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Abstract:

Obijective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy
and Schema Therapy on academic performance and mental health in students with test
anxiety.

Methods and Materials: A randomized controlled trial was conducted with 45 secondary
school students from Tehran diagnosed with test anxiety, randomly assigned to Emotion-
Focused Therapy, Schema Therapy, and control groups (n=15 each). Interventions were
delivered in eight 90-minute sessions. Data were collected at pretest, posttest, and five-
Sz S o-TEidy month follow-up and analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-
e hoc tests in SPSS-27.

Findings: Significant effects of time, group, and timexgroup interaction were found for
both academic performance and mental health (p<0.001). Both intervention groups
showed significant improvements compared to the control group, with Schema Therapy
producing significantly greater and more stable effects than Emotion-Focused Therapy
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Test anxiety represents one of the most pervasive
psychological challenges among secondary school students
and constitutes a major obstacle to both academic
achievement and psychological well-being. Contemporary
psychological research increasingly conceptualizes test
anxiety not merely as a transient emotional reaction but as a
complex interaction of emotional processing deficits,
maladaptive cognitive structures, and deeply rooted
emotional schemas that shape students’ perceptions of self,
evaluation, and academic threat (Asadi et al., 2025; Rostami
Torznogh et al, 2025). Accumulating evidence
demonstrates that persistent academic stress activates early
maladaptive schemas which, in turn, intensify vulnerability
to emotional dysregulation, psychological distress, and
academic

impairment  (Aliaskaranjar et al.,, 2022;

HekmatiyanFard, 2023; Moradian et al.,, 2023).
Longitudinal findings further indicate that emotional
schemas and psychological inflexibility significantly
mediate the relationship between stress and mental health
outcomes among adolescents (Rita Sebastido & David D.
Neto, 2024; R. Sebastido & D. D. Neto, 2024).
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) offers a theoretically
coherent framework for addressing such emotional
dysfunctions by emphasizing the transformation of
maladaptive emotional responses through experiential
processing and the activation of adaptive primary emotions
(Greenberg & Watson, 2006; Harte, 2019). Empirical
research confirms the effectiveness of emotion-focused
interventions in improving emotional regulation, reducing
psychological distress, and enhancing academic functioning
among adolescents (Ansar et al., 2023; Shafiabady et al.,
2023; Zangiabadi et al., 2018). Recent randomized trials
further support the utility of emotion-focused group
interventions in strengthening mental health outcomes
within family and educational contexts (Seddon et al., 2025;

Wittenborn, 2024).

Schema  Therapy, in contrast, conceptualizes

psychological difficulties as emerging from early
maladaptive schemas that become chronically activated in
stressful evaluative contexts such as academic testing.
Substantial evidence demonstrates that maladaptive schemas
strongly predict academic procrastination, test anxiety,
emotional distress, and diminished academic engagement
(Aliaskaranjar et al., 2022; Moradian et al., 2023; Rostami
Torznogh et al., 2025). Systematic reviews further identify
Schema Therapy as an effective transdiagnostic approach for
anxiety-related disorders and stress-related conditions
(Peeters et al., 2022). Recent studies highlight the central
role of emotional schemas in shaping stress—mental health
relationships, thereby reinforcing the clinical relevance of
schema modification (Radford, 2024; R. Sebastido & D. D.
Neto, 2024; Shunchao & Chungiu, 2024).

Although both therapeutic approaches independently
demonstrate effectiveness, direct empirical comparisons
between EFT and Schema Therapy in the context of test
anxiety and its academic and mental health consequences
remain limited. EXisting investigations predominantly
compare Schema Therapy with cognitive-behavioral
interventions (Alipanah et al., 2025; Asadi et al., 2025) or
examine EFT as a standalone intervention (Shafiabady et al.,
2023; Zangiabadi et al.,, 2018). This gap necessitates
rigorous comparative research to inform evidence-based
intervention selection within educational mental health
services.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a randomized controlled trial design
with three groups: Emotion-Focused Therapy, Schema
Therapy, and a non-intervention control group. Participants
were 45 secondary school students from Tehran who met
diagnostic criteria for test anxiety. Students were randomly
assigned to one of the three groups, each containing 15
participants. Both intervention groups received eight weekly
90-minute group sessions. Assessments were conducted at

pretest, posttest, and a five-month follow-up.
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Primary outcome measures included academic
performance and mental health. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures analysis of variance. Post-hoc
comparisons were conducted using Bonferroni adjustments.
All analyses were performed with SPSS version 27 at a
significance level of 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed significant improvements
in both academic performance and mental health in the two
intervention groups compared with the control group across
posttest and follow-up assessments. Mean academic
performance scores increased substantially in the Schema
Therapy group from pretest (M = 51.97) to posttest (M =
72.36) and remained high at follow-up (M = 71.24). The
Emotion-Focused Therapy group also showed notable
improvement from pretest (M = 52.38) to posttest (M =
67.94), with slight attenuation at follow-up (M = 66.11). The
control group exhibited minimal change across measurement
points.

For mental health, lower scores indicated better
functioning. Schema Therapy participants demonstrated the
largest reduction from pretest (M = 32.11) to posttest (M =
18.39), with stability at follow-up (M = 19.44). The
Emotion-Focused Therapy group also improved from pretest
(M = 31.62) to posttest (M = 21.47) and maintained gains at
follow-up (M = 22.81), while the control group remained
largely unchanged.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant main
effects of time, group, and time x group interaction for both
academic performance and mental health (p < .001). Effect
sizes were large for both variables (n?> > .67). Bonferroni
analyses indicated that Schema Therapy produced
significantly greater improvements than Emotion-Focused
Therapy, and both interventions were superior to the control
Treatment effects remained

condition. statistically

significant at the five-month follow-up.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both therapeutic
approaches are effective in reducing test anxiety—related
impairment and enhancing students’ academic and
psychological functioning. However, Schema Therapy
produced more substantial and enduring improvements,
particularly evident in the maintenance of gains at the five-
month follow-up. This superiority likely reflects the deeper
structural modifications achieved through schema
restructuring, which alters core beliefs, emotional responses,
and coping patterns underlying test anxiety.

Emotion-Focused  Therapy  yielded  meaningful
improvements by facilitating adaptive emotional processing
and increasing emotional awareness and regulation. These
emotional changes translated into better academic
engagement and improved psychological well-being.
However, because EFT primarily targets present-moment
emotional experiences, its effects may be somewhat more
susceptible to attenuation over time compared to the deeper
cognitive—emotional transformations achieved through
Schema Therapy.

From an applied perspective, the results suggest that
integrating schema-based interventions within school mental
health services may produce more robust long-term benefits
for students experiencing test anxiety. Emotion-Focused
Therapy remains highly valuable, particularly for students
with prominent emotional dysregulation, but schema-based
work may provide additional stability by reshaping
fundamental vulnerability structures.

Overall, the study supports the implementation of
structured, evidence-based psychotherapeutic interventions
within educational settings and highlights the importance of
addressing both emotional processing and maladaptive
cognitive—emotional schemas when treating test anxiety in

adolescents.
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