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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the psychological, educational, and social consequences of grade-oriented and examination-centered
culture and to develop and validate a well-being-oriented curriculum model grounded in positive psychology and the philosophical
foundations of Transcendent Wisdom. The study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, 18
experts in curriculum studies, educational psychology, positive psychology, and Islamic philosophy of education were selected through
purposive sampling, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. In the quantitative
phase, 384 teachers, educational administrators, school counselors, and curriculum specialists from Tehran were selected through
multistage cluster sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire based on the qualitative findings was used for data collection. Data
were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-26 through confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling. The results indicated
that grade-oriented culture had a significant positive effect on academic burnout (=0.71, p<0.001) and performance anxiety ($=0.68,
p<0.001). Examination pressure significantly reduced psychological well-being (3=-0.63, p<0.001) and academic meaningfulness (f=-
0.58, p<0.001). Positive psychology components ($=0.82, p<0.001) and Transcendent Wisdom components ($=0.77, p<0.001)
significantly contributed to the development of the well-being-oriented curriculum model. Furthermore, the proposed curriculum model
significantly enhanced psychological well-being (B=0.85, p<<0.001) and reduced the negative consequences of grade-oriented and
examination-centered educational culture (=-0.79, p<<0.001). Model fit indices demonstrated satisfactory fit (RMSEA=0.058,
CFI=0.95). The findings suggest that grade-oriented and examination-centered educational culture are major contributors to
psychological distress and diminished learning quality among students. In contrast, integrating positive psychology principles with the
philosophical foundations of Transcendent Wisdom provides a comprehensive framework for designing curricula that promote balanced
development, meaningful learning, personal flourishing, and psychological well-being.

Keywords: Grade-Oriented Culture, Examination-Centered Education, Well-Being-Oriented Curriculum, Positive Psychology, Transcendent Wisdom,

Psychological Well-Being, Human Flourishing.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The dominance of grade-oriented educational systems and high-stakes entrance examinations has become one
of the most significant challenges facing contemporary education. In many educational contexts, students’
success is primarily evaluated through numerical scores, rankings, and standardized examinations, resulting in
a reductionist understanding of education that overlooks broader dimensions of human development. Such
systems frequently prioritize measurable academic outcomes over psychological well-being, moral growth,
creativity, self-awareness, and meaningful learning experiences. Recent studies have shown that excessive
emphasis on examination performance is associated with increased psychological distress, reduced happiness,
and diminished intrinsic motivation among learners (Kang, 2024; Liu & Sun, 2025). As educational
competition intensifies, students increasingly perceive learning as a means of achieving external rewards rather
than as a process of personal growth and intellectual exploration (Hikmat, 2022; Panev, 2020).

The growing influence of examination-centered cultures has generated numerous psychological, social, and
educational consequences. Students often experience chronic stress, performance anxiety, emotional
exhaustion, and declining life satisfaction due to continuous academic competition (Kang, 2024; Ningrum &
Nuzulia, 2023). Educational systems dominated by rankings and test scores tend to encourage social
comparison, perfectionism, and external validation, potentially undermining students’ psychological resilience
and self-worth. Moreover, digitalization and the expansion of information technologies have intensified
educational competition and broadened societal expectations regarding academic achievement (Chamadi et
al., 2023; Shadmanov et al., 2024). Consequently, scholars have increasingly advocated for educational
reforms that prioritize human flourishing, meaningful learning, and holistic development rather than mere
academic performance (Hasnah et al., 2023; Paramitha et al., 2021).

Positive psychology provides a valuable framework for addressing these concerns. Unlike deficit-based
approaches that focus primarily on psychological disorders and maladjustment, positive psychology
emphasizes strengths, virtues, resilience, hope, meaning, well-being, and human flourishing. Educational
interventions grounded in positive psychology have demonstrated significant benefits for students’
psychological well-being, academic engagement, motivation, and life satisfaction (Li, 2026; Liu & Sun,
2025). Research suggests that incorporating positive psychology principles into curriculum design can foster
more meaningful educational experiences by emphasizing strengths development, purpose, self-efficacy, and
emotional well-being (Almulla & Abbasi, 2024; Tellez et al., 2023).

Alongside positive psychology, Islamic philosophical traditions—particularly Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent
Wisdom (Hikmat al-Muta'aliyah)—offer a comprehensive understanding of human development that extends
beyond cognitive achievement. Mulla Sadra’s concepts of the primacy of existence, substantial motion, self-

knowledge, and spiritual development portray human beings as dynamic entities engaged in continuous



existential growth (Faiq & Farhan, 2023; Yusuf, 2020). Educationally, this perspective suggests that learning
should contribute not only to intellectual development but also to moral, spiritual, emotional, and existential
transformation. Studies examining Sadrian philosophy emphasize the relevance of self-awareness, existential
balance, and knowledge by presence in fostering holistic human development (Erdt, 2022; Walid et al., 2023;
Warno, 2023).

Furthermore, broader Islamic educational traditions have consistently highlighted the integration of
knowledge, ethics, values, and spirituality. Thinkers such as Ibn Sina, Al-Ghazali, and Ibn Miskawayh viewed
education as a process of character formation and moral refinement rather than merely acquiring information
(Faishal, 2023; Mukti et al., 2021). Contemporary scholarship continues to emphasize the importance of
integrating philosophical wisdom, ethical development, and spiritual growth within modern educational
systems (Amril et al., 2023; Hamzah et al., 2024; RazaTahir & Shah, 2023). Studies addressing
multicultural education, moral instruction, spiritual humanism, and value-based learning similarly advocate
educational approaches that cultivate balanced and meaningful human development (Qoriah & Khair, 2020;
Wiranto et al., 2023; Berainnosa et al., 2021).

Recent discussions concerning educational reform have increasingly focused on the need to reconnect
curriculum design with deeper philosophical and ethical foundations. Investigations into critical thinking,
value education, multicultural learning, and the integration of science and spiritual heritage all underscore the
importance of educational models capable of addressing both contemporary challenges and enduring human
needs (Boyraz, 2023; Hasnah et al., 2023; Shadmanov et al., 2024). Similarly, scholars exploring Islamic
modernity, philosophy, and ethical thought have highlighted the continuing relevance of transcendent
perspectives for contemporary educational challenges (Chamankhah, 2024; Morshedi, 2025; Noble, 2023).
Additional studies concerning hope, meaning, spirituality, social responsibility, cultural values, and
educational readiness reinforce the necessity of educational paradigms that extend beyond examination success
and contribute to holistic well-being (Almulla & Abbasi, 2024; Amarini et al., 2023; Erdt, 2022; Faiq &
Farhan, 2023; Mavlyanov, 2022; Namini, 2023; Syafawati & Nasiwan, 2022; Toroghi & Shahrudi, 2020;
Yusna, 2020; Yusuf, 2020).

Despite growing interest in positive psychology, Islamic educational philosophy, and educational well-being,
few studies have attempted to integrate these perspectives into a comprehensive curriculum model designed
specifically to address the pathological consequences of grade-centered and examination-centered educational
cultures. Therefore, the present study sought to analyze the pathological dimensions of grade-oriented and
entrance examination culture and to develop a well-being-oriented curriculum model grounded in positive
psychology and the philosophical foundations of Transcendent Wisdom.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design consisting of qualitative and

guantitative phases. During the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 18 experts



in curriculum studies, educational psychology, positive psychology, Islamic philosophy, educational
administration, and educational policy. Participants were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The interviews focused on identifying the pathological dimensions of grade-centered
educational culture, the psychological consequences of examination-oriented systems, and the curricular
principles necessary for promoting holistic well-being.

The qualitative findings informed the development of a conceptual curriculum model and a researcher-
developed questionnaire. In the quantitative phase, data were collected from 384 teachers, educational
administrators, school counselors, and curriculum specialists in Tehran. Cluster sampling procedures were
used to select participants from different educational districts. The questionnaire assessed perceptions
regarding grade-oriented culture, examination pressure, psychological well-being, meaning in learning,
flourishing, positive psychology constructs, and components derived from Transcendent Wisdom.
Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis, while quantitative data were analyzed through
descriptive statistics, confirmatory factor analysis, and structural equation modeling. Reliability and validity
indicators were examined before testing the proposed structural model.

Findings

The demographic analysis revealed that 55.7% of participants were female and 44.3% were male. The average
age of respondents was 42.86 years. Participants represented diverse educational roles and possessed
substantial professional experience in educational settings.

Descriptive analyses indicated high levels of perceived grade-centered culture and examination pressure.
Participants also reported elevated levels of academic burnout and performance anxiety. In contrast,
psychological well-being, meaning in academic life, and personal flourishing were reported at moderate levels.
The highest mean score was associated with support for a well-being-oriented curriculum model.
Confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated strong psychometric properties for all dimensions of the proposed
model. Standardized factor loadings exceeded acceptable thresholds, and measures of convergent validity and
composite reliability confirmed the adequacy of the measurement model.

Structural equation modeling indicated satisfactory model fit. The ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom
was 2.31, while GFI, AGFI, CFlI, IFI, and NFI values exceeded recommended standards. RMSEA and SRMR
values also indicated acceptable model fit.

Path analysis revealed that grade-centered culture significantly predicted academic burnout and performance
anxiety. Examination pressure negatively affected psychological well-being and meaning in academic life.
Positive psychology components and Transcendent Wisdom components significantly contributed to the
development of the well-being-oriented curriculum model. Furthermore, the proposed curriculum model
positively predicted psychological well-being, flourishing, and meaningful learning while negatively
predicting the adverse consequences associated with grade-oriented and examination-oriented educational

systems.



Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that grade-centered educational culture and examination pressure constitute
significant threats to students’ psychological well-being and holistic development. Excessive emphasis on
grades, rankings, and competitive examinations appears to transform education into a performance-driven
enterprise that prioritizes external achievement over meaningful learning and personal growth. Such conditions
contribute to burnout, anxiety, diminished well-being, and reduced educational meaning.

The results also highlight the importance of integrating positive psychology principles into curriculum design.
By emphasizing strengths, hope, resilience, meaning, and flourishing, educational systems can create
environments that support psychological health and intrinsic motivation. Students benefit when educational
experiences promote self-development, purpose, and positive engagement rather than merely rewarding
examination success.

Equally important is the contribution of Transcendent Wisdom. The Sadrian perspective offers a holistic vision
of human development that recognizes intellectual, ethical, emotional, spiritual, and existential dimensions of
growth. Concepts such as substantial motion, self-awareness, existential balance, and continuous development
provide powerful foundations for reimagining educational goals beyond narrow academic achievement.

The proposed curriculum model demonstrates that combining positive psychology with the philosophical
insights of Transcendent Wisdom can generate a comprehensive framework for educational reform. Such a
curriculum encourages meaningful learning, personal flourishing, ethical development, psychological well-
being, and balanced human growth. Rather than viewing students merely as test-takers, it recognizes them as
multidimensional human beings capable of continuous development and self-transcendence.

Overall, the study suggests that addressing the pathological consequences of grade-oriented and examination-
centered cultures requires more than modifying assessment procedures. Meaningful reform necessitates a
fundamental shift in educational philosophy—from performance-centered education toward well-being-
centered education. By integrating contemporary psychological knowledge with rich philosophical traditions,
educational systems can foster healthier, more meaningful, and more humane learning environments. The well-
being-oriented curriculum model developed in this study provides a conceptual and practical framework for
such transformation and offers a promising pathway toward cultivating flourishing individuals and more

balanced educational systems.
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