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RESUMEN 
The present research of descriptive scope with transectional design, is framed in the quantitative route, had like objective to 

measure the level of academic stress to which the students of postgraduate of the University Cesar Vallejo of Peru are put under, 

in the context COVID-19. The methodology highlights the application of an authorized instrument called SISCO Inventory for the 

measurement of academic stress, which was applied to 406 students of the masters and doctoral programs of the mentioned 

institution. The main results show the presence of academic stress in 93.3% of the students, with a high intensity that is explained 

by the fact that 83.3% are in levels 3, 4 and 5 of the scale, considering that 5 is the level of high stress. Finally, the main stressors 

found were the overload of daily academic activities, reactions to anxiety, anguish or desperation, and as the main coping strategy 

to recover the systemic balance, the analysis of the positive and negative arguments of the solutions designed to remedy the 

situations that generate the stress. 
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Introduction 

The world's population is currently experiencing 

an exceptional situation that has led to a disruption 

in political, economic, public health and 

educational terms due to the proliferation of the 

COVID-19 despite the great efforts made by 

governments at the global level. The progress of 

this disease has been so irrefutable that it is 

considered by many to be the first global 

pandemic in history (Segura, 2020). In December 

2019, COVID-19 caused an outbreak of infectious 

pneumonia, for which the government of the 

People's Republic of China took important 

measures to prevent its spread. However, this 

affected scientific researchers who were found to 

have higher levels of stress, as well as students in 

that nation, who are close to completing their 

degrees and graduating as teachers and doctors 

during 2020 (Zhang et al., 2020); (Wu et al., 

2020). In this way, a series of infections were 

triggered, linked to a high perception of risk that 

affected not only health professionals, but also 

students and especially those linked to public 

health. 

Data from the International Institute for Higher 

Education in Latin America and the Caribbean 

(2020) show that in Latin America more than 

23,400,000 students and 1,000,400 teachers have 

had to make the transition from physical to virtual 

environments, which has been both complex and 

demanding. In order for a teacher or student to 

adapt to this new way of teaching and learning, 

they have to think about implementing new 

didactic strategies at a synchronous and 

asynchronous level, which are very different from 

those used in normal situations. Teachers must 

develop professional skills to help them teach 

online, and they recommend that teachers in 

regular and special schools be trained in 

information technology to make their work 

effective (Mahapatra & Sharma, 2020). All these 

abrupt changes and the poor infrastructure in our 

country's network result in frustration, anxiety and 

stress for all those involved in the various 

academic activities. 

COVID-19 affects university students, especially 

in terms of their university development and 
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academic performance (Rodríguez De Los Ríos et 

al., 2020). Stress can affect them physically, 

emotionally and in their behavior. Academic 

stress can also be caused by academic stressors in 

the teaching and learning process or in matters 

related to learning activities and generate 

academic pressure on them (Sari et al., 2020). 

However, for them this kind of pressure is natural; 

but if such pressures are accompanied by 

inconsistencies in virtual educational models and 

their changes in social dynamics, then it would 

result in considerable emotional burnout (Alania 

Contreras et al., 2020). 

Research by Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al. showed that 

the highest levels of stress and depression 

symptoms occurred after the order to stay home 

was issued (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2020). 

These symptoms are expected to increase as the 

confinement continues. From the findings, it 

appears that university students who have a need 

for different academic activities in addition to 

confinement tend to feel more stress and anxiety. 

The main stressor that generates high levels of 

stress is academic overload. This affects both 

university students, who have resorted to 

religiosity to cope with it (Pedroza et al., 2019) 

and the implementation of educational 

programmes (Trigueros et al., 2020), because 

these enrich the dynamics in the development of 

the classes, making the students motivated and 

channeling academic stress in a positive way. In 

this sense, the administrative teams of the 

universities must organize awareness activities for 

students and teachers in order to make known the 

emerging academic stressors and their efficient 

ways of managing them (Adom et al., 2020). 

Another alternative for reducing academic stress, 

overcoming workloads and rigid delivery 

schedules, is the active participation of individuals 

and support in individual and shared resources 

(Procentese et al., 2020). 

In another study on the psychological impact of 

COVID-19 on the university community during 

the first weeks of confinement in students at a 

University of Valladolid, Spain, they found a 

significant increase in anxiety, depression and 

stress. Therefore, it is necessary to take into 

account the mental health of university students at 

this stage (Odriozola-González et al., 2020). It is 

considered that the overall impact on education 

and mental health in the Spanish university 

environment caused by the COVID-19 infection is 

considerable, resulting in a notable increase in 

student stress (Sahu, 2020). 

In Latin American countries, governments opted 

for the confinement of their population, 

establishing measures of social distancing, use of 

masks, as well as the use of face shields, among 

others. Although social distancing has been shown 

to help reduce the spread of the disease and 

prevent health systems from collapsing 

(Fernández-Sánchez et al., 2020), it has also led to 

people being psychologically affected, 

experiencing anxiety, fear, depression and stress. 

Consequently, this situation has been affecting 

social dynamics, the economic factor, the 

education sector, among others (Lozano Díaz et 

al., 2020); the feelings most frequently 

experienced being anxiety, worry or fear in 

relation to one's health status (OPS, 2019). 

Another aspect to take into account is the situation 

of the vulnerable population, which is 

undoubtedly the most affected, being exposed to a 

psychosocial impact that could exceed their 

capacity for self-control. In this sense, it is 

estimated that the incidence of mental disorders 

and emotional manifestations will increase, 

according to the magnitude of the epidemic and 

the degree of vulnerability of the population 

(Ribot et al, 2020). 

All the analysis carried out so far provides 

complex elements that support the following 

research question: What are the levels of stress to 

which graduate students at the Universidad César 

Vallejo, Peru, are subjected in the times of 

COVID-19? It is presented as a general objective, 
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to determine the level of academic stress of the 

students of the University César Vallejo, Peru, in 

times of COVID-19. The specific objectives were: 

to identify the stressful stimuli, the reactions or 

symptoms in front of the stressful stimuli and the 

identification of the strategies of coping with the 

stress in order to reestablish the systemic balance 

that is lost with the stress. 

1. Methodology 

Initially, the components of the variable were 

identified in order to evaluate and define the 

appropriate technique and instrument to be used 

(Hernandez et al., 2014). The decision was made 

to apply the Cognitive Systemic Inventory for the 

study of academic stress, second version of 21 

items (SISCO Inventory of Academic Stress) by 

Arturo Barraza Macias, who authorized its use and 

application. The inventory consists of 21 items 

and contains an initial filter that determines 

whether or not the respondent can be a candidate 

to answer the subsequent questions; it is structured 

with five answer options with Likert type scaling. 

It asks how often the person becomes anxious 

about various situations; how often they present 

physical, psychological and behavioral reactions 

when they are worried or nervous and how often 

they use certain strategies to cope with the 

situations that give rise to them (Barraza, 2007). 

The study is cross-sectional, descriptive and 

quantitative; the sample was probabilistic and was 

calculated based on a population of 18,000 

students in graduate programs (masters and 

doctoral). The calculated sample size was 376 

students, given the type of study, the same that 

requires an initial filter was considered the figure 

of 406. 

Sample calculation: 

n = (N*p*(1-p) *Z2) / [e2(N-1) + p*(1-p) * Z2] 

N: Population, p: Percentage of the population that 

has the desired attribute, e: Maximum accepted 

estimation error, Z: Confidence level 

n = (18,000*0.5*0.5*1.962) / [0.052(18,000-1) + 

0.5*0.05* 1.962] = 376 

The instrument was administered in digital format 

through an online form and was available for 

students to answer for 15 days. For the treatment 

of the information, descriptive statistics were 

used, proceeding initially to tabulate the data and 

elaborate the frequency tables by levels of stress, 

stressors, reactions or symptoms and coping 

mechanisms. The reliability of the instrument was 

checked and the results were analyzed and 

interpreted. 

To safeguard the moral integrity of the 

participants, anonymity was guaranteed. They 

were also informed about the purpose of the 

research and its limits. As the instrument was not 

developed by the authors of this study, the 

legitimate author was contacted and, through a 

written and signed notification, gave his or her 

consent to its adaptation and use exclusively for 

research purposes. 

2. Results 

The reliability of the instrument was initially 

analyzed in the context of the study. Cronbach's 

Alpha statistician was used and found a high level 

of reliability of the instrument, reaching an index 

of 0.944 in the 21 substantial questions aimed at 

measuring academic stress (Table 1). 

Table 1. Instrument Reliability: Total Item Statistics 

Questions 

Scale 

average 

if the 

Variance 

of scale 

if the 

Total 

correlation 

of 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if 

the element 
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element 

has been 

deleted 

element 

has been 

deleted 

elements 

corrected 

has been 

deleted 

Stress from overload of homework 

and daily schoolwork 
50,45 343,512 ,697 ,941 

Stress due to the personality and 

character of the teachers who teach 

me 

51,62 342,898 ,610 ,942 

Stress over the way my teachers are 

evaluated 
51,07 338,030 ,703 ,940 

Stress due to the level of demand of 

my teachers 
51,16 340,370 ,682 ,941 

Stress about the kind of work that 

teachers ask me to do 
50,98 339,489 ,690 ,940 

Stress due to the limited time to do 

the work that the teachers entrust me 

with 

50,55 338,057 ,713 ,940 

Stress over how unclear I am about 

what the teachers want 
51,33 342,005 ,650 ,941 

Stress reaction: Chronic fatigue 

(permanent tiredness) 
51,05 341,130 ,670 ,941 

Reaction to stress: Feelings of 

depression and sadness (drooping) 
51,35 341,196 ,662 ,941 

Reaction to stress: Anxiety, distress 

or despair 
51,03 338,732 ,690 ,940 

Reaction to Stress: Concentration 

Problems 
51,11 342,871 ,703 ,940 

Reaction to stress: Feeling of 

aggression or increased irritability 
51,69 341,023 ,612 ,942 

Reaction to stress: Conflict or 

tendency to argue 
51,74 344,131 ,616 ,942 

Reaction to Stress: Unwillingness to 

do school work 
51,37 342,986 ,617 ,942 

Coping Strategy: Focus on solving 

the situation that concerns me 
50,20 343,020 ,648 ,941 

Coping strategy: Establish concrete 

solutions to resolve the situation that 

concerns me 

50,13 342,166 ,664 ,941 

Coping strategy: Analysis of the 

positive and negative aspects of the 

solutions designed to solve the 

situation that concerns me 

50,09 341,372 ,667 ,941 

Coping Strategy: Keeping control 

over my emotions so that I am not 
50,18 342,204 ,637 ,941 
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affected by what is stressing me 

Coping strategy: Recall similar 

situations that have occurred in the 

past and think about how you will 

deal with them 

50,27 342,557 ,619 ,942 

Coping strategy: Developing a plan to 

deal with the stress and executing its 

tasks 

50,60 345,792 ,513 ,943 

Coping Strategy: Seek to get the 

positive out of the situation you are 

concerned about 

50,21 345,036 ,560 ,943 

Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Presence of academic stress 

Using the results of the filter question of the 

SISCO Inventory instrument applied to the 

students under study, it was observed that, during 

the course of the semester under study, 93.3% of 

the students have experienced moments of worry 

or nervousness (stress), as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Presence of academic stress 

Presence 

of stress 
Frequency Percentage 

Yes 379 93.3% 

Not 27 6.7% 

Total 406 100% 

Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Intensity of academic stress 

The intensity of stress is measured by processing 

the second item of the instrument applied only to 

those respondents who expressed the presence of 

stress (at 93.3% of the selected sample). As it can 

be seen, 37.7%, 27.7% and 17.9% show levels of 

stress ranging from intensity 3, 4 and 5 

respectively, considering that 5 is the level of high 

stress. The results in figure 1, indicate the need for 

further study of the various stressors, the reactions 

(symptoms) and the various forms of coping that 

the students have chosen. 

While question 2 of the instrument allows for the 

analysis of the intensity of stress from the 

perspective of self-perception, it is an important 

indicator for addressing the analysis after 

processing the responses of the 21 items aimed at 

analyzing stressors and reactions to stress. 

Figure 1. Intensity of academic stress for masters and doctoral students 
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Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Environmental demands as stressful stimuli 

The most significant stressors or those with the 

greatest presence in the students who reported 

having experienced stress situations during the 

academic semester studied are the following: a) 

The overload of homework and daily school work, 

which sometimes, almost always and always 

generates stress for 69.4% of the students, b) The 

limited time to do the work, which sometimes, 

almost always and always generates stress for 

59% of the students. 3% of the students, c) The 

type of work requested by teachers, such as 

essays, progress reports of thesis work, generates 

stress sometimes, almost always and always to 

48.9% of the students, d) The form of evaluation 

of the teachers generates stress sometimes, almost 

always and always to 48.1% of the students, e) 

The level of demand of the teachers generates 

stress to 43% of the students sometimes, almost 

always and always. Other stressors such as the 

character of the teachers and the fact that they do 

not clearly understand what the teachers are really 

demanding sometimes, almost always and always 

generate stress between 31.7% and 36.4%. A 

comprehensive graphical view of the frequency 

with which the demands of the environment are 

valued as stressful stimuli can be seen in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Elements of the academic environment 

classified as academic stressors 

 

Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Using the SISCO Inventory scale for measuring 

academic stress based on stress stimuli, the levels 

of academic stress are identified. Figure 3 shows 

that 48.2% present mild stress levels, 22.3% 

moderate stress and 29.5% severe stress. 

Figure 3. Intensity of academic stress for masters and doctoral students 
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Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Symptoms or reactions to a stress stimulus 

The following information allows us to observe 

the reactions that occur in students when they are 

stressed: a) Anxiety, anguish or despair are 

reactions that occur sometimes, almost always and 

always in 50.7% of students, b) Chronic fatigue 

(permanent tiredness) is a reaction that occurs 

sometimes, almost always and always in 47.8% of 

students, c) Concentration problems are also a 

reaction that occurs sometimes, almost always and 

always in 47.5% of students. Reactions such as 

conflict or tendency to argue or argue, feelings of 

aggression or increased irritability, unwillingness 

to do school work and feelings of depression and 

sadness are sometimes, almost always and always 

present in 28.3% to 37.5% of students. Figure 4 

allows us to graphically observe students' 

reactions to the presence of academic stress. 

Figure 4. Symptoms or reactions to a stress stimulus  

 

Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

Coping strategies for academic stress 

Academic stress is considered a systemic process, 

of an adaptive nature and essentially 

psychological, which is presented in a descriptive 

manner in three moments, such as subjection to 

stressors (Barraza, 2007), which cause a systemic 

imbalance (stressful situation) and the coping 
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actions to re-establish the balance. In this section 

the coping actions identified with the application 

of the SISCO Inventory are presented. 

The most representative coping strategies are a) 

Analysis of the positive and negative aspects of 

the solutions designed to solve the situation that 

generates the stress. This strategy is sometimes, 

almost always and always present in 74.7% of the 

students, b) Establishing concrete solutions for 

solving situations that generate stress is 

sometimes, almost always and always present in 

73.1%, c) Keeping control over the emotions so 

that it does not affect the situation of stress is 

sometimes, almost always and always present in 

72 6%, d) Concentrating on resolving the situation 

that generates the concern is sometimes, almost 

always and always present in 71.7% of students 

and e) Looking at or trying to get the positive out 

of the situation that generates the concern is 

sometimes, almost always and always present in 

69.2% of students. Other coping strategies such as 

remembering similar situations that have occurred 

previously and thinking about how to solve them 

and developing a plan to deal with the stress and 

execution of their tasks are sometimes, almost 

always and always present in 69.3% and 59.9% 

respectively. 

Figure 5 gives a graphic image of the different 

strategies chosen by students who find themselves 

in situations of systemic imbalance (stressful 

situation) in order to restore the situation of 

equilibrium. 

Figure 5. Stress management strategies 

 

Source: CISCO Inventory Processing with SPSS. 

3. Discussion 

The results obtained on stress in masters and 

doctorate students at the Universidad César 

Vallejo, Peru, show that, during the course of the 

semester under study, 93.3% of students have 

experienced moments of concern or nervousness 

(stress), which are consistent with the studies of 

(Odriozola-González et al., 2020) and (Sahu, 

2020) who consider that the general impact on 
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education and mental health in the Spanish 

university environment caused by the COVID-19 

infection is considerable, resulting in a notable 

increase in student stress. 

The identification of the main stressors such as a) 

The overload of tasks and daily school work, 

which sometimes, almost always and always 

generate stress to 69.4% of students, b) The 

limited time to do the development of work, 

generate stress sometimes, almost always and 

always to 48 95% of the students, among others, 

are aligned with the results found in previous 

studies indicating that psychological impacts 

affected at the level of health professionals, but 

also among medical students due to increased 

stress, anxiety and depression, even more so if 

they are in contact with infected people (Wu et al., 

2020). 

Furthermore, that academic stress can also be 

caused by academic stressors in the teaching and 

learning process or in matters related to learning 

activities (Sari et al., 2020). Other results present 

findings related to higher levels of stress and 

depression symptoms, which occurred after the 

order to stay home was issued (Ozamiz-Etxebarria 

et al. 2020). Finally, the main stressor that 

generates high levels of stress is academic 

overload, affecting university students so much 

that they had to resort to religion to cope with it 

(Pedroza et al., 2019). 

4. Conclusions 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, master's and 

doctoral students at the Universidad César Vallejo 

in Peru faced stress. 93.3% of the students have 

experienced moments of worry or nervousness 

(stress) when taking on their academic tasks. 

With respect to the intensity of the stress it is 

observed that 37.7%, 27.7% and 17.9% show 

stress levels 3, 4 and 5 respectively, considering 

that 5 is the level of much stress. Then, there are 

83.3% of the students who reported the presence 

of stress that, in addition, are at intermediate to 

high stress levels. 

The elements of the academic environment that 

are most present as stressors are: a) The overload 

of daily homework and school work, b) The 

limited time to do the development of work and c) 

The type of work requested by the teachers, such 

as essays, progress reports of thesis work. 

The main reactions or symptoms to the presence 

of stressors in the academic environment were 

from the highest to the lowest level: a) Anxiety, 

anguish or despair are reactions that sometimes, 

almost always and always occur in 50.7% of 

students, b) Chronic fatigue (permanent tiredness) 

is a reaction that sometimes, almost always and 

always occurs in 47.8% of students and c) 

Concentration problems are also a reaction that 

sometimes, almost always and always occurs in 

47.5% of students. 

The most significant coping strategies used by the 

students to deal with stressful situations where: a) 

Analysis of the positive and negative aspects of 

the solutions designed to solve the situation that 

generates the stress. This strategy is present at 

times, almost always and always in 74.7% of the 

students, b) Establishing concrete solutions for 

solving situations that generate stress is present at 

times, almost always and always in 73.1%, c) 

Keeping control over emotions so that it does not 

affect the situation of stress is present at times, 

almost always and always in 72 6%, d) 

Concentrating on resolving the situation that 

generates the concern is sometimes, almost always 

and always present in 71.7% of students and e) 

Looking at or trying to get the positive out of the 

situation that generates the concern is sometimes, 

almost always and always present in 69.2% of 

students. 

Limitations of this study: Regardless of the fact 

that the results indicate the presence of high levels 
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of stress in the postgraduate students under study, 

it is noted that these data have been taken in the 

middle of COVID-19 in Peru and therefore could 

vary in other pandemic scenarios such as 

outbreaks, virus mutations or mass vaccination 

campaigns. Since this is not the main purpose of 

the study, the incidence of media information and 

the socio-cultural dynamics of Peru were 

disregarded as collateral factors prone to generate 

academic stress in postgraduate students, 

however, these are variables that, due to their 

relevance, should be addressed in future studies. 

Conflicts of interest: authors do not declare 

conflicts of interest 
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