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This investigation was undertaken to ascertain the factors that contribute to the
development of examination anxiety in secondary education and to suggest methods
for enhancing the academic performance and other aspects of students' lives. This
article employed a qualitative approach and a systematic review. In the period 2014—
2024, the research was conducted in accordance with seven primary steps: research
question, protocol, search, data extraction, quality assessment, data analysis, and
synthesis of results. It also reviewed a variety of internal and international sources
such as Springer, Elsevier, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, APA PsycNet, ERIC, and
ProQuest Education Database. After reviewing 3,305 sources, 24 articles were chosen
for the final analysis based on their topical relevance, quality, and temporal range. The
results suggest that exam anxiety is influenced by seven critical factors: students’
individual characteristics, family, teacher, tests, curriculum content, classroom, and
environmental factors. Approximately 360 initial codes were used to identify these
factors, which were then arranged into 41 subthemes, 5 types, and 4 dimensions.
Ultimately, a practical intervention was suggested to alleviate exam apprehension. It
implies that a comprehensive and multi-dimensional approach is essential, which
includes the revision of assessment methods, the instruction of stress-management
skills, the provision of emotional support from families, and the establishment of a
supportive school environment. The significance of integrated interventions at the
individual, family, educational, and environmental levels is underscored by the
findings, which are based on a systematic review and multi-dimensional analysis.
These interventions have the potential to enhance academic performance and reduce
exam anxiety.
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Extended Abstract
Aim

Test anxiety or examination anxiety is a form of anxiety experienced by learners in evaluative
situations at different educational levels, particularly in secondary school. Students who experience
test anxiety may become excessively worried, even when there is no apparent reason for concern,
which can lead to sleep problems, difficulty concentrating, and physical symptoms such as fatigue,
headaches, muscle tension, and pain, as well as interference with daily activities (Keshavarz Afshar et
al., 2016; Moradizadeh et al., 2016). Test anxiety can interfere with cognitive and metacognitive
processes and is an important challenge to students’ achievement of their academic goals (Keshavarz
Afshar et al., 2016). It is also associated with lower academic performance and achievement, as
greater test anxiety is generally accompanied by poorer academic outcomes (Stromajer et al., 2023).

Students may experience increased anxiety when entering secondary school, and many students
experience academic decline during this period (Yazdani, 2012; Qamari & Elahifar, 2011). Previous
studies have identified several factors related to the formation of test anxiety. Psychological factors
include fear of failure, weak self-concept, low self-esteem, and emotional status. Environmental and
social factors include parental expectations, perceived emotional support from family, friends, and
teachers, and gender differences. Academic and situational factors include test difficulty, study habits,
and the content and format of examinations (Giirses et al., 2010; Hyseni Duraku & Hoxha, 2018; Chao
& Sung, 2019). Educational and school-based approaches, including relaxation exercises, emotional
awareness, constructive feedback, self-regulation skills, and supportive classroom environments, have
also been suggested to help reduce academic stress and anxiety (Gonzaga et al., 2022). Therefore,
identifying the factors associated with test anxiety and appropriate strategies for addressing it is
important for reducing its negative cognitive, physiological, behavioral, and emotional consequences
and improving students’ academic functioning. Accordingly, this systematic review sought to answer
the following questions: (1) Based on previous studies, what factors contribute to the formation of test
anxiety in secondary school students? and (2) Based on the findings of the reviewed studies, what
strategies are suggested for coping with test anxiety in secondary school students?

Methodology

The study employed a systematic review design. The review followed seven core steps: defining
the research questions, establishing a protocol, conducting a comprehensive search, extracting data,
assessing the quality of the included studies, analyzing the data, and synthesizing the findings.
Domestic and international sources were searched in Springer, Elsevier, Google Scholar,
ScienceDirect, APA PsycNet, ERIC, ProQuest, Magiran, SID, and IranDoc. The main search terms
included exam anxiety, test anxiety, factors, student, and secondary education, along with related
combinations such as exam anxiety factors, secondary student, examination anxiety, and assessment
anxiety.

The inclusion criteria were scientific articles published in Persian or English in relevant reputable
databases, with full-text access, published between 2019 and 2024, aligned with the research
objectives, and addressing the research questions. Studies containing the main concepts and keywords,
particularly test anxiety, were also considered. From an initial pool of 3,305 sources, 534 duplicate
records were removed. After screening titles and abstracts, 230 sources remained, of which 197 were
excluded based on full-text review. The remaining 33 studies were assessed for quality, and 9 were
excluded; consequently, 24 articles were selected for the final analysis.

Data extraction focused on identifying factors related to the emergence of test anxiety, coding the
findings, and synthesizing patterns across studies. Quality appraisal focused on methodological rigor,
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methodological transparency, congruence between study aims and outcomes, and clear delineation of
the research contexts.

Persian databases: International databases:
. PN - . Springer,  Elsevier, = Google  Scholar,
Magiran (n = 6); SID (n = 1,672); ScienceDirect (n = 221); ERIC (n = 729);
IranDoc (n =73) APA PsycNet (n = 486); ProQuest (n = 118)

. . Duplicate records removed:
Records identified through

. = n=>534
database searching n = 3,305 Records after duplicate removal:
n=2771
Recorfis remaining Records excluded after
after title and abstract title and abstract screening
screening n=2541
n =230
Full-text articles Records excluded after
assessed for eligibility full-text assessment
n=33 n=197

Articles excluded based on
quality assessment
n=99

Studies included in
the final analysis
n=24

Figure 1. Study screening and selection process

Findings

The synthesis identified seven main categories of factors associated with examination anxiety
among secondary school students: student-related factors, family and relatives, teachers, tests and
examinations, evaluated lessons, classroom factors, and environmental factors outside the classroom.
Approximately 360 initial codes were organized into 41 subthemes, reflecting the multidimensional
nature of examination anxiety. Student-related factors included perfectionism, previous negative test
experiences and fear of failure, students’ cognitions, perceptions, beliefs and attitudes toward tests or
themselves, negative academic self-concept, inaccurate self-assessment and low self-confidence and
self-efficacy, avoidant behavior, emotional distress, cognitive difficulties, behavioral reactions,
undesirable personality and temperament traits, gender, learning difficulties, inadequate study habits,
lack of mastery of course content, low motivation, differences in learning methods and styles, poor
academic performance, and physical reactions. Family-related factors included parental pressure and
perfectionism, corporal punishment, unhealthy lifestyle practices, family atmosphere, and negative
comparisons with other family members or relatives. Teacher-related factors included teachers’
behavior, attitudes and feedback, classroom management, personality traits, expectations and pressure,
teaching methods, and negative motivational practices. Test-related factors included test difficulty, test
structure, and stressful examination situations. The difficulty of evaluated lessons, classroom
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atmosphere, classmates, school environment, and the educational system were also identified as
relevant factors. Overall, the findings indicate that examination anxiety is shaped by interacting
individual, familial, school-related, socio-cultural, and physical factors.

In response to the second research question, 24 strategies for reducing or coping with examination
anxiety were identified. These strategies included strengthening self-confidence, effort, persistence,
self-efficacy, and resilience; using relaxation techniques and promoting mental calmness; providing
professional and therapeutic interventions and counseling; ensuring adequate sleep and proper
nutrition; teaching problem-solving, emotional regulation, time-management, and coping skills;
improving study habits and mastery of course content; eliminating doubts about students’ abilities;
using positive self-talk and reducing perfectionism; providing psychological education; educating
parents to control expectations and avoid comparison and blame; strengthening family support and
maintaining safe and healthy parent—child relationships; motivating students and promoting peer
learning; improving school staff’s skills in dealing with students; increasing students’ sense of school
belonging, interest in lessons, and active classroom participation; promoting appropriate teacher—
student communication; modifying teaching and assessment methods; encouraging positive
competition; and using active or educational extracurricular games. These strategies address
individual, therapeutic, family, and school-related needs and provide a comprehensive framework for
reducing examination anxiety and supporting students’ academic functioning.

Table 1. Summary of Factors Associated with Examination Anxiety

Main categories Subthemes

Student-related factors Self-oriented and socially oriented perfectionism; previous
negative test experiences and fear of failure; students’ cognitions,
perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes toward tests or themselves;
negative academic self-concept; inaccurate self-assessment and
lack of self-confidence; low self-efficacy; avoidant behavior;
emotional distress; cognitive difficulties; behavioral reactions;
undesirable personality and temperament traits; gender; family-
related problems; learning difficulties; inadequate and unprincipled
study habits; lack of mastery of test content; low motivation;
differences in learning methods and styles; poor academic
performance; physical reactions

Family and relatives Parental pressure; parental perfectionism; parental corporal
punishment; unhealthy lifestyle practices created by parents;
family atmosphere; negative comparison of students with other
family members or relatives

Teachers Teachers” behavior, attitudes, and feedback; classroom
management; teacher personality traits; expectations and pressure;
teaching methods; negative motivational practices

Tests and examinations Test difficulty; test structure; stressful examination situations
Evaluated lessons Difficulty of the evaluated lesson
Classroom factors Classroom atmosphere; classmates
Environmental factors outside the School; school environment; educational system

classroom
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Table 2. Strategies for Reducing or Coping with Examination Anxiety

Level Strategies identified in the reviewed studies

Individual and therapeutic ~ Strengthening self-confidence, effort, persistence, self-efficacy, and resilience; using
relaxation techniques; promoting mental calmness in anxiety-provoking situations; receiving
professional and therapeutic interventions and counseling; getting adequate sleep; teaching
problem-solving skills; teaching emotional and affective regulation; using psychological
education and coping skills for anxiety management; maintaining proper study habits and
mastery of course content; eliminating doubts about one’s abilities; using positive self-talk;
avoiding perfectionism and accepting that perfection is impossible; maintaining proper
nutrition; learning time-management skills

Family Educating parents to control their expectations and avoid comparing or blaming their
children; providing family support for students’ abilities and beliefs and strengthening their
self-confidence; providing safe, appropriate, and calming family conditions and maintaining
healthy relationships with parents

School and teachers Motivating students to engage in activities; using peer learning to teach difficult and stressful
concepts; using purposeful, non-stigmatizing approaches and improving school staff’s skills
in dealing with students; increasing students’ sense of school belonging, interest in lessons,
and active classroom participation, promoting appropriate teacher behavior and
communication with students; changing teaching and assessment methods; promoting
positive competition; using active or educational extracurricular games

Conclusion

The findings indicate that examination anxiety among secondary school students is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by interacting psychological, sociocultural, educational, and
biological factors. The psychological dimension includes perfectionism, self-criticism, negative self-
perceptions, low self-efficacy, fear of failure and judgment, and previous negative examination
experiences. These factors may lead to excessive self-expectations, rumination, emotional distress,
fatigue, restlessness, and other anxiety-related reactions (Yang et al., 2025; Cunha & Paiva, 2012;
Segool et al., 2014; Von der Embse et al., 2013; Lopes et al., 2023).

The sociocultural dimension includes parental pressure and perfectionism, negative comparison,
punitive practices, gender differences, peer influences, classroom climate, and broader environmental
pressures (Altundag & Bulut, 2019; Giirses et al., 2010; Saeidi & Khaliliagdam, 2013; Ramos-Leiva et
al., 2022). The educational dimension is associated with teaching and assessment methods, teacher
behavior and classroom management, competition and academic expectations, curriculum and subject
difficulty, and stressful examination conditions (Pekrun & Stephens, 2010; Dutt et al., 2025; Saeidi &
Khaliliagdam, 2013). The biological dimension is reflected in physiological and behavioral responses
such as sleep disturbance, headaches, crying, anger, nail biting, repetitive movements, and increased
heart rate (Hinds & Sanchez, 2022; Amani et al., 2024). Overall, these findings suggest that
examination anxiety cannot be attributed to a single factor but develops through the interaction of
individual, family, school, and environmental conditions.

Based on the findings, recommendations were identified at the individual, family, school, and
broader social levels. For students, emphasis should be placed on regular study and planning, mastery
of course content, time management, problem-solving and emotional-regulation skills, positive self-
talk, relaxation techniques, adequate sleep and nutrition, and strengthening self-confidence, self-
efficacy, persistence, and resilience. Parents can help by providing a calm and supportive family
environment, avoiding excessive expectations, comparison, and blame, and supporting their children's
abilities and self-confidence. Teachers and school staff should strengthen effective communication and
supportive interactions with students, receive training on examination anxiety and its prevention,
provide counseling and appropriate referrals when needed, and avoid unhealthy competition and
comparison. Modifying teaching and assessment methods, strengthening students’ sense of school
belonging and active participation, and using appropriate peer-learning and educational activities may



e Identifying Factors Contributing to the Development .../ Khatoon Alipour et al

also help reduce examination anxiety. At the broader social level, educational programs through
national media can increase awareness among students, families, teachers, and school staff and
provide culturally and socially appropriate strategies for managing examination anxiety.

Keywords: Coping Strategies for Anxiety, Examination Anxiety, Factors of Examination Anxiety,
Generalized Anxiety Disorder.
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