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Abstract 
The adolescence stage is the time of rapid physical, psychological, and social changes. 
The changes themselves create stress for the adolescent because these have to be accepted. 
Moreover, the environment that surrounds the adolescent can have a positive or negative 
effect on the development of their personality. Adolescents spend a lot of time at school 
where they are subjected to academic stress (Jain, Billaiya, & Malaiya, 2017; Liu & Lu, 
2012). Until now, no studies have been conducted in Latvia on academic stress at the stage 
of adolescence. The aim of the study is to analyse adolescent academic stress in Latvia and 
Lithuania and find coping opportunities in the school environment. The study was 
conducted in the framework of INTERREG Latvia – Lithuania project “Developing of 
Social Psychological Support Service System through Implementation of Method of 
Positive Coping Strategies and Enhancement of Social Inclusion for People in Vulnerable 
Groups” (POZCOPING). The participants of the study were 652 adolescents from Latvia 
and Lithuania aged 11 to 17. The results were obtained using the long form of the 
Adolescent Coping Scale Second Edition (ACS-2) (Frydenberg & Lewis, 2011) where the 
adolescents were offered to identify a problem which they face most often and which 
creates stress and on the Likert scale (from 1 to 5) assess the use of the problem-solving 
approaches offered (how often they are used) and their effectiveness (how often particular 
behaviour helps). The data were analysed using AQUAD and SPSS 22.0 software. The 
results show that in 437 cases, or 67 %, the adolescents are subjected to academic stress 
every day. As a result of the study, it is concluded that the school environment is 
important for improving the situation, which largely depends on the teachers’ competence 
to recognize the symptoms of academic stress and their ability to provide support for the 
adolescent in the acquisition of adaptive stress coping strategies. 
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Introduction 

The age of adolescence is the transition period where individuals are very 
susceptible to anxiety and depression due to rapid changes in their physical growth 
and psychological and social development. For several decades and in different ways, 
educators, school psychologists, parents, and researchers have been trying to find 
solutions for coping with stress because it has been a long-term problem in the 
education context (Rost & Schermer, 1987; Szafranski, Barrera, & Norton, 2012, 
Hoferichter, Raufelder, & Eid, 2014). The symptoms of stress in students can be 
different, and stress diagnostic tools have not been widely introduced in the school 
context. This is exactly why insufficient attention is often given to students in stress, 
and the negative effects of stress are often underestimated (Hoferichter et al., 2014). 

The research aim is to find out how often the adolescents of Latvia face academic 
stress and how it can be reduced. 

Research objectives: 
• Administer a questionnaire to the adolescents of Latvia and Lithuania and 

analyse the results obtained;  
• Encourage a discussion of the competence of educators to provide support to 

adolescents in coping with academic stress. 
The data were obtained using the long form of the Adolescent Coping Scale 

Second Edition (ACS-2) (Frydenberg & Lewis, 2011). 

Literature Review 

In adolescence, rapid changes in physical, cognitive, emotional, and 
psychological development take place. This creates stress for the adolescent (Byrne, 
Davenport, & Mazanov, 2007; Schraml, Perski, Grossi, & Simonsson-Sarnecki, 2011), 
most often during everyday interaction with others. Stress affects the behaviour of the 
adolescent and promotes frequent mood swings, fits of anger, and various 
communication problems, which can turn into apathy, reduce cognitive abilities, thus 
making the acquisition of learning material more difficult, which results in the 
adolescent’s inability to acquire and perceive the learning material. Difficulty making 
decisions, performing duties, etc. may also arise. Stress has a negative impact on 
mental wellbeing (Moksnes, Espnes, & Haugan, 2013) 

Good emotional health in adolescence is related to academic achievements, 
developing a healthy lifestyle, and a smaller risk of unfavourable economic and social 
outcomes, mental disorders, and later – suicide (Green, McGinnity, Meltzer, Ford, & 
Goodman, 2005; Hawton & Harriss, 2007; Kidger, Araya, Donovan, & Gunnell, 2012). 
Stress may delay this positive development. Many studies show that stress has a 
negative impact on student motivation and academic achievements (Buchwald, 2010; 
Cassady & Johnson, 2002), which may lead to early discontinuation of education and 
threaten further career plan (Cortina, 2008).  

Studies (Borelli & Prinstein, 2006; Garvik, Idsoe, & Bru. 2014; Roets & Lewis, 
2002; Treadway, Bossaller, Shelton, & Zald, 2012) associate adolescent academic stress 
with learning achievements, low motivation to study, and poor social wellbeing. The 
literature states that acquiring education, including academic success and situations 
where adolescents are unable to cope with school tasks, is one of the primary sources 
of stress for adolescents (Persike & Seiffge-Krenke, 2012; Suldo, Riley, & Shaffer, 
2006). Academic stress is discussed, the reasons for which are excessive education 
load, insufficient time management, fear of failure, emotional exhaustion, and social 
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pressure (Jain, Billaiya, & Malaiya, 2017; Liu & Lu, 2012). It stems from the 
disparity of the requirements set for students and their internal resources, further 
intensified by parental expectations that their child will be as high an achiever in class 
as possible (Kaur & Puar, 2017). Long-term academic stress can create emotional 
development disorders and health problems (Koster, Baert, Bockstaele, & De Raedt, 
2010), reduce learning achievements (Scrimin, Moscardino, Altoe, & Mason, 2018), 
and in the long term, deform the physical development of an individual. Studies show 
that stress levels significantly correlate with health outcomes (Farrell, Simpson, 
Carlson, Englund, & Sung, 2017), creating physical health disorders, e.g., affect the 
adolescents’ sleep quality, heart activity, increase blood pressure, cause metabolism 
disorders, but in the long term, various cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, etc. (Dong 
et al., 2004; Gustafsson, Janlert, Theorell, Westerlund, & Hammarstrom, 2012; 
Matthews, Hall, Cousins, & Lee,  2016; Nanni, Uher, & Danese, 2012; Yan, Lin, Su, & 
Liu, 2018). 

Regardless of the conclusions on academic stress, not enough attention is given 
to it in schools. The forefront is usually occupied not by the development of a healthy, 
harmonious personality, but by academic achievements of the students, their results in 
centralized examinations and national learning contests, which determine the rating of 
the school and thus its existence. This affects the school’s organization of work and 
environment, the teacher’s attitude to the student and to the processes in class 
(Danilane, Usca, Lubkina, & Prudņikova, 2018).  

Educators need to understand that stress levels are largely determined by the 
emotional climate in class, the microsystem where harmonious, quality social and 
emotional interaction Student–Student and Student–Teacher is realized (Wilson, 
Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2007). Empirical studies show that in classes with a good 
emotional climate students form a higher level of emotional and behavioural self-
regulation, which increases their learning motivation and the correlating academic 
achievements (Kochanska, 2002; Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, White, & Salovey, 2012). 
Still, even in a favourable emotional climate, an adolescent is not always able to avoid 
academic stress, which is why the teacher needs to be competent in order to 
understand how each particular adolescent reacts to a stressor and what kind of 
support they need. Otherwise, not only will the adolescent’s academic achievements 
decrease, but so will their social and emotional functioning (Scrimin et al., 2018).  

The studies conclude that supportive relationships between teachers and students, 
including the strengthened academic and social motivation, the cognitive and social 
competence and the involvement of the school, promote healthy academic and social 
and emotional development of students (Baker, Grant, & Morlock 2008; Murray & 
Greenberg, 2001; Wentzel, Battle, Russell, & Looney, 2010; Hoferichter et al., 2014).  

The professional competences of teachers are a popular topic of discussion in 
Latvia when it involves the modernization of education and the introduction of 
reforms. The usual emphasis is on the didactic and educational competence, which 
describes the educator’s knowledge of their teaching subject, teaching methods and 
the ability to convey learning material to students. The competence that promotes the 
improvement of a school’s rating. From the point of view of inclusive education, the 
educator’s social competence is gaining importance too (this includes the teacher’s 
communication and cooperation skills, ability to work with students from different 
social groups), admittedly, with emphasis on communication with special needs 
students. Individual competence (related to personal qualities) is emphasized very 
rarely. We believe that the latter two are extremely important in the formation of a 
favourable emotional climate. An educator with a highly developed social and 
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individual competence is able to form positive communication with adolescents in 
various situations, their empathy is developed, and they have authority over 
adolescents. Whereas based on mutual trust and using their didactic and educational 
competence, in a favourable environment an educator is able to provide quality 
support to adolescents in the acquisition of stress coping strategies. As a result, 
without lowering the academic requirements, it is possible to decrease long-term 
academic stress. Unfortunately, studies (Bethere, Neimane, & Usca, 2017) show that 
the educators’ self-assessment of these competences in Latvia is not particularly high: 
in a survey of 264 educators, only 31.1 % of respondents believe that they have a 
sufficiently developed communicative competence, 41.1% – professional competence, 
but counselling competence – only 26.2 % of respondents. In the light of the problem 
under study, this allows assuming that insufficient level of these skills may not only 
hinder supporting adolescents but also create a situation where stress increases. 

Research Methods 

In the framework of Latvia – Lithuania Interreg project “Developing of Social 
Psychological Support Service System through Implementation of Method of Positive 
Coping Strategies and Enhancement of Social Inclusion for People in Vulnerable 
Groups” (POZCOPING), the adolescents were offered the questionnaire “The 
Adolescent Coping Scale” (ACS – 2).  

652 adolescents aged from 11 to 17 participated in the study: (Latvia – 371, 
Lithuania – 281). According to age staging (Curtis, 2015), the younger adolescent 
group (age 11 – 13) contained 302 adolescents, the older group (age 14 – 17) – 350 
adolescents. 

The results were obtained using the long form of the Adolescent Coping Scale 
Second Edition (ACS-2) (Frydenberg & Lewis, 2011) where the adolescents were 
asked to identify a problem that they face most often and that creates stress, and on 
the Likert scale (from 1 to 5) assess the use of the problem-solving approaches 
suggested (how often they are used) and their effectiveness (how often particular 
behaviour helps).  

From the point of view of the school environment, the attention was given to the 
assessment of the use and effectiveness of the strategy Seeking professional help – 
turning to a professional adviser, such as a teacher or a counsellor, because it largely 
describes the school environment, shows how often an adolescent turns to a teacher or 
a school psychologist with their problem and believes this action to be useful 
(assessment of effectiveness). 

The data were processed using the mixed methods approach. The responses to the 
open-ended question about the problem that creates stress were encoded using 
qualitative data processing software AQUAD. The questionnaire data were also 
encoded and processed using SPSS 22.0 software. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient 
was calculated (α=.865), which signifies good internal consistency. 

Findings 

In response to the open-ended question, the adolescents named one or two the 
most urgent problems that stress them out. The distribution of the problems identified 
in the responses of all the adolescents involved in the survey, and for the adolescents 
of Latvia and Lithuania separately, is provided in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Frequency of the Problems Identified (%) 

Problem All 
respondents 

Latvia Lithuania 

Problems related to studies in school 67 70.9 61.9 
Problems related to achievements 
outside school  

6.9 8.9 4.3 

Problems related to relationships with 
peers 

18.1 18.6 17.4 

Problems related to family 13.5 16.4 9.6 
Worrying about health 4.3 5.1 3.2 
Worrying about appearance 3.7 3.5 3.9 
Worrying about future opportunities 11.3 14 7.8 
Fear of punishment 1.2 1.6 0,7 
Other  10.9 13.5 7.5 

The results show that in 437 or 67 % of cases adolescents state problems related to 
studies in school, i.e. academic achievements, as the most important problem that worries 
them. The results obtained on academic achievements as a source of stress are similar to 
the studies in other countries (Chiang, 1995; Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2008). In the 
previous century, a USA study already concluded that 42% of adolescents worry about 
studies every day, some other participants – at least once a week (de Anda et al., 1997). 
This is a worrying result. Whereas Mann–Whitney U test results show statistically 
significant differences (p = .016), depending on the country of residence of the 
adolescents, in the assessment of the problem related to studies in school. The adolescents 
in Latvia mention this problem more often (Mean Rank 339.10) than the adolescents in 
Lithuania (Mean Rank 309.86). This allows assuming that academic stress is characteristic 
of both boys and girls regardless of age group and that its intensity is affected by the 
environment (in this particular case – the country).  

An important question is whether in this situation schools are giving enough attention 
to this stressor, whether an adolescent can receive quality social and professional support, 
which is why we are focusing on the assessment of the use and effectiveness of the 
strategy Seeking professional help – turning to a professional adviser, such as a teacher 
or a counsellor. The choice is also based on the belief that adolescents nowadays have 
greater stress than the previous generations had, they face more difficulties and challenges. 
Looking for stress coping opportunities, adolescents often turn for support, seek help from 
teachers. Studies have shown that social support is pointed against stress (Stiffman & 
Hann-Jong, 1990) and depression (Dean & Ensel, 1983) and promotes social and 
emotional activity (Bryant, 1985).  

  
The results are summarised in Table 2. 

Table 2 
Adolescent Assessment for Strategy Seeking Professional Help 

Aspect 
Never Rarely Sometimes Often Very 

often 
Mean 

All Latvia Lithuania 
% 

Use 39 33.1 17.9 8.3 1.7 2.006 1.660 2.463 
Effectiveness 30 30.2 22.2 11.8 5.8 2.278 1.903 2.772 
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Professional help is important. The analysis of the responses of all the participants 
also shows a correlation between the identified problem related to academic stress and the 
use (p = .031) and effectiveness (p = .024) of seeking professional help. Still, the results 
show: If in case of problems such stress coping strategy as social support is often or very 
often chosen by almost half of the adolescents (48.6 %) and they consider it effective 
(49.7 %), seeking professional help is often or very often chosen by 10 % of the 
adolescents only, and 72.1 % do not choose it at all or choose very rarely. 60.2 % of the 
adolescents believe that turning to a professional (a teacher, a psychologist, a counsellor, 
etc.) is ineffective or is rarely effective.  

Mann–Whitney U test shows statistically the most significant differences in the 
assessment of the use (p = .000) and the effectiveness (p = .000) of this strategy. The 
descriptive statistics data show the same: In Latvia, seeking professional help is 
considered ineffective or rarely effective by 73.3 % of the adolescents, but in Lithuania – 
by 42.7 %. No differences were found depending on the gender or age of the respondents. 

The results show that Latvia has problems with providing a friendly and inclusive 
environment for the adolescent. Learning activity requires an environment where 
communication between a student and a teacher takes place in a psychologically 
favourable atmosphere, where not only academic achievements are promoted but also the 
development of a harmonious, healthy personality (Danilane et al., 2018). This is largely 
the responsibility of a teacher. Still, the discussions with educators on academic stress and 
its consequences that took place during the study show that educators often lack an 
understanding of the problem, and thinking about ratings prevails over thinking about 
students („they know that this is the school policy; if the grade average is low, they will 
have to change schools”). Not all schools have a psychologist, but subject teachers often 
lack the knowledge about the problem and its identification. This is implied by a study on 
teacher competences conducted in Latvia: Teachers working in primary education give a 
low assessment to their problem diagnosis and counselling skills (Bethere et al., 2017), 
which are important in this particular case. Thus we need to raise the issue of a school 
environment that is supportive for all (teachers, students). Ensuring support must be based 
on 1) a complex and consecutive study of the developmental needs of adolescent students, 
which allows identifying their needs and potential risk factors to overall development; 2) 
continuing education of teachers, which would provide knowledge on adolescent stress 
and improve their problem diagnosis and counselling competences. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

The study is limited by the specific cultural environment and set of respondents. To 
generalize the results, further studies and searching for solutions is required, including the 
design and testing of methodology. However, this study marks some tendencies too. 

In modern society, lowering requirements for knowledge acquisition is impossible. 
The rapid development of science, technologies, and economy allows assuming that the 
requirements for academic achievements will only grow, increasing the mental load on 
adolescents and creating the environment for even greater academic stress. Solutions must 
be sought how to decrease it. 

We believe that this is possible on two levels.  

Level 1 
Reviewing the state education policy and content. This is currently happening within 

the framework of the project Skola2030 (School2030), where one of the primary goals is 
to design, test and consecutively introduce in Latvia such general education content and 
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teaching approach from 1.5 to 18 years of age that would result in the students acquiring 
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for life in the 21st century. This means that the 
content and performance rating requirements will be reviewed. 

Level 2  
Educational activity in a specific educational institution with specific adolescents. 

Schools, through mutual cooperation, need to use methods 1) that promote the formation 
and maintenance of a positive class environment; 2) where adolescents acquire stress 
coping strategies, learning to use various methods and the internal resources of their 
personality. Positive relationships between peers and teachers and the school climate 
create a positive effect in such aspects as safety and justice, whereas the school’s 
affiliation or connection are associated with better emotional health (Pellegrini & Bartini, 
2000; Saab & Klinger, 2010; Murberg & Bru, 2004; Kidger et al., 2012). The differences 
between the adolescents in Latvia and in Lithuania in their assessment of the strategy 
Seeking professional help found in the study show that Latvian education policy makers 
and educators need to get acquainted with the experience of Lithuanian colleagues more 
closely because the adolescents in Lithuania trust and seek help from professionals more 
often, which implies that Lithuania has a better developed support system and educator 
competence. Moreover, both countries are located in the Baltic region, they have a similar 
social and cultural environment and mentality. This allows assuming that the 
methodologies would be easy to adapt. 

 To provide quality support in decreasing adolescent academic stress, it is advisable 
to organize the work of a support team in schools (a social educator, a psychologist, a 
class tutor, a subject teacher, a nurse, school administration, adolescent’s parents) (Orska, 
2017). The actual situation shows that not all schools have support staff, not all parents are 
ready to get involved in solving problems, many consider it to be solely the responsibility 
of the school. Thus subject teachers and class tutors not only have to perform such primary 
activities as organizing events aimed at uniting the class and developing a favourable 
psychological environment, monitoring adolescents, assessing their level of knowledge, 
analysing their results, etc., but also have to create a support system and personally 
support adolescents in coping with stress. To achieve this, the teacher needs to recognise 
the symptoms of academic stress, needs to know stress coping strategies, needs to know 
how to apply these in personal life and to teach their application to students. Based on the 
study on the self-assessment of the educators in Latvia (Bethere et al., 2017) and on the 
results of the adolescent survey, the competence of current and future educators needs to 
be improved through deeper theoretical and practical acquisition of: 1) stress coping 
strategies; 2) communication skills in different contexts; 3) counselling skills.  
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