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Summary The aim of this paper is to explore the leading programmatic stressors
and associated age related stressors experienced by two cohorts of students
(n = 132) completing part time degree programmes in nursing in two third level insti-
tutions in the Republic of Ireland.

To date the literature has exclusively focused on the day to day stressors that
undergraduate nursing student’s experience.

The design chosen was descriptive utilising a questionnaire as the mode of data
collection. ‘Preparing assignments for submission’, ‘trying to balance work commit-
ments and the required study’, ‘doing the course assignments’, ‘the demands of
writing an assignment to the necessary level’, the prospect of the final examination’
and ‘preparing for the course examination’ were all ranked as the leading stressors.
The younger participants in this study were more likely to register higher degrees of
stress as a result of the process stressors of their studies owing to the negative cor-
relation with age. Process stressors were associated with the academic workload
and time management difficulties.

The findings have wider implications for educationalists in relation to course
development and ongoing student support. Educationalists need to be cognizant
in particular of the age related stressors associated with completing part time
degree programmes.
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Introduction

In order to provide optimal care for patients and
clients, many nurses and midwives strive to meet
the professional and clinical requirements of their
jobs by undertaking formal professional develop-
ment programmes. Such programmes are increas-
ingly required (An Bord Altranais, 2005) to be
academically validated and to award academic
credits that contribute to individual nurses pro-
gression pathways. That stress is associated with
student participation in academia has long been
recognised (Evans and Kelly, 2004). As stress can
disrupt physiological and psychological health
(Sarifino, 1998), it is important to explore both
causes and effects of academic stress amongst
the nursing workforce and this report aims to con-
tribute to discussion by investigating the effect of
student age upon stressors and stress responses
amongst post-registration students in two third level
educational institutions in the Republic of Ireland.
Background/literature

The leading stressors isolated amongst pre-regis-
tration nursing students include; examinations
and the level and intensity of academic work load
(Evans and Kelly, 2004; Timmins and Kaliszer,
2002; Lo, 2002). Pressure of work in terms of pre-
paring for examinations and acquiring professional
knowledge, skills and attitudes were reported as
the most stressful aspects of medical training
(Radcliffe and Lester, 2003). Similarly Everly
et al. (1994) reported academic issues such as
examinations and the amount of class work as
the leading stressors among occupational health
students. Nichol and Timmins (2005) explored
the programme related stressors experienced by
registered nurses (n = 70) undertaking a part time
degree course. Balancing work commitments with
study and the prospect of the final examination
were items with the highest stress ratings. Other
potential stressors included work load, completing
assignments and the demands of writing at the
necessary academic level. However, while aca-
demic stressors are of consistently high ranking
in studies associated with nurse education at di-
ploma level, finance, family and health stressors
have also been identified (Lo, 2002; Jones and
Johnston, 1997).

Dowswell et al. (1998) explored motivational
factors influencing participation in post-registra-
tion degree courses within a group of health care
professionals that included nurses. Negative feel-
ings about themselves and their professional status
influenced students towards participating in fur-
ther studies. Negative impacts upon home and fam-
ily life were associated with participation in degree
courses.

In relation to age, academic work has been dem-
onstrated as a greater challenge to younger student
nurses completing undergraduate studies, owing
possibly to their limited coping ability and asser-
tiveness skills (Ofori, 2000). Richardson (1995)
found that motivational factors and prior life expe-
riences endorsed a deeper approach to learning for
mature students as they view education as a cata-
lyst for change in their lives. They may also experi-
ence a tremendous pressure to succeed (Shanahan,
2000). Glackin and Glackin (1998) identified that is-
sues such as finance, family commitments, aca-
demic study, difficulties in adaptability and speed
of learning are problems that continue to present
for older students.

The literature to date has focused predomi-
nantly on identifying and measuring student nurse
stress at pre-registration stage. Only one study
has described the stressors experienced by part
time degree students undertaking studies in a uni-
versity in the Republic of Ireland (Nichol and Tim-
mins, 2005). Anecdotal feedback from an Irish
perspective suggests that stressors such as getting
time off to attend a course and financial difficulties
create stress for qualified nurses. There is, how-
ever, a dearth of literature exploring the possible
relationship between age and associated stress
applicable to this population of students. The pri-
mary focus of this report is therefore to explore
the types of age related stressors part time degree
students experience during their academic lives.
McKay (1978) acknowledged the importance of
‘‘tuning in’’ to students, asking them for assistance
in understanding the educational process as per-
ceived from their perspective. This is a timely ini-
tial step in attempting to explore the everyday
realities of student life during the present period
of change in the structure and delivery of Irish
nurse education.
The study

Study aim

The aim of this study is to explore the age related
stressors experienced by two cohorts of students
(n = 132) completing part time Honours Bachelor
Degree In Nursing programmes in two third level
institutions in the Republic of Ireland. Research
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questions were formulated following review of the
literature. These questions are detailed below:

� What are the predominant stressors qualified
nurses and midwives experience while complet-
ing part time Degree courses.
� Is there a relationship between student age and
the stressors experienced by qualified nurses
and midwives who are completing part time
Degree courses.

Design

The design chosen was descriptive exploratory util-
ising a questionnaire as the mode of data
collection.

Participants

Convenience sampling was the sampling method
chosen. Two cohorts of students from two third le-
vel colleges in the Republic of Ireland were se-
lected. Seventy (out of a 90-student cohort) and
62 (out of a 75-student cohort) were present on
the day of data collection in the final week of the
programme. Both groups of students were regis-
tered nurses completing part time Honours Bache-
lor Degree in Nursing programmes of studies.

The two cohorts of students chosen attended 1
day per week for a period of 26 weeks. Assessment
strategies for both programmes comprised of pre-
sentations, written assignments, and examinations.
Data collection

Nichol and Timmins (2005) constructed a reliable
questionnaire to measure and identify the stressors
that are prevalent amongst nurses who are studying
at part time degree level. Given that the question-
naire was consistent with the study aim it was
therefore employed.

The tool contains 45-item with three sections.
Section 1 includes demographic data about the stu-
dents. Section 2 contains 39 items concerning four
specific areas known to cause stress to part time
students. This section was subdivided into four cat-
egories related to the structure, process and prod-
uct of the programme and personal individual
items. All items in this section of the questionnaire
were in Likert scale format type along five charac-
teristics (1 = no stress, 2 = a little stress, 3 = mod-
erate stress, 4 = a lot of stress and 5 = severe
stress). The third section of the questionnaire com-
prised of open-ended questions which provided the
student with an opportunity to list any further pro-
gramme related stressors that they experienced
which were not included in Section 2 of the
questionnaire.
Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the research ethics
committees in both institutions. Three to four
weeks prior to data collection both student cohorts
were given verbal information about the study in
question in order to maximise informed consent.
An outline of the study and method of data collec-
tion were discussed and student agreement to be-
come involved in the study was sought. When the
data was subsequently collected all students were
reassured that there was no obligation for them
to participate. Completion of the questionnaire
by the participants was taken as consent to take
part in the study.

The questionnaire was distributed to both stu-
dent cohorts on the final week of the programme
and it took 20 min approximately to complete. A
written letter outlining the background and aim
of the study along with instructions on how to com-
plete the questionnaire were also included in an
accompanying letter. It was reemphasised to all
students that participation was voluntary and refu-
sal to complete the questionnaire would not im-
pact on progression in the course.

Data analysis

Descriptive analysis was completed utilising the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
A MANOVA test was used to identify were there sig-
nificant differences between sites in their re-
sponses to the questionnaire. Where significant
difference did not exist Spearman’s rank order cor-
relation coefficient was employed as an appropri-
ate correlation tool to explore relationships
between age and the stress sections in question.
The coefficient alpha of internal consistency for
the stress questionnaire was 0.94, which indicates
satisfactory reliability.
Findings

Characteristics of the subjects

Ninety-four percent of the student sample were
female (Table 1.1). While the majority (64%) were
between the ages of 20–30 years of age, 47



Table 1.1 Gender distribution of candidates

Number of respondents %

Male 8 6
Female 123 94

Total number 131 100

Table 1.2 Age distribution of candidates

Number of respondents %

20–30 years 84 64
31–40 years 31 24
41–50 years 14 11
Over 51 years 2 1

Total number 131 100
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students (36%) were 31 years or older and therefore
classified as mature (Table 1.2).

Ranking of stressors

The mean result in ranking order of each stress
item is presented in Table 2. ‘Preparing assign-
ments for submission’ had the highest mean score
(mean = 4.05, SD = 0.864). Other stress items iden-
tified in the top five included; ‘Trying to balance
work commitments and the required study’
(mean = 4.01, SD = 0.953), ‘Doing the course
assignments’ (mean = 3.94, SD = 0.808), ‘The de-
mands of writing an assignment to the necessary le-
vel’ (mean = 3.90, SD = 0.956), and ‘The prospect
of the final examination’ (mean = 3.90, SD = 1.04.

Three stress items were assigned little or no
stress response owing to their overall means results
scoring less than two. These included ‘Relation-
ships with lecturers’, ‘The start time of the study
day’ and ‘Travelling to attend the programme’
(Table 2).

Stress distribution

Table 3 reports the distribution of the top 10
ranked items according to mean score. Ninety-four
percent of respondents reported; moderate to se-
vere stress in relation to the top stress item ‘Pre-
paring assignments for submission’. ‘Trying to
balance work commitments and the required
study’ (the second highest mean stressor) scored
only marginally less with 93% reporting moderate
to severe stress.

Twenty-four percent of the student group re-
ported severe stress and over half (51%) reported
a lot of stress when ‘Doing the course assign-
ments’. Conversely however 32% of students re-
ported severe stress and 34% reported a lot of
stress in relation to ‘The demands of writing an
assignment to the necessary level’. ‘The prospect
of the final exam’ had a broadly similar stress dis-
tribution with over a third of the students (36%)
identifying that this item caused severe stress
and 32% reporting a lot of stress. Forty-five percent
of students reported a lot of stress in relation to
‘course workload’. ‘Personal time management’
and ‘studying at degree level’ had a similar distri-
bution with 35% of students reporting a lot of stress
and 18% percent reporting severe stress.

Age and programmatic stress

The two sites in this study were analysed to explore
was there any significant differences in their re-
sponses to the stressors identified. The four subsec-
tion (programme structure, programme process,
programme product and personal issues) cumula-
tive mean scores were tested with respect to site
using a MANOVA test. Both sites reported significant
difference in their response to the structural and
product stressors associated to their programme
of study. However the process and personal stress-
ors of the respective courses generated no signifi-
cant difference in the students’ response.
Subsequently age was then correlated with these
two significant results. The process stressors of
the courses were found to have a negative correla-
tion with age at the 0.05 probability level (Table 4).
The younger participants therefore were more
likely to register higher degrees of stress as a result
of the process stressors of their studies. The process
items along with their overall ranking mean scores
for the study are listed in Table 5.

The open-ended section of the questionnaire
did not yield any other programmatic stress
experiences.
Discussion

Programmatic stressors

This study was undertaken in order to inform edu-
cationalists about the circumstances of registered
nurses who are completing degree programmes in
the Republic of Ireland as they strive to juggle pro-
fessional, personal, social and academic roles
throughout the course of their studies.

Significantly the leading stressors isolated in this
study support Nichol and Timmins (2005) earlier
study findings. ‘Preparing assignments for submis-



Table 2 Mean ranking stressors

Mean Standard deviation

1 Preparing assignments for submission 4.05 0.864
2 Trying to balance work commitments and the required study 4.01 0.953
3 Doing the course assignments 3.94 0.808
4 The demands of writing an assignment to the necessary level 3.90 0.956
5 The prospect of the final examination 3.90 1.04
6 Preparing for the course examination 3.85 1.01
7 The course workload 3.78 0.868
8 Keeping up with the work of the course 3.74 0.954
9 Personal time management 3.58 0.941
10 Studying at degree level 3.55 0.999
11 Academic writing required on the course 3.51 1.00
12 Trying to balance home commitments and the required study 3.50 1.19
13 Meeting the academic demands of the programme 3.44 0.962
14 Meeting personal needs while studying 3.36 0.998
15 My own standards of achievement 3.34 1.02
16 The level of writing skills required 3.27 0.995
17 Fulfilling my home responsibilities 3.17 1.18
18 Finding time to go to the library 3.17 1.03
19 Neglecting home responsibilities 3.12 1.19
20 Fulfilling my work/employment responsibilities 3.08 1.13
21 The theoretical level of content of the course 3.01 0.976
22 Adhering to course guidelines for assignments 2.93 1.00
23 Feeling that I have neglected work responsibilities 2.64 1.22
24 Perceived pressure to keep up with other students 2.64 1.14
25 Getting time off from work to attend 2.56 1.30
26 The finish time of the days 2.49 1.31
27 The required classroom contact hours 2.44 1.03
28 Lectures lasting more than one hour 2.31 0.997
29 Attendance at weekly study day 2.23 0.972
30 Paying/negotiating the course fees 2.22 1.34
31 The teaching methods cause me stress 2.05 0.876
32 Attendance at classes 2.03 0.901
33 The expectations of the other students in the course 2.03 0.960
34 Paying other course costs 2.01 1.105
35 Travelling to attend the programme 1.99 0.023
36 The start time of the study days 1.89 1.054
37 Relationships with lecturers 1.50 0.741

A score of four equals ‘a lot of stress’, three equals ‘Moderate stress’, two equals ‘A little stress’ and one equals ‘No stress’.

Table 3 Percentage distributions of top ten ranking individual stress items

No stress A little
stress

Moderate
stress

A lot of
stress

Severe
stress

1 Preparing assignments for submission 0 6 17 44 33
2 Trying to balance work commitments

and the required study
2 5 17 42 34

3 Doing the course assignments 0 5 20 51 24
4 The demands of writing an assignment

to the necessary level
1 5 28 34 32

5 The prospect of the final examination 1 11 20 32 36
6 Preparing for the course examination 1 8 26 33 32
7 The course workload 1 6 28 45 20
8 Keeping up with the work of the course 1 10 25 41 23
9 Personal time management 1 11 35 35 18
10 Studying at degree level 2 12 33 35 18

An exploratory study identifying the programme related stressors 735



Table 5 Process stressors associated with studying
at part time degree level

Stress item Overall
mean
score

Keeping up with the work of
the course

3.74

Personal time management 3.58

Academic writing required on the course 3.51

Meeting the academic demands
of the programme

3.44

Finding time to go to the library 3.17

The finish time of class 2.49

Lectures lasting more than 1 h 2.31

The teaching methods cause me stress 2.05

Attendance at classes 2.03

The expectations of other students
on the course

2.03

The start time of class 1.89

Three equals ‘Moderate stress’, two equals ‘A little stress’
and one equals ‘No stress’.

Table 4 Age correlation with programme process
stress

Spearman’s Rank correlation coefficient �0.238
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.008
n 125

736 W. Evans et al.
sion’, ‘trying to balance work commitments and
the required study’, ‘doing the course assign-
ments’, ‘the demands of writing an assignment to
the necessary level’, the prospect of the final
examination’ and ‘preparing for the course exami-
nation’ are all ranked as leading stressors. While
examination stressors were ranked fifth and sixth
in this study the findings are unique and demon-
strate a shift in trends away from examinations
being the prime academic stressor when compared
to similar studies.

With increasing programme emphasis on contin-
uous assessment, stress associated with continu-
ous assessments, in the form of projects and
assignments, has also increased. Three of the
top four leading stressors are associated with
completing assignments; ‘preparing assignments
for submission’, ‘doing the course assignments’
and ‘the demands of writing an assignment to
the necessary level’. Gammon and Morgan-Samuel
(2005) conclude that structured tutorial support
can be an influential variable in reducing student
nurse stress, promoting self-esteem and facilitat-
ing more effective coping. While these finding
are applicable to undergraduate students they
have equal resonance across post registration
courses.

These assignment stressors however cannot be
viewed in isolation from ‘trying to balance work
commitments and the required study’ the second
leading stressor isolated in the study. Competing
stressors are evident amongst this group of nurses
as they attempt to juggle the academic demands
of their course such as ‘the completion of assign-
ments’ and their professional roles as staff
nurses/midwives.

A leading stressor amongst students in this
study included ‘The demands of writing an assign-
ment to the necessary level’. Two thirds of stu-
dents reported this as a source of at least a lot
of stress. Furthermore fifty three students re-
ported similar levels of stress with the item
‘studying at degree level’. Although Lindop
(1999) unearthed similar type responses in aca-
demic stress levels when comparing pre- and
post-project 2000 student nurses, no literature
to date has explored the stressors amongst regis-
tered nurses and midwives associated with the
academic transition from Diploma to Degree level.
The findings in this study reflects a possible aca-
demic naivety on the students’ part in relation
to studying at degree level.

Nicklin and Kenworthy (2000) conjecture that
arousal is essential for optimum performance,
including learning but as stress mounts perfor-
mance can deteriorate. While positive stress is
integrally associated with many forms of assess-
ment, unwanted stress linked to assessments that
are poorly structured and sequenced can impact
on a students’ learning experience by generating
negative stress. Conversely well thought out
assessment procedures, can mould professionals
who possess the skills of analysis, critical thinking,
problem-solving and reflective practitioner (An
Bord Altranais, 2000).

Practical considerations such as student work-
load, assessment strategies and assessment sched-
uling, should be taken into account to minimise the
negative impact and stress that assessment in gen-
eral may have. It is essential therefore that consid-
erable time and care is given in the formulation and
implementation of an appropriate assessment tool
taking into consideration the demands that are on
nurses within their unique role. This is in keeping
with the philosophy that assessment should be a
balanced, integrated and strategically planned
(An Bord Altranais, 2000).
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Age and stress

Age was found to have a negative correlation with
the process issues surrounding academic studies.
Five process items caused moderate stress amongst
the participants overall. These included; keeping
up with the work of the course, personal time man-
agement, academic writing required on the course,
meeting the academic demands of the programme,
and finding time to go to the library.

These findings reflect in particular two distinct
but linked stressors that the younger profile of stu-
dent may experience while studying a part time
course at degree level. On one hand there are the
academic stressors that the student is faced with
and on the other the student is exposed to the
stressors associated with managing their time
effectively.

There is a mounting body of quantitative evi-
dence that indicates that mature students attain
higher level academic achievement than their
younger peers (Murray-Harvey, 1993; Shanahan,
2000; Ofori, 2000). Given the unique academic
stressors associated with process issues linked to
younger age group of student in this study, it is
understandable why academic achievement is not
equivalent to their counterparts. Ofori and Charl-
ton (2002) also point out however that younger stu-
dents’ lesser willingness to seek academic support,
can also puts them at risk in relation to their
performance.

Students aged greater than 31 years, appear to
be less susceptible to the specific age related aca-
demic stressors isolated in this study. Factors such
as having greater motivation (Richardson, 1995),
and being assertive when interacting with academ-
ics (Brown, 1993) during their educational experi-
ences may mitigate older students from the
academic age related stressors isolated in this
study. Steele et al. (2005) also point out that the
inter-connections between educational, family
and social spheres of life are integral to the expe-
riences and outcomes of mature student participa-
tion in education.

There is a need therefore to ensure that a range
of open learning support services both integrated
and supplemental are offered (Timmins and Kalis-
zer, 2002) and are available in particular to the
younger age group of student who are completing
a part time degree programme. This support should
tackle issues such as lack of necessary direction,
academic self-confidence and surface approach to
studying, all which form a complex network that
can bring about changes in nursing achievement
(Ofori, 2000).
There are a number of limitations within this
exploratory study. While the participants were
from two third level colleges in the Republic of Ire-
land generalising the findings is minimised owing to
the convenience sampling method chosen. The risk
of a social desirable response was increased given
possibly the timing of data collection (final week)
and the self reported nature of the questionnaire.
Furthermore the finding of this study, do not reveal
the impact that the key stressors had on student
outcome. It is, however, suggested that the study
findings provide potentially valuable information
for educationalists designing part time academic
programmes for registered nurses.
Conclusion

The study attempted to explore potential educa-
tion induced stress amongst nurses who were
completing part time honours Bachelors Degree
in Nursing programmes in two third level institu-
tions in the Republic of Ireland. The findings have
some implications for nurse education. Nursing
students were predominantly exposed to stressors
associated with assignment completion/submis-
sion and balancing work commitments. Student
support including; structured guidelines on assign-
ment construction and tutorials may minimise the
stress associated with assignments. Compared to
their older counterparts, students aged 20–30
years of age are exposed to a greater degree of
academic stress associated with studying at de-
gree level. There is an onus on all practitioners
including educationalists to constantly review
and examine current practise in order to accom-
plish and strive for quality goals. There is an ur-
gent need for educationalists during this radical
period of change in nurse education to address is-
sues such as student stress, which can have such a
profound affect on performance, growth and stu-
dent development.
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