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Abstract: Background: The psychological well-being of university students, particularly those
enrolled in nursing degree programs, significantly impacts their academic performance and future
professional preparation. Stress, self-esteem, and study motivation can negatively affect study load
management and performance. However, the dynamics of these variables in the nursing context are
little explored. Method: The study involved 331 students enrolled in the Bachelor of Science in
Nursing and Master of Science in Nursing and Ostetrics courses at the University of Salerno (range
age 118-401 years; 70.7%F). Standardized instruments for the study approach (QAS-AMOS), stress
(PSS-10), and self-esteem (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale) were used. Results: The results of this study
highlight that self-esteem, perceived stress level, and metacognitive skills significantly influence
students' academic performance and well-being. Effective metacognitive strategies improve
organization and reflection in study, whereas high stress impairs study planning and processing.
Conclusions: The findings suggest that stress and low self-esteem are critical factors that negatively
affect the academic performance of nursing students. We recommend implementing targeted
interventions to support stress management and improve self-efficacy, reducing the risk of burnout
and promoting academic success.

Keywords: Academic motivation; Nursing students; Perceived stress; Psychological well-being; Self-
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Introduction

The psychological well-being of university students has a direct impact on their academic
performance and the quality of their professional training [1]. Students” mental health not only affects
their ability to face academic challenges but can also determine their future success as healthcare
professionals [2]. Nursing students, in particular, face a significantly demanding study load, which
includes not only theoretical learning but also complex practical experiences such as clinical
internships and group work in healthcare settings characterized by high-stress levels. These
challenges are often accompanied by strong emotional pressure arising from the difficulties in
dealing with critical situations, such as providing care to patients in emergency conditions or treating
severe illnesses, which can significantly affect their motivation and stress management [3,4].

Perceived stress, time management, and study motivation are key factors that influence
academic performance. However, when these factors are hindered by high-stress levels, students
become more susceptible to burnout, a phenomenon characterized by emotional exhaustion due to
the inability to cope with the high demands of academic work. Burnout not only reduces motivation
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and study effectiveness but can also compromise the quality of interactions with teachers and
classmates. The relationship between motivation and burnout can create a vicious cycle, where stress
and low motivation further hinder time management, worsening academic performance [5,6].

Moreover, the literature suggests that students with low self-esteem may, for example, perceive
their abilities in a distorted way, fueling the cycle of stress and decreased motivation [7]. On the other
hand, it has been shown that good self-esteem and a positive perception of one's abilities contribute
to greater self-efficacy, facilitating stress management and improving study motivation [8,9].

This study aims to analyze the interactions between study skills, motivation, perceived stress,
and self-esteem in a sample of nursing students. The analysis aims to provide an in-depth
understanding of the psychological dynamics influencing these students and suggest potential
interventions to improve their psychological well-being and academic performance. Finally, the
study intends to develop recommendations for targeted interventions that can support students in
managing stress, preventing burnout, and improving their motivation, to foster their engagement in
studies and, consequently, their professional training.

Materials and Method

Procedure

Data collection was conducted through a self-administered questionnaire during the academic
period, ensuring participants' privacy and anonymity. The questionnaire was distributed via the
Google Forms platform, and completion took approximately 40 minutes.

Instruments

For data collection, standardized and scientifically validated instruments were used, each
designed to measure specific psychological and behavioral dimensions of students:

1. Study Approach Questionnaire — QAS from the AMOS battery (Skills and Motivation for
Studying) [10]: This tool assesses five different components of self-regulated study approaches,
focusing on key areas such as:

— Organization — the ability to plan and organize study time.

— Elaboration — the level of personal processing and in-depth understanding of study
material.

—  Self-assessment — the ability to monitor one's learning and assess when one knows
something.

—  Preparation Strategy for an Exam — the ability to prepare for an exam.

—  Metacognitive Sensitivity — the ability to reflect on one’s cognitive processes.

2. Perceived Stress Scale — PSS-10 [11]: This widely used instrument measures perceived stress over
the past 30 days. It is particularly useful for understanding the psychological burden on students
and their coping abilities.

3. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: This scale measures global self-esteem, providing an evaluation of
students' sense of personal value. It was chosen for its reliability in assessing how self-esteem
influences motivation and psychological well-being.

Participants

The participants were 331 students (70.7% female) enrolled in the Bachelor’s Degree in Nursing
and the Master’s Degree in Nursing and Obstetric Sciences at the University of Salerno. The average
age of the sample was 23 years, with an age range between 18 and 40 years, and a mean of 23 years.
The most common age group was between 20 and 25 years (65%).

Specifically, 220 students were enrolled in the Bachelor’'s Degree in Nursing, while 110 were
enrolled in the Master’s Degree in Nursing and Obstetric Sciences.
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Participation was voluntary and based on informed consent. Students with documented clinical
diagnoses of severe psychiatric disorders that could compromise the reliability of the data collected
were not included in the study.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS v.23 software. Means, standard deviations, and
ranges were calculated for each construct, and normality tests were conducted for each variable.
Subsequently, bivariate correlation analyses (Pearson correlations) were carried out to explore the
relationships between the study variables.

Results

Study Approach

The assessment of the scores obtained on the QAS, considering the subscales, highlights different
aspects of the learning strategies adopted by the participants. Regarding the "Organization" subscale,
the average score of 2.77 (5D = 0.408) indicates a moderate level of organization in their studies. The
low standard deviation reflects minimal variability in the results, suggesting that most participants
have similar organizational skills. The "Elaboration” subscale recorded an average score of 3.46 (SD =
0.586), indicating that participants have a good ability to process information. However, the higher
standard deviation compared to the previous subscale indicates greater variability in the responses.
Regarding the "Self-Evaluation" subscale, the average score of 2.73 (SD = 0.373) reflects a moderate
tendency to self-assess in the study process. Again, the relatively low standard deviation suggests
that most participants score close to the mean. The "Strategy" subscale, with an average score of 2.26
(SD = 0.360), shows a relatively low adoption of study strategies. The low variability in the scores
suggests some homogeneity in the sample's responses. Finally, for the "Metacognition" subscale, the
average score of 3.47 (SD = 0.526) indicates good metacognitive awareness among the participants.
The moderately higher standard deviation reflects variability in the responses, suggesting that some
individuals are more inclined to reflect on and monitor their learning than others.

Perceived Stress Scale

The scores obtained from the PSS-10 (M = 20; SD = 5.465) suggest a moderate level of perceived
stress in the sample, with the standard deviation indicating some variability, with some individuals
perceiving high levels of stress while others report lower levels.

Self-Esteem Construct

The scores obtained from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale show an average score of 19.30 (SD=
4.821), indicating a moderate self-esteem evaluation. The standard deviation of 4.821 suggests that
the scores of the individuals in the sample are distributed but not extremely varied (i.e., there is no
significant variability from the mean).

Correlations between Variables

Table 1 shows the Pearson correlation matrix between the Rosenberg Scoring (self-esteem), PSS-
10 (perceived stress), and the different aspects assessed by the Strategic Learning Questionnaire
(QAS), namely Organization, Elaboration, Self-Evaluation, Strategy, and Metacognition.

The correlations between the analyzed variables highlight significant relationships consistent
with psychological literature. High self-esteem, measured through the Rosenberg Scale, is associated
with lower perceived stress (r= -0.325, p< 0.01), greater information elaboration (r= 0.156, p< 0.01),
and greater metacognitive awareness (r=0.123, p< 0.05). However, it is negatively correlated with the
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use of organizational strategies (r=-0.150, p< 0.01) and the frequency of self-evaluation (r=-0.153, p<
0.01), suggesting that those with greater self-confidence tend to rely less on structured approaches.

Perceived stress (PSS-10) is positively correlated with the use of organizational strategies (r=
0.180, p< 0.01) and the frequency of self-evaluation (r= 0.178, p< 0.01), indicating that stress may
stimulate the adoption of compensatory strategies to manage difficulties.

Finally, the dimensions of the QAS show a strong interconnectedness: organization is closely
related to self-evaluation (r= 0.640, p< 0.01), while information elaboration is associated with
metacognitive awareness (r= 0.616, p< 0.01). These relationships highlight the importance of an
integrated approach to learning, where strategies mutually reinforce each other.

Table 1. Significant correlations among variables in the sample (N=331).

Rosenberg QAS QAS QAS Self- QAS QAS
Variable Scoring PSS-10 Organization  Elaboration  Evaluation  Strategy = Metacognition
Rosenberg 1 -0.325*  -0.150** 0.156** -0.153* ns. 0.123*
Scoring
PSS-10 -0.325** 1 0.180** n.s. 0.178** ns. ns.
QAS -0.150** 0.180** 1 0.218* 0.640** 0.487** 0.406**
Organization
QAS 0.156** n.s. 0.218** 1 0.191** 0.164** 0.616**
Elaboration
QAS Self- -0.153** 0.178** 0.640** 0.1971** 1 0.464** 0.424**
Evaluation
QAS Strategy n.s. ns. 0.487** 0.164** 0.464** 1 0.386**
QAS 0.123* ns. 0.406** 0.616** 0.424* 0.386** 1

Metacognition

Discussion

The results of this study suggest that psychological variables such as self-esteem, perceived
stress levels, and metacognitive skills significantly influence the academic performance [13] and well-
being of nursing students. The positive correlations between the QAS scales "Organization,”
"Elaboration,” and "Metacognition" indicate that students who apply effective metacognitive
strategies tend to be more organized and reflect better on their study practices. This finding confirms
the importance of metacognitive skills in improving academic performance. The ability to monitor,
evaluate, and adapt one's study strategies is crucial in a challenging learning environment like
nursing science, where efficient management of both theoretical and practical information is required
(7). On the other hand, the perceived stress level (PSS-10) was found to be negatively correlated with
various psychological variables, such as self-esteem, suggesting that high levels of stress can hinder
the cognitive and behavioral abilities needed for effective learning [1-3]. These results are consistent
with literature that highlights how chronic stress can impair working memory and executive
functions, which are essential for adequate organization and planning of tasks [4,13].

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study confirms that self-esteem, metacognitive skills, and stress management
are key factors in the academic success of nursing students. Low self-esteem is associated with
difficulties in academic performance, while good stress management and the adoption of
metacognitive study strategies contribute positively to well-being and learning effectiveness.
Therefore, educational and psychological support interventions for nursing students should include
activities aimed at improving self-esteem, reducing perceived stress, and developing metacognitive
skills to optimize study strategies. Future research could explore the effectiveness of specific
intervention programs designed to strengthen these psychological skills, in order to further enhance
academic performance and the overall well-being of students in this highly demanding field.
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