or fear of seeking formal help. Given reports that only
about 32% of pesantren students have direct access to professional psychological services,
contextually grounded peer-support systems may offer a useful complementary layer of support
(Muslikah et al., 2026).

Reflection at the end of the action cycle indicated that the conceptual formulation and
implementation of Love Curriculum-based peer counseling contributed to a more emotionally
supportive and spiritually oriented dormitory environment. The integration of communication
skills with Islamic spiritual values appeared to strengthen supportive peer interactions beyond
ordinary friendship. These findings suggest that students' social resources can be organized into a
more structured support network when guided by compassion and appropriate counseling skills.
Continued supervision and longer-term evaluation, however, are needed to determine whether
these changes are sustained over time.

The second action cycle showed a substantial increase in the proportion of students
categorized as having high mental well-being after receiving structured support from Love
Curriculum-based peer counselors. The availability of an empathetic and compassionate space for
disclosure may have reduced students' psychological burden by increasing their sense of
acceptance and psychological safety. The proportion of students in the high well-being category
increased from 28% before the intervention to 85% afterward. This pattern is consistent with the
humanistic orientation of the Love-Based Curriculum and with literature emphasizing
compassionate peer support as a component of psychosocial well-being in residential education
(Setiyowati et al., 2026).

Emotional stability also improved by 44 percentage points, from 35% before the intervention
to 79% after the intervention. Islamic emotional-regulation strategies introduced by peer
counselors, including dhikr and mindful breathing, were used to help students manage negative
emotional impulses in response to dense dormitory schedules and dual academic demands. These
practices may have provided students with additional coping strategies for managing study and
memorization pressures. The finding is broadly consistent with studies highlighting the potential
role of spiritual awareness and peer support in emotional regulation (Armayani & Daulay, 2025;
DuPont et al., 2023).

Homesickness among new students also decreased following the peer-counseling
intervention. Supportive peers who actively listened, initiated contact, and involved new students
in communal activities appeared to provide an additional source of emotional support in the
absence of parents. Such interactions may help transform an unfamiliar dormitory environment
into a more socially supportive setting. This interpretation is consistent with research indicating
that peer support can be particularly important for adolescents adjusting to separation from family
and residential-school environments (Endi et al., 2026; Scheling & Richter, 2021).

A further finding was the reduction in high academic burnout following continued peer-
counseling sessions. The sabr and shukr components were used as cognitive-spiritual reframing
strategies: students were encouraged to interpret fatigue as part of a meaningful learning process
while also recognizing positive aspects of independence and life in the pesantren. High burnout
declined from 74% to 22% after the intervention. This result is consistent with literature
emphasizing spiritual resilience in coping with demanding residential routines (Jalal, 2025; Jager
et al., 2015).
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To strengthen the empirical analysis, Table 2 presents quantitative data on changes in
students' psychosocial conditions after the intervention at Darul Ishlah Islamic Boarding School.
Table 2. Changes in Students' Psychosocial Conditions and Wilcoxon Test Results at Darul Ishlah
Islamic Boarding School

Student Before After . .
Psychosocial Intervention Intervention ?lglczi:lc: (V%IK 21;:11) Svla{.;l.u(cl:))- Interpretation
Indicator (%) (%) 8
High  Mental 28% 85% Increase -5.124 0.000 Significant (p
Well-Being +57% <0.05)
Strong 35% 79% Increase -4.812 0.000 Significant (p
Emotional +44% < 0.05)
Stability (Low
Stress)
Very Good 42% 88% Increase -4.935 0.000 Significant (p
Dormitory +46% <0.05)
Adaptation
High Academic 74% 22% Decrease - -5.018 0.000 Significant (p
Burnout 52% < 0.05)
Acute 68% 19% Decrease - -4.789 0.000 Significant (p
Homesickness 49% < 0.05)

Source: Processed Primary Data (2026); Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test (N = 60 students, o = 0.05).

To determine whether the changes in students' psychosocial conditions before and after the
intervention were statistically significant, the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test was conducted at a 95%
confidence level (a = 0.05). As shown in Table 2, all psychosocial indicators yielded Asymp. Sig.
values reported as 0.000 (p < 0.05), with Z values ranging from -4.789 to -5.124. These results
indicate statistically significant pre-post differences in mental well-being, emotional stability,
adaptive capacity, burnout, and homesickness.

Students under pressure
Homesickness + Academic load * Burnout

Early ion by peer S
Empathetic approach and active listening
[ Islamic i r i i ]
Cognitive-affective dimension Mental-spiritual dimension
Sabr (active resilience) Tawakkul (positive surrender)
Shukr (cognitive reframing) Tazkiyatun nafs (dhikr and prayer)
{ Outcome evaluation

Improved well-being Referral system

Successful intervention Further action
Increased emotional stability Counseling report

Figure 2. Islamic Emotional-Regulation Model for Addressing Psychological Pressure among Students at
Darul Ishlah Islamic Boarding School, Tulang Bawang

Post-intervention data also showed improvement in students' adaptive capacity in
responding to crowded living conditions and the communal culture of the pesantren. Peer
counselors functioned as social guides who helped new students navigate peer relationships,
resolve everyday conflicts, and understand dormitory rules. The proportion of students
categorized as having very good dormitory adaptation increased from 42% to 88%. This finding
supports the value of structured peer guidance in preventing routine residential interactions from
developing into persistent interpersonal conflict (Wahono et al., 2026).
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Relational observations further suggested a reduction in negative emotional contagion and
distrust among students. Training in active listening and confidentiality appeared to strengthen
social trust by making students more willing to discuss sensitive concerns without fear that
personal information would become gossip. In this sense, structured empathetic communication
may help replace uncontrolled circulation of negative complaints with more supportive peer
interaction. This interpretation is consistent with literature on the risks of unguided peer
interaction and the potential value of compassionate communication (Wahono et al., 2026; Julia
et al., 2024; Feizi et al., 2024).

The structural analysis also indicated that the peer-support program could help narrow the
gap in access to professional mental-health services. The Love Curriculum-based peer-counselor
unit functioned as a first-line support and referral mechanism: trained peer counselors could
identify early signs of distress, assist with everyday stress, and refer more serious cases to senior
dormitory administrators or school counseling teachers. This mechanism offers a practical
response to limited access to professional counselors while potentially reducing stigma around
help-seeking. Given the reported limitations in students' direct access to professional psychological
services, adaptive and culturally grounded peer-support systems may provide a valuable
complementary resource (Muslikah et al., 2026).

Across the action-research cycle, the program generated a practical blueprint for Love
Curriculum-based peer counseling. The model integrated modern communication skills with
Islamic spiritual values in a contextually grounded approach to students' psychosocial support.
The findings support further development and testing of student-friendly Islamic spiritual-
guidance models as part of contemporary pesantren support systems. Broader replication should
be accompanied by appropriate supervision, referral protocols, and longer-term evaluation to
assess sustainability and transferability across different institutional contexts.

CONCLUSION

The community engagement program at Darul Ishlah Islamic Boarding School formulated
and implemented Love Curriculum-based peer-counseling assistance to support students' mental
well-being. The program reconstructed peer counselors' roles from rigid dormitory discipline
monitors into supportive agents of psychological safety equipped with active-listening skills and
compassion-based Islamic emotional-regulation techniques. The proportion of students
categorized as having high mental well-being increased from 28% to 85%, alongside
improvements in emotional stability and adaptive capacity and decreases in high burnout and
acute homesickness. These findings indicate that a structured, compassion-oriented peer-support
model may provide a useful complementary mechanism for psychosocial support in pesantren,
particularly where access to professional mental-health services is limited. Continued supervision
and further evaluation are recommended before broader replication.
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