b

Lorestan University

A New Research in Islamic Humanities Studies D
Online ISSN : 2980 - 8944

https://api.lu.ac.ir/

Effectiveness of Compassion-Based Therapy on Self-Criticism and Academic
Self-Efficacy in Secondary School Students Suffering from Exam Anxiety

Shahin Saeidfard! “*', Heman Mahmoudfakhe?® "% and Morad Abdivarmazan?

1. M.Sc, Department of Psychology, Payam Noor University, Tehran, Iran. Email: shahinsaeedi402@gmail.com

2. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Payam Noor University, Tehran, Iran.
Email: hemanpsycho@yahoo.com

3. Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Islamic Azad University, South Tehran Branch, Tehran, Iran.

Email: moradabdi@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Atrticle

Article history:

Received 26 September 2025
Received in revised form 26
November 2025

Accepted 05 January 2026
Available online 15 January
2026

Keywords:

Exam Anxiety,
Self-Criticism,
Academic Self-Efficacy,
Self-Pity Treatment

Objective: The objective of this study was to examine the effectiveness of self-
compassion therapy on self-criticism and academic self-efficacy in high school students
suffering from test anxiety.

Method: This study was applied in terms of its purpose and utilized a quasi-experimental
design with a pre-test and post-test involving experimental and control groups. The study
population consisted of female high school students suffering from test anxiety. Following
a screening process, 30 participants were selected using purposive sampling and randomly
assigned into two groups of 15: an experimental group and a control group. The
experimental group received self compassion therapy over eight 90-minute sessions held
once a week, while the control group received no intervention. Data collection tools
included the Spielberger et al. Test Anxiety Inventory (1978), the Thompson and Zuroff
Levels of Self-Criticism Scale (2004), and the Mcllroy and Bunting Academic Self-
Efficacy Scale (2002). The research data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) and SPSS-26 software.

Results: The research findings indicated that self compassion therapy has a significant effect
on reducing self-criticism and increasing academic self-efficacy among high school students
with test anxiety, and this effect was reported as significant at the p < 0.05 level.
Conclusions: Based on the results of this study, self-compassion therapy can be considered an
effective method for reducing self-criticism and enhancing academic self efficacy in students
suffering from test anxiety. Therefore, implementing this intervention in educational and
counseling settings could help improve the psychological well-being and academic
performance of these students.
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Introduction
Test anxiety is one of the most common psychological problems among students. It is

associated with cognitive, emotional, physiological, and behavioral reactions and may lead to
decreased academic performance, reduced psychological well-being, and the emergence of
avoidant behaviors. This form of anxiety is generally linked to high levels of self-criticism and
low levels of self-efficacy, such that anxious students are more likely to question their own
abilities, compare themselves with others, and experience feelings of helplessness when facing
academic challenges. In contrast, academic self-efficacy, as one of the key factors in educational
achievement and mental health, plays a protective role against test anxiety.In this context, self-
compassion therapy, as one of the third-wave cognitive-behavioral approaches, may contribute
to improving students’ psychological condition by reducing self-criticism, shame, and
rumination, while at the same time enhancing acceptance, self-kindness, and psychological
empowerment. Given the high prevalence of test anxiety, its negative consequences, and the need
for practical, low-cost, and implementable interventions in school settings, examining the
effectiveness of this therapeutic approach is of considerable importance. Therefore, the present
study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of self-compassion therapy on self-criticism and
academic self-efficacy among senior high school students with test anxiety.

Method

This study was applied in terms of its purpose and utilized a quasi-experimental design with a
pre-test and post-test involving experimental and control groups. The study population consisted of
female high school students suffering from test anxiety. Following a screening process, 30
participants were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned into two groups of 15:
an experimental group and a control group. The experimental group received self compassion
therapy over eight 90-minute sessions held once a week, while the control group received no
intervention. Data collection tools included the Spielberger et al. Test Anxiety Inventory (1978),
the Thompson and Zuroff Levels of Self-Criticism Scale (2004), and the Mcllroy and Bunting
Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (2002). The research data were analyzed using multivariate analysis
of covariance (MANCOVA) and SPSS-26 software.

Results

The research findings indicated that self compassion therapy has a significant effect on
reducing self-criticism and increasing academic self-efficacy among high school students
with test anxiety, and this effect was reported as significant at the p < 0.05 level.

Conclusions

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of self-compassion therapy on self-
criticism and academic self-efficacy among high school students suffering from test anxiety. The
findings are discussed below, organized by the research hypotheses. Hypothesis 1: The effect of
self-compassion therapy on self-criticism The results supported the hypothesis that self-
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compassion therapy has a significant effect on reducing self-criticism in high school students with
test anxiety. This finding is consistent with previous research conducted by Qasemi et al. (2022),
Vidal and Soldevila (2023), Whelton et al. (2022), and others.

In explaining this finding, one must consider the etiology of self-criticism and the theoretical
underpinnings of self-compassion therapy. Self-critical individuals often exhibit excessive
rigidity in pursuing their goals, which hinders their ability to derive satisfaction from their
achievements. When individuals cultivate higher levels of self-compassion, they are less inclined
to adopt a punitive stance toward themselves. Self-kindness a core subscale of self-compassion
enables individuals to accept their flaws and shortcomings without harsh judgment.
Consequently, those with higher self-compassion experience fewer negative emotions when
facing unfavorable events, particularly those involving social evaluation, as they acknowledge
that human imperfection is a universal experience .Furthermore, the mindfulness component of
this therapy helps prevent the formation of pessimistic thoughts and obsessive rumination. Since
a significant portion of negative affect stems from cognitive rumination regarding past negative
experiences, mindfulness effectively reduces these emotions. Additionally, in self-critical
individuals, the "threat system" is typically overactive while the "soothing system" remains
passive; self-compassion therapy targets this imbalance, exerting a significant effect on the body's
physiological systems. By replacing self-criticism with support, gentleness, unconditional
acceptance, and self-understanding, students can better process past failures and engage in
positive change. Hypothesis 2: The effect of self-compassion therapy on academic self-efficacy

The results supported the hypothesis that self-compassion therapy improves academic self-
efficacy in high school students with test anxiety. This finding aligns with studies by Varmaryari
and Golpour (2022), Babazadeh et al. (2022), and Mistretta et al) .(2023).

To interpret this finding, it is helpful to refer to Bandura’s (1977) definition of self-efficacy,
which relates to one's belief in their capability to function and succeed in various life domains;
academic self-efficacy represents the crystallization of these feelings within an educational
context. Self-compassion serves as an alternative to external validation, fostering the sense of
self-worth that is central to self-efficacy. By integrating self-kindness, common humanity, and
mindfulness, this therapy empowers students to navigate challenges. Students who practice self-
compassion do not judge their abilities negatively; instead of reacting to failures with self-
criticism, they accept their mistakes without compromising their self-esteem, thereby maintaining
the motivation to persist. Moreover, self-compassion training promotes assertiveness and
challenges maladaptive cycles of negative self-thought and unrealistic expectations. This allows
students to set realistic goals and recognize their inherent capabilities, ultimately leading to an
increased sense of academic self-efficacy. Summary and Limitations

In conclusion, the findings of this study demonstrate that self-compassion therapy is an
effective intervention for reducing self-criticism and enhancing academic self-efficacy in high
school students with test anxiety. Like all research, this study is subject to certain limitations. The
primary focus on a specific gender (female students) limits the generalizability of the findings to
male students.Furthermore, the absence of a longitudinal follow-up phase and the challenges
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encountered in securing the full cooperation of school administrators and teachers are constraints
that should be acknowledged in future research.
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