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Abstract

This paper explores the emotional responses and coping strategies of post-sec-
ondary students following their failure in the Advanced Level Biology MATSEC
examination, using an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) frame-
work. The study sought to answer three main research questions: 1) What emo-
tional responses do students experience upon failing an important examina-
tion? 2) What coping strategies do they adopt to manage these emotions? 3)
What forms of support do they consider helpful in preparing for resit exams?
Ten Maltese students, aged 17 - 18, participated in this study, and their experi-
ences were analysed through semi-structured interviews, focus group, and class-
room observations. Findings revealed a wide range of emotional responses,
with most students experiencing intense feelings of depression, anxiety, and
low self-worth, while others exhibited more moderate reactions. The study fur-
ther found that coping strategies varied significantly. While some students en-
gaged in introspective evaluation and shifted their mindset toward self-im-
provement, others resorted to avoidance behaviours. Support from family,
peers, and teachers emerged as critical, with personalised one-on-one feedback
from teachers being highly valued by students. The research, which was guided
by Weiner’s Attribution Theory, concludes with recommendations for educa-
tional leaders and educators to prioritise individualised academic support and
continuous professional development for teachers, especially in psychological
awareness. Limitations of the study include the short timeframe and the poten-
tial for response bias, as the researcher also served as the students’ teacher dur-
ing the remedial course.
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1. Introduction

Examination failure in post-secondary education, particularly in high-stakes con-
texts such as Advanced-level exams, can profoundly affect a student’s mental
health and academic trajectory (Bueno, 2021; Kruger et al., 2016; Maymon & Hall,
2021; Patel et al., 2015; Salimzadeh et al., 2021). Failing a single A-level exam can
jeopardise a student’s chances of enrolling in their desired university programme,
thereby influencing their future opportunities (MEDE, 2017). This research aims
to examine the experiences of students who fail a MATSEC Matriculation exam,
focusing on their emotional responses and the coping strategies they develop dur-
ing the six weeks period between their initial failure and the resit examination.
The MATSEC Matriculation system in Malta encompasses both Advanced-level
(A-level) and Intermediate-level (I-level) exams, categorised at Malta Qualifica-
tion Framework Level 4 (MQF 4), which is also equivalent to European Qualifi-
cation Framework Level 4 (EQF 4). By employing Interpretative Phenomenolog-
ical Analysis (IPA), this study delves into the subjective experiences of these stu-
dents, seeking to reveal insights into how they manage this critical juncture in
their academic lives. The researcher, who provides remedial classes for students
who have failed A-level Biology, invited her students to participate in this study
to explore their emotional responses to failure, the coping mechanisms they em-
ploy, and the types of support they perceive as beneficial. Recognising a potential
bias, the researcher explicitly states that data will be collected exclusively from A-

level Biology students seeking remedial lessons.

1.1. Background to the Study

Resit examinations provide students with a second opportunity to achieve a pass-
ing grade after initially failing an exam. During the period between release of re-
sults of the first attempt and the resit, many educators offer remedial classes to
help students revise the curriculum. Patel et al. (2015) highlight that such remedial
classes play a critical role in supporting students.

Remedial classes typically focus on reinforcing key curriculum concepts and
addressing gaps in students’ knowledge. The goal is to better prepare students for
their resit examination. However, Patel et al. (2015) argue that simply preparing
for the resit is insufficient if the deeper reasons for failure are not addressed. They
advocate for a comprehensive analysis of the factors contributing to failure, which
may include challenges related to learning skills, organisation, and personal issues.
Identifying these underlying causes allows educators to provide tailored support,
which may include improving study techniques, enhancing time management
skills, and addressing personal or health-related obstacles that influence academic

performance. Hays (2012) supports this approach, arguing that personalised inter-
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ventions based on a detailed understanding of students’ unique challenges are
more effective than one-size-fits-all strategies. Patel et al. (2015) caution against
categorising failing students without considering the complexity of their individ-
ual circumstances, advocating for a more nuanced approach to intervention.

In small remedial classes, like those typically offered by Maltese teachers during
summer holidays, this personalised approach is feasible. The Ministry for Educa-
tion, Youth, and Research (MEYR, 2023b) emphasises the importance of teacher
training in providing targeted support beyond simply covering the curriculum
content. By combining this targeted support with a deep understanding of stu-
dents’ needs, educators can empower failing students to overcome obstacles and
achieve academic success (MEYR, 2023b).

Examination failure can also have serious emotional consequences, often con-
tributing to increased anxiety and emotional distress (Salimzadeh et al., 2021).
International bodies like UNESCO and the OECD have recognised the importance
of addressing student wellbeing, particularly in the context of academic setbacks
(Mason, 2017). There is growing support for developing targeted interventions to
help students manage the emotional challenges associated with failure (Cefai et
al., 2022).

Furthermore, students who fail important examinations may drop out of the
education system. At a European level, the European Union has launched initia-
tives to investigate the causes and effects of early school leaving among students
aged 18 - 24 (Eurostat, 2024). These initiatives encourage member states to reduce
dropout rates by providing better guidance and support to students. Malta, for
example, receives EU funding for programmes like Youth Guarantee, which funds
summer remedial classes for students preparing for resit examinations (Escudero
& Lopez, 2017). Malta’s policy on early school leaving includes providing person-
alised support, mentoring, and alternative study options, such as vocational train-
ing, to help struggling students (MEYR, 2023a). By 2022, Malta’s early leaving
from education and training (ELET) rate had dropped to 10.1%, a significant im-
provement from 33% in 2005. The goal is to reduce this rate further, to below 9%
by 2030 (MEYR, 2023a).

Despite these efforts, local research on student wellbeing at the post-secondary
level remains limited, particularly concerning the experiences of post-secondary
students who fail critical exams. Failing a high-stakes examination, such as the
MATSEC A-level, can have a profound psychological impact, triggering emo-
tions such as anxiety, depression, and anger (Bueno, 2021; Maymon & Hall,
2021). Researchers have documented a wide range of emotional responses to
failure, including sadness, disappointment, and frustration (Catterall, 1989;
Cleary et al., 2008; Cornell et al., 2016; Greasley & Ashworth, 2007; Holme et al,,
20105 Jirges et al., 2012; Kruger et al., 2016; Papay et al., 2010; Patel et al., 2015;
Reardon et al., 2010). Kruger et al. (2016) emphasise the importance of under-
standing the impact of failure on students who rely on education to improve their

future prospects.
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1.2. Study’s Contribution to Literature

This study addresses a significant research gap by examining post-secondary stu-
dents’ emotional responses, coping strategies, and the support mechanisms they
find helpful after failing an A-level MATSEC examination in Biology. While ex-
amination failure has been explored in broader educational psychology and men-
tal health literature, this research is unique in its specific focus on Advanced Level
Biology students, a population whose experiences remain underrepresented in the
local and international contexts. By employing Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA), the study delves deeply into students’ personal experiences during
the critical period between the initial failure in early July and the resit examination
at the end of August. This detailed approach provides valuable insights into the
intersection of emotional and academic challenges unique to this cohort. The
findings are expected to inform the development of targeted, evidence-based sup-
port strategies, making a distinct and meaningful contribution to both educational

practice and the field of educational psychology.

1.3. Theoretical Framework Underpinning this Study

This study is guided by two complementary theoretical frameworks: Attribution
Theory (Weiner, 1986, 2018) and Cognitive Behavioural Theory (Beck, 1976,
2021). These frameworks align well with the research questions, offering valuable
perspectives for understanding students’ emotional responses and coping strate-
gies following exam failure.

Attribution Theory examines how individuals perceive the causes of their suc-
cesses and failures, and how these perceptions influence their future behaviour
and motivation. It focuses on three main components: locus of control (whether
the cause is internal or external), stability (whether the cause is consistent or var-
iable), and controllability (whether individuals believe they can control the out-
come). For example, a student may attribute exam failure to internal factors, such
as a perceived lack of intelligence, or to external factors, like bad luck or the diffi-
culty of the exam. These causes can be seen as stable (unchanging, such as intelli-
gence) or unstable (temporary, like illness), and as controllable or uncontrollable,
depending on the student’s belief in their ability to influence the outcome (Weiner,
2018). In this study, Attribution Theory will be used to explore how students per-
ceive the causes of their failure and how these attributions shape their coping
mechanisms and the types of support they seek.

Cognitive Behavioural Theory (Beck, 1976, 2021) complements Attribution
Theory by examining how students’ thought patterns and emotional responses to
failure influence their behaviours and coping strategies. According to this theory,
negative thoughts about oneself, the world, and the future, often referred to as the
cognitive triad, can lead to feelings of hopelessness and depression, which impact
motivation and behaviour. For instance, a student attributing failure to stable and
internal factors may engage in self-defeating behaviours, such as isolation or

avoidance, reinforcing negative emotional cycles (Beck, 2021). By understanding
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these patterns, Cognitive Behavioural Theory provides insights into how mala-
daptive thoughts and emotions contribute to coping difficulties, and it highlights
opportunities for intervention, such as fostering resilience and reframing negative
beliefs.

Together, these theoretical frameworks provide a robust foundation for analys-
ing students’ experiences of A-level Biology exam failure. Attribution Theory of-
fers a lens for understanding students’ interpretations of failure, while Cognitive
Behavioural Theory provides a deeper exploration of the emotional and behav-
ioural consequences of these interpretations. These frameworks will guide the
study’s analysis and inform its recommendations for improving support systems

for students.

2. Literature Review

Studies indicate that examination failure is often associated with negative emo-
tional responses such as despair and anger, which can impact students’ motivation
and self-concept (Wuthrich et al., 2020, 2021; Jiirges et al., 2012). Research con-
ducted in the United States (Cornell et al., 2006; Catterall, 1989) and Germany
(Kruger et al., 2016) has revealed that failure can lead to decreased self-efficacy
and psychological distress, adversely affecting students’ future academic success
and emotional wellbeing. Despite these insights, there is a notable lack of local
studies exploring the emotional impacts of examination failure on Maltese stu-
dents. Coping strategies adopted by students post-failure vary significantly, with
studies showing that those who attribute failure to internal factors, such as effort
and study skills, are more likely to adopt positive coping mechanisms (Cleary et
al., 2008; Greasley & Ashworth, 2007). In contrast, students with a fixed mindset
may resort to avoidance behaviours or self-handicapping, exacerbating their aca-
demic struggles (Holland, 2016; Duru et al., 2024). Encouraging a growth mindset
and strategic attributions can empower students to navigate academic setbacks
more effectively. Additionally, research highlights the importance of various
forms of support in aiding students’ recovery from failure, including instructional
support through tutoring and study strategies, emotional support from peers and
family, and encouragement (Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Kruger et al., 2016). Tai-
lored support that addresses hidden challenges, such as anxiety or a lack of study
skills, has been shown to be particularly effective (Holland, 2016; Putwain et al.,
2023). Interventions such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and stress-re-
duction programmes have also proven beneficial in reducing distress and improv-

ing performance among failing students (Yusufov et al., 2019).

3. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research design, incorporating semi-structured in-
terviews, focus groups, and unstructured observations to collect rich, descriptive
data that reflect how students interpret their experiences of examination failure
(Gorard & Taylor, 2004). The study is grounded in an interpretivist paradigm,
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which views reality as subjective and knowledge as socially constructed (Saunders
et al., 2007). This ontological and epistemological stance aligns with the study’s
goal of exploring students’ emotional responses and coping mechanisms through
their personal interpretations of failure (Gorard & Taylor, 2004). Employing an
inductive approach, the research allowed themes and broader principles to emerge
organically from the data (Saunders et al., 2007).

The study is underpinned by Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA),
drawing on Husserl’s phenomenological approach to understanding unique sub-
jective experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). IPA was chosen because of its
idiographic focus, which is well-suited for exploring individual emotional re-
sponses to a highly personal event like examination failure. This methodology em-
phasises the detailed exploration of participants’ lived experiences and how they
make sense of them, aligning with the research objective of uncovering students’
emotional and cognitive processes (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015; Pietkiewicz & Smith,
2014). IPA’s interpretivist stance allows for an immersive examination of partici-
pants’ perspectives, enabling the researcher to uncover nuanced insights into their
emotional and academic responses.

While IPA is a robust methodology for this study, it has limitations, including
challenges in standardisation and capturing the essence of experiences, which are
influenced by both the researcher’s and participants’ communication skills (Tuf-
four, 2017). Furthermore, the researcher’s role as both a teacher and investigator
introduces potential bias, as students may have tailored their responses to please
the researcher. To address this, steps such as anonymised data collection, inde-
pendent review of interpretations, and member-checking were employed to en-
hance validity and reliability.

The data collection tools, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and un-
structured observations, were carefully chosen to align with the study’s objectives.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted immediately after participants re-
ceived their examination results and again at the end of the remedial course. These
interviews allowed for flexibility in probing students’ emotional reactions while
providing a framework to explore their experiences systematically (Cohen et al.,
2017). Focus group discussions conducted mid-course facilitated dynamic inter-
actions between participants, enriching the data by capturing shared and diverse
perspectives (Robson & McCartan, 2016). The use of unstructured observations
throughout the six-week remedial course enabled the researcher to document stu-
dents’ behaviours, interactions, and emotional responses in a naturalistic class-
room setting. This multi-faceted approach ensured a comprehensive understand-
ing of the students’ experiences.

The rationale for these tools lies in their complementarity. Semi-structured in-
terviews provided in-depth insights into individual experiences, while focus groups
offered a collective perspective, capturing the social dynamics of coping with fail-
ure. Observations added a contextual layer, allowing the researcher to assess be-

havioural patterns and emotional changes in real-time. This triangulation of
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methods enhanced the richness and credibility of the findings (Robson & McCar-
tan, 2016).

The study employed purposive sampling, selecting a small, homogenous group
of students who had failed an important MATSEC examination in Biology and
sought remedial lessons (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). This approach ensured that
the participants shared similar contexts, enabling an in-depth exploration of their
lived experiences.

The data analysis process followed a systematic IPA framework, involving an
iterative, step-by-step approach. Transcripts were read multiple times to identify
emergent themes, which were then clustered into related concepts. These clusters
were refined to create a final list of themes that reflected the essence of the partic-
ipants’ experiences (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). Reliability and validity were en-
sured through inter-coder reliability checks, member-checking, and time triangu-
lation, enhancing the study’s credibility (Creswell, 2014; Saunders et al., 2007).

Acknowledging the limitations of the short research timeframe of three
months, the study focuses on immediate emotional and academic responses. A
longitudinal design in future studies could provide insights into the longer-term
impact of failure on students’ wellbeing and academic trajectories. Additionally,
the sample’s homogeneity, while suitable for idiographic analysis, limits generali-
sability. Including students from diverse disciplines and backgrounds in future
research could enhance the applicability of findings.

Finally, ethical considerations were a priority throughout the study. Partici-
pants were assured of voluntary engagement, informed consent, and confidenti-
ality. Ethical protocols adhered to GDPR regulations and Maltese legislation, with
safeguards in place to protect participants from emotional distress (Pietkiewicz &
Smith, 2014; Legislation Malta, 2018).

4. Findings and Discussion

The study included ten participants, consisting of seven females and three males,
from various regions of Malta and from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. The
majority were 18 years old, with two aged 17. All participants were Maltese and
had failed the MATSEC Advanced Level Biology examination, receiving an “F”
grade. They attended different state and church-affiliated post-secondary schools

in Malta, with none coming from private schools.

4.1. Emotional Reactions Post-Failure

The study revealed various psychological reactions to examination failure, con-
sistent with cognitive processes described by Putwain et al. (2022) and Weiner
(2018). Students responded differently, with some experiencing intense emotions,

while others exhibited more moderate reactions.

4.1.1. Intense Emotional Reactions
Seven out of ten students reported experiencing intense emotional responses after

their examination failure. They described their experiences as profoundly distressing
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and deeply personal. Many expressed feelings of self-punishment, isolation, and
depression, with one student describing the experience as “falling into a deep dark
well.” They conveyed overwhelming emotions of self-hatred, self-blame, and
shame, compounded by a sense of “crushing defeat” and “high disappointment.”
Some likened the experience to a “punch in the stomach,” while others felt that

» «

“part of me died.” Coping mechanisms included “crying,” “screaming into a pil-
low,” and “stress eating,” while others reported a “loss of interest in activities” and
an overwhelming sense of “hopelessness.” The participants’ vivid descriptions un-
derscore the emotional toll of such failure, with one calling it “an overwhelm-
ing experience.” These findings are consistent with studies by Jiirges et al.
(2012), which reported high levels of despair and anxiety among students in
Germany who failed central exit exams, and Cornell et al. (2006), who found
that 80% of high school students in North Carolina who failed exams experienced
depression.

These descriptions resonate with the biological explanation of depression,
where prolonged sadness and loss of interest can impair memory and concentra-
tion (Thapar et al., 2022). This is further explained by the overactivation of the
amygdala and hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis, which releases stress hor-
mones like cortisol, shrinking brain regions responsible for learning and memory
(Leistner & Menke, 2020). The impact of anxiety on students’ ability to study ef-
fectively was highlighted, with students reporting physical symptoms such as
headaches, stomach aches, and insomnia, linked to heightened anxiety (Thapar et
al.,, 2022).

The emotional toll of failure stemmed from multiple sources: fear of disap-
pointing parents and teachers, losing university entry opportunities, and missing
out on summer enjoyment while peers celebrated. One notable aspect unique to
Maltese culture was students’ fear of disappointing their grandparents, with one
participant describing how her grandparents prayed and lit candles for her suc-
cess.

Weiner’s (1985, 2018) Attribution Theory provides a framework to understand
these reactions. Students who attributed their failure to internal factors, such as
lack of effort, experienced negative emotions such as self-blame, shame, and hope-
lessness. For example, one participant remarked, “I kept blaming myself for not
studying harder; it felt like I deserved this failure.” Such internal attributions in-
tensified their feelings of self-punishment and shame, further suppressing their
motivation and potential. These findings align with Beck’s (2021) Cognitive Be-
havioural Theory, which suggests that negative self-attributions trigger depressive
emotions, often leading to self-destructive behaviours like isolation, stress-eating,
and emotional outbursts.

Conversely, students who attributed their failure to external, uncontrollable
factors, such as the difficulty of the exam or circumstances beyond their control,
appeared less affected emotionally. This is supported by Weiner’s Attribution

Theory, which highlights how external attributions can help preserve self-esteem
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and reduce emotional distress (Wuthrich et al., 2021).

Some students also described feelings of confusion or “turmoil,” which may
reflect difficulty with emotional regulation (Thapar et al., 2022). Student 1 de-
scribed their experience with these words: “Receiving the results felt like a crush-
ing defeat. In that moment, it seemed as though the world had come to an end.
My emotions were in turmoil—I felt shocked and deeply disappointed in myself.”
One student experienced a delayed emotional reaction, reflecting slower cognitive
appraisal, where individuals evaluate their situation and assess their ability to cope

before reacting emotionally (Agah et al., 2021; Weiner, 1985).

4.1.2. Moderate Psychological Reactions

Three students reported moderate reactions to failure, exhibiting a carefree atti-
tude and not experiencing depression or anxiety. These students attributed their
failure to not studying enough and showed a realistic self-assessment, which mit-
igated negative emotions (Weiner, 1985). Student 7 admitted:

“In the past, I tended to concentrate on topics I grasped easily, while ignoring
sections that posed challenges. Nowadays, I recognize that I could have been more
attentive during lessons. Despite being easily distracted by even the simplest
noises due to my condition, I acknowledge that I could have put in more effort to
focus and pay attention, and study more the topics I found challenging”.

This realistic self-assessment mitigated negative emotions, consistent with
Weiner’s Attribution Theory, which emphasises that attributing failure to con-
trollable factors like effort can reduce the psychological burden and foster adap-
tive behaviours. For instance, these students demonstrated an acceptance of their
failure and a resolve to improve, thereby avoiding the cycle of self-blame and emo-
tional distress observed in others.

One student exhibited cognitive dissonance, acknowledging his failure to sub-
mit coursework while still desiring to pass the exam. This dissonance may have
moderated his emotional response (Weiner, 2001).

These students benefited from social and teacher support, which encouraged
adaptive coping strategies. For example, one student with autism reported that
peer support significantly reduced their stress and enhanced engagement, aligning
with findings by Agah et al. (2021). This demonstrates the protective role of pos-
itive social interactions in regulating the autonomic nervous system, enabling

these students to remain calm in the face of stress (Bueno, 2021).

4.2. Second Theme: Introspective Evaluation

This study revealed that students introspectively evaluated their examination fail-
ures to identify contributing factors, with most adopting a mindset shift, while

others exhibited avoidance behaviours.

4.2.1. Mindset Shifts
Many students experienced a significant mindset shift following their examination

failure, engaging in introspective evaluation to identify areas for improvement.
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These reflections often centred on controllable factors, such as time management,
study techniques, and effort, aligning with Weiner’s (1985) Attribution Theory.
According to this theory, attributing failure to controllable internal factors exam-
ple lack of preparation, fosters adaptive behaviours and resilience. For instance,
several students reported adopting evidence-based study strategies such as active
recall, spaced repetition, and working through past papers. This aligns with find-
ings by Cleary et al. (2008) and Reardon et al. (2010), which demonstrated that
strategic attributions and targeted interventions lead to enhanced performance in
future assessments.

Student 6 illustrated this mindset shift: “By feeling bad, I am not going to
change the result. So, I tried to do like our teacher told us: leave the past in the
past and steer the future.” This statement reflects the process of reframing failure
as an opportunity for growth and development, emphasising the connection be-
tween internal attributions and adaptive responses.

Most students also recognised the need to let go of negative emotions and focus
on future success, consistent with research by Cornell et al. (2006), which found
that fostering positive self-perceptions and setting clear goals enhances motiva-
tion. For example, Student 3 highlighted the role of positive psychology in their
approach:

“Positive psychology plays a significant role in maintaining a positive out-
look. Rather than focusing on the glass as half empty, it encourages us to see
how we can fill the empty half. Moreover, recognising that many successful
individuals have faced exam failures but still achieved high-ranking positions
provides encouragement. In essence, these setbacks serve as valuable lessons,

motivating us to work hard and pursue our dreams.”

This demonstrates how the attribution of failure to internal, modifiable factors,
coupled with a shift in perspective, can mitigate the psychological burden of fail-
ure and enhance goal-directed behaviour. The emphasis on learning from failure
aligns with Kruger et al. (2016), who observed that students who attribute setbacks
to insufficient effort are more likely to engage in self-regulatory strategies to im-
prove performance.

Additionally, students’ ability to reframe their experiences as opportunities for
growth reflects a shift from fixed to growth mindsets, as described by Dweck
(2006). By viewing failure as a stepping stone rather than a defining moment, stu-
dents actively engaged in developing resilience and resourcefulness. For example,
one participant noted, “I realised I wasted so much time procrastinating. Instead
of blaming myself endlessly, I decided to focus on managing my time better and
sticking to a schedule.”

These findings underscore the transformative potential of mindset shifts and
strategic attributions in fostering not only academic recovery but also personal
growth. Weiner’s Attribution Theory thus provides a valuable framework for un-
derstanding how students’ interpretations of failure shape their emotional re-

sponses and subsequent actions.
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4.2.2. Avoidance Behaviour

A few students exhibited avoidance behaviours, a common response to failure, as
highlighted by Putwain et al. (2023). This behaviour can be understood as an at-
tempt to escape distress or cognitive interference caused by heightened anxiety
(Belcher et al., 2022; Thapar et al., 2022). For instance, Student 1 initially displayed
high levels of effort, submitting numerous worked past papers for correction.
However, when these efforts were met with grades such as a D or a C, she became
visibly angry and frustrated. By the third week, her behaviour shifted, she stopped
attending lessons physically, opting instead for online participation. She also re-
fused oral feedback from her teacher, apologising and stating, “I cannot take this
stress any longer.” The researcher observed that her stress levels were exception-
ally high, making her resistant to encouragement or moral support.

Such avoidance behaviours align with Weiner’s (1985, 2018) Attribution The-
ory, which suggests that attributing failure to uncontrollable factors, such as per-
ceived personal inadequacy, can lead to feelings of helplessness and disengage-
ment. Student 1’s refusal to engage with feedback reflects an attributional style
where failure was seen as a reflection of her fixed abilities rather than as an op-
portunity for growth. This maladaptive attribution exacerbated her stress and per-
petuated her avoidance behaviours.

Other students who exhibited avoidance behaviours adopted self-handicapping
strategies, such as skipping in-person lessons, missing homework deadlines, or
using mobile phones during class. These behaviours can be interpreted as efforts
to protect self-esteem by creating external excuses for potential failure (Duru et
al., 2024). For example, one student admitted to procrastination as a way of avoid-
ing the anxiety of confronting their workload. Such actions reflect an attributional
shift where failure is attributed to external factors, like distractions or time con-
straints, rather than internal factors, allowing students to shield their self-concept
from the full impact of failure.

Escapism was another common coping mechanism among these students. For
instance, Student 6 explained, “When I saw all the material, panic set in, and I
didn’t know where to begin. So I watched some videos.”

This behaviour reflects an attempt to suppress the overwhelming emotional
burden of failure by focusing on unrelated activities. Escapism, while temporarily
alleviating stress, ultimately hinders productive engagement and reinforces avoid-
ance patterns. Such behaviours are consistent with findings by Belcher et al.
(2022), which highlight that students experiencing heightened anxiety often seek
distractions to manage their emotional state.

Moreover, these avoidance behaviours can be understood through the lens of
Weiner’s Attribution Theory. Students who attribute failure to stable, uncontrol-
lable factors, such as their perceived inability to handle stress or complete the
workload, are more likely to adopt maladaptive coping strategies like avoidance.
By externalising or minimising the reasons for failure, they attempt to preserve
their self-esteem while disengaging from activities that may challenge their emo-

tional resilience.
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These findings underscore the importance of addressing maladaptive attribu-
tional styles and providing targeted interventions that encourage students to re-
interpret failure as a temporary and controllable outcome. Teachers and mentors
can play a critical role by fostering supportive environments where students feel
safe to confront their challenges and reframe their attributions to emphasise effort

and improvement.

4.3. Third Theme: Support Networks
4.3.1. The Role of Family

Family support emerged as a cornerstone in helping students cope with the emo-
tional aftermath of examination failure. Students consistently emphasised the im-
portance of unconditional familial care in restoring their confidence and emo-
tional wellbeing. For example, Student 4 shared, “Knowing that your family cares
about you no matter what, that is the best help.” Parents, siblings, and grandpar-
ents provided emotional comfort, practical advice, and encouragement, helping
students shift their focus from failure to preparing for resit exams. This finding
aligns with Ryan and Deci’s (2020) Self-Determination Theory, which highlights
the critical role of relatedness in fostering emotional wellbeing. Emotional valida-
tion from family members who listened without judgment was particularly instru-
mental in mitigating feelings of shame and hopelessness, supporting Wuthrich et
al.’s (2021) emphasis on maintaining positivity through strong family ties.

A unique dimension of family support within the Maltese cultural context was
the influence of religious traditions. Grandparents often played a pivotal role, of-
fering prayers and lighting candles as expressions of their hope and support. Stu-

dent 10 described this cultural dynamic very clearly:

“My grandparents have been praying for me and lighting candles in front of
the statue of Our Holy Lady for months. They always ask how I'm doing in
my studies and are so eager to hear that I've passed, so they can thank Our
Holy Lady for her grace. I can’t stop picturing their happy faces turning to

sadness. It’s a feeling that hits me like a hole in my stomach.”

This combination of spiritual and emotional support is deeply rooted in Mal-
tese family dynamics, underscoring the interconnection between cultural prac-
tices and psychological resilience. Such support not only helped students feel
cared for but also motivated them to succeed, knowing their achievements would

bring pride and joy to their families.

4.3.2. Support from Peers

Peer support was equally significant in alleviating the emotional toll of examina-
tion failure. Friends who shared similar experiences offered empathy, encourage-
ment, and practical advice, creating a sense of solidarity and reducing feelings of
isolation. This aligns with Sein et al.’s (2020) findings that peer networks can mit-
igate negative emotions and enhance academic performance.

The study found that collaborative efforts during remedial classes fostered a
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sense of community and shared goals among students. Peer-led study sessions and
informal discussions provided a platform for exchanging strategies, such as break-
ing down complex topics or practising past papers. These interactions not only
strengthened academic skills but also created a supportive environment that mo-
tivated students to persevere. For example, one participant noted, “During the re-
medial classes, we helped each other stay on track. Knowing you’re not alone
makes a huge difference.”

This sense of shared struggle and mutual encouragement exemplifies the im-

portance of peer networks in promoting resilience and academic engagement.

4.3.3. Support from Teachers

The teacher’s role was critical in providing both academic and emotional support,
blending pedagogical expertise with a focus on students’ emotional wellbeing. The
remedial teacher employed a holistic approach, addressing students’ emotional
needs while equipping them with study skills and subject knowledge. One-to-one
sessions were particularly effective, enabling students to express their concerns in
a safe environment and receive personalised feedback. This approach aligns with
Holland’s (2016) research, which highlights the importance of addressing both
emotional and academic dimensions of student development.

Student 7 reflected on the benefits of tailored support:

“Some time ago I went abroad on an Erasmus, and we had sessions about
time management, how to deal with workloads and deadlines, study skills,
and so forth. I think that a student should not go for an Erasmus to have these

sessions. I believe that all students should be taught these things.”

Students valued the emphasis on practical strategies, such as time management,
effective revision techniques, and the development of a growth mindset. The
teacher’s encouragement to view failure as a learning opportunity resonated deeply
with students, reflecting Yeager and Dweck’s (2020) findings on the role of growth
mindsets in fostering resilience and adaptability.

The teacher’s use of positive psychology principles further motivated students
to stay engaged and work towards their goals. For example, students reported feel-
ing inspired by messages that reframed failure as a stepping stone to success. How-
ever, the study also highlighted potential drawbacks. One student reported height-
ened anxiety when the importance of passing was overly emphasised, illustrating
how excessive performance pressure can exacerbate stress. This observation sup-
ports Putwain et al.’s (2022) findings that undue emphasis on high-stakes out-

comes can hinder performance by increasing anxiety.

5. Conclusion
5.1. Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights into the emotional and academic im-
pacts of examination failure, several limitations must be acknowledged.

As described in the methodology section, one key limitation is the dual role of
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the researcher as both a teacher and investigator, which may have introduced re-
sponse bias. Students might have provided feedback they believed would please
the researcher, potentially skewing the findings. To mitigate this, future studies
could incorporate anonymised data collection methods, such as surveys or inter-
views conducted by an independent third party, a practice that was not possible
for this research. Additionally, validation of findings through external sources or
triangulation with other data sets could enhance the reliability of the results.

The short research timeframe of three months also restricted the depth of anal-
ysis. While the study sheds light on students’ immediate emotional and academic
responses, future similar studies could capture long-term outcomes or changes
over time. A longitudinal approach in future research could provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of how students’ coping mechanisms, emotional states,
and academic trajectories evolve after examination failure.

Another limitation is the homogeneity of the sample, which focused exclusively
on A-level Biology students. While this specificity offers valuable insights for this
cohort, it limits the generalisability of the findings to students in other disciplines
or with diverse academic and cultural backgrounds. Future studies could include
students from different subjects, educational levels, and socio-economic contexts
to enhance the applicability of the study and provide a broader perspective on how
examination failure affects different groups.

Addressing these limitations in future research would strengthen the under-
standing of the complex dynamics surrounding examination failure and support

the development of more robust and inclusive interventions.

5.2. Recommendations

5.2.1. Personalised One-on-One Support

The study emphasises the importance of personalised, one-on-one support from
educators, particularly for students who experience intense psychological reac-
tions to failure. Participants highlighted the value of receiving individualised at-
tention and feedback, such as targeted sessions to address misunderstood con-
cepts, guided practice on challenging topics, and tailored advice on study tech-
niques. One participant mentioned how their teacher helped them break down
complex topics into manageable sections, which significantly reduced their anxi-
ety and improved their understanding. Another participant shared how personal-
ised weekly progress reviews helped them stay on track and motivated. These in-
terventions enabled students to regain confidence, address specific weaknesses,
and develop effective coping strategies.

However, providing such support requires time and effort beyond the standard
teaching workload. To make this feasible, educational leaders could consider in-
tegrating one-on-one support into curriculum planning, such as by scheduling
dedicated time for individualised feedback sessions or implementing small-group
tutorials. Ensuring teachers have the resources, training, and allocated time to
provide such personalised interventions would enhance their capacity to support

students effectively within their regular duties.
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5.2.2. Continuous Professional Development (CPD)

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) for teachers is crucial for address-
ing students’ psychological and academic needs effectively. CPD programmes
should prioritise stress management and emotional resilience, ensuring that edu-
cators are equipped to support students facing significant emotional challenges.
For instance, training in stress management techniques would enable teachers to
help students identify triggers and develop coping mechanisms. Additionally, fos-
tering emotional resilience among educators themselves is essential, as teachers
who can model resilience are better positioned to guide their students through
setbacks.

CPD programmes could include workshops on recognising signs of stress and
anxiety in students, paired with practical strategies for early intervention, such as
creating supportive classroom environments or encouraging constructive conver-
sations about failure. For example, teachers could be trained to implement per-
sonalised feedback sessions or guide students in setting realistic goals, which are
particularly effective in helping students rebuild confidence after examination
failure.

To ensure accessibility and effectiveness, CPD should be seamlessly integrated
into the academic year, with designated in-service days or after-school sessions to
prevent overloading teachers” workloads. This investment in professional devel-
opment is particularly important for preventing school dropouts, as students who
receive insufficient emotional support are more likely to disengage from educa-
tion (Eurostat, 2024). By equipping teachers with these critical skills, CPD pro-

grammes can foster a more resilient, inclusive, and supportive educational system.

5.2.3. Psychological Resilience and Student Retention

Schools should adopt a holistic approach to education, integrating emotional sup-
port with academic instruction to help students cope with the challenges of failing
an important A-level Biology examination. This approach is crucial for fostering
psychological resilience and preventing disengagement or dropout following aca-
demic setbacks (Ryan & Deci, 2020). To achieve this, schools can introduce well-
being sessions specifically tailored to the needs of students dealing with examina-
tion failure. These sessions could focus on stress management, mindfulness, and
emotional regulation, equipping students with practical skills such as breathing
techniques, time management, and positive self-talk. Such tools are essential in
managing the emotional distress that often accompanies examination failure
(Thapar et al., 2022).

In addition to standalone sessions, schools could incorporate discussions on
resilience, coping strategies, and growth mindsets into existing lessons, particu-
larly in science classes. For instance, a Biology class might include content on the
physiological responses to stress, helping students understand their emotional re-
actions to examination failure from a scientific perspective (Leistner & Menke,
2020). Teachers play a critical role in this process, and equipping them to recog-

nise signs of emotional distress in students who have failed can significantly
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enhance the support provided. Professional development sessions for teachers
could focus on active listening, creating supportive classroom environments, and
using positive reinforcement to rebuild students’ confidence after academic set-
backs (Holland, 2016).

Peer support systems can also provide invaluable assistance to students facing
the disappointment of failing a critical A-level Biology exam. Schools could estab-
lish mentoring programmes where students who have successfully navigated sim-
ilar challenges offer guidance and encouragement. These peer-led interactions can
foster a sense of shared experience and reduce feelings of isolation, as highlighted
by Sein et al. (2020). Furthermore, ensuring the availability of professional coun-
selling services is vital. Whether through on-site counsellors or partnerships with
external mental health organisations, students should have access to more inten-
sive emotional support when needed (Cornell et al., 2006).

By implementing these strategies, schools can provide targeted support for stu-
dents grappling with the aftermath of failing an important A-level Biology exam-
ination. This approach not only enhances students’ emotional wellbeing but also
increases their likelihood of academic recovery and long-term resilience. By ad-
dressing both the academic and emotional dimensions of examination failure,
schools can help students remain engaged and prepared to face future challenges
with confidence (Yeager & Dweck, 2020).

5.3. Recommendations for Future Studies

Future studies should broaden the scope to include students from various aca-
demic disciplines and socio-economic backgrounds. While this study focused on
A-level Biology students, expanding to other subjects could reveal unique chal-
lenges and coping strategies specific to different fields. For instance, students in
humanities or vocational training may face different academic pressures com-
pared to those in science disciplines. Including participants from diverse socio-
economic contexts would also enhance the generalisability of the findings and
provide a richer understanding of how resources and opportunities shape stu-
dents’ responses to failure and coping mechanisms.

Additionally, future research could benefit from adopting a mixed-methods ap-
proach, combining both qualitative and quantitative methods. While qualitative
research provides in-depth insights into personal experiences, quantitative mea-
sures such as surveys or psychometric tools could offer a broader perspective on
the prevalence and intensity of emotional responses across a larger population.
Supplementing the qualitative Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
with additional data sources, such as student diaries, academic records, or feed-
back from parents and teachers, would further enhance the validity and credibility
of the findings. Student diaries, for example, could provide a longitudinal view of
emotional and behavioural changes, while academic records might reveal patterns
in performance that correlate with coping strategies. Parental or teacher feedback

could offer an external perspective, adding context to students’ self-reported
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experiences. This multi-faceted approach would create a fuller and more nuanced
picture of the emotional and behavioural dimensions of coping with academic
failure, providing actionable insights for educators and policymakers.

Exploring the role of digital tools and online resources in supporting students
could also be a valuable area of inquiry. With the growing reliance on technology
in education, future studies might investigate how online platforms, mental health
apps, or digital peer support groups help students navigate academic challenges.
Understanding the efficacy of these tools could inform the development of acces-
sible, scalable support systems tailored to students’ needs.

Finally, to address potential biases in data collection, future research should
consider involving a neutral third party for data collection and analysis. This
would mitigate the influence of teacher-student dynamics, ensuring more objec-
tive findings. By employing independent researchers or anonymised data collec-
tion methods, future studies could further enhance the reliability and validity of

their results.

5.4. Contribution to the Field

While the emotional and academic challenges of examination failure are well-doc-
umented in educational research, this study offers a unique contribution through
its use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and its specific focus
on Advanced Level Biology students in Malta. IPA’s emphasis on individual lived
experiences provides in-depth insights into how students interpret and cope with
failure, a perspective that is often underrepresented in broader quantitative stud-
ies. By focusing on a homogenous group, A-level Biology students, the study cap-
tures ways in which subject-specific demands intersect with emotional and psy-
chological stressors, offering insights into how high-stakes examinations uniquely
impact students in science disciplines.

Moreover, the findings have broader implications beyond the Maltese context.
While the cultural and educational setting of Malta adds specificity, many of the
identified themes, such as the role of family support, teacher intervention, and
peer networks, are universal and can inform support strategies in other educa-
tional systems. For instance, the integration of personalised feedback, the devel-
opment of resilience-focused curricula, and the emphasis on peer mentoring are
practices that could be adapted to various cultural and institutional settings. High-
lighting these transferable elements broadens the relevance of the study and es-
tablishes a foundation for comparative research across different educational con-
texts.

Additionally, the study provides practical recommendations for educational
leaders and policymakers, emphasizing the need to align emotional support with
academic instruction. These findings are particularly valuable for institutions
seeking to mitigate the long-term effects of examination failure, such as disen-
gagement and dropout. By framing failure as a growth opportunity, the study con-

tributes to the ongoing discourse on fostering resilience and adaptability in
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students, aligning with contemporary educational paradigms that prioritise holis-

tic development and wellbeing.

5.5. Conclusion

This study explored emotional and academic challenges faced by Maltese students
after failing an important MATSEC Advanced level Biology examination. By em-
ploying IPA, it provides detailed insights into students’ experiences, coping strat-
egies, and the critical role of support systems in fostering resilience. The findings
highlight the need for schools to integrate emotional wellbeing into curricula,
equip teachers with effective support strategies, and explore innovative approaches
to addressing examination failure. By implementing these recommendations, ed-
ucators can better support students in navigating setbacks, ensuring they remain

engaged with a growth mindset.
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