2

[image: 文本

描述已自动生成]


MODULE CODE:ECDE7018

ASSESSMENT COMPONENT:2

STUDENT NAME: Yuhao Qiu

STUDENT NUMBER: 2406427




Doctorate in Education (EdD)
Investigating Academic Stress and Mental Health in Jiangsu Province High School Students: A Mixed-Methods Approach to Research Design and Data Analysis
Introduction
The increasing academic demands placed on high school students in Jiangsu Province have become a significant concern, particularly as the pressure to excel in rigorous educational environments intensifies. In this context, understanding the academic stress and mental health is important since Chinese education system and particularly the period before Gaokao (National College Entrance Examination) is highly competitive. This earns students’ high levels of stress academically, through work load pressure, parents’ expectations, and competition due to performance standards, thus a number of adolescents and high school students present symptoms of anxiety and depression among other mental illnesses. This study aims to understand the effects of academic stress on mental health with high school students of Jiangsu Province has selected with a strategical view towards educational competitiveness and economic dispersion. The central research question guiding this study is: “How does academic stress affect the mental health of high school students in Jiangsu Province, and what coping mechanisms are most effective in mitigating its impact?” The research intends to meet this gap since the tools used in earlier studies with college students are replaced with Middle School Mental Health Scale (MHT) and Academic Stress Self-Assessment Scale since they are appropriate for high school students. The outcomes will provide useful insights to the educators, policymakers, and parents about the measures that can be taken to reduce academic stress and enhance high school students’ mental health in Jiangsu Province.
Chosen Method
In addressing the complex relationship between academic stress and mental health among high school students in Jiangsu Province, a mixed-methods research design offers a comprehensive framework that integrates quantitative and qualitative data. This approach enables a complex comprehension of the various aspects of learning disability and psychological health in students, not only comprehensiveness of matters academic, but also profound. The quantitative part uses instruments like the Middle School Mental Health Scale (MHT), the Academic Stress Self-Assessment Scale. These tools numerically evaluate concerns such as anxiety, depression, and perceived academic pressure to gain numbers about the existence and severeness of such problems in the cohort of students (Walliman, 2021, p. 76). Adding to this, the qualitative aspect entails administering of semi structured questionnaires on a purposively selected sample of students from different grades and academic ability. This kind of qualitative research operates at the individual level to examine their phenomenological understanding, their ability to cope with academic stressors, as well as disclosing the toll that such stress takes on mental health. An integrative design, therefore, does not only measure the level of academic stress and related psychological outcomes but also situates these findings within the student’s live, a virtue that would enable targets intercessions as well as policy formation that would enhance the student’s mental health status (Walliman, 2021, p. 82). The mixed-methods approach therefore closes the gap between quantitative data and qualitative experience, offering a strong foundation for analysing and investigating the issues experienced by high school students in Jiangsu Province.
Sampling procedures are therefore essential in maintaining the viability or validity of the study results. A stratified sample helps to select the students of any grade level and the academic performance of the chosen students varies. This helps in considering the possibility of students to experience different levels of academic stress and mental health by stage and achievement, the sample mirrors the heterogenous nature of students involved in studies (Walliman, 2021, p. 103). For example, based on literature studies it emerges that, while studying academic stress and its effects on mental health, some differences might be noted between junior and senior students; hence, senior students can experience stress to a greater extent all because of impending examinations and the need to enter college (Lê & Schmid, 2022, p. 18). In this way, with the help of a stratified sampling the study can identify these differences in how academic stress looks like and influences students at different stages in their high school experience. This methodological consideration improves the ability to generalize the outcomes and guarantees that interventions can be adjusted to meet the needs of various learners in Jiangsu Province (Hammarberg et al., 2016, p. 49).
Data collection procedures are meticulously designed to uphold ethical standards and ensure the accuracy and reliability of the gathered information. Self-administered questionnaires are used to collect quantitative data during school hours to ensure high response rates and reduce external interferences. At the beginning of the data collection process, the participants’ consent is received from the students as well as from their guardians, where it is explained that participation is optional and the anonymity of their answers will be ensured (Lê & Schmid, 2022, p. 23). In this regard, this ethical consideration is even more crucial while conducting research with children in order to meet the International Research Standards for defending the rights and welfare of participants. The rationale for collecting qualitative data includes, Interview data are collected in private facilities inside the school compound and ensure the students feel comfortable to express themselves fully (Hammarberg et al.: 54). These interviews are conducted with permission for audio taping and all transcriptions presented here are de-identified. Combing quantitative data obtained through surveys with qualitative data gained via interviews provides a rich dataset that is quantitative but is backed up by the human stories of stress and mental health that lend contextual meaning to quantitative data.
The analytical tools used in the collected data are statistical and thematic to ensure holistic research questions’ approach. Academic stress significantly predicts the level of anxiety, depression, stress, and behavioural disengagement while mediating the relationship between academic stress and other mental health outcomes through multiple regression analyses. The results presented here delineate key predictor variables and possible moderating factors, including, but not limited to, gender or socioeconomic status. For instance, past research has established that academic stress has a negative, significant relationship with the sleep quality of adolescents in which anxiety and school burnout act as the intermediate variables (Wang & Fan, 2023). Qualitative data is managed by way of thematic analysis which encompasses coding of interview notes in order to devise themes which are in relation to the students’ account of coping with academic stress. By extracting equally detailed information from participants, this method enriches the analysis and offers a broader view on the investigated phenomena alongside the numerical results (Lê & Schmid, 2022, p. 26). Employing both quantitative and qualitative methods in the study results in a triangulation method and increases the validity and reliability of the results in addition to providing a holistically different perspective in identifying the relationship between the levels of academic stress and mental health among juniors in high schools in Jiangsu Province.
The mixed-methods approach employed in this study offers several advantages in understanding the complex relationship between academic stress and mental health among high school students. From this perspective, the study provides both the cross-sectional and within-subject indices of academic stress and mental health, as well as students’ lived narratives and their ways of dealing with stress. This comprehensive view, in turn, helps to better explain the differences in experiences of academic stress among students, based on individual, contextual, and cultural characteristics. For instance, where quantitative data shows increased proven relationship between acade-mic stress and mental health outcomes, qualitative data gives a detailed understanding of the kind of stress students are exposed to and the methods they use to deal with the stress (Patten, 2016, p. 23). It makes it easier to develop relevant interventions and policies since this methodology focuses on high school learners in Jiangsu Province with the aim of enhancing mental health and academic performance.
Sampling
Appropriate and statistically accurate sampling techniques are essential to establish the validity, reliability, and generalisability of the research findings for the academic stress and mental health status of high school students in Jiangsu Province, P. R. China. This research uses stratified random sampling, a technique praised for its ability to identify variations between strata and gave enough samples to demographics and academic performance. The groupings are prepared based on first, second, and third years of high school; and high, middle, and low performing students in line with the cross-sectional design. This approach responds to concerns raised by prior research on the importance of context-specific sampling techniques, as seen in Luo et al.’s (2020) study where the researchers utilised a two-stage stratified sampling method across 46 schools and established that mental health concerns were closely linked with certain demographic factors like grade level and number of parents. Luo et al. (2020, p. 45) explained that senior students preparing for such important examinations had higher levels of academic stress thus a need to categorize the students by level to capture each stage of academic stress. This design helps the researchers to capture annual differences in academic stress and expectations among Jiangsu Province students and hence provide an overall representation of the targeted population. Another advantage of stratified sampling is that follow up analysis to provides the partitions of the stressors and coping strategies based on academic performance and demographic variables (Jiang et al., 2021, p. 56). This form of sampling minimizes selection bias, enhances comparability of the groups, and complies with modern guidelines for research in education and psychology.
The sample size determination follows the principle of statistical power, ensuring that the study achieves sufficient precision to detect meaningful relationships between academic stress and mental health outcomes. Based on previous studies, such as Jiang et al. (2021), which included 552 junior high school students in China, and Zhu et al. (2021), which surveyed 1,533 adolescents, this study estimates the required sample size at approximately 1,500 participants. This number is reasonable and appropriate for ensuring statistical power while at the same time allowing fine granularity of subgroup analyses by both grade and academic performance. Power analysis estimates are given by the anticipated effect size and confidence interval to reduce sampling errors. Multi-stage cluster sampling also increases efficiency especially for Jiangsu Province since the region depends on both geographical and educational diversity hence expanding the sampling frame. Sampling several schools and classrooms from the stratified categories of schools assures the study receives a nearly equal representation from urban and rural areas where there are demographical, educational, resource and teacher support and socioeconomic differences that may affect academic stress and mental health. This approach corresponds to the suggestion made by Chen et al. (2024, p. 14), urging that geographically and socially diverse sampling should be adopted in research concerning mental health inequalities among Chinese high school learners in domestic and international schools. Using the stratified sampling across the performance levels also supports the findings by Wu et al. (2022, p. 16) who established the fact that the mental health outcomes due to academic stress often entail self-esteem and efficacy, hence the need to categorize the participants based on the performance achieved.
Some of the ethical considerations while selecting the method of sampling include; parental consent and participant assent especially since the targeted group is adolescents. The process of data collection follows the Ethical principles for medical research involving human subjects as provided in the declaration of Helsinki and the guidelines provided by the institutional review boards. Participants are informed about goals of the study, how data will be processed and stored and the fact that they are under no obligation to participate. So are the participants when informed and assured of their rights and this entails right to withdraw from the research at any one time without explanation. To overcome the shortcomings, the data collection and storage usually include the procedures that ensure anonymity and data security to minimize possible psychological harm to patients with mental health issues. Literature like Luo et al., (2020) points out that due to ethical concerns, participants may show a higher level of sensitivity to any question related to academics. Thus, after completing the surveys, some support systems include school counselors and helpline for ensuring prompt assistance in case of distress occurrence. 
Ethics
Conducting research on academic stress and mental health among high school students in Jiangsu Province requires strict adherence to ethical standards to protect participants' rights, safety, and well-being. Because adolescents are an at-risk group, great emphasis is placed on the obtaining of consent and assent; it must be appreciated that students, their parents or guardians have adequate knowledge of the research project, its activities, potential hazards, and possible advantages. These principles conform to the provisions espoused in the Belmont Report especially respect to persons, beneficence, and justice (Zhang et al., 2019, p. 50). To conduct valid studies, researchers are faced with the dilemma of exclusion of the minors to protect them or inclusion of the minors in the study. As for informed consent, parental consent in written forms is detailed, whereas student assent is conducted orally and in writing; participants are also free to withdraw their participation at any time and without repercussions (Zhang et al., 2019, p. 49). Further, Luo et al. (2020, p. 3) stress that data are anonymous and that the use of coded identifier excludes any violation of the external individuals’ rights to private life. All information collected is safely stored in password-protected servers and some limited number of authorized people only can access it. In addition, participants are assured that only analysis at the group level will be made hence participants’ identity cannot be ascertained (p. 6, Luo et al., 2020). As a measure to counter possible adverse emotional reactions, participants’ right to confidentiality, as well as informed consent, the school counsellor or a mental health professional shall be availed to, or referred to, any participant who exhibits signs of distress during or after the study (Li, 2023, p. 7). The process is supervised by ethical review boards as it is regulated by the local and international research standards.
To minimize psychological risks associated with discussing sensitive issues like stress and mental health, researchers adopt trauma-informed approaches during data collection. This includes training interviewers to recognize signs of distress and respond appropriately to participants' emotional reactions (Wu & Ma, 2022, p. 15). Interviews are conducted individually in comfortable but private settings in the school setting hence making the student comfortable when sharing details of their experience. To minimize the possibility of leading questions or using force, it is stressed in research on vulnerable populations of youth (Xue et al., 2023, p. 8). In addition to that, researchers also develop questionnaires whose language is impartial thus allowing the participant not to feel uncomfortable or stigmatized (Xue et al., 2023, p.11). According to Wu and Ma (2022), the study involves the use of post-survey debriefing sessions that allow the participants to share with trained counselors their experiences and concerns, thus enhancing the psychological safety of the survey (p. 18). In support with Luo et al. (2020, p. 9) the research team relies on the school counseling services to continue offering support other than the collecting data. Ethical oversight committees also supervise such measures to ensure that there is compliance with ethical concerns to avoid compromising the integrity of the test subject or the research. The research also places heavy on justice in that the outcome of the research benefits everyone; especially susceptible populace of learners including low achievers or learners from a humble background (Zhang et al., 2019, p. 52). To this end, recommendations for interventions are guided by the feedback from teachers and counselors to implement changes relevant to high school settings in Jiangsu Province in particular. 
Research Tools
To comprehensively assess academic stress and its impact on mental health among high school students in Jiangsu Province, the study incorporates validated and reliable research tools designed for adolescent populations. The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) that measures subjective stress levels is chosen as the most appropriate self-report measure due to its satisfactory psychometric characteristics in the Chinese population (Liu et al., 2020, p. 5). Chinese translated version of PSS-10 demonstrates satisfactory factorial validity and gender invariance revealing suitability of this measurement in the present research. This is because it quantifies perceived stress by two elements; perceived helplessness as well as self efficacy hence impacts stress appraisal in everyday life. This two layered structure can be associated with prior studies that stress the significance of recognizing both, cognitive and affective reactions to academic difficulties (Liu et al., 2020, p.6). Also, the Scale of Academic Stress (PAS), developed as a high school accurate measure tool, captures academic stress related to duties, tests and perceived academic performance (Hasanagić & Andrić, 2020, p. 357). It comprises 12 polished items, and its Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient is 0.799, thus indicating internal consistency. This tool can be used in conjunction with PSS-10 since it is aimed directly on academic stressors pertinent to high school environments according to Hasanagić and Andrić’s (2020) psychometric validation study. These tools offer an objective measure of stress intensity and origin as the basis for statistical analysis of stress-MH connections.
Depression is assessed using the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) and the Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale-7 (GAD-7) is used to measure the anxiety levels of the participants. Both tools are standardised for Chinese adolescent groups, with Cronbach’s alpha values above 0.85 (Lu et al., 2017, p. 5). PHQ-9 checks on depressive symptoms; how often and how severe these have been in the past two weeks which allow for identifying short-term ‘academic related’ emotions (Lu et al., 2017, p. 6). Likewise, the GAD-7 measures anxiety symptoms with a 7-item scale, regarding the feelings about academic stress. These tools offer scores that fit the clinical classification for mental health disorders to recommend students who need help, according to Wu and Ma (2022). This makes it possible to look at the interactions between academic stress and psychological symptoms and thus plan effective interventions. The Subjective Academic Wellbeing Measure (SAWM) is added to assess positive mental health to enable an understanding of students’ engagement with their studies and the extent of their satisfaction (Arslan et al. 2021, p.8). Its strengths includes a high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91) and applicability for predicting academic functioning, thus making it an effective complementary instrument for assessing the resilience and coping capacity (Arslan et al., 2021, p. 10).
Given the cultural context, the study ensures linguistic and cultural adaptation of tools through translation and back-translation procedures, as Wu et al. (2020, p. 11) recommended. Finally, the engagement of high school students of China in tool development supports the above findings related to tool applicability. Wu et al. (2020, p. 12) suggest that youths’ involvement aids in enhancing the intelligibility and applicability of mental health tools, particularly when focusing on stigmatized issues like suicidal ideation and social phobia. These qualitative results emphasize contextual changes, which this study incorporates by broadening questions about academic load and ways of managing it. For example, translating the Academic Interest Scale for Adolescents (AISA) is consistent with Luo et al. (2019, p. 5) recommendations on the ways of measuring engagement and emotional reactions to learning. The AISA measures academic emotions, values, and learning that also provide multiple viewpoints on academic thriving (Luo et al., 2019, p. 6). These amendments make the tools both psychometrically accurate and contextually appropriate, enhancing the reliability of the results.
To complement quantitative analyses, triad interviews and focus group discussion, are used to elicit the participants’ subjective endurances and coping strategies. These interviews use questions formulated according to goals defined in quantitative surveys; however, they allow more detailed probing of stressors and resultant emotions. As Meng et al. (2020, p. 8) strength argue interpreting results especially when studying intricate states of mind or phenomena. This is especially the case since interview data is further coded into themes so that patterns that might otherwise remain unnoticed in survey research are focused on (Meng et al., 2020, p. 9). Moreover, the Digital Stress Scale (DSS) aims at measuring stress due to technology and social media getting involved with a recognition of their impact on youths’ mental health (Gao et al., 2024, p. 4). This tool assesses social media related stress which cultures becomes more relevant in todays educational settings (Gao et al., 2024, p. 6). The application of the aforementioned instruments synthesises the enforceable quantitative methods with the profound qualitative and ecological approach.
The research tools selected for this study provide a comprehensive framework for assessing academic stress and mental health among high school students in Jiangsu Province. Since the quantitative scales and the qualitative methods integrate mathematical measurements with personal feelings, attitudes, and perceptions, these tools provide broad and elaborate definitions of problems as well as rich, personal perspectives. Stress and mental health scales allow for accurately assessing the students’ psychological conditions, while the well-being measures, as well as assessments specific to academia, help to determine the coping ability. Further, the use of culturally adapted and validated instruments addresses reliability, on one hand, and reflect s the specific issues that Chinese adolescents experience, on the other. Integrating qualitative methods into the research process supports or extends the focus on quantitative outcome, enhances the understanding of results from a qualitative point of view. Altogether, the application of mixed methods strengthens the study’s purpose to unveil patterns, associations, and variations in experiences that will advance the design of effective interventions and policies for minimizing stress and promoting well-being in students. Altogether, these tools enable efficient data collection and mapping of effective changes in educational practices and students’ condition.
Data Analysis Method (s)
The quantitative data collected in this study is analyzed using descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and multiple regression modeling to evaluate relationships between academic stress and mental health indicators among high school students in Jiangsu Province. Mean, standard deviation, and frequency distribution give a summarative description of the aspects like stress ratio, anxiety, and depression. Cohort study establishes relationships between academic stress type and mental health symptoms, and whether academic stress is associated with a poorer mental health outcome. Multiple regression modeling is used to build and test hypothesis about the nature of the relationship between multiple independent variables, for example perceived academic stress, and dependent measures, that is, depression (PHQ-9) and anxiety (GAD-7) symptom scores. For instance, when, Chung and Park (2024, p. 7) showed that regression models can be used to test the impact of academic stress on mental health where other important predictors such as exam pressure and parental pressure can be controlled for. Moreover, to investigate moderation, hierarchical regression analysis is used while guaranteeing considerations of context factors like students ‘gender and socioeconomic status (Hosseinkhani et al., 2020, p. 10). Such methods offer a more comprehensive view of the differences in the outcomes of mental health, as Hasanagić and Andrić (2020, p. 358) claimed that the regression procedures are applicable to study the data regarding the stressors concerning school responsibilities, exams, and academic expectations. 
In addition to quantitative analysis, to analyze interviews and focus groups, the impact of qualitative data, conceptual coding, and content analysis are used. This approach involves looking for patterns regarding students stress, ways they cope and their feelings thereof. For example, Wu and Ma (2022, p. 18) state that thematic approach helps find patterns which could be missed when using quantitative research, for example, individual reactions academics have for expectations and pressure from peers. Open coding is used to involve developing the initial codes from the transcripts, while axial coding categorises similar codes into higher order categories. It become helpful to run stressors like academic performance expectations and fear of failure as well as the coping strategies like students’ support from peers and use of time effective strategies in classroom. Chung and Park (2024, p. 9) practically stress the qualitative approach as the means of obtaining subjective perceptions; it allows the analysis of the differences in stress experiences and its effects on the subject’s emotional state. Thematic analysis also incorporates processes of data credibility; for instance, member checking in which participants scrutinize clarifications for accuracy. This approach guarantees that the results obtained are not only accurate but also reveal the participants’ experiences. 
Conclusion
This study investigates the impact of academic stress on the mental health of high school students in Jiangsu Province, focusing on identifying stressors, psychological effects, and coping strategies. Employing both quantitative and qualitative, it weaves together structured questionnaires and in-depth interviews to shed light on the problem. Self-report questionnaires include the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10), and the PHQ-9 & the GAD-7 are both for diagnosing depression and anxiety respectively; thematic analysis is used for qualitative data. Ethical imperatives guard the wellbeing of the participants and protect the confidentiality of their information. Consequently, the author’s findings will be useful in developing policies, interventions, and school programs meant to address stress and enhance adolescent mental health.
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