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ABSTRACT

Background: Student’s academic excellence in studies depends mainly on their study skills, which is
a powerful construct that affects self-efficacy and wellbeing. This relationship is interrelated and bi-
directional. The aim of this study was to measure the study skills, find the key stressors and determine
the relationship between study skills and distress symptoms among high school students.

Methods: The study was carried out in February 2020, at a community owned non-profit
International English medium school in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. In this cross-sectional-correlational
study, convenience sampling strategy was used. Participants filled the demographic questionnaire
along with the Study Skills Inventory (SSI) and Kessler psychological distress scale (K10). The
statistical analysis used t-tests, ANOVA, Pearson’s correlation coefficient and stepwise multiple
regression.

Results: The mean total SSI score was 43.15 + 8.26 out of a possible total of 69. The total SSI score
was higher (45.46+ 8.162) for female as compared to their male counterparts (41.23+ 7.86) and was
statistically significant (p=0.001). A statistically significant association was found between the
student’s sex (p =0.000) and the reading skills and time management (p =0.001). Furthermore, the
study year had statistically significant associations with time management (p =0.008), reading
(p =0.039) and other learning skills (p = 0.011). The regression analysis revealed a satisfactory model
that explained the total variance indicating that gender (p= 0.000, f=4.55), year of study (p= 0.018,
B=3.131) and encouraging teachers’ (p= 0.001, B= 4.46) were significant predictors that have an
impact on study skills. A statistically significant negative correlation was found between the study
skills (SSI total score) and distress symptoms (K10 score) (r=-0.247, p =0.002).

Conclusion: The study concludes that poor study skills were found to be correlated with distress
symptoms among students. The study skills were higher in the female compared to the male students.
Educators need to reconfigure the approach to study skills, provide caring, stimulating environment
and easy, stigma-free access to counselling and psycho-education to support the wellbeing of the
students. Future qualitative studies are required to explore further the associated factors and
explanations for them from a student’s perspective.
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INTRODUCTION

The International Baccalaureate’s
objective is to develop inquiring,

to be successful in their learning and goals.
SS is a multi-faceted skill and comprises of
a wide range of behaviors; the sum of all the

knowledgeable and caring young people
who are active, compassionate and lifelong
learners.! To achieve this, students are
expected to have sufficient study skills (SS)

habits, determined purposes and enforced
practices that the individual uses in order to
learn.?? It assists students in their learning
and when employed helps them to recall and
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recollect the information when needed.®

From an educational perspective,
effective studying requires better study
skills; one of the ways of overcoming and
working out the demands of learning.*
Research has shown that a strategic
approach to learning is more effective with
better results and less workload.® Although
acquisition of study skills and strategies
contribute to success, students often use less
productive, superficial study approaches to
learning as they are seldom taught or
evaluated about them.®

It is an established fact that students
find it difficult to manage time, balance
studying and other commitments and
control emotions when situations make
excessive demands.” Lack of skills and
learning strategies to cope with curriculum
demands, academic workload and learning
environment are few determinants of
student distress.®®

When exploring this phenomenon
from a theoretical angle; it is possible that
students in difficulty often fail to regulate
their actions in situations that are
challenging, use least effective techniques
that affects their learning and achievement
despite hard work and effort®>!! and lead to
higher levels of distress and anxiety.'?® For
generations, higher education was an
equalizer in the society. However, in the
present era, colleges and universities have
become more selective in  student
admissions. This has led to academic
environments being highly competitive and
stressful leading to a large number of
students suffering from distress and masked
depression.’* Evidence shows that mental
health issues are increasing while student’s
wellbeing is deteriorating.'®

Distress is a state of emotional
suffering associated with stressors and
demands that are difficult to cope with in
daily life.® This can cause sadness,
frustration, anxiety, depression, and a
number of negative mood states.'® Analysis
of different studies and authors viewpoint
has shown that factors contributing to
distress could be internal (individual's own

characteristics such as physical/ mental
health, self- motivation) external (school/
home environment, teachers) or both, %17-20
Unmanaged emotional reactions to stress
could affect the learning process negatively.
The effects are not limited to the
individuals, but may also affect the society

at large.”
Literature supports a tentative
connection between study skills and

wellbeing but it has been much explored
separately and represent different research
population.”?

However, to our knowledge, no
comprehensive study on high school
students has brought together these factors.
Recognizing the alarming situation,
investigation of the factors that affect
individual mental as well as scholastic
performances is needed to improve the
learning and coping strategies and thereby
improve students’ quality of life. These
considerations gave rise to following
objectives:

Measure the study skills among
senior high school students and determine
the key stressors.

Assess study skills relationship with
the students (a) demographic factors (b)
sources of stress and (c) distress symptom
score

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Setting: The study was carried out at a
community owned non-profit International
English medium school in Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia. The student samples included
expatriates of different socioeconomic,
ethnolinguistic groups of Pakistan. Almost,
all students inevitably go through an
acculturation process that necessitates a
psychological and cultural adjustment
process that usually occurs whenever a
person is exposed to new surroundings/
cultures other than their own. It is a
segregated school serving the Pakistan
community in Saudi Arabia. The twelve-
year comprehensive school is divided into:
primary (grades 1-6) and secondary (junior)
(7-10) and senior (10-12) high school. All
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students are taught the same subjects in the

eight-year comprehensive. Like many
Pakistani schools, it follows traditional
school model.

A teacher centered curriculum with

didactic lectures is the main teaching
strategy. The teacher decides the teaching
methodology, with summative assessment
and a pass-fail grading system, thus leaving
limited choices for the student.
Sample: With an effect size of 0.1, level of
significance 0.05 and power 0.95, the
sample size was calculated to be at least
110. All high school students (total 215)
were invited to participate. Participation was
voluntary.

Participants and Procedures: This was a
cross  sectional study that utilized
convenience sampling to collect data from
students of both genders in Grade 11 and
12. The data collection took place at the
beginning of the second semester February
2020, to avoid exam stress.

Before the data collection, informed
consent was obtained from school
administrators and participating students.
Students in Grade 11 and 12 were invited to
respond to the questionnaires using a paper-
and-pencil method. Inventories  were
completed by the students in group settings
at the end of a scheduled morning session
on learning styles; under the guidance of the
teachers and the principal investigator who
explained the anonymity and confidentiality
of data collection and use. This study had
been reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board of the College of
Medicine; (Ref. No. 21/0138/IRB).

Survey Instrument:

A self-administered survey was used
to collect the data. It consisted of the
demographic characteristics namely, gender
(male, female), age and study year (Section
1). Section 2 consisted sources of stress and
it was divided into three parts: Academic
(seven questions), Learning environment
covering teaching and school environment
(five questions) and finances/others (five

questions). These were closed ended and
used Yes/No responses. Section 3 had the
Study Skills Inventory (SSI) and Kessler
psychological  distress scale  (K10).
Informed consent was obtained from all
students prior to data collection.

Study Skills Inventory (SSI) as a measure
of study skills: Skills Inventory (SSI) by
AlFaris et al.® assesses the five dimensions
or subscales namely reading skills, memory
and concentration skills, time management,
emotional management skills and other
learning practices. The scale is both reliable
and valid; consist of a total of 23 items that
use a Likert-type response format ranging
from: O for never (i.e. almost at no times-
around 0% of the time), 1 for rarely (i.e. few
times-around 25% of the time), 2 for usually
(i.e. sometimes-around 75% of the time) and
3 for always (i.e. all the time-around 100%
of the time). The maximum total score of
SSI equals 69. Cronbach alpha reliability
coefficients of SSI was 0.77.

Kessler psychological distress scale (K10)
as a measure of psychological distress:
The K10 is based on 10 questions about the
level of anxiety/ agitation, psychological
fatigue and depressive symptoms an
individual experiences in the past four-
weeks. It has been used in a wide variety of
studies and is validated for high school
students.?? Each item is answered on a five-
point Likert scale; and the scores are then
summed, yielding a minimum score of 10
and a maximum score of 50.22 Cronbach
alpha reliability coefficients of K10 was
0.86.

Data analysis: The SPSS software (version
21.0, IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA) was
used for the statistical analysis. Descriptive
statistics such as frequency, percentages,
mean, and standard deviation were
calculated. Comparisons were made using
t- test to compare the categorical variables
(sex and study year) and study skills
subscales.

To identify factors that may be
associated with the study skills, linear
regression analysis was used to investigate
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the relationship between study skills as
dependent variable; sex, study year and
sources of stressors as the independent
variable. To create the most parsimonious
model, multi-collinearity was avoided by
selecting a stepwise method in the
regression model. Additionally, Pearson’s
correlation coefficient was used to find the
relationship between the SSI and K10
scores. Ap<0.05 was wused as the
significance level in the study.

RESULTS
150 students filled the
questionnaires, with a response rate of 70%

(150/215). 56.0% were male (n=84) and
44% (n=66) females, with an age range of
15 and 19 years. The descriptive statistics of
the demographics and sources of stress are
reported in Table 1.

The sources of distress were
categorized into  academic  stressors,
learning environment and finances/ others.
Majority were distressed (75%). The major
stressors identified by the students were
anxiety about good grades (85.3%, n=128),
anxiety about exams (79%, n=118), time
constraints (76%, n=114) and academic
overload (73.3%, n=110).

Table 1: Students’ socio-demographic characteristics and sources of stress

Variables | Number of students | %
1| Sex
Male 84 56.0
Female 66 44.0
2 | Year of study
Grade 11 97 64.7
Grade 12 53 353
3 | Sources of stress
Academic stressors Yes (N) %
Homework and work outside of school 54 36
Competition with classmates 39 26
Coping with studies 106 70
Academic overload 110 73.3
Anxiety about exams 118 78.7
Anxiety about Grades 128 85.3
Pressure from parents for admission in a good university 62 41
Factors relating to the learning environment.
i. Teacher -student relations
Teachers are encouraging 100 67
Teachers help to develop my competencies and confidence to 84 56
Teachers are well focused and teaching time is put to good use 84 56
ii. Environment
Family problems and home environment 26 17.3
Unfavorable School environment and administration 48 32
Finances and others
Tuitions are a burden financially 48 32
Tuitions are a cause of stress 44 29.3
Tuitions are a cause of reducing stress 65 43.3
Time constraints 114 76
Body image perception 44 29.3

The mean and SD of the total SSI
score was 43.15+8.26 (62% out of a
maximum 69), while the mean of the
perceived distress level was 27.28+8.77.

The mean + standard deviation for the SSI
score for the subscales are shown in
Table 2.

Table 2: Mean (+SD) of study skills subscales

Study skills subscales Mean (£SD) | Maximum Score | % out of the maximum
Reading skills 8.07 (1.99) 12 67.2
Concentration and memory skills | 8.65 (2.33) 15 57.6
Time management skills 8.13 (3.32) 15 54.2
Emotional management skills 7.76 (2.70) 12 64.6
Other learning skills 10.54 (2.47) | 15 70.26
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For the study skills domains, a
statistically significant association was
found between the student sex (in favor of
female students) and the reading skills
(p=0.000) and time  management
(p =0.001) respectively. Furthermore, time

management (p =0.008), reading (p =0.039)
and other learning skills (p=0.011) had
statistically significant associations with
study year (in favor of senior students).
(Table 3)

Table 3: Association between study skills subscales and socio-demographic characteristics

Socio-demographic N | Mean of study skills subscales (+SD)
characteristics Reading Concentration and | Time Emotional Other
skills memory skills management management skills learning
Skills Skills
Sex Male 84 | 7.40 8.54 7.31 7.43 10.55
(£2.129) (+2.230) (£3.230) (+2.800) (£2.407)
Female 66 | 8.92 8.80 9.17 8.18 10.53
(£1.428) (£2.476) (£3.180) (+2.535) (¥2.567)
t-statistic (p-value) 5.216 0.694 3.519 1.704 0.042
(0.000%) (0.489) (0.001*) (0.090) (0.966)
Year of | Grade 11 97 | 7.82 8.69 7.60 7.62 10.16
study (+2.116) (£2.270) (+3.138) (+2.736) (£2.507)
Grade 12 53 | 853 8.58 9.09 8.02 11.23
(+1.683) (+2.476) (£3.477) (£2.649) (£2.267)
t-statistic (p-value) 2.086 0.264 2.686 0.866 2.562
(0.039%) (0.792) (0.008*) (0.866) (0.011%)

Influence of sources of stress on study
skills in high school students:

Table 4 illustrates the significant
predictors for study skills among students.
Stepwise linear regression analyses revealed
a satisfactory model that explained the total
variance indicating that gender (p= 0.000,
B=4.55), year of study (p= 0.018, p=3.131)
and encouraging teachers’ (p= 0.001, p=

4.46) were significant predictors that have
an impact on study skills. Female students
were 4 times more likely to have better
skills; grade 12 students were 3 times likely
to possess better skills.  Teachers’
encouragement in the class and studies was
an important predictor to improve (four
times) the students skills.

Table 4: Stepwise multiple regression showing the relationship of SSI with K-10 and other factors

Model Code Unstandardized P 95% ClI Goodness of | R Std. error of
coefficients value fit square | the estimate
B Std. Lower Upper F P
erroe bound bound value
(Constant) 36.885 1.364 0.000 | 34.190 39.579
Gender F=1, 4.557 1.258 0.000 2.070 7.043
M=0 9.816 | 0.000 | 0.168 7.616
Teachers are | Yes=1 4.468 1.372 0.001 1.757 7.179
encouraging No=0
Year of study G12=1 3.131 1.304 0.018 | 0.554 5.708
G11=0
DISCUSSION These results can assist the academia in

This study found that high school
students’ study skills were negatively
associated with distress symptoms. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first time
that the relationship between study skills
and distress symptoms has been reported
among a cohort of high school students. The
regression model indicated that the gender,
year of study and encouraging teachers were
the factors associated with study skills.

understanding the elements that impacts
students learning; hence influence educators
to adopt healthier instruction, particularly
in relation to communication and better
learning environment.

The findings of the current study
suggest that a non-significant difference
exists in the study skills of male and female
students. Time management and reading
showed significant association with both
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years of study (in favor of senior students)
and sex (in favor of female students). These
results supported and confirmed previous
research findings.”?*% Overall, the time
management and concentration & memory
scores were lower as compared to the other
domains. Previous work has established a
link  between memory and time
management. Multitasking and spending a
lot of time on tasks increases cognitive load
which indirectly contributes to poor
concentration and increases burnout.”?
Apart from time management skills, other
appropriate learning skills are also needed.?®
Sex is a significant factor to be noted while
considering study skills; as men and women
differ not only physically but also in other
attributes like learning and cognition.?*2®
Girls can multitask, have the ability to
transition between lessons, have better time
management, memory, listening, reading
and writing capabilities as compared to their
counter parts.?®?’ However, the other
learning skills were better among seniors
and male students. How Is this relevant to
education? Educators need to be aware of
these differences; so as to design and
implement  gender-based instructional
strategies for teaching.

The determinants of study skills for
students in this study were related to sex,
year of study, and teachers. The students in
our sample showed significantly higher
distress than in the age matched population
in other studies.®®-32 These figures affirm
vulnerability to psychological disturbances
and extrapolate a probability of academic
and psychosocial overload. The sources of
psychological disturbances are
multidimensional. Hence, use of screening
tools to measure the study skills and
psychological disturbances among students
is a priority. Research has shown that stress
markedly hampers the updating of
memories and impairs memory retrieval and
interferes  with  astudent's ability  to
concentrate; which may explain some
problems  faced by  students in
remembering.*®* Analysis showed teachers’
encouragement as one of the factors for

better study skills. Teaching is a complex
set of practices, the effects of the helpful,
encouraging teachers are considerable.?®
Previous studies have shown that a healthy
psychosocial learning environment with
stress free teacher-student interactions and
encouragement are a key factor for study
progress and most powerful tools a teacher
can use to build students learning.3*%

The study found that the study skills
were negatively affected by distress.
Research has found that students with
severe mental distress were four times likely
to have low self-efficacy and twice likely
delayed study progress.®® Self-efficacious
students tend to have better well-being,
more energetic and persistent in their
learning.>’

However, a correlation does not
imply causation. The relationship is
interrelated and bi-directional. In other
words, it reciprocally influences one
another. This is in line with findings from
the organizational literature, though, other
cognitive and emotional factors can also
affect student’s study skills and learning
outcomes.?” A sojourn stay becomes an
added factor, which may play role in
emergence of distress among students. In
our sample of students this effect might be
further enhanced due to problems in
adjusting to local community and curricula,
linguistic and social problems. This finding
suggests that the differences observed may
have other origins and warrant further
investigation.

The peculiarity of the study in terms
of study skills and its predictors makes it a
reference for future studies among high
school students on this important topic.
Although it provides valuable information,
it has few limitations. First, the study used a
cross-sectional design; therefore, a causal
relationship cannot be determined. Second,
the sample was from one high school and
this may limit the generalizability of results
to all population. In addition, it raises the
question whether this is specific to a
community or a similar pattern exists among
the different regions? Third, as with most
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survey questionnaires, bias and subjectivity
may be an issue.
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