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Background: Exam anxiety is a prevalent psychological and educational challenge among students,
significantly impacting their academic performance, mood, and social behaviors. Gaining a deeper
understanding of the psychological processes involved in exam anxiety can assist in developing
effective strategies to enhance academic performance and improve students' overall quality of life.
However, in the existing literature, the intricate interactions among maladaptive schemas, fear of
negative evaluation, and exam anxiety have not been thoroughly examined.

Aims: The purpose of this study was to modeling structural test anxiety based on early maladaptive
schemas with mediating role fear of negative evaluation in students in Tehran city.

Methods: This study was conducted in the presence of 500 people by convinience sampling method
among high school students in Tehran city in year academic 2021-2022. To measure the variables,
test anxiety inventory (TAI) of Abolghasemi and et al (1996), Young schema questionnaire — short
form version 3 (YSQ-S3) of Young (2005) and brief fear of negative evaluation scale (BFNE) of
Leary (1983). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and structural equation modelling with
using SPSS-24 and AMOS software was investigated.

Results: The results showed that there is a positive and significant relationship between early
maladaptive schemas and fear of negative evaluation with test anxiety (P <0.01). The results also
showed that most of the direct paths of this study were significant and the indirect paths of early
maladaptive schemas were significant through the mediating role of fear of negative evaluation on
test anxiety. Also, proposed model had an acceptable fitness to the data (RMSEA= 0/041,
P-value< 0/05) and evaluated model has a good fit and is an important step in identifying the factors
that are effective in test anxiety among high school students in Tehran city.

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that initial maladaptive schemas have a significant impact on
exam anxiety through the mediating role of fear of negative evaluation. Therefore, based on these
findings, it can be concluded that in addition to their direct influence on exam anxiety, schemas can
also affect the dependent variable or criterion through the mediation of fear of negative evaluation.
Consequently, this finding represents a significant step towards understanding the factors influencing
exam anxiety in first-year high school students in Tehran.
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Introduction

In the bustling academic landscape of Tehran City,
where aspirations and ambitions converge, students
find themselves navigating the intricate web of
education, constantly under the pressure of
examinations and evaluations (Hashemipour et al.,
2021). Among the myriad challenges they encounter,
test anxiety stands as a formidable hurdle, hindering
their academic progress and emotional well-being.
This psychological phenomenon, characterized by
intense fear and apprehension before or during
examinations, has far-reaching implications on
students’ overall performance and mental health
(Bredicean et al., 2020). To unravel the intricate
threads of this issue, researchers and psychologists
delve into the underlying causes, exploring the
multifaceted nature of test anxiety in the context of
early maladaptive schemas and the pervasive fear of
negative evaluation (Bishop et al., 2022).

Test anxiety is a prevalent concern among students
worldwide, impacting their cognitive abilities,
concentration, and self-esteem. Tehran City, a vibrant
hub of education in Iran, mirrors this global trend.
The educational landscape here is marked by a
diverse student population, each with unique
experiences, backgrounds, and coping mechanisms
(Ghorbankhani et al., 2022). Understanding the roots
of test anxiety in this multicultural setting is crucial
for tailored intervention strategies. This research
delves deep into the psychological constructs that
contribute to the manifestation of test anxiety,
focusing on the concept of early maladaptive schemas
and the mediating influence of fear of negative
evaluation (Cudo et al., 2020).

Early maladaptive schemas, rooted in cognitive
theory, represent enduring negative beliefs and
patterns formed during childhood and adolescence
(Jones et al., 2019). These schemas shape individuals'
perceptions of themselves, others, and the world
around them, significantly impacting their emotional
responses and coping mechanisms. Exploring the
connection between these schemas and test anxiety
offers valuable insights into the psychological
mechanisms underlying this phenomenon. By
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identifying specific maladaptive schemas prevalent
among students in Tehran City, researchers aim to
establish a framework for targeted interventions,
fostering emotional resilience and adaptive coping
strategies.

Fear of negative evaluation, a pervasive concern
about others' judgment and criticism, acts as a
powerful mediator in the relationship between early
maladaptive schemas and test anxiety. In the context
of academia, students experiencing these schemas are
more susceptible to the fear of being negatively
evaluated by peers, teachers, and even themselves
(Tsegay et al., 2019). This fear amplifies test anxiety,
creating a vicious cycle that exacerbates emotional
distress and  academic  underperformance.
Recognizing the mediating role of fear of negative
evaluation is instrumental in devising comprehensive
support systems and therapeutic interventions that
address both the underlying schemas and the anxiety
symptoms (Pani¢ et al., 2023).

By shedding light on the underlying psychological
processes fueling test anxiety, this research
contributes to the development of targeted
interventions that can alleviate the burden faced by
students in Tehran City. As educators, psychologists,
and policymakers collaborate to create a nurturing
academic environment, understanding the nuanced
relationship between early maladaptive schemas, fear
of negative evaluation, and test anxiety becomes
paramount. Through this exploration, the path
towards empowering students to overcome their
anxieties and fulfill their potential becomes clearer,
fostering a generation of resilient, confident, and
successful individuals in Tehran City's dynamic
educational landscape.

Method

The present research design was of a descriptive-
correlational nature and employed structural equation
modeling (SEM). The study's target population
consisted of male first-year high school students in
Tehran during the academic year 2021-2022.

Despite the lack of a general and definitive consensus,
based on the recommendations of many researchers,
aminimum sample size of 200 participants is required
for structural equation modeling. Additionally,
around 10 to 20 participants per variable are needed
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(Kline, 2016). In this study, perfectionism comprises
3 components, schemas consist of 15 components,
fear of negative evaluation is unifactorial, and exam
anxiety is unifactorial as well. Thus, there are 20
variables in this research. However, to enhance the
generalizability of the results and account for
potential questionnaire attrition, a sample size of 500
participants was chosen. Due to the prevalence of the
coronavirus and remote learning in schools, non-
random convenient sampling method (voluntary and
online) was employed for sample selection in this
study.

In this study, participants' informed consent,
enrollment in high school, and absence of physical
and psychological illnesses, as reported by the
students themselves, were the criteria for inclusion in
the research. Incomplete questionnaire responses
served as the criterion for exclusion from the study.
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Data analysis was conducted at descriptive and
inferential levels. Descriptive statistics, including
mean and standard deviation, were utilized to
measure the research variables. At the inferential
level, Pearson correlation coefficient was employed
to examine the relationships between variables, and
structural equation modeling (SEM) was used. The
data analysis was performed using SPSS and AMOS
software version 24.

Results

The total number of participants was 500, ranging in
age from 13 to 15 years old. Among them, there were
112 participants aged 13, accounting for 22%; 223
participants aged 14, constituting 44%; and 165
participants aged 15, making up 33% of the total
sample. The average age of the participants was 14.11
years, with a standard deviation of 0.737.

Table 1. Direct Path Coefficients of Initial Maladaptive Schemas and Fear of Negative Evaluation on Exam Anxiety

Direct Path Beta SIE C.R. Sig
Initial Maladaptive Schemas — Exam Anxiety 0.16 0.122 59.37 0.001
Fear of Negative Evaluation — Exam Anxiety 0.78 0.044 26.88 0.001

As observed in Table 3, the direct path coefficients of
initial maladaptive schemas (= 0.16, p= 0.001) and
fear of negative evaluation (f= 0.78, p= 0.001) on
exam anxiety of students were statistically
significant. To examine the indirect relationships in

the proposed model, the bootstrapping method, as
instructed by Preacher and Hayes (2004), was
employed. The results of the bootstrapping method
for investigating indirect paths are presented in Table
)

Table 2. Bootstrapping Results for the Mediating Role of Fear of Negative Evaluation in the Relationship between Initial Maladaptive
Schemas and Exam Anxiety

Indirect Path

Indirect Confidence Level 95%
Coefficient  Lower Upper

Sig

Initial Maladaptive Schemas — Fear of Negative Evaluation — Exam Anxiety 0.44 0.42 0.50 0.001

A fundamental assumption in the proposed model of
this study involves the existence of an indirect
pathway. When the sample size is not sufficiently
large, the strongest and most logical method, namely
bootstrapping, is proposed to uncover indirect effects.
In this study, with a confidence level of 95% and 1000
resampling in  the bootstrapping  method,
meaningfulness of the indirect effects of initial
maladaptive schemas on exam anxiety through the
mediating role of fear of negative evaluation was
determined. The bootstrapping method, using the
Preacher and Hayes (2004) macro program, was
applied to establish the significance of the indirect

path. The results of the bootstrapping analysis are
presented in Table 2. If both upper and lower limits
of the test are either both positive or both negative and
do not include zero, the indirect mediating pathway
becomes statistically significant.

The Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) approach
was employed to test the proposed model in the
current study. According to the available evidence,
the value of the standardized root mean square
residual (CMIN) is 2.93, which is statistically
significant (p= 0.001). Moreover, the fit indices,
including normed fit index (NFI), non-normed fit
index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFl),
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incremental fit index (IFI), goodness of fit index
(GFI), and adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), are
all above 0.90, indicating an adequate fit of the
model. Additionally, if the value obtained for the root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is less
than 0.08, it indicates a good model fit (Schermelleh-
Engel & Moosbrugger, 2003). In this study, the
significant value for the Probability Close (PCLOSE)
index is 0.001, and the RMSEA index is 0.041,
suggesting a good fit for the model according to
Kline's criteria (2016).

Conclusion

This study was conducted with the aim of proposing
a structural model for exam anxiety based on initial
maladaptive schemas, mediated by fear of negative
evaluation, among students in Tehran. The results
indicated that the direct path coefficient of initial
maladaptive schemas on exam anxiety in students
was significant. In explaining the direct effect of
initial maladaptive schemas on exam anxiety, it can
be stated that these schemas do not directly lead to a
specific disorder but increase an individual's
vulnerability to mental health issues. Individuals
become susceptible to developing schemas related to
instability, lack of confidence/emotional inhibition,
and compliance when they do not receive sufficient
love, affection, respect, and acceptance from their
parents.

In general, it can be explained that schemas consist of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components.
When active, these initial maladaptive schemas
release levels of emotions, leading directly or
indirectly to wvarious forms of psychological
disturbances, such as anxiety. Additionally, the
results indicate that the direct path coefficient of fear
of negative evaluation on exam anxiety in students is
significant.

In explaining the direct effect of fear of negative
evaluation on exam anxiety, it can be noted that
traditional models perceived exam anxiety as
dependent on the exam itself, exam questions, and the
lack of responsiveness to questions. However,
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cognitive models suggest that students experiencing
exam anxiety perceive themselves as cognitively
inadequate, feel low self-worth, and have more
concerns and intrusive thoughts about exams
compared to other students. These cognitive factors
can significantly contribute to the persistence of exam
anxiety.

In conclusion, the results demonstrated the indirect
effect of initial maladaptive schemas mediated by fear
of negative evaluation on exam anxiety.

In explaining the indirect effect of initial maladaptive
schemas on exam anxiety mediated by fear of
negative evaluation, it can be stated that these
schemas lead individuals to experience negative life
events. The presence of such events in a person’s life
results in excessive psychological pressure and
dissatisfaction with life. Those who excessively rely
on maladaptive schemas are more influenced by
negative life events, constantly perceive judgment,
and this fear and apprehension disrupt their social and
psychological functioning.
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