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High and increasing prevalence rates of mental health problems among young people mean that 
youth mental health is a key priority for policymakers worldwide.1 

University students around the world have increased vulnerability to poor mental health.2,3 Studying 
nursing is o�en regarded as more stressful than other healthcare studies, leading to compromised 
mental wellbeing in students.4 This is due to learning to care for acutely ill pa�ents amongst staff, 
resource shortages, fear of making mistakes during high-intensity workloads and stressful learning 
environments.3 

 

When compared with the general popula�on of the same age, university students have more mental 
health problems, such as depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, psychosis, addic�on, suicide risk, the 
use of mental health drugs and other chronic mental illnesses.5 

 

The plight of extensions 

A study comprising 3,736 undergraduate nursing students showed that students struggled to adjust 
and cope with stress arising from their nursing programs. This was par�cularly felt among third-year 
students nearing comple�on with increased responsibili�es and autonomy.3 Students with mental ill-
health require more academic support, such as individual follow-up and extending assignment due 
dates.6 

 

Higher educa�on ins�tu�ons support nursing students needing to request extensions on assignments 
for various reasons, such as personal or family illness, unexpected emergencies, or other unforeseen 
circumstances. It is up to the discre�on of the nursing faculty to determine whether an extension is 
warranted, and they may require documenta�on or other evidence to support the request. By 
providing reasonable accommoda�ons, higher educa�on ins�tu�ons can help ensure the success and 
wellbeing of their students while maintaining academic standards. What students do not o�en factor 
in, is the flow-on effect an extension may have on subsequent assessments, o�en leading to further 
distress and management issues of academic workload. 

 

For example, in 2022, one nursing subject saw 839 student enrolments, of which 92% of the student 
cohort (n=769) requested an extension on an assignment. By far, the reasons for reques�ng an 
extension was poor mental health impac�ng on workload and academic study, mental distress, and 
anxiety. The plight of extensions on nursing teachers means that most teacher-student �me goes into 
administra�ve tasks and individual-topic counselling �me with students in distress. Whilst staff are 
empathe�c to situa�ons causing stress, each extension request read, review, reset, further marking 
provision, assignment drop box se�ngs and communica�on with students would take a minimum of 
five minutes. The �me totalled a minimum of 64 hours of one semester and one nursing subject, 
almost two full weeks of work dedicated to extensions, on top of other expected work. 



 

Another aspect is that many nursing teachers feel the emo�onal demands of the interpersonal 
interac�ons with distressed students. Emo�on is a compelling factor in the reten�on and job 
sa�sfac�on of professionals, and the impact of emo�ons, feelings, and reac�ons has become an issue 
in the nursing teaching workforce.7 Even though nursing students’ mental health can be a significant 
factor in their need to request extensions on their assignments, and the demanding nature of nursing 
school can lead to high levels of stress and anxiety, which can nega�vely impact a student’s ability to 
complete their work within the designated �meframe, the impact of approving or rejec�ng 
extensions for nursing teachers has by some been described as ‘emo�onal blackmail’ and can lead to 
lowered job sa�sfac�on and high turnover of staff.7 

 

Furthermore, the mental load is a common reason for burnout in nursing students and a common 
reason for why they are ‘dropping out’ of the degrees before comple�on, and this could impact on 
the profession of nursing, which is already in desperate need of more qualified nurses.8,9 

 

What interven�ons improve students’ wellbeing 

One way to mi�gate student distress could be to implement support officers. Nursing student support 
officers play a vital role in ensuring the success and wellbeing of nursing students. These 
professionals provide students with guidance, support, and resources to help them navigate the 
challenges of nursing school. Nursing student support officers can assist students in accessing 
academic support services, such as tutoring and study groups, and can assist with �me management, 
organisa�on, and study skills. Addi�onally, they can provide emo�onal support to students struggling 
with the demands of nursing school, such as stress or anxiety. By working closely with nursing 
students, support officers can help them to achieve their academic and personal goals while 
promo�ng their overall health and wellbeing. However, research conducted in Northern Ireland found 
that only 4% of university students seek help from their ins�tu�on.5 

 

Other interven�ons to improve student wellbeing are free mental health and wellbeing support 
programs and 24/7 confiden�al counselling.5 Midwifery research evaluated ‘student support circles’, 
which were reflec�ve groups for all first-year students at two Australian educa�on ins�tu�ons, and 
the student support circles were found ‘extremely useful’ by 30%.10 Organisa�ons, par�cularly 
academic ones, con�nually add to staff scope of prac�ce without adding to their knowledge base. A 
further interven�on is to improve the training in mental health for academic and professional staff 
within the University. A study comprising over 5,000 students showed that although effec�ve, 
increasing rates of mental ill-health among students in higher educa�on have led to rising demand for 
campus counselling services and longer wai�ng �mes for at-risk students.1 Some higher educa�on 
ins�tu�ons limit counselling to six sessions,11 whilst COVID-19 has caused significant disrup�on, 
par�cularly evident within the university student popula�on where their tradi�onal ways of learning 
were abruptly reorganised and support structures removed.6 

 

Concluding remarks 



Nursing students are at risk of experiencing mental health challenges due to the demanding nature of 
their studies and the stresses of the healthcare environment. This can poten�ally impact nursing 
teachers’ wellbeing and job sa�sfac�on. Students are o�en exposed to high levels of stress, including 
long hours of study, clinical rota�ons, and exposure to pa�ents with complex and some�mes 
trauma�c medical condi�ons. As a result, it is essen�al for nursing schools to priori�se the mental 
health and wellbeing of their students. This can be achieved by providing support services, such as 
counselling and therapy, mindfulness, and stress reduc�on techniques, and promo�ng healthy 
lifestyles in addi�on to the required learnings for the qualifica�on. Addi�onally, nursing schools can 
work to create a suppor�ve and inclusive learning environment, fostering a sense of community and 
collabora�on among students and nursing teachers. By doing so, nursing schools can help their 
students thrive both academically and personally, thus producing balanced and well-rounded 
graduates who can carry these skills into the broader nursing profession. 
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