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ABSTRACT

University students experience stress, and how they cope with this
stress affects their academic achievement. This study examined
stress in teacher education students and had three objectives: to
describe different degrees of stress and coping styles; to study the
relationship between stress, coping strategies and academic
achievement; and to examine whether increased age can moder-
ate the effects of stress on academic achievement in 334 univer-
sity-students. There were three main findings: many students
experienced stress and used avoidance coping strategies; the
students who were under less stress and engaged less in cognitive
avoidance and more in problem-focused coping were also the
students who made more academic achievement; and students
under more stress performed worse, but with age stress affected
performance less. In teacher education students, it is important to
recognize and address the harmful effects of stress on well-being
and academic achievement, to avoid long-term problems in pro-
fessional and personal life.
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Introduction

The data collected from various universities across the world suggest that university

students experience higher levels of stress than the general population (Bewick et al.

2010; Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2017; Deasy et al. 2014a). The term stress is frequently

used in social, academic and professional settings. It is generally agreed that a certain

amount of pressure can help people perform better. However, when the pressure

exceeds the ability to cope, this can result in stress (Chao 2012; Tavolacci et al. 2013).

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define psychological stress as ‘a particular relationship

between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or

exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being’ (19).

Stress in teacher education students has been related to degree studies (assessments,

exams and assignments), the practicum (tutor assignation, tutor visits, behaviour man-

agement, interviews, workload, excessive expectations and lack of support), social
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concerns (being away from home) and financial stress (Deasy et al. 2014a, 2014b, 2016;

Montgomery, MacFarlane, and Trumpower 2012). It is interesting to identify the

mechanisms of stress generation and management among teacher education students,

because as teachers their example will serve as a model for future generations of citizens

(Deasy et al. 2014b). Although some studies have shown that teacher education stu-

dents’ stress during training may recur during their professional careers (Lindqvist et al.

2017), very little time is devoted to recognizing the signs of stress and introducing

students to procedures, techniques and strategies to cope successfully with stressful

situations (Gustems and Calderon 2013). Unfortunately, dropout rates within higher

education worldwide reveal that approximately one-third of university students leave

university in their first year (Respondek et al. 2017).

Coping can be understood as a process that is key in managing stress. In this process,

the individual makes a cognitive and behavioural effort to manage both external and

internal sources of stress (Moos 1993; Väisänen et al. 2018). Researchers have distin-

guished between approach coping and avoidance coping (Gustems and Calderon 2013;

Moos 1993). In general, people who engage in approach coping focus on the problem at

hand and make a cognitive and behavioural effort to control or eradicate stressors, while

avoidance copers tend to focus on the emotions and make the same kinds of effort to

avoid thinking about the source of stress and its consequences (Moos 1993).

The subject of stress and coping strategies in university students has been extensively

studied (Mapfumo, Chitsiko, and Chireshell 2012; Väisänen et al. 2018). When stress levels

are excessively high, this can have negative academic and emotional repercussions, which

may be an underlying cause of the adoption of multiple unhealthy behaviours (Pitzer and

Skinner 2016). A number of studies show that the use of problem-focused coping (an

example of approach coping) can decrease the number of psychological or behavioural

problems (Gustems and Calderon 2013), while the use of avoidance coping strategies

focusing on emotions can lead to higher levels of substance abuse (cannabis, tobacco)

(Murray-Harvey et al. 2000; Sun et al. 2011), health-damaging behaviours (Tavolacci et al.

2013) and increased suicidal ideation (Zhang et al. 2012). It should be noted that health-

adverse behaviours are interlinked. For example, alcohol consumption adversely influ-

ences eating habits, smoking and physical activity (Deasy et al. 2014a).

Other studies report longitudinal changes in university students’ levels of distress

(Deasy et al. 2014a, 2016). These studies also observe that students experience higher

stress levels in their first year of study, although the results of the former study indicate

a high degree of stress in the last year. Prior research on proactive strategies implying

the use of both self- and co-regulative strategies in reducing burnout is useful among

teacher students in promoting a good learning environment fit, and in reducing the risk

of burnout (Pietarinen et al. 2013; Väisänen et al. 2018). Vaez and Laflamme (2008) found

that students who were older or enrolled in shorter degree programmes (e.g. three year-

programmes) were more likely to complete their studies successfully.

Less attention has been paid to the effects of stress and coping styles on academic

achievement. This is a subject of increasing interest, given the growing number of

students, the increasing competition between them, and the importance of reaching

the end of a degree programme successfully and becoming personally and academically

fulfilled (Hökka and Eteläpelto 2014; Nonterah et al. 2015; Pluut, Ilies, and Curşeu 2015).

Few studies of teacher education students have examined the relationship between
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stress, coping and academic performance. In general, there is a lack of investment in the

health of university students (Sancho-Gil, Sánchez-Valero, and Domingo-Coscollola

2017), which is not monitored extensively. However, an interest in improving academic

achievement in teacher education programmes has led academic authorities in educa-

tion faculties to implement effective tutorial action plans, to ensure that the welfare of

their students is promoted through a certain institutional agenda (Sancho-Gil, Sánchez-

Valero, and Domingo-Coscollola 2017).

This study focuses on stress, coping strategies and academic achievement in teacher

education students and has three objectives: to describe different degrees of stress and

coping styles; to examine the relationship between stress, coping strategies and aca-

demic achievement; and to examine whether increased age can moderate the effects of

stress on academic achievement.

Method

Participants

The sample of this study consists of 334 undergraduate university students at a Spanish

university enrolled in a bachelor’s degree course in either Early Childhood Education or

in Primary Education (79.6% women) whose mean age was 23.6 years old (SD = 5.2).

Specifically, 53.2% were students of Early Childhood Education (n = 178), and 46.2%

were students of Primary Education (n = 154). The majority were born in Spain (91.3%)

(see Table 1).

Based on Hollingshead’s four factor index (Hollingshead 2011), explained below in the

section Measures, the participants’ family socioeconomic status (FSS) corresponded to the

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of relevant variables (n = 334).

Variables n (%)

Age. M (SD) 23.6 (5.2)
Girls. (n. %) 266 (79.6)
Academic year. n (%)

2°n year 88 (26.3)
3rd year 175 (52.3)
4th year 69 (20.6)
Not provide 2 (.6)

Bachelor degree. n (%)
Early childhood education 178 (53.2)
Primary education 154 (46.2)
Not provide 2 (.6)

Country of birth
Spain 305 (91.3)
Central America 12 (3.5)
South-America 3 (.9)
Africa 1 (.3)
Not provide 4 (1.2)

FSS family. n (%)
FSS low 45 (13.4)
FSS low-medium 54 (16.1)
FSS medium 79 (23.6)
FSS medium-high 110 (32.9)
FSS high 46 (13.7)

FSS family. M (SD) 37.9 (14.7)
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following categories: in 13.4% of the cases it was low; in 16.1% it was low to medium; in

23.6% it was medium; in 32.9% it was medium to high; and in 13.7% it was high.

Measures

The following questionnaires were administered.

The socio-demographic data sheet

This questionnaire provided information about the respondents’ age, gender, year of

study, degree being studied, country of birth and family socioeconomic status (FSS)

(Hollingshead 2011). For the FSS, the educational and occupational levels of both

parents were taken into account.

The perceived stress scale (PSS)

This questionnaire (Cohen and Williamson 1988) provided information about the parti-

cipants’ perception of the stress they experience. The questionnaire is widely used in

educational studies with students (see Chao 2012; Tavolacci et al. 2013). PSS is a self-

report instrument that evaluates the level of perceived stress during the month leading

up to the questionnaire, and consists of 10 items with a 5-point response scale where 0

is ‘never’, 1 is ‘almost never’, 2 is ‘sometimes’, 3 is ‘often’ and 4 is ‘very often’ (for

example: ‘In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and stressed?’). The total

score of the PSS is obtained by reversing the scores of items 4, 5, 7, and 8 (in the

following manner: 0 = 4, 1 = 3, 2 = 2, 3 = 1, and 4 = 0) and then summing across all scale

items. A higher score indicates a higher level of perceived stress. Internal consistency

was adequate (ω = .89) and confirmatory factor analysis corroborated the factor struc-

ture (Reis et al. 2017). The PSS has a possible range of scores from 0 to 40. The range of

PSS scores were divided into stratified quartiles. The upper two and lower two quartiles

were combined (23 being the operational cut off value for the upper bound) and were

labelled as ‘stressed’ and ‘not stressed’, respectively. This cut off value was selected in

accordance with a similar study from France (Tavolacci et al. 2013).

The coping reponses inventory-adult form (CRI-A)

The CRI-A was used to obtain an indication of the respondents’ coping strategies (Moos

1993). To evaluate the coping strategies, the Spanish adaptation (Kirchner et al. 2008) of

the Coping Responses Inventory-Adult Form (CRI-A) was employed. This inventory

consists of 48 items that require participants to indicate their responses on a 4-point

Likert scale anchored by ‘not at all’ and ‘fairly often’. These responses are measured by

four scales: two scales measure approach coping and two scales measure avoidance

coping (Moos 1993). The approach coping strategies were: logical analysis, positive

reappraisal, seeking guidance and support, and problem solving (for example: ‘I thought

of different ways to solve the problem’). For the CRI-A approach coping measures,

logical analysis refers to cognitive attempts to understand and prepare mentally for

a stressor and its consequences. Positive reappraisal means cognitive attempts to

construe and restructure a problem in a positive way while still accepting the reality

of the situation. Seeking guidance and support refers to behavioural attempts to seek

information, guidance, or support. Problem solving means behavioural attempts to take

4 J. GUSTEMS-CARNICER ET AL.



action to deal directly with the problem. The avoidance coping strategies were: cogni-

tive avoidance, acceptance/resignation, seeking alternative rewards, and emotional dis-

charge (for example: ‘I thought that time would solve it and that all I had to do was

wait’). For the CRI-Adult avoidance coping measures, ‘cognitive avoidance’ measures

cognitive attempts to avoid thinking realistically about a problem. ‘Acceptance or

resignation’ refers to cognitive attempts to react to the problem by accepting it.

‘Seeking alternative rewards’ denotes the behavioural attempts to get involved in

substitute activities and create new sources of satisfaction, and ‘emotional discharge’

refers to the behavioural attempts to reduce tension by expressing negative feelings.

The Spanish adaptation of the CRI-A shows good reliability, measured by Cronbach’s

alpha coefficients ranging between .81 and .90 (Kirchner et al. 2008).

Academic achievement

The students specified their university grade-point average and the number of academic

credits they had successfully completed. The formal curriculum was meant to be

completed in four years; however, the system was somewhat flexible and a number of

students took longer to complete their studies. Grade-point average was considered as

an indicator of academic achievement.

Procedure

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Barcelona, Spain,

and observed the guidelines of the Belmont Report (1978), which establishes three basic

principles to guide human research: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. The

study procedures were explained to the students in full, in a classroom information

session, before they were invited to participate. A consent form to be signed by students

was requested on the day of the data collection. Participation in the study was voluntary

and anonymous.

The questionnaires were administered to groups of 15–30 students over a 1-hour

session in their classrooms. Students were informed that there were no right or wrong

answers, and that the answers should reflect their own experiences. Special attention

was paid to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of the data, and to encourage

students to answer all questions. Two members of the research team were present in

the classroom to clarify doubts and help if necessary.

Data analyses

In the case of the quantitative variables, means and standard deviations were calculated;

frequencies and percentages were used for qualitative variables. Bivariate correlations

were calculated to evaluate the association between perceived stress, coping strategies

(positive reappraisal, seeking guidance, problem solving, cognitive avoidance, accep-

tance, seeking alternative rewards, emotional discharge) and academic achievement

(university grade-point average). Linear regression analyses were used to predict the

academic achievement of the students in relation to the perceived stress and coping

strategies. Here, the stepwise method was employed. Stepwise methods are used to

evaluate the order of importance of variables and to select useful subsets of variables. In
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the subsequent statistical analyses, academic achievement served as the criterion vari-

able in the regression analyses, while perceived stress, as measured by the PSS, and

coping strategies, as measured by the CRI-A, were utilized as the predictor variable. This

test was administered according to age, family socioeconomic status, and the number of

academic credits the respondents had successfully completed. The ModGraph program,

version 3.0 (Jose 2013) was used to examine the moderating role of perceived stress

between age (predictor variable) and raw scores on academic achievement (criterion

variable). The study used a stepwise selection method and, for the statistical analysis,

Version 22.0 of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). For all the tests

carried out, bilateral statistical significance was set at p equal to or less than .05.

Results

Descriptive and bivariate correlations

Table 2 lists descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for predictor and criterion

variables, so in perceived stress, 51.2% students experienced stress (PSS greater than 23).

In coping strategies, students showed higher scores in avoidance coping strategies:

cognitive avoidance, emotional discharge and seeking alternative rewards.

Perceived Stress (r = −.116) was negatively related to academic achievement. The use

of approach coping strategies (seeking guidance r = .132 and problem-solving r = .172)

was positively related to academic achievement. Seeking support from family, friends or

adults was positively related to academic achievement (r = .163), while resorting to more

cognitive avoidance strategies was negatively related to academic achievement

(r = −.215).

Results of linear regression analyses for significance variables

A linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the predictive relationship

between perceived stress, coping strategies (seeking guidance, problem-solving and

cognitive avoidance) and academic achievement. The results indicated that cognitive

avoidance, perceived stress, problem-solving and age explained 16% of the variance in

academic achievement (F = 15.551, p = .0001), that is, approximately one-sixth of the

variance in academic achievement is explained by these three variables. See Table 3.

Moderation analysis

Three moderation analyses were conducted. For the criterion variable (academic achieve-

ment), the first analysis used perceived stress, the second used cognitive avoidance and

the third used problem-solving. The analyses were conducted with ModGraph (Jose 2013).

The interaction between perceived stress and age was statistically significant (t = 2.496,

p = .013) while the interactions between cognitive avoidance and age (t = .693, p = .489)

and problem-solving and age (t = .956, p = .340) were not. See Table 3.

Figure 1 shows the interaction between perceived stress and age in relation to

academic achievement. Perceived stress significantly moderated the relationship

between age and academic achievement. Students experiencing higher stress levels
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performed worse academically. Age was associated with diminished stress (low

slope = .756, t (334) = 13.55, p < .001; high slope = .954, t (334) = 36.39, p < .001).

Discussion

Regarding our first objective (to study the relationship between stress, coping strategies

and academic achievement), a substantial proportion of the students in the study

(51.2%) experienced notable levels of stress. The prevalence of stress reported in the

study resembles the levels reported in international university student populations

(Deasy et al. 2014a; Tavolacci et al. 2013). Stress negatively impacts the learning of

university students and can influence students’ adaptive functioning (Väisänen et al.

Table 3. Regression model to study the link between stress, coping strategies and academic achievement.

Unstandardized Coefficients
Standardized
Coefficients

Predictor Variable Criterion Variable B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

Constant Academic 7.350 .273 26.969 .000
Avoidance cognitive Progress1 −.006 .003 −.124 −2.202 .028
Stressa −.020 .005 −.210 −3.796 .000
Problem solving .009 .003 .150 2.680 .008
Age .027 .005 .277 4.881 .000
Constant2 Academic 7.907 .124 63.802 .000
Stress Progress −.011 .005 −.121 −2.178 .030
Constant2 Academic 7.167 .164 43.812 .000
Stress Progress −.013 .005 −.140 −2.680 .008
Age .033 −005 .338 6.453 .000
Constant2 Academic 8.470 .547 −.210 15.492 .000
Stress Progress −.064 .023 −.736 −3.014 .003
Age −.024 .023 −.245 −1.022 .307
Stress * Age .002 .001 .866 2.496 .013

Notes. Control variables: age, family socioeconomic status, and number of academic credits successfully completed. aPSS.
Perceived Stress Scales. Raw score. 1 Grade-point average in the student’s academic transcript 2 Moderation analysis.

Figure 1. Interaction between perceived stress and age in relation to academic achievement.
Modgraph figure.
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2018), and this is associated with the increase in risk behaviour and physical distress

(Jennings et al. 2017), a higher risk of excessive alcohol consumption, eating disorders

and internet addiction (Tavolacci et al. 2013). Prolonged exposure to stress may lead to

numerous stress symptoms in teacher students such as somatic symptoms, anxiety

disorder, depressive symptoms, and cognitive symptoms, which may also have an

impact on academic achievement (Deasy et al. 2014a).

The relationship between stress and coping in university students is also interesting.

Coping is a key variable in the process of reducing, minimizing or tolerating stress

(Gustems and Calderon 2013) and preventing a negative academic result (Tavolacci et al.

2013). The coping profile of the students in our sample was characterized by avoidance

strategies such as cognitive avoidance, emotional discharge and seeking alternative

rewards. A study of Iranian university students found that individuals who considered

their problems to be uncontrollable used many more avoidance strategies, such as

cognitive avoidance and seeking alternative rewards, and made fewer positive reapprai-

sals than their peers, who perceived the situation as controllable (Aguilar-Vafaie and

Abiari 2007). The use of cognitive avoidance can negatively affect academic achieve-

ment. Some studies indicate that students are more likely to ignore their emotional or

mental ill health and are more likely to employ maladaptive responses to stress (Deasy

et al. 2016). These responses may include seeking alternative rewards in the form of

substance use (alcohol, tobacco and cannabis) (Butler, Dodge, and Faurote 2010; Sun

et al. 2011) and health-damaging diets (Tavolacci et al. 2013). Note, too, that although

individuals may assume that these responses help to minimize stress, they are asso-

ciated with an increase in distress and are in themselves risk behaviours. Tang and Qin

(2015) go even further in a study of Chinese university students which associates

emotional discharge with a significant increase in the risk of suicidal ideation.

Cognitive avoidance can lead individuals to disengage from their studies, which com-

pounds the effects of stress and negatively affects their academic future (Neveu et al.

2012), while problem-focused coping responses can alleviate the negative impact of

stress and lead to more positive results (Doron et al. 2009). Students who use problem-

focused strategies when revising for their examinations adopt more active strategies,

such as planning or seeking social support for instrumental reasons (Rogaten and

Moneta 2017), and this can affect their performance positively. Future lines of research

on university students and stress would benefit from analyzing the relationship between

stress, coping strategies and the perception of control.

Another finding in this study relates to the variables that are most closely associated

with students’ academic performance. Approach strategies such as seeking help and

attempting to solve problems were positively related to academic performance, while

cognitive avoidance and stress were negatively related. These results corroborate the

findings of numerous studies (Deasy et al. 2014a; Gustems and Calderon 2013; Pietarinen

et al. 2013), suggesting that academic performance depends in part upon how students

perceive and cope with stressing situations (Murray-Harvey et al. 2000; Stormont and

Young-Walker 2017; Vaez and Laflamme 2008). The literature shows that university

students who use approach coping strategies, such as seeking social support

(Väisänen et al. 2018), and who make changes to improve their stressful circumstances

(Mapfumo, Chitsiko, and Chireshell 2012) adapt better than students who use avoidance

coping strategies, such as substance use (Tavolacci et al. 2013), and who try to ignore

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF TEACHER EDUCATION 9



stress (Mapfumo, Chitsiko, and Chireshell 2012). These behaviours negatively affect not

only academic performance but personal health and well-being (Tang, Xue, and Qin

2015; Zhang et al. 2012). One educational implication of the results is that knowledge of

how students deal with personal and academic difficulties is a better predictor of their

academic achievement than knowledge of their level of stress. Students who were under

less stress and who responded to pressure with fewer avoidance coping strategies and

more approach coping strategies were also those who performed best academically.

Studies have shown that teacher education students experience varying levels of stress

over the course of their degree programme (Deasy et al. 2014a; Montgomery, MacFarlane,

and Trumpower 2012; Stormont and Young-Walker 2017), particularly during practicum

studies (Zhu 2017). Our results show that students perform worse under stress, but that

the effects of stress on performance diminish with age, so younger students are more

likely to ignore their emotional or mental ill health (Deasy et al. 2014b). These results can

be related in part to the findings of Vaez and Laflamme (2008), who observe that older

students or those who enrol in shorter degree programmes (e.g. three-year programmes)

are more likely to complete their studies successfully. Bewick et al. (2010) observe that

students experience higher levels of pressure at the beginning of their degree pro-

gramme, mainly during the first year, and especially in the first semester.

Because stress is often accepted as being part and parcel of student life, few measures

are taken to prevent it. However, it is important to understand the detrimental effects of

stress on students’ academic performance and personal well-being. In our case, this is also

important because today’s teacher education students will be tomorrow’s teachers. Some

studies suggest that student attrition is related to stress and to expectations about and

motivations for entering teaching (Van Maele and Van Houtte 2015; Watt and Richardson

2012). Unhealthy lifestyles, high levels of psychological distress and maladaptive coping

strategies raise concerns about students’ future role as teachers in a profession which can

become especially stressful and lead to early burnout (Deasy et al. 2014b; Hoglund,

Klingle, and Hosan 2015; Pas, Bradshaw, and Hershfeldt 2012; Shen et al. 2012; Van

Maele and Van Houtte 2015). A study of a broad sample of teacher education students

of Ireland found that 41.9% showed levels of psychological distress (Deasy et al. 2014a).

Some studies suggest that the origin of these experiences may be teachers’ experience of

teacher training (Gavish 2017), for instance, a lack of sufficient support and excessive

workload (Väisänen et al. 2018). Therefore, those who are responsible for designing

university curricula should work proactively to address the problem of stress in student

populations, and help individuals acquire specific approach coping strategies (Vaez and

Laflamme 2008; Väisänen et al. 2018), i.e. help the students to regulate one’s well-being is

an important part of a teacher’s competence and it should be recognized and facilitated

during the teacher studies (Väisänen et al. 2018). Environments that provide support and

help teachers derive a sense of personal accomplishment and satisfaction from their work

are more likely to promote resilience (Blackmore, Howard, and Kington 2018; Mansfield

et al. 2016). Studies related to increasing students’ level of well-being, help students create

realistic expectations of the studies, as well as incorporate their previous school experi-

ences and the incipient pedagogic identities can help prevent dropout from teacher

education and later attrition from the profession (Bentea 2015; Bergmark et al. 2018;

van Rijswijk et al. 2018).
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Stress management programmes may be delivered by an education professional, as

self-help, or as part of a university curriculum. Wellness training programmes, based on

stress reduction techniques, are extremely helpful and should be an essential aspect of

the university curriculum (Stormont and Young-Walker 2017). They include positive

cognitions, knowing the curriculum, being organised, breathing and relaxation strate-

gies, physical activity, humour and time management. A pilot study of an intervention

for student-teachers prior to their practicum found that they were less stressed and

anxious after the workshop and practicum. Student-teachers wanted to take part in this

intervention and found it useful (Zhu 2017).

A number of training programmes develop teachers’ well-being. These include:

‘Managing Occupational Stress through the Development of Emotional Intelligence’

(Vesely, Saklofske, and Nordstokke 2014); ‘Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in

Education (CARE)’ (Jennings et al. 2017); ‘Mindfulness-Based Wellness Education

(MBWE)’ (Poulin 2009); ‘Stress Management and Relaxation Techniques in Education

(SMART)’ (Ragoonaden 2017); ‘Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction’ (Kabat-Zinn 2003).

In addition, various positive psychology exercises enhance well-being through increas-

ing gratitude, such as ‘Three Good Things’ (Seligman et al. 2005).

To achieve an improvement in these areas requires the cooperation of staff and

students’ commitment, Health Promoting Universities project and the Ottawa Charter

for Health Promotion (WHO 1986). Based on the main stressors identified in a study by

Deasy et al. (2016), possible actions are: establishing a health and safety committee;

avoiding over-bureaucratization; organizing workshops on relaxation, coaching, sexual

health, assertiveness and drug prevention; reviewing curricula to avoid unnecessary

student workload; encouraging participation in sports and cultural clubs, such as choirs,

big bands and orchestras; extending mentoring and peer mentoring periods; establish-

ing a tutorial action plan specially designed for the reception of first-year students;

providing vocational guidance and transition for students in their final year; and pro-

moting international mobility programmes (such as the European Erasmus Programme)

to foster change and learning. In university studies, the key idea is to guide students’

responsibility for their own studies and to create learning processes where students can

research phenomena they are interested in (Rautiainen, Mäensivu, and Nikkola 2018), as

promoting discussion-based teaching, so the teacher’s position changes from ‘better

knower’ to counsellor in the learning process (Lipponen and Kumpulainen 2011).

Although students are often reluctant to use support services (Deasy et al. 2016),

study programmes should offer students effective coping skills that can improve their

sense of well-being, help them focus on their studies, and be useful in their professional

development. If this is not done, the cycle of stress and avoidance coping may become

a long-term problem for students in their professional and personal lives.

Limitations

This study has certain limitations. First, the group comprised mainly female university

students from a single faculty, and the results cannot be generalized to other groups.

Future lines of research should study male students and use broader samples to

corroborate the results of this study and introduce other variables in the explanatory

model, such as perception of control, engagement and dispositional optimism/
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pessimism. Second, the measures in our study were based on self-reporting, so biased

respondent reporting remains a possibility (students’ answers may have exaggerated the

facts or been determined by selective memory, and there may have been a desirability

bias), as does the common method bias when the same method is used to measure

multiple constructs. Finally, because of its cross-sectional design, this study was unable

to infer causalities and the results may not be predictive of the longitudinal relationship

between self-reported perceived stress and coping. Future research would benefit from

a longitudinal study that followed students in their subsequent years, and explored the

pattern of change during an entire study programme.

Practical implications

A substantial proportion of students experienced notable levels of stress during the

academic year, especially in the first years of their degree. The students who performed

best academically tended to use more approach coping strategies (such as problem-

solving strategies) and fewer avoidance strategies (such as seeking alternative rewards

or cognitive avoidance). The situation could be improved if the students were better

trained to improve coping strategies and deal with the stressful aspects of teaching

(note that there are specific programmes designed to enhance teachers’ self-efficacy).

Furthermore, an improvement in interactions with school authorities, colleagues and

families could also prove useful. Training teachers in communication or interpersonal

skills might help them improve such interactions.
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