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Abstract 

This paper focuses on the evaluation of Georgetown University’s student responses to the 
American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment from spring 2008. 
Specific questions from the ACHA-NCHA were isolated and analyzed by year in university. 
Desired analysis was aimed at trends in stress, anxiety and depression by year in school, race and 
gender. However technical problems prevented the analysis of race and gender.  Thus, further 
investigation is needed to isolate year in university, race and gender as predictors of stress and 
stress associations for the questions analyzed in the spring 2008 data.  Investigating the spring 
2010 data for the ACHA-NCHA II can also provide insight into these independent variables.  
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Introduction 

Stress in a collegiate atmosphere is a topic frequently covered in psychological research.  There 
have been studies done on this unique population to try to uncover the best measures of stress, 
sources of stress, magnitude of the feeling, coping mechanisms and prevention techniques. 
Although each university population is different, studies have shown similar patterns in students 
in general.  
 
In the article by Kagan (1987) a set of personality traits thought to pertain to stress were 
analyzed using self-report scales.  Items were selected from Girdano and Everly (1977) which 
measured anxiety, overload, boredom/loneliness, lack of self confidence, Type A, and 
Frustration.  Analyzing responses from 592 subjects led to the development of the Dispositional 
Stress Scales.  This measure was then used in a series of eight studies. This study showed that 
students who were vulnerable to stress due to anxiety, overload or lack of confidence preferred a 
highly structured, non social, non-discussion based environment while those who were 
vulnerable to stress due to Type A characteristics preferred a social and interactive class 
environment (Kagan,1987).  The author notes that these personality traits are not necessarily 
negative or positive but instead lend different strengths and weaknesses to the student.    
 
Crandall, Preisler, and Aussprung (1992) developed the Undergraduate Stress Questionnaire 
(USQ) to measure stress specifically in the college population.  Through a series of studies, the 
instrument was conceptualized and strengthened. In the first study undergraduates were asked to 
list both major and minor life event stresses which helped the researchers generate a list of the 
most common stressors.  The students were then given the condensed list and asked to rate how 
stressful and also how common the events were. This manner of developing the measure insured 
that many of the stressors were unique to the population of undergraduate students (25%) while 
other items could be labeled as not related to college (61%) or both (13%) (Crandall et al., 1992). 
Further, the items rated as most stressful by students pertained to college and education. The 
authors note that women reported more stress related to college than men which validated the 
results found in previous studies such as Barnett, Biener, and Baruch (1987) and Aneshensel and 
Pearlin (1987). The USQ was compared to other life event stress studies and the relationship of 
reported scores to physical symptoms and emotions.  Another group of undergraduates was given 
the USQ, the SRRS (Holmes & Rahe, 1967), student version of the SRRS (Marx et al., 1975) 
and the Daily Stress Inventory (Brantley et al., 1987) all of which are designed to measure stress 
in an individual’s life. The students completed all four measures and rated them for completeness 
and accuracy of the investigation of stress in the student’s life. The USQ was rated highest on 
both variables.  The culmination of studies showed that the measure had internal consistency and 
reliability (Crandall et al., 1992). This study underlines the importance of creating and using an 
appropriate measure for the undergraduate population to obtain the most accurate measure of 
stress among students.  
 
Towbes and Cohen (1996) created the College Chronic Life Stress Survey.  This survey 
consisted of 54 items designed to measure chronic stress and psychological distress.  A series of 
3 studies were completed. Results showed that first year students were scoring higher than other 
students on this scale. The ongoing occurrence of a stressful situation or process likely means 
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that coping strategies were not successful (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). The authors cite Cohen et 
al., (1987) and the idea that populations which are undergoing a developmental transition are 
thought to be especially vulnerable to the stress (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). Further Chickering 
and Havighurst (1988) note that four developmental tasks : achieving emotional independence 
from family, career choice and preparation, relationship and commitment preparation and ethical 
development are all required of the college student (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). The study 
evaluated over 300 undergraduate students and 61% were women and 92% were white (Towbes 
& Cohen, 1996). The students were given both the CCLSS and also the Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desiarbility Scale.  Study 1 examined test-retest reliability and validity.  Test-retest correlations 
were from .88-.90. Perhaps most importantly, this study found that first year students scored 
higher than other students particularly on home sickness, maintaining a long-distance 
relationship, choosing a major, and missing distant friends (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). The 
authors explain this finding by referring to Chickering and Havighurst (1988) who note that the 
first year in a university is often considered the most stressful because it is a dramatic transition.   
Also, this study found that there were some gender differences.  Women were more likely to find 
topics related to weight stressful (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). This finding was consistent with 
Hamilton and Fagot (1988) who found that women reported more stress overall, there were few 
gender differences in frequency of stressful events, and women were more likely to find weight 
related issues stressful. Study 2 evaluated the relationship between chronic stress and 
psychological distress which results showed chronic stress as measured by the CCLSS was a 
significant predictor of distress in college students (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). Study 3 was 
essentially a replication of Study 2 although controlled for neuroticism. The results of this study 
showed that neuroticism exaggerates the relationship between CCLSS chronic stress and distress 
however it is not a causal relationship (Towbes & Cohen, 1996). 
 
Ross, Niebling, and Heckert (1999) conducted a study on the most prevalent sources of stress 
among college students.  Using the Student Stress Survey, the researchers examined 100 students 
from a co-ed service fraternity at a Midwestern University. The sample size was small and the 
students varied in demographics, though the sample was mostly female.  The Student Stress 
Survey was based on the Student Stress Scale (Insel, & Roth, 1985), the Taylor Manifest Anxiety 
Scale (Taylor, 1953) and other factors identified as potentially stressful. Further the SSS was 
divided into four categories of potential stress: academic, environmental, intrapersonal, and 
social.  40 potential stressful situations were described (6 interpersonal, 16 intrapersonal, 8 
academic and 10 environmental). The participants checked which stresses they had experienced.  
The average respondent had experienced 16.5 of 40 items. The study found that the most 
frequently reported stress was day to day intrapersonal stress; 38% were intrapersonal, 28% were 
environmental, 19% were interpersonal, and 15% were academic (Ross et al.,1999). Further of 
the intrapersonal stressors reported, 100% were daily struggles not major events and 81.1% of all 
identifies stressors were daily struggles (Ross et al.,1999).  The study concluded that the top five 
sources of stress for college students were change in sleeping habits, vacations/breaks, change in 
eating habits, increased workload and new responsibilities (Ross et al.,1999).  Because the 
survey was distributed in the Spring Semester, during which time students were planning spring 
breaks, vacations/breaks as one of the top stressors may need to be re-evaluated. The five least 
frequently reported stressors were death of a friend, severe injury, transferring school, 
engagement or marriage and divorce.  The discussion of this article notes the importance of 
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identifying sources of stress in students’ lives to be able to create successful and helpful stress 
management programs at universities.  
 
The introduction to the article cites the study by D’Zurilla & Sheedy (1991) which showed that 
college students, freshmen in particularly, are a population which is highly vulnerable to stress. 
As discussed previously, Towbes & Cohen (1996) conducted a study which showed that this is 
due to the transitional nature of college life (Ross et al.,1999).  Another important study cited by 
Ross et al. is Romano (1992) which notes that stress is a result of the interaction between 
stressors and the perception and reaction an individual has to the stressors.  D’Zurilla & Sheedy 
(1991) elaborate upon this idea by noting an individual’s coping abilities for stressful events and 
situations may influence the amount of stress and individual experiences (Ross et al.,1999).  
 
The study by Misra, McKean, West, & Russo (2000) examined stress experience by college 
students as perceived by both faculty and students.  Using two forms of Gadzella's Student-life 
Stress Inventory (SLSI) (1991), and students’ academic stress and reactions to this stress were 
measured. 249 students and 67 professors from a state university in Missouri completed the 
surveys. The results showed that stress in students was often caused by pressure or self-imposed 
stress (Misra et al., 2000).  With regards to gender, girls reported higher stress as a result of 
frustration, self-imposed stress, and pressure (Misra et al., 2000). There was also a statistically 
significant difference in self-imposed stress with girls reporting significantly higher scores than 
boys (Misra et al., 2000).  The authors cite Allen & Hiebert (1991) who found that  girls report 
having been affected by negative events more often than boys. Further, the authors cite 
Davidson-Katz (1991) which notes that boys are frequently not socialized to be as expressive of 
emotion which could be perceived as weak or not masculine. The study also found that faculty 
perceptions of student stress were often higher than the perceptions of the students themselves, 
especially for stress caused by frustration and pressure. Another important finding is that female 
faculty members and students scored higher for self-imposed stress.  This shows that females 
have more self-imposed stress and female faculty also perceive female students to have higher 
self-imposed stress (Misra et al., 2000). Finally, the study also examined year in university 
although no statistically significant relationship arose. First year undergraduate students showed 
higher emotional, behavioral, and physiological reactions to stress (Misra et al., 2000). Also, first 
year students noted stress due to change and conflicts, while seniors noted more self-imposed 
stress and stress due to pressure (Misra et al., 2000). The authors explain this finding as 
differences in coping behavior and social support which regulate the effects of stress (Allen & 
Hiebert, 1991; Rawson, Bloomer & Kendall, 1994; Wohlgemuth & Betz, 1991; as cited in Misra 
et al., 2000). 
 
Dusselier, Dunn, Wang, Shelley II, and Whalen (2005) conducted a study to examine predictors 
of stress in residence hall students.  This study begins very helpfully with a definition of stress as 
defined by Dr. Hans Selye, an expert in the field. Dr. Selye defines stress as a mechanism of any 
internal or external demand made upon the body, physical or emotional (Dusselier et. al., 2005).  
The authors acknowledge previous research which depicts a relationship between stressful life 
events and poor health-related quality of life among college students as well as a relationship 
between prolonged stress and disease.  In this study selected personal, health, academic and 
environmental predictors of stress were evaluated in 964 undergraduate students at a Midwestern 
university. Students were administered a survey online in November which measured attitudes 
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about residence hall life and also students’ perception of health and personal issues influence in 
their lives. Results showed that gender and citizenship played a role in self-reported stress with 
women and US citizens reporting more stress (Dusselier et. al., 2005). They also found that 
although cumulative GPA was not associated with stress, number of class hours was.  The 
authors concluded that it is workload not ability which may increase stress. The study also 
showed that conflict with a faculty member was the strongest predictor of student stress. 
Students who could not study in their residence halls and had roommate conflicts also had higher 
stress (Dusselier et. al., 2005).  
 
These studies can all be used to ensure that students at universities and colleges nationwide are 
provided with the appropriate resources for stress. One group which strives to do so is the 
American College Health Association promotes the delivery and support of health care, 
prevention and wellness services at colleges and universities for the 18 million students across 
the country (Reference Group Executive Summary Spring 2010). The ACHA developed the 
National College Health Assessment to survey students across the country to investigate healthy 
and unhealthy behaviors, perceptions and trends (Reference Group Data Report (Abridged) 
2009).  This instrument was developed in 2000 and used through the spring of 2008.  The 
ACHA-NCHA created the largest known comprehensive data set on the health of college 
students, providing the college health and higher education fields with invaluable information on 
student health (Reference Group Executive Summary Spring 2010). The instrument was then 
revised.  The NCHA II maintained the same categories of investigation but many questions were 
added or modified. However, after this revision comparing responses from spring 2008 or prior 
to newly collected responses is no longer possible.  Georgetown University participated in this 
study during the spring of 2008 and spring of 2010.  However, since these two collections used 
different editions of the survey, they cannot be compared and only trends from spring 2008 will 
be discussed in this paper. Data from Georgetown University can be compared against the 
general trends discovered from the nationwide sample collectively. This paper focuses on the 
novel examination of student responses to questions on stress, anxiety and depression with 
regard to year in school and race.  Prior to this study, the data from GU spring 2008 had never 
been analyzed or investigated in this way. 
 
In spring 2008, 106 campuses of various sizes across the country self-selected to participate in 
the survey.  Demographic information revealed that when asked how many hours a week 
students worked for pay or as volunteers, 18.6% reported working 1–9 hours, 19.6% reported 
working 10–19 hours a week for pay, and 21.8% reported working 20 hours or more a week for 
pay (Reference Group Data Report (Abridged) 2009).  35.2% volunteered 1–9 hours a week, 
2.9% volunteered 10–19 hours a week and1.0% volunteered 20 hours or more a week (Reference 
Group Data Report (Abridged) 2009). Other demographics for the national sample are reported 
below in Table 1 (Reference Group Data Report (Abridged) 2009).  
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Notably, results of the survey indicated that stress was the number one health impediment to 
academic performance, affecting 33% of the sample (37.5% of females and 27.2% of males). 
Stress was followed by cold/flu/sore throat, sleep difficulties, concern for troubled friend or 
family member, internet use/computer game, depression/anxiety disorder/SAD and relationship 
difficulty. A further breakdown of the responses of the national sample are shown below 
(Reference Group Report Spring 2008). 
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When asked to describe their general health status, 91.9% of students said good, very good, or 
excellent; 6.9% said fair; and 1.0%said poor (Reference Group Data Report (Abridged) 2009).  
Further, 62.3% of students described their health as excellent or very good  (Reference Group 
Executive Summary Spring 2008). When asked about depression 14.9% of students reported a 
diagnosis during their lifetime. Of these, 32 % reported being diagnosed in the past school year, 
24.5% reported being currently in therapy for depression, and 35.6% reported currently taking 
medication for depression (Reference Group Data Report (Abridged) 2009).  Table 17 below 
shows students’ experience with other mental health difficulties (Reference Group Data Report 
(Abridged) 2009).  

 

Based on the trends observed in the larger spring 2008 sample, the Georgetown University 
sample will be examined by year in university, race and gender and their relationship to stress in 
the collegiate atmosphere.   

Hypotheses 

Based on the existing body of literature on stress in the collegiate atmosphere, it was 
hypothesized that in the Georgetown University Spring 2008 sample measures which indicate 
levels of stress will be highest in first and fourth year students.  Additionally, it was expected 
that female students would express more feelings of stress than male students. 
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Methods 

Participants 

The ACHA-NCHA was completed by over 80,000 students across the nation during Spring 
2008.  Of those students, 1048 student responses were from Georgetown University. This sample 
was approximately 60% female and 40% male.  Participants in the group self-identified as 76.4% 
white, 4.8% black, 6.5% Hispanic, 12.8 % Asian, 0.7% Indian and 3.4% other. 27.2% of the 
sample were first year undergraduates, 25.5% were second year undergraduates, 22.9% were 
third year undergraduates and 20.8% were fourth year undergraduates.  

Measures 

The ACHA-NCHA can be viewed in its entirety in appendix A. The survey is divided up into 
several categories: Health, Health Education and Safety; Alcohol, Tobacco and Drugs; Sex 
Behavior, Perceptions and Contraception; Weight, Nutrition and Exercise; Mental and Physical 
Health; Impediments to Academic Performance; and Demographic Characteristics. The 58 item 
questionnaire was composed of multiple choice questions for completion; there were no open 
ended questions. A random sample of Georgetown University students from all four classes were 
sent an email with a link to complete the assessment online.  

Results 

Statistics 

 Sexual 
Orientation 

Sex White Black Hispanic Asian Indian Other 

N 
Valid 1032 1031 1049 1049 1049 1049 1049 1049 

Missing 17 18 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 

Frequency Tables 

Sexual Orientation 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

heterosexual 960 91.5 93.0 93.0 

gay/lesbian 30 2.9 2.9 95.9 

bisexual 25 2.4 2.4 98.4 
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unsure 17 1.6 1.6 100.0 

Total 1032 98.4 100.0  

Missing System 17 1.6   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

Sex 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

female 618 58.9 59.9 59.9 

male 413 39.4 40.1 100.0 

Total 1031 98.3 100.0  

Missing System 18 1.7   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

White 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

.00 248 23.6 23.6 23.6 

WHITE 801 76.4 76.4 100.0 

Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Black 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 
.00 999 95.2 95.2 95.2 

BLACK 50 4.8 4.8 100.0 
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Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Hispanic 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

.00 981 93.5 93.5 93.5 

HISPANIC 68 6.5 6.5 100.0 

Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Asian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

.00 915 87.2 87.2 87.2 

ASIAN 134 12.8 12.8 100.0 

Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Indian 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

.00 1042 99.3 99.3 99.3 

INDIAN 7 .7 .7 100.0 

Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Other 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
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Valid 

.00 1013 96.6 96.6 96.6 

OTHER 36 3.4 3.4 100.0 

Total 1049 100.0 100.0  

 

Statistics 

 Year in school Full time student Current 
relationship 

Volunteer Weekly 
work 

N 
Valid 1023 1026 1032 1025 1029 

Missing 26 23 17 24 20 

 

 

Frequency Tables 

Year in school 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid 

1st year undergrad 285 27.2 27.9 27.9 

2nd year under 267 25.5 26.1 54.0 

3rd year under 240 22.9 23.5 77.4 

4th year under 218 20.8 21.3 98.7 

5th year or more under 6 .6 .6 99.3 

graduate 5 .5 .5 99.8 

adult special 1 .1 .1 99.9 

other 1 .1 .1 100.0 

Total 1023 97.5 100.0  
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Missing System 26 2.5   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

Full time student 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

yes 994 94.8 96.9 96.9 

no 32 3.1 3.1 100.0 

Total 1026 97.8 100.0  

Missing System 23 2.2   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

Current Relationship 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

single 735 70.1 71.2 71.2 

 married 2 .2 .2 71.4 

engaged 294 28.0 28.5 99.9 

separated 1 .1 .1 100.0 

Total 1032 98.4 100.0  

Missing System 17 1.6   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

Volunteer 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
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Valid 

0 hours 527 50.2 51.4 51.4 

1-9 hours 411 39.2 40.1 91.5 

10-19 hours 65 6.2 6.3 97.9 

20-29 hours 16 1.5 1.6 99.4 

30-39 hours 2 .2 .2 99.6 

more than 40 4 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 1025 97.7 100.0  

Missing System 24 2.3   

Total 1049 100.0   

 

Weekly Work 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 

0 hours 440 41.9 42.8 42.8 

1-9 hours 245 23.4 23.8 66.6 

10-19 hours 272 25.9 26.4 93.0 

20-29 hours 50 4.8 4.9 97.9 

30-39 hours 16 1.5 1.6 99.4 

40 hours 2 .2 .2 99.6 

 more than 40 4 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 1029 98.1 100.0  

Missing System 20 1.9   

Total 1049 100.0   
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Descriptive Statistics 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

GPA 1026 1 5 1.43 .582 

Valid N (listwise) 1026     
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Considering your age, 
how would you describe 

your general health  

Excellent Very good Good Fair Poor Don’t Know 

First year 27.4% 43.5% 23.2% 5.3% 0.4% 0.4% 

Second year 25.2% 48.5% 20.3% 4.9% 1.1% 0.0% 

Third year 19.7% 49.8% 25.9% 4.2% 0.0% 0.4% 

Fourth year 26.1% 46.8% 23.9% 2.3% 0.9% 0.0% 

 

Within the last 
school year, have 

often have you felt 
things were 

hopeless  

Never 1-2 
times 

3-4 
times 

5-6 
times 

7-8 
times 

9-10 
times 

11 or 
more 
times 

First year 38.2% 26.0% 11.9% 5.6% 3.5% 4.2% 10.5% 

Second year 43.9% 28.0% 11.4% 5.7% 4.5% 1.5% 4.9% 

Third year 46.0% 18.8% 13.8% 6.7% 3.3% 2.5% 8.8% 

Fourth year 45.0% 25.7% 12.4% 5.0% 1.8% 3.7% 6.4% 
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Within the last 
school year, have 

often have you felt 
overwhelmed by all 

you had to do  

Never 1-2 
times 

3-4 
times 

5-6 
times 

7-8 
times 

9-10 
times 

11 or 
more 
times 

First year 6.4% 14.8% 16.3% 18.4% 13.8% 8.5% 21.9% 

Second year 6.1% 13.7% 16.3% 17.5% 10.3% 7.2% 28.9% 

Third year 5.0% 12.5% 14.2% 12.1% 14.6% 9.6% 32.1% 

Fourth year 6.9% 18.8% 17.4% 14.7% 6.9% 7.3% 28.0% 
 

 

Within the last 
school year, have 

often have you felt 
exhausted (not from 

physical activity)  

Never 1-2 
times 

3-4 
times 

5-6 
times 

7-8 
times 

9-10 
times 

11 or 
more 
times 

First year 8.4% 15.4% 13.7% 20.0% 7.7% 12.3% 22.5% 

Second year 6.8% 16.3% 16.7% 10.6% 9.1% 7.6% 33.0% 

Third year 5.8% 11.7% 13.8% 19.2% 10.8% 10.8% 27.9% 

Fourth year 10.2% 18.5% 13.9% 13.9% 7.4% 5.1% 31.0% 
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Within the last 
school year, have 

often have you felt 
very sad  

Never 1-2 
times 

3-4 
times 

5-6 
times 

7-8 
times 

9-10 
times 

11 or 
more 
times 

First year 18.3% 35.6% 13.7% 11.3% 5.3% 5.3% 10.6% 

Second year 21.4% 34.7% 16.4% 10.3% 6.1% 3.4% 7.6% 

Third year 18.0% 29.3% 17.6% 10.5% 7.1% 3.8% 13.8% 

Fourth year 21.7% 30.4% 14.7% 9.2% 4.6% 6.0% 13.4% 

 

Within the last 
school year, have 

often have you felt 
so depressed it was 
difficult to function  

Never 1-2 
times 

3-4 
times 

5-6 
times 

7-8 
times 

9-10 
times 

11 or 
more 
times 

First year 63.0% 17.3% 7.4% 4.6% 3.2% 1.1% 3.5% 

Second year 60.6% 22.0% 8.0% 1.9% 2.3% 2.3% 3.0% 

Third year 60.0% 18.3% 5.8% 3.3% 3.3% 2.1% 7.1% 

Fourth year 67.3% 17.8% 3.3% 4.2% 1.4% 1.9% 4.2% 
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 Stress on Academic Performance  

Considering your age, how 
would you describe your 

general health  

N/A Experienced 
but did not 

affect 
academics 

Lower 
grade 

on 
assign
ment 

Lower 
grade 

in class 

Incomplete or 
dropped class 

First year 22.9% 50.7% 19.7% 5.6% 1.1% 

Second year 15.0% 53.4% 24.8% 5.6% 1.1% 

Third year 16.3% 50.2% 23.0% 9.6% 0.8% 

Fourth year 15.1% 58.7% 20.2% 5.0% 0.9% 
 

Discussion 

The descriptives give a comprehensive overview of the demographic makeup of the sample. The 
demographics of the Georgetown sample match very closely with the gender, race, sexual 
orientation, year in university and relationship status of the national sample.  

Unseen limitations only allowed for analysis of specific questions by year in university not race 
or gender. Students’ ratings of their own general health were analyzed by year.  This revealed 
that 70.9% of the first year students rate their health as excellent or very good as compared to 
73.7% of second years, 69.5 % of third years and 72.9% of fourth year students.  From these 
results it can be seen that the lowest general health ratings of excellent or very good are found in 
undergraduate years one and three.  This finding for first year undergraduates accords with the 
hypothesis that first year students experience significantly more stress than second and third year 
students. The greater stress among first year students may be related to the findings of Ross et al. 
(1999) which named sleeping habits, vacations/breaks, change in eating habits, increased 
workload and new responsibilities as the top stressors for students (Ross et al.,1999).  In the first 
year it is likely that a student encounters all five stressors.  However, the lower rating for the 
third year students was not predicted.  94.1% of first years, 94% of second years, 95.4% of third 
years and 96.8% of fourth year students rated their health as good or better. There is a slight 
increase in the overall rating of general health with each year. This may be indicative of the 
relationship between increased coping mechanisms and decreased stress as suggested in the 
study by D’Zurilla & Sheedy (1991). 
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Students were also asked how many times within the past school year they felt hopeless, 
overwhelmed by all they had to do, exhausted (but not from physical activity), very sad, so 
depressed that it was difficult to function, had seriously considered suicide and attempted 
suicide.  Results show that first year undergraduates reported feeling hopeless at least once, more 
than second year, third year, or fourth year students (61.8%).  This again supports the hypothesis 
that first year students have the highest levels of stress and possibly the least developed coping 
mechanisms to handle stress (D’Zurilla & Sheedy, 1991). Among third year students, 54% 
reported feelings of hopelessness at least once. Among fourth year students 55% reported feeling 
hopeless at least once during the past year.  Again, this finding contradicts the proposed 
hypothesis that fourth year undergraduate students are more stressed than students in other years.  
When looking at year in school and the question of whether or not students felt overwhelmed, 
results showed that students responded to feeling overwhelmed more than hopeless. Of those 
who responded to never feeling overwhelmed in the past school year 6.4% were first year 
undergraduates, 6.1% were second years, 5% were third years and 6.9% were fourth years.   
Further, those who responded to feeling overwhelmed 11 or more times in the past year were 
21.9% of first year undergraduates, 28.9% of second years, 32.1% of third years and 28% of 
fourth years.  This indicates that third year students feel the most overwhelmed, which is again 
inconsistent with the hypotheses.  These results may be due to differences in interpretation of the 
meaning of the word overwhelmed.  The time at which the survey was administered may also 
have mattered.  For example, if it were at the very beginning of the semester during which time 
first year students have not yet received much work and fourth year students are looking forward 
to their last year, it would make sense that second and third year students felt more overwhelmed 
as they are more accustomed to the workload than first year students and still have more years of 
school ahead unlike fourth year students. The survey was emailed out in February however, but 
the date on which students completed it was variable. 

The next question asked was how many times in the past year a respondent felt exhausted (not 
from physical activity). 42.5% of first year students, 49.7% of second year students, 48.6% of 
third year students, 43.5% of fourth year students reported feeling exhausted 7 or more times 
which appears to contradict the hypothesis of first and fourth year students have more stress. 
However, 22.5% of first year undergraduates, 33% of second year undergraduates, 27.9% of 
third year undergraduates, and 31% of fourth year undergraduates reported that feeling 11 or 
more times.  This finding supports the hypothesis that fourth year students may experience more 
stress than other years but still contradicts the hypothesis the first year students may experience 
more stress.  

When asked about feeling very sad in the last school year 32.5% of first year students, 27.4% of 
second year students, 35.2% of third year students, 33.2% of fourth year students reported 
experiencing this 5 or more times. This finding does not necessarily support or deny the 
hypothesis that first and fourth year students experience the most stress.  Sadness and stress may 
not necessarily be linked.  Further when asked about being so depressed it was difficult to 
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function, 63% of first year students, 60.6%  of second year students, 60% of third year students 
and 67.3% of fourth year students responded never.  This is in line with the idea that coping 
mechanisms and methods to deal with challenges increase over time.  Again these negative 
feelings may be linked to students’ development of appropriate coping mechanisms ( D’Zurilla 
& Sheedy, 1991) and strategies to deal with stressful events.  

The effect of stress on academic performance was examined by year in university. Of first year 
undergraduates 22.9% did not experience stress, 50.7% experienced stress but it did not affect 
academics, 19.7% received a lower grade on an assignment, 5.6% received a lower grade in the 
class, 1.1% received an incomplete or dropped the class. Of second year undergraduates 15% did 
not experience stress, 53.4% experienced stress but it did not affect academics, 24.8% received a 
lower grade on an assignment, 5.6% received a lower grade in the class, and 1.1% received an 
incomplete or dropped the class. Of third year undergraduates 16.3% did not experience this, 
50.2% experienced stress but it did not affect academics, 23% received a lower grade on an 
assignment, 9.6% received a lower grade in the class, and 0.8% received an incomplete or 
dropped the class. Of fourth year undergraduates 15.1% did not experience this, 58.7% 
experienced stress but it did not affect academics, 20.2% received a lower grade on an 
assignment, 5% received a lower grade in the class, and 0.9% received an incomplete or dropped 
the class. These results showed that third year students exhibited higher percentages of stress 
affecting academic performance and causing the student to receive a lower grade in a class than 
first, second, or fourth year students. Also, second and fourth year students had the lowest 
percentages of students who did not experience stress, meaning that these students in these years 
experienced more stress. However, fourth year undergraduates had the highest percentage of 
experienced stress that did not impact academic performance.  Perhaps this suggests that 
although the final undergraduate year is stressful, students have become more adept at dealing 
with this stress and preventing it from negatively impacting other areas of a student’s life.  As 
shown in Dusselier et. al., (2005) these findings may also relate to number of class hours a 
student has for his or her workload.   

All of these descriptives are important for identifying trends among students in the different 
years in the university.  While some results did support the hypothesis that first and fourth year 
undergraduate students have the most stress, the results which contradicted the hypothesis could 
indicate that stress affects students in different years in university differently. The results were 
inconclusive. However, further analysis must be done to identify significant relationships and 
predictions. 

Conclusion 

This study has shown that year in university does affect a student’s experience of stress.  Some 
analysis of the measures of the ACHA-NCHA did support the hypotheses while others did not. 
These mixed findings indicate the need for more in-depth analysis.  Based on the trends shown in 
the descriptive data and frequencies from the Georgetown University sample from spring 2008, 
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the next step would be to look only at full time students in 1st, 2nd, 3rd or 4th year of 
undergraduate. This could change the results because the workloads and responsibilities vary for 
full-time and part-time students.  The three factors to be analyzed would again be year in 
university, but the survey should be expanded in order to include factors such as race and gender. 
As shown in previous research, women tend to perceive more stress than men (Towbes & Cohen, 
1996; Hamilton & Fagot, 1988; Misra et. al., 2000).  Therefore it is essential to include this 
variable in analysis.  There is also significantly less information on stress in a collegiate 
atmosphere in minority populations.  

It is important to note the limitations of this study.  University populations although helpful to 
analyze as a group, can be diverse.  It is not possible for one standard instrument to cover all of 
the various factors of stress. For example, perhaps the workload and academic hours are 
significantly more demanding at an Ivy League school which could cause high stress (Dusselier 
et al., 2005) yet the commute to school and job stress may be higher for a student at a community 
college. Dusselier et al. (2005) also shows the importance of student living situation. Also 
Georgetown University is a unique environment with its own specific set of stresses for the 
student body. While very worthwhile to use the ACHA-NCHA to evaluate the stress climate 
against a national sample, it is still critical to investigate any factors specific to the school as 
well.   

Further research must also be conducted with the spring 2010 data from Georgetown.  Again, the 
assessment tool was changed between its use in spring 2008 and spring 2010 so no direct 
comparisons can be made. However, it is still important for analysis to be done on this data to 
further examine trends involving year in university, race and gender on stress. Based on these 
findings, the same questions discussed in this conclusion must be analyzed to see how the 
Georgetown sample compares to the national sample. The relationship between year in 
university, race, gender and stress is very important in understanding how to best provide 
services and assistance for students in the collegiate atmosphere. This paper reports on primary 
descriptive data and suggests further analysis into this critical relationship.
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