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Schoolwork-related anxiety
For many students, assignments and tests present less a motivation to 
learn useful skills than a source of deep anxiety. This chapter examines the 
prevalence of schoolwork-related anxiety among students and how that 
anxiety can affect not only performance but students’ overall well-being. 
The chapter concludes with a discussion of how teachers and parents can 
help reduce students’ anxiety at school.
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Although some students regard academic challenges and assessments as a way to improve themselves, many others 
develop serious anxiety when they cannot solve tasks at school, when they have problems with homework or when they 
know they are to be tested. This is especially true for students who have low confidence in their skills and for those who 
believe that their worth depends on doing better than others (Zeidner, 2007).

What the data tell us

•	 Feelings of anxiety related to schoolwork are common among 15-year-old students. On average across OECD 
countries, more than one in two students often worry about the difficulty of exams and feel very anxious, even 
if they are well prepared for a test.

•	 Anxiety is more frequent among girls than among boys. Around 64% of girls but 47% of boys reported that 
they agree or strongly agree that they feel very anxious even if they are well prepared for a test. In all countries 
and economies with the exception of Japan, girls were also more likely than boys to report that they get very 
tense when they study and that they get nervous when they don’t know how to solve a task at school. 

•	 Schoolwork-related anxiety is negatively related to performance at school and to life satisfaction. 

•	 Students who reported that their science teachers adapt the lesson to the class’s needs or provide individual 
help are less likely to feel anxious about their schoolwork.

•	 Girls whose parents encourage them to be confident were less likely to report feeling tense when they study.

The anxiety related to school tasks and tests, along with the pressure to get higher marks and the concern about receiving 
poor grades, is one of the sources of stress most often cited by school-age children and adolescents. Students who suffer 
from anxiety are more likely to perform poorly, be frequently absent from school, and drop out of school altogether 
(Cortina, 2008; Ramirez and Beilock, 2011). Excessive levels of anxiety can also negatively affect student’s social and 
emotional development and sense of self-worth, prompt students to use chemical substances to reduce stress, and lead 
to exhaustion (Salend, 2012; Zeidner, 1998). 

PREVALENCE OF SCHOOLWORK-RELATED ANXIETY AMONG 15-YEAR-OLD STUDENTS 

Anxiety has different dimensions, and PISA 2015 chose to focus on the students’ cognitive and emotional reactions to 
schoolwork. PISA 2015 asked students to report whether they strongly agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree with 
the following statements: “I often worry that it will be difficult for me to take a test”; “I worry I will get poor grades at 
school”; “I feel very anxious even if  I am well prepared for a test”; “I get very tense when I study for a test”; and “I get 
nervous when I do not know how to solve a task at school”. The PISA questions thus cover both study- and test-related 
anxiety. Students’ responses were used to construct the index of schoolwork-related anxiety, standardised to have a mean 
of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 across OECD countries. Positive values on the index indicate that students reported 
higher levels of schoolwork-related anxiety than the average student across OECD countries; negative values indicate 
that students reported lower levels of anxiety than the average student.

On average across OECD countries, about 59% of students reported that they often worry that taking a test will be 
difficult, and 66% reported that they worry about poor grades. Some 55% of students reported feeling very anxious for 
a test even if they are well prepared; 37% reported they get very tense when studying; and 52% reported that they get 
nervous when they don’t know how to solve a task at school (Table III.4.1). There is a weak, negative correlation between 
an education system’s performance in PISA and students’ reported anxiety. Among the three countries where students 
reported the highest degree of schoolwork-related anxiety, Brazil and Costa Rica perform significantly below average, 
while Singapore is the top-performing country in PISA 2015 (Table III.4.5 and Figure I.2.13).

In all countries and economies that participated in PISA 2015, girls reported greater anxiety than boys (Table III.4.5). 
On average across OECD countries, boys were about 13 percentage points less likely than girls to report they get very 
tense when they study (Figure III.4.1). About 64% of girls but 47% of boys reported feeling very anxious even when they 
are well prepared for a test. This gender difference is particularly striking in the Nordic countries of Denmark, Iceland, 
Norway and Sweden (Table III.4.2). One possible explanation may be that girls are less self-confident than boys and, as 
a result, experience more worry and discomfort before and during evaluations (Zeidner, 1998). For girls, the prospect 
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of an assessment, particularly in subjects like mathematics and science, may pose what psychologists call a “stereotype 
threat” (Stoet and Geary, 2012) – the possibility that poor performance will confirm negative assumptions about the group 
to which they belong (for example, the stereotype that girls cannot excel in mathematics and science) (Stoet and Geary, 
2012). Another possibility is that boys choose not to report being anxious in PISA because of social norms that expect 
boys to be strong and confident.

Figure III.4.1 • Prevalence of schoolwork-related anxiety, by gender Prevalence of schoolwork-related anxiety, by gender

Percentage of students who reported that they “agree” or “strongly agree” with the following statements

OECD average

Boys All studentsGirls

%0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

A

B

C

D

E

A I often worry that it will be difficult for me taking a test

B I worry that I will get poor <grades> at school

C Even if I am well prepared for a test I feel very anxious

D I get very tense when I study

E I get nervous when I don’t know how to solve a task at school

%Index of 
schoolwork- 

related anxiety A B C D E

O
EC

D Australia 0.2 62 65 68 47 60
Austria -0.1 64 63 51 19 43
Belgium -0.2 56 65 42 28 54
Canada 0.2 59 64 64 46 63
Chile 0.1 59 81 56 40 54
Czech Republic -0.2 55 58 40 32 49
Denmark 0.1 55 65 64 46 54
Estonia -0.2 51 55 53 28 41
Finland -0.4 38 44 49 18 37
France -0.1 62 65 47 29 55
Germany -0.3 52 53 42 22 35
Greece -0.1 46 48 59 38 65
Hungary -0.1 62 66 54 27 46
Iceland -0.1 48 59 51 37 44
Ireland 0.1 62 69 63 46 55
Israel -0.3 58 50 44 33 43
Italy 0.5 66 85 70 56 77
Japan 0.3 78 82 62 33 50
Korea 0.1 69 75 55 42 52
Latvia -0.1 53 68 43 27 47
Luxembourg -0.2 58 64 48 28 44
Mexico 0.3 72 79 60 50 65
Netherlands -0.5 34 45 39 14 26
New Zealand 0.3 65 67 72 51 61
Norway 0.1 51 66 61 46 49
Poland -0.1 62 70 45 26 41
Portugal 0.5 84 88 69 46 65
Slovak Republic -0.2 61 62 47 29 45
Slovenia 0.1 61 72 62 36 51
Spain 0.4 75 88 67 48 56
Sweden 0.0 56 56 61 41 59
Switzerland -0.4 48 56 34 21 35
Turkey 0.3 70 74 59 56 69
United Kingdom 0.3 62 67 72 52 55
United States 0.2 63 61 68 43 65

Pa
rt

ne
rs Brazil 0.6 79 93 81 56 74

B-S-J-G (China) 0.2 66 79 62 55 60
Bulgaria -0.1 52 61 55 46 62
Colombia 0.5 74 87 79 58 72
Costa Rica 0.6 78 92 81 55 61
Croatia 0.0 72 74 47 36 43
Dominican Republic 0.4 65 82 80 53 64
Hong Kong (China) 0.3 71 82 67 53 58
Lithuania -0.1 61 65 56 43 48
Macao (China) 0.4 74 78 66 58 58
Montenegro 0.1 65 68 65 47 58
Peru 0.1 60 79 72 43 49
Qatar 0.2 71 69 65 49 55
Russia -0.1 52 71 51 39 60
Singapore 0.6 74 86 76 60 71
Chinese Taipei 0.4 74 82 67 62 68
Thailand 0.1 66 77 63 47 57
Tunisia 0.1 58 73 60 57 52
United Arab Emirates 0.2 68 72 62 44 63
Uruguay 0.5 72 90 73 53 67

Socio-economic status is related to schoolwork-related anxiety in the majority of countries and economies that participated 
in PISA 2015. Differences in anxiety related to socio-economic status are particularly wide in Denmark, Luxembourg 
and Sweden (Table III.4.2). In Sweden, for example, 65% of disadvantaged students but only 48% of advantaged students 
reported they often worry about the difficulty of a test. In Luxembourg and Tunisia, disadvantaged students were at 

Note: All gender differences are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables III.4.1, III.4.2 and III.4.5.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470845
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least 18 percentage points more likely than advantaged students to feel anxious about a test, regardless of how well 
prepared they are. By contrast, advantaged students in Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Korea, Peru and Spain were 
at least 5 percentage points more likely than disadvantaged students to report that they worry about getting poor results. 
Advantaged students in Korea, in particular, were more likely than disadvantaged students to also report feeling tense 
when studying and feeling anxious even if they felt well prepared for the test. Sources of academic anxiety vary across 
cultures (Zeidner et al., 2005), and in some cultures parental expectations increase as socio-economic status rises (Ang 
and Huan, 2006; Chen, 2012; Xiao, 2013).

CONSEQUENCES OF SCHOOLWORK-RELATED ANXIETY

Anxiety can be highly disabling (Herzer, Wendt and Hamm, 2014). People with high levels of anxiety are more likely than 
people with low levels of anxiety to think and behave in ways that are irrelevant to the task at hand, thus undermining 
their performance (Sarason, Sarason and Pierce, 1990; Spielberger, 2013). Highly anxious students often feel that they 
have no influence over the outcome of the evaluation (Schunk, 1991).

PISA 2015 shows that anxiety is negatively related to performance in science, mathematics and reading. On average 
across OECD countries, 63% of low-achieving students in science (students in the bottom quarter of science performance 
in a country) and 46% of high-achieving students (students in the top quarter) reported that they feel anxious for a test no 
matter how well prepared they are (Figure III.4.2). The difference in schoolwork-related anxiety between low-achieving 
and high-achieving students in science is particularly large (over 25 percentage points) in Austria, Chile, Germany, 
Iceland and Tunisia (Table III.4.3a). By contrast, in Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Korea, Peru, 
Spain, Thailand and Tunisia, high-achieving students in science are more concerned than low-achievers about getting 
poor grades. At the cross-national level, there is a weak, negative relationship between the index of schoolwork-related 
anxiety and the system’s science performance. 

Figure III.4.2 • Schoolwork-related anxiety among students in the top and bottom quarters  Schoolwork-related anxiety among students in the top and bottom quarters 
of science performanceof science performance

Percentage of students who reported that they “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement  
“Even if I am well prepared for a test, I feel very anxious”

Note: Differences in the percentage of students who feel anxious that are not statistically significant are marked with an asterisk next to the country/
economy name (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of high-performing students in science who reported that they feel very anxious 
even if they are well prepared for a test.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.4.3a.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470851
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The fear of making mistakes on a test often disrupts the performance of top-performing students who “choke under pressure” 
(OECD, 2015). On average across OECD countries, 55% of girls but 38% of boys who are among the top 25% of students 
in their country in science performance reported that they feel very anxious for a test even if they are well prepared (Table 
III.4.4). But gender differences in anxiety are also observed among low-achieving students. Some 71% of low-achieving girls 
but 54% of low-achieving boys in science reported that they feel very anxious even if they are well prepared.

On average across OECD countries, students in the top quarter of the index of schoolwork-related anxiety reported a 
level of life satisfaction that is 1.2 points lower (over half of a standard deviation on the life satisfaction scale, which 
ranges from 0 to 10) than students in the bottom quarter of the index (Figure III.4.3 and Table III.4.9). The relationship 
between life satisfaction and schoolwork-related anxiety is particularly strong in Iceland and the United Kingdom (over 
two points of a difference on the scale between students in the top quarter and those in the bottom quarter of the index 
of schoolwork-related anxiety). Only in Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic and Uruguay is this 
relationship not statistically significant.

Note: Statistically significant differences between the top and bottom quarters on the distribution of schoolwork-related anxiety are shown next to the 
country/economy name (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the average life satisfaction among students in the top quarter of the index of schoolwork-
related anxiety.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.4.9.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470868

Figure III.4.3 • Schoolwork-related anxiety a Schoolwork-related anxiety and life satisfactionnd life satisfaction

Average life satisfaction, by quarter of the index of schoolwork-related anxiety
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SOURCES OF AND REMEDIES FOR SCHOOLWORK-RELATED ANXIETY
Students who attend schools with high performance standards may face a greater risk of developing anxiety about 
schoolwork, particularly if they feel that they cannot keep up with the achievements of their peers, and if teachers 
and school leaders assign a high value to rankings and competition within the classroom. Parents of students in elite 
schools often pay substantial tuition fees and expect their children to gain admission to top-tier universities. These 
elite tertiary institutions are becoming more and more selective, and some schools are responding to this competitive 
climate by providing more difficult classes, not always appropriate to the students’ developmental levels. Students in 
these schools may feel caught in a cycle of escalating demands that is largely out of their control (Leonard et al., 2015). 
Figure III.4.4 shows that, after accounting for the performance of individual students, schoolwork-related anxiety is 
greater in top-performing schools (those whose students’ average science performance is in the top decile of the country).  
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In other words, for given level of performance, students report greater anxiety if they attend more competitive schools. 
This result suggests that comparisons with peers can be a source of anxiety, and that a highly competitive learning 
environment can be a double-edged sword: some students thrive on competition, while others cannot cope with the stress.

Long study hours represent another possible factor of schoolwork-related anxiety. Students in selective, high-pressure 
schools might feel obliged to invest extra hours of work to comply with external expectations and with their own 
motivation for academic achievement. Table III.4.10 shows that, on average across OECD countries, students in schools 
where the average student studies more than 50 hours per week were more likely to report anxiety than students in schools 
where the average study time is between 35 and 40 hours per week. The relationship between study time in school and 
anxiety is more evident in some countries than in others. For example, in Belgium and Israel, students in schools with 
long study time are at least 11 percentage points more likely to report that they feel anxious for a test even if well prepared 
than students in schools with short study time.

Figure III.4.4 • Schoolwork-related anxiety in top-performing schools Schoolwork-related anxiety in top-performing schools

Difference in prevalence of schoolwork-related anxiety between schools in the top decile of science performance 
and all other schools, after accounting for students’ performance

Note: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the difference in schoolwork-related anxiety between schools in the top decile of science 
performance and all other schools.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.4.8a.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470878
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Both parents and educators often argue that anxiety is the natural consequence of testing overload. In about five out of 
six school systems, students are assessed at least once a year with mandatory standardised tests; in about three out of four 
countries/economies, students are assessed at least once a year with non-mandatory standardised tests (OECD, 2016). 
However, the frequency of tests as reported by school principals seems unrelated to students’ level of anxiety. In fact, 
on average across OECD countries, students who are assessed through standardised or teacher-developed tests at least 
once a month reported the same level of anxiety, on average, as students who are assessed less frequently (Table III.4.15). 

One interpretation of this result is that it is not the frequency of tests, but rather students’ perception of the assessment 
as more or less threatening that determines how anxious students feel about tests. This perception is influenced by 
characteristics of the evaluation itself and by personal factors. According to Zeidner (1998), the nature of the task, difficulty, 
atmosphere, time constraints, examiner characteristics, mode of administration and physical setting determine whether 
an assessment is more or less likely to generate anxiety. These features of the testing environment interact with personal 
characteristics, such as study skills, test-taking skills, the desire for achievement, self-efficacy and academic ability. An 
important caveat in the interpretation of this result is that PISA data do not make a distinction between high-stake tests 
and low-stake tests.
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Teachers can reduce anxiety and stress by regularly teaching students effective study methods. They can also help students 
feel prepared for the test by going over the content likely to be used in high-stakes exams, and by designing and conducting 
mock tests so that students are not confronted with completely unfamiliar material during the real test. 

The way teachers communicate to students about homework and tests is important too. Under pressure to improve their 
students’ test performance, teachers may emphasise the need to do well on a test to gain access to better jobs or university 
later on (Putwain, 2008). But these appeals to students’ fears can make students feel threatened – and make them much 
more anxious (Putwain and Symes, 2014; Putwain and Best, 2012).

The quality of student-teacher relations and the classroom environment can greatly enhance students’ resilience, 
motivation and confidence about schoolwork (den Brok, Brekelmans and Wubbels, 2004; von der Embse et al., 2016). 
For teachers, this means working to build students’ self-efficacy and self-confidence by communicating clear, concrete 
and realistic expectations for performance. When teachers help students to set realistic learning goals, students are more 
likely to define and experience success on their own terms, regardless of their overall grade or the performance of their 
classmates (Ormrod, 2014).

Figure III.4.5 shows that teachers’ practices, behaviours and communication in the classroom are associated with students’ 
feelings about assessments. On average across OECD countries (and in 12 countries and economies with available data 
[Table III.4.11]), after accounting for students’ performance and socio-economic status, students who reported that their 
science teachers adapt the lesson to the class’s needs and knowledge were less likely to report feeling anxious even if 
they are well prepared for a test, or to report that they get very tense when they study. Students were also, on average, 
less likely to report anxiety if the science teacher provides individual help when they experience difficulties. 

Figure III.4.5 • Teachers’ practices and students’ schoolwork-related anxiety Teachers’ practices and students’ schoolwork-related anxiety

Likelihood that students feel anxious for a test even if they are well prepared or get very tense  
when they study for a test associated with teachers’ practices

Notes: A logarithmic transformation of the odd ratios is plotted to make the values below one and above one comparable in the graph. The interpretation 
of the odd ratios (in terms of percentage change in the likelihood of the outcome) is indicated above or below each bar.
The values account for students’ differences in the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) and performance in science.
All values are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table III.4.11.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933470882
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By contrast, negative teacher-student relations can threaten students’ confidence and lead to greater anxiety. Figure III.4.5 
also shows that, on average across OECD countries (and in the majority of countries and economies with available 
data [Table III.4.11]), students are 60% more likely to report feeling very tense when they study, and about 29% more 
likely to report feeling anxious before a test, if they perceive that their teacher thinks they are less smart than they 
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really are. Neuroscience research has shown that even short-term negative emotions at school (for example, the fear 
that arises in response to a teacher’s facial expression showing anger) can exacerbate students’ test and study anxiety 
(Raufelder et al., 2016). 

Positive relationships with parents are another form of social support that enables adolescents to cope with stressful events 
(Baumrind, 1991; Cohen and Wills, 1985). Parents can help children manage anxiety by encouraging them to trust in 
their ability to accomplish various academic tasks. Parents who put excessive pressure on their children, by attributing 
too much importance to test scores and grades or setting unrealistically high expectations, can make students worry more 
and undermine their confidence (Gherasim and Butnaru, 2012; Putwain, Woods and Symes, 2010).

On average across OECD countries, almost 90% of students reported that their parents encourage them to be confident 
(Table III.9.18). Table III.4.13 shows that, after accounting for differences in performance and socio-economic status, 
girls who perceive that they get this form of emotional support from their parents were 21% less likely to report that they 
feel tense when they study, on average across OECD countries. This relationship is stronger among girls than among 
boys, possibly suggesting that parents have more difficulty communicating with and addressing the insecurities of their 
sons. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that boys have a tendency to perceive any intervention 
from their parents as a form of pressure, whereas girls are better at distinguishing between parental support and parental 
pressure (Leff and Hoyle, 1995; Raufelder et al., 2016).

What these results mean for policy

•	 Teachers, school leaders and school psychologists should be aware of the impact on well-being of severe 
schoolwork-related anxiety, and act together to create a more supportive and positive learning environment.

•	 Schools can educate parents about the deleterious effects of chronic anxiety among students, and engage 
families and students in a dialogue about expectations for achievement and the definition of success. 
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