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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy
(CBT) on academic stress and academic obsession among lower secondary school female students
in public schools in Sowme’eh Sara County.

Methods and Materials: This research employed a semi-experimental (quasi-experimental) and
applied methodology, using a pre-test-post-test design with a control group. The statistical
population included all lower secondary school female students in public schools of Sowme’eh Sara
County during the 2024-2025 academic year. A total of 30 participants were selected using
purposive sampling and were randomly assigned to an experimental group (15 students) and a
RS9I =iy control group (15 students). The research instruments included the Gadzella Academic Stress
e Inventory (1994) and the Martin and Jackson Academic Obsession Questionnaire (2008). To
analyze the data and test the research hypotheses, multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
and univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) were applied.
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Conclusion: Overall, the results demonstrated that cognitive behavioral therapy is effective in
reducing academic stress and academic obsession among students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Academic stress has emerged as a growing concern
among adolescents, particularly female students in lower
secondary education, who are often subjected to high
expectations, rigorous curricula, and pressure from teachers,
peers, and family. Prolonged exposure to such stress can
impair mental health, cognitive performance, and emotional
functioning. Students under academic stress frequently
exhibit symptoms such as anxiety, irritability, difficulty
concentrating, sleep disruption, and disengagement from
learning. In extreme cases, academic stress is linked to
school dropout and long-term psychological problems
(Moradizadeh et al.,, 2020; Noroozi et al, 2021).
Simultaneously, academic obsession—characterized by
persistent preoccupation with educational success and
compulsive engagement with academic tasks—can either
foster productive behaviors or exacerbate stress depending
on its intensity and context. While mild academic obsession
may enhance focus and commitment, excessive levels may
lead to perfectionism, burnout, and reduced well-being
(Shoghi et al., 2023).

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has been widely
validated as an effective intervention for modifying
dysfunctional thoughts and behaviors associated with
psychological distress, including stress related to academic
challenges. CBT emphasizes restructuring maladaptive
cognitive patterns and fostering adaptive coping
mechanisms, making it particularly suitable for addressing
the emotional and cognitive dimensions of academic stress
and obsession (Alipour & Karami, 2021; Ying & Parsakia,
2024). Evidence from previous studies suggests that CBT
helps students manage test anxiety, develop self-efficacy,
and build emotional regulation skills, leading to improved
academic outcomes and reduced psychological strain
(Hosseinpour Pakzad & Farhadi, 2023; Shahrokhian et al.,
2021). Furthermore, CBT's emphasis on self-monitoring and

behavioral activation can support students in cultivating

intrinsic motivation and academic engagement, both of
which are foundational to enhancing healthy academic
obsession (Eneogu et al., 2023; Rahmani et al., 2024).

CBT has also been applied successfully in school-based
interventions. Research has demonstrated its efficacy in
decreasing symptoms of academic burnout, increasing
students’ perceived control over learning, and fostering
resilience in challenging educational environments
(Pourkhiyabietal., 2024; Shabani et al., 2024). Other studies
have highlighted that CBT can be tailored for group settings,
making it feasible and cost-effective for school counselors
and psychologists (Mahvash et al., 2024; Terp et al., 2019).
Despite these promising findings, there is still a need for
context-specific evaluations of CBT, particularly in non-
metropolitan areas where access to structured psychological
interventions may be limited. The present study was
designed to address this gap by evaluating the effectiveness
of CBT in reducing academic stress and promoting academic
obsession in female students in public middle schools in
Sowme’eh Sara County.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a semi-experimental (quasi-
experimental), pretest—posttest design with a control group
to evaluate the effects of CBT on academic stress and
academic obsession. The target population consisted of all
female students in lower secondary public schools in
Sowme’eh Sara County during the 2024-2025 academic
year. A purposive sampling method was used to select 30
students who met the inclusion criteria: absence of any
diagnosed  psychological disorder, no concurrent
participation in other psychological interventions, and
willingness to engage in the study. These participants were
randomly assigned into two equal groups: an experimental
group (n = 15) and a control group (n = 15).

The research instruments included Gadzella's Academic
Stress Inventory (1994), which measures cognitive,
emotional, and physiological responses to academic
pressures, and the Academic Obsession Questionnaire

developed by Martin and Jackson (2008), which assesses the
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degree of students’ psychological preoccupation with
academic performance. The intervention comprised eight
CBT sessions based on the protocol by Dattilio and Padesky,
with content ranging from cognitive restructuring and
emotional regulation to problem-solving skills and stress
management. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics
(means, standard deviations) and inferential statistics,
including multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
and univariate ANCOVA via SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that the mean pretest score
of academic stress in the experimental group was 160.13 (SD
= 9.62), which decreased to 152.67 (SD = 10.36) in the
posttest. In contrast, the control group showed negligible
change, with a pretest score of 159.07 (SD = 7.52) and a
posttest score of 158.80 (SD = 7.15). Regarding academic
obsession, the experimental group’s score increased from a
pretest mean of 24.33 (SD = 3.22) to a posttest mean of 28.07
(SD = 3.15), while the control group remained almost
unchanged (pretest = 24.13, SD = 2.77; posttest = 24.40, SD
=2.79).

Adjusted posttest means confirmed the significance of
these changes: the experimental group had a lower adjusted
mean for academic stress (152.14) compared to the control
group (159.32), and a higher adjusted mean for academic
obsession (28.00 vs. 24.46). Results from MANCOVA
showed that the Pillai’s Trace, Wilks’ Lambda, Hotelling’s
Trace, and Roy’s Largest Root were all statistically
significant (p < 0.001), indicating meaningful multivariate
effects between groups. Univariate ANCOVA results further
confirmed that CBT significantly reduced academic stress
and increased academic obsession in the experimental group
relative to the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings from this study confirm the effectiveness of
cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing academic stress and
enhancing academic obsession among female students in
lower secondary education. These results align with prior

studies demonstrating the utility of CBT in academic settings

and underscore its relevance for adolescent populations
facing the dual burden of performance pressure and
motivational ~ struggles. By

incorporating  cognitive

restructuring, relaxation techniques, and behavioral
activation, the CBT sessions enabled students to reinterpret
stress-inducing academic challenges more constructively
and to develop coping strategies that are both adaptive and
sustainable.

The improvement in academic obsession suggests that
CBT not only alleviates negative emotional states but also
fosters a productive psychological engagement with
learning. Students who underwent CBT developed a stronger
sense of control, increased intrinsic motivation, and greater
persistence in their academic pursuits. These outcomes may
be attributed to the emphasis of CBT on enhancing self-
efficacy, promoting autonomy, and reinforcing positive
academic behaviors. In this regard, CBT appears to support
the fundamental psychological needs identified in self-
determination  theory—competence, autonomy, and
relatedness—thereby promoting internalized and self-
regulated learning motivation.

Additionally, the CBT program helped reduce irrational
beliefs and catastrophic thinking patterns associated with
academic failure, which are known to exacerbate stress and
reduce academic enthusiasm. The restructuring of such
beliefs likely contributed to lowering the psychological
pressure students experienced from evaluations, tests, and
academic expectations. Students began to perceive academic
challenges not as threats to their identity or self-worth but as
opportunities for growth and development, which shifted
their mindset from avoidance and fear to engagement and
curiosity.

This shift in cognitive orientation had a reinforcing effect
on students’ emotional states, allowing them to experience
greater calmness and enjoyment in the learning process. As
intrusive

they  encountered fewer thoughts  and

overwhelming emotions, their capacity for focus,
perseverance, and academic resilience improved. This

cognitive-emotional transformation offers a compelling
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explanation for the significant increase in academic
obsession observed in the experimental group. Rather than
becoming debilitated by perfectionism or anxiety, students
developed a healthier, more balanced commitment to their
academic work.

Overall, the study provides strong empirical support for
integrating CBT into school counseling programs,
particularly in regions where academic stress is pervasive
and psychological support systems are limited. It

demonstrates that CBT is not only effective in alleviating

maladaptive responses to academic demands but also in
fostering a more engaged, resilient, and motivated student
body. Future research could build upon these findings by
exploring the long-term sustainability of CBT’s effects and
by comparing its efficacy with other therapeutic modalities
such as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy or acceptance
and commitment therapy. In sum, this study contributes to
the growing body of evidence advocating for CBT as a
versatile and impactful tool in educational and psychological

interventions for adolescents.
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