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ABSTRACT

Background: Academic examinations have been considered as one of the acute stresses experienced by students.
Passing or failing has strong consequences, so examinations cause psychological stress for most students. This study
designed to document stressors and anti-stressors related to exam and quantify the stress.

Methods: A cross sectional study using purposive sampling was carried out involving 387 secondary and higher
secondary school students. Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) and semi-structured questionnaire was used to collect data.

Results: Among the respondents, 76.7% felt that exams should be taken. Worry (46.8%); fear of forgetting (24.3%),
nervousness (14.7%) and fear (10.1%) were the common stressors. Exams were a positive opportunity to prove their
mettle was shared by 23.3% students. Stress level was constant among 50.9% of participants irrespective of the level
of their preparation. MCQ (51.2%) was the preferred examination pattern. In majority (74.4%) failing equated
obtaining less marks. Fear of failing existed among 46.5% participants. Mean score for BAI was 10.15 with
participants falling into mild (92.7%), moderate (6.5%) and severe (0.8%) stress categories. A total of 68% students
felt that these stresses can be reduced. Preferred way to relax was talking to friends (55.6%), listening to music
(53.5%) and watching TV (47%). Most helpful person was the mother (39%). Parental reaction to stress was generally
supportive (63.6%). Professional counselling was taken by 2.6% students.

Conclusions: Exams were associated with worry, nervousness and fear. Fear of failure added to this stress. However,
parents were generally supportive. Mean BAI score was 10.15.
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INTRODUCTION important sources of stress for senior high school

students.
Adolescence which is characterized by changes in the

physical, cognitive, social and psychosexual domains also
brings on by these changes make teenagers particularly
vulnerable to life stresses, and school-related factors are
an important source of daily stress. Studying for
examinations and the examinations themselves, the need
to reach certain grades, having too much to do, worry
over the future, making choices about one’s career, the
amount to learn, the need to do well (both imposed by
others and self-imposed) were found to be the most

Stress is one of the most important health and social
problems.? Stress is an extremely adaptive phenomenon
in human, contributing to his/her survival, activities, and
performance.®> Both negative and positive stressors can
lead to stress. The intensity and duration of stress
changes, depending on the circumstances and emotional
condition of the person suffering from it and examples of
stressors ranges from sensory input such as pain, to life
experiences such as poverty. Besides releasing typical
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stress metabolites, characteristic enzymes and hormones,
primary factors of psychological stress situations,
possible reactions and recognizable symptomatic organic
changes also show multi factorial appearances exposure
to psychological stressors can modulate the primary
antibody response and increased permanent stress levels
can lead to pathological organ changes, psychological
alterations as well as psychosomatic diseases.* In
humans, a range of stressful events have been associated
with lowering the immune system functioning, including
examinations, battle task, vigilance, sleep deprivation and
divorce.

Academic examinations have often been used in stress
research because they are predictable, standardized, and
discrete examples of real-life stressors. They are
associated with changes in the mental and physical health
such as increasing anxiety, increasing negative mood and
changes in the immune functioning and thus a significant
impact.> Among academic stressors, ‘tests/exams’ were
the chief sources of stress. Despite this, test/exams are
important in the academic training as a standard for
evaluation/ assessment.”

Examinations are the bane of students. However, they
have an important role in evaluating students’ learning
outcomes and their mastery of a subject.’ Students
repeatedly take a variety of tests and examinations in the
university. As passing and failing examinations generally
has major consequences for future development,
academic examinations have been considered as one of
the most acute stressors experienced by the students.
Responses to stressful situations can be observed on the
physiological level.” When stress is perceived negatively
or becomes excessive, students experience physical and
psychological impairment.® Perceived stress and somatic
complaints have been shown to increase during exam
periods and so do sleeping problems. Students are known
to alter their drug consumption during exam periods.
Several studies showed that alcohol, caffeine, and
nicotine consumption change under exam stress.® Few
models “distraction model” and “execution focus model”
are described in this regards in the literature.’

Improving examination performances of students and
reducing their failures are among the key expectations of
teachers and students in any educational system. Finding
out contributing factors for student’s exam performance
is important so that remedial measures can be taken to
achieve desired results. This study was designed to
explore the current scenario and perception related to
stressors and anti-stressors related to academic
examination among high school students.

This study was designed with following objectives (1) to
document stressors related to exam, (2) to quantify exam
related stress, (3) to explore factors helpful in reducing
exam related stress.

METHODS
A cross sectional observational study was carried out.

There exist a large number of schools in Surat city and
many students study in the school. So, two schools were
selected purposively to carry out this study during
January 2015. School authorities were approached prior
to conducting this study and their consents were obtained
to carry out the study with the students studying in the
schools. Those students who were absent on the day of
data collection or denied for the participation were
excluded from the study, otherwise all the students were
enrolled as study participants. Two-three students denied
for participation because they were called by the
authorities for some task, rest all participated and
supported this study.

To collect data a semi-structured questionnaire was
prepared. To document stress levels accurately a standard
scale called named BAIl was included in our
questionnaire without any modifications. Thus our
questionnaire contained few attitude related questions
along with the standard scale.

Students were informed about the type and the purpose of
this study. Data was kept unlinked and anonymous. They
were also informed about voluntary nature of
participation of the study. They were explained about use
of data obtained from them. Thus verbal ascent was taken
from the students for the participation.

Seating of the students was arranged in such a manner
that they had enough space to maintain privacy and they
cannot look into others responses. Thus privacy as well as
confidentiality was maintained during process of
collection of the data. They were constantly explained
with the questions and their meaning with examples and
guided for the methods of answering the questions
correctly.

Data thus collected of total 387 secondary and higher
secondary school students was entered in Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet and analysed with help of SPSS and Epi info
software. At all the steps utmost care was taken to
maintain confidentiality of data. Data access was kept
minimal.

RESULTS
Socio demographic profile

In this study 60.4% of participants were boys and 36.9%
were girls. Majority (32.3%) of representation was
observed by students of standard 11" followed 9"
(18.9%), 10™ (13.7%), 7" (12.7%), 8™ (12.7%) and 12"
(2.4%) standards. Commonest (80.4%) religion followed
by the study participants was Hinduism followed by
Christianity (12.9%), Islam (5.9%) and Jainism (0.3%).
Most (42.1%) belonged to general caste followed by
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OBC (26.1%), ST (8.2%) and SC (7.5%). Average family
size was 5.64+2.44. Both parents of majority of study
participants had studied at least up to secondary school
and above. Occupation of majority fathers was doing
some private business (43.2%) followed by service
(40.8%) whereas majority mothers were housewife
(76.7%) with a few of them were engaged in service
(14.2%)

Stressors among study participants

Among the study, participant’s anxiety (46.7%) was the
commonest problem perceived by them followed by
feeling of nervousness (14.7%) and fear (10.1%) however
a measurable proportion perceived exam as an
opportunity to prove their mettle. Personal (70.1%) and
parental (70.1%) dissatisfaction following failure in
exams were recorded as major causes of exam related
problems where disappointing teachers (33.3%),
distortion of school’s image (27.5%), lengthening of
study duration (26.4%), loss of face to friends (17.9%)
and society (8%) and social loss of face by parents
(10.8%) also contributed (Tablel).

Table 1: Distribution of stressors related to exam
among study participants.

needed a professional help for combating with exam
related stress.

Level of stress among the study participants

Stress levels were measured using BAI. Mean score for
BAI was 10.15 with a standard deviation of 7.26.
Majority of the participants were falling into mild
(92.7%) followed by moderate (6.5%) and severe (0.8%)
stress categories (Figure 1).

= Mild
m Moderate

Severe

Figure 1: Distribution of study participants according
to Beck Anxiety Inventory scores.

Table 2: Distribution of anti-stressors related to exam
among study participants.

| Variables Frequency %
How do they feel while exams
Anxiety 181 46.8
Nervousness 57 14.7
Fear 39 10.1
Opportunity 90 23.2
Others 17 4.4
Not answered 3 0.8
What if one fails (multiple choices)
Personal dissatisfaction 246 70.1
Parental dissatisfaction 246 70.1
Social face loss 28 8
Social Face loss for parents 38 10.8
Difficult to face friends 63 17.9
Disappointing teachers 117 33.3
Distortion of school’s image 96 27.5
Increased duration of school 93 26.4
Nothing much 22 6.3
Other 7 2

Most (61.2%) of the students liked the examinations
which was support by the opinion of majority (76.1%)
that examinations should be conducted. Preferred pattern
of examinations was reported to be multiple choice
questions based (51.2%) followed by combination of
multiple-choice questions and descriptive. It was notable
that 74.4% of participants perceived meaning of failure as
getting lesser marks than as expected by themselves.
Almost three quarter (74.7%) reported that they had
experienced the fear of failure in the examination. In the
current study 10 (2.6%) participants reported that they

Variables Frequency % |
Who can help

Mother 151 39.2
Father 33 8.6
Grand parents 7 1.8
Teachers 44 114
Friends 131 34
Relatives 1 0.3
Doctor 1 0.3
Others 11 2.9
Missing 1 4
How do they reduce exam related stress

Yoga 26 7.6
Exercise 33 8.7
Music 204 53.5
Talking to parents 148 38.8
Talking to friends 212 55.6
Talking to someone else 56 14.7
Watching TV 179 47
Consult doctor 9 2.4
Other 35 9.2

Anti-stressors among study participants

The most helpful person helpful while stress was reported
to be mother (39.2%) followed by friends (34%), teachers
(11.4%) and father (8.6%). Talking to friends (55.6%),
watching television (47%), talking to parents (38.8%),
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talking to someone else (14.4%), exercise (8.7%), yoga
(7.6%), music (53.5%) and consulting a doctor (2.4%)
were reported as tools helpful in reducing exam related
stress (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

Among the study, participant’s anxiety (46.7%) was the
commonest problem perceived by them followed by
feeling of nervousness (14.7%) and fear (10.1%) however
a measurable proportion perceived exam as an
opportunity to prove their mettle. In a study conducted by
Koyama et al more than 40% of students experienced
headache, stomach-ache/abdominal pain, stiff shoulder/
backache, constantly tired, constipation/ diarrhoea, and
listlessness within the past month.*! Nechita et al reported
frustrations, conflicts and pressure as stressors among
medical students."?

BAI scores

In the current study mean score for BAI was 10.15 with a
standard deviation of 7.26. Majority of the participants
were falling into mild (92.7%) followed by moderate
(6.5%) and severe (0.8%) stress categories.

Cunningham et al reported a mean BAI score of
12.62+10.19 in a study conducted among high school
students from three geographic locations: Calgary,
Saskatchewan and Lethbridge.*

In a study conducted by Kim et al mean score of 4.8+£SD
5.73 was reported among normal upper grade students of
elementary school.

Lupo et al reported mean BAI score of 9+8.7 among
Israeli medical students.™

Anti-stressors

In the present study, talking to friends (55.6%), watching
television (47%), talking to parents (38.8%), talking to
someone else (14.7%), exercise (8.7%), yoga (7.6%),
music (53.3%) and consulting a doctor (2.4%) were
reported as tools helpful in reducing exam related stress.

Afzal et al in one the research said that, to manage
anxiety, the medical students, used various methods:
prayers and self-motivation (28.3%), sleep and relaxation
(11%), watching TV and listening to music (10%),
calling friends (8.5%) and revising more (6.7%).® In a
study conducted among medical students Malathi et al
suggested that yoga can be helpful in reducing stress
among students.’

CONCLUSION
Exams were associated with worry, nervousness and fear.

Fear of failure added to this stress. However, parents
were generally supportive. Mean BAI score was 10.15.

The most helpful person helpful while stress was reported
to be mother followed by friend and teacher. Talking to
friends, watching television, talking to parents or
someone else, yoga, music etc. were reported as tools
helpful in reducing exam related stress. Thus, stressors
and anti-stressors related to the examinations needs to be
studied further in details and the better education pattern
can be developed and implemented in the benefit of the
larger community.
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