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ABSTRACT 
Background and Objectives:  To perform better in exams, students use different learning approaches 
based on their previous experiences.3 Learning approach has been classified into deep, surface and stra-
tegic types. It has been proven that students with deep and strategic learning approaches consistently 
perform better in exams as compared toones with surface approach.5 To explore study habits, learning 
approaches and exam stress coping strategies of medical students used for annual exams and to find out 
association with their academic achievements. 

Methodology:  This descriptive study was done from August 2016 to October 2016 at Wah medical col-
lege by the department of Pediatrics. Questionare was distributed among 300 medical students of 3rd, 
4th and 5th year M.B.B.S. of the college. 

Results:  275 completely filled proformas were selected for the study. A large number of them were 
females (70.2%) and students of 5th year (42.9%). Studing alone and in their rooms was the preferred 
way of studying with textbook being the main resource of preparation. Majority of the students used tea 
and coffee to increase concentration during study. Deep learning approach and multiple resources for 
study were predominantly used by the distinction holders. 

Conclusion:  This study shows that different students have different ways of preparing for exams which 
are co-related with their performance in exams also. Similarly the ways of relaxation to cope with the 
stress of exams were different among male and female students and students of different years. 

Key Words:  Study habits, Learning approach, exam stress, coping strategies. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Medical students of this era are facing challenge of not 
only retaining ever expanding knowledge but also to 
acquire skills to become a competent doctor. To achi-
eve this difficult task, the students need to plan and 
have appropriate study skills and habits otherwise the-
re will be wastage of student’s time and energy and 
may result in poor performance in their exams.1 It is a 
well-known fact that assessment is one of the major 
factors affecting students approach to learning.2 To 
perform better in exams, students use different learn-
ing approaches based on their previous experiences.3 
Learning approach has been classified into deep, sur-
face and strategic types. Surface approach is influen-
ced by a concern to pass the examinations and results 
in rote learning whereas in deep approach, emphasis is 
placed on understanding concepts and relating ideas 
resulting in life-long learning. Strategic approach in-
cludes using surface and deep approach in combinaton 
and causes fragmented learning of the topic.4 It has 
been proven that students with deep and strategic lea-
rning approaches consistently perform better in exams 
as compared toones with surface approach.5 High level 

of stress has been found in medical students and exa-
ms have been the most common factor causing it.6 Alt-
hough stress enhances learning but a high level may 
cause negative effect on learning and life of the stu-
dents.7 In order to cope with this stress students use 
various strategies like TV viewing, going out with frie-
nds and using internet.8 Current study was planned to 
determine and compare the study habits, learning app-
roaches and exam coping strategies of students of dif-
ferent classes and to find their relationship to the 
results as no such study has been done in our institute. 
An in-depth understanding of different approaches 
would not only be beneficial for teachers to improve 
their delivery of learning materials but will also help 
students to enhance their learning. 
 
PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS 
This descritive study (N = 300) was carried out at the 
Wah Medical College, Wah Cantt. By using non-proba-
bility convenience sampling, study included all the 3rd, 
4th and 5th year medical students of batch-2016 of the 
institute. An informed consent was taken after reassu-
ring the students about the confidentiality of the data. 
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They were explained about the format of the ques-
tionnaire and the queries raised were clarified. The 
participants were asked to mention their gender, class 
roll numbers and last held university exam roll num-
bers on the questionnaire as the academic scores were 
to be compared with the study habits and learning 
approaches. Questionnaire contained various items 
with multiple options and students were asked to tick 
either one or more than one option. They were also 
allowed to add an option if not present in the list. Stu-
dents were asked to respond to questions like site of 
preparation,method of study, substances used to incre-
ase concentration during exams, resources used for 
studying and relaxation techniques used.  Various sta-
tements were used to identify the learning approaches 
like for superficial approach “During preparation I try 
to memorize the topic only without understanding the 
content”. For the deep approach “During preparation I 
try to understand the content and clear the concept be-
fore memorizing it” and for strategic approach “some-
times I try to understand the topic and sometimes only 
do rote learning” were used. The data was entered and 
analyzed by SPSS version 19 and frequency and per-
centages were calculated for categorical variables. Chi 
square cross-tabulation was done to find out the asso-
ciation between study habits and learning approaches 
of students of different classes and their results at a 5% 
level of significance. Results of first professional exa-
mination (part 2) of 3rd year students, second profes-
sional examination of 4th year students and third pro-
fessional university examination of 5th year medical 
students conducted by University of Health Sciences 
Lahore, were collected from the examination branch of 
the college after approval. On the basis of results they 
were categorized as pass, fail and distinction holders. 
 
Operational Definition 
Pass: Who had obtained 50% or more marks in each 
subject in last university exam. 
Fail: Who scored less than 50% marks in one or more 
subjects in last university exam. 
Distinction Holder: Who had obtained 85% or more 
marks in one or more subjects in last university exam. 
 
RESULTS 
300 proformas were distributed among students of 3 
classes out of which 275 fully completed were included 
in the study. Majority of the students were females 193 
(70.2%) whereas males were only 82 (29.8%). Class-
wise majority of students were from 5th year 118 (42.9 
%) followed by 4th year students 89 (32.4%) and 3rd 
year students 68 (24.7%). On the basis of their uni-
versity results 203 (73.8%) were labeled as Pass, 58 
(21.1%) as Fail and 14 (5.1%) as Distinction holders. 
 Majority of the students preferred to study in their 
rooms and alone for the preparation of exams and 
consumed tea and coffee to increase the concentration

 

Table 1: Frequency of Study Habits and Learning 
Approaches. 

 

Variable 
Frequency 

n (%) 

 Site of Preparation: 
 Room 
 Room & Library 
 Any other 
 Only library 

 
197 (71.6) 
49 (17.8) 
17 (6.2) 
12 (4.4) 

 Method of Study: 
 Alone 
 Another colleague 
 Group study 
 Any other 

 
212 (77.1) 
44 (16) 
16 (6.8) 
3 (1.1) 

 To Increase Concentration: 
 Tea/Coffee 
 Energy Drinks 
 Cigarettes 
 Cold Drinks 
 Medicine 
 Pan/Supari 
 None 
 Misc 

 
184 (66.9) 

15 (5.5) 
7 (2.9) 

15 (5.5) 
6 (2.2) 
6 (2.2) 

33 (12) 
9 (3.3) 

 Resource of Study: 
 Textbook 
 Multiple Resources 
 Textbook and past papers 

 
120 (43.6) 
104 (37.8) 

51 (18.5) 

 Relaxation Techniques: 
 Socializing with friends 
 TV viewing 
 Listening to music 
 Social website use 
 Exercise 
 Misc (offering prayers, 
 chatting with family, sleeping) 

 
95 (34.5) 
88 (32) 
72 (26.2) 
60 (21.8) 
14 (5) 
56 (20.4) 

 Learning Approach 
 Deep approach 
 Superficial approach 
 Strategic approach 

 
158 (57.5) 

61 (22.2) 
55 (20) 

 
as shown in Table 1. 
 Majority of the 3rd year students preferred to study 
alone and used multiple resources for the preparation 
of their final exams. Cigarette smoking was more com-
mon among 5th year students whereas use of cold dri-
nks, energy drinks and medicine was high among 
students of 3rd and 4th year (Table 2). 
 Female students preferred to study in their rooms 
and used multiple resources for their preparation more 
as compared to male students. The ratio of concentra-
tion enhancing drugs was also high in females (Table 
3). 
 All the distinction holders studied alone and used 
multiple resources for exam preparation. They tried to 
understand the concept thus applying deep learning 
approach (Table 4). 
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Table 2:  Co-Relation of Study Habits and Learning Approaches with Students of Different Years. 
 

Variable 
3rd Year 

n-68 
4th Year 

n-89 
5th Year 

n-118 
P value 

Preparation: 
 Room 

 Library 

 Both 

 Other 

 
46 (67.6%) 

2 (2.9%) 
14 (20.5%) 
6 (8.8%) 

 
64 (71.9%) 

4 (4.4%) 
12 (13.4%) 
9 (10.1%) 

 
87 (73.7%) 

6 (5%) 
23 (19.4%) 

2 (1.6%) 

0.17 

Method of Study: 
 Alone 

 Another colleague 

 Group study 
 Any other 

 
55 (80.8%) 
8 (11.7%) 
5 (7.7%) 
0 

 
70 (78.6%) 
14 (15.7%) 
4 (4.4%) 
1(1.12%) 

 
87 (73.7%) 
22 (18.6%) 

7 (5.9%) 
2 (1.6%) 

0.77 

Resource of Study: 

 Text Book Alone 

 Multiple Resources 

 Text book & Past papers 

 
23 (33.8%) 
33 (48.5%) 
12 (17.6%) 

 
37 (41.5%) 
41 (46%) 
11 (12.3%) 

 
60 (50.8%) 
30 (25.4%) 
28 (23.7%) 

0.005 

Increase Concentration During Study: 

 Tea/Coffee 
 Cigarettes 

 Energy drinks 

 Pan/supari 

 None 

 Medicine 

 Cold drinks 
 Misc 

 
44 (64.7%) 

1 (1.4%) 
2 (2.9%) 
1 (1.4%) 

11 (16.1%) 
3 (4.4%) 
5 (7.3%) 
1 (1.4%) 

 
62 (69.6%) 

1 (1.1%) 
8 (8.9%) 
2 (2.2%) 

10 (11.2%) 
2 (2.2%) 
3 (3.3%) 
1 (1.1%) 

 
78 (66.1%) 

5 (4.2%) 
5 (4.2%) 
3 (2.5%) 

12 (10.1%) 
1 (0.8%) 
7 (0.8%) 
7 (5.9%) 

0.34 

Learning Approach: 

 Superficial 
 Deep 

 Strategic 

 
11 (16.1%) 
41 (60.2%) 
16 (23.5%) 

 
20 (22.4%) 
53 (59.5%) 
16 (17.9%) 

 
31 (26.2%) 
64 (54.2%) 
23 (19.4%) 

0.5 

 
 Table 3:  Gender Wise Comparison of Study Habits and Learning Approaches. 
 

Variable 
Male 

(n-82) 
Female 

(193) 
P value 

Preparation: 
 Room 

 Library 

 Both 

 Other 

 
53 (64.6%) 

6 (7.3%) 
21 (25.6%) 
2 (2.4%) 

 
144 (74.6%) 

6 (3.1%) 
28 (14.5%) 
15 (7.7%) 

0.02 

Method of Study: 
 Alone 

 Another colleague 
 Group study 

 Any other 

 
62 (75.6%) 
11 (13.4%) 
7 (8.5%) 
2 (2.4%) 

 
150 (77.7%) 

33 (17%) 
9 (4.6%) 
1 (0.5%) 

0.26 

Resource of Study: 

 Text Book Alone 
 Multiple Resources 

 Text book & Past papers 

 
42 (51.2%) 
26 (31.7%) 
14 (17%) 

 
78 (40.4%) 
78 (40.4%) 
37 (19.1%) 

 

.2 

Increase Concentration During Study: 

 Tea / Coffee 
 Cigarettes 

 Energy drinks 

 Pan/supari 

 None 

 Medicine 

 
52 (63.4%) 

7 (8.5%) 
5 (6%) 
2 (2.4%) 
7 (8.5%) 
1 (1.2%) 

 
132 (68.3%) 

0 
10 (5.1%) 
4 (2%) 

26 (13.4%) 
5 (2.5%) 

.009 

DISCUSSION 
In this study, we explored 

the study habits and appro-

aches among medical stude-

nts of various classes so that 

if required their strategies of 

learning could be changed in 

an appropriate manner for 

future. In our study, majority 

of the students specially fem-

ales preferred to study alone 

in their rooms (p-0.02) due 

to ea-sy access to washrooms 

and lesser disturbance as 

compared to library which is 

also seen by a Pakistani stu-

dy.9 For some students, gro-

up study helps to enha-nce 

their understanding of the 

subject resulting in high gra-

des10 but this association was 

not seen in our study which 
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 Cold drinks 

 Misc 

5 (6%) 
3 (3.6%) 

10 (5.1%) 
6 (3.1%) 

Learning Approach: 
 Superficial 

 Deep 

 Strategic 

 
19 (23.1%) 
50 (60.9%) 
13 (15.8%) 

 
43 (22.2%) 

108 (55.9%) 
42 (21.7%) 

0.5 

 
 

Table 4:  Corelation of Study Habits and Learning Approaches with Students Exam Performance. 
 

Variable Fail (58) Pass (203) Dist (14) P Value 

Preparation: 
 Room 

 Library 
 Both 

 other 

 
36 (62%) 

6 (10.3%) 
11 (18.9%) 
5 (8.6%) 

 
152 (74.8%) 

5 (2.4%) 
37 (18.2%) 

9 (4.4%) 

 
9 (64.2%) 
1 (7.1%) 
1 (7.1%) 
3 (21.4%) 

0.01 

Method of Study: 
 Alone 

 Another colleague 

 Group study 

 Any other 

 
42 (72.4%) 
12 (20.6%) 
3 (5.17%) 
1 (1.7%) 

 
156 (76.8%) 
32 (15.7%) 
13 (6.4%) 
2 (0.9%) 

 
14 (100%) 
0 
0 
0 

0.4 

Resource of Study: 
 Text Book Alone 

 Multiple Resources 

 Text book & Past papers 

 
21 (36.2%) 
21 (36.2 ) 
16 (27.5%) 

 
95 (46.7%) 
75 (36.9%) 
33 (16.2%) 

 
4 (28.5%) 
8 (57.1%) 
2 (14.2%) 

0.15 

Increase Concentration During Study: 
 Tea/Coffee 

 Cigarettes 

 Energy drinks 

 Pan/supari 

 None  
 Medicine  

 Cold drinks 

 Misc 

 
33 (56.8%) 

5 (8.6%) 
6 (10.3%) 
2 (3.4%) 
6 (10.3%) 
3 (5.1%) 
2 (3.4%) 
1 (1.7%) 

 
142 (69.9%) 

2 (0.9%) 
9 (4.4%) 
4 (1.9%) 

25 (12.3%) 
2 (0.9%) 

13 (6.4%) 
6 (2.9%) 

 
9 (64.2%) 
0 
0 
0 
2 (14.2%) 
1 (7.1%) 
0  
2 (14.2%) 

0.01 

Learning Approach: 
 Superficial 

 Deep 

 Strategic  

 
16 (27.5%) 
29 (50%) 
13 (22.4%) 

 
45 (22.1%) 

120 (59.1%) 
38 (18.7%) 

 
1 (7.1%) 
9 (64.2%) 
4 (28.5%) 

0.43 

 
observed that students use different resources to pre-
pare for their university exams depending upon their 
previous experience and peer advice.12 Although majo-
rity of the students used textbooks as the only resource 
of preparation for the exam but 3rd and 4th year stu-
dents (p value 0.005) were more inclined to use mul-
tiple resources like MCQ books, past papers, lecture 
handout etc. as also seen in a Syrian study.13 Previous 
studies have confirmed that use of practice questions 
leads not only to better retention of the subject14 but 
also results in higher marks15,16 which was also present 
in our study as majority of the distinction holders used 
MCQ books and past papers along with the textbook 
for their preparation which helped them in better 
understanding of the topic. Keeping this result in 
mind, libraries of the colleges may be urged to arrange 
more review books for their students. 
 A high level of exam related anxiety resulting in 
negative effect on results has been reported in the 

literature.17 In order to cope with this stress, students 
all around the world use various relaxation strategies 
like spending time with friends and listening to mus-
ic,18 by praying17 and exercise19 which were also used 
by our students. Internet has been a big resource of 
learning for the students around the globe20 but on 
other hand its increased use during exams has also 
been associated with poor performance.21 In our study 
although students used internet for preparation before 
exam but only a few students used it for relaxing tech-
nique during the exams. In order to increase alertness 
during exam and to enhance concentration, a lot of 
students had been found to use energy drinks,22 smoke 
cigarettes and use illegal drugs23 in various studies. 
Although a high percentage of our students also used 
caffeine but it was in form of tea, coffee and cold dri-
nks few consumed energy drinks which is consistent 
with other studies.24,25 High use of tea and coffe in our 
students may be due to the traditional life style. 

is consistent with another 
study.11 This finding could be 
due to a impression that gro-
up study may lead to discuss-
ion of irrelevant topics resul-
ting in loss of precious time 
during exam. It has been 
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 It is a human nature to use multiple modalities 
and also to adopt newer approaches in order to suc-
ceed. Various authors have concluded that adaptation 
of a learning approach not only depends upon the sex 
of the students3 but also on the level of clinical year of 
medical students.26 Although a relationship between a 
specific learning approach and success in exam have 
been shown in a study27 but others found no such asso-
ciation.28 Some authors have shown a tendency of 
superficial approach by majority of the students29 but 
in our study majority of students used deep approach 
for exams with slight predominance of distinction hol-
ders which may be due to the learning strategies used 
in our institute. 
 It is concluded that this study shows different 
study habits, stress coping strategies and various lea-
rning approaches used by undergraduate medical stu-
dents of different clinical years. We recommend doing 
more local studies in order to identify learning app-
roaches of high achievers which may be of help for the 
students who under perform in exams. 
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