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Abstract:

Following the recent reopening of most universities in Malaysia,
undergraduate students have shown high concerns in terms of academic stress
and anxiety with the sudden transition from two years of online learning to a
physical environment. Furthermore, students experience an increase in test
anxiety due to the long-lost feeling of taking physical examinations and being
in a hall with lecturers and other students, especially if the tests are used for
evaluation with a pass or fail grade. In this study, we aim to investigate the
relationship between academic stress and anxiety among undergraduate
students in Malaysia. The cross-sectional study recruited participants using an
online questionnaire which included demographics, questions assessing
Academic Expectations of Stress Inventory (AESI), and Cognitive Test
Anxiety Scale (CTAS). A total of 109 participants responded to the survey.
The Pearson’s correlation showed that academic stress moderately correlated
with anxiety (r = 0.772, p < 0.01). The Partial Least Squares (PLS) regression
test showed academic stress was positively predicting anxiety (5 = 0.781, p <
0.01).
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Introduction

Today's undergraduate students face more complicated issues than ever before (Malik, 2018).
One particular area of concern for students in higher education nowadays is academic stress
and anxiety on the ability to thrive in a new study environment during the Coronavirus Disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic (Clabaugh, Duque, & Fields, 2021). Academic anxiety refers to
the feelings of uneasiness and worry about activities related to a particular subject in school or
academic context (Hasty et al., 2020). Generally, stress is defined as a “particular relationship
between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding
his or her resources” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). Unpredictability and a perceived lack
of control can contribute to stress perception too (Alsulami et al., 2018).

Studying in an online format can be described as a whole new experience for most students
(D’Amato, 2021). This lack of experience may be aggravated by difficult home conditions,
such as a loss of access to educational resources (e.g., laptops, stable network access, and
reference books) and disruptions in the home learning environment (Wang et al., 2020). Initial
research indicates that at-home distractions (e.g., distractions from family members and
additional responsibilities such as taking care of siblings) pose as potential challenges for
university students who are learning from home during the COVID-19 pandemic (Son et al.,
2020). These factors are likely to cause significant academic stress and anxiety due to the
uncertainty over the duration of the lockdown.

In addition, common stressors in university, regardless of remote or physical learning, include
increased academic requirements (i.e., taking courses with demanding workloads) (Yang,
2021), being in an unfamiliar environment, changes in family relations and social life, and
exposure to new concepts and temptations. Some of the notable problems specific to university
students are pressure of time, fear of failure, struggle to establish self-identity, pressure of
academic expectation from parents (Desk, 2020), and tough competition among students
(Christine, 2018). Other than that, going to university can be a stressful life event as they
negotiate changes in lifestyle, community and relationships, and the emotional problems such
as feeling inadequacy and constant anxiety (Alsubaie, Stain, Webster & Wadman, 2019).

After studying remotely from the year 2020, the Minister of Higher Education, Datuk Seri
Noraini Ahmad (2021) announced the decision to reopen all higher education institutions under
all phases of the National Recovery Plan with the effort to allow students to return to their
campuses once they have been fully vaccinated, as announced by the Prime Minister, Datuk
Seri Ismail Sabri Yaakob on 22 August 2021 (MoHE, 2022). Although hybrid learning which
involves ‘in-person and online courses’ is still applicable, some universities encourage fully
vaccinated students to return to campus for more effective learning. In the post-epidemic era,
students are gradually returning to their campuses, but what is the emotional adjustment of
university undergraduates after pressure from the epidemic and long-term home isolation?

Following the recent reopening of most universities in Malaysia, students have shown high
concerns in terms of academic stress and anxiety with the sudden transition from two years of
online learning to a physical environment (Sandra & Amy, 2022). It is uncertain whether the
undergraduate students are mentally, emotionally, and financially well prepared for major
changes in their classroom learning styles, and more importantly, will their academic stress and
anxiety escalate once they officially return to their campus?
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Numerous concerns were raised on the issue of undergraduates returning to campus. Based on
a public poll by UCSI University (2021), the results showed that 79.4% of Malaysian students
were unwilling to return to campus as they were concerned with their safety even though strict
Standard Operation Procedure (SOP) was adhered to. Besides, students may face an increase
in test anxiety after two years of online exams with a sudden shift to physical exams and the
long-lost feeling of being in a hall with lecturers and other students, especially if the tests are
used for evaluation with a pass or fail grade, rather than for formative or instructional purposes
(Roos, 2021). Moreover, there may be underlying concerns such as stigma against students
who have been sick or just a sneeze in the classroom might attract frowns from other students.
Also, how can the students re-engage with their studies after isolating at home for two years?
These are the unspoken discrimination and worries that might cause academic stress and
anxiety in students. For others, especially international students, separation from home can also
be a source of stress and anxiety because of uncertainty in a new country (Orygen, 2020).
Although some stress is essential for individual growth, too much stress can overwhelm a
student and impair their ability to cope (Zhao, 2019).

Students with high academic stress have reported many problems such as depression, anxiety,
behavioral problems, and irritability (Huang et al., 2018). In line with this, the prevalence of
suicidal ideation was found to be 21% among 50,054 university students, with 4.2 percent of
them having attempted suicide (Sivertsen et al, 2019). This is accurate with a survey of the
prevalence and correlates of suicidal ideation among university students in Malaysia, which
found a strong link between suicidal thoughts, depression, and anxiety in this study (Mazelan
& Lee, 2022). Although certain levels of stress can motivate students to perform at their best,
it can have detrimental consequences for both the student and the institution when it is not
handled efficiently due to the absence of resources to deal with the stress (Reddy, Menon &
Thattil, 2018).

Additionally, high academic anxiety is correlated with poor academic performance. One
proposed mechanism for this relationship is that academic anxiety promotes learning avoidance
behaviors, which in turn, limits students' learning and development opportunities (Hasty et al.,
2020). Students with higher test anxiety procrastinated more than those with lower test
anxiety when preparing for an upcoming examination or a major assignment (Putwain, 2019;
VVon der Embse, N et al., 2018; Yang, Asbury & Griffiths, 2018). These studies suggest that
higher levels of academic or test anxiety are linked to greater avoidance in the classroom and
in the context of high-stakes examination. Therefore, current study aims to examine the impact
of academic anxiety and stress among undergraduate students in Malaysia.

Research Objectives

This study first examines the current level of academic stress and anxiety among undergraduate
students in Malaysia. Second, the study determines whether there is a significant relationship
between academic stress and anxiety. Third, the predictive power of academic anxiety and
stress towards undergraduate students in Malaysia is studied.
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Research Methodology

Research Design
This study used quantitative methods, specifically survey research.

Research Samples

The sample population of this study was undergraduate students in Malaysia, enrolled in
private universities. The sampling method used in this study is a combination of convenience
and snowball sampling. A total of 109 samples participated in this study.

Research Instrument and Procedures
A Google Form survey was distributed to students at the UCSI University via an online
psychology major’s community. Participation was voluntary and not compensated.

The survey took roughly 15 minutes to complete. The measures for this study were
administered in the following order: demographics, questions assessing Academic
Expectations of Stress Inventory, and Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale (CTAS).

Academic Expectations of Stress Inventory (AESI)
The Academic Expectations of Stress Inventory (AESI) is an applied research tool used by
scientists and practitioners to assess the impact of students' expectations and their supervisors'
expectations (parents/teachers) in causing or increasing academic stress. The AESI developed
by Ang and Huan (2006) consisted of 13 items and 2 components of expectations of self and
expectations of others (parents/teachers).

Higher scores indicate higher perceived academic stress.

Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale (CTAS)
The Cognitive Test Anxiety Scale (CTAS) is a 27-item questionnaire designed to evaluate test
anxiety's cognitive indicators during the preparation and performance phases of the learning
test cycle. The CTAS was developed by Cassady and Johnson (2002).
Higher scores indicate higher test anxiety.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

A total of 109 participants took part in this study. The response rate was 100%, where 63.1%
were males while 38.8% were females. The mean ages for males and females were 24.38 +
1.56 years and 22.43 * 1.28 years, respectively. The mean, standard deviation, skewness, and
kurtosis of the variables are shown in Table 1. Table 2 shows the listwise reported CGPA
achieved by the participants; however, 12 participants did not report their CGPA score in the
survey.

Copyright © GLOBAL ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE (M) SDN BHD - All rights reserved
101



International Journal of
Education, Psychology and Counseling
EISSN : 0128-164X

Volume 7 Issue 46 (June 2022) PP. 98-109
DOI 10.35631/1JEPC.746009

Table 1
The Descriptive Statistics Information
Variables Mean Std. deviation Skewness Kurtosis
Academic stress 33.95 8.55 -0.794 0.660
Anxiety 76.30 18.05 -0.882 0.762

Table 2CGPA (n =97)

CGPA scores Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
1.99 < CGPA < 3.00 26 23.5
2.99 < CGPA <3.50 53 48.5
CGPA > 3.49 18 16.3

Composite Reliability and Average Variance Extracted

According to Ramayah et al. (2018), the AVE of each construct should be greater than 0.40,
which indicates that the construct will explain 40% of the variance of its items. Our data
managed to meet this criterion. Besides that, the researcher needed to achieve 60% of CR and
70% of Cronbach's alpha to justify the construct reliability, and similarly, our data fulfilled this
criterion as shown in Table 3.

Table 3Reliability test

Variables Items Scale Loadings AVE CR  Cronbach's alpha
Academic stress AS1 Reflective  0.832 0.73  0.961 0.954
AS2 0.866
AS3 0.856
AS4 0.881
AS5 0.858
AS6 0.843
AS7 0.889
AS8 0.812
AS9 0.852
Anxiety CTAS1 Reflective  0.780 0.66 0.98 0.978
CTAS2 0.759
CTAS3 0.781
CTAS4 0.678
CTASS 0.780
CTAS6 0.842
CTAS7 0.797
CTAS8 0.805
CTAS9 0.829
CTAS10 0.803
CTAS11 0.859
CTAS12 0.861
CTAS13 0.863
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CTAS14 0.860
CTAS15 0.879
CTAS16 0.846
CTAS17 0.824
CTAS18 0.839
CTAS19 0.847
CTAS20 0.732
CTAS21 0.790
CTAS22 0.818
CTAS23 0.832
CTAS24 0.804
CTAS25 0.778

Correlation Test
We used the Pearson correlation test and found that academic stress was moderately correlated
with anxiety (r =0.772, p < 0.01).

Table 4
Correlation test
Variables 1 2
Academic stress - JT12%*
Anxiety T72** -

Note. **p < 0.01

Partial Least Square (PLS) Regression Test

We used the SmartPLS software to conduct the bootstrap procedure with 5000 resamples on
the data. As seen from Table 5, academic stress was positively predicting anxiety (8 = 0.781,
p < 0.01). This relationship had a substantial effect size with adjusted R squared of more than
0.26 and f squared of more than 0.4 (Cohen, 1988).

Table 5
PLS Regression
Std. Std. t-value Adj. R fsquare Effect size
beta error square
academic Stress 0.781 0.043 18.108** 0.606 1.562  Substantial

-> Anxiety
Note. **p < 0.01

Predictive Relevancy

We used the PLS Predict (Shmueli, 2016) to identify the prediction power of the models.
Shmueli et al. (2019) suggested that researchers can use the root mean square error (RMSE) to
determine the prediction power of the endogenous construct’s indicators by comparing the
difference of RMSE generated by the PLS algorithm and that generated by the linear regression
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(LM). In addition, those indicators with positive value of Stone-Geisser predictive relevance
(Q2) indicate a better predictor. In Table 7, all the indicators except for CTAS1 had a lower
RMSE in the PLS analysis. Therefore, the items were interpreted as having medium predicting
power with low prediction error.

Table 6
Predictive power
Items Q2 predict PLS Benchmark Difference
CTAS1L 0.332 0.634 0.603 -0.031
CTAS2 0.287 0.604 0.606 0.002
CTAS3 0.403 0.689 0.765 0.076
CTAS4 0.480 0.735 0.812 0.077
CTASS 0.391 0.820 0.906 0.086
CTAS6 0.266 0.711 0.787 0.076
CTAS7 0.451 0.702 0.713 0.011
CTAS8 0.432 0.749 0.783 0.034
CTAS9 0.285 0.709 0.783 0.074
CTAS10 0.388 0.703 0.725 0.022
CTAS11 0.315 0.650 0.657 0.007
CTAS12 0.416 0.716 0.72 0.004
CTAS13 0.553 0.658 0.703 0.045
CTAS14 0.290 0.603 0.637 0.034
CTAS15 0.316 0.580 0.607 0.027
CTAS16 0.346 0.677 0.752 0.075
CTAS17 0.415 0.730 0.811 0.081
CTAS18 0.439 0.631 0.685 0.054
CTAS19 0.341 0.756 0.836 0.080
CTAS20 0.385 0.682 0.749 0.067
CTAS21 0.391 0.812 0.822 0.010
CTAS22 0.364 0.674 0.795 0.121
CTAS23 0.565 0.696 0.757 0.061
CTAS24 0.351 0.780 0.887 0.107
CTAS25 0.454 0.776 0.833 0.057

Note. Benchmark is assessed by LM.

Discussion

The current study aims to determine the level of academic stress and anxiety. The result
indicates that the level of academic stress and anxiety of the participants are above average.
The result is consistent with several contemporary studies (Aihie & Ohanaka, 2019; Fuente et
al., 2020; Joseph et al., 2020; Zhan et al., 2021). This points to a potential risk of psychological
disorders and suggests that academic and psychosocial performance will deteriorate throughout
the uncertainties during the pandemic (Hamaideh et al., 2021). Online learning is still in its
developing stage in Malaysia as most of the tertiary education still relies on the conventional
teaching method which is face-to-face teaching. Due to the pandemic, academic stress and

anxiety may be caused by a combination of overburdening academic online assignments and
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sessions, loneliness of online learning, and COVID-19 outbreak (Debowska et al., 2020;
Rogowska, Kusnierz & Ochnik, 2021; Werner et al., 2021).

In normal circumstances, academic work is a source of anxiety and stress for students
(Burgstahler & Stenson, 2019; Hsu & Goldsmith, 2021; Miron, 2018). Nevertheless, the global
apprehension and anxiety caused by COVID-19 may have exacerbated students' psychological
state. Students without access to the necessary information technology to complete their online
academic obligations are more likely to experience depression, anxiety, and stress. This has
additionally been demonstrated by the negative connections of sadness, tension, and anxiety
with students' income levels, implying that their financial status has an impact on their
psychological well-being.

Lee, Jeong and Kim (2021), who highlighted issues regarding anxiety among undergraduate
students, had suggested other factors that could be related to students' anxiety over their grades
and graduation-related matters. Their study reported that 88% of students had moderate to
severe stress, with 44% had moderate to severe anxiety. As such, these main findings are quite
alarming because mental health is intimately linked to students’ well-being, academic
outcomes, and retention.

Despite the high prevalence of mental health problems, the current study also aims to examine
the relationship between academic stress and anxiety among university students during the
pandemic. The present study reported that stress is strongly correlated to anxiety among
university students during the pandemic. According to Konstantopoulou et al., (2020), the
findings of their study showed that stress is strongly correlated to anxiety as well, thus, the
result of this study is in line with their study. This is consistent with several contemporary
studies which reported that anxiety and stress are often frequently interrelated with one another
(Zhan et al., 2021). Anxiety and stress have the same ‘fight, flight, or freeze' reaction, and
physical feelings. Fawaz and Samaha (2020) highlighted that the heavy workload caused a
substantial number of students to develop different types of psychological issues, such as
anxiety and depression symptoms, due to the abrupt move to the exclusive use of e-learning
instruction method. In addition, the commencement of physical classes in the respective
colleges and universities was postponed during the pandemic to limit the spread of the disease.
Undergraduates were required to change the way they normally study and interact with their
socialization agents in schools, resulting in restricted physical interaction. This may lead to a
lack of social support and impact their learning progress and employment challenges as well
as exacerbating their stress and anxiety (Zhan et al., 2021). The Malaysian government has
advocated an endemic, and most students have been allowed to “return to normal”; however,
some students who returned to campus under the influence of the epidemic still require time
and effort to get in the right frame of mind for learning. As a result, it is important to note that
there are still issues with the students' mental health that must be addressed.

Implications

As COVID-19 only started a few years ago and there is little research on this topic, this study
will be able to help those who are trying to conduct research on stress and anxiety. Therefore,
this study can fill the gap of very few past studies and become one of the research that will help
future researchers on such topics.
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Other than that, the government can use this research to understand what is happening to
undergraduates nowadays in order to prevent different types of psychological disorder among
students. The government will be able to take measures to help the population of Malaysia once
they have gained an understanding. Malaysian undergraduates will also benefit from this study
as they will be able to understand what is happening after reading the study. This allows them
to improve their life and take measures to change their course of life.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the psychological stress and anxiety levels of undergraduate students are
generally high during the pandemic and endemic, and it would result in clinical depression
symptomatology and mood disorder. During the ongoing pandemic, the relevant authorities in
tertiary education and Ministry of Higher Education should pay close attention to the mental
health of students. In addition, universities should increase psychological surveillance and
conduct comprehensive and in-depth health education and promotional activities. Nonetheless,
our research did not look at countermeasures, and effective intervention strategies need to be
researched further.
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