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ABSTRACT 

Since testing situations may be very stressful and aversive for students 

(Edelmann & Hardwick, 1986), researchers have Investigated the roles that 

coping strategies, test anxiety, and optimism play In determining outcomes in 

testing situations. Research has found exam performance to be positively 

associated with problem-focused coping (Zeidner, 1995) and optimism (Lee, 

Ashford, & Jamieson, 1993), and negatively associated with test anxiety (Seipp, 

1991). However, research has generally failed to Investigate the coping 

strategies used the day before an exam, or anxiety levels experienced by 

students during this time period. 

The present study examined some of the factors that contribute to 

students' reactions and performance in an exam situation. Students enrolled In 

Introductory psychology courses completed measures of dispositional coping, 

test anxiety, optimism, and negative affectlvity at the beginning of the semester. 

Students also completed measures of situational (exam-specific) coping and 

pretest state anxiety the day before an Introductory psychology exam. As 

hypothesized, dispositional measures of coping and test anxiety were associated 

with exam-specific measures of coping and pretest state anxiety. Consistent with 

prior research, for women, exam scores were positively associated with optimism 

and negatively associated with test anxiety. Contrary to prior research, no 

relationship was found between coping strategies and exam scores. 



Consistent with previous research (Hart & Hinter, 1995), for women, 

optimism was positively associated with reflective coping (i.e., planning and 

reflecting upon the problem) and negatively associated with test anxiety and 

reactive coping (i.e., behaviors that distort coping efforts). For men, optimism 

was negatively associated with suppressive coping (i.e., behavioral avoidance). 

For women and men, test anxiety was positively associated with reactive coping, 

while pretest state anxiety was positively associated with suppressive coping. 

Consistent with previous research (Hong & Karstensson, 2002), women reported 

higher levels of test anxiety than men. Women also reported significantly higher 

levels of dispositional reactive coping than men. Contrary to prior research, the 

results did not support the hypothesized relationship between reflective coping 

and test anxiety. The Implications for psychological Interventions, as well as 

possible areas for future research, are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Currently, college students throughout the world are being confronted with 

an increasing level of stressors. Simons, Aysan, Thompson, Hamarat, and Steele 

(2002) noted that students are now required to learn much more information than 

in previous years due to the vast resources available through computer 

technology. In order for students to achieve a sense of life satisfaction while In 

college, they must have access to the coping resources needed to deal with 

various stressors (Simons et al., 2002). Each year, many students find 

themselves trying to cope with the distress they feel due to upcoming exams. 

Since students generally find exams to be aversive (Edelmann & Hardwick, 

1986), and have been found to become more anxious as exams approach 

(Bolger, 1990), academic success may depend on a student's ability to utilize 

adaptive coping strategies when preparing for upcoming exams. The current 

study investigated the coping strategies and anxiety levels reported by students 

the day before an exam, as well as the relationships between these variables 

and subsequent exam performance. 

A fair amount of research has been conducted on the coping strategies 

used by students in exam situations. According to Zeidner (1994), coping with 

stressful events such as educational exams involves a series of complex 

transactions between the person and the environment. When faced with stressful 



events, individuals attempt to alter the environment and her/his Internal 

processes. Some coping strategies are likely to help students deal with their 

problems effectively, and therefore, reduce their distress In exam situations. 

However, some coping strategies may present problems for Individuals, or at 

least exacerbate their problems (Zeidner, 1994). Prior research suggests that 

problem-focused coping (I.e., attempting to reduce stress by changing the 

environment) is often associated with higher exam scores (Zeidner, 1995), as 

well as lower levels of anxiety In stressful situations (Whatley, Foreman, & 

Richards, 1998). However, emotion-focused coping (i.e., attempting to change 

one's emotional reactions) and avoidance coping (i.e., doing unrelated activities) 

have been found to be associated with higher levels of anxiety in exam situations 

(Zeidner, 1995). Overall, it appears that students benefit In various ways by 

engaging In problem-focused coping strategies in academic environments. 

Within the coping literature, Folkman and Lazarus (1985) have posited 

that the coping strategies used by Individuals In exam situations are highly 

determined by the nature of the situation and the demands of the stressor. 

Although most coping researchers seem to agree with this situation-specific 

notion of coping, research has also found that individuals' dispositional coping 

strategies (i.e., coping with stressors In general) are often predictive of the 

situational coping strategies used in situations such as an exam (Carver & 

Scheier, 1994; Endler & Parker, 1994; Zeidner, 1994). Blankstein, Flett, and 

Watson (1992) have also argued that it is important to assess whether a person's 



coping strategies are actually helping her/him to problem-solve in stressful 

situations (Blankstein et al., 1992). Since students may seek counseling due to 

the distress they feel over upcoming exams, knowledge about adaptive coping 

strategies for dealing with stressors may assist counselors and educators In 

helping these clients. Since students who perceive themselves as having higher 

levels of coping resources tend to report higher levels of life satisfaction (Simons 

et al., 2002), it may be beneficial for counselors to assist students in acquiring a 

larger repertoire of coping behaviors for dealing with academic stressors such as 

exams. 

Some researchers have begun to explore for gender differences In coping 

behavior (Arthur, 1998; Aysan, Thompson, & Hamarat, 2001; Endler, Kantor, & 

Parker, 1994; Endler & Parker, 1990; Tamres, Janlcki, & Helgeson, 2002; 

Zeidner, 1995). In a recent meta-analysis by Tamres et al. (2002), the authors 

found that women tend to engage in a wider variety of coping strategies when 

faced with stressful events than men. Similarly, women have been found to 

report greater stability of coping strategies over time (Arthur, 1998). Research 

has also found that women tend to use higher levels of seeking social support 

(Aysan et al., 2001; Tamres et al., 2002), emotion-focused coping (Arthur, 1998; 

Endler & Parker, 1990; Endler etal., 1994; Zeidner, 1995), and avoidance coping 

(Endler et al., 1994) than men. Although it is commonly believed that emotion-

focused coping is maladaptive in stressful situations, Arthur (1998) pointed out 

that women may possess a larger repertoire of coping strategies for dealing with 



stressors than men. For Instance, when women are faced with stressful 

situations where nothing can be done to eliminate the stressor, emotion-focused 

coping strategies may help decrease their level of negative emotional reactions 

(Arthur, 1998). Therefore, It may be useful to investigate for possible gender 

differences in coping research. 

Aside from coping strategies, researchers have also Investigated the 

impact that test anxiety has for students In academic environments. Test anxiety 

"represents a form of self-evaluative anxiety" in which individuals experience 

anxiety and fear in testing situations (Spence, Duric, & Roeder, 1996, p. 339). 

Spence et al. also stated that individuals with high levels of test anxiety 

experience a variety of symptoms that are affective (e.g., fear), cognitive (e.g., 

worry about negative outcomes); behavioral (e.g., avoidance) and physiological 

(e.g., sweating). Similar to the results for coping, research has found that 

dispositional test anxiety Is often significantly associated with subsequent state 

anxiety In exam situations (Zeidner, 1995). 

McDonald (2001) noted that the "fear of exams and test situations is 

widespread" and appears to be more prevalent than in previous years, possibly 

due to the increased frequency of academic testing and the great deal of 

importance placed on tests In educational environments (p. 99). Since test 

anxiety appears to hinder students in many ways, research has investigated the 

relationships between test anxiety and a number of other variables (Wine, 1971). 

Higher levels of test anxiety have been found to be associated with lower exam 



scores (Cassady & Johnson, 2002; McDonald, 2001; Seipp, 1991; Zeidner, 

1995), higher levels of perceived exam difficulty (Hong & Karstensson, 2002), 

poorer perceptions of health, and higher levels of avoidant coping strategies 

(Aysan et al., 2001). However, Hancock (2001) noted that test anxiety alone 

does not appear to negatively affect students' academic performance. Instead, 

highly test-anxious students tend to be more negatively affected by classrooms 

involving evaluative threat (e.g., strict rules and competition between students) 

than students with lower levels of test anxiety (Hancock, 2001). Finally, research 

has found that women tend to report higher levels of test anxiety than men 

(Aysan et al., 2001, Baker & Cook, 2001; Benson, 1989; Hong & Karstensson, 

2002). 

Overall, test anxiety appears to interfere with students' performance in 

exam situations, and women may be more likely to experience test anxiety than 

men. Therefore, having knowledge about students' levels of test anxiety may 

assist counselors in assessing whether certain clients may be at risk for 

developing high levels of anxiety in exam situations. Also, by having knowledge 

of students' levels of test anxiety, counselors may be able to develop 

interventions designed to decrease this anxiety. For instance, cognitive-

behavioral Interventions (e.g., self-instructional training and relaxation) have 

been found to Increase levels of academic self-esteem and study skills for highly 

test-anxious students (Wachelka & Katz, 1999). Also, research on test anxiety 

may assist educators in designing testing environments that are less likely to 



produce high levels of test anxiety for students taking exams. For instance, 

Hancock (2001) recommended that educators design classrooms that Involve 

less evaluative threat, as decreases in perceived threat (e.g., decreasing teacher 

strictness and competition between students) has been found to be associated 

with increased academic performance for highly test-anxious students. 

Along with coping strategies and test anxiety, Bolger (1990) noted that 

personality dispositions account for the unique ways individuals respond to 

stressful events such as exams. Scheier and Carver (1985) defined one 

personality variable, dispositional optimism, "in terms of generalized outcome 

expectancies" (p. 219). They noted that those high in optimism expect that things 

will generally go their way, while pessimists (i.e., those low In optimism) are 

generally glum and expect bad things to happen to them. Research has found 

that highly optimistic students tend to report using more problem-focused coping 

strategies than students with lower levels of optimism (Hart & Hinter, 1995; 

Scheier, Weintraub, & Carver, 1986). Additionally, optimism has been found to 

be positively associated with exam scores (Lee et al., 1993), semester grade-

point average (Chemers, Li-tze, & Garcia, 2001), self-esteem, and confidence In 

career decision making (Creed, Patton, & Bartrum, 2002). Optimism has been 

found to be negatively associated with depression, perceived stress, social 

anxiety (Scheier & Carver, 1985), psychological distress (Creed et al., 2002), trait 

anxiety (Schweizer, Beck-Seyffer, & Schneider, 1999), and coping strategies 

associated with denial and disengagement (Scheier et al., 1986). Overall, It 



appears that highly optimistic people benefit in a wide variety of settings, 

including academic environments. However, most research on optimism has 

focused on its relationship to health outcomes (e.g., Scheier & Carver, 1985), 

and more research is needed on the relationship between optimism, anxiety, and 

academic performance. 

A fair amount of research has been conducted on the relationships 

between coping, anxiety, optimism, and subsequent performance in exam 

situations. However, very little research has been conducted on the coping 

strategies and anxiety levels reported by students the day before an exam. In 

fact, a review of the literature located only one study In which coping strategies 

were measured the day before an exam. In this study, Zeidner (1995) reported 

that students who used higher levels of problem-focused coping the day before 

an exam received higher exam scores. Since it is widely known that many 

students study or "cram" the day before an exam, this would seem to be an 

important time to measure coping strategies and its relationships to test anxiety 

and exam performance. Furthermore, it seems Important to investigate the 

variables that are associated with Increased exam performance on the day 

before an exam. Blankstein et al. (1992) pointed out that relatively little research 

has been conducted on the relationship between test anxiety and coping 

strategies. In addition, it appears that few researchers have studied coping 

strategies, test anxiety, and optimism concurrently within a single study. The 

main focus of this study was to assess whether or not dispositional coping and 



test anxiety (both measured at the beginning of the semester) would be 

associated with coping strategies and anxiety levels reported on the day before 

an exam. This study also Investigated the relationships between coping, test 

anxiety, optimism, and subsequent exam performance. It is important to note that 

a variety of variables likely influence students' performance in an exam situation, 

including intelligence, academic achievement, and exam preparation. However, 

the scope of this study was limited to an in-depth investigation of a few Important 

variables, rather than a broad array of variables. Finally, since researchers have 

found that women generally report higher levels of test anxiety (e.g.. Baker & 

Cook, 2001; Benson, 1989) and emotion-focused coping (Zeidner, 1995) in 

academic situations than men, gender differences were explored on all major 

variables within this study. 

Research Questions 

Research Question #1. Is there a relationship between dispositional and exam-

specific coping strategies? 

Hypothesis #1. Dispositional coping strategies would be associated with 

their respective exam-specific coping strategies. 

Rationale. Research has found that Individuals' dispositional coping 

strategies are often predictive of the coping strategies used in situations 

such as an exam (Carver & Scheier, 1994; Endler & Parker, 1994; 

Zeidner, 1994). 
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Research Question #2. Is there a relationship between dispositional and exam-

specific coping strategies and dispositional test anxiety? 

Hypotheses 

A. Reflective coping strategies would be negatively associated with 

test anxiety. 

B. Suppressive and reactive coping strategies would be positively 

associated with test anxiety. 

Rationale. Research has found that problem-focused coping (which Is 

similar to reflective coping) is often associated with lower levels of anxiety 

in stressful situations (Whatley et al., 1998). However, avoidance coping 

(which is similar to suppressive coping) has been found to be associated 

with higher levels of anxiety in exam situations (Aysan et al., 2001; 

Zeidner, 1995). Reactive coping has been found to be associated with 

higher levels of trait anxiety, depressive symptoms, wishful thinking, and 

self-criticism (Heppner et al., 1995). 

Research Question #3. Is there a relationship between coping strategies and 

pretest state anxiety? (i.e., anxiety felt the day before an exam). 

Hypotheses 

A. Reflective coping would be negatively associated with pretest 

state anxiety. 

B. Suppressive and reactive coping would be positively associated 

with pretest state anxiety. 



C. The correlation between dispositional coping and dispositional 

test anxiety would be stronger than the correlation between 

dispositional coping and pretest state anxiety. 

Rationale. The rationale for hypotheses A and B are based on 

rationale #2. With respect to hypothesis C, research has found that 

individuals' dispositional behavior patterns tend to remain fairly 

consistent over time, whereas situational responses often deviate 

from dispositional tendencies (Heszen-Niejodek, 1997). Therefore, 

it seems likely that the correlation between two dispositional 

measures (i.e., optimism and test anxiety) would be stronger than 

the correlation between a dispositional measure (I.e., optimism) and 

a situational measure (i.e., pretest state anxiety). 

Research Question #4. Is there a relationship between dispositional optimism 

and dispositional and exam-specific coping strategies? 

Hypotheses 

A. Optimism would be positively associated with reflective coping 

strategies. 

B. Optimism would be negatively associated with suppressive and 

reactive coping strategies. 

Rationale. Research has found that students who report higher levels of 

optimism tend to use more problem-focused coping strategies than 

students who report lower levels of optimism (Hart & Hinter, 1995; 
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Scheier et al., 1986). Optimism has been found to be negatively 

associated with escape-avoidance coping (Hart & Hinter, 1995) and 

disengagement coping (Scheier et al., 1986), both of which are similar to 

suppressive coping. Optimism has also been found to be negatively 

associated with anger reactivity (Hart & Hinter, 1995) and coping 

strategies associated with "focusing on and expressing feelings" (Scheier 

et al., 1986, p. 1263). These strategies appear to be similar to reactive 

coping. 

Research Question #5. Is there a relationship between optimism and levels of 

test anxiety and pretest state anxiety? 

Hypotheses 

A. Optimism would be negatively associated with levels of test 

anxiety. 

B. Optimism would be negatively associated with levels of pretest 

state anxiety. 

C. The correlation between optimism and test anxiety would be 

stronger than the correlation between optimism and pretest state 

anxiety. 

Rationale. Research has found that individuals with higher levels of 

optimism tend to report lower levels of trait anxiety (Schweizer et al., 

1999). The rationale for hypothesis C is based on the rationale provided 

for hypothesis C of research question #3. 

11 



Research Question #6. Is there a relationship between test anxiety and pretest 

state anxiety? 

Hypothesis. Test anxiety would be positively associated with pretest state 

anxiety. 

Rationale. Research has found dispositional test anxiety to be positively 

correlated with pretest state anxiety levels associated with an exam 

(Zeidner, 1995). 

Research Question #7. After controlling for academic achievement (i.e., high 

school GPA) and negative affectlvity, does a relationship exist between optimism, 

test anxiety, pretest state anxiety, exam-specific coping and subsequent exam 

scores? 

Hypotheses 

A. Optimism and exam-specific reflective coping would be positively 

associated with exam scores. 

B. Test anxiety, pretest state anxiety, exam-specific suppressive 

coping, and exam-specific reactive coping would be negatively 

associated with exam scores. 

Rationale. Research has found academic performance to be positively 

associated with problem-focused coping (Zeidner, 1995) and optimism 

(Lee et al. 1993; Chemers et al., 2001), and negatively associated with 

avoidance coping (Zeidner, 1995). Test anxiety has been found to be 

negatively associated with academic performance (McDonald, 2001; 

12 



Zeidner, 1995). Since reactive coping involves strategies that distort 

coping behaviors, it seems that these strategies would be negatively 

associated with exam scores. 

Research Question #8. Are the relationships between optimism and test anxiety, 

and subsequent exam scores, mediated through exam-specific coping strategies 

(see Figure 1). 

Hypothesis. Higher levels of optimism, and lower levels of test anxiety, 

would be associated with higher levels of reflective coping strategies. 

Lower levels of optimism, and higher levels of test anxiety, would be 

associated with higher levels of suppressive and reactive coping. Higher 

levels of reflective coping, and lower levels of reactive and suppressive 

coping, would be associated with higher exam scores. 

13 



_^ Paths = Anticipated Significant 

>. Paths = Anticipated Non-Significant 

Exam-
Specific 

Reflective 
Coping 

Exam-
Specific 

Suppressive 
Coping 

Exam-
Specific 
Reactive 
Coping 

Figure 1. Hypothesized path analysis model 
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Rationale. Scheier et al. (1986) stated that optimists tend to use more 

effective coping strategies than pessimists in stressful situations, and thus, 

achieve higher levels of performance. Blankstein et al. (1992) noted that 

students with high levels of test anxiety tend to use maladaptive coping 

strategies prior to an exam, and subsequently perform more poorly. As 

previously mentioned in rationale #7, coping strategies have been found to 

be associated with exam performance. Therefore, it seems likely that 

students' levels of test anxiety and optimism would influence their exam-

specific coping strategies, which would in turn influence their exam scores. 

Research Question #9. Do first semester freshman differ from other students on 

any of the major variables in this study? (No hypotheses were given with regard 

to this research question.) 

Negative affectlvity, which is "subjective distress that subsumes a variety 

of aversive mood states" (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988, p. 1063), has been 

found to confound the measurement of coping and measures of distress 

(Stanton, Danoff-Burg, Cameron, & Ellis, 1994). Watson, David, and Suls (1999) 

found that negative affectlvity influenced coping strategies during a stressful 

event, which in turn influenced the outcome (e.g., anxiety and depression). 

Bolger (1990) noted that individuals with high levels of neuroticism tend to use 

ineffective coping mechanisms in stressful situations. As a result, these 

Individuals experience high levels of distress and anxiety when confronted with 

stress. Bolger and Eckenrode (1991) noted that neuroticism can interfere with the 

15 



measurement of constructs such as anxiety and social relationships during 

stressful events. In addition. Hart and Hittner (1995) noted that negative 

affectlvity can interfere with the measurement of the relationship between 

optimism and coping. Therefore, negative affectlvity was statistically controlled 

for on all analyses measuring the relationship between coping strategies and 

optimism, as well as the relationships between these variables and measures of 

distress (e.g., test anxiety). 
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CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

Participants 

Participants were undergraduates enrolled in General Psychology courses 

at Texas Tech University. A total of 272 participants participated In the first data 

collection session, including 213 women (78%) and 59 men (22%). The average 

age of this sample was 18.7 for women and 18.6 for men. Of this sample, most 

participants were Caucasian (81% of women and 63% of men), while other 

participants reported being Hispanic (10% of women, 20% of men), African-

American (3% of women, 5% of men), Asian (4% of women, 2% of men), Native 

American (2% of men), and members of other groups (2% of women, 7% of 

men). The women in this sample included 156 first semester freshmen (73%), 14 

other freshmen (7%), 25 sophomores (12%), 14 juniors (7%), three seniors (1%), 

and one student in another classification (.5%). The men in this sample included 

41 first semester freshmen (70%), eight other freshmen (14%), four sophomores 

(7%), two juniors (3%), and four seniors (7%). 

Of the original 272 participants, 196 (72%) also completed the second 

data collection, of which 155 (79%) were women and 41 (21%) were men. 

Therefore, 76 participants (28%) who completed the first data collection did not 

complete the second data collection session. There appeared to be several 

reasons for this attrition, including students dropping the course and students 

17 



forgetting to attend the second data collection session. Since the focus of this 

study was to investigate how students deal with stressful exams, the data for the 

second data collection were discarded for students who reported that the exam 

was "not at all stressful." This led to exclusion of the data for 27 women and 9 

men from all statistical analyses that involved the second data collection. 

Therefore, the data for 169 participants (62% of the original sample) were 

analyzed from the second data collection, which included 134 (79%) women and 

35 (21%) men. It is important to note that some participants did not complete all 

of the questions provided on the questionnaires. For instance, participants 

occasionally missed an item on a questionnaire, or were not able to report their 

previous SAT scores. Therefore, sample size varies slightly between measures. 

For the group that completed the second date collection, the average age 

was 18.6 for both women and men. Of this group, most participants were 

Caucasian (81% of women, 63% of men), while the others were Hispanic (10% 

of women, 20% of men), African-American (2% of women, 6% of men), Asian 

(5% of women, 3% of men), Native-American (2% of women, 3% of men) and 

members of other ethnic/racial groups (2% of women, 6% of men). The women in 

this sample included 102 first semester freshmen (76%), eight other freshmen 

(6%), 14 sophomores (10%), nine juniors (7%), and one senior (.7%). The men in 

this sample included 25 first semester freshmen (71 %), five other freshmen 

(13%), two sophomores (6%), one junior (3%), and two seniors (6%). The exam 

scores were available for 115 women and 27 men. The teaching assistants did 
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not report the scores for 18 women and 8 men. All participants received 

experimental credit for their voluntary participation in the study. 

Measures 

Please see Appendix B for a copy of the measures and questionnaires 
used In this study. 

Copino. The Problem-Focused Styles of Coping (PF-SOC, Heppner, 

Cook, Wright, & Johnson, 1995) inventory was used to assess dispositional and 

exam-specific coping strategies. The dispositional version of the inventory was 

the original version developed by the authors, and assesses coping style in 

general. The situational version Is in early development and assesses coping 

associated with a specific event. For the dispositional version, individuals 

respond to items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 

(almost all of the time). For the situational (exam-specific) version, individuals 

respond to items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (a 

great deal). The items on the instrument explicitly assess whether or not an 

individuals' coping activities are associated with problem resolution. The 

instrument includes three different coping factors. The Reflective style measures 

coping strategies associated with planning and reflecting upon the current 

problem (e.g., "I think about ways that I solved similar problems in the past."). 

The Suppressive style measures coping strategies associated with avoiding 

problems (e.g., "I avoid even thinking about my problems"). The Reactive style 

measures strategies that distort coping activities (e.g., "I get preoccupied thinking 
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about my problems and overemphasize some parts of them"). The measure has 

18 items, including seven items for the Reflective style, six items for the 

Suppressive style, and five items for the Reactive style. The scale scores are 

derived by summing up all items on each respective style; higher scores indicate 

higher levels of coping for each respective style. 

The dispositional version contains statements about "how people think, 

feel, or behave as they attempt to solve personal difficulties...like feeling 

depressed, getting along with friends, choosing a vocation" (Heppner et al., 1995, 

p. 281). The exam-specific version of the PF-SOC was slightly reworded, and 

instructed participants to "think about how you are responding to the problems 

and/or distressing reactions associated with your PSY 1300 exam tomorrow. 

Please read each statement on the next page, and indicate how often you are 

using each item when responding to problems associated with the exam." The 

following response options were re-worded on the exam-specific version: Likert 

scale item #3 on the dispositional version (i.e., "about half of the time") was 

changed to "sometimes," and item #5 (i.e., "almost all of the time") of the 

dispositional version was changed to "a great deal" on the exam-specific version. 

Also, some items were revised for the exam-specific version of the inventory. For 

example, the dispositional item "I think about ways that I solved similar problems 

in the past" was changed on the exam-specific version to "I am thinking about 

ways that I solved similar problems In the past." 
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Heppner et al. (1995) conducted studies on the validity and reliability of 

the dispositional version of the instrument. They found "support for the factor 

structure of the PF-SOC inventory as well as several estimates of construct, 

concurrent, and discriminant validity" (Heppner et al., 1995, p. 287). The PF-SOC 

was found to be highly correlated with other coping inventories. For instance, 

when compared to a measure of problem-solving appraisal, as hypothesized, the 

reflective style correlated negatively, while the other two factors correlated 

positively. Test-retest reliability of the inventory over a 3-week time Interval was: 

reflective style (.67), suppressive style (.65), and reactive style (.71), which 

indicated that the PF-SOC was moderately stable over time. Intercorrelations 

among the three factors were moderate, indicating that the factors are related to 

some degree. The alpha coefficients reported by Heppner et al. (1995) indicated 

acceptable internal consistency levels: reflective style (.77), suppressive style 

(.76), and reactive style (.73). In the present study, the alpha coefficients for 

dispositional version of the PF-SOC were (for women): reflective (.80), 

suppressive (.71), and reactive (.72). For men, the alpha coefficients were: 

reflective (.76), suppressive (.75), and reactive (.64). For the exam-specific 

version of the PF-SOC, the alpha coefficients were (for women): reflective (.76), 

suppressive (.73), and reactive style (.70). For men, the alpha coefficients were: 

reflective (.56), suppressive (.65), and reactive style (.79). Since the alpha 

coefficients for three of these variables were below .70, the power of the 
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statistical analyses for analyses involving these variables may have been 

reduced. 

Negative Affectlvity. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, 

Watson & Clark, 1984), which consists of two mood scales with ten items on 

each scale, was administered in order to control for the confounding effects of 

negative affectlvity while measuring the relationships between coping and 

optimism, as well as the relationship between these variables and test anxiety 

and pretest state anxiety. Stanton et al. (1994) noted that coping measures can 

be confounded by measures of psychopathology and distress such as 

neuroticism and negative affectlvity. Also, Hart and Hittner (1995) reported that 

the failure to measure neuroticism in their study may have confounded their 

investigation of the relationship between dispositional optimism and coping. 

Therefore, negative affectivity was used as a covariate when measuring the 

relationship between coping and optimism, as well as the relationships between 

these variables and measures of distress (i.e., test anxiety and pretest state 

anxiety). 

The Negative Affect (NA) scale, "is a general dimension of subjective 

distress and unpleasurable engagement that subsumes a variety of aversive 

mood states, including anger, contempt, disgust, guilt, fear, and nervousness, 

with low NA being a state of calmness and serenity" (Watson et al., 1988, p. 

1063). The Positive Affect (PA) scale was not used in this study. Individuals 

respond to the measure on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very slightly or 
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not at all) to 5 (extremely). In our study, individuals were asked to respond to the 

items by reporting how they feel in general (i.e., dispositional negative affect). 

The NA scale score is derived by adding up all of the NA items. Higher scores on 

this measure indicate higher levels of negative affectivity. Sample items for the 

NA scale include: "distressed," "irritable," and "nervous." 

Research has found that individuals high in negative affectivity experience 

more negative feelings over time regardless of the amount of stress involved in a 

situation (Watson & Clark, 1984). In a study of the internal consistency of NA 

scale, the alpha coefficient was .87 for dispositional negative affect (Watson et 

al., 1988). In the present study, the alpha coefficients for the NA scale were .86 

(women) and .81 (men), indicating acceptable levels of internal consistency for 

the NA scale. Watson et al. (1988), p. 1067) found the test-retest reliability for an 

eight week period to be .71, which provided evidence that the NA measure was 

stable over time. As expected, NA was positively correlated with measures of 

dysfunction and distress. The authors concluded that the "PANAS scales provide 

reliable, precise, and largely independent measures of Positive Affect and 

Negative Affect, regardless of the subject population studied or the time frame 

and response format used" (Watson et al., 1988, p. 1067). 

Dispositional Optimism. The Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R, 

Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994) was used to measure dispositional optimism. 

The LOT-R has six items measuring optimism (three positively worded and three 

negatively worded items), plus four filler items. Individuals respond to items on a 
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4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). 

These items contain statements "assessing generalized expectancies for positive 

versus negative outcomes" (p. 1065). A sample item of the measure is: "In 

uncertain times, I usually expect the best." The scale score is derived by 

reversing three of the items, and then summing up the six items. Higher scores 

on the LOT-R indicate higher levels of optimism. 

Scheier et al. (1994) conducted studies on the validity and reliability of the 

instrument. As expected, optimism was positively correlated with measures of 

self-mastery and self-esteem, and negatively correlated with a measure of trait 

anxiety and two measures of neuroticism. In a study of the Internal consistency of 

the six items for the scale, the alpha coefficient was .78, suggesting that the 

LOT-R "exhibits an acceptable level of internal consistency" (p. 1075). In the 

present study, the alpha coefficients for the LOT-R were .84 (women) and .77 

(men). Scheier et al. (1994) found that the test-retest reliability of the inventory 

for a period of 28 months was .79, which indicated that the LOT-R was "fairly 

stable across time" (p. 1075). 

Test Anxiety. The total score of the Test Anxiety Inventory (TAI, 

Spielberger, 1980) was used to measure test anxiety. The TAI has twenty items, 

and individuals respond to items on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost 

never) to 4 (almost always). The instrument assesses both worry and 

emotionality components of test anxiety. Sample items include: "Thoughts of 

doing poorly interfere with my concentration on tests," and "During tests I feel 
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very tense." The total score is derived by reversing one of the items, and then 

adding up the 20 items on the instrument. Higher scores on the TAI Indicate 

higher levels of test anxiety. 

Spielberger (1980) reported studies on the validity and reliability of the 

instrument. The TAI Total score was found to be positively correlated with 

another measure of test anxiety, as well as measures of worry, emotionality, trait 

anxiety, and pretest state anxiety associated with an exam. Test-retest reliability 

of the TAI Total score for college students over a three week period was found to 

be .80, which indicated strong reliability. In a study of the internal-consistency 

reliability of the TAI Total score, the alpha coefficients were found to be .92 or 

higher for both women and men. In the present study, the alpha coefficients for 

the TAI Total score were .95 (women) and .94 (men), Indicating acceptable levels 

of internal consistently of the TAI items. 

Pretest State Anxiety. A one-item question was used to measure the 

amount of anxiety experienced by participants in relationship to the upcoming 

psychology exam. The item stated: "How worried or anxious do you feel about 

taking your PSY 1300 exam tomorrow?" Participants were asked to respond to 

the item on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (not at all worried) to 5 

(extremely worried). 

Exam Stress. A one-item question was used to assess how much of a 

problem/stressor the participants felt the upcoming exam was. The item stated 

"How much of a problem/stressor is the PSY 1300 exam you are taking 
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tomorrow?" Participants were asked to respond to the item on a 5-point Likert 

Scale ranging from 1 (not at all stressful) to 5 (extremely stressful). 

Exam Performance. The scores from the second exam in PSY 1300 were 

used as a measure of exam performance. The exam consisted of 30 

standardized, multiple-choice questions. The maximum score possible on the 

exam was 30. 

Demographics. Participants were asked to complete demographic 

information related to their level of age, gender, ethnicity, major, college and high 

school grade-point averages, year in school, and results on the SAT. Participants 

reported their high school grade-point averages on a Likert scale ranging from 1 

(A) to 12 (D-), while college grade-point average was reported on a 4-polnt scale. 

Baker and Cook (2001) found that most individuals reported SAT scores instead 

of ACT scores on a demographics form, when given the option of reporting 

either. Therefore, participants were asked to report their previous Verbal and 

Math scores from the SAT. 

Procedure 

Session 1. During the first four weeks of the fall semester, students 

enrolled in General Psychology (PSY 1300) courses were recruited through sign

up sheets posted In the basement of the Psychology Building at Texas Tech 

University. These students participated in the study in order to fulfill part of the 

requirements for the PSY 1300 course. Students had the option of completing 

26 



other assignments in order to meet this requirement. At the first data collection, 

all participants were given written information which allowed them to provide 

consent. Providing consent included granting permission to receive a reminder 

call before the second data administration, and granting permission for 

researchers to contact teaching assistants in order to receive exam results. All 

participants agreed to be contacted and to have their grades released. 

Participants were also asked to provide the last six digits of their social security 

numbers for Identification purposes across testing sessions, as well as their full 

names for the reminder phone call. A questionnaire packet was administered in 

one of four sequences in order to control for possible sequence and order 

effects. The packet contained a test anxiety measure, a dispositional coping 

measure, a measure of negative affectivity, and a measure of optimism. After 

completing the measures, participants were asked to complete demographic 

information. 

Session 2. During the week of the student's second general psychology 

exam, all consenting participants received a reminder call from a researcher. 

Also, teaching assistants were asked to remind their respective classes that 

participants in the experiment were suppose to attend a second data 

administration held the day before the exam. The day before their psychology 

exam, students returned to complete the exam-specific version of the PF-SOC, 

followed by the pretest state anxiety question and the exam stress question. After 

completing the questionnaires, all participants were given experimental credit for 
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participation and a debriefing form explaining the purpose of the experiment. 

Participants who attended the first session, but failed to attend the second 

session, obtained partial credit from the researchers. After the exams were 

graded, the exam results were obtained from participants' instructors. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Information 

Means, standard deviations, and t-tests examining gender differences for 

all measures are presented in Table 1. The following descriptive information 

applies only to participants who completed both data collection sessions and 

reported the exam to be a significant stressor. On average, women reported their 

high school grade-point average to be 2.51 (A-), while the average for men was 

2.77 (A-). When reporting college grade-point average on a 4-point scale, the 

average for women was 3.55, while the average for men was 3.57. The average 

SAT (math) score was 563 for women and 584 for men. The average SAT 

(verbal) score was 558 for women and 550 for men. Scores on the Likert scales 

indicate that, on average, women and men reported using dispositional and 

exam-specific reflective coping, and dispositional reactive coping, about "half of 

the time." On average, women and men reported "occasionally" using 

dispositional and exam-specific suppressive coping, and exam-specific reactive 

coping. The results for the dispositional coping scales are similar to those 

reported by Heppner et al. (1995) and Baker and Cook (2001) in samples of 

college students. When reporting levels of optimism, on average, both women 

and men reported feeling "neutral." These results are consistent with those 

reported by Scheier et al. (1994) in a sample of college students. On average. 
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both women and men reported feeling "a little" negative affectivity, which is 

consistent with the findings reported by Watson et al. (1988) in a sample of 

college students. When completing the TAI, on average, both women and men 

reported that they "sometimes" feel anxious while taking tests. This is consistent 

with the results reported by Spielberger (1980) in a sample of college students. 

On the pretest state anxiety question, on average, women and men reported 

feeling "somewhat worried" about the upcoming exam. Similarly, on average, 

students reported feeling that the upcoming exam was "somewhat stressful" (i.e., 

"exam stress" question). The average score on the second exam was 25.73 

(86%) for women and 26.69 (89%) for men. 

T-tests were conducted to check for gender differences on all measures 

(see Table 1). Even though several t-tests were conducted that could increase 

the risk of Type I error, an alpha level of .05 was used In order to avoid type II 

error in respect to possible gender differences. When comparing women and 

men from the first sample, women reported higher levels of test anxiety than men 

(f(270) = -2.78, p < .01). Women from the first data collection session (t{270) = -

21 A, p < .01), as well as women who completed both sessions (f(166) = -2.16, p 

< .05), reported significantly higher levels of dispositional reactive coping than 

men. No other statistically significant differences were found between women 

and men on the major variables. Due to these gender effects, and the possibility 

of gender differences existing in relationships between variables, separate 

analyses were conducted for women and men. Caution must be used in 
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interpreting the results for men due to the small size of the sample and 

correspondingly low power for the statistical analyses. 

Planned Analyses 

All analyses that involved the relationship between coping strategies and 

optimism, or between these variables and test anxiety or pretest state anxiety 

(i.e., research questions 2, 3, 5, and 7) included negative affectivity as a 

covariate to control for this variable's possible influence when interpreting these 

analyses. Unless otherwise noted, an alpha level of .01 was used to indicate 

statistical significance to protect against the danger of type I error due to multiple 

tests. 

Research Question #1. The first research question explored whether a 

relationship existed between dispositional and exam-specific coping strategies. 

The hypothesis was that there would be a relationship between dispositional and 

exam-specific coping strategies. As can be seen on Table 2, for both women and 

men, all three dispositional coping strategies (i.e., reflective, suppressive, and 

reactive) were significantly associated with their respective exam-specific coping 

strategies. 

Research Question #2. It was hypothesized that dispositional and exam-

specific reflective coping strategies (i.e., planning and reflecting) would be 

negatively associated with levels of test anxiety, and that dispositional and exam-

specific suppressive and reactive coping strategies (i.e., strategies that suppress 
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and distort coping behaviors) would be positively associated with test anxiety. As 

can be seen on Table 3, for men, both dispositional and exam-specific reactive 

coping were positively associated with test anxiety. For women, exam-specific 

reactive coping was positively associated with test anxiety. However, the 

hypothesized relationship between dispositional reflective coping and test anxiety 

was not supported. 

Research Question #3. It was hypothesized that exam-specific reflective 

coping would be negatively associated with levels of pretest state anxiety, and 

that exam-specific suppressive and reactive coping would be positively 

associated with levels of pretest state anxiety. As can be seen on Table 3, exam-

specific suppressive coping was positively associated with pretest state anxiety 

for both women and men. For women, exam-specific reactive coping was also 

positively associated with pretest state anxiety. The hypothesized relationship 

between exam-specific reflective coping and pretest state anxiety was not 

supported. It was also hypothesized that the correlations between dispositional 

coping strategies and test anxiety would be stronger than the correlations 

between dispositional coping strategies and pretest state anxiety. As can be 

seen on Table 3, the only significant relationship between dispositional coping 

and anxiety was between dispositional reactive coping and test anxiety for men. 

Therefore, an analysis was conducted to assess whether the correlation between 

dispositional reactive coping and test anxiety was significantly stronger than the 

non-significant relationship between dispositional reactive coping and pretest 
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state anxiety. Howell (2002) provided a formula for testing the difference between 

two correlation coefficients from nonindependent samples. The results indicate 

that the difference between the two correlations was not statistically significant 

(t(34)=1.93.,p>.05). 

Research Question #4. It was hypothesized that optimism levels would be 

positively associated with dispositional and exam-specific reflective coping 

strategies, and negatively associated with dispositional and exam-specific 

suppressive and reactive coping. As predicted for women, optimism was 

positively associated with dispositional reflective coping and negatively 

associated with dispositional and exam-specific reactive coping (see Table 4). 

For men, optimism was negatively associated with dispositional suppressive 

coping. The other hypothesized relationships were not statistically significant. 

Research Question #5. It was hypothesized that optimism would be 

negatively associated with levels of test anxiety and pretest state anxiety. For 

women, optimism was negatively associated with levels of test anxiety (r{209) = -

.20, p = .003) and pretest state anxiety (At130) = -.33, p < .001). However, for 

men, optimism was not found to be significantly associated with test anxiety 

(r(56) = -.16, p = .23) or pretest state anxiety (r(32) = -.15, p = .40). The 

prediction that the correlation would be stronger between optimism and test 

anxiety than between optimism and pretest state anxiety was not significant for 

men (t(40) = .25, p > .05). For women, the correlation between optimism and test 
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anxiety was not found to be significantly higher than the correlation between 

optimism and pretest state anxiety (t(154) = .84., p > .05). 

Research Question #6. It was hypothesized that test anxiety would be 

positively associated with pretest state anxiety. Contrary to the previous 

analyses, an alpha level of .05 was used to Indicate statistical significance 

because of the relatively small number of comparisons associated with this 

hypothesis. As predicted, test anxiety was positively associated with pretest state 

anxiety for both women (r(155) = .44, p < .001) and men (r(41) = .65, p < .001). 

Research Question #7. It was hypothesized that levels of exam-specific 

coping, optimism, test anxiety, pretest state anxiety, SAT scores, and high school 

GPA would be significantly associated with exam scores. More specifically, it was 

predicted that exam-specific reflective coping, optimism, SAT scores, and high 

school GPA would be positively associated with exam scores, while test anxiety, 

pretest state anxiety, and exam-specific suppressive and reactive coping would 

be negatively associated with exam scores. As can be seen on Table 5, for 

women, as hypothesized, optimism was positively associated with exam scores, 

while test anxiety was negatively associated with exam scores. As can be seen 

on Table 6, for men, no significant correlations were found between these 

variables and exam scores. 

It was also hypothesized that levels of exam-specific coping, optimism, 

test anxiety, and pretest state anxiety would collectively predict exam scores, 

after controlling for measures of academic achievement and negative affect. 
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Since very few students reported their SAT scores or college GPA, high school 

GPA was used as a measure of academic achievement. To test this hypothesis, 

a hierarchical multiple linear regression was conducted with high school grade-

point average and negative affectivity entered as predictor variables at the first 

step, exam-specific coping strategies, optimism, test anxiety, and pretest state 

anxiety entered simultaneously as predictor variables in the next step, with exam 

score as the criterion variable. As can be seen on Table 7 for women and Table 

8 for men, the results did not support the hypothesized relationship between the 

predictor variables and exam scores, above and beyond the variance accounted 

for by high school GPA and negative affectivity. For women, the results indicate 

that the overall regression equation (with all variables entered as predictors) was 

statistically significant {R^ = .14; adjusted R^= .07). Several predictors 

contributed significantly to the overall regression equation for women, including 

negative affectivity, optimism, and test anxiety. Since negative affectivity was not 

found to be predictive of exam scores in the first step of the regression, the 

positive correlation in the second step indicates that negative affectivity was 

acting as a suppressor variable. This suggests that negative affectivity removed 

some variability associated with the other predictor variables, and subsequently 

increased the correlations between these predictor variables and exam score. 

For a discussion of the role of suppressor variables in regression analyses, see 

Woolley (1997). For men, the results indicate that the overall regression equation 
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was not statistically significant (R^ = .37; adjusted R^= .09). However, the power 

for this analysis was low due to the small size of the sample for men. 

Research Question #8. It was hypothesized that the relationships 

between optimism and test anxiety, and subsequent exam performance, would 

be mediated through exam-specific coping strategies. Path analysis procedures 

were to be used to explore whether test anxiety and optimism were directly 

associated with exam scores, or if coping strategies mediated the relationships 

between test anxiety and optimism, and exam scores. Since none of the three 

coping strategies significantly predicted exam performance for either women (see 

Table 5) or men (see Table 6), it is evident that no mediating relationship will be 

found for these variables in this study (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

Research Question #9. An analysis was conducted to determine whether 

first semester freshmen differed from other students on any of the major 

variables. No hypotheses were made regarding this research question. To test 

for these differences, t-tests were conducted on all relevant variables. As can be 

seen on Table 9, first semester female freshmen reported significantly better high 

school GPA's than other students (as higher GPA scores are indicative of lower 

grade-point averages). As expected, first semester freshmen were found to be 

significantly younger than other students. However, no other differences were 

noted between first semester freshmen and other students. See Table 10 for the 

results of the men's analyses. 
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Ancillary Analyses 

Although there were no pre-stated hypotheses, other analyses were 

conducted to investigate possible significant findings. An analysis was conducted 

in order to explore whether differences existed between participants who 

dropped out of the study after the first data collection session, and those who 

completed both data collection sessions. Since this analysis only involved 

Information gathered during the first data collection (i.e., demographics and 

dispositional measures), all students who completed the second data collection 

session (including those who denied that the exam was a significant stressor) 

were included in this analysis. As can be seen on Table 11, women who dropped 

out of the study reported significantly lower optimism scores than women who 

completed the study. As can be seen on Table 12, no significant differences were 

found between men who completed both data collection sessions and men who 

dropped out after the first session. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive Information and Gender Differences for Participants who Completed 
Both Data Collection Sessions 

High School GPA 

College GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Disp. Reflective 

Disp. Suppressive 

Disp. Reactive 

Exam Reflective 

Exam Suppressive 

Exam Reactive 

Neg. Affectivity 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pre. State Anxiety 

Exam Stress 

Exam Scores 

M 

2.52 

3.55 

563 

558 

22.31 

13.41 

14.29 

21.63 

15.35 

12.89 

22.59 

4.25 

36.51 

2.99 

2.75 

25.73 

Women 

SO 

1.50 

.40 

76 

78 

5.24 

3.85 

3.63 

4.62 

4.03 

3.66 

6.26 

4.46 

11.07 

.99 

1.10 

3.19 

n 

132 

81 

64 

64 

34 

34 

34 

134 

133 

133 

133 

133 

134 

134 

154 

115 

M 

2.77 

3.57 

584 

550 

22.80 

12.94 

12.86 

20.43 

15.17 

12.09 

21.14 

14.74 

34.03 

2.83 

2.51 

26.69 

Men 

SD 

1.82 

.45 

98 

89 

5.13 

4.52 

3.51 

3.76 

4.03 

4.05 

6.25 

4.42 

9.86 

1.01 

1.03 

4.34 

n 

35 

25 

14 

14 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

35 

41 

27 

t 

1.13 

.14 

.85 

.33 

.53 

-.62 

-2.06* 

-1.43 

.24 

-1.14 

-1.18 

.53 

-1.14 

.87 

-1.35 

1.29 

Note. Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Exam = Exam-Specific Coping; Neg. 
Negative; Pre. = Pretest 

*p < .05. 
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Table 2 

Correlations Between Dispositional and Exam-Specific Coping Strategies 

Women Men 

Coping Strategy r n r n 

Reflective .63** 134 .56** 35 

Suppressive .40** 133 .49* 35 

Reactive .36** 133 .63** 35 

*p<.G1. **p<.001. 
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Table 3 

Partial Correlations between Coping Strategies, Optimism, and Test-Related 
Anxiety Levels, Controlling for Negative Affectivity 

Coping Strategy 

Test Anxiety 

Women Men 

r n r n 

Pre. State Anxiety 

Women Men 

r n r n 

Disp. Reflective .13 209 -.04 56 -.08 130 .05 32 

Disp. Suppressive .15 209 .22 56 .09 130 -.03 32 

Disp. Reactive .17 209 .40* 56 .17 130 .07 32 

Exam Reflective .00 130 .12 32 -.11 130 -.04 32 

Exam Suppressive .20 129 .16 32 .37** 129 .44* 32 

Exam Reactive .38** 129 .47* 32 .59** 129 .36 32 

Note: Pre. = Pretest; Disp 
Coping. 

*p<.01. **p<.001. 

= Dispositional Coping; Exam = Exam-Specific 
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Table 4 

Partial Correlations between Optimism and Coping Strategies 

Coping Strategy 

Dispositional Reflective 

Dispositional Suppressive 

Dispositional Reactive 

Exam-Specific Reflective 

Exam-Specific Suppressive 

Exam-Specific Reactive 

Optimism 

Women 

r 

.17* 

-.12 

-.18* 

.09 

-.17 

-.25* 

n 

209 

209 

209 

130 

129 

129 

Men 

r 

.09 

-.41* 

-.14 

.15 

-.22 

-.13 

n 

56 

56 

56 

32 

32 

32 

*p<.01. 
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Table 5 

Correlations between Predictor Variables and Exam Scores, High School GPA, 
and Negative Affectivity for Women 

Predictor 

Exam Reflective 

Exam Suppressive 

Exam Reactive 

Disp. Reflective. 

Disp. Suppressive 

Disp. Reactive 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pretest State Anxiety 

High School GPA 

College GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Negative Affectivity 

Exam Scores 

r 

.15 

-.08 

-.01 

.08 

.06 

-.01 

.22* 

-.22* 

-.07 

-.12 

.21 

.12 

.18 

.03 

n 

133 

131 

132 

163 

163 

163 

163 

163 

133 

114 

70 

56 

56 

162 

High School GPA 

r 

-.02 

.10 

.11 

-.18* 

.08 

.00 

.14 

.11 

.25* 

-

-.44** 

-.36** 

-.07 

.10 

n 

153 

151 

152 

211 

211 

211 

211 

211 

153 

-

80 

93 

93 

210 

Negative Affectivity 

r 

.03 

.12 

.21* 

-.04 

.30** 

.49** 

-.44* 

.35* 

.15 

.03 

-.03 

.04 

.10 

~ 

n 

154 

152 

153 

212 

212 

121 

212 

212 

154 

162 

130 

94 

94 

• 

Note. Exam = Exam-Specific Coping; Disp. = Dispositional Coping. 

*p< .01. **p< .001. 
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Table 6 

Correlations between Predictor Variables and Exam Scores, High School GPA, 
and Negative Affectivity for Men 

Predictor 

Exam Reflective 

Exam Suppressive 

Exam Reactive 

Disp. Reflective 

Disp. Suppressive 

Disp. Reactive 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pre. State Anxiety 

High School GPA 

College GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Negative Affectivity. 

Exam Scores 

r 

-.04 

-.32 

-.22 

.16 

-.19 

-.20 

.14 

-.21 

-.34 

-.29 

.09 

.09 

.04 

-.20 

n 

33 

33 

33 

43 

43 

43 

43 

43 

33 

27 

21 

14 

14 

43 

High School GPA 

r 

-.16 

.09 

-.13 

.07 

.02 

-.13 

.03 

-.05 

-.09 

-

-.44 

-.46 

-.21 

-.03 

n 

41 

41 

41 

59 

59 

59 

59 

59 

41 

-

25 

27 

27 

59 

Negative 

r 

.37 

.16 

.43* 

.08 

.42** 

.70** 

-.44* 

.44* 

.39* 

-.20 

.08 

.11 

.04 

• 

Affectivitv 

n 

41 

41 

41 

59 

59 

59 

59 

59 

41 

43 

40 

27 

27 

~ 

Note. Exam = Exam-Specific Coping; Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Pre. -
Pretest State Anxiety. 

*p<.01.**p<.001. 
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Table 7 

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Exam-Specific Coping 
Strategies, Optimism, Test Anxiety, and Pretest State Anxiety as Predictors of 
Exam Scores for Women, Controlling for High School GPA and Negative 
Affectivity 

Step1 

Step 2 

Predictor 

High School GPA 

Negative Affectivity 

High School GPA 

Negative Affectivity 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pretest State Anxiety 

Reflective Coping 

Suppressive Coping 

Reactive Coping 

P 

-.14 

.14 

-.10 

.27** 

.26** 

-.24* 

.06 

.02 

.01 

.08 

Adj.R^ 

.02 

.07 

Omnibus F 

1.94^ 

2.10''* 

AR' 

.03 

.10 

AF 

1.94^ 

2.11^ 

Note. Adj.R^ = Total Adjusted R ;̂ AR^= Change in R ;̂ AF = Change in F; Coping 
= Exam-Specific Coping. 

d̂f = 2, 111;''df = 8, 105;'=df = 6, 105. 

*p< .05. **p< .01. 
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Table 8 

Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Exam-specific Coping 
Strategies, Optimism, Test Anxiety, and Pretest state anxiety as Predictors of 
Exam Scores for Men, Controlling for High School GPA and Negative Affectivity 

Step 1 

Step 2 

Predictor 

High School GPA 

Negative Affectivity 

High School GPA 

Negative Affectivity 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pretest State Anxiety 

Reflective Coping 

Suppressive Coping 

Reactive Coping 

P 

.28 

-.27 

-.29 

.05 

.04 

.11 

.32 

-.26 

-.34 

.15 

Adj.R^ 

.09 

.09 

Omnibus F 

2.23^ 

1.31^ 

AR' 

.16 

.21 

AF 

2.23' 

1.00' 

Note. Adj.R^ = Total Adjusted R ;̂ AR^= Change in R ;̂ AF = Change in F; Coping 
= Exam-Specific Coping. 

"df = 2,24;' 'df=8, 18;'=df = 6, 18. 

*p<.05. * * p < . 0 1 . 
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Table 9 

Differences Between First-Semester Freshmen Women and All Other Women on 
Major Variables 

1̂ ^ Semester Others 

Variable M SD n M SD n 

Age 

H.S. GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Disp. Reflect. 

Disp. Supp. 

Disp. React. 

Exam Reflect. 

Exam Supp. 

Exam React. 

Neg. Affect. 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pre. State Anx. 

18.3 

2.4 

555 

555 

22.4 

13.2 

14.3 

21.7 

15.3 

13.1 

22.7 

13.9 

35.4 

3.0 

2.0 

1.2 

74 

73 

5.3 

4.1 

3.9 

4.6 

4.0 

3.6 

6.4 

4.5 

11.2 

1.0 

156 

155 

79 

79 

156 

156 

156 

102 

101 

101 

156 

156 

156 

102 

20.6 

3.0 

541 

531 

23.0 

13.0 

14.3 

21.0 

15.4 

12.4 

23.6 

14.8 

36.4 

2.9 

5.5 

1.6 

82 

81 

5.0 

3.4 

4.0 

4.6 

4.1 

3.8 

8.3 

4.7 

11.8 

.9 

57 

56 

15 

15 

57 

57 

57 

32 

32 

32 

56 

57 

57 

32 

4.70* 

3.29* 

-.65 

-1.16 

.66 

-.37 

-.14 

-.74 

.09 

-.92 

.75 

1.22 

.59 

-.36 

Note. H.S. GPA = High School GPA; Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Reflect. 
Reflective; Supp. = Suppressive; React. = Reactive; Exam = Exam-Specific 
Coping; Neg. Affect. = Negative Affectivity; Pre. = Pretest; Anx. = Anxiety. 

*p<.01. 
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Table 10 

Differences Between First-Semester Freshmen Men and All Other Men on Major 
Variables 

Variable 

Age 

H.S. GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Disp. Reflect. 

Disp. Supp. 

Disp. React. 

Exam Reflect. 

Exam Supp. 

Exam React. 

Neg. Affect. 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Pre. State Anx. 

^st 

M 

18.1 

3.0 

562 

536 

22.9 

13.0 

13.1 

20.0 

15.6 

12.7 

21.7 

14.7 

32.6 

3.0 

Semester 

SD 

.4 

1.7 

88 

61 

5.0 

4.6 

3.4 

3.1 

4.4 

4.4 

6.4 

4.5 

10.2 

1.0 

n 

41 

41 

41 

41 

41 

41 

41 

25 

25 

25 

41 

41 

41 

25 

M 

19.7 

2.8 

639 

602 

24.0 

12.3 

12.1 

21.5 

14.2 

10.5 

19.9 

15.1 

28.3 

2.4 

Others 

SD 

1.5 

1.7 

111 

97 

5.5 

3.9 

3.9 

5.0 

2.9 

2.7 

6.3 

4.2 

9.3 

.8 

n 

17 

18 

9 

9 

18 

18 

18 

10 

10 

10 

18 

18 

18 

10 

t 

6.20* 

-.41 

1.98 

2.18 

.77 

-.50 

-.96 

.41 

-.09 

-.92 

-1.03 

.36 

-1.51 

-1.62 

Note. H.S. GPA = High School GPA; Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Reflect. 
Reflective; Supp. = Suppressive; React. = Reactive; Exam = Exam-Specific 
Coping; Neg. Affect. = Negative Affectivity; Pre. = Pretest; Anx. = Anxiety. 

*p<.01 
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Table 11 

Differences Between Women Who Completed Both Sessions and Drop-outs on 
Major Variables 

Variable 

Age 

High School GPA 

College GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Disp. Reflective 

Disp. Suppressive 

Disp. Reactive 

Negative Affect. 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Exam Score 

Both Sessions 

M 

18.7 

2.4 

3.5 

562 

557 

22.5 

13.0 

14.0 

22.3 

14.7 

35.4 

25.8 

SD 

2.9 

1.5 

.40 

74 

76 

5.2 

3.8 

3.7 

6.3 

4.6 

11.2 

3.2 

n 

155 

153 

93 

72 

72 

155 

155 

155 

154 

155 

155 

133 

Drop-outs 

M 

19.4 

2.9 

3.4 

523 

535 

22.7 

13.6 

15.3 

24.7 

12.4 

36.8 

24.0 

SD 

4.7 

1.4 

.50 

74 

70 

5.3 

4.3 

4.3 

8.1 

4.0 

11.9 

3.9 

n 

58 

58 

38 

22 

22 

58 

58 

58 

58 

58 

58 

30 

t 

1.30 

2.24 

.12 

-2.16 

-1.20 

.20 

.95 

2.16 

2.22 

-3.29* 

.82 

-2.35 

Note. Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Affect. = Affectivity. 

*p<.01. 
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Table 12 

Differences Between Men Who Completed Both Sessions and Drop-outs on 
Major Variables 

Variable 

Age 

High School GPA 

College GPA 

SAT-Math 

SAT-Verbal 

Disp. Reflective 

Disp. Suppressive 

Disp. Reactive 

Negative Affect. 

Optimism 

Test Anxiety 

Exam Score 

Both Sessions 

M 

18.6 

2.9 

3.6 

605 

564 

23.1 

13.0 

12.8 

21.1 

14.5 

31.8 

26.6 

SD 

1.0 

1.8 

.44 

99.4 

85.4 

5.4 

4.5 

3.8 

6.6 

4.5 

10.6 

4.1 

n 

40 

41 

28 

20 

20 

41 

41 

41 

41 

41 

41 

33 

1 

M 

18.7 

3.1 

3.4 

537 

543 

23.4 

2.2 

2.8 

21.2 

15.4 

30.1 

24.2 

Drop-outs 

SD 

1.4 

1.5 

.43 

94.1 

63.0 

4.6 

4.1 

3.1 

6.0 

4.3 

9.0 

4.5 

n 

18 

18 

12 

7 

7 

18 

18 

18 

18 

18 

18 

10 

t 

.29 

.41 

.31 

-1.57 

-.58 

.17 

-.63 

0 

.04 

.68 

-.62 

-2.39 

Note. Disp. = Dispositional Coping; Affect. = Affectivity. 

*p<.01. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors that influence how 

students cope with, and react to, exam situations. Another goal was to gain 

information about the variables that are predictive of successful performance in 

an exam situation. Since prior research has generally failed to investigate the 

coping strategies used by students the day before an exam, students' coping 

strategies were measured during this time period. The relationships between test 

anxiety, optimism, coping strategies, and exam performance were also explored. 

Overall, the results suggest that students with higher levels of optimism tended to 

feel less anxious in a testing situation, reported using more reflective coping 

strategies with an approach orientation to problems, and earned higher exam 

scores. The findings also suggest that students with higher levels of test anxiety 

tended to feel more anxious on the day before an exam (i.e., pretest state 

anxiety), used coping strategies associated with an avoidant orientation to 

problems, and performed more poorly on an exam. These findings are consistent 

with previous research and suggest that higher levels of reflective coping (similar 

to problem-focused coping) and optimism, and lower levels of test anxiety, 

suppressive coping, and reactive coping, may be adaptive for students in exam 

situations. 

50 



Dispositional Coping. Test Anxiety, and Exam-Specific Reactions 

Prior research suggests that students' dispositional coping strategies (i.e., 

how they cope with stress in general) are often associated with exam-specific 

coping strategies (e.g.. Carver & Scheier, 1994; Endler et al., 1994). In this study, 

dispositional coping strategies were measured during the first four weeks of the 

semester, while exam-specific coping strategies were measured during the last 

month of the semester on the day before an exam. The results indicate that 

dispositional coping strategies were significantly associated with their respective 

exam-specific coping strategies. This suggests that, although the demands of the 

particular situation likely influence the coping strategies used by students prior to 

an exam (Smith & Ellsworth, 1987), we may be able to predict how students will 

cope in exam situations by exploring how they cope with stress in general. 

Similarly, the relationship between students' levels of dispositional test anxiety 

(measured during the first four weeks of the semester), and subsequent levels of 

pretest state anxiety associated with an exam was explored. Similar to the 

findings of Zeidner (1995), test anxiety was positively associated with pretest 

state anxiety. 

It is important to note that most of the students in this study did not appear 

to suffer from high levels of test anxiety, as the average student only reported 

"sometimes" feeling anxious in exam situations. Even on the day before an 

exam, the average student only reported feeling "somewhat worried." However, 

the results still suggest that having knowledge of students' general test anxiety 
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may help predict their responses and feelings in specific exam situations. This 

also suggests that students' levels of anxiety on specific exams may be 

associated with an overall disposition toward feeling anxious in exam situations, 

in general. Therefore, it may be useful for educators and counselors to screen 

students in advance for symptoms of test anxiety, as this information may be 

used by educators to identify students who may benefit from receiving an 

intervention in order to decrease their test anxiety. For instance, Edelmann and 

Hardwick (1986) found that students who received an intervention that involved 

relaxation and distraction techniques experienced a significant decrease in test 

anxiety levels. Additionally, in order to help students practice these relaxation 

and distraction techniques, it may be useful for educators and counselors to 

design artificial exam situations in which students are asked to imagine an exam 

situation, and are then encouraged to practice these techniques (i.e., systematic 

desensitization). In a previous study, students who were asked to imagine a 

stressful testing situation were able to give detailed descriptions of the feelings 

and reactions they would likely experience in a similar situation (Baker & Cook, 

2001). Therefore, along with using these artificial exam situations to practice 

relaxation techniques, we may also be able to use these artificial situations to 

assess students' coping strategies and symptoms of test anxiety. 

Another goal of this study was to investigate the relationship between 

dispositional measures of coping and test anxiety, and subsequent levels of 

coping and anxiety in an exam situation. For men, dispositional reactive coping 
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(i.e., behaviors that distort coping efforts) was positively associated with test 

anxiety. For women, dispositional coping was not significantly related to test 

anxiety or pretest state anxiety. For both women and men, exam-specific reactive 

coping was positively associated with test anxiety. Also, for both women and 

men, exam-specific suppressive coping was positively associated with pretest 

state anxiety. For men, exam-specific reactive coping was also positively 

associated with pretest state anxiety. Overall, these results suggest that, on the 

day before an exam, students who use coping strategies associated with 

behavioral avoidance and/or behaviors that distort coping efforts may also feel 

increased levels of anxiety in response to the upcoming exam. Therefore, 

educators and counselors may consider discouraging highly test-anxious 

students from using these types of coping strategies on the day before an exam. 

Although the results from this study indicate that reactive and suppressive 

coping strategies may be associated with higher levels of test-related anxiety, 

reflective coping strategies were not found to be negatively associated with test 

anxiety or pretest state anxiety. However, past research has found problem-

focused coping (which is similar to reflective coping) to be negatively associated 

with anxiety (Whatley et al., 1998). It is important to note that, although reflective 

coping is somewhat similar to problem-focused coping, there are differences 

between the two constructs. Problem-focused coping Involves attempts to reduce 

stress by changing the environment, while reflective coping involves planning 

and reflecting upon the problem at hand. Therefore, although reflective coping 
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strategies may be associated with problem resolution (Heppner et al., 1995), 

these strategies may not help students to feel less anxious in exam situations. In 

order to reduce test anxiety, it may be more important for students to actively 

engage in problem-solving behaviors when preparing for exams. 

Due to the correlational nature of this study, it is difficult to draw inferences 

about the causal relationships between coping strategies and test anxiety. 

Although it is tempting to conclude that the students' coping strategies predicted 

their levels of test anxiety, it seems equally likely that students who experienced 

high levels of test anxiety engaged in suppressive coping strategies in order to 

distract themselves from their anxious thoughts. Similarly, highly test-anxious 

students may have responded with reactive coping strategies because they were 

too anxious to calmly evaluate the testing situation. 

Finally, the relationships between dispositional optimism and several other 

variables (e.g., coping, test anxiety, and exam scores) were explored. However, 

due to the lack of power, it was difficult to assess the relationship between 

optimism and these variables for men. For women, optimism was positively 

associated with dispositional reflective coping. These results are similar to those 

reported by Hart and Hinter (1995) and Scheier et al. (1986), and suggest that 

optimistic women tend to be more task oriented and focused on solving their 

problems than less optimistic women. For women, optimism was found to be 

negatively associated with exam-specific suppressive and reactive coping 

strategies. For men, optimism was negatively associated with dispositional 
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suppressive coping. Prior research has found that optimism is often negatively 

associated with depression, perceived stress (Scheier & Carver, 1985), 

psychological distress (Creed et al., 2002), and trait anxiety (Schweizer et al., 

1999). If students with lower levels of optimism were experiencing high levels of 

subjective distress and perceived stress, they may have used behavioral 

avoidance (i.e., suppressive coping) as a way of distracting themselves from 

feelings of anxiety. For women, optimism was negatively associated with test 

anxiety and pretest state anxiety. However, these associations were not 

significant for men. These findings are consistent with those reported by Lee et 

al. (1993), and suggest that highly optimistic women may be less distracted by 

task irrelevant thoughts (such as worry) and symptoms of physiological anxiety 

while preparing for or taking exams. It seems likely that highly optimistic women 

have higher levels of self-efficacy (i.e., confidence) in their test-taking abilities, 

which may explain why they felt less anxious during the exam. Overall, the 

results suggest that understanding female students' levels of optimism may help 

predict the coping strategies that they will use when dealing with an upcoming 

exam, as well as the amount of anxiety they are likely to experience in these 

situations. Therefore, interventions designed to help female students cope with 

exam situations should also attempt to increase their levels of optimism. Since 

the revised version of the Life Orientation Test only contains 10 items, educators 

and counselors may consider giving this test to students in order to assess their 

levels of optimism. This may help us to identify students low in optimism early so 
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that efforts can be made to help them achieve success in academic 

environments. Our results also suggest that it may be useful to screen students 

with measures of test anxiety. 

Coping. Optimism. Test-Related Anxietv. and Exam Performance 

Another important objective within this study was to explore the variables 

associated with exam performance. It was hypothesized that levels of optimism, 

test anxiety, pretest state anxiety, and exam-specific coping would collectively 

predict exam scores, after controlling for measures of negative affectivity and 

academic achievement. The results did not support the predictive relationship 

between these variables and exam scores over and above the variance 

accounted for by negative affectivity and high school grade-point average. 

However, the results did support the predictive relationship between the overall 

regression equation (with all predictors included) and exam scores for women. 

The variables that contributed significantly to the overall equation were negative 

affectivity, optimism, and test anxiety. More specifically, lower levels of negative 

affectivity and test anxiety, and higher levels of optimism, were associated with 

higher exam scores for women. The results did not support the overall regression 

equation for men. Overall, these results suggest that women college students 

who are generally optimistic and calm in exam situations tend to obtain higher 

exam scores, while less optimistic women who are anxious in exam situations 

may be at risk for performing more poorly. Since research has supported the 
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efficacy of using certain treatments (e.g., cognitive-behavioral therapy) for 

decreasing test anxiety and increasing academic self-efficacy for highly test-

anxious students (Wachelka & Katz, 1999), educators and counselors should 

consider increasing the use of these programs. Also, the results suggest that it 

may be beneficial for educators to assess students' levels of test anxiety early in 

college so that certain students may be targeted for interventions designed to 

help them to feel more comfortable in exam situations. 

Negative affectivity refers to general symptoms of distress that appear in a 

wide variety of environments for a particular individual (Watson et al., 1988). 

Individuals with high levels of negative affectivity tend to use less effective coping 

mechanisms during stressful events (Bolger, 1990). Since negative affectivity 

was found to be negatively associated with exams scores for women, it may also 

be useful for educators and counselors to obtain information pertaining to 

students' levels of negative affectivity in order to assess which students are at 

higher risk for performing poorly in exam situations. Although research suggests 

that coping strategies play a major role in determining outcome in exam 

situations (e.g., Zeidner, 1995), no significant relationships were found between 

coping strategies and exam scores. However, since the average exam score was 

fairly high (86% for women and 89% for men), and the variance for exam scores 

was low, the likelihood of finding significant correlations between the major 

variables and exam scores was probably decreased. Also, it is possible that the 

questions on the exam-specific version of the PF-SOC (i.e., the coping 
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instrument) were difficult for students to understand. For example, students were 

asked to respond to the following statement while reflecting upon the 

problems/concerns associated with the upcoming exam: "I am considering the 

short-term and long-term consequences of each possible solution to my 

problems." Students may have been confused by the word "problems" on this 

and other items, and this may have negatively influenced the results. Future 

research should further explore the roles that coping strategies (e.g., measured 

the day before an exam) play for students preparing for upcoming exams. 

However, it may be useful to design a coping instrument that assesses exam-

specific coping behaviors more accurately. For instance, an item tapping into 

reflective coping would state: "I am talking with students who previously 

completed the course in order to get advice about the exam." It may also be 

useful to assess other coping strategies that are likely related to exam 

performance (e.g., alcohol and substance use). 

Gender Differences 

Consistent with the results of prior research (e.g., Aysan et al., 2001), 

women reported significantly higher levels of test anxiety than men. Women also 

reportedly significantly higher levels of dispositional reactive coping (i.e., 

emotional reactivity) than men. Since women may experience higher levels of 

anxiety and emotional reactivity during the period of time preceding an exam, 

using emotion-focused coping mechanisms may help to decrease these negative 
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feelings. This may explain why women have been found to use higher levels of 

emotion-focused coping than men (Arthur, 1998). However, women did not report 

higher levels of pretest state anxiety than men, nor did they perform more poorly 

on the exam. Overall, the results suggest that educators should be aware that 

female students, compared to male students, may feel higher levels of test 

anxiety in exam situations. 

Limitations 

It is important to note that there are limitations involved in this study. Since 

the sample size for men was very small, the results of this study probably have 

limited generalizability to male students. Due to low statistical power, it was 

difficult to detect significant findings within the men's data. Also, female 

participants who completed both data collection sessions reported higher levels 

of optimism than participants who dropped out of the study after the first session. 

Therefore, the results may not be generalizable to female students who did not 

complete the study. Additionally, the participants in this study were limited to 

students in an introductory psychology course at a large southwestern public 

university, and exam performance was based on only one exam score. 

Therefore, our results may not accurately describe the characteristics, reactions, 

and performance of average college students. Since this study was correlational 

in nature, it was difficult to infer the causal factors underlying the results. For 

instance, although some coping strategies may affect anxiety levels, anxiety 

levels may affect some of the coping strategies used by students. Nevertheless, 
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our results indicate that, by measuring dispositional variables such as test 

anxiety and optimism, we may be able to identify female students who are at risk 

for feeling high levels of anxiety in exam situations. 

Another limitation of the study is that students' appraisals (i.e., 

perceptions) of the upcoming exam were not thoroughly investigated. Lazarus 

and Folkman (1984) noted that coping is highly impacted by the demands of the 

specific situation a person is in. According to their theory, in a stressful situation, 

the person "evaluates the significance of what is happening for his or her well-

being" (pp. 52-53). In this process, the person evaluates the stressor's potential 

of causing harm (i.e., primary appraisal), and then attempts to find ways to 

alleviate the stress (i.e., secondary appraisal). For example, perceiving a stressor 

as a threat versus a challenge, or perceiving one's self as having low control 

versus high control over the nature of the stressful situation, will likely impact the 

strategies used to cope with that particular stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

In the current study, the measurement of students' appraisals was limited to 

having participants report how stressful the upcoming exam was. Had students' 

appraisals been measured more thoroughly. It may have been possible to 

achieve greater predictability of students' responses to the exam (e.g., exam-

specific coping strategies and pretest state anxiety levels). 
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Future Research 

There appears to be many directions for future research within the areas 

of test anxiety and coping with exams. McDonald (2001) noted that, due to the 

fact that the majority of research on test anxiety has been correlational, very little 

information is available on the causes of test anxiety. For instance, does test 

anxiety cause students to perform poorly in school, or does poor school 

performance lead to the development of test anxiety (McDonald, 2001). Future 

research should continue to explore the factors underlying test anxiety. Since it 

appears that few researchers have investigated the reasons underlying the 

gender differences consistently found between women and men on measures of 

test anxiety, future research should continue to explore this issue. 

Although researchers have investigated the coping strategies used at 

different time periods preceding exams (e.g.. Carver & Scheier, 1994; Folkman & 

Lazarus, 1985), certain time periods have apparently not been investigated. For 

instance, it seems likely that students may react differently during the time period 

immediately preceding an exam, versus the night before an exam, versus two 

days before an exam. Hopefully, future research will give us more information 

about the factors that are associated with successful outcome for students during 

the various periods of time preceding an exam. Researchers may also consider 

measuring a wider variety of coping strategies used by students prior to exams. 

For instance. Carver and Scheier (1991) found that students often cope with 

exams by using alcohol or turning to religion. Pargament (1997) has found that 
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religious coping offers a unique contribution to the prediction of outcome during 

stressful situations. The author explained that religious coping may give people 

a sense of control during times when they feel powerless and unable to cope with 

stress (Pargament, 1997). Another coping strategy that researchers should 

consider exploring is "emotional approach coping," which involves "emotional 

processing" (i.e., acknowledging and understanding emotions) and "emotional 

expression" (Stanton, Kirk, Cameron, & Danoff-Burg, 2000, p. 1165). Stanton et 

al. have found that emotional approach coping is often associated with positive 

adjustment during stressful situations. However, the authors point out that further 

research is needed in order to understand the role that emotional approach 

coping plays in stressful situations. Therefore, it may be useful for researchers to 

measure students' levels of emotional approach coping on the day prior to an 

exam, as this may offer unique predictability of exam-specific coping strategies, 

pretest state anxiety, and exam performance. 

Since research has found that certain interventions (e.g., cognitive-

behavioral therapy) help students to feel less anxious in exam situations 

(Wachelka & Katz, 1999), it may be useful for counselors to develop brief 

intervention programs for assisting test-anxious students on the days preceding 

an exam. For example, university counseling centers may consider offering 

workshops for students on issues such as study skills, test-taking skills, and 

relaxation techniques on the days and/or weeks preceding midterm and final 

exams. Hopefully, future research will provide educators and counselors with the 
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information needed to help students to feel more comfortable while taking exams, 

as well as cope more effectively with these and other stressful events. 
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Relevant Theorv 

The literature review begins with a brief overview of the relevant theories 

within the areas coping, optimism, negative affectivity, and test anxiety. The 

following section will summarize the relevant empirical findings within each of 

these areas. Special emphasis will be given to the relationships between each of 

these variables, as well as the relationships between these variables and 

academic performance. 

Coping with Stress 

Before discussing the literature on coping, it is important to define some of 

the terms used within the area of coping. Coping has been described as a 

"dynamic series of purposeful transactions between the individual and the 

environment through which the individual attempts to regulate internal events and 

alter person-environment situations" (Zeidner, 1994, p. 900). Throughout this 

review, references will be made to various types of coping strategies that have 

been investigated by researchers. One important distinction that has been made 

is between dispositional coping and situational coping. Heszen-Niejodek (1997) 

defined dispositional coping strategies as the relatively stable ways that 

individuals cope with stressful situations in general. Individuals learn these 

coping strategies over time, and these behaviors represent coping behaviors that 

have been used effectively with previous stressors. On the other hand, situational 

coping refers to the situation-specific responses used by individuals in stressful 

situations (Heszen-Niejodek, 1997). Early in the study of coping, Lazarus and 
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Folkman (1984) indicated that there are two important dimensions within coping. 

Lazarus (1993) referred to these dimensions as emotion-focused coping and 

problem-focused coping. Problem-focused coping refers to the strategies used 

by an individual to change the environment in some way in order to reduce 

stress. For example, problem-focused coping for a student confronted with an 

exam would include making an action plan. On the other hand, emotion-focused 

coping refers to an individual's attempts to reduce stress by either changing the 

way she or he attends to the stressful event, or by changing the meaning she or 

he attributes to the event. For example, emotion-focused coping for a student 

confronted with an exam would include venting emotions to a friend. A great deal 

of research In coping has investigated how individuals cope with stressful events, 

such as life-threatening illnesses (Lazarus, 1993). During the late 1970s, theory 

and research in coping started to focus on the complex ways that coping 

strategies change over time depending on the nature of the specific situation 

(Lazarus, 1993). Furthermore, many researchers have used exams as stressful 

events within the field of coping. 

According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), coping is highly impacted by 

the demands of the specific situation that a person is In. The authors studied 

processes associated with how individuals appraise stressful situations and how 

this appraisal can help predict how the person copes in a particular situation. 

According to their theory, in a stressful situation, the person "evaluates the 

significance of what is happening for his or her well-being" (Lazarus & Folkman, 
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1984, pp. 52-53). They stated that there are basically two types of appraisal, and 

these were referred to as "primary appraisal" and "secondary appraisal" (Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984, p. 31). Duhng primary appraisal, a person evaluates the 

stressor's potential of causing harm, while in secondary appraisal, a person 

attempts to find ways to alleviate the stress. After individuals appraise the 

situation, efforts are made to cope with this stress in a way that is consistent with 

the nature of their individual appraisals (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Research also suggests that successful adaptation in stressful situations 

requires that a person's coping responses be congruent with the demands of the 

situation. In situations where individuals cannot manage or alter the situation, 

avoidant or emotion-focused coping strategies may be adaptive since the person 

has little personal control in that particular situation (Zeidner, 1994). However, in 

stressful situations where the person has more control over the situation, 

problem-focused coping strategies may be more adaptive than emotion-focused 

coping strategies (Lazarus, 1993). Overall, it seems clear that coping is a very 

transient and complex process that is highly dependent on the nature of the 

particular stressor. It also appears that most individuals use a variety of coping 

strategies within the same situation, as well as across situations (Carver & 

Scheier, 1994; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985; Smith & Ellsworth, 1987). However, 

research also suggests that individual's dispositional coping strategies are often 

highly correlated with subsequent coping strategies used in specific, stressful 

situations (Watson, David, & Suls, 1999). However, Heszen-Niejodek (1997) 

74 



pointed out that dispositional coping does not imply that in actual stressful 

situations, individuals rigidly use a specific set of coping strategies to cope with 

the situation. As previously mentioned, the specifics of the situation have an 

important influence on the person, and only a part of a person's dispositional 

coping strategies are accessed in specific situations. This is especially true for 

longer lasting stressful situations (i.e., chronic illnesses) that require a wide 

variety of coping responses. However, having an understanding of individuals' 

dispositional coping strategies is often helpful in predicting their situation-specific 

responses in stressful situations (Heszen-Niejodek, 1997). 

Within the area of coping, major developments have occurred within the 

past decade. Researchers have recently challenged the popular "problem-

focused/emotion-focused" distinction, and have argued that individuals use a 

wider variety of coping strategies in stressful situations. For instance, Endler and 

Parker (1994) developed the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS) in 

order to measure three different coping styles. These coping styles were referred 

to as task-oriented coping (i.e., focusing on the task at hand), emotion-oriented 

coping (i.e., attempting to modify one's emotions) and avoidance-oriented coping 

(i.e., avoidance behaviors such calling a friend). Furthermore, the authors 

reported that task-oriented coping has been found to be negatively associated 

with symptoms of psychological distress and psychopathology, while emotion-

focused coping has been found to be positively associated with measures of 

psychopathology (Endler & Parker, 1994). Currently, the CISS is a widely used 
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coping instrument, and it appears that the three coping styles described by the 

authors account for a wide variety of behaviors used by individuals in stressful 

situations. In the following empirical section, various studies that used the CISS 

will be described. 

Although a review of the literatures indicates that most studies make no 

reference to gender differences in coping, some researchers have investigated 

the differences between women and men on coping strategies (Arthur, 1998; 

Endler et al., 1994; Endler & Parker, 1990; Zeidner, 1995). Arthur (1998) stated 

that, although it is commonly believed that emotion-focused coping is 

maladaptive in stressful situations, women may possess a larger repertoire of 

coping strategies, which allows them to use emotion-focused coping strategies 

when needed (e.g., when nothing could be done to change the nature of the 

stressor). In the following empirical section, past research that investigated 

gender differences in coping will be described. 

Zeidner (1998) noted that individuals' coping responses may help them to 

deal with their problems effectively and lead to a decrease in their distress. On 

the other hand, some coping strategies may present problems for the individual, 

or at least exacerbate their problems. Therefore, coping researchers have 

investigated the ways that coping strategies can help individuals decrease their 

distress in stressful situations. Heppner, Cook, Wright, and Johnson (1995) 

pointed out that coping instruments have generally not assessed whether or not 

individuals' coping behaviors actually help them to resolve their problems. The 
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authors developed a coping instrument referred to as the Problem-Focused 

Styles of Coping (PF-SOC), which assesses whether or not individuals resolve 

their problems through the use of their coping strategies. The instrument divides 

coping strategies into three different styles: Reflective coping (i.e., coping 

strategies associated with planning and reflecting upon problems), suppressive 

coping (i.e., behaviors associated with avoiding problems), and reactive coping 

(i.e., behaviors that distort coping activities). The authors noted that it may be 

possible to expand the construct of emotion-focused coping in order to assess 

the consequences of a person's emotion-focused coping. However, they noted 

that it may be difficult to measure these coping strategies through self-report 

inventories due to the complexities of the unconscious processes underlying 

emotion-focused coping (Heppner et al., 1995). Overall, although a great deal of 

information has been acquired about coping processes over the past decade, it 

appears that future research should focus on understanding the relationship 

between coping and other variables, such as anxiety, health behaviors, and 

personality constructs such as optimism. 

Dispositional Optimism 

Many researchers have investigated the influence personality variables 

have on subsequent coping strategies. Bolger (1990) stated that personality 

dispositions, along with coping processes, help account for the unique ways 

different individuals cope with stressful events. One personality variable that has 
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received recent attention is dispositional optimism. In their original formulation of 

dispositional optimism, Scheier and Carver (1985) defined it "in terms of 

generalized outcome expectancies" (p. 219). They stated that optimists look at 

the world differently than pessimists. For instance, optimists expect that things 

will generally go their way, while pessimists are generally glum and expect bad 

things to happen to them. Also, they stated that these optimistic expectancies 

become generalized, as opposed to being specific to only certain domains. 

Scheier and Carver (1985) reported that this personality characteristic appears to 

be stable over time and across contexts. Scheier and Carver (1987) stated that 

optimists may have positive expectancies for a variety of reasons, including 

perceptions of luck, personal efficacy, or the influence of God. However, 

regardless of the reason, optimists generally expect that good things are likely to 

happen to them in the future. Scheier and Carver developed the Life Orientation 

Test (LOT, Scheier & Carver, 1985), and a revised version referred to as the 

Revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R, Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994), to 

measure individual's dispositional, or general, optimism. 

Other researchers have contended that the optimist-pessimist distinction 

is not as simple as described by Scheier and Carver (1985). Norem (1989) has 

described a unique subgroup of pessimists referred to as "defensive pessimists" 

(p. 487). The author stated that defensive pessimists are motivated to perform 

well because they feel anxious, fear the worse, and feel less in control in 

stressful situations. Therefore, their pessimism leads them to feel in control and 
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set high expectations for themselves. On the other hand, optimists feel motivated 

in stressful situations because they expect that good things will happen to them if 

they put effort into completing tasks. The author stated that optimists and 

defensive pessimists do equally well "within the academic domain and with 

respect to performance outcomes" (p. 492). The author stated that there is little 

data to support short-term costs to using optimism or pessimism in academic 

situations. However, the author suggested that, over time, the emotional turmoil 

experienced by the defensive pessimists may negatively affect the person's well-

being. Therefore, although optimists and defensive pessimists may both thrive in 

academic settings, there still may be benefits to being optimistic (Norem. 1989). 

Negative Affectivitv 

Another personality variable that has received empirical investigation is 

negative affectivity. According to Watson and Clark (1984), many individuals 

possess this personality characteristic, which they defined as the tendency to 

become "distressed and upset and have a negative view of self," regardless of 

the perceived stress of the situation (p. 465). However, a review of the literature 

suggests that the construct of negative affectivity is often used interchangeably 

with the construct of neuroticism. For instance, Scheier et al. (1994) stated that 

"neuroticism and negative affectivity" are associated with chronic anxiety, as well 

as "self-doubt, emotional lability, and worry" (p. 1064). They further indicated that 

neuroticism is, in part, a lack of optimism. Watson and Clark studied 
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psychological tests measuring constructs such as neuroticism, depression, and 

anxiety, and found that the correlations between the measures were large 

enough to suggest that they all tap into a single construct of negative affectivity. 

Stanton. Danoff-Burg. Cameron, and Ellis (1994) suggested that coping 

measures can be confounded by measures of psychopathology and distress 

such as negative affectivity. They stated that instruments measuring coping 

strategies are often confounded with content involving psychopathology and 

distress (Stanton et al., 1994). Watson, David, and Suls (1999) indicated that 

negative affectivity influences coping strategies during stressful events, which in 

turn lead to outcome (e.g., anxiety and depression). Bolger (1990) noted that 

individuals with high levels of neuroticism tend to use ineffective coping 

mechanisms in stressful situations. As a result, these Individuals experience high 

levels of distress and anxiety when confronted with stress. Bolger and Eckenrode 

(1991) noted that neuroticism can interfere with the measurements of constructs 

such as anxiety and social relationships during stressful events. In addition. Hart 

and Hittner (1995) noted that negative affectivity can interfere with the 

measurement of the relationship between optimism and coping. Since individuals 

with high levels of negative affectivity appear to become distressed regardless of 

the specific situation, it appears that statistically controlling for negative affectivity 

may increase the probability that coping strategies are being measured, as 

opposed to personality styles associated with becoming distressed in various 

situations. 
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Test Anxietv 

Researchers have used the word "anxiety" to refer to many different types 

of negative feelings and responses. For instance, Edwards and Trimble (1992) 

stated that anxiety is a "frequent and unpleasant response to evaluations in 

academic, employment, and interpersonal situations." One important distinction 

that has been made within the area of anxiety is between trait anxiety and state 

anxiety. According to Spielberger and Vagg (1995), trait anxiety refers to stable 

differences in proneness to anxiety across situations, while state anxiety refers to 

experiences of anxiety within a specific situation. Furthermore, trait anxiety 

involves general evaluations of stress as threatening and dangerous, which leads 

to increases in state anxiety in these situations (Spielberger & Vagg, 1995). On 

the other hand, test anxiety "represents a form of self-evaluative anxiety" in which 

individuals experience anxiety and fear in testing situations (Spence, Duric, & 

Roeder, 1996, p. 339). 

Researchers have investigated the effects that test anxiety has for 

students in testing situations since students with test anxiety often suffer from 

poorer performance than those without test anxiety (Wine, 1971). Spence et al. 

(1996) stated that individuals with test anxiety often experience a variety of 

symptoms that are affective, cognitive, behavioral, and physiological in nature. 

The affective symptoms are associated with fear, and may encourage the 

Individual to use avoidance behavior whenever possible. Some of the 
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physiological symptoms include sweating, dry mouth, increased heart rate, and 

muscular tension. Finally, the cognitive symptoms Include thinking patterns 

associated with worry over possible negative outcomes (Spence et al., 1996). 

The worry aspect of test anxiety has been described by Sarason (1978). 

The author stated that individuals with test anxiety tend to worry about exams, as 

well as display physiological reactions due to worry. Worry is composed of 

cognitive activities "marked by self-preoccupation, self-depreciation, and concern 

over the consequences of poor performance" (p. 198). In a widely referenced 

article, Liebert and Morris (1967) reported that "worry" and "emotionality" are the 

principle components in test anxiety. The authors stated that worry refers to 

cognitive activities centered around concern over one's own performance. In 

exam situations, this may be expressed as worrying about the consequences of 

failing, or that one's performance will be worse than other people. When a person 

expects poor performance, worry Increases. However, in situations where a 

person expects success, this worry should be minimal. The authors stated that 

emotionality refers to a person's autonomic reactions, which are common in 

stressful exam situations. Test-anxious individuals become emotional when they 

are feeling uncertain in the immediate exam situation, and emotionality increases 

when they feel uncertain about their performance. The authors conducted a 

study to test the hypothesis that worry and emotionality are the principle 

components of test anxiety. The results indicated that, in a testing situation, there 

was a negative correlation between expectations for success and level of worry. 
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However, unexpectedly, no correlation was found between expectations for 

success and emotionality (Liebert & Morris, 1967). 

Since testing situations often involve working on complex tasks in which 

the person will likely be evaluated, thoughts centered around worry tend to 

interfere with performance. However, in less stressful situations, the person's test 

performance is less likely to be subjected to cognitive interference (Sarason, 

1978). This likely explains why students with higher levels of test anxiety have 

been found to be more negatively affected than students with lower levels of test 

anxiety on exams that high levels of threat (Hancock, 2001). Spence et al. 

(1996), Sarason (1978), and Wine (1971) have described the tenets of the 

general theory of test anxiety as the "cognitive interference" model (Sarason, 

1984, p. 930). Wine (1971) stated that in testing situations, test-anxious 

individuals divide their attention between "self-relevant and task-relevant 

variables" (p. 92), while individuals low in test anxiety are better able to focus on 

the task in front of them. Since individuals with test anxiety tend to focus on self-

evaluative thinking and their autonomic responses, they have difficulty devoting 

full attention to the task at hand, which hinders their performance. According to 

Wine, test-anxious and non test-anxious individuals are differentially affected by 

situations involving perceived evaluation of performance. In situations with 

perceived evaluation, test-anxious individuals experience strong affective 

responses compared to those low in test anxiety. However, in non-evaluative 

testing situations, individuals with test anxiety generally feel less motivated. 
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which may lead to decreased attention to the task at hand. Blankstein, Flett, 

Boase, and Toner (1990a) described the cognitive interference model, and stated 

that test-anxious students tend to have more negative self-referential thoughts 

(e.g., negative statements about the self) during testing situations, as well as 

higher levels of negative task-relevant thoughts. They also stated that students 

with high levels of test anxiety tend to expect poorer performance in exam 

situations than students with lower levels of test anxiety (Blankstein et al., 

1990a). 
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Empirical Findings 

Appraisal and Cooing as Situational Responses 

A review of the literature indicates that coping researchers have generally 

focused their research on investigating stressors such as health problems and 

academic stressors. From an educational perspective, some researchers have 

investigated students' perceptions within academic environments, as well as the 

emotions they experience in reaction to this stress. For instance. Smith and 

Ellsworth (1987) investigated students' appraisals of academic situations, as well 

as the emotions experienced during an exam situation. Students' cognitive 

appraisals and emotions were measured right before an exam, and again after 

the students received their grades. They found that students felt many emotions 

before the exam and after receiving their grades, and that cognitive appraisals 

helped predict the types of emotions experienced. For instance, before the exam, 

students felt a combination of hope, challenge, and fear emotions. However, after 

receiving their grades their emotions became more extreme in either a positive 

(e.g., happiness) or negative (e.g., angry) direction, and this probably occurred 

because the situation became less ambiguous. This suggests that students 

experienced different emotions before and after the exam, and that their exam 

performance and appraisals may have helped predict the emotions they 

experienced (Smith & Ellsworth, 1987). 

Folkman and Lazarus (1985) found similar findings to the ones reported 

by Smith and Ellsworth's (1987). They stated that stress is a process that 
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changes across time, and therefore, people cope differently across time. When 

measuring students' coping behaviors, they found that students combined 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping at each stage of the exam 

process. For instance, over 90% of students used some form of problem-focused 

coping (e.g., making a plan of action) and emotion-focused coping (e.g., wishful 

thinking and distancing) before a midterm exam, after the exam, and after 

receiving their grades. Problem-focused coping decreased between the pre-

exam period and the post-exam period, and this probably occurred because 

problem-solving efforts could no longer change the outcome of their grades. One 

form of emotion-focused coping (distancing) increased dramatically between 

these two periods, and this probably occurred because there was nothing to do 

at that point but wait for the results. They found that students felt both threat 

emotions (e.g., potential for harm) and challenge emotions (e.g., hope) before 

and after the exam. However, after students received their grades, they felt more 

benefit emotions (e.g., relieved) or harm emotions (e.g., sad). Similar to the 

findings of Smith and Ellsworth (1987), these emotions probably became more 

polarized because the outcome of the test was known and the situation was less 

ambiguous (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985). This study indicated that students cope 

In a variety of ways across stressful situations, and the type of coping strategy 

used depends greatly on the demands of the situation. 

Carver and Scheier (1994) had students complete a measure of 

dispositional coping at the beginning of the semester. Participants also 
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completed measures of cognitive appraisals and emotions, and situational 

coping, at three different times: Two days before an exam, right after the exam, 

and after the grades were posted. Consistent with the findings of Smith and 

Ellsworth (1987) and Folkman and Lazarus (1985), most students experienced 

feelings of threat (e.g., worried and fearful) and challenge (e.g., confident and 

hopeful) before the exam. These mixed feelings before the test were probably 

due to the possibility for both success and failure. However, students had more 

feelings of either benefit or harm after receiving their grades, and this probably 

occurred because the situation had become less ambiguous once they knew 

their grades (Carver & Scheier, 1994). 

Abella and Heslin (1989) gave students measures of emotion and 

cognitive appraisal (e.g., stress and expected outcomes related to the exam) the 

day before an exam. A week after the exam, students completed a measure of 

emotion. They found that students reported stronger positive and negative 

emotions a week before an exam, but reported only positive emotions more 

strongly after the exam. Although negative emotions were not found to be 

stronger after the exam, these results support the notion that students 

experience different emotions and cognitive appraisals throughout a testing 

situation (Abella & Heslin, 1989). 

Finally, research using experimental designs have found that students' 

reactions to testing situations may be influenced by the amount of test 

preparation they have. In an analogue study by Baker and Cook (2001). students 
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who imagined studying six months for the Graduate Record Exam reported 

feeling significantly less anxious than individuals who imagined not studying for 

the exam. Students with exam preparation also reported significantly less use of 

reactive coping strategies (i.e.. strategies that distort coping activities) than those 

who imagined not studying for the exam. Overall, the results of these studies 

indicate that the emotions students experience in an examination depend largely 

on how they appraise the testing situation at the time of measurement, which 

may be influenced by test preparation. 

Dispositional versus Situational Coping in Academic Situations 

Although research suggests that coping Is a complex process that Is 

influenced by the demands of the situation (Carver & Scheier, 1994; Folkman & 

Lazarus, 1985; Smith & Ellsworth, 1987), research also suggests that individual's 

dispositional coping strategies, are often predictive of the situational coping 

strategies used in specific, stressful situations (Watson et al., 1999). A number of 

studies have supported the contention that dispositional coping strategies can 

help predict the situational coping strategies used in stressful situations. Carver, 

Scheier, and Weinstraub (1989) developed a coping instrument referred to as the 

COPE to measure dispositional and situational coping strategies. Students 

completed the COPE at the beginning of the semester, and then completed the 

situational version of the instrument three weeks later by reporting how they 

coped with the most stressful event encountered in the last two months. They 
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found that dispositional coping strategies associated with actively coping with 

stressors, using alcohol and drugs, and using religion were significantly 

correlated with situational coping strategies. However, a few dispositional coping 

strategies, including coping strategies associated with suppression, were not 

(Carver et al., 1989). One problem with the specific stressful event used in this 

study is that it simply asked participants to report the coping strategies used in a 

stressful situation experienced during the previous two months. It could be 

argued that students were not able to accurately report the coping strategies 

used in the past situation. It seems that situational coping strategies would be 

measured more accurately if students were asked to report strategies used to 

cope with a specific event. Also, it seems likely that participants were simply 

reporting their dispositional coping strategies, which would explain the high 

correlation between dispositional and situational coping strategies. 

Other researchers have measured situational coping by using more 

specific, stressful events. Endler and Parker (1994) had students complete the 

dispositional version of the CISS at the beginning of the semester, and the 

situational version was administered three months later and immediately before 

an exam. They found that each of the three coping styles (task-oriented, 

emotion-oriented, and avoidance-oriented) correlated significantly with their 

associated situation-specific coping strategies. Also, in the exam situation, task-

oriented coping was negatively correlated with avoidance-oriented coping (Endler 

& Parker, 1994). A similar study was conducted by Endler et al. (1994). Students 
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were given the dispositional version of the CISS at the beginning of the 

semester, and the situational version of the measure immediately before an 

exam. They found that all three dispositional coping strategies were significantly 

associated with their respective situational coping strategies in an exam situation 

(Endler et al. 1994). In a similar study by Zeidner (1994), students completed the 

dispositional version of the CISS at the beginning of the semester, and the 

situational version of the measure immediately before a class exam. The results 

were that all three dispositional coping strategies were significantly associated 

with their respective situation coping strategies. The results of these three 

studies lend support for the argument that dispositional coping styles can help 

predict situational coping responses in stressful situations. 

Some researchers have attempted to measure situational coping on 

multiple occasions. Carver and Scheier (1994) had students complete a 

dispositional coping measure at the beginning of the semester, and a situational 

version of the measure at three different times: Two days before an exam, right 

after the exam, and after the grades were posted. They found that dispositional 

coping strategies associated with "turning to religion," "use of alcohol," "active 

coping," "planning," and "denial" were predictive of situational coping styles at all 

three measurements, whereas dispositional strategies associated with 

suppression were not predictive of situational strategies at any of the three 

measurements (Carver & Scheier, 1994, p. 191). This study lends further support 
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to the argument that dispositional coping strategies may be useful in predicting 

situational coping responses. 

Finally, Baker and Cook (2001) used an analogue design to investigate 

the relationship between dispositional and situational coping in an experimental 

situation. Students first completed the dispositional version of the Problem-

Focused Styles of Coping (PF-SOC, Heppner et al., 1995) by reporting coping 

strategies in general. Students were then divided into two groups. In the "study" 

condition, students were asked to imagine that they had studied for the Graduate 

Record Examination (GRE) for six months, and were taking the test the next day. 

In the "no study" condition, students were asked to imagine taking the exam the 

next day with no preparation. Students then completed the situational version of 

the PF-SOC by imagining how they would cope with the exam the next day. They 

found that all dispositional coping strategies (i.e., reflective, suppressive, and 

reactive) were associated with their respective situational coping strategies. 

Overall, the results of the previous studies support the argument that, 

although coping is a complex process that is highly influenced by the demands of 

the situation, a person's general means of coping with stress can predict coping 

in stressful situations. Therefore, having knowledge of how individuals cope in 

general may assist counselors in understanding how clients may cope in 

situations such as college exams. However, it is also important to explore the 

relationship between coping strategies and subsequent performance in exam 
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situations in order to understand which coping strategies are likely to help 

individuals achieve better exam performance. 

Coping and Academic Performance 

Many researchers have investigated the relationship between coping 

strategies and academic performance due to the obvious implications for 

students taking exams. Endler et al. (1994) had students complete the situational 

version of the CISS immediately before an exam, and they found that task-

oriented coping was positively associated with exam scores for men. However, 

this association was not significant for women. Other researchers have found 

problem-focused coping to be positively associated with positive outcomes in 

academic situations. For instance, in a study by Zeidner (1995), students who 

reported using higher levels of problem-focused coping the day before an exam 

received higher exam scores. Lee, Ashford, and Jamieson (1993) had students 

complete measures of situational problem-focused coping and achievement 

striving after receiving the results of their first exam. The researchers also 

obtained the results of the second exam in the course and the final course grade. 

They found that problem-focused coping was associated with higher levels of 

achievement striving and better course grades. However, problem-focused 

coping was unrelated to scores on the second exam (Lee et al., 1993). However, 

other coping strategies have also been found to be associated with higher exam 

scores. In a study conducted by Perlini, Nenonen, and Lind (1999), the authors 
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found that coping with humor was positively associated with exam performance 

on two psychology midterm exams. Overall, the results of these studies lend 

support for the notion that problem-focused/task-oriented coping often helps 

students to achieve success in exam situations. However, research suggests that 

other coping responses are associated with academic performance, and that 

problem-focused coping may not always be the most adaptive response in 

academic situations. 

In a study conducted by Morris and Engle (1981), students reported the 

coping strategies that they had used to prepare for an exam immediately after 

finishing the exam. Morris and Engle found that coping strategies associated with 

"denial" (i.e., denying the stress of the situation) and reacting with 

"defensiveness" were associated with lower exam scores. However, they found 

no positive associations between coping strategies and exam performance. This 

suggests that, in exam situations, certain coping strategies may be maladaptive 

for students. Similar findings were reported by Whatley, Foreman, and Richards 

(1998). Participants were female students, and all participants completed a 

measure of dispositional coping on two different occasions. For both time 

periods, they found that emotion-focused coping was associated with lower 

course grades. However, problem-focused coping was not found to be 

associated with higher course grades. This suggests that strategies associated 

with focusing on one's emotions may pose a disadvantage for students. 

However, the findings reported by Morris and Engle (1981) and Whatley et al. 
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(1998) indicated that problem-focused coping strategies are not always 

associated with positive outcome in academic situations. However, most studies 

appear to support the contention that problem-focused coping strategies are 

highly adaptive in stressful situations, and that strategies associated with 

focusing on one's emotions and/or denying the nature of the stressor are often 

maladaptive for certain students. 

Although research has been conducted on the relationship between 

coping and exam performance, it appears that little research has been conducted 

on the situational coping strategies used the day before the exam. Instead, 

researchers have tended to assess coping strategies used the day of a stressful 

event, which includes immediately before or after the stressor. However, since its 

widely known that many students cram the day before an exam, this would seem 

to be an important time to measure coping strategies. A review of the literature 

found only one study that actually measured coping strategies the day before an 

exam. In this study, Zeidner (1995) reported that students who used higher levels 

of problem-focused coping the day before an exam received higher exam scores. 

In a study by Edelmann and Hardwick (1986), students reported the coping 

strategies that they had used in the past in preparation for exams scheduled for 

the next day. Students also reported how effective they believed these strategies 

were. One apparent weakness of this study was that the authors vaguely defined 

academic performance as grades for "past academic performance" (p. 255). 

Nevertheless, they found that the use of religion as a coping strategy was 
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negatively associated with academic performance. However, no other coping 

strategies were found to be correlated with grades (Edelmann & Hardwick, 

1986). One apparent problem with the methodology used in this study pertains to 

the retrospective measurement of situational coping. It seems possible that 

students were not able to accurately report their coping strategies at that later 

point. It is clear that more research is needed on the coping strategies used the 

day before an exam. 

One study even found coping strategies to be completely unrelated to 

exam performance. Bolger (1990) had students preparing to take the Medical 

College Admissions Test (MCAT) report how they were coping with the upcoming 

stressor on two occasions preceding the exam. Unlike previous studies, coping 

strategies were not associated with exam performance (Bolger, 1990). Also, 

Halamandaris and Power (1999) had students complete the Ways of Coping 

Checklist, and academic performance was measured by students' grades in six 

psychology courses over the past two semesters. They found no relationship 

between coping strategies and academic performance. Clearly, other variables 

besides coping strategies appear to predict performance In academic situations. 

Therefore, research should continue exploring the factors that are associated 

with successful performance in exam situations. 
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Gender Differences in Coping 

Some researchers have found gender differences in the use of various 

coping strategies. In a meta-analysis conducted by Tamres, Janlcki, and 

Helgeson (2002), the authors found that women tend to engage in a wider variety 

of coping strategies than men when faced with stressful events. More 

specifically, women were found to seek emotional support, use positive self-talk, 

and ruminate about their problems more than men. Arthur (1998) had students 

complete measures of coping and stress at multiple points during the academic 

year. The results were that women reported higher levels of emotion-focused 

coping than men, although there were no differences between the women and 

men on problem-focused coping. Women also reported greater stability of coping 

strategies across the time period. Similarly, Endler and Parker (1990), as well as 

Endler et al. (1994), found that women reported higher levels of dispositional 

emotion-focused and avoidance-focused coping than men. However, Endler et 

al. found no gender differences on the situational coping strategies associated 

with a particular exam. Finally, Zeidner (1995) found that women reported using 

higher levels of emotion-focused coping the day before an exam. However, it is 

important to note that most studies make no reference to gender differences 

between women and men on coping strategies. 
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Coping and Optimism 

A number of studies have investigated the relationship between the coping 

strategies and optimism. For instance, Billingsley, Waehler, and Hardin (1993) 

investigated the stability of optimism and coping over a period of time. 

Participants completed the LOT and reported the coping strategies normally used 

to cope with stress. Participants completed both of the measures on two 

separate occasions, four weeks apart. They found that most of the scales were 

consistent over time. At both measurements, they found that higher levels of 

optimism were associated with active coping (i.e., dealing with the stressor) and 

planning (i.e., developing a plan of action). They stated that these strategies may 

help individuals actively deal with stressors with an expected positive outcome. 

The results indicate that many of the coping strategies used by individuals who 

score high on optimism are consistent over time (Billingsley et al., 1993). 

Scheier, Weintraub, and Carver (1986) investigated the relationship 

between optimism and coping strategies. In one study, students completed the 

LOT and reported the coping strategies used in a past stressful situation. They 

found that optimism was positively associated with problem-focused coping 

strategies. For men, optimism was positively associated with levels of emotion-

focused coping strategies such as seeking social support, but negatively 

associated with levels of emotion-focused coping strategies such as denial and 

distancing. However, these relationships were not significant for women. In 

another study, coping was measured by having students consider a hypothetical 
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upcoming exam week consisting of three difficult exams. The found that optimism 

was positively associated with problem-focused coping strategies (e.g., creating 

detailed plans). However, optimism was negatively associated with coping 

strategies such as ventilating feelings and disengaging from the stressful event 

(Scheier et al., 1986). These results indicate that optimism scores may help 

predict the coping strategies individuals will use in stressful situations. 

Scheier, Carver, and Bridges (1994) explored the relationship between 

optimism and coping. Students completed the LOT and a measure of 

dispositional coping. The results were that higher levels of optimism were 

associated with coping strategies associated with active coping, planning, using 

religion, and behavioral disengagement. They found that lower optimism scores 

were associated with coping strategies such as denial, focusing and venting 

emotions, mental disengagement, and use of alcohol or drugs (Scheier et al., 

1994). Again, the results indicated that individuals with higher levels of optimism 

tended to use different coping strategies than individuals with lower levels of 

optimism. 

A study that investigated the relationship between optimism and coping 

with a recent stressor was conducted by Hart and Hittner (1995). Participants 

completed the LOT and measures of situational coping and anger reactivity 

associated with a recent work situation. They found that optimism was positively 

associated with confrontive coping (e.g., "I stood my ground and fought for what I 

wanted"), and this coping style was associated with increased levels of anger 
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reactivity. They found that optimism was negatively associated with escape-

avoidance coping (e.g., "I wished that the situation would go away or somehow 

be over with). As stated by the authors, a weakness of this study is that it is hard 

to generalize the results because of the small sample size (43 participants). Also, 

Hart and Hittner (1995) noted that neuroticism was not assessed, and may have 

confounded their results. Chang, Rand, and Strunk (2000) noted that individuals 

with higher levels of optimism tend to perceive less stress in their environments. 

In their study, students completed the LOT-R and a measure of "job burnout in a 

general working population" (p. 258). They found that students with higher levels 

of optimism reported lower levels of job burnout than students with lower levels of 

optimism. 

Lai and Wan (1996) studied the relationship between optimism and coping 

for students in Hong Kong. They reported that this study was important since 

most of the research on optimism has been conducted in western cultures. 

Participants completed the LOT and reported the strategies used to cope with 

midterm exams taken in the previous month. They found that optimists were 

more likely to use strategies such as "self-encouragement" when coping with 

exams, and were less likely to cope by using "cognitive avoidance" than 

pessimists (Lai & Wan, 1996, p. 26). One apparent weakness of the researcher's 

methodology involved the retrospective nature of the students' coping responses. 

However, this study indicates that optimists may use more effective coping 

strategies than pessimists. 
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Although the previous studies have found a relationship between optimism 

and coping, this relationship has not always been found. Lee et al. (1993) 

investigated the relationship between optimism and coping strategies. Students 

completed a measure of situational problem-focused coping associated with the 

exam, as well as the LOT. Unexpectedly, they found no relationship between 

optimism and problem-focused coping (Lee et al., 1993). It seems possible that 

the optimists in this study did not believe that they needed to study in order to 

achieve high performance on the exam. 

Optimism, Anxietv. and Academic Performance 

Researchers have investigated the relationship between optimism, 

pessimism, and academic performance due to the possible implications for 

students in academic situations. Milgram and Naaman (1996) conducted a study 

looking at the relationship between dispositional pessimism and measures of 

procrastination. Israeli college students completed the LOT, a measure of daily 

procrastination (e.g., with finances and self-care), and a measure of academic 

procrastination (e.g., with exam studying and paper writing). They found that 

individuals who scored higher on academic and dally procrastination were 

significantly more pessimistic than individuals who scored low in procrastination 

(Milgram & Naaman, 1996). One apparent weakness in the researchers' 

methodology was that measures of academic and daily procrastination were 

administered within a short period of each other. It seems that this would 

100 



increase the likelihood that individuals would score similarly on both measures 

due to the short latency period. However, the results of this study indicate that 

optimists may procrastinate less than pessimists in academic situations. 

Lee et al. (1993) conducted a study that investigated the relationship 

between optimism and exam performance. Students completed the LOT after 

they had received scores on their first class exam. The researchers also obtained 

results from the students' second exam and course grades. They found higher 

scores of optimism were associated with higher scores on the second exam, as 

well as better course grades, than those scoring low In optimism. In a similar 

study, Chemers, Li-tze, and Garcia (2001) had college students complete 

measures of optimism and self-efficacy at the end of their first semester of 

college. They found that higher levels of optimism and self-efficacy were 

associated with higher levels of academic performance for the school year. 

A review of the literature indicates that few researchers have investigated 

the relationship between dispositional optimism and test anxiety. However, 

research has been conducted on the relationship between optimism and trait 

anxiety. For instance. Schweizer. Beck-Seyffer. and Schneider (1999) had 

participants complete the LOT and measures of trait anxiety, state anxiety, and 

well-being (e.g., depression and life satisfaction). They found that higher levels of 

dispositional optimism were associated with lower levels of trait anxiety. Keijn, 

van der Ploeg, and Topman (1994) investigated the relationship between 

optimism, study habits and cognitions, test anxiety, and academic performance. 
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students completed the Study Management and Academic Results Test 

(SMART), which is basically a measure of academic success skills. This 

instrument assesses "study and examination-related cognitions, time 

management, and study strategies" (p. 1219). They also completed the LOT and 

a measure of test anxiety. They found that better academic success skills were 

associated with higher levels of optimism and lower levels of test anxiety. 

Overall, the results of the previous studies lend support to the argument that 

individuals who score high in optimism generally adapt better to academic 

situations than individuals who score low on this variable. 

It is important to note that not all studies have found high levels of 

optimism to be associated with academic success. For instance, Stoecker (1999) 

investigated the relationship between optimism and student's expectations for a 

hypothetical college course. Students completed the LOT-R, and the reported 

their cumulative grade-point averages and grade expectancies for a hypothetical 

course in human intelligence. The author found no relationship between optimism 

and expected grades. However, there was a significant relationship between 

cumulative grade-point average and expected grades. It was concluded that 

performance In prior courses, and not optimism, may be the most salient 

predictor of academic performance (Stoecker, 1999). Besides the small sample 

size (44 students), one problem with this study is that an actual exam was not 

used to measure academic success. The results of this study indicate that. 
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although optimism may be related to academic performance, other variables play 

a significant role in predicting academic success. 

Negative Affectivitv and Stressful Events 

Since negative affectivity has been found to interfere with the 

measurement of variables such as coping (Stanton et al., 1994), research has 

been conducted on the relationships between negative affectivity or neuroticism, 

and other variables. For instance, Gallagher (1996) investigated the relationship 

between coping and neuroticism. During the first week of the semester, students 

completed a test of general psychology knowledge. After the test, students 

reported the coping strategies they use to cope with college stressors, and also 

completed a measure of neuroticism. The results were that individuals who 

scored high in neuroticism tended to use "irrational" coping strategies, although 

these coping strategies did not negatively affect exam performance. Hart and 

Hittner (1995) reported that the failure to measure neuroticism in their study may 

have confounded their investigation of the relationship between dispositional 

optimism and coping. Also. Lee et al. (1993) recommended that researchers 

control for neuroticism when measuring the relationship between optimism and 

the reporting of physical symptoms, as neuroticism and anxiety appeared to 

explain part of the relationship between optimism and somatic complaints in their 

research. In response to criticisms that optimism, as measured by the LOT, was 

confounded by neuroticism, Scheier et al. (1994) conducted a study to assess 
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whether the LOT was uniquely predictive of other variables over and above the 

effects of neuroticism. Students completed the LOT, as well as measures of 

dispositional coping, depression, and neuroticism. They found that optimism was 

predictive of depression levels and coping strategies, even after statistically 

controlling for neuroticism. Overall, it appears that Individuals who score high in 

negative affectivity tend to react strongly in many different situations, and that it is 

often useful to use negative affectivity as a covariate in order to accurately 

measure variables such as coping and optimism. 

Test Anxietv 

Several researchers have investigated the processes underlying test 

anxiety, especially the "cognitive interference" model of test anxiety (Sarason, 

1984, p. 930). For instance, Blankstein, Flett, Boase, and Toner (1990a) had 

students complete a measure of "negative internal dialogue" and "specific 

thoughts of physiological arousal" during a difficult analogy test. Students also 

wrote out their thoughts and feelings while attempting to complete the test. Two 

weeks later, students completed a measure of test anxiety. An experimenter then 

coded all measurements taken during the test and rated them according to 

content of positive and negative "self-referential thoughts" (e.g., statements about 

the self). They found that test anxiety was positively associated with levels of 

negative self-referential thoughts, as well as levels of negative task-relevant 

thoughts. Test anxiety was also negatively associated with expected 
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performance on the analogies. The results of this study support the argument 

that negative thoughts about one's self, as well as the task at hand, contribute to 

test anxiety (Blankenstein et al., 1990a). 

Sud and Sharma (1989) conducted another study to test the validity of the 

cognitive interference model of test anxiety. Indian students completed the worry 

scale of a measure of test anxiety. On a separate day, students were asked to 

solve anagram tasks, with one group receiving attention-aiding instructions, a 

second group receiving reassurance, and a third group receiving no added 

instructions. After the task, students completed a measure of cognitive 

interference associated with the exam. An important finding was that highly test-

anxious students reported higher levels of cognitive interference than low test-

anxious students, and also performed more poorly on the task. However, 

individuals receiving attention-aiding instructions reported lower cognitive 

interference than the other two groups. Sud and Sharma concluded that cognitive 

interference and deficits in attention appear to significantly contribute to lower 

exam performance for students with test anxiety. 

However, not all studies have supported the cognitive interference model. 

Sud and Katoch (1994) investigated the relationship between test anxiety, 

cognitive interference, and exam performance. Indian students completed a 

measure of test anxiety. Students then completed a measure of in-test cognitions 

while taking a history test. Surprisingly, they found no relationship between test 

anxiety, cognitions (i.e., task-facilitating or task-debilitating), and exam 
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performance. Furthermore, they did not find a relationship between task-

facilitating cognitions and exam performance. Sud and Katoch (1994) concluded 

that the results of this study do not support the argument that cognitions play a 

large role in test anxiety. 

Trait versus State Anxiety 

Researchers have investigated the relationship between trait anxiety 

reported in a neutral situation, and state anxiety reported in a stressful situation. 

Researchers have often used exams as the stressful events used to measure 

state anxiety. Zeidner (1994) found a significant relationship between trait anxiety 

measured at the beginning of the semester, and state anxiety reported 

immediately before a particular exam. This evidence was used to support the 

notion that individuals high in trait anxiety are more vulnerable to experiencing 

increased anxiety in evaluative situations, as well as less adaptive coping skills 

(Zeidner, 1994). 

Other studies have also found a relationship between trait or test anxiety, 

and state anxiety. Endler et al. (1994) had students complete measures of trait 

anxiety at the beginning of the semester, and then complete a measure of state 

anxiety immediately before an exam. They found that "social evaluation trait 

anxiety" (p. 663) was predictive of state anxiety. Zeidner (1995) had students 

complete a measure of test anxiety during the semester, and then complete a 

measure of state anxiety immediately before an exam. The results indicated that 
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test-anxious students reported high levels of state anxiety in response to the 

exam situation. Since a relationship appears to exist between general test 

anxiety, and state anxiety, knowledge of general test anxiety may assist 

counselors in assessing whether or not a client is likely to encounter problems in 

exam situations. This would support the use of general measures of test anxiety 

as predictors of situation-specific responses in testing situations. Since research 

has found that students' anxiety levels often rise as they approach a stressful 

exam situation (Bolger, 1990), it is important to understand how test anxiety 

affects coping strategies and exam performance. Also, since research has found 

that test-anxious individuals are not necessarily highly anxious in general (Anton 

& Lillibridge, 1995), measures of test anxiety appear to offer advantages over 

measures of trait anxiety in this area of research. 

Anxietv and Coping 

One area that has received significant attention pertains to helping 

individuals better cope with tense and stressful testing situations. Instead of 

simply focusing on the effects that test anxiety has for individuals, research has 

begun to focus on how to build competencies for people suffering from test 

anxiety (Sarason, 1978). Research has found that using emotion-focused coping 

strategies may Increase anxiety levels when individuals are faced with stressful 

situations involving perceived evaluation. In effect, these coping strategies may 

lead to poor adaptation to stress (Zeidner, 1998). It has been suggested that 
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interventions should be designed to train test-anxious individuals in the use of 

more effective coping skills, as well as attempt to improve their ability to solve 

problems (Blankstein, Flett, & Watson, 1992). 

In recent years, research has been conducted on the relationship between 

test anxiety, problem-solving ability, and coping (Blankstein et al., 1992). 

However, it has been noted that more research is needed on the relationship 

between anxiety and coping (Blankstein et al., 1992; Blankstein, Flett, & Batten. 

1989). Blankstein et al. (1989) investigated the relationship between test anxiety 

and problem-solving ability. They found that test-anxious students reported lower 

confidence in their problem-solving ability than low test-anxious participants. The 

authors concluded that a lack of confidence in problem-solving ability may 

encourage individuals to engage in emotion-focused coping. This implies that 

individuals may engage less in emotion-focused coping if they are able to 

increase their confidence in problem-solving ability (Blankstein et al., 1989). 

However, since participants did not complete a coping measure, the relationship 

between anxiety and coping did not appear to be explicitly tested in this study. 

Blankstein et al. (1992) extended the study of test anxiety and problem-

solving ability to investigate how these constructs relate to coping. After an exam, 

students completed measures of dispositional coping, trait test anxiety, state test 

anxiety, and problem-solving ability. The authors found that emotion-focused 

coping and problem-solving ability were negatively correlated with trait and state 

test anxiety. They stated that test-anxious students may have avoided problem-
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solving efforts due to their anxiety, which prevented the use of problem-focused 

strategies. It was suggested that interventions focus on helping test-anxious 

individuals by training them in the use of coping skills, as well as attempting to 

improve their ability to solve problems (Blankstein et al., 1992). 

Other studies have focused more specifically on the relationship between 

anxiety and coping strategies. Aysan et al. (2001) studied the relationship 

between test anxiety and coping strategies for high school students preparing to 

take a midterm exam. They found that higher levels of test anxiety were 

associated with avoidant coping, wishful thinking, and self-blame. The authors 

concluded that students with high levels of test anxiety tended to rely on 

ineffective coping strategies. Whatley et al. (1998) investigated the relationship 

between general anxiety and coping strategies. Students completed measures of 

dispositional coping and anxiety on two separate occasions. For both time 

periods, higher levels of anxiety were associated with the use of emotion-focused 

coping, while lower levels of anxiety were associated with the use of problem-

focused coping. A similar finding was reported in the previously described study 

by Endler et al. (1994). Students completed measures of trait anxiety, state 

anxiety, and dispositional coping (with the CISS) at the beginning of the 

semester. Students then completed measures of state anxiety and situational 

coping immediately before an exam. They found that individuals who used 

avoidance-focused and emotion-focused coping reported higher levels of state 

anxiety. 
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other researchers have found relationships between anxiety and both 

emotion-focused and problem-focused coping. Zeidner (1994) found that trait 

anxiety associated with social evaluation (i.e., being in situations where 

evaluated by others) was associated with both dispositional and situational 

coping strategies immediately before an exam. More specifically, trait anxiety 

was associated with higher levels of emotion-focused coping and lower levels of 

task-oriented coping. The author stated that anxious participants may have been 

attempting to use emotion-focused coping to decrease their anxiety. Also, the 

author found results similar to those reported by Folkman and Lazarus (1985) in 

that students used both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping in the 

stressful situation. It may have been that some participants used emotion-

focused coping strategies to facilitate their adaptation to the stressful situation, 

which then facilitated the use of problem-focused coping strategies. 

Zeidner (1995) had students complete a measure of test anxiety during 

the semester, as well as measures of state anxiety and situational coping 

immediately before an exam. The results indicated that higher levels of the worry 

component of test anxiety were associated with avoidance coping, whereas 

higher levels of the emotionality component were associated with emotion-

focused coping. Also, emotion-focused coping was associated with higher levels 

of state anxiety associated with the exam. Morris and Engle (1981) conducted 

another study that explored the relationship between anxiety and coping. 

Students completed a measure of state test anxiety before and after a class 
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exam. After the exam, students also completed a measure of situational coping 

associated with the exam. They found that higher scores on the worry scale of 

anxiety were associated with coping strategies such as "isolation" (i.e., being 

detached to avoid possible confrontations); "resignation-to-poor-performance" 

(i.e., being resigned to poor performance), and "total defensiveness." On the 

emotionality scale, anxiety was associated with the coping strategy of 

"preoccupation" (i.e., ruminating about the situation). Also, Morris and Engle 

found no significant differences in pretest and posttest anxiety. One implication of 

this study is that potentially maladaptive coping strategies (i.e., resignation-to-

poor-performance, total defensiveness) may contribute to increased anxiety 

levels in exam situations. 

Researchers have extended the study of anxiety and coping to 

standardized exam situations. Bolger (1990) investigated the relationship 

between anxiety and coping with students taking the MCAT. Coping strategies 

and anxiety levels were assessed 35 days before the exam (time 1) and between 

35 to 10 days before the exam (time 2). Anxiety was also measured the week 

before the exam (time 3). They found that coping strategies associated with 

distancing at times 1 and 2 were associated with a significantly smaller increase 

in anxiety between these periods and time 3. However, problem-focused coping 

and wishful thinking were associated with a significant increase in anxiety 

between these periods. This implies that, although problem-focused strategies 
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may be adaptive in some exam situations, they do not always help students 

decrease their anxiety (Bolger, 1990). 

Although emotion-focused coping has been found to be associated with 

higher anxiety levels (Blankstein et al., 1992; Endler et al., 1994; Morris & Engle. 

1981; Whatley et al., 1998; Zeidner, 1994), this has not been found in every 

study. Edelmann and Hardwick (1986) found that some emotion-focused coping 

strategies (i.e., relaxation and distraction) were found to be associated with lower 

levels of test anxiety, while others (i.e., acceptance and catharsis) were 

associated with higher levels of test anxiety. In combination with the Bolger's 

(1990) finding that problem-focused coping increased anxiety in an exam 

situation, it appears that problem-focused coping strategies may not always be 

adaptive in exam situations. Therefore, it appears that the relationship between 

test anxiety and coping needs further exploration. 

Test Anxietv and Academic Performance 

As previously mentioned. Wine (1971) stated that test-anxious and non 

test-anxious individuals are differentially affected by situations involving 

perceived evaluation of performance. In situations with perceived evaluation, the 

authors stated that test-anxious individuals experience strong affective 

responses compared to those low in test anxiety. Therefore, some researchers 

have focused on developing interventions for helping individuals suffering from 

test anxiety. They argued that treatment for test-anxious students should involve 

112 



intense practice with testing situations. Furthermore, the author argued that the 

instructions given in treatment should only focus on the task at hand, and should 

train students to refute self-relevant thinking. Wine (1971) reported empirical 

support for the efficacy of similar treatment programs. Many studies have been 

conducted to investigate the relationship between test anxiety and academic 

performance due to the previously described problems that test-anxious students 

experience in exam situations. Seipp (1991) conducted a meta-analysis of 126 

studies to investigate the relationship between test anxiety, coping, and 

academic performance. Overall, test anxiety was found to be negatively 

correlated with academic performance, and the dimension of "worry," which was 

previously reported to be the most salient variable in test anxiety (Liebert & 

Morris, 1967), was more strongly related to lower performance than 

"emotionality." Test anxiety was found to be a stronger predictor of poor 

academic performance than general anxiety. Also, test anxiety was found to be a 

strong predictor of poor academic performance when measured after a test, as 

compared to before the test or independent of the test. Seipp concluded that test 

anxiety appears to be a good predictor of academic performance, especially 

when the worry dimension is used. 

Research has focused more specifically on the relationship between test 

anxiety and academic performance. Zeidner (1995) had students complete a 

measure of test anxiety during the semester, and then obtained the results of an 

exam taken by these students. The worry component of test anxiety was found to 
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be negatively associated with exam scores. Kleijn et al. (1994) extended the 

investigation of test anxiety to academic performance in general. Medical 

students completed a measure of test anxiety. They found that higher levels of 

test anxiety were associated with lower grade-point averages in medical school. 

Sime, Ansorge, Olson, Parker, and Lukin (1987) had students complete a 

measure of math anxiety at the beginning of the semester, and then complete 

measures of math anxiety, state anxiety, and skin temperature before statistics 

exams on two different occasions. They found that higher math anxiety scores 

were associated with lower scores on both exams. 

Some researchers have extended the study of test anxiety and academic 

performance to include measures of cognitive appraisals. Hunsley (1985) had 

students in a statistics class complete measures of test anxiety, state anxiety, 

and cognitive appraisal at the beginning of the semester. Before and after four 

course exams, students also completed a measure of state anxiety. The results 

indicated that highly test-anxious students scored poorer than students with 

lower test anxiety. However, on one exam, they found that by controlling for state 

anxiety, test anxiety no longer accounted for the decrease in exam performance. 

This indicated that state anxiety, and not test anxiety, may have been 

responsible for decreased performance. When looking at cognitive appraisals, 

they found that test anxiety was associated with perceptions of lower exam 

preparation, self-efficacy, and grade predictions. Also, test anxiety was 

associated with higher levels of negative thoughts during the exam. This 
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supports the contention that cognitive processes may play a role in decreasing 

exam performance for students with test anxiety. 

Other researchers have also explicitly investigated the factors that 

contribute to test anxiety. For instance, Musch and Broder (1999) conducted a 

study to assess whether test anxiety was best explained by the interference 

model of anxiety versus the deficit model of anxiety. As previously stated, the 

interference model states that task-irrelevant thoughts during tests interfere with 

the person's performance, whereas the deficit model states that poor test 

performance Is best attributed to deficits in study skills and other relevant skills 

associated with the area of study. Students in a statistics course completed a 

measure of test anxiety, as well as measures of general study habits and math 

skills. Test anxiety and math skills were both found to predict exam scores, 

whereas study habits were not. However, math skills were more predictive of 

exam scores than test anxiety. Musch and Broder suggested that interventions 

should target increasing students academic skills, as well as decreasing their test 

anxiety. 

Research on test anxiety has also extended to nationally standardized 

testing situations. The relationship between test anxiety, math anxiety, and 

standardized test performance was explored by Williams (1994). Students 

attending a preparation workshop for the SAT completed measures of test 

anxiety and math anxiety, and then took the verbal and quantitative sections of 

an SAT practice test. They found that higher scores on both subscales (i.e.. 
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worry and emotionality) of test anxiety and math anxiety were associated with 

lower scores on the quantitative section of the test. Higher scores on the worry 

subscale of test anxiety were also negatively correlated with test performance. In 

the previously described analogue study by Baker and Cook (2001), higher SAT 

verbal scores were associated with lower levels of state test anxiety for women 

who imagined studying for the GRE. Again, this indicates that a relationship may 

exist between academic success and test anxiety, at least in some situations and 

for certain groups of people. 

Additionally, the study of test anxiety has been extended to include 

different levels of situational demands. Spence et al. (1996) had students 

complete a measure of test anxiety, and then complete a measure of state 

anxiety immediately before and after a cognitive test. Students high and low in 

test anxiety were divided into two groups. In the high-demand group, students 

were told that their performance would be evaluated, whereas In the low-demand 

group, students were told that their performance would be confidential. They 

found that highly test-anxious students experienced a higher amount of state 

anxiety before and after the test than low test-anxious students. Also, highly test-

anxious students had significantly greater state anxiety ratings in the high-

demand situation than in the low-demand situation. As expected, they also found 

that higher levels of test anxiety were associated with significantly poorer test 

performance. 
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In measuring the relationship between test anxiety and exam 

performance, researchers have stated that special attention needs to be given to 

the time of anxiety measurement. For instance, Zeidner (1991) had students 

taking a college entrance exam divided into two groups. In the first group, 

students completed a measure of test anxiety immediately before the exam, 

while in the other group, students completed the measure immediately after the 

exam. In both groups, higher levels of test anxiety were associated with lower 

exam scores. However, test anxiety measured after the exam had a stronger 

negative correlation than test anxiety before the exam. The author reported that 

these results support the deficit model since students were probably responding 

to the anxiety measure according to their perceived performance on the exam. 

Similar results to those of Zeidner (1991) were reported by Klinger (1984). 

Students completed a measure of test anxiety a few days before an exam, as 

well as measures of state anxiety before, during, and after an exam. Higher 

levels of test anxiety and state anxiety were not associated with lower exam 

grades, although the correlations did approach significance. However, higher 

levels of state anxiety after the exam were correlated with lower exam grades. 

These results are more consistent with the argument that test anxiety is actually 

a reaction to a person's performance, as opposed to the cause of their 

performance. 

Blankstein, Flett. Watson, and Koledin (1990b) extended the investigation 

of test anxiety to include the effects of sleep disturbance on exam performance. 
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Students completed a measure of trait test anxiety. Two weeks later, students 

took an exam, and then completed a measure of sleep disturbance from the 

previous night (e.g.. unable to get enough sleep, waking up in a bad mood), as 

well as a measure of state test anxiety associated with the exam. They found that 

students with higher trait and state test-anxiety reported significantly higher levels 

of sleep disturbance than those with lower state and trait test-anxiety. Finally, 

trait and state test anxiety was associated with lower exam grades. 

It is important to note that test anxiety has not always been found to be 

associated with poorer performance. In a study by Perlini et al. (1999). students 

completed the Test Anxiety Scale, as well as measures of trait and state anxiety. 

For two psychology midterm exams, they found no significant relationship 

between these measures of anxiety and exam performance. Endler et al. (1994) 

had students complete a measure of trait anxiety at the beginning of the 

semester, as well as a measure of state anxiety immediately before an exam. 

There was no significant relationship between trait or state anxiety and exam 

grades. However, Endler et al. assessed trait anxiety instead of test anxiety, 

which may explain why anxiety did not hinder performance. However, Blankstein 

et al. (1990a) and Lee et al. (1993) found no relationship between test anxiety 

and academic performance. Although some studies have not found a relationship 

between test anxiety and exam performance, the majority of studies have found 

that the cognitive interference associated with test anxiety tends to hinder exam 

performance. 
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Gender Differences in Test Anxiety 

Some researchers have found that women reported experiencing higher 

levels of test anxiety than men. For instance, in a study by Baker and Cook 

(2001), when asked to imagine an upcoming administration of the Graduate 

Record Examination, women reported experiencing significantly higher levels of 

anxiety associated with the exam than men. The results indicated that the anxiety 

levels reported by women appeared to be unrelated to the amount of studying 

they imagined having for the exam. Women also reported lower levels of self-

efficacy for standardized exams than men. 

Other researchers have found gender differences for test anxiety in exam 

situations. Benson (1988) found that women in a statistics class reported higher 

levels of test anxiety than men. Aysan et al. (2001) explored the relationship 

between test anxiety and gender for high school students preparing to take a 

midterm exam. As predicted, they found that women reported significantly higher 

levels of test anxiety than men. Overall, the results of these studies suggests that 

female students may be at higher risk for experiencing test anxiety in exam 

situations than male students. 
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MEASURES AND QUESTIONAIRES 
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PROBLEM-FOCUSED STYLES OF COPING INVENTORY (DISPOSITIONAL) 

Directions: 

L This inventory contains statements about how people think, feel, and 
behave as they attempt to resolve personal difficulties and problems in 
their day to day lives. These are personal problems that come up from 
time to time, such as feeling depressed, getting along with friends, 
choosing a career, or deciding whether to get married or divorced. In 
considering how you deal with such problems, think about successful and 
unsuccessful outcomes, and what hinders or helps you in solving these 
problems. Please respond to the items as honestly as possible so as to 
accurately portray how frequently you do what is described in each item. 
Do not respond to the items as you think you should: rather respond in a 
way that most accurately reflects how you actually think, feel, and behave 
when you solve personal problems. 

Please read each statement on the following page, and indicate how often 
each item describes the way you typically respond to problems. In doing 
so, use the following alternatives: 

1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. ABOUT HALF OF THE TIME 
4. OFTEN 
5. ALMOST ALL OF THE TIME 

Some people may find that a number of these items are typical of their 
responses all of the time, other items are occasionally used, while others 
are almost never typical of their responses. For example, consider this 
statement: 

I think about past failures to help me solve my problems. 

If you do this often, you would indicate number 4 on the questionnaire. 

Now, please respond to all the items on the following page. 
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1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. ABOUT HALF OF THE TIME 
4. OFTEN 

5. ALMOST ALL OF THE TIME 

. 1 • I am not really sure what I think or believe about my problems. 

2. I don't sustain my actions long enough to really solve my problems. 

3. I think about ways that I solved similar problems in the past. 

4. I identify the causes of my emotions which helps me identify and 
solve my problems. 

. 5. I feel so frustrated I just give up doing any work on my problems at 
all. 

6. I consider the short-term and long-term consequences of each 
possible solution to my problems. 

7. I get preoccupied thinking about my problems and overemphasize 
some parts of them. 

8. I continue to feel uneasy about my problems, which tells me I need 
to do some more work. 

9. My old feelings get in the way of solving current problems. 

10. I spend my time doing unrelated chores and activities instead of 
acting on my problems. 

11. I think ahead, which enables me to anticipate and prepare for 
problems before they arise. 

12. I think my problems through in a systematic way. 

13. I misread another person's motives and feelings without checking 
with the person to see if my conclusions are correct. 

14. I get in touch with my feelings to identify and work on problems. 

15. I act too quickly, which makes my problems worse. 
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1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. ABOUT HALF OF THE TIME 
4. OFTEN 
5. ALMOST ALL OF THE TIME 

16. I have a difficult time concentrating on my problems (i.e.. my mind 
wanders). 

17. I have alternate plans for solving my problems In case my first 
attempt does not work. 

18. I avoid even thinking about my problems. 
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PROBLEM-FOCUSED STYLES OF COPING INVENTORY (SITUATIONAL) 

Last 6 digits of Social Security number 

Think about how you are responding to the concerns and/or 
problems associated with your PSY 1300 exam tomorrow. 

Please read each statement on the next page, and indicate how often you are 
using each item when responding to problems associated with the exam. In 
doing so, use the following alternatives: 

1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. SOMETIMES 
4. OFTEN 
5. A GREAT DEAL 

For example, consider this statement: 

I am thinking about past failures to help me solve my problems. 

If you do this often in response to the exam tomorrow, you would indicate 
number 4 on the questionnaire. 

Now, please respond to all the items on the following page. 
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Think about how you are responding to the concerns 
and/or problems associated with your PSY 1300 exam 
tomorrow. 

1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. SOMETIMES 
4. OFTEN 
5. A GREAT DEAL 

1. I am not really sure what I think or believe about my problems. 

2. I am not sustaining my actions long enough to really solve my 
problems. 

3. I am thinking about ways that I solved similar problems in the past. 

4. I am identifying the causes of my emotions which is helping me 
identify and solve my problems. 

5. I am feeling so frustrated I am just giving up doing any work on my 
problems at all. 

6. I am considering the short-term and long-term consequences of 
each possible solution to my problems. 

7. I am getting preoccupied thinking about my problems and 
overemphasizing some parts of them. 

8. I am continuing to feel uneasy about my problems, which tells me I 
need to do some more work. 

9. My old feelings are getting in the way of solving current problems. 

10. I am spending my time doing unrelated chores and activities 
instead of acting on my problems. 

11. I am thinking ahead, which is enabling me to anticipate and prepare 
for problems before they arise. 

12. I am thinking my problems through in a systematic way. 
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Think about how you are responding to the concerns 
and/or problems associated with your PSY 1300 exam 
tomorrow. 

1. ALMOST NEVER 
2. OCCASIONALLY 
3. SOMETIMES 
4. OFTEN 
5. A GREAT DEAL 

13. I am misreading another person's motives and feelings without 
checking with the person to see if my conclusions are correct. 

14. I am getting in touch with my feelings to identify and work on 
problems. 

15. I am acting too quickly, which is making my problems worse. 

16. I am having a difficult time concentrating on my problems (i.e., my 
mind wanders). 

17. I have alternate plans for solving my problems in case my first 
attempt does not work. 

18. I am avoiding even thinking about my problems. 
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POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE AFFECT SCHEDULE 

The words listed below describe different feelings and emotions. Read each item 
and then, in the space next to that word, indicate the extent to which you 
generally feel that way, that is, how you feel on average. 

1 2 3 4 5 
very slightly a little moderately quite a bit extremely 
or not at all 

, interested 

distressed 

excited 

upset 

strong 

guilty 

scared 

hostile 

enthusiastic 

proud 

irritable 

alert 

ashamed 

inspired 

nervous 

. determined 

. attentive 

jittery 

active 

afraid 

Source: Watson, D., Clark, L., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and validation of brief 
measures of positive and negative affect: The PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 54, p. 1070. Copyright 1988 American Psychological Association. 
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LIFE ORIENTATION TEST - REVISED 

Indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements 
using the following response scale. Please answer as honest as possible, and try 
not to let answers to any one question influence your response on the other 
questions. There are no right or wrong answers. 

0 = strongly disagree 
1 = disagree 
2 = neutral 
3 = agree 
4 = strongly agree 

Place the appropriate number in the blank before each item. 

1. In uncertain times, I usually expect the best. 

2. It's easy for me to relax. 

3. If something can go wrong for me, it will. 

A. I'm always optimistic about my future. 

5.1 enjoy my friends a lot. 

6. It's important for me to keep busy. 

7. I hardly ever expect things to go my way. 

8. I don't get upset too easily. 

9. I rarely count on good things happening to me. 

10. Overall, I expect more good things to happen to me than bad. 

Source: Carver, C.S. & Scheier, M.F. (1994). Situational coping and coping dispositions 
in a stressful transaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 66, 184-195. 
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TEST ANXIETY INVENTORY 

A number of statements which people have used to describe themselves are given 
on the following page. Read each statement and then respond with the appropriate 
number to the left of the statement to indicate how you generally feel. 

1 = Almost Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often, 4 = Almost Always 

There are no wrong or right answers. Do not spend too much time on one statement 
but give the answer which seems to describe how you generally feel. Please answer 
every statement. 

1 • I feel confident and relaxed while taking tests. 

2. While taking examinations I have an uneasy, upset feeling. 

3. Thinking about my grade in a course interferes with my work on tests. 

4. I freeze up on important exams. 

5. During exams I find myself thinking about whether I'll ever get through 

school. 

6. The harder I work at taking a test, the more confused I get. 

7. Thoughts of doing poorly interfere with my concentration on tests. 

8. I feel very jittery when taking an important test. 

9. Even when I'm well prepared for a test, I feel very nervous about it. 

10. I start feeling very uneasy just before getting a test paper back. 

11. During tests I feel very tense. 

12. I wish examinations did not bother me so much. 

13. During important tests I am so tense that my stomach gets upset. 

14. I seem to defeat myself while working on important tests. 

15. I feel very panicky when I take an important examination. 

16. I worry a great deal before taking an important examination. 

17. During tests I find myself thinking about the consequences of failure. 

18. I feel my heart beating very fast during important tests. 

19. After an exam is over I try to stop worrying about it, but I can't. 

20. During examinations I get so nervous that I forget facts I really know. 
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PRETEST STATE ANXIETY 

How worried or anxious do you feel about taking your PSY 
1300 exam tomorrow? 

1 
not at all 
worried 

2 
a little 
worried 

3 
somewhat 

worried 

4 
very 

worried 

5 
extremely 
worried 
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EXAM STRESS 

How stressful is the PSY 1300 exam you are taking 
tomorrow? 

1 
not at all 
stressful 

2 
a little 

stressful 

3 
somewhat 
stressful 

4 
very 

stressful 

5 
extremely 
stressful 
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DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 

Last 6 digits of Social Security number 

Full Name 

Home Phone Number 

Name of General Psychology (PSY 1300) instructor. 

Please circle or fill in the response(s) directly on this oaoe that answers the 
question most accurately for you. 

1. You are: (1) Male (2) Female 

2. You would describe your ethnic background as: 

(1) African American (2) Asian (3) Caucasian (White) 
(4) Hispanic (including Mexican American) (5) Native American 
(6) Other: 

3. Your age is: 

4. Your educational level is: 

(1)1®' semester Freshman (2) Freshman past first semester of college 
(3) Sophomore (4) Junior (5) Senior (6) Other: 

5. What were your scores on the SAT? 

Quantitative (math)_ 
Verbal 
Check here if you didn't take the SAT: 
Check here if you took the SAT but don't remember your score:, 

6. What was your overall grade-point average in high school? 
A+ A A- B+ B B- C+ C C- D+ D D-

7. Current GPA on a 4-point scale 

8. Are you a psychology major? 

. yes no 
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