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It's the exam
season in India
and it's also
the suicide
season, when
students
buckle under
academic and
parental
pressure to get
high marks and
obtain admission into top universities for the
golden opportunity to get a high-paying job.
Newspapers carry daily the tragic reports of
youngsters who have killed themselves
because they fear the shame of a bad 'report
card.' On a single day, it was reported that two
teenage boys in New Delhi hanged themselves
at their homes. One was falling behind in his
studies and the other was afraid of an English
exam. A final year Bachelor of Commerce
student hanged herself in the commercial
capital Mumbai apparently because she was
not prepared for her economics paper and did
not want her family to feel ashamed. "Teenage
suicide (over exams) is a national disaster," says
Samir Parikh, psychiatrist at Max Healthcare,
New Delhi. In 2006, the most recent year for
which official figures are available, some 5,857
students -- or 16 a day -- killed themselves due
to exam stress.

Since 1990 Kota, Rajastan, has become the
coaching hub of India for the hyper competitive
engineering and medical entrance exams.
Roughly 1.6 lakh teenagers from all over the
country flock the coaching centres at Kota
every year shelling out exorbitant tuition fees.
Students study for 16-18 hours a day with
minimum facilities and with a desperate dream
for IIT and AlIMS. The psychological cost is
enormous. Today Kota has become the byword
for student suicides. Last year there were 30
cases of suicide at Kota (Times of India, Jan 8,
'16). “We can't take it anymore. Our parents
have told us to return home only after cracking
IIT-JEE,” said two distressed students to a
psychologist.

Competition to get into higher education in the
country of more than 1.25 billion people is
fierce. Forinstance, the cut-off average mark to
pursue an undergraduate economics degree at
Delhi University's top commerce college last
year was 97.8 percent. Unsurprisingly only a
small fraction of the 50,00,000 school pass outs
each year will make it. India has just a couple of
dozen top-notch "branded" colleges and seven
Indian Institutes of Technology of good quality.
Together they take only about 13,000
undergraduates each year. Over the years the
kind of marks students need to get into 'good
universities' has started touching the roof --
they need 90 to 98 percentages in core
subjects. Some students take half a dozen or
more exams to try to get into celebrity
institutions. A 2006 study of 231 teenagers by
Anuradha Sovani, a clinical psychologist at the
University of Mumbai, showed that the
students were more frightened of exams than
accidents, earthquakes or bomb attacks.

What is the solution to this malady? First of all
there is a need for change in the attitude.
Parents think if my son/daughter cracks
entrance and secure admission in a top school
for engineering or medicine, his or her life is
made and he/she will be successful and happy
in life. In other words, with all the focus on
marks and grades and flashy signs of wealth,
we are teaching our children to depend on
external indicators of success as markers of
their identity — beauty, status, wealth and
career. When these markers fail, our children
would feel as if they have become non-
existent. Luxury and wealth do not necessarily
give happiness to a person. Success is not just
money in the bank, but a contented heart and
peace of mind. The richest person is not one
who has the most, but he who needs the least.

Indian families have a tendency to treat
children as possessions of their parents. Hence,
they impose their exaggerated dreams on
them, often their unfulfilled dreams. These
unrealistic parental expectations of a child's
abilities and potential seem to be the most







