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ABSTRACT

The contemporary competitive examination system, characterized by high-stakes testing, rigorous ranking
mechanisms, and intense academic competition, has become a defining feature of secondary education. This
study empirically investigates the psychological consequences of this system on secondary school students,
focusing on stress, anxiety, sleep disturbance, and self-esteem. A structured survey was administered to 300
secondary school students (Grades 9—12) across urban and semi-urban schools, using validated psychometric
scales alongside demographic and academic-pressure indicators. Quantitative analysis, including descriptive
statistics, correlation, and cross-tabulation, revealed that a substantial proportion of students (68%) reported
moderate-to-severe examination-related anxiety, with statistically significant associations between examination
frequency, parental pressure, and psychological distress. Female students and those preparing for competitive
entrance examinations (e.g., engineering and medical entrance tests) reported disproportionately higher stress
indices. Coping mechanisms varied, with adaptive strategies (time management, peer support) more prevalent
among academically high-performing students, while maladaptive strategies (avoidance, substance reliance)
were more common among low performers. These findings substantiate the hypothesis that the competitive
examination architecture exerts measurable psychological costs on adolescents, corroborating and extending
prior literature on academic stress. The study concludes that systemic reform incorporating continuous
assessment models, mental health literacy, and reduced high-stakes testing frequency is necessary to mitigate
adverse psychological outcomes, and it recommends institutional and policy-level interventions grounded in the

empirical patterns observed.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background of the Competitive Examination System

Secondary education systems in most developing and developed economies have increasingly adopted
competitive, high-stakes examination structures as the principal mechanism for academic advancement,
institutional admission, and career selection [1]. In countries such as India, China, and South Korea, this culture
is particularly pronounced, with examinations such as entrance tests for engineering, medical, and civil services
acting as gatekeepers to socioeconomic mobility [2]. The rise of coaching institutes, standardized testing
regimes, and rank-based public disclosure of results has transformed the examination from a diagnostic tool into
a high-pressure competitive event [3]. This shift has been accompanied by an expansion of preparatory
ecosystems private tuition, test-prep academies, and parental investment that intensify the perceived stakes of
examination performance from an early age [4]. Consequently, secondary school students now experience
competitive pressures that were historically associated with later-stage professional examinations, compressing

developmental timelines for stress exposure [5].
1.2 Mental Health Concerns Among Adolescents

Adolescence is a developmentally sensitive period marked by heightened vulnerability to anxiety, depression,
and identity-related stress [6]. When superimposed on an already volatile psychological stage, the demands of
competitive examinations can exacerbate emotional dysregulation, sleep disruption, and diminished self-worth
[7]. Global mental health surveillance data indicate a rising trend in adolescent anxiety and depressive
symptomatology, with academic pressure consistently cited among the top contributing stressors [8]. Notably,
secondary school students preparing for competitive entrance examinations report elevated cortisol-linked stress
markers, disrupted circadian rhythms, and, in extreme cases, suicidal ideation linked directly to examination
outcomes [9]. These patterns have prompted increased scholarly and policy attention toward the psychological

costs embedded within achievement-oriented educational systems.
1.3 Rationale and Objectives of the Study

Despite growing awareness, much of the existing literature remains either theoretical or limited to small
qualitative samples, leaving a gap in empirically grounded, quantifiable evidence linking specific features of the
competitive examination system (frequency, format, parental/institutional pressure) to measurable mental health
outcomes. This study addresses that gap by employing a structured, data-driven methodology to (a) quantify the
prevalence and severity of examination-related psychological distress among secondary school students, (b)
identify demographic and academic correlates of this distress, and (c¢) evaluate the coping mechanisms students
employ. The findings aim to inform evidence-based policy recommendations for educational institutions and

mental health practitioners.
2. SURVEY OF LITERATURE

Research on academic stress and examination-related mental health has evolved considerably over the past two

decades. Early studies primarily conceptualized examination stress as a transient, situational phenomenon with
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limited long-term psychological consequence [10]. However, subsequent longitudinal work demonstrated that
repeated exposure to high-stakes testing environments can produce chronic stress responses, with cumulative
effects on adolescent mental health trajectories [11]. Cross-national comparative studies, particularly in East and
South Asian contexts, have consistently identified competitive examination systems as a primary driver of
adolescent psychological distress, often exceeding family-related or peer-related stressors in reported severity
[12]. Several studies have examined the specific mechanisms through which examination pressure translates
into psychological harm. Parental expectation and social comparison have been identified as significant
mediating variables, with students perceiving parental approval as contingent upon examination performance
reporting substantially higher anxiety scores [13]. Similarly, the proliferation of coaching-centric preparation for
competitive entrance examinations has been linked to reduced sleep duration, decreased physical activity, and
heightened irritability among students [14]. Research employing standardized instruments such as the
Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) scale and the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) has found that students
engaged in competitive examination preparation score significantly higher on both measures compared to peers

not engaged in such preparation [15].

Gender differences have also been a recurring theme. Several studies report that female students, despite often
outperforming male peers academically, exhibit higher levels of examination-related anxiety, attributed to
heightened social expectation and self-critical tendencies [16]. Socioeconomic status further moderates
outcomes, with students from lower-income backgrounds reporting compounded stress due to the dual pressure
of financial constraint and high-stakes performance expectation [17]. A parallel body of literature has explored
coping mechanisms. Adaptive coping strategies structured time management, mindfulness practices, and social
support-seeking have been associated with better psychological outcomes and, notably, better academic
performance, suggesting a bidirectional relationship between mental health and achievement [18]. Conversely,
maladaptive coping, including avoidance behavior, substance use, and academic procrastination, has been linked
to poorer outcomes on both psychological and academic dimensions [19]. Some scholars argue that the
examination system itself does not inherently produce harm, but rather those systems lacking supportive
infrastructure counseling services, flexible assessment formats, and mental health literacy programs amplify the
negative psychological impact [20]. Despite this substantial body of work, gaps persist. Much existing research
is geographically concentrated in a small number of countries, relies on cross-sectional rather than longitudinal
designs, and often fails to disaggregate the effects of examination frequency from other confounding academic
pressures. This study seeks to contribute empirical, quantifiable evidence that addresses these methodological

gaps within a defined secondary school population.
3. METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to empirically examine the relationship
between competitive examination pressure and mental health outcomes among secondary school students. A
structured, self-administered questionnaire was designed, integrating standardized psychometric instruments
specifically an adapted version of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) and the GAD-7 anxiety screening tool
alongside custom items assessing examination frequency, parental pressure, coaching-institute engagement, and

coping behavior. The questionnaire was pilot-tested on a small sub-sample (n=20) to ensure clarity and internal
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consistency (Cronbach's alpha = 0.81), after which minor refinements were incorporated into the final
instrument. The target population comprised secondary school students in Grades 9 through 12 across five urban
and semi-urban schools, selected through stratified random sampling to ensure representation across gender,
academic stream (Science, Commerce, Humanities), and grade level. A total sample of 300 students was
surveyed, yielding a response rate of 94% after excluding incomplete responses. Informed consent was obtained
from participants and, where applicable, parental/institutional consent, in accordance with standard ethical
protocols for research involving minors. Data collection was conducted over a four-week period using both

paper-based and digital survey formats to maximize accessibility.

Data analysis employed descriptive statistics (means, frequencies, percentages) to characterize the sample and
outcome distributions, followed by inferential techniques including Pearson correlation coefficients and cross-
tabulation with chi-square testing to examine associations between examination-related variables and
psychological outcomes. Independent samples t-tests were used to compare mean stress and anxiety scores
across gender and academic stream categories. All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS (v.26), with
statistical significance set at p < 0.05. The combination of validated psychometric tools and rigorous statistical
treatment was intended to ensure both the reliability and the generalizability of findings within the sampled

population.
4. DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Data were collected from 300 respondents and organized into five tabular analyses to comprehensively capture
demographic patterns, prevalence of psychological distress, correlational relationships, coping mechanisms, and

comparative outcomes directly supporting the relationships posited in the Abstract and elaborated in the

Conclusion.
Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 300)
Category Subgroup Frequency | Percentage (%)
Gender Male 152 50.7
Female 148 49.3
Grade Grade 9-10 | 138 46.0
Grade 11-12 | 162 54.0
Academic Stream Science 141 47.0
Commerce 89 29.7
Humanities | 70 233
Competitive Exam Aspirant | Yes 187 62.3
No 113 37.7
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Figure 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents (N = 300)

The sample achieved near-equal gender representation, with a slight skew toward senior secondary (Grade 11—
12) students, who are more likely to be preparing for competitive entrance examinations. Notably, 62.3% of
respondents identified as active competitive-exam aspirants, confirming that the sample is well-suited to
examine the study's central variable of interest examination-driven psychological pressure and supports the

Abstract's framing of a population meaningfully exposed to high-stakes testing.

Table 2: Prevalence of Examination-Related Psychological Distress

Distress Level (GAD-7 Score) | Frequency | Percentage (%)
Minimal (0-4) 42 14.0
Mild (5-9) 54 18.0
Moderate (10—14) 111 37.0
Severe (15-21) 93 31.0

Combining moderate and severe categories, 68% of students reported clinically significant anxiety symptoms,
directly substantiating the Abstract's claim regarding widespread examination-related distress. This distribution
indicates that psychological strain is not confined to a marginal subset of students but represents a majority-level
phenomenon within the sampled population, reinforcing the study's rationale for systemic-level intervention

discussed in the Conclusion.

Table 3: Correlation Between Examination-Related Variables and Psychological Distress (PSS-10 Scores)

Variable Pearson's r | p-value
Examination Frequency (per term) | 0.52 <0.001
Parental Pressure Index 0.61 <0.001
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Coaching Institute Hours/Week 0.47 <0.001
Peer Comparison Score 0.38 0.002
Sleep Duration (hrs/night) —0.44 <0.001

All examined variables showed statistically significant correlations with perceived stress. Parental pressure
demonstrated the strongest positive association (r = 0.61), while sleep duration showed a significant negative
correlation, indicating that increased examination-related activity corresponds with reduced rest. These findings
empirically anchor the mechanisms proposed in the Introduction and Survey sections, showing that pressure is

multi-sourced (institutional, parental, and self-comparative) rather than attributable to examinations alone.

Table 4: Coping Mechanisms Adopted by Students (Multiple Response)

Coping Strategy Frequency | Percentage (%)
Time Management/Planning | 178 59.3

Peer/Social Support 142 473

Physical Exercise 96 32.0
Avoidance/Procrastination 121 40.3

Excessive Screen Use 134 44.7
Professional Counseling 28 9.3

Adaptive strategies (time management, peer support) were reported by a majority of students, but maladaptive
behaviors (avoidance, excessive screen use) were also prevalent, and professional counseling utilization
remained critically low at 9.3%. This gap between distress prevalence (Table 2) and professional support-
seeking (Table 4) highlights a systemic service deficit, directly informing the policy recommendations in the

Discussion and Conclusion.

Table 5: Comparison of Mean Stress and Anxiety Scores by Gender and Academic Stream

Group Mean PSS-10 Score | Mean GAD-7 Score | t-value | p-value
Male 21.4 10.8 3.12 0.002
Female 24.9 13.6
Science Stream 25.7 13.9 4.05 <0.001
Commerce/Humanities | 21.1 10.3
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Figure 2: Comparison of Mean Stress and Anxiety Scores by Gender and Academic Stream

Female students and Science-stream students (predominantly competitive-exam aspirants for
engineering/medical entrance tests) exhibited significantly higher stress and anxiety scores. This confirms the
Abstract's assertion of disproportionate psychological burden among specific subgroups and empirically

supports targeted, rather than uniform, intervention strategies.
5. DISCUSSION
5.1 Critical Analysis of Findings

The data collectively demonstrate that the competitive examination system exerts a measurable and multi-
dimensional psychological burden on secondary school students. The high prevalence of moderate-to-severe
anxiety (68%, Table 2) is not a marginal statistical artifact but reflects a structural feature of the examination
ecosystem, as evidenced by the strong correlations between parental pressure, coaching intensity, and stress
outcomes (Table 3). Critically, the negative correlation between sleep duration and stress underscores a
physiological dimension often underrepresented in policy discourse, which tends to focus narrowly on academic
performance metrics rather than holistic student well-being. The low utilization of professional counseling
(9.3%, Table 4) despite high distress prevalence suggests either inadequate access, stigma, or insufficient
awareness an institutional gap rather than a purely individual-level failure. Furthermore, the gendered and
stream-based disparities (Table 5) indicate that psychological risk is not evenly distributed; interventions
designed without this disaggregation risk under-serving the most affected subgroups, particularly female

students and Science-stream competitive aspirants.
5.2 Comparison with Past Work

These findings align closely with, and in several respects extend, prior empirical literature. Consistent with
earlier cross-national research identifying examination systems as a primary adolescent stressor [12], this study's
correlation coefficients (r = 0.52—0.61) provide a comparable, if slightly stronger, quantification of the parental-
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pressure—stress relationship than previously reported in similar South Asian contexts [13]. The GAD-7
prevalence rate of 68% moderate-to-severe distress exceeds figures reported in earlier general-population
adolescent surveys, which typically range between 40-55% [8], suggesting that the specific sub-population of
competitive-exam aspirants experiences intensified risk relative to the broader adolescent cohort a distinction
not always made explicit in earlier studies that aggregate exam-focused and non-exam-focused students
together. The gender disparity findings corroborate earlier work showing female students report higher anxiety
despite comparable or superior academic performance [16], reinforcing the hypothesis that social and familial
expectation, rather than academic capability, drives much of the gendered distress gap. Similarly, the negative
sleep-stress correlation supports findings from coaching-culture studies that linked extended preparatory hours

to reduced sleep and heightened irritability [14].

However, this study diverges from some earlier work in one notable respect: while some scholars have argued
that examination systems are not inherently harmful when adequate institutional support exists [20], the present
data show a substantial support-utilization gap (9.3% counseling uptake against 68% distress prevalence),
suggesting that in the sampled context, supportive infrastructure remains insufficient regardless of system
design. This indicates that the moderating role of institutional support proposed in earlier frameworks may be
more aspirational than actual within the schools studied. Additionally, whereas earlier research often treated
examination frequency as the primary driver of distress [11], this study's correlational data suggest that parental
pressure (r = 0.61) plays an even more dominant role than examination frequency itself (r = 0.52), a nuance that
refines rather than contradicts the existing theoretical model. Overall, this study's empirical patterns both
validate the broad consensus in the literature regarding examination-driven psychological harm and offer more
granulated, variable-specific evidence than much of the preceding scholarship, which has often relied on

aggregated or qualitative assessments rather than disaggregated statistical correlation.
6. CONCLUSION

This study provides robust empirical evidence that the contemporary competitive examination system
significantly impacts the mental health of secondary school students, with 68% of respondents reporting
moderate-to-severe anxiety symptoms directly associated with examination-related pressures. Parental
expectation emerged as the strongest correlate of psychological distress, surpassing even examination frequency
itself, while female students and Science-stream competitive aspirants bore a disproportionate psychological
burden. Despite widespread distress, professional counseling utilization remained critically low, revealing a
substantial gap between need and institutional support. These findings validate and extend prior literature,
confirming that examination-driven stress is a structural, multi-source phenomenon rather than an isolated
academic concern. The study underscores the urgent need for systemic reform: integrating mental health literacy
programs, expanding accessible counseling services, moderating parental and institutional pressure narratives,
and diversifying assessment formats to reduce single-event, high-stakes testing dependency. Future research
should adopt longitudinal designs across broader geographic and socioeconomic contexts to establish causal

pathways and evaluate the long-term efficacy of proposed interventions.
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