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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Academic underachievement is a pervasive and
multifaceted challenge within educational systems,
carrying long-term consequences for both students and
society. It not only diminishes students’ academic
performance but also erodes motivation, engagement,
and self-efficacy, often leading to increased anxiety,
depression, and disengagement from school. Multiple
factors—individual, social, familial, and economic—
contribute to this phenomenon, including lack of
motivation, peer pressure, poor social relationships, and
insufficient parental support. Among the most critical
aspects affected by academic failure are academic well-
being—the degree of satisfaction, enjoyment, and sense
of accomplishment in the learning environment—and
academic students’

engagement, representing
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commitment, effort, and involvement in learning.
Declines in these two variables often exacerbate the
downward spiral of performance and motivation.

Two psychological interventions have been suggested
to counteract these effects: self-affirmation training and
positive psychology training. Self-affirmation training is
grounded in Self-Affirmation Theory, which emphasizes
the preservation of self-integrity and core values in the
face of threats. It encourages students to reflect on
personal strengths, core values, and positive aspects of
their identity, thereby reducing stress and enhancing
resilience. Previous research suggests that self-
affirmation can buffer against stereotype threat, foster
motivation, and improve learning outcomes—although
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its effects may vary depending on individual differences,
such as dependence on external validation.

Positive psychology training, in contrast, draws on
Positive Psychology principles, focusing on cultivating
strengths, optimism, gratitude, hope, and positive
relationships. This approach encourages students to
perceive challenges as opportunities for growth, build
social connections, and enhance intrinsic motivation.
Empirical studies show that such interventions improve
well-being, self-efficacy, and academic achievement
across diverse student populations.

Despite promising evidence, few studies have directly
compared these two approaches in improving academic
well-being and engagement among students with a
history of academic failure. This study aimed to fill this
gap by comparing the effectiveness of self-affirmation
training and positive psychology training in male high
school students with documented academic decline.

Method
The present study employed a quasi-experimental design
with a pretest—posttest control group. The statistical
population of the study included all male students of
public upper secondary schools (theoretical tracks) in
Dargaz during the academic year 2025, totaling 501
students. These students were enrolled in three schools:
Sayyad Shirazi High School (182 students), Imam
Khomeini High School (147 students), and Anvari
Abivardi High School (172 students). Among this
population, 121 students were identified as having
academic underachievement. The dependent variable
questionnaires were administered to these 121 students,
and subsequently, 60 students who obtained lower scores
on the questionnaires were purposefully selected. These
students were then randomly assigned to three groups in
order to evaluate the effects of the independent variables
on improving their academic condition. At the end of the
intervention, a posttest was administered to the students.
Dats collection instruments included the Academic
Well-Being Questionnaire (AWQ; Tuominen-Soini et

al., 2012), with 31 items across four dimensions (school
value, school burnout, academic satisfaction, schoolwork
immersion), scored on a 5-point Likert scale. Higher
scores indicate greater well-being. And the Academic
Engagement Scale (AES; Tinio, 2009), with 102 items
covering behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
engagement, also rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Higher
scores indicate greater engagement. Both tools
demonstrated high reliability (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.90)
in this study.

Self-Affirmation Training consisted of three 15-
minute writing exercises, administered bi-monthly
during the school year. Each task encouraged reflection
on personal values, strengths, and meaningful life
domains. Tasks varied to minimize habituation effects
and focused on enhancing self-concept and stress
resilience.

Positive Psychology Training followed the Rashid &
Seligman (2013) model, delivered in six 2-hour group
sessions. Topics included:

1. Introduction to positive psychology and group norms.
2. ldentifying and applying personal strengths.

3. Forgiveness and life legacy reflection.

4. Gratitude and appreciation exercises.

5. Savoring and mindful enjoyment.

6. Building positive relationships and constructive
responding.

Data were analyzed using Repeated Measures
ANOVA, Bonferroni post-hoc tests, and MANCOVA,
after verifying assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variances, and sphericity. Effect sizes were reported to
assess intervention magnitude.

Results

The analysis revealed that there were no significant
differences among the groups in either academic well-
being or academic engagement at the pre-test stage.
However, post-test and follow-up assessments indicated
statistically significant differences between groups
(Wilks’ Lambda = 0.35, F = 12.11, p < 0.001).

Table 1. The Results of the Mixed Analysis of Variance with Repeated Measures Across Three Groups at Three Time
Points for the Dependent Variables (Academic Well-Being and Academic Engagement)

Variable Source of Variation ~ Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig. Effect size
Academic Well-being Time 5760.000 1 5760.000 185.84 0.001 0.81
Time x Group Interaction 5283.26 2 2641.63 85.23 0.001 0.80
Between-Groups 13064.10 2 6532.05 139.48 0.001 0.86
Academic Time 29340.27 1 29340.27  74.77 0.001 0.64
Commitment Time x Group Interaction 6321.75 2 3160.87 8.05 0.001 0.37
Between-Groups 20199.30 2 10099.65 24.34 0.001 0.53
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The findings of table 1 indicate that, in the dependent
variables  (academic  well-being and academic
engagement), there are significant differences among the
self-affirmation training program group, the positive
education training program group, and the control group.

Table 2. Results of Bonferroni Test for Comparing the Three Stages (Pre-test, Post-test, Follow-up) by Groups
in the Variables of Academic Well-Being and Academic Commitment

Variable Stagg Exp. 1 _ Exp. 2 . Con_trol _
Comparison (Mean Diff / Sig.) (Mean Diff / Sig.) (Mean Diff / Sig.)

Academic Well-being Post - Pre -26.60/0.001 35.53/0.001 1.00/1.000

Follow-up - Pre 21.86/0.001 31.13/0.001 -5.00/0.120

Follow-up - Post -3.73/0.153 -4.40/0.243 -0.40/0.560

Academic Commitment Post - Pre 44.13/0.001 56.33/0.001 -1.33/1.000

Follow-up - Pre 44.40/0.001 51.20/0.001 12.73/0.165

Follow-up - Post 0.26 /1.000 -5.13/1.000 14.06 / 0.105

Post-test and follow-up scores significantly improved
compared to pre-test in both experimental groups, but not
in the control group. Changes between post-test and
follow-up were mostly non-significant.

Table 3. Results of Bonferroni Test for Comparing Experimental Group 1, Experimental Group 2,
and Control Group by Stages in Academic Well-being and Academic Commitment

Variable Group Comparison PfEsty PSR Follow-up
(Mean Diff / Sig.) (Mean Diff / Sig.) (Mean Diff / Sig.)

Academic Well-being  Exp. 1 - Exp. 2 1.26/1.000 -8.66 /0.001 -8.00/0.001
Exp. 1 - Control 0.022/1.000 26.60/0.001 26.86/0.001
Exp. 2 - Control -1.26 / 1.000 32.26/0.001 34.86/0.001

Academic Commitment Exp. 1 - Exp. 2 -17.60/ 0.058 -29.80/0.001 -24.40/0.001
Exp. 1 - Control -12.06 / 0.061 23.40/0.001 9.60/0.049
Exp. 2 - Control -4.46/1.000 53.20/0.001 34.00/0.001

No significant differences were found among groups
at pre-test. However, in post-test and follow-up, both
experimental groups significantly outperformed the
control group in academic well-being and academic
commitment.

Discussion
The findings demonstrate that both self-affirmation and
positive psychology training significantly enhance
academic well-being and engagement among students
with a history of academic failure, but positive
psychology training is more effective overall. These
results align with prior research suggesting that
interventions fostering optimism, gratitude, strengths
awareness, and positive relationships exert broad and
durable impacts on students’ motivation and resilience.
Self-affirmation likely improved outcomes by
reinforcing students’ self-integrity, reducing
psychological threat, and bolstering confidence in
academic contexts. However, its impact may be limited
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in scope compared to positive psychology, which
simultaneously — addresses multiple domains of
psychological functioning, including affective, cognitive,
and interpersonal factors.

Positive psychology training’s superior performance
can be attributed to its multi-component nature—
engaging participants in  strength identification,
emotional regulation, prosocial behavior, and meaning-
making. These elements may have a synergistic effect,
leading to sustained improvements in both well-being
and engagement. Moreover, the group format may have
enhanced social support, further boosting outcomes.

The results suggest that schools seeking to reduce
academic  underachievement  should  prioritize
implementing structured positive psychology programs,
while self-affirmation may serve as a supplementary,
low-cost intervention. Teacher training in positive
psychology principles could help sustain benefits beyond
the intervention period. Tailoring self-affirmation
activities to individual needs may increase its
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effectiveness, especially for students whose self-worth is
less contingent on external approval.

This study’s generalizability is limited by its small,
male-only sample from a single geographic location.
Additionally, the data collection timing—one month
before final exams—may have influenced stress levels
and responses. Future research should include larger,
more diverse samples, longitudinal follow-up beyond the
immediate post-intervention phase, and examination of

KEYWORDS

potential moderators such as baseline self-esteem or
personality traits.

Both self-affirmation and positive psychology
training can meaningfully improve the academic well-
being and engagement of underachieving students, but
positive psychology training offers broader and more
sustained benefits. Integrating such interventions into
educational practice may foster resilience, motivation,
and long-term academic success.

academic failure, self-affirmation training, positive psychology, academic well-being, academic engagement
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