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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) based
psycho-educational group on test anxiety of high school students. The participants were six senior high school
students with high level of test anxiety and all of the participants were female. They were selected by multi-stage
sampling method. Psycho-educational group was designed to include six processes of psychological
flexibility/inflexibility, that is the core concept of ACT; and it lasted six weeks by 90 minutes per week. Participants
were interviewed before and after the psychoeducation group. The content analysis was applied and the findings of
ACT-based psychoeducation program revealed that participants’ test anxiety and psychological inflexibility level as
well as how they handle the problem have changed as a result of this psycho-educational group process. The
participants also stated that their definition of test anxiety problem have changed after the group process. Implications
and suggestions for future research and practice were discussed.
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Oz

Bu arastirmanin amaci, Kabul ve Kararlilik Terapisi temelli psikoegitim grubunun lise 6grencilerinin siav kaygisi
tizerine etkisini incelemektir. Grup siirecine, smav kaygisi yiiksek olan alti lise son siif 6grencisi katilmistir ve
katithmeilarin tamami kiz 6grencidir. Katilimcilarin belirlenmesinde ¢ok agamali 6rneklem (multi-stage sampling)
yontemi kullanilmustir. Psikoegitim grubu, Kabul ve Kararlilik Terapisinin temel yap: tasi olan psikolojik
esneklik/katilik kavraminin alt1 temel siirecini icerecek sekilde tasarlanmis, her hafta 90 dk olmak iizere toplam alt1
hafta siirmiistiir. Psikoegitimin oncesinde ve sonrasinda katilimeilarla yari yapilandirtlmis goriismeler yapilmistir.
Elde edilen verilere igerik analizi yapilmis ve KKT temelli psikoegitim grubunda yer alan katilimcilarin psikolojik
katilik ve smav kaygisina yaklagimlarinin degistigi goriilmiistiir. Grup siirecinin sonucunda katilimeilar ayrica, siav
kaygis1 problemi tanimlarinin ve siav kaygisi diizeylerinin farklilagtigini ifade etmislerdir. Bu sonuglar baglaminda
tartisma ve Oneriler ortaya konmustur.

Anahtar sozciikler: Kabul ve Kararlilik Terapisi (KKT), psikolojik esneklik, smav kaygisi, psikoegitim, lise
ogrencileri
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Introduction

Currently, schools, exams and tests are some of the most important components of student life
(Mcllroy & Bunting, 2002). Tests are among the most common evaluation methods to measure
student achievement. The high competition in education has increased the pressure on students
and increased the level of test anxiety. Test anxiety is described as an undesirable feeling full of
physiological and behavior indication and comes out in an evaluative testing condition (Dusek,
1980). Another current definition is provided by Akinsola and Nwajei (2013) that examination,
by itself, causes anxiety in students especially when they attach high importance to the exam
and they consider it as difficult; and also they do not have enough preparation for it.

Test anxiety is a common problem for people at all education levels (Gibson, 2014).
Even though the literature states that test anxiety begins even in childhood, when children face
any evaluative process, it is also an enduring problem for college students (Akinsola & Nwajei,
2013; Dodeen, 2009) and continues during their education years until adulthood (Gibson, 2014).
In his current research, Cassady (2010) stated that test anxiety is typical for nearly 40% students
in school settings. The literature is very rich in terms of the test anxiety research of different
countries. Although the type of exam changes, the consequences do not; that is, test anxiety
influences students’ academic performance in a negative way (Brooks, Alshafei & Taylor, 2015;
Cassady, 2010; Eum & Rice, 2011; Hembree, 1988; Sarason, 1980; Zeidner, 1998).

Test anxiety includes three components: cognitive, affective and behavioral (Zeidner,
1998). The cognitive side includes worrisome thoughts about exams, concentration problems
and making recall difficult; the affective side is related to emotions such as a heightened state of
emotional arousal, fear, panic and mistrust; and the behavioral side compromises bodily
reactions such as the sensations of tachycardia, heart palpitations, shallow breathing, numbness
of tingling in hands/feet or upset stomach during a test-anxiety-provoking event. The behavioral
symptoms also include avoidant behaviors typically associated with test anxiety such as
avoiding talking/thinking about the test, and avoiding studying by procrastinating. Moreover,
test anxiety can emerge when an evaluative process is approaching. It can be felt before, during
or after the exam (Cassady, 2004). Therefore, it is considered a situation-specific concept
varying from person to person (Spielberger & Vagg, 1995). No matter which of the three
components is active, test anxiety creates distress for the test taker because the symptoms can
distract the person while taking an important test.

Educational systems determine the overall course of events in education. In systems
where racing is encouraged and great importance is attached to the exams, test anxiety can
become a highly critical point to be considered. Turkey is among the countries where exams are
given considerable importance, particularly the university entrance exam. In 2017, more than 2
million senior students entered the nationwide university entrance exam (Student Selection and
Placement Center [SSPC], 2016). However, the overall quota of the universities and colleges
was approximately 910,000. Thus, senior high school students in Turkey face a highly
competitive environment. Kavakci, Semiz, Kartal, Dikici and Kugu (2014) mentioned that 48%
of senior high school students preparing for their university entrance exam had high test anxiety.
In this regard, test anxiety of issue for high school students has been studied extensively in the
Turkish literature (Boyacioglu & Kucuk, 2011; Giiler, 2012; Kavakeci et al., 2014; Yildirim,
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2007). However, most of this research in Turkey is based on correlational studies (Giiler, 2012;
Yildirim & Ergene, 2003).

The test anxiety phenomenon has been studied and investigated from various
psychological approaches and models, including the Self-regulation Model (Carver & Scheier,
1981), Cognitive-Attentional Models (Sarason, 1980), Self-worth Model (Covington, 1984), and
Information Processing Model (Naveh-Benjamin, McKeachie, Lin, & Holinger, 1981). Despite
the prevalence of various therapeutic interventions and models, there are still significant
shortcomings in the treatment of test anxiety. This gap can be filled with the view of post-
modern approaches which provide different explanations to deal with the problems. One of the
well-grounded post-modern approach is Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), a novel
treatment developed mainly to prove that all human beings suffer (Hayes, Strosahl & Wilson,
1999). With its different view for problem solutions, which is mainly focused on accepting the
problem rather than trying to get rid of it, ACT offers an unfamiliar procedure in dealing with
test anxiety problem. The solution includes accepting the problem instead of fighting against it
and staying with the problem rather than escaping unwanted thoughts. Because ACT argues that
the suffering results not from thoughts, feelings, memories, or some physical sensations, but
from the responses to these internal events (Turrell & Bell, 2016).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is a third-wave behavior therapy that was
developed over three decades ago and is rooted in the philosophical tradition of functional
contextualism (Hayes, Hayes, Reese & Sarbin, 1993) and based on the Relational Frame Theory
(RFT). RFT asserts that there is a strong relationship between language and cognition (Hayes,
Barnes-Holmes & Roche, 2001). Functional contextualism emphasizes psychological
pragmatism and is considered an extension of Skinner’s radical behaviorism (Hayes et al.,
1993). From a functional contextualist perspective, the key point is to predict and influence
behavior in a context (Turrell & Bell, 2016). All actions can only be understood in their entirety
with reference to their context (Hayes, Levin, Plumb-Vilardaga, Villatte & Pistorello, 2013). In
this regard, functional contextualists focus on understanding the function of a behavior (either
overt or covert) which may differ depending on the contextual situation. Therefore, the overall
goal of functional contextualism is the prediction and influence of a behavior that is either overt
motor or covert private, with precision, scope, and depth (Hayes, 2004).

The overall goal of ACT is to increase psychological flexibility, which is described as
the process of contacting to the present moment, thoughts and feelings it contains, without
defense, fully, as a conscious human being and depending on what the situation affords,
persisting or changing one’s behavior in the service of chosen values (Hayes, Luoma, Bond,
Masuda, & Lillis, 2006; Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). Psychological flexibility which is a
positive psychological skill is explained through six basic processes. Conversely, psychological
inflexibility that is considered as a negative psychological skill is also conceptualized through
six processes. ACT clarifies human behavior trough six basic features and claims that the main
reason of human suffering and maladaptive behavior is the psychological inflexibility (Bond et
al., 2011; Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 2012). In this regard, to obtain a better understanding of
the relationship between psychological flexibility/inflexibility and psychopathology, it is
necessary to clarify these core processes.
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Acceptance vs. Experiential Avoidance
From an ACT perspective, acceptance refers to a behavioral willingness for engaging
distressing tasks with an open, receptive and non-judgmental attitude with respect to both
internal private and external experiences (Hayes et al., 2012). Accepting something does not
necessarily mean liking or approving it. For example, one may accept thoughts and feelings
about an unpleasant experience without liking or approving it. In other words, one can notice
and accept a particular experience without any firm attempt to change (Wilson, 2008).
Experiential avoidance, which is considered the primary source of psychological suffering from
an ACT perspective (Villatte, Villatte & Hayes, 2016), and Hayes et al. (2012, p. 72) desribes it
as:
“occurs when one is unwilling to remain in contact with particular private experiences (e.g.,
bodily sensations, emotions, thoughts, memories, behavioral predispositions) and takes steps to
alter the form, frequency, or situational sensitivity of these experiences even though doing so is
not immediately necessary”.

Defusion vs Fusion

It is crystal clear that humans are intensely verbal (Hayes et al., 2012). While humans
sometimes can control what they verbalize in the outer world, which is called public speech,
they cannot have the same control over what they think in their internal world, which is called
private speech. In this context, defusion refers to making contact with verbal products in terms
of what they are, not what they say they are; fusion, on the other hand, refers to taking verbal
products literally and acting upon them (Wilson, 2008). In this regard, one should separate
his/her thoughts from their referents in order to succeed at defusion (Hayes & Smith, 2005).

Present-Moment Awareness vs Inflexible Attention to Present Moment

ACT promotes a non-judgmental contact with the present moment, considering the fact that the
only time any psychological or environmental events occur is in the present moment (Hayes et
al., 2012). Present-moment awareness involves being here and now, fully conscious of both
one’s internal private world and the external material experiences, and flexibly noticing and
paying attention to those experiences (Harris, 2008). Considering also that the six processes in
the ACT model are interrelated, someone fusing with thoughts and experientially avoiding
internal experiences would have a lesser present-moment awareness (Wilson, 2008).

Self-as-Context vs Attachment to the Conceptualized Self (Self as Content)

From a contextual behavioral perspective, the self has three aspects (Hayes et al., 2012). The
conceptualized self attributes characteristics to the self, such as “I am old” or “I am depressed”.
Psychological distress arises when one takes these self-descriptions literally (Hayes et al., 1999)
due to strong identification with the content (Wilson, 2008). The second sense of self — the self
as process — is the ongoing self-awareness that is described as the continuous knowledge of
one’s own experiences in the present moment (Hayes & Smith, 2005). The third one — the self
as observer or the self as context — is the self that is aware of all the experiences, including
thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations (Wilson, 2008). Therefore, the self-as-context
component emphasizes the importance of seeing ourselves more than our current struggles or
characteristics (self as content).
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Values

Valued living is one of the most important aspects of the ACT model. Values are understood in
different ways according to various psychological approaches (Wilson, 2008). In ACT, values
are not considered as goals, feelings, thoughts, ideas, or outcomes, but as freely chosen life
directions (Hayes & Smith, 2005). Values could serve as a stable and consistent compass in
one’s life that motivate even during the most adverse or painful situations (Hayes et al., 2012).
In this regard, a lack of clear values may cause many problematic behaviors and psychological
inflexibility.

Committed Action vs Inaction, Avoidance Persistence and Impulsivity
ACT is mainly considered a behavioral therapy rooted in behaviorism and functional
contextualism (Hayes et al., 2012). Therefore, one should be committed to take steps or actions

in the service of one’s chosen values, in order to develop greater psychological flexibility
(Hayes & Smith, 2005).

In conclusion, a person who is psychologically inflexible usually tries to avoid
undesired private events and unable to stay in the here and now mindfully. Additionally, a
psychologically inflexible person is someone who is unable to defuse from his/her thoughts and
does not have clear values. Finally, it is very difficult for a psychologically inflexible person to
take steps towards his/her values.

ACT was found to be effective with a wide range of problems and populations,
including but not limited to adults, adolescents, and children, and with various psychological
problems such as depression, anxiety, and chronic pain (Cullen, 2008). The number of
randomized controlled trials (RCT) in ACT has considerably increased, given the broad range of
issues involved (Biglan, Hayes & Pistorello, 2008). There are randomized controlled trials,
including workplace stress management (Bond & Bunce, 2000), anxiety and depression
(Hancock et al., 2016; Sirous, Moloud, Esmaeili, & Maryam, 2016), chronic pain (Ghomian &
Shairi, 2014; McCracken, Sato, & Taylor, 2013) and substance abuse (Stotts et al., 2012).
However, test anxiety has not been sufficiently studied in the ACT literature. The RCT study of
Brown, Forman, Herbert, Hoffman, Yuen and Goetter (2011) with 16 university students was
found promising in which the effectiveness of cognitive therapy (CT) and acceptance-based
behavior therapy (ABBT) was compared. The results of this pilot study reveleaed that those
who received ABBT experienced improvements on test performance whereas those received CT
exhibited reduced performance on test. Moreover, Saeed, Ahmad, Farah and Mehdi (2016) also
conducted an experimental study with 60 male high school students to test the effectiveness of
ACT on test anxiety. Their study also revealed that students’ test anxiety, who receieved eight
sessions of ACT intervention, significantly decreased in comparison to control group.

There are other studies where ACT and cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) were
compared in order to investigate some forms of anxiety. Herbert et al. (2018) compared the
effectiveness of traditional CBT (tCBT) and ACT in treatment of social anxiety disorder. They
found that those who received tCBT evidenced greater improvements in self-reported social
anxiety and overall functioning in comparison to the participants who received ACT. In another
randomized controlled trial, Kocovski, Fleming, Hawley, Huta and Anthony (2013) similarly
investigated the effectiveness of mindfulness and acceptance- based group therapy (MAGT)
versus cognitive behavioral group therapy (CBGT). The results of this study indicated that both
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MAGT and CGBT were more effective than the control group but not significantly different
from one another on social anxiety.

Additionally, being evaluated by others might be a common component in
understanding both test anxiety and other anxiety related issues. England et al. (2012) examined
the effectiveness of acceptance- based exposure treatment for public speaking anxiety (PSA)
compared to standard habituation- based exposure with clinical population. One of the major
findings of the study indicated that participants in both groups demonstrated significant
cognitive improvement on public speaking, confidence and social skills. PSA was also studied
by Block (2002) with college students from both ACT and CBT perspective. The study mainly
revealed that both ACT and CBT group treatment were effective in reducing the PSA for
college students. Performance anxiety as a phenomenon was also studied with various
populations including music performance anxiety (Juncos et al., 2017) and sport performance
anxiety (Scott-Hamilton, Schutte & Brown, 2016).

The transdiagnostic nature of ACT helps individuals to promote greater flexibility rather
than focusing on specific symptom or pathology with regard to six core interrelated processes
aforementioned earlier (Dindo, Van Liew & Arch, 2017). This very flexible nature of ACT
makes it practical for adolescence who are in transition stage in which they seek more autonomy
(Turrell & Bell, 2016) of ego development. ACT in a group context can also be a good fit for
high school students who experience high levels of test anxiety, considering that the group
process may be able to reveal their experiential avoidances and fused thoughts. From this point
of view, we asked the following research question: How do the students’ perceptions about test
anxiety and psychological flexibility differ as a result of an ACT-based psychoeducation group
process? In addition, the following hypothesis was tested based on the research question: The
participants’ statements and perceptions will be more psychologically flexible after the group
process.

Methodology

Design

Multiple case study design (Creswell, 2007) was implemented as a qualitative research method.
Case studies help us to understand the contextual cues and conditions of each case based on a
certain phenomenon (Yin, 2017). Types of qualitative case studies are determined based on the
number of cases, such as whether it is only one case, or multiple cases, a group or a program
(Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark, & Morales, 2007). In this study, a psychoeducational group
counseling process based on Acceptance and Commitment therapy was implemented and there
were multiple cases based on a certain phenomenon. The main issue in this current study was
the senior high school students’ test anxiety in conjunction with their psychological inflexibility
level.

Participants

The data were collected from a public high school in Bolu, Turkey. The participants were
recruited from the same high school via purposive sampling among 215 senior high school
students who had high test anxiety score; and a total of six senior high school students (n=6)
participated in a group process based on the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy approach.
All participants were female and between 17 and 19 years of age.
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Data Collection Instruments

In selecting the cases of this multiple case study, Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale-Revised (CTAR)
(Cassady & Finch, 2015) was utilized. The scale consists of 25 items on a four-point Likert-type
scale, ranging from 1 (not at all like me) to 4 (very much like me). The CTAR was previously
adapted into Turkish by Bozkurt, Ekitli, Thomas, and Cassady (2017). The Turkish adaptation
study was carried out with high school students. The exploratory factor analysis results
indicated that the scale has a unidimensional factor; in addition, two items were omitted as a
result of the analysis due to cultural factors. The internal consistency of the scale was found to
be high (Cronbach’s alpha = .93).

The participants were interviewed with a semi-structured questionnaire which was
created by the researchers and was based on the six core process of ACT (Hayes, Strosahl &
Wilson, 2012) with the emphasis on critical developmental periods of adolescents (Turrell &
Bell, 2016). The interview questions were based on test anxiety in the light of the core concepts
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (e.g., “If we were videotaping you as someone
experiencing test anxiety, what would we see on the video?” and “What are you feeling now
about the university entrance exam?”’). Researchers directed the same ten interview questions as
pre-interview and post-interview. Additionally, the post-interview interview included questions
about group process evaluation (e.g., “What have you gained in coping with test anxiety at the
end of the group process?” and “Which activities were the most useful for you?” Each interview
lasted 10-15 minutes.

Procedure

The present study was aimed to explore the effectiveness of an ACT-based group counseling
process for senior high school students with high test anxiety based on a six-week ACT group
protocol. We completed the literature review and the design of the ACT group protocol in the
fall of 2016. The selection of participants, group intervention and data analysis were conducted
in the spring of 2017, considering the fact that senior high school students face test anxiety
because of the approaching national university entrance exam at the end of the spring semester,
which was held two months later after the intervention had finished. Moreover, the ethical
procedure was completed with the permission of the Human Subjects Ethics Committee and
Ministry of National Education, as well as with the consent of parents.

The group counseling sessions (See Table 1) were conducted once a week, and each
session lasted 90 minutes. We started the sessions in March 2017 and ended them in the first
week of May 2017. Each session began with a short mindfulness exercise along with the
activities related to the aim of the session. It was also essential to emphasize that each session
was supported by metaphors, as ACT is well known for metaphor use.

The theoretical planning, preparation of group protocol and all analyses were conducted
together by the researchers. However, the group counseling processes were led by one of the
researchers. As the first step in the whole procedure, researchers conducted a psychoeducational
seminar on the various components of test anxiety with all senior high school students at the
school. At the end of the seminar, the Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale-Revised (CTAR) was
applied in order to determine the students’ test anxiety level. Among 215 participants, 80 filled
out all the scale. In the next step, based on CTAR scores, 16 students were invited to be
interviewed due to their high level of test anxiety. As a result of the content analysis of the
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interviews, 10 students were excluded either because of non-eligibility for the group counseling
process or because of personal unwillingness. Thus, only six students met the criteria to attend
the ACT-based group counseling process.

A six-week test-anxiety group protocol was created based on the six core processes of
ACT (Table 1). In the first session, the participants met the leader to discuss the general rules to
be followed throughout the entire group process. The participants were asked to state their
expectations and fears regarding this group process. Values, one of the core processes of the
ACT group protocol, were discussed with the help of metaphors, followed by the introduction
phase. In the second session, the acceptance and willingness processes were explained in
relation to participants’ current test anxiety. Participants were invited to attend experiential
activities in order to internalize the importance of acceptance and willingness. The third session
began with a reminder of the cost of control and lack of acceptance, and willingness exercises.
Furthermore, participants were introduced to ACT’s self-as-context process. They discussed and
experienced the self-as-context concept through related metaphors in order to explore the
relationship between their test anxiety and themselves.

The fourth session for the most part included activities related to two core concepts of
ACT: defusion and committed action. The leader helped participants become familiar with the
basics of defusion from thoughts and committed actions in the service of chosen values. In the
fifth session, participants were provided with different experiential exercises, including values,
defusion, acceptance and willingness, along with self-compassion activities. The last session
ended with the overall evaluation of the ACT core processes in relation to participants’ test
anxiety.

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed by the content analysis of both pretreatment interviews and post-
treatment interviews which were audio-recorded and transcribed. To maintain confidentiality,
participants were named from P1 to P6. The transcriptions were analyzed separately and
carefully by the researchers. As a result of independent analysis, the codes and themes were
determined by mutual agreement. Main themes were structured followed by the coding units as
a result of the transcriptions. Lastly, outstanding quotations were reported. In terms of validity
of the study, member checking and multiple data sources were used as suggested by Creswell
(2007). Each participant was asked to check their categorical distinctions after the termination
of the group procedure based on their own transcriptions. Furthermore, reliability of the content
analysis was adapted by several ways as suggested by Krippendorff (2004) such as intercoder
reliability and accuracy. Intercoder reliability was ensured in this study considering the fact that
two researchers transcribed and conducted the whole data set separately.
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Table 1. Test Anxiety Group Protocol based on ACT

Weeks Session Content

Week 1 | Group rules

Brief Mindfulness Exercise (BME)
Values vs. goals

Values clarification

Exercise: Bull’s Eye metaphor
Session review

Week 2 | (BME)

Acceptance and willingness vs experiential avoidance

Exercise: Passenger on the bus metaphor, tug- of- war with a monster metaphor
Session review

Week 3 | (BME)

Costs of controlling private events

Observer self (self as context) and perspective taking
Exercise: Self as context (The sky and the weather)
Session review

Week 4 | (BME)

Cognitive defusion and committed actions
Exercise: Leaves on a stream metaphor
Session review

Week5 | (BME)

Experiential exercises on mindfulness, values, defusion, acceptance and self as context.
Exercise: Mindful walking, coloring the unwanted/undesired thoughts and feelings etc.
Session review

Week 6 | (BME)
Overall evaluation of the six core processes of ACT in relation to test anxiety.
Participation certificates and “Happiness Trap” as a present for each participant.

Findings

Regarding the aim of this qualitative study, we explored the opinions of high school students
with high test anxiety about an ACT-based group counseling process in reducing the symptoms
of test anxiety and psychological inflexibility. The participants filled out CTAR to be included
in the study. The semi-structured interviews were conducted with students based on the high
results gathered from CTAR. The interviews were transcribed and content analysis was applied.
The results of content analysis obtained from the semi-structured interviews revealed some
important themes consisted with ACT perspective along with several codes. The obtained
experiences of the participants can be divided into four main themes or categories: (1)
perception of the exam, (2) present-moment awareness and mindfulness skills, (3) cognitive
defusion skills and strategies, and (4) experiential avoidance and acceptance.

Perception about the exam

To start with, perceptions about the exam were raised repeatedly during interviews. While some
participants expressed their test anxiety with fear and reactive responses, they also considered
the exam as an obstacle on their way to higher education. In contrast, their test anxiety
definition has changed dramatically towards a more value-directed perception, which is ACT-
consistent behavior. This is reflected in the quotations below:
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“I think that the exam is very difficult. I find the exam system meaningless. I am
being tested just in 2 hours to measure my whole one-year study. There should be
a different way of measurement” (P2-pre-interview)

“First of all, I am now aware of the fact that the exam is not the end of my life. It

is still very important for me, but I will have one more chance next year if I fail”

(P2-post-interview)
Present-moment awareness and mindfulness skills
Since one of the most core processes of ACT is present-moment awareness and mindfulness,
many detailed data were gathered in this context through the interviews both in the pre-
interview and post-interview. The participants explicitly revealed the symptoms of present-
moment awareness and mindfulness even during the interviews. As illustrated by the statements
below, there is a clear distinction between pre-interview and post-interview interviews of the
participants.

“[ feel tension in my stomach when I think about the exam” (P6-pre-interview)

The statement of another participant (P2) also revealed similar symptoms:
“... I feel stressed and I feel that my body releases adrenaline. | truly feel my
heart beats” (P2-pre-interview)

However, the same participants showed signs of more mindfulness skills in the post
interview:
“When I think of the exam, I am noticing that I am getting excited a little bit, and I
feel tension on my shoulders in the evenings. That is it” (P6-post-interview)
“I still feel a little bit stressed but not as much as before. [ think I got used to it
and the more we talked about the exam, the more it became a normal life event”
(P2-post-interview)

Cognitive defusion skills and strategies
As a third wave of cognitive behavioral therapy, ACT strongly emphasizes the cognitive
component of behavior. In this regard, it is very important to teach cognitive defusion skills as a
way of putting a distance between the self and the mind. It was discovered that participants
knew nothing about cognitive defusion skills prior to the intervention. However, the post-
interview interviews indicated that most of the participants learned new cognitive defusion
strategies. To determine whether or not participants learned cognitive defusion skills, they were
asked the following question: “How much do you think you can defuse yourself from these
negative thoughts?” Some answers are noted below:

“I am trying to do other things, for example, | am spending time with my family, |

am playing games with my siblings, | am reading books so that | find myself in

the stories of the book. I can get rid of anxious thoughts by doing other things”

(P4-pre-interview)

As stated in the pre-interview response, P4 was not familiar with cognitive defusion skills. It is
obvious that the very same participant learned those cognitive defusion skills, as reflected in the
following quotation:

“When these kinds of negative thoughts appear, I am now able to look at them at

a distance” (P4-post-interview)
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Experiential avoidance and acceptance
While experiential avoidance reflects the psychological inflexibility in the ACT model,
acceptance corresponds to psychological flexibility. In this sense, most of the participants
reported strategies such as over-controlling their anxiety and negative thoughts, suppressing
thoughts by trying not to think about the exam and other ineffective strategies while dealing
with test anxiety. Here are some examples of experiential avoidance from pre-interviews:
“I am trying not to think about the exam. I find myself eating too much and
sometimes sleeping too much in order to deal with test anxiety. 1 do not like
myself experiencing test anxiety that much” (P4-pre-interview)

“I am noticing now that the negative thoughts are here with me. Therefore, | am
just observing them without fighting. After some time, they disappear by
themselves. I have realized that I also get very tired if I try to control them” (P4-
post-interview)

Overall evaluation of the group process also showed that most of the participants have
gained awareness of their undesired private events. Participants emphazised that they no longer
want to fight with other anxious thoughts as well because they were mostly perceived as an
exhausting process and making them tired. Most of participants also stated that their friends or
family members should also benefit from the skills gained from this present group. One of the
most significant findings of the study was that all participants found some ACT metaphors, such
“passengers on the bus, clouds in the sky and self-compassion exercises,” very effective and
vivid in understanding the core process of psychological flexibility.

Discussion

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is a promising approach as supported in different studies.
There are now more than two hundred randomized controlled trials using ACT as their main
theoretical approach. The main purpose of the current study was also to investigate the
effectiveness of an ACT-based test anxiety group for senior high school students, given that test
anxiety has not been sufficiently studied in ACT literature and Turkish literature lacks ACT
based research. The present study was based on a qualitative design including multiple case
study. The results of the qualitative analysis supported the hypothesis of the study. The
participants’ statements and perceptions before and after the treatment indicated by selected
guotations showed that there were significant differences in terms of handling the test anxiety
problem after the group treatment. The results of the qualitative phase also showed that
participants started to use more psychologically flexible language. This finding implies that they
were able to internalize the core process of ACT as a result of the group process.

ACT has been providing promising results with a great number of samples. Even though
most of the experimental research has been conducted with adults (Ost, 2014), introducing ACT
concepts in various problem areas including test anxiety are found effective. To illustrate,
Brown et al. (2011) conducted an experimental study with college students on test anxiety. Even
though the sample was different from the present study, the results were in line with the current
findings in terms of using ACT concepts in dealing with test anxiety in a group process. In
addition, Boone and Manning (2012) found that a ten-session ACT group protocol with
depressed and anxious college students was effective. Moreover Eifert, Forsyth, Arch, Espejo,
Keller and Langer (2009) studied three anxious participants who went through 12 weeks of
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ACT treatment; their findings also supported the effectiveness of ACT treatments, with results
of positive pre-to-post treatment changes in ACT-relevant process measures. That is, the
concept of test anxiety can be a perennial and pervasive issue for high school students.
Therefore, one of the main implications of the study is that the students experiencing test
anxiety may gain further applicable life skills by becoming more psychologically flexible.

The findings of the current study were in line with the existing literature. The
experimental study conducted by Sohrabi, Mohammadi and Delavar (2013) showed that high
school students decreased their test anxiety level through the mindfulness strategies. Although
the sample did not exactly match, a notable finding of a 12-week experimental study including
ACT was that psycho-education about acceptance and valued living to decrease the focus of
anxious language of past experiences was effective. That is, in line with the findings of this
study, psycho-education groups can be effective to teach how to use ACT in handling the
problems. Similarly, Hooper and McHugh (2013) found that teaching how to use cognitive
defusion decreased the frequency of experiential avoidance.

This qualitative study can be considered as a valuable research to make ACT concepts
familiar with the students. When students’ pre and post interviews were analyzed, it was
discovered that their use of words and anxiety level changed. Surprisingly, how they gave
importance to the test anxiety changed into a way full of awareness and defusion. It is also
important to mention that participants learnt how to live together with test anxiety rather than
spending energy to get rid of it. This finding was striking simply because it could lead to further
true experimental studies following as a continuum of this primary pilot study with Turkish
sample.

There are possible limitations to be considered in the present study. First, the results
cannot be generalized to the whole high school student population because the sample included
senior students of only one school and the small sample size prevents to make generalizations
about the population of high school students in Turkey. Also, it should be noted that all
participants were female; therefore, the results cannot give information about the situation for
male students. There is also a need to consider self-report data gathered in the study. The
participants might be affected by several reasons while filling out the measurements and could
not reflect their actual response. Therefore, it is crucial to mention that the results were
interpreted by considering that their responses were actual honest responses. Moreover, the
study was conducted with only female students who voluntarily participated in an ACT-based
test-anxiety group. Therefore, the results should be discussed cautiously in terms of gender.
Another limitation of the study was the lack of a follow-up session. Although this study may
answer important questions about the test anxiety of high school students, other related
guestions may remain unanswered. Since this study was not a true experimental design, it is not
possible to have causal conclusions. Some further suggestions should also be provided: First,
male students should also be included in the study. In addition, a true experimental design can
be used to compare experimental and control groups in order to obtain a better understanding
the effect of the ACT group protocol. College and high school counseling centers may benefit
from ACT group protocols in dealing with various problems, since ACT is applicable in many
different areas.
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Genisletilmis Ozet

Giris

Ogrencilerin akademik basarilar1 ¢ogunlukla belirli smavlar araciligiyla degerlendirilmektedir.
Bu nedenle smavlar &grencilerin hayatinda oldukg¢a Onemli bir noktada yer almaktadir.
Ogrenciler arasindaki yiiksek rekabet, cevresel ve Kkiiltiirel beklentilerle de birleserek,
Ogrencilerin tizerindeki basarili olma baskisini artirmakta ve bu da 6grencilerin yiiksek diizeyde
sinav kaygis1 yasamalarina sebep olabilmektedir. Sinav kaygis1 hemen her diizeydeki dgrenciler
icin problem niteligi tasimakta ve telafisi zor sonuglar ortaya ¢ikarabilmektedir. Ozellikle
tilkemizde her yil yaklasgtk 2 milyondan fazla adaymn, istedigi {niversite ve bdliimde
okuyabilmek icin rekabet igerisinde olmasi, bircok Ogrencinin sinav kaygisi problemi ile
yiizlesmesine neden olmaktadir. Dolayisiyla sinav kaygisi Tiirkiye’de oldukga énemli bir konu
olarak karsimiza ¢ikmaktadir.

Smav kaygis1 igerisinde biligssel, duygusal, fizyolojik ve davranigsal unsurlar
barindirmasi sebebiyle olduk¢a karmagik bir yapiya sahiptir. Bu kavrami bireylerin igerisinde
bulundugu kiiltiirel yapidan bagimsiz diisiinmek miimkiin degildir. Bu baglamda sinav kaygist,
cesitli kiiltiirlerde nasil karsilik buldugu noktasinda ¢ok farkli kuramlarla ele alinmig ancak
Biligsel Davranig¢1 yaklagimin 3. dalgasi olan Kabul ve Kararlilik Terapisi (KKT) baglaminda
son yillarda giderek artan bir oranda ele alinmaktadir. Giincel bir yaklasim olan Kabul ve
Kararlilik Terapisi, psikolojik esneklik/katilik kavramini temel alarak insanlarin istenmedik,
hosa gitmeyen her tiirlii duygu, diisiince, davranis vb. unsurlariyla savasmak miicadele etmek
yerine, kabul ve deger odakli bir yaklasim sunmaktadir. KKT’ye gore bir davranig, analiz edilip
anlagilmaya c¢aligilirken, davranigin islevi ve baglami oncelikle analiz edilmeli ve ona gore
miidahalelerde bulunulmalidir. Bu baglamda KKT’nin temelini olusturan psikolojik
esneklik/katilik kavrami davranisi agiklarken alti siire¢ temelinde ele alir. Bu siirecler; degerler,
degerler yoniindeki kararli adimlar, gézlemleyen benlik, biligsel ayrisma, kabul ve son olarak
icinde bulunulan anin farkindaligidir.

KKT yaklagiminin etkililigi alanyazinda birgok deneysel arastirma ile test edilmistir.
Ancak iilkemizde KKT arastirmalarinin olduk¢a sinirli sayida oldugu, varolan aragtirmalarin ise
cogunlukla iligkisel modelde tasarlandigr goriilmektedir. KKT temelli deneysel galismalarin
heniiz yeterli sayida olmadigi ve smav kaygisinin iilkemizde yaygin bir problem olmasi
bilgisinden yola ¢ikilarak, bu ¢alismada KKT yaklagiminin etkililiginin deneysel bir arastirma
ile smav kaygisi yasayan lise son smif Ogrencilerinde test edilmesi ve incelenmesi
amaglanmistir. Bu baglamda, lise son sinif dgrencilerinin sinav kaygisi ve psikolojik esneklik
diizeylerinin ve problemi ele alis bigimlerinin alti haftalik bir psikoegitim grup siireci sonucunda

nasil degistigi sorusuna cevap aranmistir.

Yontem

Bu ¢alismada, arastirma sorusuna uygun sekilde, bir nitel arastirma yontemi olarak ¢oklu vaka
analizi yontemi kullanilmigtir. Coklu vaka analizinde, birden fazla vakanin belirli bir fenomen
temelinde detayl olarak incelenmesi s6z konusu olabilmektedir. Bu ¢alismanin katilimeilari, bir
devlet lisesinde 6grenim gdren 215 son sinif 6grencileri arasindan belirli asamalar sonucunda
secilmigtir. Oncelikle tiim lise son sinif 6grencilerine sinav kaygisina yonelik bilgilendirme
semineri diizenlenmis ve seminer sonunda tiim ogrencilere (N=215) sinav kaygisi diizeylerini
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belirlemek iizere “Bilissel Smav Kaygis1 Olgegi” (Bozkurt vd., 2017) uygulanmistir. Olgekten
alman yiiksek puanlara gore Ogrencilerle arastirma hakkinda bilgilendirilmek iizere oOn
goriismeler yapilmistir. On goriisme sonucunda alt1 haftalik grup siirecine katilmak isteyen
goniilli katilimeilar belirlenmistir. Tamami kiz 6grencilerden olusan alti (N=6) katilimci, grup
siirecine katilmayi velilerinin de yazili ve imzali izniyle kabul etmislerdir.

Grup siirecine baglamadan 6nce katilimcilarla KKT nin temel yapist olan psikolojik
esneklik kavraminin alt1 siirecini de igeren yar1 yapilandirilmig goriisme formu ile yaklasik 20
dk siiren goriigsmeler yapilmis ve On-test olarak kayit altina alinmustir. Bu goriismelerde
katilmecilarin - sinav  kaygisi problemini ele almada psikolojik esnekligi ne diizeyde
uygulayabildigine yonelik sorular yoneltilmistir. Her bir katilimcinin anonim kalabilmesi i¢in
calismada katilimcilara P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6 kodlar1 verilmistir. Alt1 haftalik yapilandirilmis
grup siirecinin igerisinde her hafta farkli bir siireci igerecek sekilde, degerlerin farkindaligi,
degerler yoniinde adimlar, gozlemleyen benlik, kabul, bilissel ayrisma ve anin farkindaligina
dair deneyimsel etkinlikler metaforlarla desteklenerek uygulanmistir. Grup siirecinin sonunda
katilimcilarla daha 6nce 6n goriisme olarak uygulanan yari yapilandirilmig goriisme formlari ile
tekrar goriismeler yapilmis ve kayit altina alinmistir. Grup siireci Oncesi ve sonrasinda elde
edilen kayitlar desifre edilerek, gerekli icerik analizi aragtirmacilar tarafindan bagimsiz bir
sekilde yapilmis ve ortaya ¢ikan kodlar ve temalar iizerinden ortak sonuglara ulasilmistir. Elde
edilen temel bulgular, giivenirligin sinanmasi i¢in katilimcilarin bazilarina tekrar sorulmus ve
dogrulanmistir.

Bulgular

Bu calismada yapilan gériismelerin igerik analizi sonucunda, lise 6grencilerinin sinav kaygisi
deneyimleri psikolojik esneklik/ katilik baglaminda ele alindiginda su dort temel temanin ortaya
ciktigr goriilmistir: (1) sinav algisi, (2) simdiki zaman farkindaligi ve bilingli farkindalik
(mindfulness) becerileri, (3) biligsel ayrisma becerileri ve stratejileri, (4) yasantisal kaginma ve
kabul. Katilimcilarin sinav kaygisi problemini ele alis bigimlerinin psikoegitim grup siireci
sonrasinda KKT kavramlariyla yeniden sekillendigi agik¢a goriilmiistiir. Calismanin sonuglarina
gore, bu dort temay1 daha detayli bir sekilde anlayabilmek adina bazi katilimeilarin deneyimleri
kendi ifadeleri ile asagida siralanmigtir:

(1) Sinav algist temasi

P2 (6n goriisme): “Bence sinav ¢ok zor ve sinav sistemini ¢ok sacma buluyorum.
Kocaman bir yillik ¢alismam sadece iki saatlik bir sinavia test ediliyor. Bu ¢ok
sagma! Bence bagska bir degerlendirme yontemi olmali”

P2 (son goriisme): “Oncelikle bu sinavin hayatimin sonu olmadigimin farkindayim.
Stnav hala benim icin ¢ok onemli ama bu yil basarisiz olursam seneye bir sansim
daha olacak!”

(2) Simdiki zaman farkindalig1 ve bilingli farkindalik (mindfulness) becerileri temast

P6 (6n goriisme): “Sinavt diisiindiigiimde midemde gerginlik ve kramplar
hissediyorum!”

P6 (son goriisme): “Swmawvt diisiindiigiimde biraz heyecanlandigimi fark ediyorum ve
aksamlar bedenimde omzumda biraz gerginlik hissediyorum. Hepsi bu!”
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(3) Yasantisal kacinma ve kabul temasi

P4 (6n goriisme): “Sinavt hi¢ diisiimnmemeye ¢alistyorum. Sinav kaygisiyla bas etmek
icin bazen ¢ok yemek yerken ve uyurken kendimi buluyorum. Simav kaygist
yasayan kendimi sevmiyorum!”

P4 (son goriisme): “Olumsuz diisiincelerimin simdi benimle beraber olduklarini fark
ediyorum. Bu yiizden onlarla savagmak yerine onlari sadece gozlemliyorum.
Bir siire sonra zaten onlar kendiliginden kayboluyor. Ayrica ben sinavla ilgili
olumsuz diisiince ve duygularimi kontrol altina almaya ¢alistikca ¢ok

>

yoruldugumu fark ettim.’

Tartisma

Bu arastirmada elde edilen bulgular, katilimecilarin sinav kaygisi ve ilgili olumsuz diisiince,
duygu ve diger deneyimlerine yaklasimlariin farklilastigini  gostermektedir. Bu da
katilimecilari, KKT’nin temel yap1 tasi olan psikolojik esneklik kavramimin alt1 siirecine dair
deneyimsel siireclerle farkindalik kazanip yeni beceriler elde ettigini dogrulamaktadir. Elde
edilen bulgular 15181nda, okul psikolojik danigmanlari ve alandaki uzmanlara simav kaygisiyla
basetmede giincel bir yaklasim olan KKT’yi dnleyici ve miidahale yontemi olarak kullanmalari
onerilebilir. Ayrica, KKT’nin temel kavram ve becerilerinin c¢esitli problem alanlarinda
kullaniminin yayginlagsmasi Snerilebilir. Caligmanin sinirhiliklar arasinda, katilimeilarin sadece
kiz 6grencilerden olugmasi ve vaka sayisinin az olmasi gosterilebilir. Buna karsilik, KKT nin
bir psikoegitim grup siirecinde Tiirkiye 6rneklemi {izerinde uygulanmasi agisindan ilk olmasi
nedeniyle, bu arastirmanin gelecek ¢alismalar i¢in olduk¢a umut vadettigi diigtiniilebilir.



