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Abstract: Academic social comparison is an important yet underexplored correlate of stress in Vietnamese foreign-language education. This study investigates how upward and downward academic comparisons relate to academic stress among 180 second- and third-year foreign-language undergraduates at a university in Hanoi. Using a quantitative cross-sectional survey, data were analyzed through Pearson correlation and multiple regression analyses. Both upward (β = .492, p < .001) and downward comparisons (β = .159, p = .022) were positively associated with academic stress, jointly explaining 33.8% of its variance. The stronger association for upward comparison highlights the importance of distinguishing comparison directions. Notably, the positive association for downward comparison suggests that its presumed stress-buffering function may be context-dependent. These findings extend empirical evidence on social comparison in Vietnamese higher education and suggest that language educators should emphasize individual learning progress, constructive peer feedback, and academic stress support.
Key words: Academic social comparison; Academic stress; Upward comparison; Downward comparison; Foreign-language undergraduates
SO SÁNH XÃ HỘI TRONG HỌC TẬP VÀ CĂNG THẲNG HỌC TẬP CỦA SINH VIÊN NGÀNH NGÔN NGỮ TẠI một trường đại học miền bắc VIỆT NAM
Tóm tắt: Nghiên cứu xem xét quan hệ giữa so sánh xã hội trong học tập và căng thẳng học tập của 180 sinh viên năm hai và năm ba ngành ngôn ngữ tại một trường đại học tại Hà Nội. Dữ liệu khảo sát cắt ngang được phân tích bằng tương quan Pearson và hồi quy đa biến. So sánh hướng lên (β = .492, p < .001) và hướng xuống (β = .159, p = .022) đều liên hệ thuận với căng thẳng học tập, cùng giải thích 33,8% phương sai quan sát được. Hệ số của hướng lên lớn hơn. Kết quả về so sánh hướng xuống cho thấy hình thức so sánh này không nhất thiết đi kèm căng thẳng thấp hơn. Nghiên cứu gợi ý tăng cường phản hồi mang tính xây dựng, theo dõi tiến bộ cá nhân và hỗ trợ người học, nhưng không xác lập quan hệ nhân quả.
Từ khóa: So sánh xã hội trong học tập; Căng thẳng học tập; So sánh hướng lên; So sánh hướng xuống; Sinh viên ngoại ngữ.


1. Introduction
Academic social comparison may inform students’ learning goals while also making perceived performance gaps salient. This tension is important in foreign-language education, where pronunciation, vocabulary, oral interaction and written work make differences in performance visible to peers. Yet comparing oneself with someone perceived as more successful (upward comparison) need not have the same psychological meaning as comparing with a less successful peer (downward comparison). The present study examines how each orientation is associated with reported academic stress, without assuming that comparison is inherently harmful or that the observed associations are causal. Academic stress is understood here as perceived pressure associated with educational demands and expectations, rather than a clinical diagnosis (Barbayannis et al., 2022).
The participants were second- and third-year students in the Faculty of Foreign Languages at a university in Hanoi, following an English Language programme that includes English for finance and banking. Students encounter several potential points of comparison, such as GPA, language proficiency, academic writing and presentation tasks. These curriculum features make the setting relevant, but do not demonstrate that its students are more competitive or stressed than students elsewhere. Evidence about comparison tendencies and their relationship with stress must therefore come from the survey itself, and any inferences remain bounded by the single-faculty sample.
Social Comparison Theory proposes that individuals evaluate their abilities partly through reference to relevant others, especially when objective standards are incomplete (Festinger, 1954). In classrooms, students often encounter peers undertaking the same assignments and examinations, making peer performance particularly accessible. An upward comparison is made with someone perceived as more capable; a downward comparison uses someone perceived as less capable. These orientations need not produce symmetrical outcomes. Upward comparison may offer an attainable example of success or provoke a sense of inadequacy. Downward comparison may provide reassurance, but continuing to monitor relative rank might also sustain pressure. Investigating both orientations therefore allows a more informative account than treating comparison as one undifferentiated behavior (Dijkstra et al., 2008; Wills, 1981).
Previous studies have linked academic social comparison to academic self-concept and performance (Marsh, 1987; Pulford et al., 2018), while research on academic stress has established associations with student well-being (Barbayannis et al., 2022). The remaining question for this study is more specific: whether upward and downward academic comparison show similar or distinct relationships with academic stress within a group of Vietnamese foreign-language undergraduates. The direction of comparison is worth separating because more successful peers may provide models for learning or make perceived shortcomings salient, whereas comparison with less successful peers may offer reassurance or reflect continued concern about relative standing. This contextual examination contributes evidence about these distinct statistical associations; it does not claim that the relationship has never been studied in other populations.
The central research question is: How are upward and downward academic social comparison associated with academic stress among these foreign-language undergraduates? Three supplementary questions address (a) the domains and tendencies of comparison, (b) respondents’ reported academic stress and (c) exploratory group differences by gender, academic year and self-reported English proficiency. H1 anticipates a positive association between overall academic comparison and stress, and H1a anticipates a positive association for upward comparison. Because the relevant theory permits competing expectations for downward comparison, its relationship with stress is examined without specifying a directional prediction. All hypotheses and questions concern association in a cross-sectional sample, not causal effects.
2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1. Social comparison in academic settings
Festinger’s (1954) framework identifies social comparison as a resource for judging personal opinions and abilities. In education, evaluations rarely occur independently of social information: students observe how classmates respond to questions, complete tasks and perform on assessed activities. Dijkstra et al. (2008) describe comparison as a pervasive feature of classroom experience and emphasize that outcomes depend on the direction and meaning of the comparison. Research also suggests that choosing more successful peers as reference points may be associated with achievement or subsequent performance (Blanton et al., 1999; Wehrens et al., 2010). This potential benefit matters because frequent comparison should not automatically be portrayed as maladaptive. The same comparative information may serve learning and self-evaluation even when it also produces discomfort.
Upward academic comparison is especially salient when a student encounters peers with stronger grades, oral fluency, writing ability or perceived reasoning skills. The superior peer may function as a model of achievable competence. Wheeler (1966) related the choice of upward comparison to self-improvement motivation, and Huguet et al. (2001) reported a preference for upward comparison in classroom contexts. Yet the meaning of a comparison depends on how the gap is appraised. An attainable standard may encourage effort, whereas an apparently unbridgeable gap may heighten perceived inadequacy. Reviews of classroom comparison describe this tension between possible performance benefits and negative emotional or self-evaluative consequences (Dijkstra et al., 2008). Accordingly, the present model expects upward comparison to be positively associated with academic stress at the group level without claiming that every upward comparison is psychologically harmful.
A complementary explanation comes from the big-fish-little-pond effect. Marsh (1987) showed that academic self-concept depends partly on the achievement level of the surrounding reference group, not solely on individual performance. Students who perform adequately in absolute terms may nonetheless judge themselves less favorably when surrounded by academically stronger peers. Cross-cultural evidence further indicates that comparative classroom context can matter for academic self-concept (Marsh & Hau, 2003). These findings do not directly establish a causal pathway from comparison to academic stress in the Hanoi sample. They instead provide a plausible interpretive bridge: repeated exposure to superior peer performance may make achievement discrepancies salient, potentially relating to worries about grades, qualifications and future opportunities. Academic self-concept is therefore relevant to the theoretical discussion even though it was not tested as a mediator in the present model.
2.2. Downward comparison and academic stress
Downward comparison involves looking toward peers perceived as less successful. Wills (1981) proposed that such comparisons can support subjective well-being by making one’s circumstances appear more favorable. Experimental and observational research also documents more positive mood or self-evaluation in some downward-comparison situations (Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989; Stewart et al., 2013). Nonetheless, psychological outcomes are conditional rather than uniform. A student could compare with weaker classmates to gain temporary reassurance, or could remain concerned about maintaining a favorable rank. In the latter case, comparison may represent continued monitoring of achievement rather than freedom from competition. The present research therefore considers the association of downward academic comparison with stress an empirical question rather than treating an assumed protective effect as a measurement fact.
Foreign-language competence can be socially visible: students hear classmates speak, observe presentations and encounter assessed writing. A single student may compare upward in pronunciation and downward in another skill. The adapted questionnaire therefore included distinct upward and downward item sets, along with non-comparison statements that reflected a preference to focus on individual progress. The latter were reverse-coded when deriving the general comparison score. Importantly, comparison direction does not directly identify comparison motivation: a downward reference may reflect reassurance, competition or another appraisal. The study measures endorsement of comparison statements, not these motives or the emotional consequences of individual comparison episodes.
2.3. Academic stress, prior evidence and hypotheses
Academic stress encompasses pressures connected with performance standards, educational expectations and students’ perceived capacity to meet learning demands. The original Educational Stress Scale for Adolescents addresses multiple dimensions, including pressure from study, workload, worries about grades, self-expectation and despondency (Sun et al., 2011). Its validation in Vietnam provides relevant support for the broader measurement tradition, although a scale adapted for university students still requires evaluation in its own sample (Thai et al., 2015). Research on university students has associated academic stress with less favorable psychological well-being (Barbayannis et al., 2022). Longitudinal work in Vietnam likewise underscores the relevance of academic, family and lifestyle contexts (Tran et al., 2024). These findings justify examining stress as more than the volume of assigned work.
The model treats overall academic comparison and reported stress as associated constructs. The directional analyses examine upward and downward scores separately and then simultaneously in multiple regression. No mediating variable, temporal sequence or experimentally assigned comparison condition was measured. Accordingly, any proposed explanation through self-concept, fear of losing rank or reassurance is a theoretical possibility rather than a mechanism tested in this study. Demographic analyses are exploratory and do not presume that a nonsignificant result establishes equality between groups.
3. Methodology
3.1. Research design and participants
A quantitative cross-sectional survey was conducted among sophomore and junior students in the participating university’s Faculty of Foreign Languages. Recruitment used convenience sampling through faculty-related online channels and classroom contact. Participation was voluntary, and responses were described to participants as anonymous. Of 194 submitted forms, 180 were retained after screening. The original research report used a five-responses-per-item heuristic to plan a minimum sample of 140; this is a pragmatic planning rule, not evidence of representativeness or statistical power. As respondents were not randomly selected, the findings describe this sample and should not be generalized to Vietnamese undergraduates as a whole.
Participants included 50 men (27.8%) and 130 women (72.2%). Seventy respondents were sophomores (38.9%), and 110 were juniors (61.1%). Self-reported English proficiency was distributed among Beginner (n = 29), Pre-Intermediate (n = 59), Intermediate (n = 73) and Advanced (n = 19) categories. These categories were used for descriptive reporting and group comparisons, not as independently verified language-test outcomes. The gender and academic-year distributions were unequal, which should be considered when interpreting non-significant comparisons. The sample composition nevertheless reflects the stated recruitment frame, namely students studying specialized foreign-language subjects rather than the whole undergraduate population of the participating institution.
3.2. Instruments and questionnaire development
Academic social comparison was measured with 19 adapted statements informed by the Academic Social Comparison Scale discussed by Pulford et al. (2018): eight downward items (Q1–Q8), seven upward items (Q9–Q15) and four non-comparison items (Q16–Q19). Items referred to students’ academic experiences, including grades, English pronunciation, writing, presentation and subject-related skills. Each used a five-point agreement response format. Consequently, means indicate agreement with comparison statements, not the objectively observed frequency of comparisons. Four non-comparison items were reverse-coded for the overall ASCS index. The adapted item set should not be treated as psychometrically identical to the published instrument.
Academic stress was assessed through selected statements adapted from the Educational Stress Scale for Adolescents (ESSA; Sun et al., 2011), originally designed for a younger population. Ten candidate items addressed educational expectations, achievement pressure, difficulty and confidence in university study. A pilot with 22 students on January 7–8, 2026 identified one item about disappointing family expectations with a corrected item–total correlation of .193; under the report’s .30 criterion it was excluded. The final ESSA-based index contained nine items, for 28 questionnaire items in total. The resulting university measure is an adaptation: the study reports internal consistency and exploratory structure within this sample, but cannot assume equivalence to the original adolescent scale or establish construct validity from reliability alone.
3.3. Data collection and statistical analysis
The main survey was administered through Google Forms from January 12 to 25, 2026, using Zalo groups, faculty-related Facebook pages, academic clubs and QR links shared with relevant classes. The questionnaire used for data collection is available at https://forms.gle/fif4dKo3HZ4mM83K6 to facilitate transparency and reproducibility. Students were informed of the study’s purpose, voluntary nature and anonymous handling of responses. Records excluded from analysis were deemed incomplete or invalid in the original report; more precise screening criteria should be documented in future data collection. The available manuscript does not record a formal ethics approval number, so none is claimed here. The retained data was analyzed in SPSS.
Cronbach’s alpha was used to examine internal consistency and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to explore the dimensionality of the adapted items, with KMO and Bartlett tests used to assess factorability. Descriptive statistics summarized the constructs and item-level comparison domains. Pearson correlations tested bivariate associations with academic stress, while simultaneous multiple regression assessed the distinct statistical associations of upward and downward comparison scores. Paired-samples t-tests compared the two directional mean scores; independent-samples t-tests and one-way ANOVA explored differences by gender, academic year and self-reported proficiency. The analysis follows the retained report and does not introduce unreported estimates or post hoc model modifications.
4. Results
4.1. Measurement reliability and factor structure
The adapted ASCS showed high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .909 for 19 items), and the nine-item adapted ESSA showed good internal consistency (alpha = .837). The ASCS factor analysis yielded KMO = .903 and a significant Bartlett test, chi-square (171) = 2530.234, p < .001. Three extracted factors corresponded to downward comparison, upward comparison and non-comparison and collectively accounted for 71.111% of rotated variance. The individual contributions were 29.868%, 25.978% and 15.264%, respectively. Reported factor loadings ranged from .661 to .865. This structure supports examining directional comparison separately in the present data; it does not demonstrate that the same measurement structure would necessarily be reproduced in another university or discipline.
The adapted ESSA was also suitable for EFA (KMO = .808; Bartlett’s chi-square (36) = 836.178, p < .001). Two factors accounted for 68.889% of rotated variance, with individual contributions of 36.952% and 31.937%; loadings ranged from .781 to .876. The first factor comprised five items involving achievement and expectation pressure, such as concern over grades, scholarships, examinations, personal standards and professional competitiveness. The second included four items concerning academic difficulty and confidence, such as problems understanding specialized subjects, completing demanding assignments and keeping pace with classmates. Thus, respondents’ stress reports encompass both outcome-oriented pressures and competence-related difficulties. The empirical two-factor pattern reflects this adapted nine-item measure rather than the original five-dimensional ESSA in its entirety.
Table 1
Reliability and Exploratory Factor Analysis Results
	Measure
	ASCS
	ESSA

	Number of items
	19
	9

	Cronbach’s alpha
	.909
	.837

	KMO
	.903
	.808

	Bartlett χ² (df)
	2530.234 (171)
	836.178 (36)

	Extracted factors
	3
	2

	Rotated variance explained
	71.111%
	68.889%


Source: Authors’ analysis of survey data (2026).
4.2. Academic comparison and stress levels
The overall academic-comparison score was M = 3.31 (SD = .809), above the midpoint of the five-point response scale. Upward comparison had a higher mean score (M = 3.72, SD = .843) than downward comparison (M = 3.08, SD = 1.004). A paired-samples t-test indicated that the difference between directional means was statistically significant, t (179) = 8.829, p < .001. Respondents therefore expressed greater agreement with upward-comparison statements than downward-comparison statements. This finding should be described as a stronger reported tendency toward upward comparison; the response scale does not measure precisely how often students compared themselves with specific classmates in daily activities.
Four academic domains stood out within the comparison items. Pronunciation and vocabulary in a foreign language had the highest mean (Q14, M = 3.87), followed by academic performance or GPA (Q11, M = 3.84), logical thinking and cognitive processing speed (Q15, M = 3.79), and essay writing, including vocabulary and argumentation (Q10, M = 3.77). These results are consistent with the visibility of language ability and assessed performance within the participating faculty. Students can hear differences in pronunciation and vocabulary during speaking activities, observe classmates’ reasoning in lessons, and compare written work through feedback or assessment. Nevertheless, the item means does not establish why these aspects were salient or whether particular comparisons were experienced as beneficial or threatening.
The mean academic-stress score was M = 3.561 (SD = .662), also above the neutral midpoint. The achievement/expectation factor indicates stress associated with maintaining grades, obtaining desirable academic outcomes, setting high standards and remaining competitive for future professional opportunities. The difficulty/confidence factor reflects uncertainty about coping with demanding study requirements. These aspects can be experienced simultaneously: a student who fears poor results may find difficult assignments more threatening, while difficulty understanding course content can amplify concerns about grades. Such possibilities are useful for interpretation but were not formally tested as directional mechanisms. The overall average demonstrates endorsement of stress-related items in the observed sample, not the prevalence of a clinically diagnosed condition.
Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Academic Comparison and Stress
	Indicator
	Mean
	SD

	Overall academic comparison
	3.31
	.809

	Upward comparison
	3.72
	.843

	Downward comparison
	3.08
	1.004

	Academic stress
	3.561
	.662

	Pronunciation and vocabulary (Q14)
	3.87
	—

	GPA (Q11)
	3.84
	—

	Thinking speed (Q15)
	3.79
	—

	Essay writing (Q10)
	3.77
	—


Source: Authors’ analysis of survey data (2026).
4.3. Correlations and regression model
The overall ASCS score was positively associated with academic stress (r = .344, p < .01). Both upward (r = .564, p < .01) and downward comparison (r = .381, p < .01) showed positive bivariate associations with ESSA. Students who more strongly endorsed comparison statements also tended to endorse stress statements. The upward coefficient was numerically larger, but a formal test of the difference between these two dependent correlations was not reported; the results should therefore not be taken as proof that their population correlations differ. Disaggregating the two directions nevertheless offers information not conveyed by the overall index.
Table 3
Correlations Between Academic Comparison and Stress
	Comparison measure
	Pearson r with ESSA
	Significance

	Overall ASCS
	.344
	p < .01

	Upward comparison
	.564
	p < .01

	Downward comparison
	.381
	p < .01


Source: Authors’ analysis of survey data (2026).
Multiple linear regression assessed the unique associations of upward and downward comparison with stress when both dimensions were entered into the same model. The model summary reported R = .581, R-squared = .338 and adjusted R-squared = .330, with a standard error of estimate of .541. Accordingly, the included comparison scores statistically accounted for 33.8% of the observed variation in ESSA scores in this sample. This proportion is a model-fit statistic rather than a claim that comparison causes one-third of students’ stress. Other possible correlates, such as workload, academic self-efficacy, family circumstances and perceived support, were not included in this regression model.
Upward comparison showed the larger positive standardized regression coefficient (beta = .492, t = 7.174, p < .001; unstandardized B = .386). The coefficient for downward comparison was also positive and significant (beta = .159, t = 2.318, p = .022; B = .105). The report gives tolerance = .796 and VIF = 1.257 for the comparison predictors, suggesting that severe collinearity was not indicated by the reported diagnostic. H1a and H1b were therefore supported in the statistical sense specified in the research model. Upward comparison had the stronger unique association with academic stress; downward comparison remained positively associated even after accounting for upward comparison. The positive coefficient of downward comparison is the more theoretically unexpected finding because downward reference points are sometimes thought to buffer negative self-evaluation.
Table 4
Multiple Regression Results Predicting Academic Stress
	Predictor
	B
	Standardized β
	t
	p

	Upward comparison
	.386
	.492
	7.174
	< .001

	Downward comparison
	.105
	.159
	2.318
	.022


Source: Authors’ analysis of survey data (2026).
Note. R = .581; R² = .338; adjusted R² = .330; standard error = .541; tolerance = .796; VIF = 1.257.
4.4. Group differences
Independent-samples analyses found no statistically significant differences in overall academic comparison or stress by gender. Women reported somewhat higher comparison (M = 3.36) than men (M = 3.19), but the difference was non-significant (p = .214). The gender difference in stress was likewise non-significant (women M = 3.59; men M = 3.49; p = .396). These tests do not establish equivalence between genders, especially given the unequal numbers of respondents. They indicate only that the observed data did not provide sufficient evidence to reject equal group means at the selected significance threshold. Accordingly, interpretation should remain specific to the participating sample rather than implying that gender cannot matter in other settings.
The same pattern emerged for academic year. Sophomores reported comparison M = 3.38 and stress M = 3.58; juniors reported comparison M = 3.27 and stress M = 3.55. Neither comparison (p = .373) nor stress (p = .749) differed significantly by year. Across the four self-reported proficiency categories, ANOVA also found no significant differences in ESSA, F (3, 176) = 1.154, p = .329, or ASCS, F(3, 176) = .752, p = .523. These null results are important qualifications to the observation that language skills were salient comparison domains. The relevance of language proficiency as a comparison topic does not imply that the mean level of comparison must differ significantly across broad self-reported proficiency groups.
5. Discussion
5.1. Interpreting the directional associations
The main empirical result is that both comparison directions were positively associated with academic stress in this sample. This pattern is compatible with Social Comparison Theory, which views peers as reference points for self-evaluation (Festinger, 1954), but does not imply that comparisons cause stress. With respect to upward comparison, higher-achieving peers may provide models for academic progress while also drawing attention to performance gaps. The present questionnaire does not establish which interpretation individual respondents adopted. The result therefore informs the relationship between comparison tendencies and stress reports without classifying all upward comparisons as maladaptive (Dijkstra et al., 2008; Pulford et al., 2018).
The numerically larger upward coefficient may be understood alongside research on academic self-concept and the big-fish-little-pond effect: students’ perceptions of competence can depend on the achievement of peers around them (Marsh, 1987; Marsh & Hau, 2003). For language students, publicly observable speaking or writing proficiency may provide salient reference points. However, academic self-concept was not measured as a mediator, and the study did not compare students across disciplines. These explanations remain plausible contextual interpretations rather than additional findings. The principal methodological value of distinguishing directions is that it avoids obscuring their different observed coefficients within a single overall score.
The positive association for downward comparison deserves particular attention. Wills (1981) described how comparisons with less fortunate others can support self-evaluation, and other studies have documented favorable responses in particular circumstances (Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989; Stewart et al., 2013). The present finding does not disprove those results. Students concerned about maintaining a favorable academic position may engage in downward comparison while remaining stressed; alternatively, students already experiencing stress may look downward for reassurance. Other unmeasured characteristics may contribute to both tendencies. Because neither motives nor temporal order were observed, the result suggests that comparison direction alone is insufficient to determine the psychological meaning of a comparison episode.
A further methodological consideration is the potential conceptual overlap between study variables. Some adapted stress items refer to keeping pace with classmates, and some comparison items concern closely related academic abilities. Such peer-referential wording may contribute to positive correlations even when the scales assess distinguishable constructs. The acceptable internal consistency and interpretable EFA factors do not, on their own, establish discriminant validity between ASCS and ESSA. Future analysis could use confirmatory factor analysis or alternative item sets that more clearly separate comparative behavior from stressful appraisals. This qualification is especially important before framing observed regression coefficients as evidence for an underlying psychological mechanism.
5.2. Contextual and practical implications
The highest item means concerned pronunciation and vocabulary, GPA, thinking speed and essay writing. Their salience is understandable in a foreign-language programme, where oral performance and written products may be accessible to peers. The survey did not test whether these domains cause stress or whether foreign-language students differ from other disciplines. Its specific contribution is descriptive: within the sample, these academic competencies were prominent subjects of comparison. The pedagogical implications should therefore address the interpretation of visible performance differences rather than assume a uniquely competitive language-learning environment.
One possible educational response is to help students treat classmates’ performance as information about learnable strategies rather than a fixed judgment of personal ability. In pronunciation and vocabulary tasks, for instance, criteria-based feedback and opportunities to monitor improvement over successive attempts could complement comparisons with higher-performing classmates. In essay writing, iterative drafts and formative comments may make individual progress more visible. These examples are proposed applications of the findings, not interventions tested in this research; their effectiveness in reducing stress requires separate evaluation.
For instructors, transparent assessment criteria and skill-specific feedback may help prevent relative rank from becoming the only reference for success. Collaborative tasks can be structured to emphasize shared learning goals rather than frequent public ranking. Academic support could also recognize that concerns about relative performance may accompany both upward and downward comparison, rather than assuming only lower-achieving students need support. None of these proposals were evaluated experimentally; instructors should monitor their effects and remain attentive to students for whom peer comparison is motivating or reassuring.
5.3. Limitations and future directions
The conclusions are subject to several limitations. First, a cross-sectional design cannot identify causal direction: academic stress may precede, follow or coexist with comparison tendencies. Second, the convenience sample comprises one faculty at one university and has unequal gender and year-group distributions. Third, all responses were self-reported, leaving scope for shared-method variation. Fourth, ASCS and ESSA items were adapted and shortened, and reliability and EFA alone do not establish construct or discriminant validity. In particular, peer-referential wording in some stress items may overlap conceptually with comparison items. Finally, the regression included only upward and downward comparison, not other plausible correlates such as workload, self-efficacy or family expectations. These limitations restrict interpretation but do not invalidate the descriptive associations reported here.
Future research could follow students longitudinally to investigate whether comparison tendencies precede later stress, whether stress increases comparison, or whether the relationship is reciprocal. Studies at multiple universities could examine discipline-specific patterns and replicate the unexpected positive downward-comparison association. Interviews or experience-sampling methods could clarify how students interpret particular comparison episodes and whether peer success functions as inspiration, perceived threat or temporary reassurance. Measurement research could test discriminant validity and the factor structure of adapted ASCS and ESSA items. Finally, intervention studies could evaluate whether mastery-oriented feedback, realistic learning goals or student-support programmes meaningfully change stress outcomes. These directions extend the submitted study’s findings without portraying proposed mechanisms as already proven.
6. Conclusion
This study examined academic social comparison and academic stress among 180 second- and third-year foreign-language undergraduates in Hanoi. Students endorsed upward-comparison statements more strongly than downward-comparison statements. Both directions were positively related to reported academic stress, with a numerically larger regression coefficient for upward comparison. The positive downward association is noteworthy because it indicates that comparison with less successful peers does not necessarily coincide with lower stress in this sample.
The findings support distinguishing comparison direction while recognizing that direction alone does not reveal why students compare themselves or how they interpret the experience. For foreign-language educators, this points to potentially useful practices that foreground transparent standards, constructive peer feedback and individual learning progress. These applications remain proposals rather than demonstrated interventions. Larger, more diverse samples, fuller scale validation and longitudinal or qualitative designs are needed to test proposed mechanisms and assess pedagogical outcomes.
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Appendix
Survey questionnaire
Academic Social Comparison and Academic Stress among Foreign-Language Undergraduates at a Northern Vietnamese University
Introduction to the Survey
Have you ever felt stressed or pressured when you see your classmates performing exceptionally well academically?
We are a group of undergraduate student researchers conducting a study entitled "Academic Social Comparison and Academic Stress among Foreign-Language Undergraduates at a Northern Vietnamese University."
This study aims to explore how foreign-language undergraduates compare their academic performance and achievements with those of their peers, and how such comparisons may be associated with academic stress.
Your responses will help us better understand the academic pressures experienced by foreign-language students and examine the relationship between different forms of academic social comparison and academic stress. The findings may also provide valuable insights into strategies for promoting students' psychological well-being and helping them manage academic pressure more effectively.
Confidentiality: All responses will be treated confidentially and used solely for academic research purposes.
Estimated completion time: Approximately 5–8 minutes.
Your participation is entirely voluntary, and there are no right or wrong answers. We encourage you to respond honestly based on your own experiences.
Thank you for your time and valuable contribution to our research!
SECTION 1. RESEARCH INFORMATION AND INFORMED CONSENT
You are invited to participate in a survey conducted for academic research purposes. All information collected will be used exclusively for research purposes, kept confidential, and analyzed anonymously.
There are no right or wrong answers to the self-assessment questions. Please respond honestly based on your personal experiences and perceptions.
Your participation is entirely voluntary. You may decline to participate or withdraw from the survey at any time before submitting your responses. Your decision to participate or not participate will have no impact on your academic grades, conduct evaluations, or any other rights or benefits.
1. Informed Consent
I confirm that I have read and understood the information provided above and voluntarily agree to participate in this survey.
· ☐ I agree.
· ☐ I do not agree.
2. Age Eligibility
I confirm that I am 18 years of age or older.
· ☐ Yes.
· ☐ No.
SECTION 2. PERSONAL INFORMATION
What’s your Gender? 
· Male 
· Female 
· Other: _____
Year of Study 
· Sophomore 
· Junior 
· Mục khác: _____
How would you rate your English proficiency? 
· Beginner 
· Pre- Intermediate (TOEIC 450 - 550/ IELTS 4.5 - 5.0)
· Intermediate (TOEIC 600 - 750/ IELTS 5.5 - 6.5)
· Advanced (TOEIC 800+/ IELTS 7.0+)
PART 1: Academic Social Comparison Scale 
GROUP 1: Doward Comparison 
Please read the following statements carefully and select a number from 1 to 5 that best corresponds to your level of agreement 
1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neutral 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. When practicing writing for major subjects (such as Reading & Writing 2, 3, 4, or Business Correspondence), I tend to compare myself with classmates who have a harder time expressing their thoughts. 
	
	
	
	
	

	2. I tend to compare myself with peers who are less confident than me during group discussions. 
	
	
	
	
	

	3. I often look at classmates with lower midterm scores than mine to evaluate my own academic ability. 
	
	
	
	
	

	4. I tend to compare myself with peers who seem to struggle more than I do when using learning platforms (such as LMS, Teams, or library search tools). 
	
	
	
	
	

	5. I often compare myself with peers whose time management and deadline-meeting skills are less effective than mine. 
	
	
	
	
	

	6. When doing coursework, I feel more confident when comparing myself to peers who do not seem to fully grasp the lecturer’s requirements. 
	
	
	
	
	

	7. I tend to compare myself with classmates whose English listening and speaking skills are less fluent than mine. 
	
	
	
	
	

	8. I compare myself with peers who seem to face more difficulties than I do in quantitative or logical subjects (e.g., Probability and Statistics, Macroeconomics). 
	
	
	
	
	



GROUP 2: Upward Comparison 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	9. During presentations, I cannot help but compare myself with peers who are more confident and fluent than I am. 
	
	
	
	
	

	10. I often compare my essays with those of peers who demonstrate more sophisticated vocabulary and sharper arguments. 
	
	
	
	
	

	11. When my academic results in the first semester are unsatisfactory, I often look at high-achieving peers (with excellent/outstanding GPAs) to re-evaluate myself. 
	
	
	
	
	

	12. I tend to compare myself with peers who seem to prepare more thoroughly and participate more actively in class discussions than I do. 
	
	
	
	
	

	13. I often compare my proficiency in using office applications (Word, PowerPoint, Excel) with peers who are more highly skilled. 
	
	
	
	
	

	14. I often compare myself with classmates who have more accurate pronunciation or a richer vocabulary than I do. 
	
	
	
	
	

	15. I tend to compare myself with peers who demonstrate quicker cognitive processing in quantitative exercises. 
	
	
	
	
	



Group 3: Non-comparison 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4

	16. I am not concerned with how other students perform, as long as I achieve my personal goals. 
	
	
	
	

	17. I do not compare my coursework abilities with any of my classmates. 
	
	
	
	

	18. When participating in group discussions, I focus on my personal contributions rather than considering whether I am better or worse than other members. 
	
	
	
	

	19. The fact that other peers might be smarter or learn faster does not make me feel pressured or feel the need to compare myself to them. 
	
	
	
	



PART 2: EDUCATIONAL STRESS SCALE FOR ADOLESCENTS 
GROUP 1: Worry about Grades 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	20. I feel anxious if my course grades are lower than those of my classmates. 
	
	
	
	
	

	21. I feel intense pressure to maintain a high GPA to secure scholarships or graduate with honors. 
	
	
	
	
	

	22. I feel disappointed in myself if my final exam results do not meet my expectations. 
	
	
	
	
	



GROUP 2: Self-expectation/Family 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	23. I set extremely high standards for myself in exams. 
	
	
	
	
	

	24. I feel the need to be even better to remain competitive for future employment in the finance or language sectors. 
	
	
	
	
	



GROUP 3: Lack of Academic Confidence 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	25. I feel I lack the ability to keep up with my classmates. 
	
	
	
	
	

	26. I have difficulty understanding specialized knowledge (e.g., Accounting, Finance, or Advanced Grammar). 
	
	
	
	
	

	27. I often feel stuck when facing difficult assignments. 
	
	
	
	
	

	29. I feel like I chose the wrong major because the academic pressure is too overwhelming.
	
	
	
	
	


Do you have any suggestions for reducing your levels of social and academic stress?
2
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