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ABSTRACT: Objectives: Academic Evaluation Anxiety is a significant psychological concern among adolescents, with
well-documented impacts on academic performance, emotional well-being, and school engagement. In Portugal, recent
evidence suggests growing pressure on students to achieve high academic standards, with psychosocial variables such as
resilience, perceived support, and school environment playing a crucial role. This study aims to examine the prevalence
and psychosocial predictors of Academic Evaluation Anxiety in Portuguese students, and to identify risk and protective
factors that inform educational practice. Methods: This cross-sectional, quantitative study analysed data from 3083
students (5th to 12th grade) from the 2024 National Study by the Observatory of Psychological Health and Well-Being.
Validated instruments were used, including the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale-21 items (DASS-21), the Social
and Emotional Skills Scale (SSES), the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) psychological symptoms and
well-being indices, the Positive Youth Development (PYD) scale, and the School Environment Scale. Statistical analyses
included descriptive measures, one-way ANOVAs, and multivariate linear regression. Results: Academic Evaluation
Anxiety was significantly higher among female students (Mean = 2.80, SD = 0.93) compared to male students (Mean
= 2.16, SD = 1.10), representing approximately 30% higher mean levels of anxiety in girls (F = 306.206, p < 0.001).
Resilience (β = −0.38, p < 0.001), self-confidence (β = −0.07, p = 0.02), and creativity (β = −0.06, p = 0.01) emerged
as protective factors, whereas cooperation (β = 0.23, p < 0.001), teacher relationships (β = 0.08, p < 0.001), bullying
(β = 0.07, p < 0.001), and school environment (β = 0.05, p = 0.03) were positively associated with anxiety levels.
Conclusions: Academic Evaluation Anxiety is highly prevalent among Portuguese adolescents, with girls reporting
significantly higher levels than boys. Resilience, self-confidence, and creativity act as protective factors, while bullying,
teacher relationships, cooperation, and negative school climate increase vulnerability. These findings highlight the
need for whole-school strategies that strengthen socio-emotional competencies and create psychologically safe learning
environments to support both well-being and academic success.
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1 Introduction
Academic Evaluation Anxiety is a widespread phenomenon in school contexts, particularly during

adolescence, and is defined as a set of physiological, emotional, and cognitive responses triggered by
evaluative academic situations [1,2]. While some degree of anxiety can be adaptive, high Academic Evaluation
Anxiety interferes with students’ learning, well-being, and academic performance [3].

Recent research in the Portuguese educational context highlights the increasing relevance of Academic
Evaluation Anxiety as a public health concern in schools, with academic pressure, low emotional regulation,
and limited psychological flexibility acting as amplifying factors [4,5]. In addition, lack of social support and
poor self-management strategies have been associated with heightened anxiety in academic settings [6,7].

Academic Evaluation Anxiety has been consistently linked to reduced academic achievement, lower
self-esteem, school avoidance, and increased psychological distress [8–10]. At a neurocognitive level, it
impairs working memory, attention, and test performance, particularly when students experience perfec-
tionistic thinking or fear of a negative evaluation [11].

Gender differences have been consistently documented in both national and international studies,
with girls reporting higher levels of Academic Evaluation Anxiety than boys [12,13]. These differences may
be explained by a combination of biological mechanisms—such as heightened hypothalamic–pituitary–
adrenal (HPA) axis reactivity to stress [14]—and sociocultural factors, including internalised performance
expectations, fear of failure, and greater societal acceptance of emotional expression in girls [15]. In Portugal,
where educational attainment is often associated with social mobility and family honour, female students
may experience additional pressure to achieve academically, further exacerbating anxiety symptoms [16].

Furthermore, adolescence represents a period of heightened vulnerability due to rapid neurobiological
development, identity exploration, and increased exposure to evaluative and competitive academic con-
texts [17]. These processes may interact with gender norms, leading to distinct coping styles—such as greater
reliance on relational validation among girls—that can influence the intensity and expression of Academic
Evaluation Anxiety [1].

Understanding the psychosocial predictors of Academic Evaluation Anxiety is crucial for identifying
vulnerable students and informing targeted interventions. Emerging approaches based on Positive Youth
Development and mindfulness have shown promising outcomes in mitigating Academic Evaluation Anxiety
and promoting coping strategies [18,19]. However, despite the growing literature, there remains a need for
large-scale, population-based studies in Portugal that simultaneously examine individual, relational, and
contextual predictors of this form of anxiety.

This study seeks to fill existing gaps in the Portuguese context by providing large-scale evidence on
the prevalence, predictors, and gender differences in Academic Evaluation Anxiety, integrating individual,
relational, and school-environmental factors.

1.1 Theoretical Background: Understanding Academic Evaluation Anxiety in Adolescence
1.1.1 Defining Academic Evaluation Anxiety: A Multidimensional Construct

Academic Evaluation Anxiety is conceptualized as a multidimensional construct comprising three
interrelated components: emotionality (physiological arousal), cognitive worry (ruminative thoughts and
fear of failure), and behavioural avoidance [20,21]. These components interact to affect how students perceive
academic challenges and respond to evaluative situations.
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Students with high Academic Evaluation Anxiety tend to overestimate the threat of academic failure
while underestimating their capacity to cope, resulting in a cycle of avoidance, disengagement, and self-
criticism [22]. These cognitive distortions are exacerbated when self-worth becomes overly tied to academic
performance [15].

This multidimensional perspective provides a foundation for understanding how both individual traits
(e.g., resilience, self-confidence) and environmental conditions (e.g., school climate, teacher expectations)
can shape the onset and intensity of anxiety symptoms. To deepen this understanding, it is important to
consider developmental factors that make adolescents particularly susceptible to this form of anxiety.

1.1.2 Developmental Vulnerability in Adolescence
Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by heightened emotional sensitivity, iden-

tity exploration, and increased exposure to evaluative social contexts [17]. These features make adolescents
particularly vulnerable to academic anxiety, especially during transitional phases or in high-stakes academic
environments [12].

In Portugal, transitions between basic and secondary education, alongside the pressure to succeed
in national exams and secure future opportunities, contribute significantly to anxiety symptoms [4,23].
Research has also shown that retained students and those experiencing academic failure report lower
self-esteem and greater psychological vulnerability [23].

Understanding these developmental dynamics sets the stage for examining how demographic and
psychosocial factors intersect with academic demands. One of the most consistent demographic correlates
identified in the literature is gender.

1.1.3 Gender Differences and Sociocultural Pressures
Girls consistently report higher levels of Academic Evaluation Anxiety than boys, both in Portugal

and internationally [12,13]. This may reflect both biological stress sensitivity and cultural norms around
emotional expression and academic perfectionism. This gender gap has been attributed to a combination
of biological mechanisms—such as heightened hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis reactivity to
stress—and sociocultural expectations that promote academic perfectionism, fear of failure, and greater
acceptance of emotional expression among girls [14,15].

In the Portuguese context, educational attainment is highly valued and often linked to social mobility
and family expectations [16]. These sociocultural pressures may result in increased self-monitoring, fear of
failure, and internalized stress—particularly among high-performing female students [7].

These sociocultural pressures may result in increased self-monitoring, fear of failure, and internalised
stress—particularly among high-performing female students [7].

1.1.4 Integrating Individual, Relational, and Contextual Predictors
Existing research suggests that Academic Evaluation Anxiety does not emerge solely from individual

predispositions; rather, it reflects the interaction of personal skills, relational dynamics, and broader school
conditions. For example, resilience and creativity may serve as protective buffers, whereas negative peer
interactions (e.g., bullying) or performance-contingent relationships with teachers can heighten anxiety.
School climate also plays a pivotal role, with supportive environments fostering psychological safety and
hostile climates exacerbating stress [6,7].
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This integrated perspective underpins the present study’s focus on identifying not only risk factors but
also protective mechanisms, recognising that effective intervention must operate at multiple levels of the
school ecosystem. These theoretical considerations directly informed the study design and the formulation
of its hypotheses, presented in the Section 1.2 “Aims of the Study”.

1.2 Aims of the Study
The present study aims to understand and characterize Academic Evaluation Anxiety among Portuguese

students by examining its prevalence and identifying key psychological symptoms, emotional competences,
and perceived academic demands that act as risk or protective factors, in order to develop informed and
actionable guidelines for educational intervention.

The present study addresses this gap by: (1) examining the prevalence of Academic Evaluation Anxiety
among Portuguese adolescents; (2) identifying psychosocial risk and protective factors at the individual,
relational, and school-environment levels; and (3) exploring gender differences in these associations. Based
on previous research, we hypothesised that: (Hypothesis 1) girls would report significantly higher levels of
Academic Evaluation Anxiety than boys; (Hypothesis 2) resilience, self-confidence, and creativity would
be negatively associated with anxiety levels; and (Hypothesis 3) bullying, poorer school climate, and
performance-contingent relationships with teachers would be positively associated with anxiety.

2 Methods

2.1 Data Source
The second National Study of the Psychological Health and Well-being Observatory [24] began in

October 2023 with the aim of monitoring the psychological health and well-being of different groups within
the school ecosystem. This included students from preschool to 12th grade, as well as parents/guardians,
teachers, school leaders, psychologists, and other professionals. In January 2024, school clusters were ran-
domly selected by NUTS III regions and subsequently contacted by email or telephone. The questionnaires
were administered online between 23 January and 9 June 2024, under the coordination of teachers and
psychologists appointed by each school or school cluster.

2.2 Participants
For the present study, a total of 3083 students from lower and upper secondary education participated

(2nd and 3rd cycles and secondary education). Of these, 49.5% identified as male and 50.5% as female, with
a mean age of 13.64 years (SD = 2.53), ranging from 9 to 20 years old. Regarding school grade distribution:
11.7% were in 5th grade, 13.6% in 6th grade, 13.7% in 7th grade, 12.7% in 8th grade, 14.3% in 9th grade, 10.6%
in 10th grade, 12.9% in 11th grade, and 10.6% in 12th grade (see Table 1).

Table 1: Frequencies by gender and school grade

Grade/Gender N Frequency

Gender Male 1493 49.5%
Female 1524 50.5%

5th grade 359 11.7%
6th grade 418 13.6%
7th grade 421 13.7%
8th grade 392 12.7%

(Continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Grade/Gender N Frequency
School grade 9th grade 442 14.3%

10th grade 327 10.6%
11th grade 396 12.9%
12th grade 326 10.6%

2.3 Measures
The full description of the instrument can be found in the study report [24], and for this in-depth

study, the following questions were used: gender, grade, HBSC symptoms of psychological distress scale,
HBSC who-5 perceived quality of life, SSES scale ∣ socio-emotional skills, including the Academic Evaluation
Anxiety; DASS scale, PYD scale ∣ positive development, and school environment scale.

Brief descriptions of the key instruments are provided below for clarity: HBSC Psychological Distress
Scale—measures frequency of psychosomatic complaints (e.g., headaches, difficulty sleeping) in the past
six months; responses range from 0 (“rarely or never”) to 4 (“almost every day”), α = 0.83; HBSC WHO-5
Well-being Index—assesses positive well-being with items such as “I have felt cheerful and in good spirits”
rated from 0 (“at no time”) to 5 (“all of the time”), α = 0.87; SSES—Academic Evaluation Anxiety subscale—
evaluates feelings of tension and worry in evaluative situations (e.g., “I feel nervous before a test”), using
a 0–4 Likert scale, α = 0.88; DASS-21—measures depression, anxiety, and stress over the previous week,
using a 0–3 scale; Depression α = 0.91; Anxiety α = 0.86; Stress α = 0.88; PYD Scale—assesses positive youth
development across competence, confidence, connection, and contribution, using a 0–4 scale, α = 0.89;
School Environment Scale—measures students’ perceptions of safety, relationships, and support within the
school, α = 0.85. All instruments have demonstrated good psychometric properties in previous Portuguese
validation studies, with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.74 to 0.91.

2.4 Procedure
Ethical approval was obtained from the National Data Protection Commission and the Ethics Commit-

tee of the Faculdade de Medicina, Universidade de Lisboa. Participation was voluntary, and informed consent
was obtained from parents/guardians for students under 18, and directly from students aged 18 or older. All
participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and no personally identifiable information was
collected. Data were stored securely in encrypted files accessible only to the research team.

2.5 Data Analysis
The dependent variable in all analyses was Academic Evaluation Anxiety. Independent vari-

ables included demographic factors (gender, grade), socio-emotional skills (SSES subscales), well-being,
psychological distress, DASS-21 subscales, positive youth development dimensions, bullying, and
school environment.

Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 29 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Descriptive
statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies) were used to characterise the sample. Group differences
in Academic Evaluation Anxiety were analysed using one-way ANOVAs. Before inferential analyses, data
were screened for accuracy, missing values, and outliers. Assumptions of normality (Shapiro-Wilk test,
skewness, kurtosis) and homogeneity of variance (Levene’s test) were assessed. For regression models,
multicollinearity was evaluated using tolerance and Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values, with all VIF
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scores below 2 indicating acceptable levels. Potential confounding variables (gender, grade) were included as
control variables in the multivariate regression. Effect sizes were calculated (η2 for ANOVAs, standardized β
for regression analyses), and the level of statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

2.6 AI Use in Writing Support
During the preparation of this manuscript, the authors utilized ChatGPT (OpenAI, GPT-4o, June 2025

version) for language polishing, including suggestions of synonyms and improvements in clarity and style.
The tool was not used for data analysis, interpretation of results, or generation of scientific content. All
sections of the manuscript were critically reviewed, revised, and approved by the authors, who take full
responsibility for the final content.

3 Results
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for the variables used in the study, including the number of

participants (N), means, standard deviations (SDs), and observed ranges. Overall, students reported a
moderate mean level of Academic Evaluation Anxiety (Mean = 2.49, SD = 1.05), with higher average scores
in socio-emotional skills such as cooperation (Mean = 2.91) and optimism (Mean = 2.70), and lower scores
in bullying (Mean = 0.45). Well-being levels, as measured by the WHO-5 index, were moderate (Mean
= 15.70), while stress, anxiety, and depression scores from the DASS-21 were generally low to moderate.
These descriptive patterns provide an initial overview of potential protective and risk factors associated with
Academic Evaluation Anxiety.

Table 2: General descriptions

Item N Mean/% Standard
Deviation (SD)

Max Min

Social and Emotional Skills
Scale (SESS)

Optimism 3033 2.70 0.77 4 0
Emotional control 3020 2.15 0.73 4 0
Resilience/Resistance 3015 2.05 0.86 4 0
Confidence/Trust 3011 2.12 0.73 4 0
Curiosity 3000 2.63 0.69 4 0
Sociability 2998 2.48 0.72 4 0
Persistence/Perseverance 3003 2.59 0.70 4 0
Creativity 2989 2.53 0.66 4 0
Energy 2980 2.37 0.70 4 0
Cooperation 2980 2.91 0.64 4 0
Self-control 2981 2.50 0.65 4 0
Relation with teachers 2964 2.32 0.78 3 0
Test anxiety 2971 2.49 1.05 4 0
Bullying 2962 0.45 0.68 3 0
Sense of school belonging 2969 2.47 0.53 4 1

HBSC_WHO-5 well-being
index

2961 15.70 5.04 25 0

HBSC (Symptoms index) 2966 6.48 5.02 20 0

(Continued)
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Table 2 (continued)

Item N Mean/% Standard
Deviation (SD)

Max Min

Depression, Anxiety and Stress
Scale-21 items (DASS-21)

Stress 2883 4.93 4.46 21 0
Depression 2913 4.21 4.53 21 0
Anxiety 2734 3.84 4.18 21 0

Positive Youth Development
(PYD) scale

Competence 2981 14.34 4.75 24 0
Confidence (self-confidence) 2993 15.13 5.46 24 0
Connection 2997 18.81 5.74 30 0
Contribution 2976 8.87 4.42 20 0

Environment at school 2858 17.03 5.96 28 0

There are statistically significant differences between the genders in the level of Academic Evaluation
Anxiety (F = 306.206, p < 0.001), with female students (Mean = 2.80, SD = 0.93) presenting a higher level of
Academic Evaluation Anxiety compared to male students (2.16 ± 1.1) (see Table 3).

Table 3: Differences between gender and the level of Academic Evaluation Anxiety (ANOVA)

Gender N Mean Standard Deviation (SD) F p
Male 1431 2.16 1.1 306.206 <0.001***Female 1484 2.80 0.93

Note: ***p < 0.001.

Considering the differences between the grades in relation to the average level of Academic Evaluation
Anxiety, illustrated in Table 4, there are no statistically significant differences.

Table 4: Differences between grades and Academic Evaluation Anxiety (ANOVA)

Grade N Mean Standard Deviation (SD) F p
5th grade 329 2.41 1.13

1.125 0.344 (n.s.)

6th grade 408 2.51 0.98
7th grade 415 2.53 0.98
8th grade 381 2.40 1.04
9th grade 428 2.49 1.04
10th grade 318 2.51 1.10
11th grade 377 2.57 1.09
12th grade 321 2.47 1.10

Note: n.s., no significance.
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A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to identify the variables most strongly associated
with Academic Evaluation Anxiety (Table 5 and Fig. 1). The adjusted model was statistically significant, F
(26.2208) = 46.93, p < 0.001, explaining 34.8% of the variance in the dependent variable (R2 = 0.348). All
predictors in the model showed acceptable multicollinearity values, with VIF scores ranging from 1.02 to
1.78, well below the commonly accepted threshold of 5.

Table 5: Academic evaluation anxiety (Linear Regression)

Sense of belonging to school B SE β t p R2 F
(26.2208)

Constant 2.384 0.193 12.366 <0.001
Grade 0.03 0.01 0.06 −3.15 0.002

0.348 46.929***

Gender −0.22 0.04 −0.11 5.24 <0.001
Social and Emotional Skills
Scale (SESS)

Optimism 0.05 0.04 0.04 1.28 0.20
Emotional control −0.07 0.04 −0.05 −1.76 0.08
Resilience/Resistance −0.46 0.03 −0.38 −14.47 <0.001
Confidence/Trust 0.05 0.03 0.03 1.45 0.15
Curiosity 0.07 0.04 0.05 1.87 0.06
Sociability −0.08 0.04 −0.05 −1.96 0.05
Persistence/Perseverance −0.04 0.04 −0.02 −1.01 0.31
Creativity −0.09 0.04 −0.06 −2.61 0.01
Energy −0.07 0.04 −0.05 −1.67 0.10
Cooperation 0.38 0.05 0.23 8.54 <0.001
Self-control 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.46 0.65
Bullying 0.11 0.03 0.07 3.49 <0.001
Sense of belonging to school −0.10 0.05 −0.05 −1.84 0.07
Relations with Teachers 0.11 0.03 0.08 3.91 <0.001

HBSC_WHO-5 well-being
index

−0.01 0.01 −0.04 −1.41 0.16

HBSC (Symptoms Index) 0.00 0.01 −0.01 −0.39 0.70
Depression, Anxiety and Stress
Scale-21 items (DASS-21)

Stress 0.02 0.01 0.07 1.86 0.06
Depression −0.01 0.01 −0.03 −0.78 0.44
Anxiety 0.00 0.01 0.00 −0.02 0.99

Positive Youth Development
(PYD) scale

Competence 0.00 0.01 0.00 −0.15 0.88
Confidence

(self-confidence)
−0.01 0.01 −0.07 −2.40 0.02

Connection 0.01 0.01 0.04 1.47 0.14
Contribution 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.77 0.44

School Environment −0.01 0.00 −0.05 2.15 0.03

Note: ***p < 0.001. Bold text indicates that the p-value is <0.05, meaning that it is statistically significant.
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Figure 1: Academic evaluation anxiety (only with statistically significant variables) (Linear regression model). Red: risk
factors; green: protective factors. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Among the predictors, resilience/resistance emerged as the strongest protective factor (β = −0.38,
p < 0.001), indicating that students with higher resilience scores reported substantially lower levels of
Academic Evaluation Anxiety. Creativity (β = −0.06, p = 0.010) and self-confidence (β = −0.07, p = 0.020)
also acted as protective factors, albeit with smaller effect sizes.

In contrast, cooperation was the most prominent risk factor (β = 0.23, p < 0.001), followed by relation-
ships with teachers (β = 0.08, p < 0.001) and bullying (β = 0.07, p < 0.001). Interestingly, school environment
showed a small but significant positive association with anxiety (β = 0.05, p = 0.030), suggesting that even in
generally supportive contexts, certain environmental dynamics may contribute to evaluative stress.

Gender differences remained significant in the multivariate model, with female students reporting
higher anxiety scores than male students (β = 0.11, p < 0.001), even after controlling for other variables.

These findings highlight the complex interplay between individual competencies, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and school context in shaping students’ experience of Academic Evaluation Anxiety.

4 Discussion
The findings of this study confirm that Academic Evaluation Anxiety is a significant concern among

Portuguese students, particularly for female adolescents. The results support previous literature indicating
gender differences in emotional response to academic pressure [12,13]. Girls report higher levels of Academic
Evaluation Anxiety, potentially due to sociocultural norms around emotional expression, performance
expectations, and fear of failure [7]. This finding provides direct support for Hypothesis 1, which predicted
that girls would report significantly higher levels of Academic Evaluation Anxiety than boys.

Although descriptive analyses indicated that older students presented slightly higher mean levels of
anxiety, the differences by school grade were not statistically significant. In contrast, gender emerged as
the only significant demographic predictor in the multivariate model, with female students consistently
reporting higher anxiety scores. This distinction highlights that age-related patterns observed at a descriptive
level may not hold when controlling for other psychosocial variables.



1466 Int J Ment Health Promot. 2025;27(10)

Resilience emerged as the strongest protective factor. Students with higher resilience scores were
significantly less likely to report elevated levels of Academic Evaluation Anxiety. This finding corroborates
developmental frameworks that position resilience and emotional regulation as core competencies in
adolescent adaptation [18,25]. Creativity also appeared as a protective factor, suggesting that students with
greater creative flexibility may cope more adaptively with evaluative challenges [26,27]. Together with the
inverse association of self-confidence, these results confirm Hypothesis 2, which anticipated that resilience,
self-confidence, and creativity would be negatively associated with Academic Evaluation Anxiety.

Conversely, cooperation and teacher-student relationships, while generally considered positive, were
positively associated with Academic Evaluation Anxiety. This paradox may reflect a context of performance-
driven cooperation or external validation needs, where students feel compelled to meet others’ expectations.
Similarly, teacher relationships might become sources of pressure when academic expectations are high [15].

Bullying and school environment also significantly predicted higher levels of Academic Evaluation
Anxiety. These results reinforce the importance of relational safety and a supportive school climate in shaping
students’ emotional experiences. As such, preventive strategies should integrate not only individual coping
but also structural and relational components [6,7]. These findings are consistent with Hypothesis 3, which
predicted that bullying, poorer school climate, and performance-contingent relationships with teachers
would be positively associated with Academic Evaluation Anxiety.

Finally, confidence—a dimension of Positive Youth Development—was inversely related to anxiety. This
supports the role of intrapersonal strengths in buffering stress and highlights the need to embed youth
development principles into educational policies [19,28].

Unexpectedly, general anxiety symptoms (as measured by the DASS-21) were not significantly associated
with Academic Evaluation Anxiety. This suggests that the anxiety reported by students is not indicative of
a generalised internalising disorder, but rather reflects a specific, performance-related form of situational
anxiety [2,3,21]. This distinction underscores the importance of differentiating between general anxiety and
evaluation-specific anxiety in both assessment and intervention planning.

4.1 Limitations
This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, its cross-sectional design

precludes causal inference; longitudinal designs are needed to establish temporal relationships between
predictors and Academic Evaluation Anxiety. Second, the reliance on self-report measures may introduce
social desirability or recall bias. Third, although the sample was large and nationally representative by region,
it did not account for possible variations across specific school types or curriculum tracks. Finally, some
potentially relevant factors—such as family dynamics or personality traits—were not assessed and could
complement the present findings in future research.

4.2 Practical Implications
The results have direct implications for educational practice and policy. Schools should integrate socio-

emotional learning (SEL) into the curriculum, emphasising resilience, self-confidence, and creativity as
protective skills. Teacher training should address how to provide academic support without inadvertently
increasing evaluative pressure. Anti-bullying programmes and strategies to improve school climate should
be prioritised to enhance relational safety. Assessment practices should shift towards more formative,
process-oriented approaches that reduce high-stakes stress while maintaining academic standards.
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4.3 Future Research Directions
Future studies should adopt longitudinal and mixed-method approaches to explore the causal mech-

anisms linking socio-emotional skills, school environment, and Academic Evaluation Anxiety. Qualitative
studies could provide deeper insights into how students perceive and experience teacher relationships,
cooperation, and performance expectations. Cross-cultural comparisons would also help to understand how
sociocultural norms shape gender differences and coping strategies in different educational systems.

4.4 Recommendations
In light of the findings and their implications, a set of multi-level recommendations can be proposed

to address Academic Evaluation Anxiety in Portuguese schools. First, schools should promote emotional
education across the curriculum by integrating structured socio-emotional learning (SEL) programmes from
early grades onward, with a particular emphasis on skills such as emotional regulation, self-awareness, stress
management, and psychological flexibility [18,25]. Second, educational policies should reinforce Positive
Youth Development (PYD) principles by explicitly promoting competence, confidence, connection, and
character [29], and by encouraging participatory pedagogies that allow students to experience success
beyond academic metrics. Third, teacher training should include professional development focused on
recognising the emotional signs of anxiety and on equipping educators with strategies to reduce evaluative
pressure while maintaining high expectations.

Furthermore, assessment practices should be reframed towards more diverse, formative, and growth-
oriented approaches that promote learning without excessive performance anxiety. Relational safety and
school climate should be enhanced through anti-bullying programmes, inclusive policies, and systematic
monitoring that involves students in co-creating emotionally safe environments. Targeted support must be
ensured for vulnerable groups—particularly female students, older adolescents, and those reporting low
resilience or confidence—through accessible psychological services and validated screening tools such as the
TA-AAQ-A [5].

At a broader level, family and community involvement is essential by educating parents and caregivers
on the nature of Academic Evaluation Anxiety and promoting community engagement in school-based men-
tal health initiatives. Policy alignment and accountability should also be strengthened, ensuring that national
and regional educational strategies explicitly integrate mental health promotion, allocate dedicated funding
for SEL, teacher training, and anti-bullying initiatives, and establish monitoring frameworks to evaluate their
impact. Finally, the definition of student success should be broadened to include socio-emotional, creative,
and collaborative competencies [29], moving beyond a narrow focus on academic achievement.

Together, these recommendations provide actionable pathways for fostering more balanced and
emotionally supportive learning environments where all students can thrive both academically and psycho-
logically.

5 Conclusions
This study contributes to the growing body of research on adolescent mental health by highlighting the

psychosocial dimensions of Academic Evaluation Anxiety in Portuguese schools. It identifies not only the
emotional toll of academic pressure but also the personal and relational resources that buffer its impact.

From a scientific perspective, the study confirms international evidence that Academic Evaluation
Anxiety is more prevalent among girls, and that resilience and confidence serve as protective factors—thereby
reinforcing the developmental relevance of socio-emotional competencies [26,29]. These findings validate
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the application of Positive Youth Development frameworks and emotional regulation theory within the
school context [5,18].

Furthermore, the study draws attention to less intuitive findings—such as the association of Academic
Evaluation Anxiety with perceived cooperation and teacher relationships—highlighting the need to crit-
ically reflect on how support systems are structured. Support that is contingent upon performance may
inadvertently increase anxiety, particularly in achievement-focused environments [15].

At the ecological level, the predictive role of bullying and a negative school climate underscores the
necessity of creating emotionally safe school environments, where belonging, respect, and psychological
security are cultivated alongside academic goals [6,7].

Theoretically, these findings expand our understanding of Academic Evaluation Anxiety as not merely
an internal experience, but as an interaction between individual characteristics, relational dynamics, and the
broader school ecosystem. This perspective can inform more holistic educational policies that address both
learning outcomes and student well-being.

In practical terms, the results support the development of national educational guidelines that integrate
mental health promotion into the core curriculum. Policy actions could include embedding socio-emotional
learning (SEL) in all school years, reforming assessment methods to reduce excessive performance pressure,
and mandating anti-bullying and school climate improvement programmes. These measures align with cur-
rent Portuguese educational reforms aimed at fostering inclusion, reducing school dropout, and promoting
student well-being as a foundation for academic success.

Importantly, current international literature advocates for a shift away from viewing academic achieve-
ment as the sole indicator of student success, toward a more integrative perspective that values multiple
competencies, including socio-emotional, creative, and collaborative skills [29]. This broader framework
reinforces the need to align educational reforms with a holistic vision of student development, ensuring that
academic environments nurture both learning outcomes and overall well-being.

In conclusion, addressing Academic Evaluation Anxiety requires coordinated action between policy-
makers, educators, families, and communities to create learning environments where students can thrive
academically and psychologically.
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