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Abstract: Self-concept is a key factor in any teaching—learning process in pre-service teachers. How-
ever, it could be negatively affected by academic stress, which is constituted by stressors, stress
symptoms, and coping strategies. The aim of the study was to determine the relationship between
academic stress and self-concept in this population. This was a descriptive, correlational, and cross-
sectional study. The sample consisted of 1020 university students in education degrees. In relation to
sex, it was found that 75.78% were women and 24.21% were men. The following instruments were
used: Self-concept Form 5 (AF-5), the Big Five Inventory-44 (BFI-44), and the SISCO Inventory of
Academic Stress. The results indicated that academic stress increases and self-concept decreases as
studies progress; likewise, most of the students perceived high levels of stress. It was concluded
that academic stress is inversely related to self-concept in pre-service teachers, a fact that should be
taken into account in their initial training. Social-emotional factors and neuroticism have a decisive
influence on the future teachers” academic stress.
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1. Introduction

Many studies have been dedicated to examining the psychosocial factors of university
students with the aim of clarifying the factors that influence their performance and mental
health [1-3]. The university stage is characterised by a challenging period, where students
must bring into play all the strategies and resources they have to successfully adapt to
the new demands of the contexts in which they are living [4]. As students have more
psychosocial tools to resolve conflicts, their mental health will be less impacted. Similarly,
the qualities and characteristics they hold also directly influence their disposition towards
life and, indirectly, will influence how they perform, as well as the patterns they tend to
follow in different scenarios. In turn, self-concept is also a very important factor in the
understanding of the whole person’s development, as well as in the understanding of their
thoughts and actions.

For this purpose, this research attempted to jointly address the academic stress, self-
concept, and personality of pre-service teachers with the intention of drawing out their
psychosocial profile and moving forward in the reformulation of an efficient teacher.

In the following, the three dimensions of the study are explained separately, with the
intention of extracting the main antecedents in each of them.

1.1. Academic Stress

Student performance is conditioned by many external factors, such as the teacher,
the characteristics of the environment, or the learning opportunities. There are also other
internal factors that play an important role, especially personality or academic stress. The
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latter can be defined as the state felt or perceived by the individual as a consequence of the
interaction of all the external factors that affect purely academic matters. In those cases
in which this state is negative and threatens their psychosocial well-being, it produces in
them feelings of “ineptitude” to face different situations of their educational process and
even leads to physical and somatic symptoms such as anxiety, eating disorders, loss of
the feeling of control of the situation, or insomnia [5]. In terms of academic performance,
students who tend to suffer from academic stress tend to be “labelled” as low achievers,
tend to show a generalised lack of motivation to study, and may display absenteeism or
dropout [6].

Similarly, each person perceives the same situation differently. This fact implies that
the uniqueness of the individual, i.e., their personality, self-concept, or frustration tolerance,
explains this fact, with individual differences noted in the adaptive capacities shown in
situations that threaten their psychosocial well-being [7].

In general terms, current models of stress are based on the individual-context rela-
tionship, with a wide variety of stress typologies appearing. In this research, we focus on
academic stress, which is derived from educational contexts. In fact, academic stress arises
as a consequence of increased demands in the teaching and learning processes, where new
challenges appear, for which the student does not feel prepared, which generates discom-
fort, anxiety, or uneasiness. In the university stage, this event is exponentially increased, as
multiple changes arise in teaching approaches, the student—teacher relationship, as well
as the adaptation to a new lifestyle, in which new obligations, demands, and lifestyles
arise, which “break” with the dynamics that had been developing in previous educational
stages [4].

In the analysis of academic stress, it is necessary to consider the stressors that produce
this status in students, what are the symptoms manifested as a consequence of this stress,
as well as the coping strategies that tend to be used to manage it. Another striking aspect
is that these levels of academic stress are not stable over time, i.e., they do not appear
once, and they are not always the same but will oscillate depending on the situation and
the strategies learned by the student; they can be maintained, increased, or decreased,
especially in the first years of their teacher education program [8].

With the intention of reducing academic stress among students, especially in the
university stage, it is essential to learn a wide variety of resources and personal strengths
to face the obstacles that arise [9]. This conception is based on the belief in providing the
individual with opportunities for personal development, by strengthening those areas
that are most limiting and that generate negative feelings. This involves empowering the
person, trying to optimise personal factors such as a sense of self-efficacy, while giving
them the tools they need to make decisions and be self-regulating, with a view to achieving
the goals they set for themselves in a satisfactory way [10]. Similarly, these resources will
provide them with the confidence to cope with multiple situations and will act as protective
factors that will combat those risk factors for the symptoms that characterise academic
stress [11].

1.2. Self-Concept

Self-concept is a multidimensional construct that has been widely studied in the
field of psychology and education. It can be defined as the image that a person has of
him/herself in different facets of his/her life. Self-concept involves affective, cognitive,
and behavioural aspects [12], so it cannot be defined as an evaluation free of subjectivity.
This self-perception responds both to perceived qualities of the person and to their degree
of competence to perform various tasks more or less satisfactorily, as well as their ability to
cope with and manage the demands and requirements of the environment in which they
live [13].

Authors such as Kaur et al. [14] have identified three components within the self-
concept. Firstly, there is the image or identity perceived by the individual about him/herself,
that is, the belief that he/she has about the image he/she projects in his/her environment.
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Secondly, there is self-esteem or the value that a person places on him/herself, that is,
on his/her qualities, strengths, weaknesses, or feelings. Finally, there is the behavioural
component, where the self-concept shapes a person’s ways of acting. The hierarchical
and multifaceted model of self-concept considers that the overall self-concept consists of
four dimensions [15]: the academic self-concept, the social self-concept, the emotional
self-concept, and the physical self-concept.

In our study, the focus was on the academic self-concept, considering its important role
in student achievement in line with previous studies [16]. Logically, a person’s self-concept
will have an impact on his or her performance. In the educational context and with a
view to achieving higher levels of academic success, it is necessary for students to have
a strong self-concept, reflecting their potential, in order to gain the self-confidence and
self-assurance they need to acquire the competences and skills they require to pass their
period of education. In the case of students undertaking education degrees, this is of vital
importance as their future personal development will impact on the development of their
students. However, some previous studies have shown that they tend to have an average
or low self-concept [17], which may have a negative impact on their future students.

Specifically at the university level, possible causes that may lead to a low self-concept
in this population are the increased difficulty and intensity of the training programmes,
where students observe a “high jump” with respect to previous educational stages, which
generates a significant amount of (academic) stress [18-20].

1.3. Personality

An individual’s personality is another factor that determines individual differences.
There are multiple models over the decades that have compiled multiple studies with the
intention of examining and responding to people’s reactions and extracting behavioural
patterns based on their personality traits. In recent years, the Big Five personality model
has stood out [21]. Based on this approach, peoples’ personalities can be explained through
five major personality trait, highlighting: extraversion as an individual’s ability to relate
to others and socialise; agreeableness, which is understood in terms of kindness and
sympathy; conscientiousness, which is the ability to be goal-oriented and to organise a
plan of action; neuroticism, which corresponds to people’s susceptibility to stress and
adverse feelings; and openness to experience, which corresponds to creativity and the
ability to generate ideas and enjoy aesthetics. From the conjugation of these five main
personality domains, it is possible to provide a conceptual framework where different
personality types are explained [22]. Previous studies have examined the relationship
between personality and stress, which found positive relationships between one of its traits,
neuroticism, and the predisposition to stress [23-25]. A recent meta-analysis developed
by Chu et al. [26] regarding personality traits found that agreeableness, extraversion, and
openness to experience negatively predict the psychological response to stress. However,
they found that conscientiousness positively predicts stress.

Additionally, previous studies suggest that personality plays an important role in the
prediction of subjects” well-being due to its relation to how people react to stimuli and
events in a wide range of daily situations and contexts [27,28].

1.4. Our Study
Having established this problem, the research questions emerged as follows:

- How do psychosocial factors such as self-concept and personality influence pre-service
teachers’” academic stress?
—  Are there differences between men and women in relation to the variables described?

The present study aimed to examine the academic stress of pre-service teachers in
terms of their levels of self-concept and the five personality factors. It also examined the
constructs studied in terms of gender, with a view to determining whether there were
differences in the sample used.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Subjects and Design

A descriptive, cross-sectional, and non-experimental research project was carried out
with 1020 university students in education degrees. In relation to sex, it was found that
75.78% were women and 24.21% were men. Regarding age, the ages ranged from 17 to
50 years, with 21.52; 4.44. With regard to the specializations they were studying, 42.8%
were enrolled in primary education; 30.7% were studying early childhood education; 14.4%
were in social education; 10.4% were studying for a master’s degree in teaching; and 1.7%
were studying pedagogy. Regarding the course, it was found that 57.2% were enrolled
in the first year; 9.9% were in the second; 18.7% were in the third; and 14.2% were in the
fourth. Finally, in relation to Spanish location, it was found that 56.5% were studying in
Jaén, followed by Granada (13.1%), Cérdoba (10.4%), Seville (5.5%), Cadiz (5.4%), Mélaga
(4.2%), Almeria (2.7%), and Huelva (2.2%).

2.2. Instruments

- Self-concept Form 5-AF5 [29]. This instrument consists of 30 items and measures five
dimensions of self-concept: academic, social, emotional, family, and physical, with six
items for each of them. The academic self-concept refers to the student’s perceived
role performance; the social self-concept refers to the perception of performance in
social relationships; the emotional self-concept focuses on the emotional state and
the involvement and commitment with daily life; the family self-concept aims at
integration with the family; and the physical self-concept focuses on the perception
of the student’s appearance and physical condition [29]. It is answered according
to a scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 99 (total degree of agreement). The internal
consistency of the scale according to the authors was the following depending on
the factors established using the Cronbach alpha coefficient of academic/work: 0.88;
social: 0.69; emotional: 0.73; family: 0.76; and physical: 0.74. Cronbach’s « total scale
was 0.81.

- Big Five Inventory-44 [22]. It is a self-report test and measures the five main personality
factors, which are extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and
openness to experience. It is composed of 44 items with Likert-type responses ranging
from 1 (total agreement) to 5 (total disagreement). This instrument was designed
simultaneously in English and Spanish. The reliability analysis (x Cronbach) of this
scale was for each of the corresponding factors of: extraversion (o = 0.69), agreeable-
ness: (e = 0.75), conscientiousness (o« = 0.74), neuroticism (« = 0.75), and openness to
experience (& = 0.77).

- SISCO Inventory of Academic Stress [19]. This instrument is a self-report, which requires
no more than 10 min to be filled in. It includes 31 items with five answer options,
namely 1 (never) and 5 (always). It identifies three categories: stressful situations,
reactions, and strategies, with a reliability that was established using the Cronbach
alpha of 0.9 overall and 0.87 for half of them. A range of academic situations involving
stress is presented with the aim of analysing how stressful it is for students. It also
measures the frequency in which people experience a set of psychological, physiologi-
cal, and behavioral reactions when faced with these situations. Finally, the instrument
evaluates the use of a variety of coping strategies used to address stress.

2.3. Procedure

The instruments were administered using the Google Form tool. The researchers
attended the classes of the potential participants to explain the purpose of the research.
In those cases where it was not possible, the teaching staff were informed to transfer the
information to their students and provide them the link to complete the questionnaire. In
all cases, the emails of the researchers were provided for contact in case of doubts or further
information. Additionally, all participants had to be student teachers as an inclusion criteria.
One-thousand one-hundred and fifty participants were invited to participate, of whom
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119 declined to participate or did not answer, and 16 questionnaires had to be removed
for not being properly completed. Participation in the study was completely voluntary, in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki in 1975 and its next adjustment from Brazil in
2013 [30]. This research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Jaén
(Reference: OCT.20/1.TES).

2.4. Data Analysis

All analysis in this study was conducted with IBM SPSS 25.0 software. The « value
for all statistical tests was set to 0.05. Data Screening was performed before the factorial
analysis to evaluate the distribution of data and assumptions. The magnitude of the
differences or effect size was determined using Cohen’s standardized measure d and
was interpreted as zero (0-0.19), low (0.20-0.49), moderate (0.50-0.79), or high (>0.80).
Therefore, for each effect size, the 95% confidence interval (95% CI) was calculated. In
order to understand differences between two correlations, the effect size was calculated
with Cohen’s q. Both correlations were converted to Fisher’s Z and subtracted from each
other. This measure can be interpreted as: <0.1 (no effect), 0.1-0.3 (small effect), 0.3-0.5
(medium effect), and >0.5 (large effect).

3. Results
3.1. Correlational Analysis

With regard to the correlation analyses (see Table 1), the following relationships
between academic stress and personality traits were shown: academic stress shows a
positive relationships with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism (r = 0.07;
r=0.09; r = 0.26). In terms of the relationships between academic stress and self-concept
dimensions, positive relationships were found with emotional self-concept (r = 0.32) and
negative relationships with physical self-concept (r = —0.11).

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between measures.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1AST

2EX 0.06

3AG 0.07* 0.34 **

4CO 0.09 ** 0.38 ** 0.42 **

5NE 0.26 ** 0.30 ** 0.39 ** 0.37**

6 OP 0.03 0.43 ** 0.33 ** 0.41* 0.24 %

7 AS 0.01 0.13** 0.01 0.02 —0.00 0.18**

8 ES 0.32** 0.00 —0.00 0.01 0.19** —0.08 ** 0.32**

9FS —0.04 0.04 —0.55 —0.03 —0.05 0.00 —0.04 0.14 **

10 PS —0.11* 0.14 ** 0.03 —0.22 —0.08 ** 0.14* —0.11* —0.08 ** 0.27

11SS —0.14 0.09 ** 0.03 0.00 —0.02 0.03 —0.01 0.27 ** 0.31 0.28 **
M 3.56 26.72 27.91 30.16 24.30 33 22.63 18.57 21.22 19.66 21.25

SD. 1 313 328 365 325 520 459 524 345 522 386
Note: *p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05. AST: academic stress; EX: extraversion; AG: agreeableness; CO: conscientiousness;
NE: neuroticism; OP: openness to experience; AS: academic self-concept; ES: emotional self-concept; FS: familiar
self-concept; PS: physical self-concept; SS: social self-concept.

3.2. Regression Analysis

Looking at the relationship between academic stress, personality traits, and self-
concept, a hierarchical regression analysis was performed (see Table 2). We used the
stepwise method and entered each independent variable into the model individually. In
the first equation, gender, age, province, and course were entered as predictors. In this first
phase, gender explained 3% of the variance in academic stress. Females reported higher
academic stress than males. In the second equation, personality traits were introduced as
independent variables. In this case, 7% of the variance of academic stress was explained
by the neuroticism variable. Thus, subjects with high levels of neuroticism reported
higher academic stress. In the third equation, self-concept dimensions were entered as
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independent variables. In this case, 10% of the variance was explained by the self-concept-
emotional variable. Subjects who scored high on emotional self-concept reported high
academic stress.

Table 2. Hierarchical regression analysis predicting academic stress.

(Criteria: Academic Stress) R2 F B p AR?
Demographic factor 0.03 9.19 0.03
Sex 0.16 0.00 **
Age 0.00 0.84
Province 0.03 0.23
Course 0.04 0.18
Personality trait 0.10 12.32 0.07
Extraversion 0.00 0.81
Agreeableness —0.01 0.63
Conscientiousness 0.00 0.86
Neuroticism 0.27 0.00 **
Openness —0.01 0.67
Self-concept 0.17 12.52 0.10
Academic 0.00 0.80
Emotional 0.28 0.00 **
Familiar —0.04 0.14
Physical —0.03 0.37
Social —0.06 0.07

Note: * p < 0.05; * p < 0.00.

Finally, in order to examine differences in the variables studied, we dichotomised the
sample according to gender (see Table 3).

In the academic stress variable, statistically significant differences were found, where
women showed higher levels of stress than men (M = 3.66 vs. M = 3.25); F(1, 1019) = 33.55;
p < 0.00. Regarding the Big Five variables, differences were found in extraversion,
whereas men showed higher levels of extraversion than women (M = 27.34 vs. M = 26.52);
F(1,1019) =12.74; p < 0.00. In agreeableness, men scored higher compared to women
(M =28.32vs. 27.77); F(1,1019) = 5.27; p < 0.02. In conscientiousness, men had higher
scores than women (M = 30.54 vs. M = 30.04); F(1, 1019) = 3.57; p < 0.05. In openness to
experience, men also scored higher than women (M = 33.59 vs. M = 32.81); F(1, 1019) = 4.25;
p < 0.03. With respect to the self-concept variables, the following significant differences
were found in the emotional self-concept where women scored higher than men (M = 19.46
vs. 15.78); F(1,1019) =101.44; p < 0.00. On the contrary, in the physical self-concept,
men scored higher (M = 22.05 vs. M = 18.90); F(1, 1019) = 73.04; p < 0.00. Similarly, in
the social self-concept, men also scored higher than women (M = 21.69 vs. M = 21.12);
F(1,1019) = 4.09; p < 0.04.
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations, and sex differences.

ES

Variables Sex N M S.D. F 4 Sig. (Bilateral) « 95% CI
Academic Stress Men 247 325 110 33.55 0.00 0.00 ** 0.161 (—0.111; 0.433)
Women 773 3.66 0.94
BFI—Extraversion Men 247 27.34 315 12.74 0.00 0.00 ** 0.114 (—0.158; 0.386)
Women 773 26.52 3.14
BFI—Agreeableness Men 247 28.32 339 527 0.01 0.02* 0.119 (—0.153; 0.392)
Women 773 27.77 3.04
BFI—Conscientiousness Men 247 3054 3.58 32.57 0.04 0.05 * 0.157 (0.007; 0.553)
Women 773 30.04 3.66
BFI—Neuroticism Male 247 24.34 3.16 05 0.54 0.82 0.328 (0.055; 0.602)
Women 773 24.29 3.28
BFI—Openness to experience Men 247 3359 5 4.25 0.01 0.03* 0.076 (—0.115; 0.429)
Women 773 32.81 525
S‘:ﬁi‘;&“ . Men 247 22.26 425 211 0.08 0.14 0213 (—0.196;0.348)
P Women 773 275 4.69
SE{?‘C’;‘:Z‘SI ) Men 247 15.78 4.89 101.44 0.00 0.00 ** 0.112 (0.015; 0.853)
P Women 773 19.46 5.04
S;f"‘fgﬁf . Men 247 2155 3.52 294 0.17 0.08 0312 (0.141; 0.424)
P Women 773 21.12 3.42
Selffhz’s;ff; . Men 247 2205 488 73.04 0.00 0.00 ** 0.230 (0.241; 0.474)
P Women 773 18.90 5.09
5 elfs‘c’gfcl ot Men 247 21.69 395 4.09 0.02 0.04* 0413 (0.139; 0.688)
P Women 773 21.12 3.82

Note: effect size Cohen’s d (ES); 95% confidence interval (CI); * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.00.

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to analyse the academic stress levels of pre-service
teachers in terms of their self-concept and personality traits, which were obtained from
the Big Five model. This analysis aimed to make progress in obtaining the psychosocial
profile of this group of pre-service teachers. In general terms, it was found that gender
was a variable that influenced the individual differences of the participants surveyed.
Other studies argue that high levels of academic stress may be explained by emotional
competences, as well as other psychosocial factors that may predispose the individual to
manage different challenging situations more or less successfully [13].

In this regard, the literature has found that the introduction of mindfulness-based pro-
grammes contributes to achieving emotional stability in students, even reporting increases
in academic results [31-33]. Focusing on students” emotional stability implies assuming
the important role it plays in coping with different situations and in the development
of action guidelines to resolve situations that may threaten their stability. According to
these beliefs, it is not merely necessary to teach students from all educational levels these
strategies to achieve their full development [34], but teachers” knowledge of them will be
crucial for them to be able to transfer them to their students and to be able to build the
right conditions to implement the instructional processes as well as to strengthen the social
side of the students [35]. Taking into account the correlational results, it was found that
individuals who obtained higher scores in agreeableness, conscientiousness, or neuroticism
had higher levels of stress. This relationship confirms how different personality traits have
a direct impact on student performance, which leads to an increase in academic stress. It
also focuses on the need to teach university students skills that allow them to self-regulate
and work on their personality strengths [36].

In turn, there are studies that have inversely related neuroticism to emotion regula-
tion [37]. This relationship opens the way to examining the potential of training in this
attribute to strengthen the individuals in their lives in general and in the educational
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context in particular [38,39], regardless of the individual’s basic personality traits. This
finding has implications for education, in terms of incorporating programmes in these
constructs into initial and in-service teacher training in order to be able to carry out their
professional performance successfully.

On the one hand, students with higher levels of physical self-concept have lower
levels of academic stress. This may be due to the fact that the physical self-concept is linked
to a higher level of physical activity and, therefore, a release of stress [40]. Additionally,
having a higher physical self-concept makes the neurotic personality trait less frequent [41].
Recent research has found that physical activity increased participants’ awareness of their
health status and decreased unhealthy neuroticism [42].

In terms of gender, our study has reported differences in the different dimensions
of self-concept, with men who scored higher in family and social self-concept. In this
regard, there are studies such as the one developed by Hay and Ashman [43] who analysed
adolescents’ self-concept from the perspective of relationships with family and peer groups.
They found that men needed a stronger relationship with their parents to maintain their
emotional stability compared with women. At the same time, they found that as adolescents
grew older, they needed a stronger relationship with their peer group than with their family
to achieve emotional stability.

In the present study, it was found that participants with higher levels of emotional
self-concept had higher levels of academic stress. These data differ to some extent from the
findings of Trigueros et al. [44] who suggest that university students with greater emotional
control have higher levels of resilience and, therefore, lower levels of anxiety and academic
stress.

Regression analysis shows that women have higher academic stress than men, as is
illustrated in studies such as those by Karaman et al. [45] and Teixeira et al. [46]. Like-
wise, and taking into account academic stress, the most influential factor is neuroticism,
as it is a trait typical of people who tend to think negatively about everything they
experience [47-49].

Another factor found to be a predictor of academic stress was emotional self-concept.
These data differ from previous research such as the study conducted by De la Fuente
et al. [50] who found that students with a high emotional component have lower stress
rates. This may be due to the fact that knowledge and regulation of emotions help students
to reduce stressful situations caused by academic demands [18,51].

The present study also had a number of limitations, such as the characteristics of the
sample. In this regard, the focus was placed on future teachers, and it would be interesting
to make a comparison between pre-service and in-service teachers in order to see the
evolution of the variables. Another aspect to bear in mind is the opportunity provided
by this research to get to know the personality traits of pre-service teachers and to be able
to implement an intervention to promote those personal aspects that are more likely to
change.

5. Conclusions

The possession of socio-emotional skills is a critical element for the comprehensive
development and well-being of people in general and pre-service teachers in particular.
Taking into account the feminisation of the teaching professions, we found that a large
percentage of pre-service teachers have high levels of academic stress. This fact may
hinder their academic performance during their training period, as well as their future
professional performance in the classroom. For this reason, it is necessary to design
interventions aimed at providing pre-service teachers with the tools and strategies they
need, not only to self-regulate but also to successfully manage challenging situations that
may affect their future students. It also argues for the implementation of programmes
aimed at strengthening the emotional stability of students, through self-regulation and
coping strategies with the intention of achieving socio-emotional wellbeing in students,
as well as their comprehensive development in the different environments in which they



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 659 90f11

develop. Thus, longitudinal research will be necessary to find out the causes, risk factors,
and opportunities found within the training context in order to overcome this situation.
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