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ABSTRACT - The objective of this study was to verify the correlation between school performance and symptoms
of depression, anxiety, and stress in 432 public school students aged from 15 to 18 years. The instruments used were a
sociodemographic datasheet, Escala de Depressao, Ansiedade e Estresse (EDAE-A), and the grades in the courses/areas
of interest of three school trimesters. Descriptive analyses, as well as the Mann-Whitney U test and Spearman’s correlation
test, were conducted. A weak and negative correlation was found between school performance and anxiety and depression
symptoms, with the adolescents from full-time schools presenting better performance and fewer symptoms of depression
and anxiety than those in regular schools. Younger adolescents presented more stress symptoms, while female adolescents
have more depression and anxiety symptoms.
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Desempenho Escolar e Sintomas de Depressao,
Ansiedade e Estresse em Adolescentes

RESUMO - Objetivou-se verificar a correlagdo entre desempenho escolar, sintomas de depressdo, ansiedade e estresse
em 432 estudantes de escolas publicas, de idades entre 15 e 18 anos. Os instrumentos foram uma ficha de dados
sociodemografica, a Escala de Depressdo, Ansiedade e Estresse (EDAE-A) e as notas nas disciplinas/areas dos trés
trimestres letivos. Analises descritivas, bem como teste U de Mann-Whitney e correlagdo de Spearman foram realizadas.
Verificou-se corregdo fraca e negativa entre desempenho escolar e sintomas de ansiedade e depressdo, tendo os adolescentes
de escolas de turno integral, maior desempenho e menores sintomas de depressao e ansiedade que os da escola regular.
Adolescentes mais novos apresentaram maiores sintomas de estresse e adolescentes do sexo feminino possuem maiores
sintomas de depressdo e ansiedade.
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The official indices related to the school performance of
Brazilian students cause concern. According to data from
the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA),
Brazil presented performance below expectations compared
to students from all over the world (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2018). Regarding
the school performance construct, it has been studied
nationally and internationally, having been conceptualized
and measured in different ways (Mahendra & Marin, 2015;
Menezes-Filho, 2007). This assessment generally takes place
through school grades (Wang et al., 2012), standardized tests
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(Sy et al. 2013) or is analyzed through the low proficiency
in subjects, the age-grade distortion, number of failings, low
attendance, or school evasion, among others (Franceschini
et al., 2016). Although there is no consensus regarding the
concept and its assessment form, it is known that it is an
important factor that influences the student’s schooling and
their later development (Menezes-Filho, 2007).

Many factors influence school performance. For
example, age has been an important aspect, and, under the
perspective of failing, school performance tends to decrease
with age since failures tend to increase over the years
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(Franceschini ef al., 2016). For example, women aged from
17 to 19 years old have over five times the chance of failing
than those aged 15. For men, the chance may be 11 times
greater at 18 years old than at 15 (Franceschini et al., 2016).

In adolescence, specifically, studies that investigate the
factors that influence school performance in this stage of life
report that there are contextual aspects related to the school
and family institutions, which are important aspects to be
considered (Bonamino et al., 2010; Cavalcante & Santos
Janior, 2013; Landstedt & Gadin, 2012; Pozzobon et al.,
2018) since the context in which the adolescent lives has
an impact on his development.

Regarding the contextual aspects, it stands out that the
physical environment of the school and the qualification
of the teacher are also important variables that must
be considered. Concerning the family, some particular
characteristics such as the education level of the parents,
their presence and/or absence, the form of interaction among
the members, and how the parents perceive the school
interfere with the school performance of the adolescents
(Rotta et al.,2016). In turn, regarding the individual factors,
the developmental aspects of the adolescence stage itself
merit attention (Martinelli & Genari, 2009; Osti & Brenelli,
2012) and are also important factors.

Adolescence refers to a period of significant vulnerability
for some depression and anxiety symptoms due to the
countless biological, psychological, and social changes of
the development stage itself (Thapar et al., 2012; Van Oort
et al., 2009). Besides the development stage, being female
increases the chances of witnessing symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and stress (Germain & Marcotte, 2016; Soares
& Martins, 2010). This difference may remain stable over
the entire adolescence (Van Oort ef al., 2009).

Experiencing mental disorder symptoms impacts the
daily life of any adolescent because it ends up interfering
with the way they perceive the situations and behave, causing
social and educational damage (Fletcher, 2010; Thapar
et al., 2012). Regarding the educational damages, school
performance stands out. For example, a study carried out
in Portugal with 1,816 high school adolescents aged from
14 to 22 years old found that the adolescents who presented
depressive disorder symptoms are those with the lowest
school performance (Benevides ef al., 2015).

There are studies highlighting the relation between
school performance and symptoms of depression (Benevides
et al., 2015) and anxiety (San Martin et al., 2016). For
example, a national study conducted with 210 high school
adolescents aged from 14 to 18 years old indicated that
the depressive symptomatology interfered negatively
with school performance (Monteiro et al., 2007). Another
Brazilian study, also held with high school students (from
15 to 24 years old), pointed out that depression includes
cognitive symptoms such as attention deficit, which, in
turn, may interfere with the performance of the adolescents
(Baptista et al., 2006).

In turn, anxiety seems to be another important aspect
that contributes to poorer school performance. In a study
conducted in Chile with 1,314 adolescents from 13 to 17
years old, it was found that there is a relationship between
school success/failure and anxiety and that adolescents who
had less school success presented anxiety levels significantly
higher than those with less failure (San Martin et al., 2016).
One may hypothesize that anxiety hampers adolescents from
managing to concentrate on school tasks and, thus, end up
performing poorly on school evaluations. On the other hand,
one may also explain anxiety as a result of not achieving
“expected” levels in evaluations. Indeed, a study carried out
in Brazil with high school students found that adolescents
who presented high anxiety scores had more difficulty
learning and were more prone to evasion. Such adolescents
were also more prone to self-demand for performance,
feelings of incapacity, and psychophysiological reactions
that impaired retaining content (Gonzaga ef al., 2016).

Besides depression and anxiety symptoms, stress
symptoms also play an important role in school performance
(Marques et al., 2015). Stress in adolescence may be
considered a factor responsible for the development of
psychological problems (Marques ef al., 2015). Academic
activities are among the most relevant factors for increasing
stress indicators in adolescents (Marques et al., 2015).

Regarding the variables that influence symptoms of
depression, anxiety, and stress, the gender and age of the
adolescents seem to be a relevant aspect. About gender, girls
present higher scores for symptoms than boys (Germain &
Marcotte, 2016; Jaureguizar et al., 2015; Liu & Lu, 2012).
About the age, there is no consensus, yet some studies
indicate that, at the beginning of adolescence, there is a
higher prevalence of symptoms (Germain & Marcotte,
2016; Soares & Martins, 2010). Overall, emotional and
behavioral indicators identified contribute to explaining the
school performance of adolescents, which indicates that such
factors must be considered within the scope of education
and health, with emphasis on the concern in identifying the
specific effects of the emotional and behavioral problems
over school performance (Borba & Marin, 2017).

The studies aimed at understanding the factors associated
with school performance are mostly directed towards
elementary school (Franceschini ez al., 2016). Only recently
did high school begin to draw the attention of governments,
research, and the subjects involved, with a panorama of
secondary priority in educational public policies up to
the beginning of the 2000s (Krawczyk & Silva, 2017).
Moreover, the adolescent population has reached little
attention regarding mental health (Ministério da Saude,
2010; Macedo et al., 2018; Tafio & Matsukura, 2019).

Still, Brazilian studies turn to the evaluation of symptoms
of depression, anxiety, and stress independently (Patias et
al., 2016), besides using different ways of assessing school
performance. In view of the exposed, the need for studies
that explore the issues related to the school performance of
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adolescents, specifically in high school, as a consequence of
the complexity of the factors involved is evident.

Hence, the present study aimed to verify the correlation
between school performance and symptoms of depression,

anxiety, and stress in high school adolescents. As specific
objectives, we aimed to analyze if there were statistically
significant differences in the constructs investigated by
gender, age range, and school type (regular and full time).

METHOD

This is a quantitative and cross-sectional study of
descriptive and correlational nature.

Participants

Participating in the study were 432 adolescents, 247 (57 %)
female, aged from 15 to 18 years (M =16.32; SD=0.86) from
a city in the north of the state of Rio Grande do Sul, contacted
by convenience. The number of participants was determined
by a sample calculation considering the number of students
enrolled in High School in the city, with a 5 % error margin.

The adolescents were students from the first to the third
year of High School, with 210 being first-year students (47
%), 127 being second-year students (29 %), and 95 being
third-year students (22 %), with 234 (54 %) coming from
full-time military schools and 197 from regular schools (46
%). Regarding failures, 81 students (19 %) self-reported
they had failed at least once before. Concerning the family
characteristics, 246 of the adolescents lived with the
biological parents or biological parents and siblings, being
from nuclear families (57 %), 110 lived with their uncles,
aunts, grandmothers, or foster parents (26 %), 40 lived only
with their mothers, in female single-parent families (9 %), 32
adolescents lived with their step-parents and parents, being
from families considered reconstituted (7 %). Lastly, only
4 adolescents lived only with their fathers (1 %).

Instruments

The data collection instruments were the following:

Sociodemographic Questionnaire

Designed for this study, it has questions regarding age,
gender, education level, and family setting, among others.

School Performance Assessment

School performance was evaluated from the overall
grade (score) by area of knowledge corresponding to the
first, second, and third trimesters of the school year of 2017.

Escala de Depressdo, Ansiedade e Estresse para
Adolescentes (EDAE-A) (Patias et al., 2016)

This scale was adapted and validated to be applied
to Brazilian adolescents from the DASS-21 instrument,
translated and validated in Brazil for adults (Machado, 2013).
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It is composed of 21 statements answered through Likert
scales from 0 (Did not happen to me this week) to 3 (Happened
to me most of the time this week). The confirmatory analysis
results indicated a good internal consistency for the overall
scale and subscales (o= 0.83 to 0.90).

Procedures

Upon approval by the Research Ethics Committee of
Faculdade Meridional/IMED, the lead researcher initiated
contact with some schools in the city. After the acceptance
by the institutions, there were invitations made to the high
school students of the schools, explaining the objective
of the research and delivering the Free and Informed
Consent Form (FICF) for them to send to their parents and/
or persons responsible, as well as the Free and Informed
Assent Form (FIAF) for the adolescents to sign. A new
classroom visit was made on a date previously scheduled
with the school, and the data collection was initiated with
the adolescents who had the signed FICF and FIAF. The
collection took place collectively, in the classroom, in pen
and paper format, with an approximate duration of 60 min
for each class. Afterward, at both schools, the grades from
the three school trimesters were made available (2017). All
ethical aspects were followed according to the Regulating
Guidelines and Standards for Research Involving Human
Beings (Resolutions No. 466/2012 and 510/2016).

Data Analysis

Firstly, the means of the school grades were collected
by trimester. At school A, full time, the grades were by
subject. In turn, at school B, the final grades were by
area; however, over the trimesters, the grades were by
subject, which allowed them to be obtained. After, we
chose to transform the grades from both schools into four
large areas according to school B. The grades of the three
trimesters of each subject were summed. The overall grade
for each subject was summed to derive the area, namely
Nature Sciences (Biology, Physics, and Chemistry),
Human Sciences (Philosophy, Geography, History, and
Sociology), Languages (Art, Physical Education, Literature,
Modern Foreign Language - English, and Portuguese), and
Mathematics. The religious education grades were not part of
the final grade because, in school B, some students chose not
to attend the subject. Lastly, the overall mean was obtained.
The depression, anxiety, and stress scores were summed
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according to the items of the instruments and, then the sum
of the total mean was carried out.

Descriptive analyses (means and standard deviations)
were performed with the aim of verifying the mean, standard
deviation, minimums, and maximums of each construct.
Mann-Whitney U tests were performed to compare the
means of the school performance scores and depression,

anxiety, and stress symptoms by gender, age range, and
school type (full time and regular). With the objective
of verifying if there was a correlation between school
performance and depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms,
Spearman’s correlation test was performed. Non-parametric
analyses were carried out due to the non-normality of the
distribution of the variables investigated.

RESULTS

The correlation between the total school performance
and the depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms was
verified through Spearman’s correlation coefficient.
The analysis indicated a significant, negative, and weak
correlation between school performance and depression
symptoms (rho = -0.11; p = 0.03) and between school

Table 1

performance and anxiety symptoms (rho = -0.18; p <
0.001).

Mann-Whitney U tests were carried out with the goal of
verifying differences in school performance and symptoms
by school type (full time and regular), gender, and age range.
Table 1 indicates a statistically significant difference in school

Differences in School Performance and Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Symptoms by School Type (Full Time or Regular), Gender, and Age Range

M SD U y
Full time (n=235) 84.67 7.50
School 3410.00 <0.001
Regular (n=197) 67.15 10.34
Boys (n=185 76.10 12.75
Total school Gender vs (r=185) 22291.50 0.66
performance Gitls (n=247) 77.05 12.23
Younger (n=260) 78.25 12.03
Age range 18560.00 0.003
Older (n=172) 74.22 12.71
Full time (n=235) 5.70 4.62
School 21046.50 0.04
Regular (n=197) 7.12 5.80
Boys (n=185) 4.41 4.24
Depression Gender 13012.50 <0.001
Girls (n=247) 7.80 5.44
Younger (n=260) 6.58 5.42
Age range 208220.00 0.42
Older (n=172) 6.01 4.94
Full time (n=235) 3.59 3.96
School 21428.50 0.001
Regular (n=197) 5.13 4.67
. Boys (n=185) 2.90 5.01
Anxiety Gender . 12959.00 <0.001
Girls (n=247) 5.33 2.96
Younger (n=235) 4.62 4.86
Age range 23142.50 0.18
Older (n=172) 3.80 3.88
Full time (n=235) 7.65 4.57
School 20659.500 0.99
Regular (n=197) 8.02 5.73
Boys (n=185) 5.65 4.25
Stress Gender ) 16459.00 0.46
Girls (n=247) 9.44 5.14
Younger (n=235) 8.02 5.32
Age range 18893.00 <0.001
Older (n=172) 7.51 4.83
Full time (n=235) 16.94 11.38
School 21330.50 0.07
Regular (n=197) 20.26 14.64
Girls (n=247) 22.57 13.86
EDAE-A Gender 13701.00 <0.001
Boys (n=185) 12.96 9.46
Younger (n=235) 19.22 13.76
Age range 20438.00 0.30
Older (n=172) 17.31 11.87

Note: Table elaborated by the authors (2018).
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performance by school type, with adolescents from the full-
time school presenting better performance compared to those
in the regular school. Younger adolescents have better school
performance than older ones. There were no statistically
significant differences in school performance by gender.
Regarding depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms,
the adolescents from the regular school presented higher

scores for anxiety and depression symptoms than those in
the full-time school. Per gender, compared to the boys, the
girls presented higher scores for depression and anxiety
symptoms, with the difference being statistically significant.
Per age range, only stress symptoms presented differences
between younger and older adolescents, with the first
showing the highest scores.

DISCUSSION

Through Spearman’s correlation coefficient, this study
verified that there was a negative and weak correlation
between anxiety and depression symptoms and school
performance. One may state that, in this sample, adolescents
with more anxiety and depression symptoms have poorer
school performance, and/or adolescents with greater school
performance have less anxiety and depression symptoms.
Studies conducted in national and international contexts
corroborate this research (Baptista et al., 2006; Benevides
et al., 2015; Fletcher, 2010; Germain & Marcotte, 2016;
Monteiro et al., 2007; Ortega et al., 2014).

Although the correlation is weak, other studies state
that the depression and anxiety symptoms may entail
damage to student’s performance since they compromise
the quality of the attention (Baptista et al., 2006), possibly
leading to difficulties in learning and retaining new contents,
besides associating to stressors related to self-demand for
performance and feelings of incapacity (Gonzaga et al.,
2016). On the other hand, depression may be the cause or
consequence of poor school performance since, according to
the circumstances, the adolescents may present themselves
as depressed, with difficulties in participating and performing
class tasks, showing more signs of fatigue and sadness than
their classmates who do not present depression symptoms
(Moreno et al., 2009).

Regarding the symptoms, when compared by gender,
girls obtained higher means for anxiety and depression
symptoms than boys. About the scores related to the
symptoms, this study corroborates previous ones that
indicate that girls present more symptoms of anxiety
(Germain & Marcotte, 2016; Patias ef al., 2016; Soares &
Martins, 2010), depression (Baptista e al., 2006; Germain &
Marcotte, 2016; Jaureguizar et al., 2015; Lopes & Rezende,
2013; Ortega et al., 2014; Patias et al., 2016; Pérez &
Urquijo, 2001; Salle et al., 2012), and stress (Patias et al.,
2016).

A study carried out with 407 high-school students
from the city of Maceid indicated differences between
gender for anxiety symptoms, with females presenting a
higher frequency of anxiety compared to males (Lopes &
Rezende, 2013). These results are similar to those from
other national studies investigating the symptoms by
comparing boys and girls (Manso & Matos, 2006; Patias et
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al.,2016; Rodrigues & Pelisoli, 2008). In a national study
conducted to adapt and validate the Depression Anxiety
and Stress Scale (DASS-21) to Brazilian adolescents, it
was found that girls present higher scores for depression,
anxiety, and stress symptoms than boys (Patias et al., 2016).
The difference found in the symptoms may be explained
by the gender roles attributed to the genders (Salle et al.,
2012; Soares & Martins, 2010). Furthermore, it is expected,
for example, that girls talk more about their feelings than
boys and, therefore, since the instrument is self-reported,
they report their symptoms more accurately (Patias et al.,
2016). One may hypothesize that, even today, girls may be
educated differently from boys merely due the fact that they
are girls. This may impact the expression of their feelings
and influence how they respond to the surveys that involve
this expression.

Differences by age range in the anxiety and depression
symptoms were not found, only in the stress symptoms,
which were more considerable among the younger
adolescents. This aspect may be related to the development
period in which the adolescents find themselves, given
that, especially at the beginning of adolescence, there is a
series of body changes that are fast and intense and may
cause stress (Cerqueira-Santos ef al., 2014; Patias et al.,
2016; Senna & Dessen, 2012). However, the results are
inconclusive since not all studies indicate this path. For
example, a study carried out in the state of Rio Grande do
Sul investigated perceived stress in adolescents and its
relationship with the family environment, sexuality, drug
use, and sociodemographic variables. The results indicate
that there was no difference in perceived stress between
genders and among age ranges (Schermann ef al., 2014).
In turn, concerning the depression and anxiety symptoms,
it seems that the symptoms have been presenting similarly
among the adolescents regardless of age. About this, there
is no agreement relative to the results of other previous
studies (Patias et al., 2016).

With respect to school performance and school type
(full time or regular), adolescents from the full-time school
obtained better performance than those in the regular
school. Concerning this, a national study verified that the
full-time school presented advantages in the school life and
daily life of the adolescents. The improvement to school
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performance, autonomy, and involvement of the adolescents
with extracurricular activities were highlighted (Strey et
al., 2017).

Although there is no consensus regarding this, it
seems that the construction of a pedagogical proposal
for full-time schools with appropriate study and work
conditions for students and teachers may represent an
increase in the quality of the educational work (Cavaliere,
2007). Extending time at school may give opportunity
for transformations of school experiences, establishing
new bonds, besides broadening knowledge (Borges &
Sant’Anna, 2017). However, in this study, no other aspects
that may be related to the specificities of the full-time
school were investigated. For example, the investigated
school that had this characteristic was military. Generally,
in such schools, the adolescents have good performance
based on tests such as the National High School Exam
(ENEM) (Benevides & Soares, 2015; Haguette et al.,
2016), besides being motivated to learn (De Souza et al.,
2019). Moreover, the adolescents who are not the children
of military personnel go through a selection process to
enter the school. This may contribute to higher school
performance and explain the difference found in this study.

Allied to the better school performance, full-time school
students present lower scores for depression and anxiety
symptoms than students from regular schools. This aspect
may be important since it indicates that the symptoms are
correlated to school performance, a result found in the

current study. However, there is no consensus in literature
regarding this aspect since a series of factors must be
considered, given the specificity of the military school (full
time) and the more considerable discipline and hierarchy
(Benevides & Soares, 2015; Haguette ef al., 2016). Hence,
other studies must investigate the factors associated with
the school institution itself.

Another important result of this study refers to the
statistically significant difference in school performance by
age range. The younger adolescents presented better school
performance than older ones. About this aspect, a study
indicated a statistically significant difference in the school
performance of adolescents regarding age, with younger
ones presenting better performance (Pérez & Urquijo, 2001).
It was recently observed that the risks of failing increase with
age (Franceschini et al., 2016). However, literature points
to equivalent anxiety levels for both first-year (younger)
and third-year (older) adolescents (Soares & Martins,
2010). This suggests there is no consensus in literature
about school performance by age range, given that there
are indications that the transition from elementary school
to high school may be difficult due to the more considerable
demands and requirements from the students, so one may
hypothesize that, for this reason, younger students would
have poorer performance than the older ones. On the other
hand, school failure and evasion rates are higher in high-
school adolescents than those in elementary school (Silva
etal., 2016).

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article aimed to verify the correlation between
school performance and depression, anxiety, and stress
symptoms, as well as if there were statistically significant
differences in the investigated constructs according to
gender, age range, and school type (full time and regular).
The results of the present study corroborate others but also
diverge on some aspects. For example, it was found that the
adolescents from the regular school presented higher scores
for depression and anxiety symptoms and poorer school
performance compared to those in the full-time military
school. About the latter, it is important to stress that few
studies have been performed in literature, which hampers
the comparison of the results.

Thus, studies must investigate which variables contribute
to the better school performance of the students considering
aspects of risk and protection in the military environment,
given that there are important characteristics of this type of
school institution that must be considered when comparing
with regular schools - besides the fact that they work full
time.

Another relevant aspect that corroborates the current
literature regards the more significant depression and
anxiety symptoms in girls. This aspect may be associated
with the gender roles that, on the one hand, “allow” girls to
express their feelings freely but, on the other hand, prevent
boys from expressing themselves openly. The education of
children and adolescents still seems to preconize gender
differences. Consequently, when answering the self-
reporting instruments, it may be that girls express what
they actually feel, while boys have a harder time expressing
themselves.

The main limitation of the study refers to the way the
school performance was assessed - through grade means.
Although knowing that it is not ideal, there is no standardized
school performance test for adolescents in Brazil, so
the construction of such a test is a suggestion for future
studies. Future studies may also investigate other variables
associated with school performance, such as aspects of the
school itself (being privately-owned, public, military, etc.)
and individual and family variables involved.
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