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Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of schema therapy
on perfectionism and academic expectation stress in female upper secondary school
students.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental research employed a pretest—posttest design
with a control group. The statistical population included all female upper secondary
school students in Tonekabon during the 2024-2025 academic year. The sample
consisted of 30 individuals selected through purposive sampling and randomly
assigned to the experimental group (n = 15) and the control group (n = 15). The
research instruments included the Positive and Negative Perfectionism Questionnaire
developed by Terry-Short et al. (1995) and the Academic Expectation Stress Inventory
by Ang and Huan (2006). Data were analyzed usingmultivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) andunivariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA within MANCOVA).
Findings: The results indicated a statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in posttest mean scores for positive perfectionism,
negative perfectionism, and academic expectation stress (P <.001).

Conclusion: Specifically, schema therapy increased positive perfectionism and
reduced negative perfectionism and academic expectation stress among students.
Keywords: Schema therapy, Perfectionism, Academic expectation stress.
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Introduction

Perfectionism, as a multidimensional personality construct, has increasingly been recognized as a
significant factor influencing both academic performance and psychological well-being among students
(Hewitt et al,, 2022; Stoeber et al,, 2020). While positive perfectionism is often associated with setting high
standards, perseverance, and adaptive achievement motivation, negative perfectionism is linked to self-
criticism, fear of failure, and rigid, unrealistic expectations (Songet al,2023; Thomas & Bigatti, 2020). Research
indicates that negative perfectionism can exacerbate stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms, particularly
in academic contexts where performance demands are high (Goulet-Pelletier et al., 2022; Stackpole et al., 2023).

A related construct, academic expectation stress, refers to the perceived pressure to meet high
academic standards, which may originate from parents, teachers, peers, or students themselves (Habibi
Asgarabad et al, 2021; Zheng et al, 2023). This type of stress is a salient predictor of burnout, reduced
motivation, and diminished learning engagement (Gao et al, 2020; Syed, 2021). Notably, the interplay
between negative perfectionism and academic expectation stress can create a vicious cycle in which each
reinforces the other, leading to heightened vulnerability to mental health issues (Ayadiet al, 2021; Grugan et
al,, 2021).

In response to the challenges posed by maladaptive perfectionism and high academic stress,
schema therapy has emerged as a promising intervention. Developed by Y oung, schema therapy integrates
elements of cognitive-behavioral, attachment, psychodynamic, and experiential therapies, targeting early
maladaptive schemas (EMSs) formed during childhood and adolescence (Asgari, 2023; Salavati &
Yekehizdandoost,2021). EMSs are pervasive cognitive and emotional patterns that can significantly influence
self-perception, goal setting, and emotional regulation (Farrell & Shaw,2023; Wang& Yin, 2023). Inthe context
of perfectionism and academic stress, schemas such as “Unrelenting Standards/Hypercriticalness” and
“Failure” often drive excessive self-demands and anxiety about meeting expectations.

Evidence suggests that schema therapy can reduce maladaptive perfectionism by modifying the
core beliefs and coping styles that sustain it (Bidari et al., 2022; Ebrahimiet al,, 2022). Moreover, by fostering
more adaptive cognitive and emotional patterns, schema therapy can decrease academic expectation stress
and improve students’ resilience to educational pressures (Moien & Farahani Far, 2024 ; Moshkouri et al., 2024;
Parviziyaan et al, 2022). The intervention’s use of experiential techniques, such as imagery rescripting and
chair work, alongside cognitive restructuring, enables clients to both wunderstand and emotionally
reprocess maladaptive patterns, leading to more enduring change (Abbady, 2023; Asadiet al,, 2025).

Despite the promising findings, research on schema therapy’s impact on both perfectionism
(positive and negative) and academic expectation stress in adolescent populations remains limited. Most
previous studies have focused on university students or adults, with fewer exploring younger
demographics, particularly secondary school students (Ghanbari Hamidabadiet al, 2021; Green et al., 2022).
Adolescence is a critical developmental stage where academic demands and identity formation coincide,
making it an opportune period for early intervention (Stackpole et al.,, 2023).

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of schema therapy in increasing positive
perfectionism, decreasing negative perfectionism, and reducing academic expectation stress among
female upper secondary school students. The study addresses the gap in the literature by focusing on an
adolescent population and by simultaneously examining both perfectionism dimensions and academic
expectation stress within the same intervention framework.

Methods and Materials



This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group structure.
The statistical population consisted of all female upper secondary school students in Tonekabon during
the 2024-2025 academic year. Using purposive sampling, 30 students meeting inclusion criteria—absence
of psychological disorders, non-participation in concurrent psychological interventions, and willingness
to cooperate—were selected. These studentsscored one standard deviation below the mean on the Positive
Perfectionism subscale, and one standard deviation above the mean on the Negative Perfectionism
subscale of the Terry-Short et al. (1995) questionnaire, as well as on the Academic Expectation Stress
Inventory (Ang & Huan, 2006).

Participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group (n = 15) and a control group (n =
15). The experimental group underwent a 10-session schema therapy intervention based on Young’s
protocol (2002), including stages such as identifying maladaptive schemas, cognitive restructuring,
experiential imagery work, and behavioral pattern breaking. The control group received no intervention
during the study period.

The research instruments were:

1. Positive and Negative Perfectionism Questionnaire (Terry-Short et al.,, 1995) — 40 items
measuring adaptive and maladaptive perfectionism tendencies.

2. Academic Expectation Stress Inventory (Ang & Huan, 2006) — 9 items assessing stress from
self-imposed expectations and from parents/teachers.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations) and inferential statistics
using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOV A) and univariate ANCOV A. Assumptions such as
homogeneity of regression slopes, linearity, and equality of variances were tested and met.

Findings

The experimental group demonstrated notable post-intervention changes compared to the control
group. After controlling for pretest scores, adjusted posttest means showed that:

o Positive Perfectionism increased in the experimental group (M = 57.51) compared to the control

group (M = 51.48).

e Negative Perfectionism decreased in the experimental group (M =51.16) compared to the control

group (M = 57.83).

e Academic Expectation Stress decreased in the experimental group (M = 25.14) compared to the

control group (M = 28.18).

The MANCOV A results revealed a statistically significant multivariate effect of the intervention,
Wilks> Lambda = 0.159, F(3, 23) = 40.473, p < .001, n* = 0.841, indicating that schema therapy
significantly affected at least one of the dependent variables. Follow-up univariate ANCOV As confirmed
significant differences between groups for all three dependent variables (p <.001).

These findings suggest that schema therapy effectively increased positive perfectionism while
reducing both negative perfectionism and academic expectation stress in the targeted student population.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that schema therapy is a highly effective intervention for
modifying perfectionism and academic expectation stress in adolescent students. The observed increase
in positive perfectionism aligns with research highlighting the capacity of schema therapy to reinforce
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adaptive goal-setting and achievement motivation while reducing maladaptive cognitive patterns. By
focusing on cognitive restructuring and emotional reprocessing, the intervention allowed studentsto retain
high personal standards without the accompanying self-critical tendencies that characterize negative
perfectionism.

The decrease in negative perfectionism is consistent with prior findings that schema therapy can
directly target and modify the “Unrelenting Standards” schema, reducing the rigid demands that
individuals place on themselves. This aligns with previous studies demonstrating significant reductions in
maladaptive perfectionism following schema-based interventions in both clinical and educational
contexts. The findings also confirm the theoretical premise that early maladaptive schemas underlie
maladaptive perfectionism, and that modifying these schemas leads to measurable changes in
perfectionistic behaviors and attitudes.

The reduction in academic expectation stress suggests that schema therapy’s benefits extend
beyond modifying perfectionism to alleviating the broader stress associated with high academic demands.
By addressing core schemas related to fear of failure and excessive need for approval, the intervention
likely reduced the internalized and externalized pressures that contribute to stress. Students were able to
adopt a more balanced perspective on academic success, focusing on learning and self-improvement rather
than solely on performance outcomes.

Importantly, the study highlights the utility of schema therapy in adolescent populations, who are
in a formative developmental stage where interventions can have long-term effects on personality, coping
styles, and academic trajectories. The results also suggest that incorporating schema-focused approaches
into school counseling services could provide a preventative measure against the escalation of academic
stress and maladaptive perfectionism into more severe mental health issues.

In conclusion, schema therapy demonstrates considerable promise as a school-based intervention
for fostering healthier perfectionism profiles and reducing harmful academic stress among adolescents.
By targeting deep-rooted cognitive-emotional structures, it not only mitigates maladaptive patterns but
also strengthens adaptive ones, ultimately promoting both academic success and psychological well-being.
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