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Stress faced by gifted Vietnamese students:
what might contribute to it?

BACKGROUND

Gifted students might have to face an abundance of stress.
Nevertheless, very little evidence in Vietnam indicates how
much stress those students are experiencing and what
might predict it. This study aims to examine the stress lev-
el in students of the High School for Gifted Students in
Hanoi and factors that might contribute to the stress.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

This is a cross sectional study with the participation of 150
students from the High School for Gifted Students, Hanoi.
Data were collected from March to April 2015. The first
measure was the “Stress Level Test”, which was adapted to
the Vietnamese culture to measure academic stress in stu-
dents. The second measure examined factors contributing
to stress: 1) social life, 2) family, 3) school work, 4) personal
relationships, 5) well-being, 6) adapting skills.

RESULTS
The results showed that 74.00% of students were experienc-
ing mild to medium stress, which was found to be higher

in girls and in students who lived away from home. The
six predicting factors significantly contribute 17.30% to stu-
dents’ stress experience, of which school work (p = .001)
and students’ well-being (p = .011) can individually pre-
dict stress. These outcomes suggested that more attention
should be focused on this specific population and more
actions need to be taken to help them perform better at
school.

CONCLUSIONS

Students of the High School for Gifted Students definitely
experienced a considerable amount of stress which was re-
lated to school pressure and their well-being. For them to
have a better high school life, more recreational and leisure
time activities outside the classroom need to take place. In
addition, more approachable and functional advisors and
counseling personnel would be an ideal solution to this
problem.
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BACKGROUND

Stress can be seen as an unavoidable and essential
part of any human’s life. It helps the body to increase
focus, strength, and alertness to meet a tough situ-
ation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Nevertheless, ex-
cessive stress co-occurring with long-term stressful
conditions can disrupt one’s performance and cause
a variety of emotional, behavioral, and physiological
problems. Over the years, research has indicated that
the effects caused by stress can be very harmful, espe-
cially among adolescents, as they experience greater
sensitivity towards their surroundings as well as an-
ticipation for doing well (Crystal et al., 1994). For the
majority of adolescents, school is an important envi-
ronment where they develop physically and mentally
(Eccles, 2004). However, it can be at the same time
a major source of stress for many teenagers (Geist-
hardt & Munsch, 1996). As reported by the Ameri-
can Psychological Association, school achievement
was one of the top stressors in adolescence reported
by youth, which was greater than peer problems or
family conflict (American Psychological Association,
2009). That stress is especially intense among those
having high academic achievement and those who
were trained in a highly competitive environment
such as gifted high school or university preparatory
programs (Feld & Shusterman, 2015).

A series of studies investigating the experience of
students from elite high schools reported that the stu-
dents suffered from high levels of stress. The primary
source of stress was related to the competitive college
application process and heavy academic workloads,
while their peers in a typical program reported stress-
ors which were associated with more diverse factors
including family, peers, life events, and academic
requirements (Bound, Hershbein, & Long, 2009; Sul-
do, Shaunessy, Thalji, Michalowski, & Shaffer, 2009).
What is more, while lower grades were associated
with more academic stress in elite program students,
for the general students, higher levels of stress were
associated with higher grades (Suldo et al., 2009).

Like many developing countries, in Vietnam,
schooling is widely seen as critical to an individual
life. The years of schooling are important to a per-
son’s future not only because schooling can ensure
them a good life but also because it helps to raise the
family reputation and social position (Huy, 2012; Thai
& Falaris, 2014). Because of that significance, keeping
their academic performance up high and being well
prepared for the University Entry Examinations after
graduating from high school are tasks of the utmost
importance for Vietnamese children, which creates
much pressure for them.

In the past 10 years, many studies have explored the
mental health of school age children in Vietnam, and
the combined results indicate that children in Viet-

nam faced substantial mental health challenges. Tuan
et al. (2003) studied child health and development in
some developing countries—including Vietnam and
found that children experienced a large number of
stressors, with 20.00% of the sample above the cut-off
for the study’s mental health screening measure. In
another study conducted in southern Vietnam, Anh
(2007) assessed the mental health functioning of high
school students, and found that 16.00% were above
the threshold for experiencing significant affective
problems. In northern Vietnam, Hoang-Minh and Tu
(2009) also reported that about 25.00% of adolescents
in their sample were at or above the clinical cutoff on
at least one Child Behavior Checklist Scale. In 2011
and 2012, there were two studies conducted by Thuy
(2011) and Hang (2012) proposing that beside mental
health problems, what is more common among Viet-
namese school-age children is school-related stress.
It was found that more than 47.00% of students in se-
nior years of high school in Hanoi experience stress at
different levels. This stress is greater in students from
a gifted high school (82.90%) and has a close rela-
tion to academic requirements and school workload
(Hang, 2012; Thuy, 2011).

The above evidence provides a glimpse into the
seriousness of Vietnamese children’s mental health
problems. However, while most of the studies de-
scribed the stress experience well, none of them
clearly identify factors possibly contributing to gift-
ed students’ stress. In addition, it is suggested that
more attention needs to be directed to the gifted high
school students as they may be most vulnerable to
stress. This study has three purposes. First, it is es-
sential to verify previous findings on gifted students
and stress. Second, as little was known about this
phenomenon in Vietnam, it is useful to understand
the relation between school stress and student’s de-
mographics. The review of the literature indicated
the correlation between gifted students’ stress and
demographic characteristics including gender, grade,
academic achievements and living arrangements
(Geisthardt & Munsch, 1996; Hang, 2012; Karatzias,
Power, Flemming, Lennan, & Swanson, 2002; Misra
& McKean, 2000; Rollins & Cross, 2014; Shaunessy
& Suldo, 2009; Suldo, Shaunessy, & Hardesty, 2008;
Thuy, 2011). In this study, the relationship between
stress score and those demographics variables will be
tested to determine whether the effect has a role in
a Vietnamese context. Finally, this study attempts to
discover factors that contribute to the experience of
stress among gifted Vietnamese students.

To address these goals, we organized our study
around three major questions:

1. How stressed are students of the High School for

Gifted Students?

2. Which demographic factors have a significant cor-
relation with students’ stress?
3. Which factors contribute to students’ stress?
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PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

This is a cross sectional study of 150 students from
the High School for Gifted Students, evenly distribut-
ed among grades. Over half (51.30%) are male, 48.70%
are female. Most of them come from other provinces
(60.70%); only 39.30% have their family living in Hanoi.

Participants in this research are students of High
Schools for Gifted Students in the following areas:
Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, and Computer Sci-
ence. There are only two such schools in Hanoi. In or-
der to attend those schools, every student has to pass
a very difficult entrance exam specialized for each
area. Only excellent students in secondary school
register for these high schools, and approximately
5-10% of those who register pass. During their study,
students have to achieve excellent academic results
and pass difficult exams. Those who fail the criteria
will be forced to transfer to normal high schools in
Hanoi, or in the local area where their family live.

Data were collected during March and April 2015.
Researchers approached students to explain the study
and obtain their agreement to participate. Names
were never collected to ensure confidentiality.

The study package includes two measures. The
first one is called the “Stress Level Test”. The original
version of this scale was used to measure stress at
work (Nikiforov, 2007). This scale was then adapted
to the Vietnamese culture by lecturers of the Faculty
of Psychology, University of Social Sciences and Hu-
manities, Hanoi to measure academic stress in stu-
dents. It has 22 items that evaluate students’ affective
issues and behaviors in relation to academic environ-
ment. Cut-off scores were set for four level of stress:
« 0-15: no stress found;

« 16-30: mild stress. With mild stress, although stu-
dents might feel the pressure, they can still func-
tion normally in daily life and maintain their social
network;

« 31-45: medium stress. With medium stress, the in-
dividual starts to present some physical problems
such as: feeling tired, having no joy studying, and
over-concern with their performance;

« 46-60: severe stress. At the severe level, the indi-
vidual starts to experience some clinical symptoms
of depression such as loss of energy, weight loss,
inability to sleep, sadness, anxiety, and irritability.

Cronbach’s o coefficient employed to assess
the internal consistency of the “Stress Level Test”
showed that this test had good reliability. The cal-
culation based on 150 cases showed a Cronbach’s a
value of .85. Though it has been adopted in a number
of studies in Vietnam, this is the first study to report
evidence regarding psychometric properties of the
Vietnamese version of the test.

For factors contributing to stress, we adopted fac-
tors suggested by Hang (2012). According to Hang,
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there were four factors that might have a signifi-
cant correlation with Vietnamese students’ stress.
Those factors were selected to be tested in this study:
1) socialization (e.g.: I feel isolated), 2) family (e.g.: My
parents have too much expectation for me), 3) personal
relationships (e.g.: I've just broken up with my boy-
friend/girlfriend) and 4) well-being (e.g.: I feel uncon-
fident when I'm in class). Two other factors found to
associate with students’ stress throughout the litera-
ture - 5) adapting skills (e.g.: I quickly adopt an ap-
propriate studying strategy) and 6) school work (e.g.:
I have too much homework that I can barely finish) —
were also added to the list (Feld & Shusterman, 2015;
Geisthardt & Munsch, 1996). All six factors were
represented through 76 items. The calculation of reli-
ability also indicated that this measure had good psy-
chometric properties with Cronbach’s o of the whole
scale being .91 and that of each scale ranging from
.85 to .96.

RESULTS
DEMOGRAPHICS

The demographic data for this cohort are present-
ed in Table 1. Over half (51.30%) of the sample were
male, and 48.70% were female. They were evenly dis-
tributed among three grades. A majority of students
come from other cities (61.70%). More than half of the
participants (65.30%) received a Distinction for their
academic excellence in the last semester; 34.70% were
categorized as Good and no one report to have a Pass

grade.

STRESS LEVEL

It was found that 111 (74.00%) out of 150 gifted stu-
dents in this study experienced mild or medium
stress, of which mild stress constituted a large part
with 89 cases (59.30%); 22 (14.70%) students experi-
enced medium stress; 39 (26.00%) students reported
no stress; and no student indicated severe stress (see
Table 2 for more details). This finding was compa-
rable with other studies about stress levels of Viet-
namese students. A study that examined stress in
65 senior students from the High School for Gifted
Students, Hanoi University of Languages also indi-
cated that a large number of students (89.20%) report-
ed to have experienced stress (Thuy, 2011).

STRESS AND DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

Table 3 reports stress scores in the different demo-
graphic groups of gifted students. The mean score of
the 10% graders (M = 23.22, SD = 9.06) was higher



Table 1

Demographic characteristics of participants

Category n %
Male 77 51.30
Gender

Female 73 48.70
10th 50 33.30
Grade 11th 50 33.30
12th 50 33.30
Hanoi 59 39.30

City of origin
Others 91 60.70
Distinction 98 65.30
Academic achievement Good 52 34.70
Pass 0 0.00

Table 2 Table 3

Level of stress reported by students of the High School
for Gifted Students

Stress level n %

No stress (< 15) 39 26.00
Mild stress (16-30) 89 59.30
Medium stress (31-45) 22 14.70
Severe stress (> 45) 0 0.00
Total 150 100.00

than the 11" (M = 20.22, SD = 8.62) and 12" graders
(M = 20.80, SD = 8.06). Nonetheless, the analysis of
variance with post-hoc comparison using Tukey’s
HSD test showed no difference between the grades
and the stress score (3, 146) = 1.71, p = .184).

A t-test conducted for students’ gender on their
stress score showed a trend toward significance be-
tween male and female students in their stress score
(p = .061), of which girls reported a higher level of
stress than boys. This finding was consistent with
the literature, indicating that female students across
levels of studying experienced more stress than their
male counterparts (Hang, 2012; Thuy, 2011).

When being compared using the t-test, the prov-
ince of origin showed a significant effect on students’
stress. Gifted students who originally came from
a province other than Hanoi (M = 22.85, SD = 8.55)
experienced more stress than those who lived
with their families in Hanoi (M = 19.18, SD = 8.34),
1(148) = —2.61, p = .011.

As all students reported to be graded with a Dis-
tinction and Good for their academic achievement
in the last semester, the Pass category was discarded
from the analysis, leaving two groups. The t-test con-
ducted for the stress score in the group with a Dis-

Stress differences in terms of demographics

M SD tF p

10 23.22 9.06 1.71 .184
Grade 11 20.22 8.62
12 20.80 8.06
Male 20.12 6.83 -1.89 .061
Gender
Female 22.76 10.06
Hanoi 19.18 8.34 -2.61 .011
Province
Others  22.85 8.55
Academic Good 22.10 8.60 1.35 .186
achieve-
ment Excellent 20.11 8.61

tinction and the Good one showed no significant dif-
ference. No difference of stress score was found for
academic achievement (#(148) = 1.35, p = .186).

FACTORS PREDICTING STUDENT STRESS

Factors contributing to stress were indicated by
a questionnaire of 76 items asking about 6 areas: so-
cial life, family, school work, personal relationships,
well-being and adapting skills.

A summary of the regression model is presented
in Table 4. The group of 6 factors was a significant
predictor for student stress (R? = .17, 6, 143) = 4.98,
p < .001); it accounted for 17.30% of the variance.
Among those factors, school work (f = .34, t = 3.39,
p = .001) and well-being (B = .24, t = 2.59, p = .011)
were the best predictors for student stress.
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Table 4

Factors contributing to students’ stress

R? RA Unstandardized Standardized
coefficients coefficients
B SE B p

a7 a7 <.001
Social life -1.46 2.17 -.08 .505
Family -2.37 2.32 -.14 .309
School work 10.86 3.20 .34 .001
Personal relationship -1.27 1.62 -.08 434
Well-being 3.48 1.34 24 011
Adapting skills 0.21 2.32 .01 .927

DISCUSSION those living with their families. They complained of not

Students in elite academic environments are often
thought of as a “low risk” group. Nevertheless, in the
last two decades, a rich body of scientific evidence
has indicated that gifted and high-achieving young-
sters have been under potential harm arising from
prolonged stress. Studies have described that envi-
ronment as “hotbeds of pressure and stress” (Gallo-
way, 2012) and indicated that gifted adolescents are
likely to be subjected to high workloads and expec-
tations (Shaunessy & Suldo, 2009; Suldo et al., 2008).

Though this is a well-developed research topic
worldwide, stress in gifted students is quite a new area
in Vietnam. To date, there has been only one study
exploring the experience of stress in gifted students,
by Thuy in 2009. In that study, 49.00% of students re-
ported severe stress, and the other 51.00% also found
themselves to experience mild to medium stress. This
current study is comparable with Thuy’s study by in-
dicating that a significant amount of students at the
High School for Gifted Students perceive themselves
as stressed at one time or another. However, the per-
centage of students who reported with stress is lower
in this study than Thuy’s one. This might be due to the
characteristic differences of the sample. The propor-
tion of females in Thuy’s study (96.00%) was higher
than that of the current study (48.70%). As it is widely
known that females are more vulnerable to stress than
males, it is reasonable that the proportion of stress re-
ported by Thuy is higher than in the present study.

It was also found that students who lived away from
their families experienced more stress than those lived
with family in Hanoi. To live away from home at 16
years of age means that these youths have to face many
challenges including a new living environment, new
academic expectations, and especially new relation-
ships. This finding was supported by a study conducted
in 2004. The researchers found that students who lived
in dorms/rental houses also reported more stress than
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having a good studying environment (too noisy), and
the living cost is also an issue (Shaikh et al., 2004).

For more detail, we randomly interviewed some
10" grade students. Students said that since having
started their studying, they had to move into the
school dorm. Everything seemed so new to them and
they had to live on their own, which they had nev-
er experienced when living at home. It is necessary
to mention that in Vietnamese culture, authoritarian
and controlling parenting styles are widely adopted
(Herz & Gullone, 1999). These parenting styles have
their own values in this context to keep their children
successful at school. Nevertheless, it creates a young
generation that lacks independence and autonomy
(Chao, 2001; Herz & Gullone, 1999; Nguyen, 2008; Ok-
agaki, 2001). Therefore, when having to live on their
own and have to take responsibility for taking care of
themselves, many of them encounter difficulties.

A tendency for girls to show more inclination
towards stress than boys was found in this study.
This finding is consistent with the literature. A study
published in 2002 by Brooks and colleagues indicat-
ed that gender might be a major factor to explain
stress and that female students were three times
more stressed than their counterparts (Brooks, Har-
ris, Thrall, & Woods, 2002). Thuy (2011) investigated
stress for undergraduate students, and also found
that Vietnamese female students are more vulnerable
to stress than male students.

Many studies in Caucasian populations have re-
ported a relationship between lower school marks
and higher burnout levels. In this study, no significant
correlation was found between these two variables.
This is not the first study to find no significant re-
lationship between stress and academic achievement.
A study conducted with over one thousand students
from China, Japan, and America also reported that
while academic achievement proved to be a signifi-
cant predictor for stress in American students, it did



not show any effect on Chinese and Japanese students
(Crystal et al., 1994). However, it is worth mention-
ing that while stress was known to associate with low
academic results, in this study, no student was iden-
tified with a low school grade. Over half (65.30%) had
a distinction score; the other 34.70% also had a good
score. The gap between Good and Distinction cate-
gories may not be great enough to have a significant
effect on students. More studies with a bigger sample
size are necessary to refine this finding.

One may expect that youths at the junior year of
high school would experience higher pressure from
peers, teachers, and family (Erikson, 1997; Greenfield,
1994). However, in this study, we did not find any
significant relationship between students’ batch and
their stress score. This difference might be due to the
fact that this study was conducted around the end of
the school years, so most of the junior students were
no longer strange to the environment; they somehow
found a way to adapt to the new studying require-
ments and method. However, as the sample size of
this study was considerably small, more studies with
larger samples need to be carried out in the future to
confirm this study’s findings.

When using a regression model to explore factors
contributing to gifted students’ stress, it was found
that the pressure from school work and the students’
well-being are the two most important factors that
might contribute to students’ stress. This finding was
supported by a series of studies conducted both in
typical adolescents and gifted ones. In a longitudinal
study by Salmela-Aro, Kiuru, and Nurmi in 2008, it
was found that there was a significant relationship be-
tween depressive symptoms of the students and their
experience of stress. A study by Bound et al. (2009)
meanwhile showed a significant contribution of school
work to stress in talented students. More closely, stud-
ies of Hang (2012) and Thuy (2011) also suggested
a similar outcome. In Vietnam, the education system
was built around the students’ ability to memorize
knowledge, and the school workload is considerable,
which makes it hard for students to acquire all the
knowledge within school time and they have to use
private tutors as a necessity (Dang, 2011; Phu, 2013).
Especially for students of gifted high schools, besides
having to master the topics required by the Ministry of
Education and Training, they also need to handle the
extra workload set by the school, which might double
their pressure and exacerbate their stress. Neverthe-
less, there have been no counseling services in these
schools to help those students, so the situation is left
unsolved (Hoang-Minh & Tu, 2009).

CONCLUSIONS

High school life is beautiful and memorable but it can
also be stressful, which may affect not only students’

academic performances but also other aspects of
life. These effects could remain throughout the three
years of high school and even later on (World Health
Organization, 1993). Students from a gifted high
school definitely experienced a considerable amount
of stress related to workload pressure and their
well-being. For them to have a better high school life,
more recreational and leisure time activities outside
the classroom need to take place. Recreational activ-
ities such as sports and socialization are crucial for
individual growth and personal development (Misra
& McKean, 2000). In addition, more approachable and
functional advisors and counseling personnel would
be an ideal solution for this problem. These support
activities need to be directed closely toward the stu-
dent life inside and outside the classroom, especially
for those living away from home and freshman stu-
dents, who are most vulnerable to stress. Study skill
courses, such as time management, positive self-talk,
and stress management techniques, might be helpful
with these young people. These skills, if gained early
in the first year of high school, may better assist stu-
dents in dealing with stress due to study loads.

This is one of the few studies examining the stress
in gifted high school students in Vietnam and can
be seen as one of the first studies to reveal factors
contributing to stress in gifted Vietnamese students.
There were some limitations that need to be consid-
ered when interpreting the study results: the small
sample size of participants from a single high school
of gifted students and the fact that the measure is not
widely used in other Western studies, which makes
it hard to compare and contrast between different
populations. In the future, more studies need to be
conducted on this topic to extend the knowledge in
Vietnam in particular and Asia in general.
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