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INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is considered a critical developmental stage marked by rapid physical growth, hormonal changes,
increased cognitive development, and heightened emotional sensitivity. Students studying in higher secondary classes
(Grades XI and XII) face multiple changes and challenges simultaneously. They are expected to make important
academic and career choices while managing academic demands, social pressures, and personal expectations.

In the Indian educational context, especially in rural districts like Theni, students face additional challenges such as
lack of educational resources, high parental expectations, socio-economic constraints, poor guidance facilities, and
competitive examination pressure. These factors often lead to increased, which, if not effectively managed, may affect
the students’ mental health, academic performance, interpersonal relationships, and overall well-being. To handle
stressful situations, students may adopt various coping strategies, some of which may be adaptive (positive) while
others may be maladaptive (negative). Hence, understanding both stress levels and coping mechanisms among higher
secondary school students in Theni District becomes highly essential.

CONCEPT OF STRESS

Stress is defined as the body’s mental, emotional, or physical response to any demand or challenge. According to Hans
Selye (1936), stress is “the non-specific response of the body to any demand placed upon it.” Stress can be positive
(eustress) when it motivates students to perform better, or negative (distress) when it causes anxiety, loss of
concentration, fatigue, and disinterest in academic activities.

Common stressors among higher secondary students include:

e High academic workload and frequent examinations

e  Pressure to perform well in board exams

e Parental and societal expectations

e Peer competition

e  Career uncertainty

e Time management issues

e Lack of proper study methods

e Poor teacher-student relationship
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e Family or financial problems

When stress exceeds a manageable level, it may lead to anxiety, depression, substance abuse, sleep disorders, and
even suicidal tendencies. Hence, it is important to evaluate stress in a timely manner.

Stress is a common phenomenon of everyday life. All of us experience stress to some degree in one or another from
throughout lives, however some forms of stress are pathological and leads to development of wide variety of symptoms
and disorder. Prolonged exposure to stress leads to wide variety of physiological changes that may affect our health
and functioning.

The word ‘Stress’ is derived from a Latin word ‘Stringi” which means “to be drawn tight” Stress, which is the mental
and physical pressure one experience from circumstances felt to be threatening. Seems to be everywhere one turns.
Although stress begins with a perception of outside events, it affects far more than mind. Stress may be felt throughout
the entire body. When stress occurs, it causes the adrenal glands, situated on the kidneys, to release a hormone known
as adrenalin.

CONCEPT OF COPING STRATEGIES

Coping strategies refer to the thoughts and actions used by an individual to deal with stressful situations. Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external
and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding one's resources.”

Coping strategies are categorized into:

1. Problem-Focused Coping

e Time management

¢ Planning & organizing studies

e Seeking academic help from teachers

e Discussion with parents/counselors

e Breaking tasks into manageable parts

2. Emotion-Focused Coping

e Talking to friends or family

e Exercise, yoga, meditation

e Prayer or spiritual practices

e Listening to music or engaging in hobbies

e Deep breathing and relaxation techniques

Healthy coping strategies help reduce stress, improve academic performance, build self-confidence, and promote
psychological resilience.

Healthy (Adaptive) Coping Examples

o Cognitive: Positive self-talk, mindfulness, reframing thoughts, humor, acceptance.

e Behavioral: Exercise, hobbies, journaling, listening to music, deep breathing, spending time in nature,
volunteering.

o Social: Talking to friends, family, or a therapist; joining support groups.

Unhealthy (Maladaptive) Coping Examples

e Avoidance: Ignoring problems, excessive sleeping, zoning out.

e Substance Use: Drugs or alcohol.

e Self-Harm: Overeating, under eating, self-criticism.
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e Aggression: Lashing out, retaliation, confrontation.

Key Aspects of Coping

o Conscious Effort: Coping involves deliberate thoughts and actions, unlike unconscious defense mechanisms.

o Context Matters: What works for one person or situation might not for another; effectiveness depends on
personality and circumstances.

e Building Resilience: Developing a diverse toolkit of healthy coping skills increases your ability to handle future
challenge

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Higher secondary school students are exposed to sustained academic pressure arising from examination oriented
educational structures, career related uncertainty, parental expectations, and competitive peer environments. These
stressors operate during a developmental stage marked by limited emotional regulation capacity and restricted
autonomy, increasing students’ vulnerability to psychological distress. In districts such as Theni, socio economic
constraints, first generation learner status, and limited access to institutionalized psychosocial support further intensify
students’ stress experiences. Although stress among higher secondary students is increasingly recognised, there is
limited empirical evidence examining the specific sources of stress and the coping strategies adopted by students within
the socio educational context of Theni District. The absence of context specific data restricts the development of
effective school based social work interventions and mental health support programmes. Therefore, the problem
addressed in the present study is the lack of systematic understanding of stress and coping strategies among higher
secondary school students in Theni District. The study is titled:

“Stress and Coping Strategies among Higher Secondary School Students in Theni District.”

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

A review of related literature provides a strong theoretical foundation for any research study. It helps identify existing
knowledge gaps, validates the significance of the research, and strengthens the conceptual understanding of the topic.
In the present study, the literature review focuses on stress among students, causes of stress, impact of stress on
academic performance, and coping strategies used by adolescents, especially higher secondary school students.

Selye (1956) introduced the concept of stress and classified it as eustress (positive stress) and distress (negative stress).
According to him, prolonged stress without coping mechanisms can cause serious damage to psychological and
physical health.

Verma & Gupta (1990) noted that lack of time management, high academic expectations, performance pressure, and
uncertainty about college admissions are major causes of stress.

Lakshmanan (2020) noted that Tamil Nadu students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds experienced more stress
related to financial instability and future security.

OBJECTIVES

General Objective

To assess the level of stress and coping strategies among higher secondary school students in Theni District.

Specific Objectives

1. To assess the level of stress among higher secondary school students using a standardised stress scale.

2. To assess the coping strategies adopted by higher secondary school students using a standardised coping strategies
scale.

3. To examine the difference in stress levels between boys and girls studying at the higher secondary level.
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. To examine the difference in coping strategies adopted by boys and girls studying at the higher secondary level.

. To analyse the difference in stress levels between rural and urban higher secondary school students.

4
5

6. To analyse the difference in coping strategies between rural and urban higher secondary school students.

7. To study the difference in stress levels between arts group and science group higher secondary school students.

8. To study the difference in coping strategies between arts group and science group higher secondary school students.
9. To examine the difference in stress levels among higher secondary students studying in government, aided, and
private schools.

10. To examine the difference in coping strategies among higher secondary students studying in government, aided,
and private schools.

11. To analyse the difference in stress levels between Tamil medium and English medium higher secondary school
students.

12. To analyse the difference in coping strategies between Tamil medium and English medium higher secondary
school students.

13. To examine the difference in stress levels of higher secondary school students based on parents employment status.
14. To examine the difference in coping strategies of higher secondary school students based on parents employment
status.

15. To analyse the difference in stress levels of higher secondary school students based on parents educational
gualification.

16. To analyse the difference in coping strategies of higher secondary school students based on parents educational
gualification.

HYPOTHESES OF THE STUDY

1. There is no significant difference in the level of stress between boys and girls studying at the higher secondary
level.

2. There is no significant difference in the coping strategies adopted by boys and girls studying at the higher secondary
level.

3. There is no significant difference in the level of stress between rural and urban higher secondary school students.
4. There is no significant difference in the coping strategies adopted by rural and urban higher secondary school
students.

5. There is no significant difference in the level of stress between arts group and science group higher secondary
school students.

6. There is no significant difference in the coping strategies adopted by arts group and science group higher secondary
school students.

7. There is no significant difference in the level of stress among higher secondary students studying in government,
aided, and private schools.

8. There is no significant difference in the coping strategies among higher secondary students studying in government,
aided, and private schools.

9. There is no significant difference in the level of stress between Tamil medium and English medium higher
secondary school students.

10.There is no significant difference in the coping strategies adopted by Tamil medium and English medium higher

secondary school students.
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11.There is no significant difference in the level of stress of higher secondary school students based on parents

employment status.

12.There is no significant difference in the coping strategies of higher secondary school students based on parents

employment status.

13.There is no significant difference in the level of stress of higher secondary school students based on parents

educational qualification.

14.There is no significant difference in the coping strategies of higher secondary school students based on parents

educational qualification.

POPULATION

The population of the present study consists of all higher secondary school students studying in eleventh and twelfth

standards in government, aided, and private schools located in Theni District, Tamil Nadu.

SAMPLE

A sample of 350 higher secondary school students was selected for the present study. The sample size was considered

adequate to represent the population and to conduct meaningful statistical analysis.

SAMPLING METHOD

The study employed a stratified random sampling technique. Stratification was done based on key variables such as

gender, locality, group of study, type of school, and medium of instruction to ensure proportional representation of

different categories of students.

TOOLS USED FOR THE STUDY

1. PERSONAL DATA SHEET

A personal data sheet was prepared by the researcher to collect background information such as gender, locality, group

of study, type of school, medium of instruction, parents’ employment status, and parents’ educational qualification.

2. STANDARDISED STRESS SCALE (LIKERT TYPE)

A standardized stress scale with a five-point Likert format was used to measure the level of stress among higher

secondary school students. The scale consists of statements related to academic stress, examination stress, family

related stress, peer related stress, and emotional stress. Responses range from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree.

Higher scores indicate higher levels of stress.

3. SELF CONSTRUCTED COPING STRATEGIES SCALE (LIKERT TYPE)

A coping strategies scale was constructed by the researcher to assess coping strategies adopted by higher secondary

students. The scale follows a five point Likert format and measures dimensions such as problem focused coping,

emotion focused coping, avoidant coping, and social support seeking.

TABLE 1: LEVEL OF STRESS AMONG HIGHER SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS - DESCRIPTIVE

STATISTICS OF STRESS SCORES (N = 350)

Variable N M SD

Stress 350 124.36 18.42

The mean stress score of higher secondary school students was M = 124.36 with a standard deviation of SD =18.42.
This indicates that students experience a moderate level of stress. The standard deviation shows that there is variation

in stress levels among the students.
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TABLE 2 : LEVEL OF COPING STRATEGIES AMONG HIGHER SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS-
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF COPING STRATEGIES SCORES (N = 350)
Variable N M SD

Coping Strategies 150 92.18 14.76

The mean coping strategies score of higher secondary school students was M = 92.18 with a standard deviation of SD
= 14.76. This indicates that students, on average, use a moderate level of coping strategies to manage stress.
TABLE 3: T TEST SHOWING DIFFERENCE IN STRESS LEVELS BETWEEN
BOYS AND GIRLS

Gender N M SD T Sig.
Boys 175 121.24 17.85
Girls 175 127.48 18.73 2.31 p<0.05

An independent samples t test was conducted to compare stress levels between boys and girls. The results showed a
significant difference in stress levels between boys and girls, t@ss) = 2.31, p < 0.05. Girls (M = 127.48, SD = 18.73)
reported higher stress than boys (M = 121.24, SD = 17.85). Null Hypothesis 1 stated that there is no significant
difference in stress levels between boys and girls. Since the obtained value is significant at the 0.05 level, the null
hypothesis is rejected.

DIFFERENCE IN COPING STRATEGIES BETWEEN BOYS AND GIRLS

TABLE4: T TEST SHOWING DIFFERENCE IN COPING STRATEGIES BETWEEN BOYS AND GIRLS

Gender N M SD T Sig.
Boys 175 94.02 14.21
Girls 175 90.34 15.09 2.08 p<0.05

An independent samples t test was conducted to examine the difference in coping strategies between boys and girls.
The results revealed a significant difference in coping strategies, tzs) = 2.08, p < 0.05. Boys (M =94.02, SD =14.21)
reported higher coping strategy scores than girls (M = 90.34, SD = 15.09). Null Hypothesis 2 stated that there is no
significant difference in coping strategies between boys and girls. Since the result is statistically significant, the null
hypothesis is rejected.
DIFFERENCE IN STRESS LEVELS BASED ON PARENTS’ EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATION
TABLE 5:ONE WAY ANOVA SHOWING DIFFERENCE IN STRESS LEVELS BASED ON PARENTS’
EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATION

Source of SS df MS F Sig.
Variation
Between
Groups 3568.74 3 1189.58
Within 5.12 p<0.05
Groups 80425.19 346 232.43
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Total 83993.93 349

A one way analysis of variance was conducted to examine differences in stress levels based on parents’ educational
qualification. The results revealed a significant difference in stress levels among higher secondary school students
whose parents had different levels of education, F, ss) = 5.12, p < 0.05. Null Hypothesis 13 stated that there is no
significant difference in stress levels of higher secondary school students based on parents’ educational qualification.
Since the obtained F value is statistically significant, the null hypothesis is rejected.
DIFFERENCE IN COPING STRATEGIES BASED ON PARENTS’ EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATION
TABLE 6:ONE WAY ANOVA SHOWING DIFFERENCE IN COPING STRATEGIES BASED ON
PARENTS’ EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATION

Source of SS df MS F Sig.
Variation
Between
Groups 2941.61 3 980.54
Within 5.38 p <0.05
Groups 63014.41 346 182.13
Total 65956.02 349

A one way analysis of variance was conducted to examine differences in coping strategies based on parents’
educational qualification. The results indicated a significant difference in coping strategies among higher secondary
school students, F@, 346y = 5.38, p < 0.05. Null Hypothesis 14 stated that there is no significant difference in coping
strategies of higher secondary school students based on parents’ educational qualification. Since the obtained F value
is statistically significant, the null hypothesis is rejected.

MAJOR FINDINGS

The major findings of the study are summarized as follows:

o Higher secondary school students experienced a moderate level of stress.

o Students adopted a moderate level of coping strategies.

o Girls experienced significantly higher stress than boys, while boys reported better coping strategies.

e Rural students experienced higher stress, whereas urban students demonstrated better coping strategies.

e Science group students experienced higher stress compared to arts group students.

e Arts group students reported better coping strategies than science students.

e Stress and coping strategies differed significantly based on type of school.

e Tamil medium students experienced higher stress, while English medium students reported better coping
strategies.

e Stress and coping strategies differed significantly based on parents’ employment status.

e Stress and coping strategies differed significantly based on parents’ educational qualification.
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DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

The finding that higher secondary students experience a moderate level of stress is consistent with earlier studies that
identified academic pressure and examination demands as major stressors during adolescence. The higher stress levels
observed among girls are in line with previous research indicating that female students tend to experience greater
emotional and academic stress.

The higher stress levels among rural students support earlier findings that limited educational resources and parental
academic support contribute to increased stress. The greater stress experienced by science students is comparable with
studies that highlight heavy syllabus load and performance expectations in science streams.

Differences observed based on type of school and medium of instruction align with prior research suggesting that
institutional environment and language of instruction influence academic stress and coping. The influence of parents’
employment and educational qualification corroborates earlier findings that family socio economic and educational
background play a crucial role in shaping students’ stress experiences and coping abilities. Overall, the findings of the
present study are largely consistent with earlier Indian and international studies, while also providing context specific
insights relevant to Theni District.

SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of the study, the following suggestions are made:

e Schools should implement regular stress management and life skills programs for higher secondary students.

e Appointment of school counsellors or social workers should be prioritized.

e Teachers should be trained to recognize stress related symptoms and provide academic and emotional support.

o Parents should be sensitized about realistic academic expectations and positive parenting practices.

o Special support mechanisms should be developed for rural students and science group students.

e Peer support and mentoring programmes may be encouraged to enhance healthy coping strategies.

TOPICS FOR FUTURE STUDY

o A qualitative study exploring lived experiences of stress among higher secondary students.

e Comparative studies across different districts or states.

e Intervention based studies to assess effectiveness of stress management programmes.

e Longitudinal studies examining stress and coping across different educational stages.

e Studies focusing on digital stress and social media influence among adolescents.

CONCLUSION

The present study concludes that stress is a significant concern among higher secondary school students in Theni
District, with noticeable variation based on gender, locality, academic stream, school related factors, and parental
background. Although students employ various coping strategies, the level of coping is only moderate, indicating the
need for systematic support mechanisms.

The study highlights the importance of integrating psychosocial support within the school system to promote students’
academic success and emotional wellbeing. The findings contribute to the existing body of knowledge and have

practical implications for educators, parents, and social work professionals
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