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Abstract:
Alignment with the European Higher Ed-

ucation Area (EHEA) has involved changes 
in teaching methodology and in the learning 
process, which have led to a change in stu-
dent workload. The main aim of this study 
is to evaluate and compare the perception of 
the workload of undergraduate and graduate 
psychology students and to analyse the na-
ture of the changes produced by this adapta-
tion. The sample comprised 845 students (497 
readings for the licentiate’s degree and 348 for 
the bachelor’s degree). To measure perceived 
workload, the NASA-TLX scale was used. This 
evaluates the following dimensions: mental 
demand, physical demand, temporal demand, 
performance, and frustration/dissatisfaction; 
these variables were evaluated for the follow-

ing academic activities: attending theoretical 
classes, attending practical classes, conducting 
group work outside the classroom, searching 
for material and bibliography, studying and 
personal work, attending tutorials, and other 
activities (seminars, conferences, etc.). The 
results show a significant increase in the per-
ceived load of attendance in practical classes, 
in the performance of group work outside the 
classroom and in total perceived workload for 
bachelor’s degree students. It is concluded 
that adjusting to the EHEA has involved an 
increase in perceived workload for students. 
This points to a need to work in the classroom 
on developing interpersonal skills and plan-
ning and organization of teamwork, as well as 
greater coordination between teachers in the 
evaluation systems.
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Resumen:
La adaptación al Espacio Europeo de Edu-

cación Superior (EEES) ha supuesto una im-
portante modificación en la metodología do-
cente y en el proceso de aprendizaje, lo que ha 
generado un cambio respecto a la carga de tra-
bajo del alumnado. El principal objetivo de este 
estudio es evaluar y comparar la percepción de 
la carga de trabajo de estudiantes de Psicolo-
gía de la licenciatura y del grado y analizar la 
naturaleza de los cambios producidos por esta 
adaptación. La muestra utilizada estuvo for-
mada por 845 estudiantes (497 de licenciatu-
ra y 348 de grado). Para la medida de la carga 
percibida se empleó la escala NASA-TLX, que 
evalúa las siguientes dimensiones: demanda 
mental, demanda física, demanda temporal, 
rendimiento y frustración/insatisfacción; estas 
variables fueron evaluadas para las siguien-

tes actividades académicas: asistencia a clases 
teóricas, asistencia a clases prácticas, rea-
lización de trabajos en grupo fuera del aula, 
búsqueda de material y bibliografía, estudio y 
trabajo personal, asistencia a tutorías y otras 
actividades (seminarios, jornadas, etc.). Los 
resultados muestran un aumento significativo 
en la carga percibida de la asistencia a clases 
prácticas, en la realización de trabajos en gru-
po fuera del aula y en la carga total percibida 
para los estudiantes de grado. Se concluye que 
la adaptación al EEES ha supuesto un incre-
mento en la percepción de carga de trabajo de 
los estudiantes, lo que apunta a la necesidad 
de trabajar en las aulas el desarrollo de com-
petencias interpersonales y de planificación y 
organización del trabajo en equipo, así como 
una mayor coordinación docente entre los sis-
temas de evaluación.

Descriptores: Espacio Europeo de Educación 
Superior, carga de trabajo, NASA-TLX, estu-
diantes, psicología, Educación Superior.

1. Introduction 
The objectives of the European High-

er Education Area (EHEA), which is 
the result of the Bologna Declaration 
(1999), include obtaining high employa-
bility rates, improving the competitivity 
of the higher education system in Eu-
rope, and promoting mobility with the 
ultimate aim of promoting a European 
dimension in the higher education sys-
tem (Ariza, Quevedo-Blasco, Bermúdez, 

& Buela-Casal, 2013). To achieve these 
objectives, a transformation in the struc-
ture of teaching was proposed through the 
European Credit Transfer and Accumu-
lation System (ECTS), a system that dis-
tributes the student’s workload over es-
timated hours, some face-to-face (classes, 
evaluations, etc.), some outside class with 
tutoring (guided work and tutorials) and 
some independent outside class (individu-
al study and activities).
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The adjustment to the EHEA has in-
volved important changes at the insti-
tutional level and in syllabuses (Ariza, 
Bermúdez, Quevedo-Blasco, & Bue-
la-Casal, 2012; Ortega & Zych, 2013), and 
in the teaching methodologies used, with 
the incorporation of more active meth-
ods (such as attending seminars, solving 
problems as a team, doing projects and 
presentations, etc.) that give students 
more autonomy in a learning style with 
less face-to-face work and more personal 
work. These modifications also involve a 
change to a more constructivist teaching 
and learning process (Tejada & López, 
2012), focussed on the acquisition of 
competences and on continuous work by 
the student (De Miguel, 2006; Rodrigo & 
Almirón, 2013), which involves a greater 
load of work outside class (Díez, García, & 
IPDDA, 2010; Ortiz et al., 2012).

One of the fundamental issues in the 
new syllabuses is the students’ workload 
(Roca-Cuberes, 2013). Workload can be 
defined as the hours students spend work-
ing on academic tasks at the educational 
centre (attending classes, tutorials, semi-
nars) and away from it (groupwork, study, 
bibliographic consultations, etc.). In other 
words, it relates to the time required to 
complete an academic year and acquire 
the competences established as the learn-
ing outcomes.

The literature we have consulted agrees 
that adapting the workload to the credits 
established in the syllabuses is one of the 
main problems facing teaching staff (Reyes, 
Valdés, & Castaño, 2006) and that the ECTS 
system involves an increase in student 

workload (Castaño, Ruiz, Gómez-Alday, 
& De Manuel, 2006; Roca-Cuberes, 2013; 
Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2014).

Although this educational reform was 
officially introduced in 2010, there are no 
empirical studies that analyse the effect 
of this adjustment from the students’ per-
spective, especially in the case of teaching 
psychology (Ramiro-Sánchez, Bermúdez, 
& Buela-Casal, 2016). Consequently, there 
is a clear lack of studies that explore the 
impact of these changes on the perceived 
workload of students who are reading for 
a bachelor’s in psychology compared with 
those studying under previous system (li-
centiate degree). For example, Ortiz et al. 
(2012), from a perspective based on study-
ing the time dedicated to each task, found 
differences in the workloads of licentiate 
and bachelor’s degree students, and they 
note that the change in teaching-learning 
methodologies should be considered from 
the perspective of the students.

Students’ perceived workload can have 
a very important influence on the level of 
academic performance they obtain and on 
their psychological wellbeing, as it is one 
of the main causal factors of academic 
stress (Cabanach, Souto-Gestal, & Franco, 
2016). Excess workload makes it hard to 
acquire knowledge and promotes super-
ficial learning (Lam, McNaught, Lee, & 
Chan, 2012; Roca-Cuberes, 2013), failure, 
and dropout (Cope & Staehr, 2005).

Student workload was evaluated from 
different perspectives. It has tradition-
ally been linked to how many hours stu-
dents dedicate to the modules that make 
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up their degree (Ruiz-Gallardo, Castaño, 
Gómez-Alday, & Valdés, 2011), although 
in a small number of cases students’ per-
ception of their workload has also been 
analysed (Kyndt, Dochy, Struyven, & 
Cascallar, 2011). This second focus as-
sumes that students’ perceived workload 
is shaped by various factors and that this 
perception is the largest stress creating 
factor (Ramsden, 1992). On these lines, 
Kember and Leung (2006) found that 
many hours of study are not perceived 
as a large overload when the course de-
sign is appropriate, and they underline 
the limited relationship between time 
spent on a task and perceived workload 
(Hertzum & Holmegaard, 2013; Nosair & 
Handy, 2017). 

One of the most frequently used in-
struments for evaluating perceived work-
load is the NASA-Task Local Index (TLX) 
(Hart & Staveland, 1988). González, 
Moreno, and Garrosa (2005), Hart (2006), 
and Young, Zavelina, and Hooper (2008) 
identify the useful features of NASA-TLX 
as a valid and reliable instrument for 
analysing perceived workload in different 
sectors: industrial, psychological, health, 
aeronautical, and transport. However, it 
has been used less in the field of educa-
tion. López-Núñez (2010) analyses the 
generalisability and validity of each scale 
with a broad sample of university stu-
dents and concludes that it is a useful 
instrument for evaluating workload in an 
educational setting. Kyndt et al. (2011) 
use NASA-TLX to evaluate the workload 
with the objective of analysing its medi-
ating role in student motivation and their 
learning strategies. Similarly, Kurata, 

Bano, and Matias (2015) use NASA-TLX 
on engineering students, finding signifi-
cant relationship between workload and 
academic performance.

Almost two decades after the Bologna 
Declaration (1999) and in the midst of the 
changes to accreditation of qualifications 
adapted to the EHEA, this seems to be an 
appropriate time to evaluate the effects of 
this adaption. The change seems to have 
been positive in regards to the inclusion 
of new technology (ITC) and methodolo-
gies that permit greater interaction with 
students. However, other aspects such as 
increased workload, both for teaching staff 
and students, do not seem to be as positive 
(Ariza et al., 2013; Quevedo-Blasco, Ariza, 
& Buela-Casal, 2015).

Therefore, the aim of this study is to 
analyse and compare the perceived work-
load of psychology students on the licen-
tiate degree (old system) and of students 
on the new system adapted to the EHEA 
(bachelor’s) to investigate the nature of 
the changes in this variable.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

The sample comprised 845 third-year 
Psychology students from the Universi-
dad Complutense de Madrid, 497 of whom 
were licentiate students and 348 bache-
lor’s students. Regarding distribution by 
sex, there were 415 women on the licenti-
ate degree (83.5º %) and 82 men (16.5 %), 
and 282 women (81 %) and 66 men (19 %) 
on the bachelor’s degree. The mean age of 
students on the licentiate degree was 21.63 
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(SD = 3.33). On the bachelor’s degree it 
was 21.85 (SD = 3.53). The data were col-
lected in a single session during one of the 
third-year classes, for both the licentiate 
degree and the bachelor’s degree, using 
convenience sampling.

2.2. Instrument
The NASA-TLX scale was used to as-

sess workload (Hart & Staveland, 1998). 
This instrument distinguishes six work-
load dimensions, each of which is evalu-
ated by the subjects on a scale of 0 to 100. 
These dimensions are: effort (the gener-
al level of mental and physical effort re-
quired to obtain a suitable level of perfor-
mance), mental demand (the amount of 
mental and perceptive activity the task 
requires), physical demand (the amount 
of physical activity the task requires), 
temporal demand (the perceived level 
of temporal pressure), performance (the 
level of satisfaction with one’s own level 
of performance in the task) and frustra-
tion/dissatisfaction (the level of insecuri-
ty, irritation, or dissatisfaction felt while 
performing the task). The students had 
to evaluate the degree to which each of 
their academic activities demanded each 
workload dimension from them. Seven ac-
ademic activities were identified: attend-
ing theoretical classes, attending practical 
classes, conducting group work outside 
the classroom, searching for material and 
bibliography, studying and personal work, 
attending tutorials, and other activities 
(seminars, conferences, etc.).

These activities were chosen taking 
into account the changes imposed by the 
EHEA and the importance it gives to au-

tonomous work by the student and the 
competence acquisition, including specific 
competences ones relating to the qualifi-
cation and transversal ones, for students’ 
integration into the social and workplace 
environment.

Using the evaluations given by each 
student, an overall workload index was 
calculated for each activity by calculating 
the arithmetic mean for the scores from 
each dimension (Hart, 2006).

Additionally, each participant an-
swered a brief demographic questionnaire 
to collect information on sex and age.

2.3. Design and Procedure
This is a non-experimental, ex post fac-

to study.

The NASA-TLX scale, in its implemen-
tation phase initially had two sections: a 
weighting section and a scoring section. 
The weighting section was intended to 
reveal the subjects’ initial perceived work-
load and the relative importance of each 
of the six dimensions in this perception. 
However, many studies have underlined 
that it is not necessary to do the weighting 
stage (López, Rubio, Martín, & Luceño, 
2010), showing high correlation values 
between weighed and unweighted scores 
(between .93 and .97). For this reason, 
we only used the scoring section. All of 
the students took part anonymously and 
completely voluntarily, having first signed 
an informed consent form to agree to par-
ticipate in the study and agreeing to the 
use of the data for research-related ends 
exclusively.
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2.4. Statistical analysis
All of the analysis was done using the 

Statistical Package for the Social Science 
(SPSS) version 22.00 software. Firstly, the 
descriptive statistics for all of the varia-
bles considered were calculated. Next, the 
equivalence of the two groups by average 
age and distribution by sex was tested us-
ing the χ2 statistic (for sex) and Student’s 
t test (for age). After this, a comparison 
of means analysis was performed on the 
workload scores obtained for both groups 
(licentiate degree vs. bachelor’s) for each 
of the academic activities. To do this, Stu-
dent’s t value was calculated along with its 
level of significance p (set at .05) and par-
tial η2 to test the effect size.

3. Results
Firstly, the means and standard devi-

ations (SD) were calculated for the work-
load scores (for each workload dimension 
and for the overall score) in both groups 
(licentiate and bachelor’s degrees) (Table 
1). The total workload scores were ob-
tained by averaging the workload scores 
for all of the dimensions and activities.

The results showed that the groups 
were equivalent in distribution by sex 
(χ2 = 1.70, p = .430) and by mean age 
[t(913) = −0.66, p = .508], as neither fig-
ure was significant.

Once compliance with the assumption 
of homogeneity of variance had been test-
ed using Levene’s test (P > 0.5 in all cas-
es), comparisons of means for the overall 
scores for each activity were done for each 
type of degree. The results of this analysis 

are shown in Table 1. Analysing this table 
shows that bachelor’s students perceive a 
higher workload than the ones on the li-
centiate degree in all of the activities con-
sidered other than «studying and personal 
work». The differences in the «conducting 
group work outside the classroom» and 
«attending practical classes» activities 
were statistically significant, as were the 
scores for overall workload. In the three 
activities, the group of students on the 
bachelor’s degree displayed considerably 
higher workload scores. The η2 values 
show that the effect size is higher for the 
«conducting group work outside the class-
room» activity, indicating that the differ-
ence is most evident with this activity.

With the aim of analysing in greater 
detail which workload dimension or di-
mensions cause these differences, compar-
isons of means were carried out between 
bachelor’s and licentiate degrees for each 
of the 6 dimensions of the NASA-TLX for 
the activities in which significant results 
were found in the previous analysis. The 
results of this analysis are shown in Ta-
ble 2.

For the «attending practical classes» 
activity, the results only show large and 
statistically significant differences in the 
mental demand dimension, indicating that 
bachelor’s degree students regard this ac-
ademic activity as rather more demanding 
from a cognitive perspective than their 
licentiate counterparts. For «conducting 
group work outside the classroom», the 
results show greater differences than for 
the previous activity. In this case, the dif-
ferences between both groups were statis-
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tically significant in all of the dimensions 
except in performance. These results sug-
gest that doing group work outside class 
hours is a much more demanding activity 
at all levels for bachelor’s students, who 

have to make a greater effort to achieve 
very similar levels of performance. This in 
turn creates more marked feelings of frus-
tration. The results for the total workload 
score are similar.

Table 1. Mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) for the overall workload for each 
activity and results of the comparison of means across qualifications.

Licentiate Bachelor’s

M (DT) M (DT) t(843) p η2

Attending theoretical classes 52.86
(12.29)

53.35
(13.09) −0.55 .581 .000

Attending practical classes 47.80
(13.82)

49.80
(13.00) −2.11 .035 .005

Conducting group work outside  
the classroom

49.63
(14.81)

55.01
(13.44) −5.38 .000 .033

Searching for material  
and bibliography

40.28
(15.23)

40.62
(14.51) −0.32 .744 .000

Studying and personal work 57.05
(12.51)

56.79
(11.50) 0.31 .756 .000

Attending tutorials 25.68
(11.82)

26.97
(12.87) −1.49 .135 .003

Other activities  
(seminars. conferences. etc.)

28.72
(14.46)

29.42
(14.29) −0.68 .497 .001

Total workload 43.37
(9.20)

44.58
(8.96) −1.89 .048 .005

Source: Own elaboration.
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Table 2. Mean (M), standard deviation (SD) and results of the comparison of means 
between both qualifications in workload scores by NASA-TLX dimension.

Licentiate Bachelor’s

M (DT) M (DT) t(843) p η2

Attending  
practical classes

Effort 67.08
(26.26)

67.43
(25.24) −0.30 .764 .000

Mental D. 59.89
(22.60)

63.67
(20.43) −2.55 .011 .007

Physical D. 43.05
(26.41)

45.55
(27.48) −1.38 .165 .002

Temporal D. 57.70
(27.10)

60.34
(26.62) −1.40 .161 .002

Performance 29.71
(21.01)

28.82
(18.73) 0.52 .597 .000

Frustration 29.87
(25.53)

32.90
(25.95) −1.67 .094 .003

Conducting group 
work outside the 
classroom

Effort 63.80
(25.16)

71.61
(21.48) −4.68 .000 .026

Mental D. 63.01
(23.43)

71.59
(20.86) −5.52 .000 .034

Physical D. 44.38
(26.36)

49.42
(28.96) −2.59 .010 .008

Temporal D. 60.92
(25.59)

66.71
(23.58) −3.20 .001 .013

Performance 31.46
(20.71)

29.64
(19.92) 1.26 .206 .002

Frustration 34.56
(27.72)

41.63
(26.85) −3.68 .000 .016

Total workload

Effort 52.36
(14.69)

56.27
(16.14) −3.57 .000 .016

Mental D. 51.27
(14.71)

58.61
(16.28) −6.48 .000 .047

Physical D. 36.04
(19.02)

39.19
(19.96) −2.40 .016 .006

Temporal D. 50.23
(15.92)

53.49
(15.78) −2.89 .004 .010

Performance 42.58
(14.80)

40.97
(14.30) 1.57 .116 .003

Frustration 27.76
(16.86)

31.44
(17.35) −3.13 .002 .011

Source: Own elaboration.
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4. Discussion
Given the lack of research that has 

examined student perceptions of the ac-
ademic demands resulting from adapting 
degrees to the EHEA, this study aimed to 
evaluate workload levels in two samples 
of psychology students (from bachelor’s 
and licentiate degree programmes) and 
analyse whether the changes introduced 
by adapting to the EHEA have caused any 
significant change in student’s perceived 
workload.

Using the NASA-TLX scale not only 
made it possible to discover the work-
load perceived by the students, but also 
to go into more depth in the understand-
ing which activities generate the highest 
workload levels.

The results of this study indicate that 
there are differences in the total work-
load perceived by each group, with high-
er scores obtained from the bachelor’s 
group (adapted to the EHEA) than the 
licentiate group (old system). Taking 
specific tasks into account, statistically 
significant differences were found for the 
«attending practical classes» and «con-
ducting group work outside the class-
room» activities.

Analysing each of them in greater de-
tail, we find that for the «attending prac-
tical classes» task there are statistically 
significant differences in the mental de-
mand dimension and so this activity re-
quires a greater cognitive effort from the 
bachelor’s group than from the licentiate 
group. The «conducting group work out-
side the classroom» activity is perceived 

as being far more demanding than the 
previous one, with significant differences 
found in all dimensions apart from per-
formance. This means that bachelor’s 
students have to make greater efforts to 
achieve similar results, which as well as 
making greater demands also causes feel-
ings of frustration.

These results allow us to draw two 
important conclusions from the adjust-
ment to the EHEA, conclusions that 
require reflection and open up perspec-
tives for future research. The first re-
sult is proof that the students perceive a 
greater workload in the new psychology 
degree since the implementation of the 
bachelor’s programme; the second one 
shows that the activity that creates the 
greatest load in all dimensions is «con-
ducting group work outside the class-
room».

With regards to the first question, 
the results found coincide with those ob-
tained by other authors regarding an 
increase in perceived workload in bach-
elor’s students compared with those on 
the licentiate degree (Roca-Cuberes, 2013; 
Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2014). To explain 
this result, various pieces of research state 
that the workload in bachelor’s qualifica-
tions is no higher than the corresponding 
workload according to number of credits 
and that the increase in workload per-
ceived by the students could be because 
the new methodologies require a contin-
uous temporal distribution throughout 
the term (Julián et al., 2010). Other au-
thors state that the lack of a relationship 
between effort and performance is not 
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explained by a greater workload, but in-
stead by the lack of appropriate study 
techniques, limited use made of learning 
resources such as personal tutoring, and 
the need for greater effort from students 
(Ortíz et al., 2012). This increase in per-
ceived workload could be because the 
EHEA establishes an autonomous teach-
ing and learning system that requires or-
ganisation and planning strategies that 
are unfamiliar to students and for which 
they are unprepared.

Future research should evaluate the 
current perception of workload and per-
form longitudinal studies to discover 
whether the new bachelor’s degrees are 
resulting in the acquisition of more proac-
tive learning and a reduction in perceived 
workload over academic years. Their re-
sults would make it possible to discov-
er what the process of adaptation to the 
EHEA has been like in order to propose in-
terventions in study strategies and skills, 
applying knowledge from pedagogy with 
the aim of facilitating and improving the 
learning process.

As for the second consideration, 
namely that «conducting group work 
outside the classroom» is the activity 
that produces the greatest perceived 
load, this would indicate the difficulty 
students have in adapting to a new sys-
tem of learning that involves developing 
interpersonal and planning and organi-
sational competences. In addition, this is 
identified as a stressful activity that re-
quires time and where the greater effort 
does not correspond with the expected 
reward.

The EHEA identifies team work as one 
of the principal transversal competenc-
es. Several studies (Alonso-Martín, 2010; 
Arce, Fariña, Novo, & Seijo, 2012; París, 
Torrelles, & Mas, 2016) have evaluated 
the acquisition and development of this 
competence in university students. The 
results of this research show that stu-
dents do not regard this competence as a 
resource that helps them with their learn-
ing, but they do perceive it as a stressful 
factor that, on the whole, students are 
not acquiring. As Fidalgo-Blanco, Leris, 
Sein-Echaluce, and Garcia-Peñalvo (2013) 
observe, in the academic setting, team-
work is usually applied using what they 
call a «black box» model. In other words, 
it is not the teamwork competence of in-
dividuals that is assessed, but instead just 
the quality of the work once it is complet-
ed. Consequently, students are left to de-
velop group-work skills through mere ex-
posure, without giving them any resources 
or guidance, erroneously assuming that 
the students start university courses hav-
ing already acquired this skill in non-uni-
versity education.

The results found in this study make 
apparent the need to develop training pro-
grammes for students and for teachers to 
develop and evaluate this transversal com-
petence, as it is precisely one of the most 
important of those identified in the pro-
fessional profile of psychology graduates 
(ANECA, 2005).

With regards to the limitations of 
the study, it should be noted that it is 
an incidental sample from a single uni-
versity, and a larger sample from several 
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Spanish universities would have allowed 
for more generalisable results to be ob-
tained.

Finally, among the main practical 
implications of the results obtained, it 
is worth noting that this is a pioneering 
study in the evaluation of workload lev-
els in the move towards the bachelor’s 
degree in psychology in the EHEA. In 
agreement with the literature consulted, 
it is confirmed that this adaptation en-
tailed an increase in perceived student 
workload levels and that the group work 
activity is perceived as especially de-
manding and frustrating. These results 
make it possible to open up new lines of 
research concerning the differences de-
tected and propose future studies, consid-
ering perceived workload as an indicator 
of quality and of evaluation of adjustment 
to the EHEA.
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