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This study implemented assertive training and systematic desensitization in reducing examination 
phobia among university students. The design was quasi experimental, the pretest – post test control 
group study. The sample comprised of 60 Imo State university students selected through simple 
random sampling technique. These students were taken from Department of Educational psychology, 
Department of Educational psychology, Department of Educational curriculum studies and Department 
of Educational Foundations. Students were assigned into groups; assertive desensitization and control. 
Two researcher developed instruments were used, Examination Phobia Ascertaining Inventory (EPAI) 
and Examination Phobia Inventory (EPI) were used for the study. Two research questions and two null 
hypotheses were answer and tested. Data collected were analyzed using statistical mean and ANCOVA. 
Based on the findings recommendations were made that students should be encouraged to visit the 
professional counselor and lecturer should help students imbibe relaxation therapy. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Phobia is an exaggerated and irrational fear in response 
to a specific situation (Okoli, 2002). It is a special form of 
fear which maybe agora, social and specific. This study is 
looking at specific phobia which refers to fears of a 
particular object. The specific here is examination. 

Phobia is a disorder that interferes with normal 
activities. Studies have shown that specific phobia and 
other phobias maybe a hereditary component (Hettma, 
Neale and Kendler, 2001; Merikangas and low, 2005). 
Psycho dynamic theories attribute phobia to the displace-
ment of unconscious conflicts onto symbolic objects while 
Behavioural theories argue that phobias develop from 
classical and operant conditioning (Hoeksema, 2004) 
Hoeksema, 2004 outline the symptoms of phobia as 
restlessness, sense of dread, problems in concentration, 
ruminative thinking, fear of losing control among others. 

For some students, the situation at hand brings up its 
ugly head during examination. It is then called exami-
nation phobia. Some experts according to Unachukwu 
and Onwuka (2009) posit that examination phobia crops 
up due to unpleasant events linked to examination taken 
in the past. Some school of thought believes it is as a 

result of parental expectations, low self-esteem and 
anxiety to get good grades. However, a phobic student in 
a difficult state may try anything to survive and excel 
which includes malpractices or drugs. When a student 
remembers that the society expects him to perform well 
in order to achieve success in life, he resorts to easy 
way, malpractice. Students are not exonerated here; this 
is more evident from the lack of dedication to studies 
(Unachukwu and Okereke, 2009). 

Examination malpractices have ugly consequences on 
students. If caught, they may be expelled or stepped 
down. For drugs, most end up in remand homes without 
finishing their studies. The coping strategies used by 
university students are not commendable hence, the 
need to use more adequate strategies in curbing 
examination phobia among students. 
The researcher adopted assertive training and syste-
matic desensitization as a behavior modification for the 
study. Systematic desensitization is designed to remove 
the unpleasant emotional response produced by the 
feared situation and replace it with an incompatible one 
which is relaxation  (Martin,  Carlson,  and Buskist, 2007). 
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Table 1. Distribution of students into groups. 
 

Group Treatment model Department No of student 

A Assertiveness Training Educational curriculum 20 

 
B 

 
Systematic Desensitization 

 
Educational psychology 

 
20 

 
C 

 
Control 

 
Educational Foundations 

 
20 

    
60 

 
 
Assertive training is used in helping people reduce their 
fear of acting appropriately in social and interpersonal 
situations. According to Okoli (2004), unassertive person 
lacks confidence in social situations and interpersonal 
relationships. The purpose of using this technique is to 
enable the client develop confidence in appropriately 
expressing feelings in situations. 

The problem of this study therefore is to determine the 
effect of assertiveness training and desensitization in 
reducing examination phobia among university students. 
 
 

Research question 
 
Two research questions were formulated for this study; 
 
i. To what extent is the effect of assertiveness training in 
reducing examination phobia among university students? 
ii. To what extend do systematic desensitization reduce 
examination phobia among university students. 
 
 

Hypothesis 
 
Two null hypotheses were stated at 0.05 level of 
significant difference. 
 
H01 There is no significant difference in the mean scores 
of students treated with assertiveness training and those 
in control group. 
H02: There is no significant difference in the mean scores 
of students treated with systematic desensitization and 
those in control group. 
 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURE 
 
The design adopted for this study was the pretest-post 
test control group quasi experimental design, involving 
two experimental groups and one control group. The 
samples size was 60 students selected randomly from 
three departments in the Faculty of Education, Imo State 
University, Owerri. These students were selected based 
on their responses on Examination Phobia Inventory 
Ascertainers given to them. Simple random sampling was 
used in assigning treatment models to the groups (Table 
1). Inappropriate method was used in selecting 20 

students with highest test phobia scores from each 
department. 

Two researcher developed instruments were used for 
this study namely Examination Phobia Ascertaining 
Inventory (EPAI) and Examination Phobia Inventory 
(EPI). EPAI was used in ascertaining students with 
examination phobia. EPI contained 35 items in line with 
likerts modified 4-point scale of SA – Strongly Agree, 
Agree – A, Disagree – D and Strongly Disagree – SD. 
The section A was given at pretest while section B was  
given as post-test. The researcher made use of research 
assistants who were lecturers in the sampled 
departments. The EPAI was given to students with an 
examination paper in EDU 114 (Determinants of Human 
Behaviour). Data collected were analyzed using statistical 
means in answering the research questions while 
ANCOVA was used in testing the null hypotheses. 
 
 

Treatment Procedure 
 

Assertiveness Training 
 
The researcher with her trained research assistants used 
role playing, modeling and social reward. This lasted for 4 
weeks. The first step started with an introduction. 
Secondly. Students were taught to relax by removing 
anything that will inconvenience them and concentrate on 
the training. The training entails progressive tensing and 
relaxation of muscle groups and deep breathing 
exercises. Thirdly, teaching session was done to take 
care of the importance of reading from the first day of 
lecture, maintaining personal time-table, encouraging 
peer tutoring, asking questions in class, attempting 
answering questions, making use of the library, making 
out time to take siesta, encourage punctuality in class 
and examination hall and being confident. Students were 
encouraged to practice being assertive in the real 
situation. Fourthly, students were given written work and 
allowed to discuss what was taught earlier. At each point, 
the research assistants and researcher commends good 
points while other were instructed to rehearse the 
behaviour in the hostels, home and put down any feeling 
had about performing the behaviour. Fifthly, students 
were encouraged to contribute on vices like examination 
malpractice, procrastination, truancy, use of drugs and 
suggest way forward. At the end, students were advised  



                                                                                     Chinwe          003 
 
 
 

Table 2. Pretest post-test mean scores of experimental group. 

 

Therapies  N Pretest X Post test X Mean comments 

Assertive 20 121.84 101.56 -20.29 Efficient 

Desensitization 20 118.61 50.80 -67.81 Very efficient 

Control 20 119.00 123.25 +4.25  

 
 

Table 3. ANCOVA on the mean scores of experimental group that received assertiveness training and 

those in control group. 
 

Source Sum of squares df Mean Fcal F-tab 

Corrected 52512.258 2 26256.128 1865.654  

Intercept 647.831 1 647.831 46.031  

Pretest 22.233 1 22.233 1.580  

Therapy 52481.93 1 52481.93 3729.15 409 

Error 520.717 37 14.073   

Total 355967.00 40    

 53032.975 39    

 
 

Table 3. ANCOVA on the mean scores of students that received systematic desensitization and those who did not. 
 

Source Sum of squares df Mean square F-cal F-tab 

Corrected model 4715.284 2 2357.642 208.533  

Intercept 615.477 1 615.477 54.439  

Pretest 2 6.384 1 6.384 565 4.09 

Therapy 4008.338 1 4008.338 354.537  

Error 418.316 37 11.306   

Total 510484.000 40    

Corrected total 5133.600 39    

 
 
to exhibit good behaviour and be self-confident. 
 
 
Treatment model II 
 
Systematic Desensitization 
 
This is based on the principle of reciprocal inhibition 
which states that if a response inhibiting phobia can be 
made to occur in the presence of the evoking stimuli, it 
will weaken the bond between the stimuli and the phobia 
(Wolpe, 1973). The procedure are as follows. 
 
Relaxation Training: The clients (students) were trained 
to relax in a softly lighted room (counseling laboratory). 
They were taught to muscle group and do deep breathing 
exercise. Tensing and relaxing the muscles, taking a 
deep breath saying “relax” softly as breath goes out 
showly. 

At the end of the relaxation training session, students 
(clients) were given paper and pen to enumerate some 
anxiety provoking situation during examination, ranking 
from lowest to highest.  

Finally, students (clients) spent 3-5 minutes relaxing as  

the researcher asks the clients to imagine the particular 
scene causing highest anxiety, as the clients indicated 
anxiety, researcher asked them to relax. This procedure 
went on until students no longer indicate feeling tense. 

The control group were not given any treatment initially 
but were exposed to pre and post tests. 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
In Table 2, assertive training mean was 20.29 indicating 
efficiency in reducing examination phobia among the 
experimental group. For the second therapy, the mean 
score was 67.81 showing very high efficiency in reducing 
examination phobia among students.  

In Table 3, the Fcal is 3729.15 as the F-tab equals 
4.09. Based on the result, the first hypothesis was 
rejected therefore, there is a significant difference in the 
mean scores of students treated with assertiveness 
training and those in control group. 

Based on the information from Table 4 the calculated F 
is 354.5 while the Ftab equal 4.09. Based on the result, 
Fcal is greater than Ftab therefore the null hypothesis that 
there is no significant difference between the mean score  
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of students treated with systematic desensitization was 
rejected. 

From the findings of this study, the two therapies, 
systematic desensitization and assertiveness training 
have a lot of effect on examination phobia of students as 
against the control group without therapies. This finding 
agreed with Onwuka and Unachukwu (2009) that used 
these therapies for test phobia among polytechnic 
students. 

Conclusively, it should be noted that systematic 
desensitization proved to be better than assertiveness 
training in this study, this maybe as a result of students 
fear response been counter conditioned. Again it maybe 
as a result of the developmental stage of the students 
that can be imagines a lot. 

Based on the findings, the following recommendations 
were made: students should be encouraged to visit the 
counselor always; lecturers should use relaxing therapy 
to desensitize new in-takes from the scary stories from 
students in higher levels about examination. Students 
that have been identified with any form of phobia should 
be referred and followed up as well. 
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