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Abstract 

The study investigated the perceptions of secondary school learners on the triggers of anxiety 

in Oshikoto Region in Namibia. The study was anchored on a number of theories from the 

field of psychology which are the Yerkes-Dodson law, Erikson’s psychosocial theory and 

Bandura’s cognitive social learning theory as well as two humanistic theories namely 

Maslow’s need theory and Rogers’ person-centred theory. The interpretive research paradigm 

was employed together with the qualitative research approach and the phenomenological 

research design. Regarding data gathering instruments, focus group discussions and open-

ended questionnaires were used. A purposively selected gender balanced sample of 32 

adolescent secondary school learners took part in the study. The study established that there 

are a myriad of causes of anxiety as perceived by secondary schools learners. The current 

study established that anxiety on the part of learners stemmed from factors such as parents 

and guardians’ inability to provide adequate educational resources, abuse, long distances 

from home to school and family instability coupled with academic pressure.  The study 

recommended that stakeholders such as parents, community leaders, educators and 

institutional entities deliberately work both collaboratively and individually to whittle down 

the magnitude and intensity of anxiety and the variables which trigger it with the ultimate 

intention of promoting learners’ scholastic attainment. Moreover, it was recommended that 

educational counsellors expose secondary school learners to anxiety management techniques 

so as to allay the impact of anxiety on their holistic development.    
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Introduction and Background to the Study 

Learners at different educational tiers experience a myriad of emotions one of which is 

anxiety. In modern society, the term anxiety has become a catch word even to laypeople who 

do not know it technical meaning. Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017:104) define anxiety as, 

“a subjective feeling of tension or apprehension in reaction to real or imaginary stressful 

situations”.   Hey, Bailey and Stouffer (2001) concur with Feldman (2009) when they depict 

anxiety as a tense emotive feeling culminating in physiological arousal which is accompanied 

by behavioural signs of avoidance or escape. This implies that anxiety emanates from an 

individual’s interpretation of a phenomenon as threatening or unbearable in some way. 

Characteristically, anxiety has numerous symptoms some of which are accelerated heartbeat,  

restlessness, fatigue, shortness of breath, palpitations, sweating, trembling, feeling shaky, 

muscular tension, aches, soreness, dryness of the mouth, dizziness, nausea, insomnia, flushes, 

regularly visiting the toilet, light-headedness, inability  to have sustained concentration, and 

irritability (Kufakunesu, 2015; Hey, et al, 2001, Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 2017). The current 

is an endeavour to unravel the triggers of anxiety on the part of secondary school learners in 

Oshikoto Region in Namibia. The study explored the perceptions of secondary school 

learners on what they deemed to the causes of anxiety in their lives at home and at school as 

well as in society in general.   

According to Chinyoka and Kufakunesu (2017) anxiety can be triggered by an 

assortment of variables which entail stressful life events, a myriad of genetic factors, personal 

background, personality and physical illness. A whole array of experiences in educational 

institutions can trigger anxiety. For instance, the quality of learner-learner relationships and 

teacher-learner relationships can determine learners’ vulnerability to anxiety. Jagero and 

Masasi (2012) together with Tuckman and Monetti (2011) hint that anxiety revolving around 

assessment can emanate from previous academic failure. This is reiterated by Snowman, 

McCown and Biehler (2009) and Kufakunesu and Dekeza (2017) who assert that school 

learners and university students can experience anxiety the moment they think about their 

attainment in previous academic tasks as they use such previous performances to decipher the 

probability of them faring well in future academic tasks. The current study was carried out in 

secondary school settings with the primary intention of establishing their perceptions on the 

causes of anxiety. 

     In terms of developmental stages, secondary school learners dominantly fall under 

adolescence. By definition, adolescence is a developmental stage which is characterised by 

the transition from childhood to adulthood (Kufakunesu, 2019). Prominent adolescent 

psychologist by the name Stanley G. Hall once described adolescence as a period of storm 

and stress (Kufakunesu, 2017; Kufakunesu, Ganga, Chinyoka, Hlupo & Denhere, 2013). This 

suggests that adolescents are characteristically vulnerable to anxiety in ways which are 

comparatively more pronounced than people at other developmental stages.  This can be 

attributed to the maturational processes which entail hormonal surges which accompany 

adolescence (Nevid, 2012). According to Erikson’s psychosocial theory, adolescence 
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coincides with stage five which is called identity versus role confusion (Kufakunesu, 2019; 

Kufakunesu, 2015). Erikson advanced an eight-stage lifelong epigenetic theory in which each 

stage has a crisis to be resolved (Feldman, 2009). Adolescents have to grapple with 

developing social and career identities failure of which plunge them into identity diffusion 

(Lahey, 2009; Kufakunesu, 2015). Deciding on the appropriate career route to take can be 

source of anxiety on the part of adolescents especially if they have limited information 

(Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 2017).   Consequently, the current study was an endeavour to 

unravel the perceptions of leaners regarding the causes of anxiety on the part of adolescents.  

According to Kufakunesu et al (2013) adults such as teachers and parents need to 

realise that they have a serious role to play in facilitating the smooth transition of developing 

children from childhood to adulthood. The same sentiments were echoed by Herrero, 

Este´vez and Musitu (2006) who aver that parents and teachers are very important in helping 

adolescents to cope with the various developmental challenges associated with adolescence 

as a unique development stage. The way in which learners relate with adults such as parents, 

guardians and teachers can have a bearing on their susceptibility to anxiety as a psycho-

affective attribute (Kufakunesu et al, 2013; Herrero et al, 2006).    

Further, we need to mention that the self-contained traditional African society in 

which children were assisted to solved existential problems by dedicated adults has since 

been ransacked by modernity and civilization (Kufakunesu, 2017).  As articulated by 

Kufakunesu et al (2013), in the pre-colonial African context, the maturational needs of 

adolescents were well catered for by experienced aunts, uncles, grandparents and even great 

grandparents. The fragmentation of the symbiotic extended family framework can make 

adolescents vulnerable to a myriad of social ills thereby exposing them to anxiety 

(Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 2017). The current study endeavoured to scrutinise the sources of 

anxiety from the points of view of adolescent secondary school learners in Namibia.  

Another qualitative study involving secondary school learners was carried out by 

Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) in which the sentiments of Zimbabwean secondary school 

learners regarding their career ambitions against a backdrop of economic uncertainty and 

industrial downsizing were explored.  The study involved a sample of 35 respondents 

comprising 20 Ordinary level learners and 15 Advanced level learners participated in the 

study. In the study Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) found out that majority of the 

respondents had challenges in making a career choice for a several reasons including the 

unpredictable probability of ultimately getting employed. Although failure to make a career 

choice can be viewed as a possible trigger of anxiety, the study by Kufakunesu and Chinyoka 

(2017) did not directly delve into the causes of anxiety hence the justification for the current 

study.  

Additionally, a study carried out by Chinyoka and Kufakunesu (2017)  examined the 

impact of poverty on school readiness at Early Childhood Development level in Zimbabwe.  

The study established that poverty subdues a learner’s readiness for schooling as it makes the 

learner susceptible to poor health and nutrition, financial constraints, neglect, poor parental 

level of education, stressful living conditions, low-quality preschools and low attachment to 

primary caregivers as well as the dearth of play materials at home and at school. Relative to 

the current study, the study by Chinyoka and Kufakunesu (2017) left conceptual, 

geographical and developmental gaps since it focused on Early Childhood Development 

learners in Zimbabwe while the current study focused on the triggers of anxiety among 

secondary school learners in Namibia.  
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Guiding Research Question  

The entire study revolved around the following guiding research question: 

Which factors act as triggers of anxiety on the part of secondary school learners on the 

triggers of anxiety in Oshikoto Region in Namibia?    

 

Theoretical Framework 

The study was situated in the domain of educational psychology. Consequently, 

psychological theories such as the Yerkes-Dodson law, Bandura’s cognitive social learning 

theory, Maslow’s need theory and the person-centred theory advanced by Carl Rogers.   

The Yerkes-Dodson law was named after its proponents who advanced it in 1908 to espouse 

the relationship between arousal and performance (Kufakunesu, 2015). This was reiterated 

Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017:106) and Gazzaniga and Heatherton (2006:346) by saying  

“Named after its proponents, Robert Yerkes and John Dodson, the Yerkes-Dodson law 

theorises that an individual’s performance of a given task increases with arousal until an 

optimum point after which arousal interferes with performance”. According to Lahey (2009) 

arousal is the activation of the nervous system which leads to physiological, cognitive and 

psychological alertness coupled with increased brain activity or increased autonomic 

responses such as quickened heartbeat, increased sweating or muscle tension. This implies 

that anxiety is a version of arousal. The relationship between arousal and performance was 

depicted by an inverted U curve which resembles the normal distribution curve (Kosslyn & 

Rosenberg, 2006). The Yerkes-Dodson law postulates that poor performance can be triggered 

either by low arousal due to complacency or by excessive arousal (Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 

2017). Inherent in the Yerkes-Dodson law is the view that anxiety which is moderate in 

magnitude promotes the best performance in literally all activities (Kufakunesu, 2015). This 

implies that educators and learners should strive to moderate and regulate anxiety to make 

scholastic attainment optimum.  

According to Kufakunesu (2019) Bandura is a neo-behaviourist who added cognitive 

ideas to the mainstream behavioural principles of operant conditioning which were originally 

advanced by Skinner. Bandura’s landmark ideas were anchored on his Bobo doll experiment 

in which he illustrated that aggression can be learned through imitation (Lahey, 2009; Nevid, 

2012).  Among many other principles, one of Bandura’s key principles is that of 

observational learning in which he postulates that human beings learn through imitating role 

models who are mainly significant others (Kufakunesu, 2019; Kosslyn & Rosenberg, 2006) . 

In the current context, it can be premised and argued on the basis of Bandura’s cognitive 

social learning theory that anxiety can be imitated from role models such as teachers, peers, 

siblings and parents. This implies living with anxiety role models can be a trigger of anxiety 

if Bandura’s cognitive social learning theory is anything to go by.  

Abraham Maslow was an American humanistic psychologist whose need theory was 

presented in the form of a triangle or a pyramid in which human needs are ranked 

(Mwamwenda, 2010). Maslow postulated that lower order needs such as the basic 

physiological needs and security needs have to be met first before one can get motivated to 

venture into higher order needs (Feldman, 2009). Maslow maintained that physiological 

needs such as food, shelter and clothes need to be met first before people can worry about 

higher order needs such as the quest for self-actualisation (Nevid, 2012). This implies that 

anxiety can possibly emanate from deprivation of basics needs such as food, school uniforms, 

secure classrooms and love from significant others. 
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According to Lahey (2009) Carl Rogers was a compatriot of Maslow who jointly played a 

pivotal role in establishing the humanistic paradigm in the psychology timeline. Instead of 

articulating the principles of his person-centred theory in a hierarchy, Rogers merely 

presented principles such as the need for unconditional positive regard, empathy and 

genuineness (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana, 2010). Feldman (2009) and Kufakunesu et al 

(2013) view unconditional positive regard as recognition, love, warmth and acceptance which 

are given to someone regardless of his strengths, weaknesses, age, gender or even intellectual 

gifting. In academic settings Rogers posits that anxiety can stem from the use of formal 

assessment procedures such as formal tests and examinations and he resultantly 

recommended that practical assessment procedures such as authentic assessment and 

performance-based assessment be employed in place of formal tests and examinations 

(Kufakunesu, 2015).  

According to Thompson and Henderson (2007) empathy is the act of interpreting 

someone else’s phenomenon after analysing it from his or her point of view. Empathy is 

popularly described as putting yourself in someone else’s shoes (Kufakunesu et al, 

2013).This connotes that Rogers insists that people are likely to experience anxiety when 

they are deprived of unconditional positive regard, empathy and genuineness. The current 

study endeavoured to establish the extent to which the various views of the aforementioned 

theories resonated with those of the learners and teachers in Namibia with regard to the 

genesis of anxiety in academic settings. 

 

Review of Related Literature 

According to Kufakunesu (2015) a study was undertaken in Malaysia by Zakaria and Nordin 

(2008) examining the effects of Mathematics anxiety on motivation and achievement with a 

sample of 88 learners made up of 73 females and 15 males.  Zakaria and Nordin (2008) found 

a strong negative correlation of -0.72 between Mathematics anxiety and achievement. The 

results of their study generated evidence to confirm that Mathematics anxiety has an 

important effect on academic achievement which cannot be ignored (Zakaria & Nordin, 

2008). However, it has to be acknowledged that the current study examined the triggers of 

anxiety in general. Moreover, the present study was conducted in Namibia which is 

geographically different from Malaysia.  

Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) undertook a study exploring the impact of 

examination anxiety on the academic attainment of university students in Zimbabwe. The 

study was theoretically backed by a number of psychological theories and was qualitative in 

nature. The two researchers selected a sample of 40 university students. Among other things, 

Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) established that anxiety has both good and detrimental 

effects on the university students’ academic attainment. In the same study it was confirmed 

that test anxiety acts as an impetus and basis for sustaining students’ preparations for 

academic examinations. However, the current study focused on secondary school learners, 

not university students and the current study was undertaken in Namibia. Moreover, 

Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) principally and exclusively focused on test anxiety and did 

not focus on anxiety in general, a gap which the current study endeavoured to plug. 

In a study undertaken by Kufakunesu (2015) on the influence of irrational beliefs on 

the Mathematics achievement of secondary school learners in Zimbabwe, part of the 

literature explored some triggers of Mathematics anxiety. Kufakunesu (2015) and Scarpello 

(2007) gathered that variables such as previous poor Mathematics achievement, personal 
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background, physical illness, parental influences and school experiences can trigger 

Mathematics anxiety. Nevertheless, the study by Kufakunesu (2015) exclusively focused on 

Mathematics achievement as the dependent variable while the current study examined the 

triggers of anxiety in general as they relate to learning.  

 

Research Methodology 

Research Paradigm, Research Approach and Research Design   

Relative to the research methodology, the researchers employed the interpretive research 

paradigm which is anchored on the ontological view that there are multiple subjective 

realities and the epistemological stance that knowledge is relative (Kufakunesu & Madusise, 

2020; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). This implies that interpretivism as a research paradigm is a 

research philosophy which is premised on the notion that reality is subjective and can be 

amply understood by interacting with or observing the people who experienced or are 

experiencing the phenomenon of interest (Kufakunesu & Madusise, 2020:41; Kufakunesu, 

Madusise & Malasha, 2019:92).    

The qualitative research approach was employed together with the phenomenological 

research design. By definition, the phenomenological research design is a qualitative research 

strategy in which a researcher engages people who witnessed, experienced or are 

experiencing the situation to be explored (Haralambos & Holborn, 2008; Groenewald, 2004). 

Kufakunesu and Dekeza (2017:54) clarify, “the phenomenologists are concerned with 

understanding social and psychological phenomena from the perspective of the people 

involved”. This is backed by Kufakunesu, Ganga and Chinyoka (2012) who indicate that in 

phenomenological research, the lived experiences of the people who are participating or those 

who at some point took part in the situation or subject being explored are scrutinised. The 

phenomenological research design was opted for because it allowed the researchers to 

ventilate on the lived experiences of adolescent secondary school learners on the basis of 

their personal perceptions. The strength of the phenomenological research design lies in the 

fact that the research participants will articulate what they witnessed or experienced 

(Kufakunesu & Madusise, 2020; Kufakunesu & Dekeza, 2017).   

 

Sampling Issues and Data Gathering Instruments 

Purposive sampling was employed to generate a gender balanced sample of 32 secondary 

school learners. By definition, purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling procedure in 

which the discretion of the researcher is employed to decide on the suitable members of the 

population who can be singled out to provide the required research information (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2011; Chiromo, 2006).  

During the empirical investigation, data was collected using focus group discussions 

and open-ended questionnaires. Muchengetwa and Chakuchichi (2010) view a focus group 

discussion as an innovative way of conducting in-depth interviews with at most seven people 

simultaneously. According to Swartz, de la Rey, Duncan, Townsend and O’Neill (2011:87) a 

focus group discussion as a group conversation that scrutinises a particular topic chosen by 

the researcher. Focus group discussions were also used so as to capture the perceptions of the 

respondents as they encouraged one another to open up in groups (Kufakunesu et al, 2013). A 

questionnaire is a document which contains questions which are to be answered to by the 

research informants as a means of furnishing information to a researcher in a given 

intellectual inquiry (Kufakunesu, 2011; Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 2017). The researchers 

deemed it expedient to use questionnaires because the target research participants who 
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happened to be secondary school learners were literate and therefore did not seem to have 

any insurmountable difficulties regarding interpreting and answering the items on the 

questionnaires. This was a form of instrumental triangulation. This is backed by Creswell 

(2013) who maintains that the triangulation of several data gathering instruments will 

substantiate and overcome the inherent weakness in other data collection methods. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Several ethical principles were taken heed of throughout the whole research process. The 

researchers were sensitive to research ethical principles such as informed consent, anonymity 

and non-maleficence as well as privacy and confidentiality (Kufakunesu, 2011; Chiromo, 

2006). Anonymity was guaranteed by not specifying the names of the respondents. Male 

learners were identified using pseudonyms M01, M02, up to M016 while female secondary 

school respondents were codenamed F01, F02 up to F16. The respondents and their parents 

or guardians were furnished with all the necessary details regarding the purpose and 

procedures of the research before they finally decided to participate in the current study, 

thereby observing the principle of informed consent (Chiromo, 2006; Kufakunesu, 2011). 

Data collection was done in a manner in which the researchers were intentionally alert to 

protect the respondents from any form of physical, emotional or psychological harm as 

recommended by the ethical principle of non-maleficence. 

 

Reporting of Findings and Discussions 

The study revealed that the whole terrain was replete with variables which triggered anxiety 

as espoused by the research participants. In general, it emerged that the factors pertained to 

the learners’ home settings; others were school-related while others directly pertained to the 

learners themselves. In response to the questionnaire items pertaining to poverty as a source 

of anxiety, 19 out of the 32, that is, 59.4% of the research participants averred that poverty 

was one of the core domestic variables which triggered anxiety in them. The respondents 

indicated that the majority of their parents and guardians grappled to adequately provide them 

with fundamentals for survival.  The respondents in this category opined that lack of 

educational resources such school stationery and uniforms inevitably triggered anxiety as 

they are tempted to attempt to solve the socioeconomic problems on their own. Moreover, the 

research participants remarked that hailing from a family where literally everything is scarce 

is an apparent source of anxiety. They claimed that a child coming from a poverty-stricken 

family is generally affected by the childcare style, consequently affecting his/her mental 

ability in learning process inside and outside classroom. The findings to some extent tallied 

with the findings of the study by Chinyoka and Kufakunesu (2017) which established that 

hailing from a poor family is an apparent disadvantage which can be so dire that it hampers 

various aspects of human development including intellectual functioning. One female 

respondent herein codenamed F11, made the following remarks: 

 

Some parents are not able to provide for their children relative to the provision 

of school uniforms, textbooks and exercise books as well as the general 

necessities for existence. When in class we always worry about where to go 

and get the educational resources required at school since our parents are 

economically incapacitated and practically unable to provide the requisite 

resource. (F11)    
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The remarks made by F11 underscore the view that poverty in the home can trigger anxiety 

on the part of secondary learners as they are engulfed by feelings of helplessness and despair.  

The secondary school learners who acted as research participants in the current study 

disclosed something which is inherent in their domestic setups, that is, the issue of abuse. It 

emerged that some learners get overwhelmed by anxiety due to the rampant forms of abuse 

perpetrated by both immediate and distant relatives as well as random strangers. Physical 

abuse in the form of child labour and being regularly beaten at home especially by step-

parents and uncles and aunts in the case of orphans were cited as sources of anxiety by more 

than 50% of the respondents.  

Ten out of the 16 female secondary school learners who took part in the study 

conceded that part of their anxiety stemmed from the thought of being sexually abused 

especially in the home.  They hinted that some of them have been sexually molested by close 

relatives leaving them in a quandary regarding whether to report the issue to the police or not. 

Their anxiety pertaining to sexual abuse did not only stem from the physical and emotional 

ordeal associated with that type of abuse but was further accompanied by the prospect of 

getting pregnant against their will. This is suggestive of the view that their security needs 

relative to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs were literally neglected (Mwamwenda, 2010). One 

female learner by the pseudonym F05 made the following comments regarding abuse as a 

source of anxiety:  

  

The high incidents of physical and sexual abuse perpetrated by relatives such 

as step-fathers and allied guardians make me anxious and frustrated especially 

when I consider the fact that those who are supposed to mould and take care of 

us as female children tragically turn out to the molesters (FO5). 

 

Inherent in the above is the view that for some secondary school learners, the triggers of 

anxiety are in the home and they feel almost helpless and frustrated particularly because of 

the fact that those who are expected to protect them are allegedly abusing them. 

 

Another female respondent, F07, complained about the volume of domestic chores which she 

had to do on daily basis before she could embark on academic work. She averred: 

 

A long list of domestic chores such as washing family clothes, ironing the 

clothes, cleaning houses and cooking causes the female learners to be always 

thinking about the routine of the chores at the expense of academic work 

(F07).   

 

This implies that parents and guardians need to moderate the volume of domestic chores 

which they apportion to learners especially during school days.  

 

One aspect which seemed to bother both male and female secondary school learners 

was health challenges on the part of their parents.  Secondary school learners with at least one 

living parent indicated that it was an apparent source of distress to witness the degeneration 

of the health conditions of one or both parents. They opined that sometimes the untimely 

death of a parent especially a breadwinner could signal the abrupt demise of their academic 

and professional ambitions. This was reiterated by the respondents who were already orphans 

during the time of the empirical investigation. Some respondents pointed out that the 
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numerous challenges which they witness being endured by orphans make them significantly 

anxious whenever their parents have health issues.  

Family instability was cited by more than 18 respondents as an apparent source of 

anxiety. Nineteen out of the 32 secondary school learners who took part in the study opined 

that family squabbles and dissentions especially between their parents caused them to worry 

as they tried to ponder on the possible ramifications of discordance in families. Prevalent 

examples in society in which divorces occurred and led to needless suffering on the part of 

children were cited by several research participants as the respondent to open-ended 

questionnaire items.  

One respondent, M04, claimed that divorce on the part of one’s parents mostly 

translates to a split personality on the part of the child. Moreover, the learner indicated that 

discordant parents normally waste financial and material resources trying to outwit each other 

instead of channelling such resources towards meeting the various needs of their children 

(Kufakunesu et al, 2013). Another respondent with the codename F03 remarked that one 

source of distress which children who hail from families is trying to remain neutral when 

their parents try to bring them into siding with one of the parents. The informants reiterated 

that such an environment does not augur well with academic success. The sentiments of the 

respondents underscored the idea that parents and guardians play a crucial role in the 

upbringing of children under their custody (Kufakunesu et al, 2013).  

 Academic pressure was cited by 25 out of 32 respondents as a significant trigger of 

anxiety among secondary school learners. Appropriating time and energy to the demands of 

each academic discipline was viewed as a taxing exercise by the generality of the research 

participants. The assessment model involving assignments, weekly teacher-made tests, 

monthly examinations and daily exercises kept the learners’ mind overburdened to the extent 

that their minds were regularly thinking anxiously about the school work. The sentiments of 

the respondents were echoed by   Okogu, Osah and Umudjere (2016) and Kufakunesu and 

Dekeza (2017) when they remark that preparing for examinations at literally all educational 

levels is bound to be an emotion laden exercise characterised by high levels of anxiety. 

Moreover, Andrews and Wilding (2004) and Cassady and Johnson (2002) concur that during 

evaluative scenarios, students tend to exhibit high levels of emotionality which is evidenced 

by various physiological responses. The respondents further remarked that their parents, 

teachers and guardians had high expectations for them thereby causing the learners to feel 

anxious and overwhelmed. This is consistent with the sentiments which were aired by Rogers 

when he claimed that formal assessment procedures trigger test or examination anxiety on the 

part of the candidates being assessed (Kufakunesu, 2015). Looking at this scenario from the 

perspective articulated by the Yerkes-Dodson law, getting by feelings of being overwhelmed 

by academic work can translate to over-arousal which is not propitious to optimum scholastic 

attainment (Kufakunesu & Chinyoka, 2017).   

For school learners, it remains true that the greater part of their time is literally spent 

at school and the nature of social relationships which obtain among learners and teachers can 

be a blessing or a source of distress. In response to open-ended items which featured on the 

questionnaires, 13 out of the 32 respondents underscored that learner anxiety is sometimes 

triggered by poor social learner-teacher or learner-learner relationships. Some respondents 

claimed that learners from low socioeconomic backgrounds were sometimes treated with 

contempt by their peers leading to feelings of inferiority and depleted self-esteem and even 

subdued self-efficacy. Twenty-five per cent of the research informants, that is, eight of the 32 

secondary school learners who took part in the current study alleged that some teachers had a 
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tendency to side-line learners from low socioeconomic backgrounds and such teachers tend to 

give positive regard to learners from affluent families (Mwamwenda, 2010). The learners 

maintained that the resultant frustration was created anxiety as they tried to ponder what they 

could do to harness the attention of their teachers. Making reference to Rogers’ person-

centred theory, the alleged segregation and discrimination by some teachers was 

unfortunately equivalent to failing to accord unconditional positive regard to learners thereby 

making them anxious (Feldman, 2009).      

Two aspects of learner-learner relationships were acknowledged by a sizeable number 

of respondents as triggers of anxiety. The first one is the issue of bullying. The respondents 

indicated that bullying fostered feelings of loathe and inferiority which then translate to 

anxiety whenever one is at school or even away from school. Indications were that bullying 

was a legacy which was passed from stream of learners to the next through observational 

learning as postulated by Bandura in his cognitive social learning theory (Kufakunesu, 2015; 

Lahey, 2009).  

The second aspect which was implicated by learners for triggering anxiety was the 

management of amorous relationships. Some learners insisted that their anxiety stemmed 

from grappling with the dilemmas revolving around shunning heterosexual relationships as 

preached by their parents and guardians or to succumb to the pressure to venture into such 

relationships as suggested by some of their peers. Those who confessed to having 

heterosexual relationships also hinted that anxiety could be triggered by issues of being 

double-crossed or by failing to amicable resolve differences. The issue of heartbreaks as a 

trigger of anxiety was cited by more female learners than their male counterparts. The 

respondents explained that sometimes the abrupt termination of sexual relationships can 

frustrate the party which was least prepared for it thereby leading to anxiety and emotional 

distress.  The emotional uncertainty which the respondents portrayed to some extent 

explained why Stanley G. Hall described adolescence as a period of storm and stress 

(Kufakunesu et al, 2013). One respondent, M02, made the following comments:  

 

Love relationships without trust normally trigger anxiety and most learners 

who experience unresolved differences in the relationships usually terminate 

the relationships in heart-rending ways thereby resulting in pain and anxiety 

(MO2).   

 

The sentiments of M02 connote that the way secondary school learners interact especially 

across the gender divide can be a trigger of anxiety particularly when events turn in an 

unexpected direction. Their coping resources when it comes to managing heartbreaks seemed 

to be at a formative stage.  

 

Fifteen respondents claimed that one of the triggers of anxiety to them as secondary 

school learners was deciding on an identity and settling for a specific career path to pursue as 

one marched into the future. The respondents in this category suggested that it was not as 

easy as some people may want to believe to decide whether to aspire to be an accountant or a 

chemical engineer. Moreover, some learners aired the view that the fact that society is awash 

with potential role models from different spheres such as sports, entertainment and education 

as well as religion made it difficult for one to decide easily what to be in future. The same 

uncertainty was confirmed in a study by Kufakunesu and Chinyoka (2017) in which they 

established that adolescents normally labour to make career choices especially if there are 
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conflicting courses to take. This was a confirmation of the principles of Erikson’s 

psychosocial theory especially during the fifth stage where individuals grapple with the quest 

for an identity and the need to decide on a career route to pursue (Erikson, 1968).  

Of the 32 secondary school learners who took part in the present study, seven claimed 

that their anxiety was triggered by the long distances they always walked to and from school. 

This group of respondents indicated that their respective homes were at least 15km away 

from school. The learners maintained that walking such distances during weekdays during the 

course of each academic term was an anxiety triggering experience. The fact that they 

normally leave their homes very early in the morning and returned home late in the evening 

to some extent justified their tendency to experience anxiety. Learner F06 made the following 

remarks: 

 

I stay more than 16 kilometres away from school. Walking to and from school 

with my books is an anxiety provoking ordeal which I have to endure each 

weekday. I normally experience lapses in concentration during the first lessons 

due to fatigue (FO6).  

 

The issue of the geographical location of schools relative to learners’ homes can therefore be 

viewed as a trigger of anxiety especially for learners in lower secondary school levels who 

would be almost overwhelmed by the distances which they need to and from schools. 

Although this is not a universal challenge since some learners live adjacent to schools, 

educators can empathise with those who stay away from schools.  

 

Conclusion  

It merged from the current study that secondary school learners are surrounded by numerous 

triggers of anxiety ranging from school factors, home factors to individual variables having to 

do with their unique developmental stage. In a way, excessive anxiety on the part of the 

learners can whittle down their academic success as suggested by the Yerkes-Dodson law. If 

the optimum holistic development of the current and subsequent crop of adolescents is to be 

seen, deliberate steps need to be taken by various stakeholders to significantly insulate the 

learners from the aforementioned triggers of anxiety. Consequently, recommendations were 

given as a way of winding up the current study.   

 

Recommendations  

Guided by the findings of the current study, the researchers made several recommendations to 

a number of stakeholders. Firstly, the Ministry of Poverty Eradication and Social Welfare and 

some non-governmental organisations in Namibia need to initiate programmes and policies 

which target the most vulnerable families that are experiencing hunger and starvation so as to 

meet their basic needs. Moreover, the society needs to be schooled on how to combat and 

shun various forms of abuse on the part of learners. The researchers also recommended that 

proper career guidance and counselling services be rendered to secondary school learners so 

that they can easily make career choices on the basis of objective facts (Kufakunesu & 

Chinyoka, 2017).  

School counsellors should expose secondary school learners to anxiety management 

techniques which can enable them to absorb anxiety triggered by the identified variables 

(Kufakunesu, 2015). Parents and educators also need to be authoritative and humanistic in 

their interaction with adolescents mainly for the sake of helping adolescents to smoothly 
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graduate into adulthood. On the research front, the current researchers recommended that the 

same study be replicated in a different region in Namibia. Alternatively, other researchers can 

focus on studies to devise ways of assisting secondary school learners to deal with anxiety as 

a psycho-affective attribute. The same study could also be replicated at a different 

educational level so as to establish if there are variations in vulnerability to anxiety due to 

changes in developmental stages. 
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