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Life Stressors as Predictors of Community College Students’ Course Outcomes:

The COVID-19 Pandemic as a Focusing Event

Abstract

a. Background or Context: The COVID-19 Pandemic may be considered a focusing event which
has drawn greater attention to the physical and mental health of community college students.

b. Purpose, Objective, Research Question, or Focus of Study: This study examined community
college students’ self-reported life stressors pre- and post-pandemic onset to identify any reported
difference, both in occurrence and impact on course completion.

c. Research Design: Surveys were collected after the COVID-19 pandemic onset at the City
University of New York’s largest community college. 529 students enrolled in STEM subjects
were asked about potentially stressful life events experienced during Spring 2020 and how
strongly these impacted the time or energy they had for their studies (response rate 88.2%).

d. Conclusions or Recommendations: Students’ reporting of the presence of life stressors, as well
as their rating of the impact on their studies were significantly predictive of subsequent course
outcomes. However, stressors reported as beginning prior to the pandemic had a larger and more
significant relationship with course outcomes than those reported as beginning after pandemic
onset. Further, stressors were already highly prevalent pre-pandemic, with over three-quarters of
students reporting them. While the pandemic may have drawn attention to the existence and impact
of stressors, it may simply be a focusing event that drew heightened attention to a pre-existing
issue. Results from this study indicate that life stress may significantly impact the outcomes of
community college students even outside of pandemic conditions, suggesting that this is a critical

area for community colleges to address.
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Introduction
The extent to which community college students’ life stressors may have intensified during the COVID-
19 pandemic, or the extent to which stressors in general (either inside or outside pandemic conditions)
may explain college outcomes, is empirically unknown. To address this gap, we examined the
relationship between life stressors that community college students self-reported as occurring both before
and after pandemic onset, the related impact (on the time or energy that students had for college), and
subsequent college outcomes. Further, we consider the extent to which stressors observed during the
pandemic may have been specific to pandemic conditions or may have been the result of pre-existing life

stress facing community college students prior to pandemic onset.

Conceptual Framework
Stressors

In this study, life stressors are conceptualized as events (Guaracha, 2014; Schwarzer & Luszczynska,
2013), rather than feelings or emotions (Pascoe et al., 2020). A stressor may be a particularly traumatic life
event (e.g., a divorce, eviction, or death), may be the result of chronic exposure to smaller-scale events
(e.g., job stress, food insecurity), or may stem from competing demands (e.g., work and family
commitments that conflict with school) (Hafner et al, 2015; Schwarzer & Luszczynska, 2013). Thus,
insufficient amounts of various kinds of capital to meet life/academic needs (e.g., insufficient time, money,
or energy for college studies or for other life needs) may lead to or exacerbate stress. Additionally, we posit
that stressors themselves reduce the time and energy that students have to spend on college, and that this
may produce a negative impact on academic outcomes.

We conceptualize the impacts of stress as cumulative, where the greater the number of stressors, the
greater the potential impact on a student’s studies. Thus, in this study, stress is measured by calculating the
total number of stressors reported, as well as the total cumulative impact reported for all stressors by a
student that term, as potential predictors of course outcomes. There is already some evidence that the effects

of life stress on physical and mental health are both cumulative and substantial (Pascoe et al., 2020), and
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we posit that the impacts of stressors on academic outcomes are also likely cumulative. Further, in medical
literature, the physiological burden of chronic or cumulative stressors (allostatic load; McEwen & Stellar,
1993) has also been linked to decreases in executive function/cognition (D’Amico et al., 2020) and long-

term academic outcomes (Harris, 2018).

Time and Body Capital

Here we conceptualize time as a finite resource that can be invested in college; this resource is called
time capital (Conway et al., 2021; Wladis et al., 2018; 2022; 2024a; 2024b; 2024c¢). This is related to time
poverty, or the condition of having too little time as a resource to be able to maintain academic wellbeing
(Conway et al., 2021; Wladis et al., 2018; 2022; 2024a; 2024b). In prior work, we established a relationship
between time capital and college outcomes: the amount of time available to spend on college was found to
explain difference in college outcomes for student parents vs. non-parents, women vs. men, Black and
Hispanic students vs. White and Asian/Pacific Islander students, and students who choose to enroll in at
least one online course vs. those who do not (Conway et al., 2021; Wladis et al., 2018; 2022; 2024a; 2024b).
We also conceptualize embodied physical/mental resources that can be invested in college (or other
activities) as a form of capital known as body capital (Wladis et al., 2022; 2024c¢), which includes all the
physical, mental, and psychological resources that “live in the body” (Hachey et al., 2022; Wladis et al.,
2024c). In prior work, we have related some types of body capital to academic outcomes: community
college students’ incidence of health events (either their own, or a family member) both prior to and after
pandemic onset were shown to correlate with course outcomes (Hachey et al., 2022).

Thus, we theorize a model of how stressors may interact with various forms of capital to impact
students’ college outcomes. Lower stocks of various forms of capital (social, cultural, financial, time, body)
may both increase stress and directly impact academic outcomes (Wells, 2008). However, we contend that
one way in which stressors themselves may lead to lower academic outcomes is that they reduce the time

or energy that students have available (or the time/body capital) to invest in education (Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Model of How Stressors May Affect Academic Outcomes Through Depletion of Time and Body Capital
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Focusing Events

A focusing event is typically an external “crisis or disaster that comes along to call attention to [a
pre-existing] problem” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 94). This term is used to describe how an unexpected event can
suddenly call wide-spread attention to a pre-existing issue that has previously been overlooked. The
COVID-19 pandemic may be considered a focusing event that, for example, has resulted in increased
awareness in academic research on health/mental health issues both at the K-12 level (Naff et al., 2022) and
in higher education (Hachey et al., 2022), and it has increased awareness for the need for nonacademic
supports for students (Hoffman, et al., 2020; Naff et al., 2022). We conceive of the COVID-19 pandemic
as a focusing event that has brought significant attention to the importance of stressors in the lives of

(community) college students.

Literature Review
Community college students in comparison to those at four-year institutions are more likely to have

“non-traditional” characteristics and competing responsibilities that could induce life stress; for example,
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they are more likely to have children and to work full-time, as well as to have disability/chronic illness and
financial insecurity (e.g., Hachey et al., 2022; Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2019; McBride,
2019). Pre-pandemic, Edman et al., (2016) and McBride (2019) found that community college students
reported experiencing multiple life stressors, both acute and long-term. Additionally, evidence shows that
community college students reported high levels of traumatic life events (Anders et al., 2012), and trauma
has been known to relate to lower academic performance (Edman et al., 2016). Research further suggests
that academic-related stress and major stressors in postsecondary school may result in increased mental
health issues and academic non-success (Pascoe et al., 2020). Yet, the incidence of stressors that students
experience is not typically considered to be a factor in community college success research (e.g., Pascarella,
2010), so relatively little is known about the impact of stressors on outcomes for community college
students.

Life stress appears to accumulate over time, leading to chronic strain that can negatively influence
the academics, health/mental health, and the overall quality of life of college students (Lampert, et al., 2016;
Pascoe et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al, 2018). Anders et al. (2012) found that total lifetime events reported by
students (including traumatic and non-traumatic stressors) were correlated with self-reported measures of
different outcomes, including: higher PTSD symptom severity, higher general feelings of distress, lower
life satisfaction, poorer general health, and lower self-reported GPA.

The COVID-19 pandemic generated new sources of stress and amplified pre-existing ones. Many
students had increased stress related to worries about their health or the health of friends or family (Hachey
et al., 2022), or additional stressors related to job loss (Huber, 2020) and increased time demands when
schools and childcare centers shut down (Heggeness & Fields, 2020). Further, the sudden onset of
Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT), where almost all students were suddenly forced to take courses online
under atypical and stressful conditions (Clabaugh et al, 2021), may have particularly impacted community
college students (Bird et al., 2021; Wladis et al., 2023). Outside of ERT, choosing online courses may help
students handle stressful life events, as fewer fixed time demands are usually placed on online learners

(Shea & Biderano, 2014); online course flexibility is attractive when competing demands make it difficult
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to participate in person (Daymont & Blau, 2011; Wladis et al., 2022). However, the atypical circumstances
of COVID-19 led to challenges succeeding online even for students who gravitate toward the medium (Lin,
et al., 2021), and prolonged stress from pandemic online learning has been shown to lead to burnout

(Mheidly et at., 2020).

Research Questions
Given that relatively little is known about the stressors experienced by community college students

both pre- and post- pandemic, as well as the impact that stressors may have on course outcomes, research
is needed to explore this relationship. This study explored the following research questions:
1) To what extent did community college students report life stressors that began before the onset of the

COVID-19 pandemic in the spring 2020 term?
2) To what extent did community college students report life stressors that began affer the onset of the

pandemic in the spring 2020 term?
3) What was the relationship between students’ self-reported incidence of life stressors and their successful

course completion?

a. How did this vary based on whether stressors first occurred prior to or after the onset of the pandemic

during the spring 2020 term?
Method
Data Collection
A sample of 600 students enrolled in STEM courses at the City University of New York’s (CUNY)

largest community college were surveyed during the spring 2020 semester. Each course in the sample had
online and face-to-face sections prior to the move to pandemic-induced ERT, where all courses moved fully
online about one-third through the term. These courses were part of a larger study investigating student
outcomes online vs. face-to-face. Participants were recruited via email, telephone, and text message and
paid for their time. A response rate of 88.2% yielded 529 participants. While the full survey asked additional

questions, here we focus on measures related to stressors.
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Students were asked if they experienced any of 21 life events during spring 2020, including
illness/injury/disability/mental health, job stress/change/unemployment, housing/food insecurity. Students
were able to check whether they experienced each event before or after pandemic onset (or both), and to
rate how strongly each event impacted the “time or energy that [they] had for [their] college studies,” by
dragging a slider (recorded as a numeric score 1-100). Survey and institutional data (demographics and

course outcomes) were then merged.

Analytic Method

Means and confidence intervals were calculated for the proportion of students encountering each
individual stressor, as well as the rated impact of each stressor reported. To explore the relationship between
stressors and college outcomes, linear probability models were used. The dependent variable of interest was
successful course completion, defined as whether the student completed the course with a C- or higher (the
typical requirement for receiving transfer or major credit). For each period of interest (pre-pandemic onset;
after pandemic onset) independent variables included 1) whether a student experienced any stressors; 2)
total number of stressors experienced; 3) mean impact reported for all stressors (with only those stressors
checked included in the mean); and 4) total cumulative impact reported for all stressors (calculated by
summing the impact score for each stressor reported). Control variables included gender, ethnicity, age,
GPA, first-semester freshman status, and median household income of zip code. Median household income
was based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s pre-pandemic American Community Survey because this was not
subject to issues with data quality that the Census Bureau cited with the 2020 pandemic data (e.g., Villa
Ross et al., 2021).

Equations used for analysis had the form:

y =P+ P1xy+ -+ Puxp t€

Where x4, ..., x,, represent independent variables including controls (e.g., stressor incidence,

race/ethnicity), and € represents the difference between actual versus predicted probability (of course

completion) of the dependent variable for each student.
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Multiple imputation by chained equations (m = 25) imputed values for survey questions with
missing responses (range 0-24% missing), including all independent variables used in subsequent
analyses (Enders, 2010; Manly & Wells, 2015). In addition to analyzing means of stressor scales
constructed from the survey event and impact item sets (alpha reliability range 0.77-0.85), we also

analyzed the relationship of these scale measures to successful course completion using regression.

Results and Discussion

Figure 2 shows whether a student reported experiencing any of the 21 stressors, as well as the total
number of separate stressors reported by the student. 77% of students experienced one or more stressors
prior to the pandemic, while 97% experienced one or more after pandemic onset. The most frequently
reported pre-pandemic life stressors included the student’s own illness/injury/disability including mental
health (26%), job stressors (32%), and financial issues (25%). After pandemic onset, additional factors
emerged, such as illness/injury/disability/mental health of family members (45%), caring for sick family
members (38%), and unemployment (56%). One’s own illness (42%), job stressors (44%), and financial
issues (63%) also rose to higher levels. The total number of stressors reported by students increased by

62%, from 2.9 total pre-pandemic to 4.7 total after pandemic onset.
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Figure 2
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limitations).

The mean impact of stressors on “time or energy for studies” (or time/body capital) reported by
students also rose, by 26.6% from 57.6 to 72.9 (out of 100) (Figure3). The total cumulative impact of all
stressors reported increased even more, by 118%, from 161 pre-pandemic to 352 after pandemic onset. The
stressors rated as having the biggest impact on time/body capital pre-pandemic were illness/injury/disability
including mental health (65.3), unemployment (60.1), financial issues (69.4) and housing insecurity (65.9).
After pandemic onset, these four stressors remained some of the most high-impact reported, with scores of
77.0,78.4,77.5, and 65.9, respectively. However, job stress (81.2), moving house (79.2) and food insecurity

(76.1) also ranked as some of the highest-impact stressors post-pandemic onset.
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Figure 3

Reported Impact of Stressors
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limitations).

There was an increase in the reported occurrence, and impact on time/body capital, of stressors
between responses about pre- and post-pandemic time periods. However, we note that direct comparisons
between these two time periods may be misleading, since the time interval after pandemic onset during the
spring 2020 term was twice as long as the interval before pandemic onset.

While increases in stressors after pandemic onset may be expected, what is noteworthy is the high
reported incidence and rated impact of stressors prior to pandemic onset. Over three-quarters of students
reported at least one stressor, with a mean rated impact on time/body capital of 58 (out of 100). Thus, the
results seem to support conceptualizing the pandemic as a focusing event (Kingdon, 2003) that exacerbated
and highlighted a pre-existing issue: the high incidence and impact of stressors experienced by community
college students, a previously overlooked factor.

Table 1 shows the relationship between course outcomes and both stressor frequency and rated
impact on time/body capital. Results indicate that stressors that were reported as occurring prior to
pandemic onset had a larger and more significant relationship with course outcomes than those occurring
post-pandemic-onset. There are two ways of measuring stressor incidence and rated impact on time/body
capital in this study: first, we could consider whether the presence/absence of stressors was relevant to
student outcomes, or second, we could consider whether cumulative stress has a relationship with outcomes.
The former is measured by whether the student reported presence/absence of stressors (first row in Table
1) as well as the mean rated impact of stressors reported (third row). The latter is measured by the total
incidence of stressors (second row) and the total summative rated impact of reported stressors (fourth row).

[TABLE 1 AROUND HERE]

Data from Table 1 reveal that stressors (and the rated impact of stressors on time/body capital)
appear to have a cumulative relationship with course outcomes. Presence/absence of stressors was a
significant predictor of course outcomes only for those reported as occurring pre-pandemic, and not after
pandemic onset. Course outcomes for students who reported experiencing any life stressors pre-pandemic

were about 10 percentage points lower than for those who reported no stressors. There was no significant
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relationship between the mean rating of stressors with either pre- or post-pandemic-onset, in models with
or without controls. Thus, measures of stressors that do not take into account the potential cumulative impact
of stressors appear not to have a strong relationship with course outcomes, particularly when considering
stressors that were reported as occurring after pandemic onset.

Because there was a high overall incidence of stressors, and because the number of stressors reported
by students varied extensively (with some reporting 0 and some all 21 stressors), measures that better
account for the cumulative nature of multiple stressors may be important to explore (Anders, et al., 2012).
There is a significant relationship between the total number of stressors that students experienced and course
outcomes for those stressors reported as occurring prior to pandemic onset, both in base and full models.
Each additional reported pre-pandemic stressor decreased successful course completion by roughly 2
percentage points on average. However, there was no significant relationship between total number of
stressors reported occurring post-pandemic onset, in either base or full models. Similarly, for every
additional 100 points that a student reported pre-pandemic stressors as having an impact on their time/body
capital (where each stressor was rated on a scale of 1 to 100, and the total for each stressor was summed),
successful course completion was 3 percentage points lower. This relationship was significant for pre-
pandemic factors in both base and full models, but only borderline significant for post-pandemic-onset
factors in base models, and not significant for post-pandemic-onset factors in full models. Therefore, life
stress that students reported as occurring prior to pandemic onset had a much larger and more significant
relationship with course outcomes than those stressors reported as occurring post-pandemic onset.

Thus, results from Table 1 reveal two critical trends. First, the relationship between stressors and
course outcomes appears to be cumulative, with course outcomes decreasing for each additional stressor
reported. Outcomes also decrease in proportion to the cumulative impact that students reported stressors
had on the time or energy that they had for their studies. Although prior research about the effects of
significant life events on academic performance has been somewhat mixed, Anders et al. (2012) found that
students who reported more life events reported poorer GPAs and therefore, concluded that negative effects

are cumulative, which aligns with our findings (which expand on prior research by considering actual rather
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than self-reported academic outcomes). This also reinforces our hypothesized model of how stressors may
reduce students’ time/body capital, and that this may explain some the relationship between stressors and
academic outcomes (Figure 1). Both the cumulative incidence of stressors, and the rated impact of stressors
on time/body capital had a strong and significant correlation with course outcomes for pre-pandemic
stressors.

Second, the relationship between stressors reported to have occurred prior to pandemic onset had a
larger and more significant relationship to course outcomes than those reported to have occurred post-
pandemic-onset. It could be that stressors reported as occurring pre-pandemic-onset may have been more
likely to be chronic, and some research has suggested that chronic stressors may have lasting long-term
effects (Anders, et al., 2012; Lampert, et al., 2016; Mheidly, et al., 2020; Pascoe et al., 2020; Ribeiro, 2018).
Another possible explanation could be that the increased flexibility offered by instructors and the online
medium after the onset of the pandemic (Lederman, 2020) helped students experiencing stress to better
keep up with their coursework (whereas this flexibility was not accessible to students facing stressors prior
to the pandemic). It may be that both of these factors simultaneously play a role in explaining the differential
relationship between stressors that were reported to have occurred pre- vs. post-pandemic-onset for

community college students; this bears further investigation.

Limitations

The CUNY community college where this study was conducted is more diverse than the average
U.S. college (e.g., 90% non-white, 63% Pell recipients [a proxy for low-income]) and also located in
downtown New York City. This makes it an excellent context in which to investigate stressors and college
outcomes for marginalized groups; however, it does limit the groups to which results can be generalized.

This research is based on self-reported information collected after pandemic onset; thus, some
students may not have reported stressors because of desirability bias (Dillman, et al., 2014) or recall bias
(Althubaiti, 2016). However, given that responses were collected during the latter part/immediately after

the spring 2020 term, memories were likely still relatively fresh and accurate. If anything, this study may
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underreport the prevalence of stressors that students faced, particularly prior to the pandemic.

It is also important to note that the time periods prior to the pandemic and post-pandemic onset were
not equivalent, warranting caution against making direct comparisons. Further, interpretive caution is
warranted because this study is correlational, and therefore cannot be used to make causal inferences.
However, the results of this study lay the groundwork for future causal research by revealing relationships

between stressors and college outcomes that have not yet been well-documented.

Implications and Conclusion

While stressors appeared to increase after pandemic onset (as expected), a noteworthy finding is that
stressors that already existed pre-pandemic were better predictors of negative outcomes than stressors that
first occurred post-pandemic. These results support existing pre-pandemic research indicating that
community college students may experience high rates of stressful events (Anders et al., 2012; Edman et
al., 2016; McBride, 2019). Our results link high incidence and self-ratings of stressor impact on time/body
capital to negative course outcomes for community college students specifically, which extends previous
higher education research (Pascoe et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al, 2018). Findings from this study also provide
evidence consistent with our hypothesized model of how stressors may reduce time/body capital, which
may in turn predict academic outcomes. This bolsters Hamza et al.’s (2021) assertion that institutions not
only need to continue to support students with pre-existing stressors and mental health needs, but also to
prioritize intervention programming, including reducing sources of stress (Fruehwirth et al., 2021). In line
with DeBerard et al. (2004), our results point to the need for more research on the impact of personal and
family health events (major stressors found even outside the pandemic context) on community college
students’ academic outcomes.

Our results revealed the importance of modeling stressors cumulatively rather than individually in
future research. Studies that focus on individual stressors may reveal non-significant or weak relationships
between stressors and outcomes, because they do not account for the potential cumulative impact of

stressors. In this study, the size and significance of the relationship between stressors and outcomes varied
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substantially based on whether stressors were operationalized as having a cumulative impact or not. The
strongest relationship with college outcomes was revealed when considering the total number of stressors
or total rated impact on time/body capital summed across all reported stressors. This extends prior research
that suggested that the effect of stressors on health, wellbeing, and academic outcomes may be cumulative
(Anders, 2012) by establishing a relationship between cumulative stressors and actual academic outcomes.

The focusing event of the pandemic revealed that ongoing life stressors may be quite salient for
course completion more generally, even though they may often be hidden from view. The sudden onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic brought attention to the potential negative impact of life stress on educational
outcomes (Floyd, 2021). Future research should continue to investigate stressors even outside of the
pandemic, extending this inquiry beyond community college students. Differential exposure to stressful
experiences is a primary way that social inequalities in physical and mental health are produced (Thoits,
2010); we posit that this is also one way that inequalities in educational outcomes may be produced as well.
Based on our findings, this may be a salient area of future research to address equity, since students who
belong to marginalized groups are also more likely to be exposed to stressful or traumatic life events (Schulz
etal., 2012).

The fact that stressors that occurred post-pandemic-onset were not significantly related to course
outcomes may indicate that the increased flexibility of online learning and leniency of the pandemic
conditions (Gelles, et al, 2020; Lederer et al., 2021) helped students cope better. Students increasingly
expect faculty to provide such flexibility (Flaherty, 2023), and if this provides an increased sense of control
over challenging situations, as has been found in earlier non-pandemic research on community college
students (Guaracha, 2014), this could lead to improved outcomes. Normalizing the opportunity for
increased flexibility so that it is accessible to students even after the pandemic is over might further support
students experiencing stressors and improve outcomes. Such a change in practice has the potential to benefit
students who are impacted by cumulative stressors over several semesters, which may be particularly
important for STEM students, where prior content preparation has been shown to be critical (Hatfield et al.,

2022). As this research shows, a high baseline incidence of stressors is present for community college
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students even outside of pandemic conditions.

Overall, this study suggests that future research aiming to improve outcomes for community college
students should investigate potential interventions to help students who face life stressors. Such
interventions might include better access to mental healthcare on campus; a more robust referral system for
mental health services; increased financial aid for those who need it; and more accessible and flexible
policies for students to receive non-academic support and accommodations when life events interrupt their
education. Accommodations such as alternative course requirements, self-paced courses, extensions, or
other educational structures that provide increased flexibility for students experiencing stressful life events

could improve the outcomes and wellbeing of many of the most vulnerable community college students.
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Tables
Table 1

Student Ratings of Life Stressors as Predictors of Successful Course Completion During Spring 2020 Pandemic Term

Pre-Pandemic Post-Pandemic Pre-Pandemic Post-Pandemic

Base Models Base Models Full Models Ful Models

Coef. SE p Sig. Coef. SE p Sig. Coef. SE p Sig. Coef. SE p Sig.
Any stressors? -0.102 0.051 0.046 * 0.066 0.121 0.586 -0.082 0.050 0.106 0.011 0.122 0.928
Total stressors -0.015 0.006 0.011 * -0.011 0.006 0.092 - -0.013 0.006 0.034 * -0.007 0.007 0.287
Mean time/energy for
reported stressors -0.000 0.001 0.794 -0.002 0.001 0.108 -0.000 0.001 0.809 -0.001 0.001 0.200
Total time/energy per 100 -0.028 0.010 0.006  ** -0.015 0.008 0.049 * -0.022 0.010 0.025 * -0.011 0.008 0.147
Observations 402 402 402 402

Note: Stata’s regress command was used to run all models. Data were multiply imputed (m = 25).

Presence of life events (LE) reported as the proportion of respondents indicating “Yes.”

Rated impact on time/energy for studies (scale 1-100) was set to 0 for students who did not have the indicated stressors.

Mean time/energy was the mean time/energy rating only across those stressors that were reported.

Total time/energy per 100 variable was computed by summing the total rated impact for each individual stressor and then dividing the total by 100 (scaling to
allow for interpretability of model coefficients).

Full regression model covariates included gender, race/ethnicity, GPA, median income of home zip code, and age.

-p <0.10, * p <0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001
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