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Abstract:

Obijective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT) and Schema Therapy in reducing test anxiety and improving academic performance in high
school students.

Methods and Materials: This was a quasi-experimental study with a pretest-posttest control group
design and a five-month follow-up. Forty-five high school students (15 in each group) from Tehran
were selected via convenience sampling and randomly assigned to CBT, Schema Therapy, and
control groups. Data were collected using the Spielberger Test Anxiety Inventory and end-of-term
GPA as the academic performance indicator. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA

& 939 & and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS-27.
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Findings: Results showed that both CBT and Schema Therapy significantly reduced test anxiety (p
<.001) and improved academic performance (p <.001) compared to the control group. Additionally,
Schema Therapy was more effective than CBT in reducing test anxiety (p = .045), while no
significant difference was found between the two interventions regarding academic performance.
The therapeutic effects remained stable at the five-month follow-up.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Test anxiety is one of the most prevalent psychological
issues among students, significantly impacting cognitive
performance, academic success, and emotional well-being.
This type of anxiety, characterized by excessive worry,
physiological arousal, and cognitive interference during
evaluative situations, poses serious obstacles to academic
progress and psychological resilience (Abolghasemi & Beigi,
2012). Recent empirical research has identified a strong
inverse relationship between test anxiety and academic
performance, noting that higher levels of anxiety often lead
to impaired memory, reduced concentration, and lower
academic outcomes (Hakimi et al., 2019; Hashemipour et
al., 2021). Given its widespread prevalence and
consequences, effective intervention strategies are of crucial
importance.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is one of the most
established psychological interventions for treating anxiety-
related disorders, including test anxiety. It works by
identifying and restructuring irrational beliefs and
dysfunctional thought patterns that contribute to heightened
anxiety, while simultaneously developing more adaptive
coping skills (Sedaghat & Safari, 2015; Shahrokhian et al.,
2021). Several studies have demonstrated that CBT can
significantly reduce test anxiety and enhance academic
motivation and self-efficacy in students (Asgari, 2019;
Pourhamidi et al., 2019). In a similar vein, Aslam et al.
(2024) found that CBT was effective in managing academic
procrastination and improving academic performance by
modifying maladaptive cognition and behavior (Aslam et al.,
2024).

On the other hand, Schema Therapy has recently gained
attention as a deeper, more emotionally focused
intervention. Developed originally for treatment-resistant
personality disorders, Schema Therapy is increasingly being
issues,

applied to anxiety and performance-related

particularly among adolescents and young adults. It aims to

ZA

identify and modify Early Maladaptive Schemas (EMSs)—
deeply ingrained patterns of thoughts and feelings developed
during childhood—that shape dysfunctional responses to
stress and evaluation (Abazari, 2023; Shafiei et al., 2020).
According to Bahreini Moghim Jiroft et al. (2023), Schema
Therapy, by targeting perfectionism and educational
burnout, offers long-term benefits in addressing academic
stressors (Bahreini Moghim Jiroft et al., 2023). These
schemas often exacerbate anxiety, especially in high-stakes
academic settings, by reinforcing beliefs of failure,
unrelenting standards, and vulnerability to harm.

While both therapeutic approaches have individually
demonstrated effectiveness in reducing test anxiety, limited
studies have directly compared their impacts on both anxiety
and academic performance. Existing evidence suggests that
CBT is particularly effective in enhancing observable
academic behaviors such as time management and
concentration (Biwer et al., 2023; Firth-Clark et al., 2019),
whereas Schema Therapy may address deeper cognitive-
emotional patterns that maintain anxiety over time (Abazari,
2023; Bahreini Moghim Jiroft et al., 2023). This comparative
dimension remains underexplored, particularly within the
Iranian educational context. Therefore, the current study
seeks to compare the effectiveness of CBT and Schema
Therapy in reducing test anxiety and enhancing academic
performance among high school students, offering a novel
contribution to intervention-based educational psychology
research.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest design with a control group and five-month follow-
up. Participants included 45 high school students (aged 15—
17) from Tehran, selected through convenience sampling
15),
Schema Therapy (n = 15), and Control (n = 15). Inclusion

and randomly assigned to three groups: CBT (n =

criteria involved moderate to high levels of test anxiety and
academic underperformance based on GPA. Exclusion
criteria included prior psychological treatment or diagnosis

of clinical disorders.




S g 220 il gy dolibad

The CBT intervention was delivered in eight 60-minute
weekly group sessions focusing on cognitive restructuring,
relaxation training, time management, and test-taking skills.
Schema Therapy was also implemented over eight sessions,
emphasizing schema identification, cognitive and emotional
processing, and reparenting techniques. The control group
received no intervention during the study period but was
later provided with a brief summary of both interventions.

Data were collected using the Spielberger Test Anxiety
Inventory (TAI) and end-of-term GPA scores. Data analysis
was conducted using repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni post-hoc tests via SPSS version 27, with a
significance level set at p < .05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed significant reductions in
test anxiety and improvements in academic performance
across both intervention groups compared to the control
group. The CBT group’s mean test anxiety score dropped
from 70.45 (SD = 5.23) in the pretest to 52.38 (SD = 4.91)
posttest, with slight increase to 54.62 (SD = 5.10) at follow-
up. The Schema Therapy group showed an even larger
reduction, from 69.87 (SD = 4.88) to 48.21 (SD = 4.46), with
a stable follow-up score of 49.53 (SD = 4.92). In contrast,
the control group’s scores remained largely unchanged
across the three phases.

In terms of academic performance, the CBT group
improved from a GPA of 15.38 (SD = 1.02) to 17.86 (SD =
1.14), maintaining a similar score of 17.54 (SD = 1.10) at
follow-up. The Schema Therapy group also showed
improvement, from 15.22 (SD = 0.95) to 17.43 (SD = 1.06),
with a minimal decrease to 17.35 (SD = 1.02) in the follow-
up. The control group’s GPA remained relatively static.
ANOVA

significant main effects of time and group, as well as time x

Repeated  measures results  confirmed
group interactions for both variables (p < .001). Bonferroni
post-hoc tests revealed significant differences between the
intervention groups and the control group (p < .001).
Moreover, Schema Therapy showed significantly greater

reductions in test anxiety than CBT (p = .045), while no

£

significant difference was observed between CBT and
Schema Therapy in terms of academic performance (p =
.526). Both

effectiveness in the five-month follow-up period.

interventions  demonstrated  sustained

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm that both CBT and
Schema Therapy are effective psychological interventions
for managing test anxiety and improving academic outcomes
among high school students. The statistically significant
reduction in test anxiety scores across both intervention
groups illustrates the power of structured psychological
support in educational contexts. Notably, the greater
reduction in anxiety levels observed in the Schema Therapy
group suggests that this approach may be better suited for
addressing deeper cognitive-emotional patterns that
perpetuate anxiety, particularly those rooted in maladaptive
schemas of perfectionism and fear of failure.

CBT’s effectiveness in improving academic performance
appears to stem from its practical, skill-based framework. By
equipping students with concrete techniques for managing
time, focus, and cognitive distortions, CBT can yield
observable academic improvements in relatively short
timeframes. This aligns with previous research indicating
CBT’s utility in enhancing self-efficacy and academic
productivity, particularly when anxiety is linked to
behavioral avoidance or distorted thinking patterns around
performance.

Conversely, Schema Therapy, while equally effective in
improving academic performance, may operate through
different psychological mechanisms. Its focus on long-
standing belief systems and emotional regulation may
contribute to more stable improvements in anxiety over time,
but it may require longer engagement or integration with
academic skills training to optimize performance outcomes.

The comparable improvements in academic performance
observed in both interventions suggest that while their
pathways may differ, their outcomes can converge in this
domain. This highlights the importance of tailoring

interventions not solely based on performance metrics, but
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also on the emotional and cognitive profiles of students. For
students experiencing chronic, schema-driven anxiety,
Schema Therapy may offer a more comprehensive and
emotionally  attuned  approach, whereas students
experiencing task-specific anxiety and skill deficits may
benefit more directly from CBT.

Overall, this study supports the integration of both CBT

and Schema Therapy into school-based mental health

services. Given the increasing academic pressures faced by
adolescents, the availability of targeted psychological
interventions could significantly enhance student well-being
and educational attainment. Further research is encouraged
to explore combined or sequential applications of both
approaches, potentially offering synergistic benefits for

students with complex psychological and academic needs.
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