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ABSTRACT

Introduction: academic stress is a recurring phenomenon among university students, especially in demanding
programs such as Nursing. It can trigger a range of physical, psychological, and behavioral symptoms that
affect students’ academic performance and mental health.

Objective: to determine the relationship between academic stress factors and associated symptoms in
nursing students at the National University of San Martin during the 2022-1 academic semester.

Method: a basic, quantitative, descriptive-correlational study with a non-experimental cross-sectional
design was conducted. The population consisted of 355 students, from which a sample of 183 was selected
using simple random sampling. Two previously validated questionnaires were administered: the Academic
Stressors Scale (ECEA) and the Questionnaire on Reactions to Stressful Stimuli.

Results: the main stress factors identified were methodological deficiencies of the teaching staff, exams,
and student overload. At the symptom level, average levels predominated for physical symptoms (43,2 %)
and psychological symptoms (53,5 %), while low levels predominated for behavioral symptoms (55,2 %). A
significant correlation was found between academic stress factors and physical (r = 0,513), psychological (r
= 0,584), and behavioral (r = 0,514) symptoms.

Conclusions: there is a direct and significant relationship between academic stress factors and associated
symptoms, highlighting the need to implement institutional strategies to prevent stress and promote student
well-being.

Keywords: Academic Anxiety; Physiological Reactions; Coping Behaviors; University Demands; Student
Mental Health.

RESUMEN

Introduccion: el estrés académico constituye un fenémeno recurrente entre los estudiantes universitarios,
especialmente en carreras exigentes como Enfermeria. Este puede desencadenar una serie de sintomas
fisicos, psicoldgicos y comportamentales que afectan el rendimiento académico y la salud mental del
estudiante.

Objetivo: determinar la relacion entre los factores del estrés académico y los sintomas asociados en
estudiantes de enfermeria de la Universidad Nacional de San Martin durante el semestre académico 2022-I.
Método: se desarrollé un estudio basico, cuantitativo, de nivel descriptivo-correlacional y disefio no
experimental de corte transversal. La poblacion estuvo conformada por 355 estudiantes, de los cuales
se seleccion6 una muestra de 183 mediante muestreo aleatorio simple. Se aplicaron dos cuestionarios
previamente validados: la Escala de Estresores Académicos (ECEA) y el Cuestionario de Reacciones ante
Estimulos Estresores.
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Resultados: los principales factores de estrés identificados fueron las deficiencias metodologicas del
profesorado, los examenes y la sobrecarga del estudiante. A nivel de sintomas, predominé el nivel regular
en los sintomas fisicos (43,2 %) y psicoldgicos (53,5 %), y el nivel bajo en los comportamentales (55,2 %).
Se encontrd una correlacion significativa entre los factores de estrés académico y los sintomas fisicos (r =
0,513), psicologicos (r = 0,584) y comportamentales (r = 0,514).

Conclusiones: existe una relacion directa y significativa entre los factores del estrés académico y los sintomas
asociados, lo que resalta la necesidad de implementar estrategias institucionales para prevenir el estrés y
promover el bienestar integral del estudiante.

Palabras clave: Ansiedad Académica; Reacciones Fisioldgicas; Conductas de Afrontamiento; Exigencias
Universitarias; Salud Mental Estudiantil.

INTRODUCTION

A healthy university life is one in which the pressure on students is balanced by their ability to respond, the
resources available for their academic training, the degree of control over their activities, and the support they
receive from important people in their environment.? However, physical, psychological, and social well-being
throughout a degree course can be disrupted by changes and demands such as meeting academic requirements,
requirements for adequate performance,® and even abandoning behaviours related to healthy habits such as
eating.®

Furthermore, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the world has shifted to virtual education, moving
from face-to-face classes to remote learning. Eighty per cent of university students report that this modality
has hurt their mental health,® with academic stress related to their ability to succeed being a particular area
of concern.® This lack of experience is exacerbated by difficult home conditions, including loss of access
to academic resources (computers and internet connectivity) and distractions in the learning environment
(interruptions from other family members and additional responsibilities).?

The activities or tasks carried out at university involve different situations that can be perceived as stressful,
to a greater or lesser extent, depending on the cognitive and emotional resources of the students to cope with
them, especially in nursing students.® Studies have found that nursing students experience higher levels of
stress than the general population and students in other disciplines, as they are naturally involved in direct
contact with life and human finitude, with the possibility of suffering, delicate situations, and complex decisions
that involve the whole human being.®

Applied research on postgraduate nursing students at a university in Jamaica showed that the development
of programmes generates stress due to excessive workloads, time constraints, late publication of grades, and
lack of timely feedback from research supervisors and the ethics committee. For this reason, the authors call
on nursing faculty to explore creative strategies to reduce sources of academic stress."%

In Brazil, the Federal Public University of the State of Bahia demonstrated the prevalence of higher stress
levels among final-year students compared to first-year students about practical activities (they are more
exposed to clinical activities), professional communication (they spend more time in professional practice),
environment (complications regarding the distance between the university and the places of practice and their
homes) and professional training (they are going through a stage in which there is greater concern about their
future entry into the labour market).

In the Peruvian context, it was found that academic stress among nursing students at a university in the city
of Arequipa was moderate in most of the interviewees (56 out of 126 students), with a tendency to increase
with the number of years of study, which would indicate an accumulation of stress as they progress in their
professional career. They also found a negative relationship between academic stress and self-esteem, showing
that the higher the level of academic stress, the lower the self-esteem.?

Within the Professional School of Nursing of the National University of San Martin, it was identified in 2021
that the stress level perceived by students was predominantly moderate, at 73,7 %.® Similarly, another study
conducted at the Professional Schools of Nursing and Obstetrics determined that academic stress was evident
at a medium level of 66,1 % and 12,9 % at a low level, highlighting that environmental demands and physical,
psychological, and behavioural reactions directly and indirectly influence academic stress. (¥

In this context, stress can affect students positively or negatively depending on its severity. Minimal levels
generate positive results, such as motivation and improved academic performance, while the prevalence of
stress hurts academic performance and physical and psychological well-being. Symptoms of stress include loss
of energy, increased blood pressure, depression, difficulty concentrating, impatience, and nervousness."® This
study aimed to determine the relationship between academic stress factors and associated symptoms in nursing
students at the National University of San Martin during the 2022-1 academic semester.
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METHOD

The study was basic, with a quantitative approach, as numerical data were collected and analysed to
establish relationships between the variables. It was developed at a descriptive-correlational level, as it
allowed the characteristics of academic stress factors and associated symptoms to be described and the
relationship between the two to be evaluated. The design was non-experimental and cross-sectional, given
that the variables were not manipulated and the information was collected simultaneously, preserving the
phenomena as they presented themselves in their natural context.

The research considered two main variables. The independent variable was academic stress factors, divided
into eight dimensions: teachers’ methodological deficiencies, student overload, beliefs about academic
performance, public interventions, hostile social climate, exams, lack of value of content, and difficulties
in participation. The dependent variable was symptoms associated with academic stress, composed of three
dimensions: physical symptoms, psychological symptoms, and behavioural symptoms.

The unit of analysis consisted of students enrolled in the Professional School of Nursing at the National
University of San Martin (UNSM) during the 2022-1 academic semester. The total population was 355 students,
and a sample of 183 students was obtained, selected by simple random probability sampling, using the formula
for finite populations, with a confidence level of 95 % and a margin of error of 5 %.

The survey technique was used, applying two previously validated instruments. To measure academic stress
factors, the ‘Academic Stressors Scale of the Academic Stress Questionnaire (ECEA)’,(® which consists of 54
items distributed across eight dimensions, with a five-level Likert ordinal scale: 1 (never), 2 (sometimes),
3 (quite often), 4 (almost always), and 5 (always). The ‘Questionnaire on Reactions to Stressful Stimuli’™"
was used to identify associated symptoms, consisting of 15 items grouped into three dimensions (physical,
psychological, and behavioural), with the same measurement scale.

The data obtained were tabulated in Microsoft Excel 2019 spreadsheets and then exported to SPSS version
26 statistical software for analysis. Descriptive statistical techniques (frequencies and percentages) were
applied to characterise stress levels and associated symptoms. Inferential statistics were also used, employing
Spearman’s correlation coefficient, appropriate for ordinal data, to determine the existence and strength of
the relationship between the main variables. A significance level of 5 % (p < 0,05) and % confidence level of 95
% were established for statistical decision-making.

Formal authorisation was obtained from the UNSM Professional School of Nursing, and coordination was
carried out with teachers to ensure an appropriate environment during the application of the instruments.
Student participation was voluntary, and informed consent was signed, ensuring confidentiality, anonymity, and
the exclusive use of information for academic purposes. Likewise, scientific integrity was guaranteed in data
treatment, avoiding any form of manipulation or distortion of the results.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Academic stress factors

According to table 1, the factors that generate high levels of academic stress in nursing students at the
UNSM during the 2022-1 academic semester were methodological deficiencies of the teaching staff (30,0 %),
followed by exams (23,5 %), student overload (15,3 %), lack of value of the content (14,8 %), difficulties in
participation (13,1 %), beliefs about academic performance (10,9 %), hostile social climate (8,7 %), and in last
place, public interventions (6,0 %). It was also found that regular levels of academic stress are usually caused
by student overload (60,1 %), followed by beliefs about academic performance (59,6 %) and methodological
deficiencies of teachers (58,5 %). Likewise, public speaking, hostile social climate, and exams are factors of
academic stress in 43,7 %, 47,0 %, and 44,3 % of nursing students, respectively.

Table 1. Academic stress factors in nursing students

Academic stressors

Stress level DMP SE CRA P CSN EXA cve DP

Fi % Fi % Fi % Fi % Fi % Fi % Fi % Fi %
Low 21 11,5 45 246 54 295 92 50,3 81 443 59 322 93 50,8 92 50,3
Regular 107 58,5 110 60,1 109 59,6 80 43,7 86 47,0 81 443 63 344 67 36,6
High 55 30,0 28 153 20 10,9 11 60 16 8,7 43 235 27 14,8 24 13,1
Total 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0

Note. TMP: Teacher methodological deficiencies; SOW: Student overload; ABI: Academic belief; Pl: Public speaking; NSC:
Negative social climate; EXA: Exams; CVC: Lack of value of content; PD: Participation difficulties.

Although most students reported regular and high levels of academic stress, some students did not experience
any negative stress factors during the 2022-1 academic semester. This can be seen in the low scores for the
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aspects of lack of value of the content (50,8 %), public speaking (50,3 %), and hostile atmosphere (44,3 %).
Therefore, more than 50 % of students perceive good academic value in the content taught in the nursing
programme, have public speaking skills, and, above all, have a favorable academic climate with teachers and
fellow students.

Research reporting values similar to those found in this study was conducted by Teque et al."™, who stated
that nursing students at the Sefior de Sipan University in Chiclayo perceive a moderate level of stress related
to competition with their classmates (36,1 %); the personality and character of the teacher (40 %) are other
factors that increase academic stress, as do not understanding the teaching content in class (48,8 %) and
speaking in public (35,1 %).

On the other hand, Chavez et al.? showed that nursing students at the National University of San Agustin
in Arequipa had a medium level of academic stress (44,4 %), followed by high (31 %) and low (24,6 %); where
the trend in academic stressors falls within a regular level, except for the dimensions of lack of value of the
content (34,4 %) and difficulties in participation (36,6 %). These authors assert that high levels of stress in
nursing students originate from the association with the academic workload and the accumulated pressure
that students are subjected to as they progress through the cycles, and this is due to the nature of the nursing
degree programme.

At the UNSM, Rengifo et al."™® reported during the COVID-19 pandemic 2021 that academic stress in 73,7 % of
nursing students was moderate, followed by high in 15,6 % and low in 10,7 %. These findings were predominant
in the 2022-1 academic semester, a post-pandemic period, where academic stress was mainly at a regular
level due to factors related to student overload (60,1 %) and beliefs about academic performance (59,6 %).
In general, research on the presence of academic stress in nursing students confirms that it is an issue that
requires timely attention to ensure mental health and academic performance.

Associated symptoms of academic stress

According to table 2, nursing students at UNSM during the 2022-1 academic semester presented physical
symptoms of stress at a regular level (43,2 %), followed by low (37,2 %) and high (19,6 %).

They also had psychological stress symptoms at a regular level (53,5 %), followed by low (36,1 %) and high
(10,4 %). In terms of behavioural symptoms, they had low stress levels (55,2 %), followed by regular (36,1 %)
and low (8,7 %).

Table 2. Symptoms associated with academic stress

Level Symptoms of stress
Physicists Psychological Behavioural
Fi % Fi % Fi %
Low 68 37,2 66 36,1 101 55,2
Regular 79 43,2 98 53,5 66 36,1
High 36 19,6 19 10,4 16 8,7
Total 183 100,0 183 100,0 183 100,0

The symptoms of academic stress most frequently perceived by nursing students at a high level were physical
(19,6 %), at a regular level, psychological (53,5 %), and at a low level, behavioural (55,2 %). Lower results than
those reported by Castillo et al.""® were found in 587 nursing students from three Colombian universities, with
physical symptoms in 35,5 %, psychological symptoms in 34,6 %, and behavioural symptoms in 21,6 %.

At the UNSM during the 2021-1 semester, Vela et al." reported that physical symptoms in nursing
students as responses to academic stress were predominantly moderate in 58,4 % of 190 students, as were
psychological symptoms (56,8 %) and behavioural symptoms (61,1 %). Unlike the present study, behavioural
reactions predominated low (55,2 %), although physical and psychological symptoms persisted in the 2022-I
academic semester. It is important to emphasise that symptoms associated with stress are predictors of poor
performance among nursing students at the UNSM, increasing the possibility of dropouts and mental health
complications.

Relationship between academic stress factors and associated symptoms

The results in table 3 confirm the hypothesis that academic stress factors are significantly related to physical,
psychological, and behavioural symptoms. The positive correlations found show that stress perceived in the
academic environment not only affects the emotional state but also the physical and behavioural functioning
of students.
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Table 3. Relationship between academic stress factors and physical symptoms
Academic stress

factors
Physical symptoms Spearman’s correlation 0,513
Mr. (bilateral) 0,000

N 183
Psychological symptoms Spearman’s correlation 0,584**
Mr. (bilateral) 0,000

N 183
Behavioural symptoms Spearman’s correlation 0,514"
Mr. (bilateral) 0,000

N 183

Note: **. Correlation is significant at the 0,01 level (two-tailed).

The correlation between academic stress factors and physical symptoms was positive and significant, with a
Spearman coefficient of 0,513 and a bilateral significance value of 0,000. This result indicates that as academic
stress factors increase, so do physical symptoms in students, such as fatigue, sleep disorders, headaches, and
digestive problems.

The strength of the correlation is moderate to high, which shows a consistent relationship between academic
demands and the manifestation of somatic responses. Regarding the relationship between academic stress
factors and psychological symptoms, the highest correlation coefficient was found among the three dimensions,
with a value of 0,584, which was also significant at the 0,01 level.

This strong positive correlation suggests that increased academic stress is strongly associated with
symptoms such as anxiety, sadness, irritability, and difficulty concentrating. These findings are relevant, as
the psychological dimension represents a key component of student well-being, especially in highly demanding
educational contexts such as nursing studies.

The correlation obtained for behavioural symptoms was 0,514, with equally high statistical significance (p
= 0,000). This relationship is also positive and moderately firm, reflecting how academic stress can influence
behaviours such as procrastination, absenteeism, disorganisation, or negative changes in study habits. Such
symptoms are warning signs of possible effects on students’ academic performance and adaptation to university
life.

The results are consistent with those reported by Pozos et al.??, who stated that behavioural symptoms
have a moderate correlation with academic overload (r = 0,357) and compulsory work (r = 0,384). However,
these authors also indicated that taking an exam is not correlated with behavioural symptoms (r = 0,095). This
value differs from that found in the present study, where academic stress factors in nursing students at the
UNSM show a strong association with behavioural symptoms.

Behavioural changes are generally an indicator of stress among university students, who often deal with
it through unfavourable and unhealthy behaviours such as organisational problems, increased tardiness to
class, failure to complete assignments, unjustified absences, changes in class participation, sleeping in
class, interpersonal issues, among others.?" These factors are reported by nursing students at UNSM due to
their relationship with academic stressors often arising from indicators linked to university academic status.
Therefore, it is essential to understand mechanisms that can reduce stress factors and behavioural symptoms.

Asenjo et al."™ found a prevalence of psychological symptoms in nursing students at the National Autonomous
University of Chota, where 39,3 % reported that they almost always or always could not relax or be calm, 36,1
% reported feelings of depression and sadness, 42,6 % reported anxiety, distress or despair, and 41,8 % reported
difficulty concentrating. These are similar symptoms that affect the psychological state of nursing students at
UNSM, and are therefore indicative of poor academic performance and mental health problems.

On the other hand, Pozos et al.? reported that psychological symptoms have a moderate correlation with
compulsory work (r = 0,406), followed by class participation (r = 0,388), group work (r = 0,350) and other
academic stressors linked to academic tasks; These are related to factors such as methodological deficiencies
among teachers, student overload, exams, etc., which affect the psychological conditions of nursing students
at the UNSM. This picture shows that anxiety, feelings of depression, distress, aggression, or irritability are
alarming symptoms of academic stress in nursing students; it is therefore considered a problem that affects
educational performance and limits adequate professional training.

Likewise, the results reveal that sleep disorders, chronic fatigue, headaches or migraines, digestive problems,
nail biting or scratching, and drowsiness are symptoms associated with academic stressors experienced by
nursing students throughout the 2022-1 academic semester, a finding similar to that described by Asenjo et
al."®  who, when evaluating 122 nursing students from the first to tenth cycle at the National Autonomous
University of Chota in the 202-1 semester, recognised that symptoms of sleep disorders, permanent fatigue,
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headaches, stomach pain, nail biting and drowsiness are indicators that are almost always or always present in
34,4 %, 37,7 %, 45,1 %, 13,9 %, 22,1 % and 36,9 %, respectively, are associated with perceived academic stress
at university.

CONCLUSIONS

Academic stress factors, such as methodological deficiencies in teaching, exams, and student overload, were
positively and significantly related to physical, psychological, and behavioural symptoms in nursing students.
These findings show that continuous exposure to stressful academic situations directly influences students’
overall well-being, affecting their performance, mental health, and adaptation to university life. The strongest
correlation was observed in psychological symptoms, indicating high emotional vulnerability to the educational
demands of the degree programme.

From a practical perspective, the results support the need to implement institutional psycho-emotional
support programmes and more empathetic teaching strategies to minimise stressors within the academic
environment. Likewise, it is suggested that teacher training in active methodologies and fair assessment be
strengthened, and workshops on stress management, self-care, and coping skills development be promoted
among students. These actions could contribute to reducing academic stress levels, improving the quality of the
teaching-learning process, and promoting retention and academic success in demanding degree programmes
such as nursing.
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