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ABSTRACT

Aim: This study aimed to examine the effect of fear of COVID-19 on the perceived stress levels in senior nurs-
ing students performing their clinical practice. Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted with senior
nursing students in a nursing facility in March 2021. The data were collected using an APP Application sent
to the smartphones of students (n=148) receiving clinical education. Results: With a mean score of 17.2 £+
7.0 on the Fear of COVID-19 Scale, it was determined that the senior nursing students’ COVID-19 fears were
at a moderate level. Students’ mean score from the Perceived Stress Scale was 71.0 & 25.7, which indicated a
moderate level. A positive, weak, and significant correlation was found between the total scores of fear of
COVID-19 and perceived stress level (r=0.291, p < 0.001). Conclusions: In this study, the perceived stress of
students in their clinical practice was at a moderate level, as it was before the pandemic. It appears that a
moderate level of fear of COVID-19 during the pandemic does not affect perceived stress levels in the clinical
education setting. Accordingly, we recommend that clinical education should be maintained by taking neces-

sary measures and implementing good management during the pandemic.
© 2022 Organization for Associate Degree Nursing. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Clinical education is an important part of nursing education, as the
clinical competencies of nursing students improve through clinical
education (Admi et al., 2018; Aydin et al., 2017). Clinical education
provides professional socialization and puts theoretical knowledge
into practice (Ahmed & Mohammed, 2019). Clinical practice is a criti-
cal but complex and challenging component of nursing students’ pro-
fessional development (Spence et al., 2019). Studies in the literature
have reported that nursing students experience moderate to high
levels of stress during their clinical education (Admi et al., 2018;
Asturias et al., 2021; Labrague et al., 2017; Labrague et al., 2018). In
addition, some studies have found that nursing students have consid-
erably higher stress levels than other undergraduate students (Admi
et al., 2018; Bartlett et al., 2016; Jun & Lee, 2017). A tolerable, low
level of stress can motivate students to achieve more (D’emeh &
Yacoub, 2021). Besides, it is thought that low and moderate level of
stress causes students to persevere more while studying and achiev-
ing their future goals (Onieva-Zafra et al., 2020). However, it is well-
known that high levels of stress negatively affect students. Prolonged
and high levels of stress can potentially cause depression and hope-
lessness, resulting in negative effects on students' learning, physio-
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psycho-social health, and clinical and academic success (D'emeh &
Yacoub, 2021; Gurkova & Zelenikov4, 2018; Riley et al., 2019). In
addition, the low and moderate stress experienced during clinical
training is unavoidable and difficult to overcome in most cases, but it
can help students to improve their academic outcomes by using a
good coping strategy (Wang et al., 2019). Factors that may cause stu-
dents stress during clinical education include: uncertainty, lack of
professional knowledge and skills, fear of making mistakes, fear of
harming the patient, facing death, exposure to social problems, deal-
ing with emergencies, performance stress related to the expectations
of academic and clinical staff, heavy workload, communication prob-
lems with patients and clinical staff, the gap between theory and
practice, and unfamiliarity with the hospital environment (Admi
et al., 2018; Bhurtun et al., 2021; Gurkova & Zelenikova, 2018; Ching
et al, 2020; Kaldal et al., 2018; Lopez et al., 2018; Yasmin et al.,
2018).

Another factor that causes stress is coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19). The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the
spread of the disease as a pandemic in March 2020, which has devel-
oped due to the SARS-CoV-2 virus (WHO, 2020). COVID-19 has been
a global experience and has affected multiple different areas of life at
the individual and societal levels (Aslan et al., 2020). According to the
measures taken since the first reporting of COVID-19 cases, the edu-
cation process at higher education institutions has also been affected.
Face-to-face formal education has been replaced by distance

1557-3087/© 2022 Organization for Associate Degree Nursing. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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education, and students of applied sciences have been affected by this
situation the most (Aslan & Pekince, 2020). Nursing is one of the
applied sciences that has been negatively affected by this process:
since the last year of nursing education is conducted through intern-
ship training in many facilities, much of the difficulty has been faced
in the planning of applied education. In most places, the clinical edu-
cation of nursing students has been conducted through distance edu-
cation; in very few facilities have internship students continued to
practice in non-COVID clinics as an important part of their education.
Many studies in the literature have evaluated the stress and anxi-
ety levels of students during the pandemic, regardless of clinical edu-
cation (Admi et al., 2018; Ahmed & Mohammed, 2019; Aslan &
Pekince, 2020; Ersin & Kartal, 2020; Sogut et al., 2020; Yiiksel & Baha-
dir-Yilmaz, 2020). The majority of studies revealed that students
experienced a moderate level of stress during the pandemic (Admi
et al.,, 2018; Ahmed & Mohammed, 2019; Aslan & Pekince, 2020). The
fear of getting sick, uncertainty, the risk of transmitting the disease to
the family and similar factors are sources of intense anxiety for stu-
dents (Aslan & Pekince, 2020). Stress has reduced students' academic
studies, and online education has not been able to fully met the needs
of students (Babu et al., 2021). In the literature, it is reported that it
will be useful to plan regular distance education programs that high-
light the importance of developing and maintaining protective
behaviors against COVID-19 to reduce students' stress levels during
the pandemic. Besides, it is recommended to offer online psychologi-
cal counseling services (Aslan & Pekince, 2020; Aslan et al., 2020;
Ersin & Kartal, 2020). However, no studies have evaluated the stress
experienced by senior nursing students who continue their clinical
practice during the pandemic. It is important to know whether the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on nursing students affects their
stress during clinical education. It is theorized that the results of this
study will help educators plan and manage clinical education during
the pandemic. This study aimed to examine the effect of fear of
COVID-19 on the perceived stress levels of senior nursing students
performing their clinical education practice during the pandemic.

Method
Design, participants, and setting

The design of this research is a cross-sectional study. This study
was conducted in a nursing facility in Turkey, March 2021. In this
facility, senior nursing students attend clinical practice 4 days a
week. Unlike the normal process, during the pandemic half the stu-
dents attend in the mornings and the other half in the afternoons for
4 days, so that there will be no crowds in clinics and that compliance
with personal protective measures can be maintained. Students have
the chance to be involved in different clinics through rotations that
take 17-18 working days. In total, they attend 6 different rotations
throughout the year. The morning and afternoon shifts switch on the
median day of each rotation.

At the beginning of the clinical practice, students were asked to fill
out a form regarding whether they wanted to attend clinical practice
in non-COVID clinics during the pandemic; those who did not want
to do so were offered the option to complete their clinical practices
after the pandemic, before they graduated. Convenience sampling
was used, all students who participated in their senior clinical prac-
tice in the 2020-2021 academic year were eligible to be included in
the study (n=177). A total of 148 students (84%) agreed to participate
in the study.

Study instruments

Study data were collected using — a Student Information Form,
which included questions on students’ descriptive characteristics;

the Fear of COVID-19 Scale, which evaluated the students’ COVID-19-
related fears; and the Perceived Stress Scale for Nursing Students,
which assessed the perceived stress levels experienced in the clinical
education setting.

Student Information Form: This form was created by the researchers
following a literature review (Aydin et al., 2017; Aslan & Pekince,
2020; Ersin & Kartal, 2020; Karaca et al., 2017) and consisted of a
total of 11 questions. This form includes students’ sociodemo-
graphic characteristics and questions about situations that can
affect their fear of COVID-19 and perceived stress (age, gender,
chronic disease status, perceived academic success, motivation for
choosing nursing, place of residence during the pandemic, status
of having had a COVID-19 test, status of having had COVID-19,
whether family members/relatives/close friends were infected
with COVID-19, loss of a relative due to COVID-19, and the reasons
for deciding to participate as an intern in the clinical practice dur-
ing the pandemic).

Fear of COVID-19 Scale: This scale was developed by Ahorsu et al.
(2020), and its Turkish validity and reliability was established by
Satici et al. (2021). The target age range of the scale is wide, and it
can be used on university students and adults. The scale has a total
of 7 items, with all of the items scored positively. The items are
scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, from 1-strongly disagree to
5-strongly agree. Scores on the scale range from 7 to 35, with
higher scores indicating higher levels of fear of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.82 in the Turkish validity and
reliability study of the scale, and 0.92 in this study.

Perceived Stress Scale for Nursing Students: This scale, consisting of 29
items, was developed by Sheu et al. (2002) in Chinese. Chan et al.
(2009) used the English form of the scale. The internal consistency
reliability coefficient of the English form was 0.89, varying
between 0.87 and 0.89 for the subdimensions. The Turkish adap-
tation of the scale was developed by Karaca et al. (2015), who also
established its validity and reliability. The internal consistency
reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of the Turkish adaptation
was 0.67-0.93. The scale has 6 subdimensions: stress from lack of
professional knowledge and skills (3 items); stress from taking
care of patients (8 items); stress from assignments and workload
(5 items); stress from teachers and nursing staff (6 items); stress
from the environment (3 items); and stress from peers and daily
life (4 items). Items are scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, with
values ranging from 4: very stressful for me and 0: not stressful
for me at all. Possible scores for the scale range between 0 and
116 (maximum scores of subdimensions are 12, 32, 20, 24, 12,
and 16, respectively), with higher scores indicating higher stress
levels (Karaca et al., 2015). The Cronbach’s alpha value of the scale
in this study was 0.96.

Data collection

Data were collected in March 2021 while students were receiving
clinical training after completing their third rotation. Senior nursing
students were informed about the study by the researchers in the
clinics where they attended clinical practice training, and the verbal
and written consent were obtained from those who volunteered to
participate in the study. The data forms were created on Google
Forms. The link to the data collection forms was sent via the What-
sApp application to the smartphones of the students who agreed to
participate in the study. An online data collection form was chosen in
order to minimize physical contact and to protect both students and
academic staff. After the data were collected, they were entered into
a computer database.
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Data analysis

The data were analyzed through the Statistical Package of Social
Sciences (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL) 22.0 software package. Numbers,
percentages, and mean # standard deviation values were used to
present the data. The fit of measurement values to normal distribu-
tion was analyzed with the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Numbers, per-
centage calculations, Kruskal—Wallis test, and Mann—Whitney U test
were used for statistical comparisons and evaluation of the data.
Spearman correlation analysis was used to evaluate the relationship
between fear of COVID-19 and perceived stress level during clinical
training and the subscales. The level of statistical significance was set
atp < 0.05.

Ethical considerations

Before the study was initiated, the necessary permissions were
obtained from the university where the study was conducted, the
ethics committee of the same university (decision number: 2021/54),
and the Ministry of Health.

Results

Of the students participating in the study, 50.0% were ages
21-22 years, with the mean age being 22.8 + 1.4 years; additionally,
75.0% of the students were female, and 89.2% did not have a chronic
disease. The leading reason for choosing the nursing profession was
own desires (43.9%); approximately half of the students (50.7%) eval-
uated their academic achievement as moderate. In addition, 42.6% of
the students were living alone/with their friends in a house during
the pandemic. The majority (59.5%) of the students had taken a
COVID test, and 13.5% had been infected with COVID-19; 76.4% had a
family member who had been infected with COVID-19, and 15.5%
had lost a relative due to COVID-19. Furthermore, 62.2% of the stu-
dents stated that they preferred attending clinical practice despite
the pandemic because they thought the internship process was
important for their professional development (Table 1).

The findings showed that the senior nursing students had a mod-
erate level of COVID-19 fear, as indicated by the mean score of 17.2 +
7.0 for the Fear of COVID-19 Scale. Additionally, the mean score for
the Perceived Stress Scale was 71.0 & 25.7, which indicated a moder-
ate level of perceived stress. The analysis of the factors affecting stu-
dents’ fear of COVID-19 and their perceived stress (Table 2) showed
that female students’ total score on the Fear of COVID-19 Scale (17.2
+ 6.9) was statistically significantly higher than that of male students
(15.1 £ 7.1; p=0.03). Additionally, female students had higher per-
ceived stress scores (76.5 + 23.3) than male students (54.5 + 25.8; p
< 0.001). Students’ scores on the Fear of COVID-19 Scale and Per-
ceived Stress Scales were not affected by age, presence of chronic dis-
ease, reason for choosing nursing, perceived academic achievement,
living with family during the pandemic, having had a COVID-19 test,
having been infected with COVID-19, having a family member who
had been infected with COVID-19, and loss of a family member due
to COVID-19 (p > 0.05).

Table 3 shows the relationship between senior nursing stu-
dents’ fear of COVID-19 and the stress levels they perceived in
the clinical education setting. As seen in the table, a positive rela-
tionship was found between the total scores for fear of COVID-19
and perceived stress level (r=0.291, p < 0.001). Fear of COVID-19
was found to have a significant, positive, and weak relationship
with the subscales (p < 0.05).

Table 1
Descriptive characteristics of the students (n = 148).
Characteristics n %
Age (year)
21-22 74 50.0
23-32 74 50.0
Mean + SD 228+ 14
Gender
Female 111 75.0
Male 37 25.0
Chronic diseases
Yes 16 10.8
No 132 89.2
Motivation for choosing nursing
Own desire 65 439
Job opportunity 61 41.2
Family recommendation 22 14.9
Perceived academic success
Low 2 14
Moderate 75 50.7
High 71 48.0
Place of residence during the pandemic
With family 32 21.6
Alone/ with homemate 63 42.6
In the student residence 53 35.8
The status of having had COVID-19 test
Yes 88 59.5
No 60 40.5
The status of having had COVID-19
Yes 20 135
No 128 86.5

An individual who tested positive for COVID—19 in fam-
ily/ relatives/close friends

Yes 113 76.4

No 35 23.6
Loss of a relative due to COVID-19

Yes 23 155

No 125 84.5

The reasons for deciding to participate as an intern in the
clinical practice during the pandemic

Because, I think the internship process is important for 92 62.2
my professional development.
To be able to graduate on time: Internship could also be 56 37.8
done by distance education.
Total 148 100.0
Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected many areas of life, including
the education of nursing students (Ulenaers et al., 2021). This study
was conducted to determine whether the fear of COVID-19 felt by
senior nursing students in clinical practice during the pandemic
affected their perceived stress levels in the clinical education envi-
ronment. It is generally thought that COVID-19 has a particular effect
on nursing students, as a result of organizational changes that may
occur during clinical training, uncertainty about their competencies,
and even concerns about whether to continue their education (Ule-
naers et al., 2021). According to the results of this study, the stress
score of nursing students who were participating in clinical education
during the pandemic process was at a moderate level (71.0 + 25.7).
When the studies conducted before the pandemic were reviewed, it
was found that the clinical stress levels of nursing students were
high in some studies (D’emeh & Yacoub, 2021; Gurkova & Zelenikova,
2018; Labrague et al., 2018; Labrague et al., 2017) and moderate in
others (Admi et al., 2018; Ahmed & Mohammed, 2019; Asturias et al.,
2021; Labrague et al.,, 2017; Onieva-Zafra et al., 2020). Similar to
these earlier studies (Admi et al., 2018; Ahmed & Mohammed, 2019;
Asturias et al., 2021; Onieva-Zafra et al., 2020), students in the cur-
rent study were found to experience a moderate level of stress, which
shows that the pandemic did not increase students’ stress levels dur-
ing clinical education. This may indicate that the stress experienced
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Table 2
Comparison of some descriptive characteristics of the students with their total scores from the "fear of COVID-19 scale" and the "perceived stress scale" (n=1483).
Fear of COVID-19 scale  p-value  Perceived stress scale  p-value
Mean + SD Mean + SD

Total scores 172+7.0 71.0 £25.7
Age (year)

21-22 179+7.1 745+218

23-32 16.5+6.8 0.17 67.5 +28.7 0.18
Gender

Female 17.2+6.9 76.5+233

Male 151+71 0.03 5454258 <0.001
Chronic diseases

Yes 181+78 65.0 +26.4

No 17.1+£6.9 0.72 71.7 £25.6 0.36
Motivation for choosing nursing

Job opportunity 16.9 + 6.1 714 +24.8

Own desire 17.2+7.2 69.4 + 26.1

Family recommendation 179+ 8.5 0.97 74.7 +£274 0.57
Perceived academic success

Low 21.0+19.7 69.0 +£32.5

Moderate 17.1+£6.9 0.98 72.1+252 0.98

High 17.2+6.7 69.9 +26.3
Place of residence during the pandemic

With family 16.7 £ 7.6 73.14+249

Alone/ with homemate 182+ 6.8 0.23 66.3 +25.1 0.15

In the student residence 163+ 6.6 75.3 +26.4
The status of having had COVID-19 test

Yes 172 +£6.9 719 +£24.6

No 171+7.1 0.97 69.7 +£27.4 0.65
The status of having had COVID-19

Yes 17.6 £ 8.6 77.1+£209

No 17.1+£6.7 0.99 70.1+£26.3 0.33
An individual who tested positive for COVID—19 in family/ relatives/close friends

Yes 16.7 £ 6.7 71.6 £25.1

No 188+75 0.11 69.1 +£27.7 0.46
Loss of a relative due to COVID-19

Yes 183 +£7.8 75.5+252

No 170+ 6.8 0.52 702 +£25.8 0.33
The reasons for deciding to participate as an intern in the clinical practice during the pandemic
Because, I think the internship process is important for my professional development. 166+5.9 70.8 £22.8
To be able to graduate on time: Internship could also be done by distance education. 182+ 84 0.37 72.0 +£29.1 0.32

by students during clinical education does not differ from the stress
experienced before the pandemic stemming from uncertainty, lack of
professional knowledge and skills, fear of making mistakes, fear of
harming patients, etc. Even during the pandemic, it is thought that
this moderate desired level of stress can motivate students and posi-
tively affect their learning and academic success because it is
reported that low and moderate level of stress experienced during
clinical education is inevitable, and a good coping strategy can help
students to improve their academic results (D'emeh & Yacoub, 2021;
Onieva-Zafra et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019).

Table 3

According to some studies in the literature, female students’
scores for perceived stress during clinical education are significantly
higher than those of male students (Anbumalar et al., 2017; D’emeh
& Yacoub, 2021). Moreover, studies examining the stress levels of
students during the pandemic, independent of clinical education,
have shown that female students’ stress levels are higher than those
of male students (Aslan et al., 2020; Aslan & Pekince, 2020; Ersin &
Kartal, 2020). In their study with adults during the pandemic,
Bakioglu et al. (2020) found that women’s fear of COVID-19 was sig-
nificantly higher than that of men (p < 0.01). Similarly, the results of

The relationship between the fear of COVID-19 scale and the perceived stress level for nurs-

ing students Scale (n=148).

Fear of COVID-19 scale

Number r p

of items
Perceived stress scale total score 29 0.291 <0.001
Stress from lack of professional knowledge and skills* 3 0.228 0.005
Stress from taking care of patients” 8 0.287 0.000
Stress from assignments and workload* 5 0.257 0.002
Stress from teachers and nursing staff* 6 0.201 0.014
Stress from the environment* 3 0.295 <0.001
Stress from peers and daily life* 4 0.250 0.002

* The subscales of perceived stress scale.
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the current study indicate that the fear scores and stress levels of
female students were statistically significantly higher than those of
male students (p < 0.05). This result supports previous studies and
may show that women are more responsive and sensitive to the pan-
demic process. Furthermore, the higher stress level of female stu-
dents during clinical education in studies conducted before the
pandemic suggests that these students need more support during
clinical training.

The current study found a weak, significant, and positive rela-
tionship between the total scores of fear of COVID-19 and perceived
stress level in senior nursing students (p < 0.001). This shows that
students’ moderate fears of COVID-19 do not affect their clinical
stress levels more than expected. A different finding in this study
revealed that the level of stress experienced while providing care
to patients increased more with greater fear of COVID-19 (p <
0.001). In their pre-pandemic systematic review of studies investi-
gating students’ clinical stress, Labrague et al. (2018) found that
students experienced the highest level of stress while providing
care to patients. This is considered a natural stressor for nursing
students while they are putting theory into practice. Furthermore,
considering how COVID-19 spreads, it is to be expected that the
stress experienced while providing care to patients is associated
with the fear of COVID-19.

While some of the students (13.5%) in this study had experienced
COVID-19 and the majority (76.4%) had a family member who had
COVID-19—with some (15.5%) losing a relative due to COVID-19—
none of these factors appears to have affected students’ fears of
COVID-19 and their clinical stress levels. Similar to this study,
Bakioglu et al. (2020) stated that the fear of COVID-19 did not differ
as a result of having a family member who experienced the disease.
In a study with nursing students, Duman (2020) found, similar to this
study, that COVID-19 infection of a family member did not signifi-
cantly affect students’ level of fear. However, contrary to this study,
Duman revealed that the loss of a relative due to COVID-19 signifi-
cantly increased the fear of COVID-19 (Duman, 2020).

Finally, the fact that most of the students in the current study
(62.2%) preferred attending clinical practice despite the pandemic
because they thought that the internship process was important for
their professional development had a great effect on keeping stress
within the expected stress levels.

Limitations

The limitations of this study is that it was conducted in nursing
students of only one faculty of nursing, which could limit the gener-
alizability of the research. Another was the use of a self-administered
questionnaire, which had several drawbacks.

Conclusions

The results obtained from this study show that the fear of COVID-
19 and the perceived stress level of senior nursing students who
were carrying out their clinical practice during the pandemic were at
moderate levels and desirable. This study also found that the stress
experienced by students during their clinical education was no differ-
ent from the stress experienced by students before the pandemic;
additionally, fear of COVID-19 did not affect perceived stress level in
the clinical education setting. Moderate levels of clinical stress expe-
rienced during the COVID-19 process will motivate students and pos-
itively affect their learning and academic success. Accordingly, we
recommend that clinical education—which is indispensable to nurs-
ing education—should continue, with necessary measures taken and
a well-managed approach implemented in view of fighting against
pandemics such as COVID-19. In future studies, we recommend
investigating the effects of clinical stress perceived by nursing

students during the pandemic period on their academic success and
their coping strategies.
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