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Abstract

Test anxiety (TA) is a psychological condition of a person’s distress before, during, or after a
test or other assessment. The prevalence and dynamics of TA before and after COVID-19
pandemic in foreign graduate medical students in Bukovinian State Medical University
(Ukraine) was investigated. After receiving informed consent 6 year foreign students: 234 on
the eve of COVID-19 pandemic and 74 students in spring 2023 anonymously filled in the TA
questionnaire (Sarason 1.G., 1980), total points > 12 signified presence of TA. The average
level of TA before COVID-19 pandemic was 6,3%2,8 points, while later in 2023 it increased
significantly to 8,0+3,8 points, p<0,01. In 2023 more than 70% of students answered that they
“feel very panicky when they have to take a surprise exam” and more than 30% of graduates
when taking tests, find that “their emotional feelings interfere with their performance”. More

than 48% of students answered, that they “find themselves thinking of the consequences of
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failing during test”. Physical manifestations of TA included positive answer for the question
“l sometimes feel my heart beating very fast during important examinations” in 74% of
students and in 38% of cases students struggle with excessive perspiration. Around 30% of
students “usually get depressed” or deal with any gastrointestinal problems after important
tests. Totally in 2023 34% of examined students demonstrated borderline or present TA as
compared to 15% before (p<0,02). Thus, TA causing somatic and/or psychological distress is
present in every third medical foreign student and has significantly increased within COVID-
19 pandemic period in Ukraine, that’s why it deserves more attention.

Key words: medical education; graduates; test anxiety; COVID-19 pandemic; academic

performance.

Introduction. A substantial percentage of medical students deal with problematic test
anxiety (TA) at different grades of education. TA is a psychological condition in which a
person experiences distress before, during, or after a test or other assessment to such an extent
that TA causes poor performance or interferes with learning process and normal well-being
[2].

COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization, the
introduction of the strict measures in order to prevent spread of the disease had a profound
impact on the education sector and medical graduates was a group who have been seriously
affected by the changes in educational process [5] especially due to final exams [6]. The
anxiety that has emerged during the pandemic has unique features due to reduced opportunity
for social development, decrease in physical activity etc, and recent research has shed new
light on test anxiety as a factor affecting students' academic test performance [18]. The
COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant influence on medical education, with the
introduction of many new educational methods in medical schools with both advantages and
drawbacks [12]. All aspects of medical education were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic,
including the delivery of medical education and testing [8]. On the eve of quarantine, Ukraine
has become one of the biggest host country for international students primarily from Asia, and
COVID-19 crisis has become challenging for national medical education, pandemic period
caused serious transformation in national higher medical education [13]. A cross-sectional
study conducted in Saudi universities by distributing exam anxiety survey electronically to
bachelor has shown that both female and male student have high anxiety levels, COVID-19

might had generated a high exam anxiety level, especially in female students [3]. It was
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shown, that the COVID-19 lockdown affected pain, exam anxiety and general anxiety in
students preparing for university exam [4].

The current study may help to reveal the risk group of students who could benefit from
the help of psychological support due to combined test and pandemic related anxiety [2].

Aim of the research. The prevalence and dynamics of test anxiety before COVID-19
pandemic and within COVID-19 pandemic in foreign students in Ukrainian medical
educational institution, as well as hypothetic anxiety contributing pandemic factors in foreign
graduate medical students were investigated.

Material and methods. After receiving informed consent 6 year foreign students
anonymously filled in the short test anxiety questionnaire which included some
sociodemographic data (Sarason 1.G., 1980). The total number of answers at 10-11 points tells
about doubtful results of TA, equal or above 12 points (max — 16) signifies presence of test
anxiety and less than 10 points — absent test anxiety. 234 6-year students filled in a paper
questionnaire on the eve of COVID-19 pandemic and 74 students answered the same
questions in a Google form variant of questionnaire and some additional questions about their
academic performance within COVID-19 pandemic (with significant male predominance in
both groups).

Results and discussion. In 2023 33,8% of examined students demonstrated borderline
or present TA as compared to only 14,5% before COVID-19 pandemic (p<0,02) (see pic.1).
Similar results were obtained and it was shown that the large majority of students presented

high level of anxiety and scores depended significantly on gender and year of study [7].
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Pic.1. Bordeline (>10 points) or present (=12 points) TA (% of all respondents) before
and within COVID-19 pandemic
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The average level of TA before COVID-19 pandemic was 6,3+2,8 points (6,2+2,9 in
males and 6,6+2,6 points in females), while later it increased significantly both in males and
females to average 8,0+3,8 points (7,8+3,7 in males and 8,2+3,9 points in females), p<0,01
(see pic.2), similar female gender predominance associated with higher anxiety level was
found in other studies [1,3,7,11] .
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Pic. 2. Test anxiety (in points, min-max 0-16) depending on sex

TA consists of two components, mental (all the thoughts and worries about tests) and
physical (feelings, sensations, and tension). In 2023 around 74,3% of students answered that
they “feel very panicky when they have to take a surprise exam”, 48,6% - “they find
themselves thinking of how much brighter the other students are”, 67,6% - “frequently get so
nervous that they forget facts that they really know” and 48,6% - “find themselves thinking of
things unrelated to the course material” (see pic.3).

More than 30% of graduates when taking tests find that “their emotional feelings
interfere with their performance”. More than 60% of students answered, that they “find
themselves thinking of the consequences of failing during test”. Somatic manifestations of TA
included positive answer for the question “I sometimes feel my heart beating very fast during
important examinations” in 74,3% of students and in 37,8% of cases students struggle with
excessive perspiration. Fortunately only around 30% of students “usually get depressed” or
deal with any gastrointestinal problems after important tests (see pic.3).

Fear might have negative effects at the brain architecture of memory and learning,

students who confront persistent fearful experiences may worsen their learning capacities due
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to which they demonstrate either poorer academic achievements or lower learning

performance [15, 20].

| sometimes feel my heart beating very fast during u 74.3
important examinations g

After taking a test, | always feel | have done better than _ 595
I actually did. .

Getting a good grade on one test doesn’t seem to
increase my confidence on the second test.

When taking a test, | find my emotional feelings do
interfere with my performance.

I have an uneasy, upset feeling before taking a final.

1 usually get depressed after taking a test.

If | knew | was going to take an intelligence test, |
would feel not confident and not relaxed beforehand.

During course examinations, | frequently get so nervous
that | forget facts that I really know.

During course examinations, | find myself thinking of _ 48.6
things unrelated to the course material. .

If | were to take an intelligence test, | would worry a _ 45.9
great deal before taking it. .

| freeze up on things like intelligence tests and finals. _ 44.6

While taking an important exam, | find myself thinking _ 48.6
of how much brighter the other students are than | am. .

After important tests, | am frequently so tense that my _ 351
stomach gets upset. .

During tests, | find myself thinking of the consequences _ 62.2
of failing. .

While taking an important exam, | perspire a great deal. _ 37.8

| feel very panicky when | have to take a surprise exam. * 74.3
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67.6

Pic. 3. Test anxiety points of the questionnaire — positive answers, % of all
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In similar cross-sectional study (2020-2021) in order to investigate the medical
students' test anxiety toward remote online tests during the COVID-19 pandemic using self-
reported online Sarason's test anxiety questionnaire (the same we have used) there was shown
that the prevalence rates of mild, moderate, and severe test anxiety were 27.9%, 36.9%, and
35.2%, respectively, the female students' test anxiety was more than that of male students
similar to our findings, and participants over 20 years old had higher test anxiety scores [11].

Similar to obtained results there was revealed that examination stress among medical
students has increased during COVID-19 period, 30% of students reported decrease in
performance due to stress, 27% of students reported unhealthy anxiety [14]. There was
demonstrated that the identification of high anxiety score prevalence may help improve the
academic performance of medical students [16].

After assessing test anxiety further questions in questionnaire were aimed at
identifying the relationship between fear and students' coping strategies to improve academic
achievements in pandemic time [9,10]. 29,8% of students considered that they have had test
anxiety (while giving exams) before pandemic period and 52,6% of students answered, that

they have test anxiety (while giving exams) currently in pandemic period (see pic.4).

What is Your opinion,

did You have test
anxiety or not beforg ves
COVID-19 pandemic

What is Your opinion,
do You have test
anxiety or not now in
COVID-19 pandemic

period? No period?
15.8
31.6 Some

38.6

Pic. 4. Self-assessment by students of presence of TA in dynamics, % of all

Only 15,8% of students answered that they were completely ready to final exam this
year and 19,3% were not ready at all. The thoughts of the possibility of cancellation of final
test exam affected students’ training behavior: 7% stopped to prepare, 22,8% of students were

preparing less and only 22,8% were preparing as usual. 49,1% of students considered that

64



living and studying within COVID-19 pandemic might influence at their test anxiety and
38,6% don’t consider any such influence. 71,9% of students consider if not the pandemic
period their academic score would be better and only 8,8% didn’t consider any possible
influence.

Students consider, that the worst issues contributing to their effectiveness to prepare
for final tests are general fears of pandemic period and war time (57,1%) (similar results were
obtained [17]), problems with concentration or lack of habit of daily schedule and planning
activities (51,8%), fear of possible worsening of the situation (48,2%), sleeping issues or lack
of good quality internet and/or electricity (46,4%) or their mental health issues (42,9%). In
80% of cases own students’ efforts help them most to adapt to the situation and to prepare
better to exams and tests as well as family (57,9%) and friends support (59,6%). 33,3% of
students have changed their priorities and were studying harder within COVID-19 pandemic,
similar to [14,19].

These findings revealed that the pandemic hazards badly influenced students’ mental
preparedness to achieve learning objectives and the COVID-19 pandemic and other
contributers like negative psychotraumatic experience may influence at students’ mental
health and cause poorer academic scores.

Conclusions. Test anxiety causing possible somatic and/or psychological distress is
present in every third medical foreign student and has significantly increased within COVID-
19 pandemic period in Ukraine. Test anxiety badly influenced students’ mental preparedness
to achieve learning objectives and such psychotraumatic experience may cause poorer
academic scores. That’s why test anxiety deserves more attention as it might contribute to
students’ lower academic performance and impaired psychological well-being.
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