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Abstract

This article introduced a combination of study habits and test taking skills intervention for students on how to
control test anxiety and promote their abilities and academic achievement. Based on skill-deficit model, anxious
students suffer from test anxiety due to inability of using sufficient study habits and test taking skills to approach
examination. Study skills interventions may assist anxious students to distinguish, recover and increase their
study habits and test-taking skills. Study skills training intervention can improve students’ cognitive processes
which affect the organization, processing and retrieval information. Study skills and test-taking skills training are
two related treatment components of new study-skills training program. The present intervention introduced in
this paper, attempts to guide students on the nature of anxiety, test anxiety, goal setting, motivation, time
management techniques, memory tips, reading and summarizing skills improvement and test taking tricks.
Through this intervention as a practical tool, students can be able to learn various tips and strategies across the
study habits and test taking skills activities to improve their study abilities and academic achievement.
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1. Introduction

Anxiety is a familiar emotion which is caused by a perceived danger or threat to individuals (Hockenbury, 2010).
The word anxiety is originated from ‘to vex or trouble’ which means absence or presence of psychological stress
that cause feelings of fear, concerns, and horror (Bouras, 2007). Thus, anxiety refers to a psychological and
physiological state consists of emotional, somatic, cognitive and behavioural components (Seligman, Walker, &
Rosenhan, 2010). Similarly, anxiety is assumed to be a natural and ordinary response to a stressful agent, assisting
someone in handling a difficult condition by means of encouraging the individual to get adapted to the problem.
The criteria for the normality or abnormality of anxiety can be determined by the severity and it cause (Barker,
2009). In addition, anxiety is considered as an appropriate and consistent response that occurs regularly in
individuals’ life across all communities. Lack of anxiety or high anxiety can cause problems and leads to
considerable risks. On the other hand, moderate anxiety can motivate people to manage their problems and be a
success in their life (Abolghasemi, Mehrabizadeh-Honarmand, Najarian, & Shokrkon, 2004). In conclusion,
anxiety is part of daily life that cannot be separated from people, so students who suffer from high levels of anxiety
should be taught the best ways to control it.

Test anxiety is an educational problem that is commonly experienced by all students. Practically, students will feel
some level of anxiety when they take a test, but for some students, the level of anxiety increases drastically and
affects their performance (Abolghasemi et al., 2004). Test anxiety as a common and significant phenomenon in
education, involves the combination of physiological over-arousal, worry and dread about test performance, and
frequently disturbs the normal learning and also decrease the test performance (Miller, Morton, Driscoll, & Davis,
2006). The American Psychiatric Association’s DSM-IV (1994) diagnostic criteria, identified test anxiety
symptoms as a social anxiety disorder (Goonan, 2003). Moreover, test anxiety has shown a negative relationship
with test performance, and their performance is about 12% less than non-anxious students (Cassady & Johnson,
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2002; McDonald, 2001). Recent studies on test anxiety in Iran became relevant and influential factor in the Iranian
educational system which is closely related to school students’ performance and educational progress
(Abolghasemi et al., 2004; Yousefi, Ma’rof, Mariani, Rumaya, & Mansor, 2010).

Yousefi pointed that test-anxiety, especially worry component has significant effects on Iranian high school
students’ academic performance (Yousefi et al., 2010). Similarly, Mazzone indicated that high school students with
a high level of test anxiety had poor academic performance (Mazzone et al., 2007). Likewise, Keoghi, Bond,
French, Richards, and Davis (2004) indicated that there is significant relationship between high school students’
grade point average and total test anxiety scores. Moreover, Chapel (2005) identified that the different levels of test
anxiety could produce significant effects on grade point average scores among students. However, research
literature argued that test anxiety has a significant effect on students’ grade point average (Annett, 2007; Keoghi et
al., 2004; Masson et al., 2004; Sullivan, 2002; Yousefi et al., 2010). Generally, a great number of studies have
shown negative significant relationship between test anxiety and academic achievement and have attempted to
identify the different ways to cope with this problem.

2. Study-Skills Training and Test Anxiety

There are various types of training programs to boost study-skills which offers strategies for effective study and
time management (Dendato & Diener, 1986; Naveh-Benjamin, McKeachie, Lin, & Holinger, 1981; Wachelka &
Katz, 1999). According to the research, study skills training (SST) only does not work efficiently to decrease
anxiety or enhance academic progress (Altmaier, 1981; Hembree, 1988). The combination of study-skills training
and behavioural procedures such as systematic desensitization is more effective and efficient than using only study
skills training (SST) to reduce anxiety (Allen, 1971; Hembree, 1988; Lent & Russell, 1978; Mitchell, Hall, &
Piatkowska, 1975).

According to Hembree’s (1988) integrative literature review showed that the highest effect sizes for anxiety
reduction were observed when study skills training were combined with behavioural therapies. Therefore, anxiety
can considerably be reduced if study skills are combined with behavioural therapies or cognitive-behavioural
procedures then test anxiety decreases from about 0.8 to 1.2 standard deviations in precollege and high school
students, respectively. Regarding test performance, Hembree’s meta-analysis indicates that SST alone can boost
test scores by about 0.39 standard deviations in postsecondary populations when it is combined with systematic
desensitization, performance was increased by close to twice as much (about three quarters of a standard deviation).
The increase of the test score by test-wiseness training was achieved in both school-aged and postsecondary
populations by the value of a quarter of a standard deviation. In addition, evidence indicates that although
academic performance of students with moderate to low test anxiety can be improved by only study counselling,
but little evidence confirms its effectiveness in enhancing the grade point average of the high-test-anxious students
(Gonzalez, 1995).

The combined effect of study-skills training and behavioural therapies can be traced in the superiority of a
multitude of attacks on the interconnected problems of test anxiety and deficient preparation. Therefore,
study-skills training may be a crucial element of any program of test-anxiety intervention (Dendato & Diener,
1986). It should be noted that study-skills training can improve students’ study habits, but it will not always lead to
better academic performance and higher scores because academic performance improves gradually. So it is
difficult to expect students to get immediate benefits from counselling intervention except students with good
study skills can have little reduction in their anxiety through counselling intervention (Naveh-Benjamin, 1991).

Prior to any study task, it is necessary to acquire some study skills including the reading and thinking skills. In
other words, study skills is required to be defined, analyse, solve and report the problem independently and
academically (Walker & Masterman, 2006). According to Reynolds and Werner (1993), learning skills are the
constituents of learning strategy that include the skills of reading, writing, finding and organizing information,
while learning strategy refers to the process of selecting and organizing the skills of the learner. Likewise, some
researchers assert that the key components required for successful learning are to develop learning/memory
techniques, learn the study strategies, use the skills related to reading (e.g. SQ3R method), write essays, take notes
and make outlines and learn how to manage time (Fender-Scarr et al., 2003; Wooten, 2000).

The use of study skills is significantly different from other forms of teacher-run learning processes (Gettinger &
Seibert, 2002). Effective study requires intention and the decision to learn and apply knowledge related to study
skills. Students who experience academic problems compared to competent students, do not use any study skills to
their reading activities; therefore, they face difficulty in understanding the academic texts (Gettinger & Seibert,
2002). It is required that the students use some of the study skills in doing their homework or in preparing for
exams, but it seems that the teachers usually give a little time in dealing with such skills and instructions for
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successful reading (Gettinger & Seibert, 2002). Masterman (2005) believed that, study skills can help to strengthen
active learning, but for students at the secondary school level, learning is a routine job without any key role in
making their identities. They have not become active learners since they have everything already available for
them. Furthermore, they make no specific efforts to search for new information because they are less motivated to
learn.

Only students who use the study skills and have learned to become independent are motivated to pursue their
studies at higher institutions and consequently, become potentially prepared to take up responsibility for learning
and its results. In addition, as their positive attitudes are reinforced, their motivation and inspiration to keep on
working will increase which will eventually lead to higher self-esteem (Masterman, 2005). Furthermore, academic
performance is positively affected by study skills (Williford, Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001). Thus, it is needed to
provide regular study skills interventions to the students in general and freshmen in particular. In this way, their
self-regulation in learning can be boosted, but this is not necessary at high school levels.

According to the recent research, students who are suffering from high test-anxiety that have poor test-taking skills
can largely benefit from study-skills training (SST) interventions which are designed for the improvement of such
skills. SST is a cognitive-deficit-based model which is targeted at enhancing various cognitive activities that
influence the organization, processing, and retrieval of information (for example, test-taking skills and study
habits), but training in study skills fails explicitly to deal with a certain cognitive occurrence of test anxiety
(Spielberger & Vagg, 1995; Spielberger & Vagg, 1995b; Vagg & James, 1995). Instead, it is intended to boost other
cognitive treatments.

[ Cognitive approach therapy

‘ Cognitive-skills deficit therapy

[
‘ Study skills training (S5T) }

study skills training Test-taking skills ]

(Study habits)

Figurel. Study skills training (SST) model

The educational components of present study-skills training programs address the following two interconnected
treatment components:

1) The purpose of study-skills training is to guide students to learn the general principles of studying and being
able to take part in tests. Through such training, students learn how to program and make efficient use of their
study time and become good in understanding, structuring, processing, and keeping information for the time they
need to retrieve during test-taking sessions. The components of the study-skills counselling programs are based on
time management and use of response management techniques, study planning, enhancing reading and
summarizing skills, controlling study behaviours and acquiring techniques useful for test-taking (Allen, 1973).
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Time management

Study planning
Study skills tranng = 4
(Study habits) Enhancing reading and
SUmmarizing
\ /

Control study behaviours

Figure 2. Study skills training (study habits)

2) Test-taking-skills training aims to provide techniques to assist students in comprehending exam questions and
instructions. In this way, students can easily organize, and retrieve information and communicate clearly
(Spielberger, Gonzalez, Taylor, Algaze, & Anton, 1978). There are some techniques which can enhance
“test-wiseness”, these includes; see the length of the test, see if some parts need more time than others, answer one
item at a time, return to harder items later (Kirkland & Hollandsworth, 1980) and deal with essay questions and
objective items separately (Andrulis & Bajtelsmit, 1977). According to Naveh-Benjamin’s research, rote
memorization is far less effective than a deep comprehension of processing of the materials. High-test-anxious
students can benefit more if their approach is more meaningful since sufficient learning and processing of the
information can have a direct impact on increasing the students’ knowledge achievement (Naveh-Benjamin et al.,
1981). In this regard, the impertinent worry, which is rooted from their anxiety and lack of competence will be
eradicated. If the students’ motivations and attitudes positively changed, they can be capable of developing
effective strategies for proper study (Covington, 2000).

See the length of the test

Estimate the timme for different parts

. . !
Testtaking skills I Answer oneitem at the time

Return to harder items later

™

Deal with essay questions and objective

items separately
\. J

Figure 3. Test-taking skills model

Furthermore, the students learned how to manage their time appropriately which includes paying attention to the
suggested time schedule and properly dealing with the different items in their study in order to cope with the
interfering problems and course requirements. Students, too, practiced predicting what questions might be raised
for text comprehension.

3. New Study SKkills Training Intervention

More adequate learning and processing of a material directly enables students to gain a better knowledge of the
study material and indirectly forgets unnecessary worry responses stemming from their anxiety due to the fact they
have not yet learned material. Completing the study skills training helped anxious students to understand what is
study skills training (SST) and how it could help them to cope with test anxiety and improve the academic
achievement. Moreover, some strategies on study skills training can be useful even if none of anxious students is
interested in use them to prepare themselves for test-taking situations.
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New study skill training in this study consists of eight psycho educational counselling sessions in 90 minutes that
content two components such as study skills (study habits) and test taking skills. The content validity of this
intervention was approved by four Iranian experts who were associate professors in Imam Khomeini
International University, Qazvin, Iran and reliability of this intervention was approved by high school students in
Qazvin, Iran. At the first session participants introduced themselves to each other, and definitions of anxiety, test
anxiety, state and trait anxiety were discussed. The second session focused on the identification of study skills
training, advantages and purposes of study skills training. During the third session, participants were presented
with the definition of academic achievement, motivation and goals setting. During the fourth session, time
management and memory were described for the participants. In the fifth session, participants were presented
with different kinds of learning styles, some skills for reading such as reading efficiency, muscle reading, and
PQ4R. The sixth session of this study focused on identifying of test taking skills, advantages and purposes, some
activities before and during the examination. The seventh session focused on some activities during and after the
examination. Finally, the eight session of this intervention concentrated on the question and answer on the
previous sessions (see in Figure4).

Y
Anmety and test First session:

] anxiety Definition of anxiety, test anxiety, state
and trait ansiety

advantages and purposes of 35T

Third session;
Academic achievement, motivation and
goals sething

Study skills N Second sessiom
— .. . Definition of study skills training,
traimng definition
~

=
Study skills (Study 1 Forth session:

habits) J Tiune management and memory

Y
VAN

22T intervention Fifth session:

L Leamning styles, reading efficency,
muscle reading, and PC4R

N
J\

S1xth sesston:
Definition of test taking skills,
Test-taking skills advantages and purposes, activities

.

Seventh zession:
Some activities during and after the
EXatn

~
.

Conclusion Eighth session:

Question & Answer

.

Figure 4. New study skill training intervention

In this intervention, students trained in some different dimensions such as the definition of anxiety, test anxiety,
academic achievement, study habits, and test taking skills in order to cope with test anxiety and improve academic
performance during eight sessions within 90 minutes. After completing this study skills training intervention,
anxious students were expected to:

1) Understand the anxiety, test anxiety and the effects of test anxiety on academic achievement;
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2) Identify two components of test anxiety (state and trait anxiety);

3) Determine two techniques of study skills training (Study skills and test-taking skills);

4) Distinguish some techniques of study skills to improve academic achievement and decrease test anxiety; and
5) Identify methods of test-taking skills to increase academic achievement and decrease test anxiety.

In the first activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents which consisted of
definition of anxiety and test anxiety (see in Tablel).

Table 1. First activity of study skill training

Teaching . . . .
] Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
sessions
L Participants introduced themselves to each other, and .
Induction time ) . . ) ) 15min
introduction about the main goal of intervention.
Facilitator explained and discussed the definition of anxiety 15mi
min
and test anxiety.
Facilitator explained normal and abnormal anxiety to the .
10min
students.
Facilitator explained in detail, includes components of test
. . anxiety (state and trait anxiety), symptoms and effects of test ~ 15min
First teaching .
) anxiety on students.
session on » o ) )
. Facilitator distributed a “List of my anxiety form” to students.
study skills Development of ] ) )
. Students were instructed to write down their normal and
training content on the

abnormal anxiety. After that, facilitator guided the students to

(Anxiety and  definition of anxiety 10min

. . balance up their anxiety level. Students then were asked to
test anxiety and test anxiety
for 90

minutes)

scale their anxiety level, where ‘1’ is very low and ‘9’ is very
high.
Facilitator distributed a “List of my state and trait anxiety
symptoms form” to students. Students were instructed to write
down their state and trait anxiety. After that, facilitator guided L0min
the students to balance up and analyse their test anxiety level.
Students then were asked to scale their state and trait anxiety,
where ‘1’ is very low and ‘9’ is very high.
Conclusion and Finally, facilitator asked all of the participants to think about

15min
evaluation the concepts and definitions which discussed in this session.

In the second activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table2) which
consisted of definition of the cognitive approach and skills-deficit model:
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Table 2. Second activity of study skill training

Teaching sessions Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
Induction time Review about the last session’s content. 15min
Facilitator identified the cognitive > Ormin
Second teaching Development of content on the approach and skills-deficit model.
session on study definition of the cognitive approach  Facilitator explained study skills or study > 0min
skills training and skills-deficit model habits.
(Study skills Facilitator explained test-taking skills 20min
training definition Finally, Facilitator asked all of the
for 90 minutes) . . participants to think about the concepts and .
Conclusion and evaluation 15min

definitions which discussed in this session.

In the third activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table3) which
consisted of definition of academic achievement and test anxiety:

Table 3. Third activity of study skill training

Teaching . . . )
] Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
sessions
Induction time Review about the last session’s content 15min
Facilitator identified the definition of academic
achievement, the importance of education in every .
country, and relationship between test anxiety and 20min
academic achievement
Development of content ~ Facilitator explained about the motivation, relationship
Third teaching on the definition of between test anxiety and motivation, components of  20min
session on study academic achievement and motivation, and intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation
skills training test anxiety Facilitator explained about the goal setting, different
(Study skills kinds of goals (short-term goals, intermediate, and
Or study habits long-term goals), choosing goals wisely, setting 20min
for 90 minutes) long-term goals, and the relationship between goal
setting and success
Finally, Facilitator asked all of the participants to think
about the concepts and definitions which discussed in
Conclusion and evaluation this session and filled the list with “my intrinsic and 15min

extrinsic motivation”, and “my short-term, intermediate,

and long-term goals”

In the fourth activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table4) which

consisted of definition of time management:
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Table 4. Fourth activity of study skill training

Teaching sessions Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
Induction time Review about the last session’s content 15min
Facilitator identified the importance of time
management, how to use of time, some good time 2 0mi
min
management strategies, and how to develop the time
. planning and management
Fourth teaching . . . .
. Development of content  Facilitator explained about the memory, different kinds
session on study . . .
. . on the definition of time  of memory (such as: short-term sensory store, working .
skills training . 20min
. management memory, and long-term memory), and some strategies
(Study skills  Or .
. to 1mprove memory
study habits for 90 . . . .
. Facilitator explained how to fill “list of my time
minutes) . . . . .
wasters”, “list of my use of time”, and “list of my time 20min
analysis”
. Finally, Facilitator asked all of the participants to think
Conclusion and . C ) .
about the concepts and definitions which discussed in ~ 15min

evaluation

this session and free discussion

In the fifth activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table5) which
consisted on learning styles:

Table 5. Fifth activity of study skill training

Teaching sessions

Allocation of time

Procedure of the session

Time

Fifth teaching
session on study
skills training
(Study skills  Or
study habits for 90

minutes)

Induction time

Development of
content on learning

styles

Conclusion and

evaluation

Review about the last session’s content
Facilitator identified different kinds of learning styles
such as auditory, visual, and kinesthetic learning, tips

and strategies to improve learning styles

Facilitator explained active reading versus passive
reading, strategies before, during, and after reading
Facilitator explained muscle reading strategy as an
active reading
Facilitator explained PQ4R method (preview, question,
read, reflect, recite, and review)
Finally, Facilitator asked all of the participants to think
about the concepts and definitions which discussed in

this session and free discussion

15min

15min

15min

15min

15min

15min

In the sixth activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table6) which
consisted of test taking skills:
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Table 6. Sixth activity of study skill training

Teaching sessions Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
Induction time Review about the last session’s content 15min
Facilitator identified the meaning, purposes, and > 0min
advantages of test taking skills
Facilitator explained some strategies before the exam
Sixth teaching Development of such as managing review time, creating review tools, > 0min
session on study content on test taking  predicting test questions, going to class prepared, and
skills training skills letting go of anxiety
(Test-taking skills Facilitator explained about some strategies and activities
for 90 minutes) during the exam such as how to reply the multiple choice 20min
exams and True/False exams
. Finally, Facilitator asked all of the participants to think
Conclusion and o ] ] ] )
about the concepts and definitions which discussed in ~ 15min

evaluation ) ]
this session

In the seventh activity of study skill training, the facilitator focused on the following contents (see in Table7) which
consisted of test taking skills:

Table7. Seventh activity of study skill training

Teaching sessions Allocation of time Procedure of the session Time
Induction time Review about the last session’s content 15min
Facilitator identified the matching exams and useful 2 0mi
min
strategies for replying them
. Facilitator explained the essay exams and beneficial .
Seventh teaching Development of . . 20min
) ) strategies for replying them
session on study content on test taking . ) o
. . . Facilitator explained some activities after the exams such
skills training skills .
. i as compare how you prepared with how you performed, .
(Test-taking skills ] ) ; 20min
. talk with the instructor, keep all materials, evaluate
for 90 minutes)
answers and test scores
. Finally, facilitator asked all of the participants to think
Conclusion and o ] ] ] )
about the concepts and definitions which discussed in ~ 15min

evaluation ) )
this session

All the activities procedures during the eight sessions of study skills training focused on the question and answer
among anxious students and facilitator who attempted to clarify the main goals of these sessions. In summary,
eight psycho educational sessions for study skills training on the basis of skill-deficit model was developed in
order to create a standard intervention procedure on test anxiety among anxious students with regards to study
habits and test taking skills. This intervention assists students to understand what is study skills training (SST)?
How it can help them to decrease test anxiety and improve academic achievement with regards to critical thinking
skills. Likewise, this intervention includes some tips and strategies on study habits and test taking skills that can be
useful even if students do not suffer from high test anxiety.

4. Conclusion

This article has identified a new study skills training intervention as a process of assisting anxious students to
manage test anxiety efficiently. Through this intervention, anxious students can be educated to understand test
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anxiety and its negative effects on the academic performance. Likewise, anxious students can be able to identify
two components of test anxiety such as the state and trait anxiety to achieve a clear understanding on the problem.
Besides, they can be able to determine the importance of study skills training, advantages and purposes of applying
these skills in the study period. Furthermore, anxious students can be able to identify the importance of academic
achievement, motivation, goals setting, time management, and memory tips on the basis of study habits skills.
Anxious students can clarify the meaning, purposes and advantages of test taking skills on test anxiety and
academic performance through test taking tricks or skills. Similarly, on the basis of test taking skills, anxious
students can be enlighten to learn some strategies before the exam such as managing review time, creating review
tools, predicting test questions, going to class prepared, and letting go of anxiety. Also, they can learn some
strategies and activities during the exam such as how to reply the multiple choice questions, True/False questions,
matching questions, essay questions and beneficial strategies for replying them. Finally, anxious students can
identify some activities after the exams such as compare how they were prepared, how they performed, how they
talk with the instructor and how they evaluate answers and test scores. Through this intervention session, anxious
students were familiar with different kinds of study habits and test taking skills to cope with test anxiety in order to
improve their academic performance.

Based on this intervention the authors recommended that this study skills training intervention could be a reliable
intervention to assist anxious students to combat test anxiety properly. Study habits and test taking tricks/skills
used on test anxiety can be applicable to other emotional disorders such as depression, phobia and so on.
However, this intervention is characterized by certain limitations such as making sessions interesting for students,
presenting the contents in the simple forms, understandable and applying a combination intervention which
involves study habits (time management, goal setting, reading skills, memory tips) and test taking tricks
(activities before, during, and after the exam). Finally, this article posed a challenge for further study to
investigate the effects of intervention on anxious students in other dimensions such as depression, phobia and so
on.
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