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Abstract. In recent years, as the academic and psychological pressures on ado-
lescent students have increased, more and more people have become aware of the
situation and are trying to improve it. This paper firstly outlines the Satir’s iceberg
model, secondly explores the causes of anxiety in adolescent students and finds
that the main causes of this anxiety include self and external factors, and then
uses the Satir’s iceberg theory to improve the examination anxiety of adolescent
students. The three main approaches to alleviate the anxiety of adolescent students
are self-regulation, adjustment of family education and improvement of the school
environment.
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1 Introduction

With the release of the “double reduction policy”, the pressure of homework and after-
school learning of adolescent students has been alleviated to a certain extent, but the
heavy pressure of examinations has yet to be addressed. This paper uses desktop research
to examine the causes of examination anxiety among adolescent students and to explore
how the Satir model can be used to improve the situation. International research on the
Satir model as a solution to adolescent examination anxiety is scarce. This paper will
use the Satir iceberg theory as a basis to try to improve adolescent students’ examination
anxiety.

2 Concept of Satir’s Iceberg Theory

The Satir’s Iceberg Theory is a widely used psychotherapeutic model for family therapy,
individual counselling and family restructuring developed by Virginia Satir. Its main aim
is to help people to deal with their problems in a holistic way, from the family to the
social system, and to work towards a more coherent body and mind, higher self-esteem
and a more ‘humane’ life.
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Satir’s iceberg theory divides the iceberg into two main parts: the external behaviour
above the level that can be seen directly by the outside world, and the coping styles,
feelings, sensations, opinions, expectations, aspirations and ego below the level that
cannot be directly perceived [1]. The behavioural component above the horizontal plane
in turn includes actions and story content, as well as the six dimensions contained in the
component below the horizontal plane from the top down.Coping is primarily aboutwhat
one’s posture looks like. Feelings on the other hand include a person’s joy, excitement,
fascination, anger, hurt, fear and sadness. The main role of the feelings of feelings is
in the decision to feel. Perspective refers to one’s beliefs, assumptions, preconceptions,
and subjective realities and perceptions. Expectations can be viewed from a number of
perspectives: one’s own expectations of oneself; one’s expectations of others, i.e. how
one expects others to treat oneself or how one expects others to behave; and expectations
from others about oneself. Desire, which is common to all human beings, specifically
includes the desire to love and be loved, to be accepted, to be recognised, to feel safe
and to belong, to be worthy, to be free and to be at peace. The self, which encompasses
the vitality, spirit, spirituality, core and essence of a person.Therefore, the Satir Iceberg
Theory can effectively help students understand the iceberg they have formed, explore
their “inner iceberg”, and give them hope, direction, and strength through positive energy
input. Through the input of positive energy, students are given hope, direction, and
strength. Students are targeted to make and arrange scientific development plans, which
ultimately help them realize their self-worth [2].

3 Causes of Examination Anxiety

In contemporary times, there are many factors that cause test anxiety in adolescent
groups, the most important of which are self and external factors, and this paper focuses
on high school students. For high school students, the most influential factor is the future
college entrance examination, which can be considered as a “watershed” in China, and
its purpose is to select more outstanding talents to enter higher education institutions.
Because the college entrance exam is amajor turning point for Chinese candidates, many
people in China emphasize the importance of the college entrance exam, and this makes
high school students feel a great deal of pressure to take it. Not only that, but before
they meet the college entrance exams, Chinese high school students will face various
exams in their daily study life, such as classroom exams, weekly exams, monthly exams,
half-term exams, stage tests, and so on. These frequent exams will make the students feel
nervous, anxious, and stressed and tired. China’s Peng Peng News has also proposed to
break the “education in-volume”, which requires schools, parents and society to take a
rational view of the problem in order to effectively reduce students’ education anxiety.
In 2008, the China-Europe International Study, a national mental health agency, showed
that 61% of students had varying degrees of test anxiety, and 26% of them had severe
test anxiety. Test anxiety severely affects test takers’ performance, especially in math
and language subjects, and twice as many girls as boys suffer from severe test anxiety.
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3.1 Self-factors

Physiological Causes
The survival pattern of the family of origin will have an impact on the present and
future life, but this situation can be changed. Being aware of your survival posture and
improving it is an important thing. It is also very important to accept your complete
self, and having a clear analysis and understanding of yourself can help improve anxiety
situations [3]. As each individual is different and has grownup in a different environment,
their neurosensitivity level varies greatly, which in part leads to some students feeling
nervous and anxious whenever an exam is mentioned or near to an exam [4]. Some
students’ externalised behaviours may include looking around in their chairs, scratching
their heads, turning their pencils, or going to the toilet frequently. A small number of
students may not be able to sleep soundly for several nights before the exam. This can
also exacerbate examination anxiety to a certain extent, leading to over-anxiety and a
failure to do the examination properly and achieve high grades.

Excessive Self-imposed Demands and Expected Goals
As competition for educational resources becomes more and more intense, the young
student population has to gradually raise the bar on their academic performance, which
should be good, but some students are so demanding and ambitious that they are under
far more psychological pressure than normal, so that they are unable to focus on their
studies in the period before the exam. This is a time when students may be thinking
and obsessing about whether they can achieve the score they have set for themselves
and whether they can get into a better institution with that score, rather than spending
their energy on how to deal with the exam and prepare for it. Some students may also
demand that they achieve rankings and scores that are far beyond their abilities, or that
they get into top institutions, which can make it difficult for them to perform at their best
in exams and may even fall short of their normal examination scores, and this anxiety
may be further amplified when they face exams for further education or employment
that will have a greater impact on their future [5].

3.2 External Factors

Family Educational Environment
From childhood, parents have a strong influence on their children’s education. From the
early stages of a child’s development, their parents’ views on education have a direct or
indirect influence on the child’s development and can have a subtle effect on the child’s
world view, outlook on life and values. The demands and expectations of parents often
have an impact on the child’s behaviour, and sometimes if parents are overly concerned
about grades, this can lead to excessive stress and anxiety. This can also neglect the
child’s feelings and put the child under more psychological pressure. When parents have
high expectations of their children’s performance, the child’s stress level rises, and if the
child does not achieve the desired goals, this can lead to disappointment, low self-esteem,
anxiety and self-denial, and even to fear of exams, boredom and depression. Studies have
also shown that excessive expectations, brutal interference and disrespectful practices
in family education can have a significant predisposing effect on the development of
examination anxiety [6].Parents spend relatively little time with their children, do not
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carefully observe their children’s changes, and do not communicate deeply enough can,
to a certain extent, have a negative impact on their children. Not only that, when parents
are very rough in their education, using scolding discipline, may also bring pressure to
the child, resulting in anxiety [7].

The School Education Environment
For most young students, the educational environment of the school also plays a very
important part. Therefore, the educational and teaching environment in school also influ-
ences students’ anxiety. For example, teachers assigning too much homework or making
it too difficult, scheduling exams too tightly, and emphasising academic performance
and ranking not only do not have much positive impact on students’ performance, but
also affect their physical and mental health. When students have high levels of anxiety,
all of this can hinder their knowledge and ability to perform well in examinations and
thus affect academic performance. Some schools and teachers focus more on academic
performance than on the physical andmental development of students, over-emphasising
the importance of academic performance and class and grade rankings. This situation can
also keep students’ anxiety levels at an extremely high level. The long school hours and
the school climate also have an indirect effect on students’ emotions. In addition, good
teacher-student and peer relationships can reduce students’ anxiety levels to a certain
extent. Likewise, when teachers are competent, responsible and relaxed in classroom
management, examination anxiety can be significantly reduced [8].

4 Using Satir’s Iceberg Theory to Improve Examination Anxiety
in Adolescents

4.1 Performing Self-regulation

Knowing and Understanding Yourself
Satir believes that man is born with a sublime power called: the life force. This power
needs to be activated in a certain way and one’s correct perception is the key to making
the life force flourish [9]. Each person is an individual and we need to have a clear
identity of ourselves and not blindly set goals that are impossible to achieve. Focus
on self-growth and development, understand what you think and what your needs are,
don’t set too high expectations of yourself, express your emotions in an appropriate way,
try to balance yourself, your environment and your expectations, and better accept and
trust yourself. A thorough and in-depth analysis of the situation and the development of
appropriate and effective plans and preparations will ensure that a state of self-harmony
can be achieved [10].

Acceptance of Self with Openness
Once you know and understand yourself, you need to face up to your strengths and
weaknesses. Once you know your strengths, you can think carefully about how to build
on them, and when you are faced with weaknesses, you need to be open to trying to
change them and turn them into your strengths. Consciously create positive emotions
and reduce negative emotions like anxiety.
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4.2 Adapting Family Education Models

Learning to Communicate Effectively
Albert Mehrabian famously proposed a communication formula: the effectiveness of
parent-child interaction= 7%written language+ 38%vocal tone+ 55%body language.
Effective communication is therefore also key to improving your child’s self-esteem.
Communication is also an important way of bonding with children and parents need to
choose specific ways of communicating in order to further stimulate their child’s inner
energy. In the early years of a child’s life, parents need to meet the child’s desire for
love and let the child know that he or she is loved, accepted and recognised by the
family. Through communication and understanding of the child’s innermost thoughts
and feelings, understand why the child is feeling the way he or she is and what the
reasons behind the emotions are. When setting goals for exams, it is important that
parents don’t just aim for high grades and that they don’t leave it up to the parents to
decide, but that they communicate with the child to determine short-term and long-term
goals that are within the child’s ability to achieve. In addition, once the desired goals
have been set, the process can be discussed with the child to see if the goals need to be
further refined. Parents need to be patient during this process and be as gentle as possible
so that the child feels respected and that you are talking to each other rather than being
set up. When your child has done well in school exams, encourage and recognise the
results with words and appropriate rewards, and set tasks and goals for the next stage
with your child to motivate him/her to face the next challenges in a more positive way.
If your child gets a less than stellar result in an exam, the first thing you should do is
not to scold or beat your child, but to find out if he or she is under too much stress after
the setback and how he or she is feeling at the moment, so that he or she can talk to
him or herself and listen to what is on his or her mind. After that, do not talk too much
about grades, so that your child can focus on the future and always stay positive and not
depressed. When your child is stressed or anxious, let your child talk about it and share
it with you so that you can help your child work through the negative emotions and get
better.

Proper Guidance for the Child
The views and ideas instilled by parents during childhood will play a key role in a child’s
future growth and development, and it is important to educate children from a young
age about all kinds of emotions, not only happiness, joy and delight, but also about
the fact that everyone experiences negative emotions like anxiety, which is a normal
thing and everyone may experience such emotions at different times. It is normal and
everyone may experience such emotions at different times, so there is no need to worry
or panic. When your child is about to face or is facing anxiety, guide your child in a
positive direction and show him/her how to cope with it, so that he/she can overcome it
successfully.

Create a Harmonious Atmosphere
The family of origin is the environment in which children first grow up and learn and
has a strong influence on their future emotional expression, behaviour, attachment styles
and the formation of intimate relationships [11]. A good family environment is essential
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for a child’s development, allowing the child to feel happy, secure and to develop a sense
of belonging. Children should also be given enough freedom in their daily lives to know
that they are not being disciplined, thus enhancing their vitality. A good marriage and
parent-child relationship also affects the development of children, respecting them and
creating a relaxed and positive family atmosphere. Show your child as much love and
affection as possible when you are with him/her, respect his/her choices and understand
his/her decisions. Recognise and appreciate your child when he/she does something
well to boost his/her confidence in the future. When it comes to learning, parents should
not set high expectations for their children and should not set impossible grades or
rankings for their children, as this will indirectly put more pressure on them. Parents
should actively participate in their children’s learning life and pay more attention to their
children’s psychological state when they are studying. It is also important to guide the
child in a positive direction, helping the child to understand the reasons for not achieving
satisfactory results and trying to help the child to solve the problem. In this way, the
child’s self-confidence is nurtured and the child develops a sense of self-worth, which
effectively stimulates the child’s inner motivation, thus relieving the child’s academic
stress at school. In daily family life, more meaningful positive cues will make the child
feel that the family is warm and that meeting the child’s psychological needs will help
the child to become more vital and to become more harmonious, loving, responsible,
motivated and confident in the future.

4.3 Improving the Teaching and Learning Environment in Schools

Appropriate Adjustment of Teaching Arrangements
Too tight a teaching schedule, too difficult after-school exercises and too frequent exami-
nations can all lead to anxiety and undermine children’s self-confidence. School teachers
should make appropriate adjustments according to the different learning abilities of each
class and classmate, speeding up or slowing down the teaching schedule to better equip
students with knowledge and examination focus. Exercises should be chosen to suit
each level of student, not just in terms of difficulty and number of questions, but also
in terms of the degree of mastery of the students, the precise assignment of homework,
and the appropriate broadening of students’ thinking. For exams, they should not be too
tightly scheduled, and the difficulty of the questions should be based on the students’
actual level of mastery, so that the exams are more focused and allow students to identify
their own problems. Some studies have pointed out that pre-examination anxiety has a
general debilitating effect on cognitive performance [12]. As a result, China has enacted
a series of measures to improve the situation. For example, in September 2021, the city
of Chengdu officially issued the “Implementation Plan on Further Reducing the Burden
of Homework and Off-Campus Training for Students in Compulsory Education”, which
proposes that the “5+ 2”model will be implemented for after-school services in primary
and secondary schools. That is, schools should carry out after-school services five days
a week, at least two hours a day. To prevent academic overload from crowding out sleep
time, primary and secondary schools to enhance the effectiveness of classroom teaching,
strengthen the co-ordination of homework management, in strict accordance with the
requirements of the relevant regulations, reasonable regulation of the total amount of
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written homework students, guide students to make full use of self-study classes or after-
school service time, so that elementary school students in the school to complete the
basic written homework, secondary school students in the school to complete most of the
written homework, to avoid students home after the homework time is too long, crowd-
ing out the normal Sleep time. The end of training at out-of-school training institutions
shall not be later than 20:30, and no homework shall be assigned in any form such as
pre-course prep, after-course consolidation, homework practice, orWeChat group punch
cards. At the same time, the Ministry of Education has made clear provisions for school
work and rest time, requiring that elementary school morning classes are generally no
earlier than 8:20, and secondary schools are generally no earlier than 8:00, and schools
may not require students to arrive early to participate in unified educational and teaching
activities. In the evening bedtime, high school students are generally no later than 23:00.
High school schools also refer to compulsory education schools to carry out after-school
extended hours services. In addition, theMinistry of Education in 2022 to try to establish
“academic level test results + comprehensive quality evaluation” admissions model, to
overcome the score theory, improve the quality of education, and promote educational
equity. At the same time, it is clearly pointed out that the content and number of exams
need to be strictly controlled to reduce the burden of student preparation.

As a result of the measures taken, students’ overall ability and quality have been
significantly improved. Not only that, but the sleep time of high school students has also
been improved to a certain extent due to the policies enacted in the area of sleep. The
appropriate adjustment of the teaching schedule within the school, the reduction of the
amount of homework, and the adjustment of the content and number of examinations
not only allow high school students to improve their anxiety to a certain extent, but
also give high school student groups more time to develop their hobbies and thus better
achieve all-round development. The establishment and application of the admissions
model of “academic level exam results + comprehensive quality evaluation” has also
allowed students to look beyond their usual academic results and to care about their
overall development.

Not only that, it is also necessary to provide psychological counseling to students
before the examination, paymore attention to students’ learning status and psychological
condition before the examination, and help them to channel their anxiety in time when
they encounter it, so that students can better play their strengths in the examination and
achieve the desired results [13].

Focus on Students’ Physical and Mental Health
In the “Guideline for Health Education in Primary and Secondary Schools” issued in
December 2008, it is pointed out that schools and teachers need to take care of students’
mental health, which mainly includes appropriate ways to reasonably vent and confide
in them, and to look at things objectively; principles and methods in interpersonal com-
munication, to be active, sincere, fair, modest and generous with others; basic methods
to relieve stress; understanding the positive meaning of competition; correctly dealing
with failure and frustration; common psychological problems and ways to cope with
them during examination periods, etc.
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In school, students’ emotions are easily influenced by the outside world. Sometimes,
when academic pressure increases it may lead to, students becoming emotionally anx-
ious and depressed to the extent that it may affect their normal learning and daily life.
Therefore, school teachers should pay great attention to the physical and mental health
of students. Focusing on physical exercise and guiding students to actively participate
in physical activities and relaxing their bodies will facilitate the completion of the next
learning tasks. Pay attention to the mental health of students, always pay attention to the
psychological changes of students and guide them in a positive and optimistic direction.
When a student is experiencing high levels of negative emotions or stress, you should
understand the reasons for this and try to help the student get through it. After exams, you
can take the initiative to talk to students, not only to help them solve problems with the
exam questions, but also to get them out of a slump if the exams are not going as well as
they should. It is important not to over-emphasise the student’s academic performance,
but to show more concern for the student’s feelings, recognise their efforts over time
and give appropriate advice to encourage them to be more focused and attentive in the
coming period. School teachers should aim to create a non-threatening school and class-
room environment, so that students’ focus can shift to learning itself [14]. In addition,
teachers should focus on the all-round development of students and the development of
a sound personality.

Fostering Good Interpersonal Relationships
Having good relationships can also help with anxiety, including relationships between
classmates, friends and teachers. A good relationship with your classmates will help you
to understand the important points you don’t understand, and a good relationship with
your friends will give you a place to talk when you are depressed and make you happier
in life. A good teacher-student relationship will not only help you in your studies, but
will also help you find the right direction for your future and encourage you when you
are confused.

5 Conclusion

The causes of adolescents’ examination anxiety include self-factors and external fac-
tors, among which self-factors mainly include physiological reasons and over-ambitious
demands and goals, while external factors mainly include family education environment
and school education environment. The Satir iceberg theory is then used to try to improve
the examination anxiety problem of adolescents from three perspectives: self-regulation,
adjustment of the family education model and improvement of the school teaching envi-
ronment. The core of the Satir model is love and relationships, so the main approach to
improving examination anxiety in adolescents is to express love and build relationships.
Specifically, it begins with knowing and understanding oneself and accepting and loving
oneself openly. Secondly, it is important to establish effective communication with par-
ents, who should also guide the child properly and create a harmonious atmosphere in
which the child knows that he or she is loved and cared for. Finally, schools need to adjust
their teaching arrangements, pay attention to students’ mental health and development,
and help them develop good interpersonal relationships. In addition, there aremanyways
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to adjust and improve the system. From the policy aspect, the government can take rele-
vant measures, such as: appropriately limiting the number of examinations organized in
schools; appropriately guiding schools to take examinations in classrooms and weekly
examinations without public ranking; trying to transition the public’s concept of “one
examination determines a lifetime” to “process evaluation of learning career”, etc. The
public’s perception of “one test is a lifelong decision” should be changed to “learning
career process evaluation”. From the social level, the public should not only promote
the importance of college entrance exams, but also make more parents pay more atten-
tion to the development of their children in all aspects. Parents should be encouraged
to care about the process of their children’s academic growth, rather than just the final
grades achieved. From the perspective of industry development, many psychological
institutions and clinics can provide help to students who have developed test anxiety, so
that their emotions can be relieved accordingly, in addition, schools can also organize
relevant institutions to come into the campus to educate students about test anxiety, so
that students can understand its causes, how to adjust themselves and the corresponding
solutions. From the public’s point of view, the college entrance examination is indeed
very important, and to a certain extent affects the development of the rest of one’s life.
But the public should not overemphasize its importance and ignore the self-development
process of children. Families are encouraged to care more about the physical and mental
health of their children’s development process, not just the final exam results.

Finally, in the study of this paper, it is mainly based on the Satir’s iceberg theory and
proposes corresponding solutions at the individual, family and school levels in an attempt
to alleviate and improve the test anxiety of the Chinese high school student population.
From different perspectives, the causes of test-taker anxiety and how to apply the Satir’s
iceberg theory to change the situation are analyzed, and some actionable suggestions
are proposed appropriately. However, there are still some shortcomings in this paper.
The paper only offers some suggestions from the standpoint of other social groups, but
it still needs to be investigated, analyzed and studied in depth and in detail. In addition,
the main target of this paper is Chinese high school students, and its generalizability is
still to be proven. It is hoped that more scholars will pay attention to the problem of test
anxiety and conduct more in-depth and detailed research from the perspective of more
social groups using Satir’s iceberg theory, and it is also hoped that other groups can be
selected as research objects in the future to further investigate whether the findings of
this paper are universal.
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