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Introduction 
Student parents studying full time in higher education face significant pressures balancing academic responsibilities with caregiving duties. These pressures affect engagement, attendance, and academic performance, and are further compounded by financial constraints and inconsistent institutional support. Burnout in higher education is defined as a multidimensional syndrome characterised by emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced academic effectiveness (Chong et al., 2025). While research often focuses on traditional student populations, evidence indicates that students with dependents experience higher stress levels, reduced engagement, and greater risk of academic underperformance due to the simultaneous demands of study and caregiving (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024). 
Institutional support, such as bursaries and pastoral guidance provided at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, are intended to alleviate barriers for student parents. However, research suggests these interventions are limited in scope and duration and do not fully mitigate structural and financial pressures (Bennett et al., 2023). Evidence shows that students with caregiving responsibilities often require additional flexibility, including access to recorded lectures and extended deadlines, highlighting the practical relevance of this research to post sixteen education establishments.  
The research question for this study is “How do study demands, and caregiving responsibilities jointly influence burnout risk among parents studying full time in higher education?” A secondary research approach is adopted to synthesise peer-reviewed literature, policy guidance, and institutional documentation. By examining the intersection of academic demands, caregiving responsibilities, and financial and institutional pressures, the study situates burnout as a systemic issue and provides a foundation for evidence-based interventions to support student parents in achieving academic success. 

















Review of literature
Burnout in higher education is increasingly recognised as a multidimensional phenomenon, encompassing emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced academic efficacy (Wörfel et al., 2023). While traditionally associated with staff populations, burnout is now increasingly identified within student cohorts, particularly those managing multiple competing responsibilities. Recent research highlights that students who are also parents are particularly vulnerable to burnout, due to the combined pressures of academic workload and caregiving responsibilities (Chong et al., 2025). According to Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida (2024) Full-time study alongside caregiving creates sustained stress, requiring individuals to manage the simultaneous demands of academic engagement, household responsibilities, and childcare. This constant negotiation of responsibilities often results in limited recovery time, contributing to cumulative emotional and cognitive strain. Evidence demonstrates that these pressures negatively affect attendance, participation, and submission of coursework, all of which are critical to achieving academic outcomes in post sixteen education programmes. This suggests that burnout has direct implications not only for individual wellbeing but also for retention and progression within higher education.
 Time constraints are consistently identified as a primary contributor to burnout among student parents. Lazarewicz et al. (2024) found that student parents struggle to allocate sufficient time to study due to caregiving duties, leading to increased stress and reduced academic engagement. Structured academic tasks that do not account for temporal constraints exacerbate disengagement (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024). This is evident in traditional delivery models that rely on fixed timetables and synchronous participation, which may not align with the unpredictable nature of caregiving. Research indicates that flexible delivery methods, including asynchronous lectures and scaffolded assignments, can improve engagement and reduce stress in this population (Chong et al., 2025). From a pedagogical perspective, this highlights the importance of designing learning experiences that are adaptable and responsive to students’ lived realities, rather than expecting students to conform to rigid academic structures.
Role conflict is another factor that can influencing burnout. Goode’s (1960) theory of role conflict asserts that stress arises when competing responsibilities are mutually incompatible. Ren et al. (2024) discussed that student parents experience persistent tension between academic and caregiving roles, contributing to chronic stress and diminished academic functioning. This ongoing tension can lead to emotional exhaustion and reduced capacity to fully engage in either role effectively. In post sixteen programmes, this can manifest as missed seminars, delayed assessments, and reduced participation in collaborative activities. Literature suggests that flexible deadlines, optional synchronous participation, and targeted pastoral support mitigate the impact of role conflict (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024; Pierce, Williams & Green, 2025). 
Gender disparities in caregiving responsibilities further influence burnout risk. Female student parents report higher levels of stress and role conflict due to disproportionate childcare responsibilities (Ren Et al., 2024; Lazarewicz et al., 2024). This highlights the importance of adopting an intersectional perspective, recognising that experiences of burnout are shaped by overlapping social and structural factors rather than a single variable. Inclusive teaching practices, such as flexible deadlines and access to recorded lectures, are therefore essential to support equitable participation. However, it is important to acknowledge that while these strategies may alleviate some pressures, they do not fully address the broader societal inequalities that underpin gendered caregiving roles.

 Financial pressures exacerbate burnout. Full-time student parents face tuition fees, household costs, and childcare expenses, while reduced availability for paid employment limits financial resources (Bennett et al., 2023; MDPI, 2025). The National Union of Students (2024) highlights that financial stress correlates with decreased participation and higher attrition risk. This relationship suggests that financial hardship is not only an external stressor but one that directly impacts academic engagement and persistence. Institutional interventions, such as bursaries and hardship funds, provide partial mitigation but are limited in scope and duration (National Union of Students, 2024). Awareness of these pressures allows post-sixteen educators to provide appropriate support and structure teaching to accommodate students experiencing financial strain. For example, ensuring that learning resources are accessible without additional cost can help reduce barriers to engagement. As a result, these measures often function as short-term solutions rather than addressing the structural nature of financial inequality within higher education. 
Institutional support is a vital determinant of burnout risk. Flexible teaching policies, academic guidance, and pastoral support are beneficial but inconsistently applied (Pierce, Williams & Green, 2025). This inconsistency can lead to unequal student experiences, where access to support is dependent on individual tutors or programmes rather than embedded institutional practice. Embedding support into programme design improves engagement and reduces stress for student parents. Clear communication of bursary availability, flexibility in assessment deadlines, and access to asynchronous materials are practical interventions to mitigate burnout (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024). This suggests that proactive, rather than reactive, approaches to support are more effective in addressing student needs.
Current evidence suggests that burnout arises from cumulative effects of time constraints, role conflict, financial pressures, and limited institutional support (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024) These factors do not operate in isolation but interact in complex ways, amplifying their overall impact on student wellbeing and academic performance. Addressing these systemic factors, rather than focusing solely on individual coping strategies, is essential. Post16 educators are encouraged to implement flexible delivery, scaffolded assessment, and proactive guidance to improve retention, engagement, and academic outcomes for student parents (Chong et al., 2025). This reflects a shift towards viewing burnout as a structural issue requiring systemic intervention rather than individual resilience alone.
Emerging research emphasises intersectionality, recognising how gender, socioeconomic status, and caregiving responsibilities interact to influence burnout risk (Ren et al., 2024). Female students with caregiving responsibilities experience heightened role conflict, highlighting the importance of inclusive, flexible teaching and proactive pastoral support. This reinforces the need for tailored interventions that acknowledge the diverse experiences within the student parent population. Effective interventions integrate structural and financial support to provide equitable learning opportunities and reduce burnout as stated by Williams & Green (2025).
Overall, burnout among full-time student parents is a systemic issue, resulting from the interaction of academic, caregiving, financial, and institutional factors. Evidence underscores the need for inclusive, flexible, and evidence-informed interventions in post16 teaching, with attention to workload management, financial guidance, and institutional support to foster engagement, retention, and academic success (Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024, National Union of Students, 2024). As an educator, this highlights the importance of designing learning environments that are responsive, inclusive, and adaptable, ensuring that student parents are supported to succeed without compromising their wellbeing.



Methodology 
This action research employs a secondary research design to examine the joint impact of academic workload and caregiving responsibilities on burnout among full-time student parents in higher education. Secondary research involves the collection, synthesis, and analysis of existing academic literature, policy guidance, and institutional documentation, providing a comprehensive overview of the topic without the need for primary data collection (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2019). This methodology is appropriate due to the ethical, temporal, and logistical challenges associated with primary research in this population and enables identification of key patterns, gaps, and interventions relevant to post16 education. 
Data sources include peer-reviewed journal articles, systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and institutional and policy documents published between 2023 and 2026. These sources were accessed through academic databases including Scopus, PubMed, ERIC, and MDPI to ensure reliability, currency, and relevance. Search strategies employed combinations of keywords and Boolean operators such as “student parents,” “full-time study,” “higher education,” “burnout,” “stress,” “caregiving responsibilities,” and “post sixteen education.” Inclusion criteria required studies to be published within the last three years, peer-reviewed, and directly relevant to higher education contexts. Studies older than three years, non-peer-reviewed publications, or research outside higher education contexts were excluded to maintain currency and relevance.
Institutional documentation from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, including bursary policies, parental support guidelines, and wider UK higher education guidance, was reviewed. This ensured that the study captured both structural and experiential dimensions of support available to student parents, situating the findings within contemporary post16 teaching contexts.
Data extraction and synthesis followed a narrative and thematic approach, categorising findings into four main themes: academic workload, role conflict, financial pressures, and institutional support. Each source was critically evaluated for reliability, validity, and applicability, facilitating identification of gaps and informing evidence-based recommendations (Booth, Sutton & Papaioannou, 2016). 
Limitations of this methodology include reliance on published data, which may not capture all lived experiences of student parents, and potential bias due to underrepresentation of certain demographic groups. Despite these constraints, secondary research provides a robust, evidence-informed foundation for understanding burnout among student parents and identifying practical interventions to enhance engagement and wellbeing in post16 education programmes. 










Findings and Discussion
The synthesis of secondary research indicates that burnout among full-time student parents in higher education is a multidimensional, systemic phenomenon, influenced by the interaction of academic workload, caregiving responsibilities, financial pressures, and the adequacy of institutional support (Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024). Evidence demonstrates that these factors do not operate in isolation; rather, they interact cumulatively to increase stress, reduce engagement, and negatively affect academic performance. Understanding these dynamics is critical for post sixteen teaching, where engagement, retention, and equitable participation are central to programme outcomes. High study demands are a principal contributor to burnout. Students experience pressure from deadlines, assessment intensity, and large volumes of course content, which is amplified when combined with caregiving responsibilities(Chong et al., 2025). Lazarewicz et al. (2024) reported that full-time student parents perceive significantly higher stress levels than non-parent students, primarily due to the limited availability of study time. Within post sixteen programmes, this shows as inconsistent attendance in synchronous sessions, limited participation in collaborative activities, and delays in assignment submission. Research suggests that flexible teaching methods, such as asynchronous lecture access and scaffolded assignments, reduce the risk of disengagement and improve academic outcomes (Chong et al., 2025).
Role conflict occurs when competing responsibilities cannot be satisfied simultaneously. According to Goode’s (1960) theory of role conflict, chronic tension between roles generates stress, potentially leading to burnout. Ren et al. (2024) identify that student parents experience ongoing conflict between academic and caregiving roles, which contributes to emotional exhaustion and diminished academic motivation. In post16 teaching contexts, this may be observed through sporadic seminar attendance, reduced participation in group work, and delayed assignment submission. Interventions that include flexible deadlines, optional synchronous participation, and proactive pastoral support are effective in mitigating the impact of role conflict (Pierce, Williams & Green, 2025).
Gender disparities in caregiving responsibilities further exacerbate burnout risk. Female student parents report higher stress levels and greater role conflict due to disproportionate caregiving responsibilities (Ren et al., 2024; Lazarewicz et al., 2024). Teaching strategies that provide equitable access, flexible deadlines, and asynchronous materials can reduce the stress associated with these responsibilities. 
Financial stress is a significant factor influencing burnout. Full-time student parents often experience reduced opportunities for paid employment while managing tuition, household, and childcare costs (MDPI, 2025). The National Union of Students (2024) demonstrates that financial stress is associated with decreased participation and increased likelihood of academic attrition. Institutional support, including bursaries and hardship funds at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, partially mitigates these pressures (UWTSD, 2025). However, research highlights that support is often limited in scope and duration, and students may encounter complex eligibility criteria, reducing accessibility. Awareness of financial pressures allows post16 educators to structure teaching, assessments, and support strategies to accommodate students experiencing economic stress (Bennett et al., 2023).
The adequacy and consistency of institutional support significantly influence burnout risk. Flexible teaching policies, pastoral support, and academic guidance reduce stress, but their implementation is inconsistent (James, 2024; Pierce, Williams & Green, 2025). Embedding support mechanisms within programme design, rather than relying on individual negotiation, enhances student engagement and reduces burnout risk. Proactive communication of bursary opportunities, accessible guidance on support services, and flexibility in assessment deadlines are particularly effective in post sixteen contexts as stated by Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida (2024). 
Institutional support interacts with both caregiving and financial pressures. When support is insufficient, the combined effect of role conflict, academic workload, and financial stress leads to higher levels of burnout. Evidence indicates that integrated interventions addressing structural, financial, and temporal constraints are necessary to reduce burnout risk effectively as suggested by Lazarewicz (2024).





























Implications for Post sixteen teaching
The findings highlight several practical implications for post16 education. Programme design should incorporate flexible teaching delivery, including asynchronous lectures, scaffolded assignments, and optional synchronous sessions. Assessment schedules should reduce temporal stress and accommodate caregiving responsibilities. Proactive communication about financial and pastoral support ensures that students are aware of resources available to mitigate stress and burnout. Additionally, interventions should adopt an intersectional perspective, recognising how gender, socioeconomic status, and caregiving responsibilities interact to influence stress and engagement (Ren et al., 2024; Pierce, Williams & Green, 2025).
Chong et al. (2025) and Wörfel et al. (2023) suggest that burnout among student parents is a systemic issue, arising from cumulative academic, caregiving, financial, and institutional factors. The authors argue that addressing structural and policy-level barriers is more effective than focusing exclusively on individual coping strategies. Within post-16 teaching, they emphasise the importance of flexible, evidence-informed approaches that mitigate these systemic stressors in order to promote retention, engagement, and academic success for student parents. 
This study has examined how academic workload and caregiving responsibilities jointly influence burnout among full-time student parents in higher education. Evidence indicates that burnout results from the interaction of multiple stressors, including high study demands, role conflict, financial pressures, and inconsistent institutional support (Chong et al., 2025, Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024, Wörfel et al., 2023). The cumulative effect of these factors reduces engagement, academic performance, and wellbeing, highlighting the systemic nature of burnout rather than attributing it solely to individual coping deficits. Institutional support mechanisms, including bursaries, pastoral guidance, and flexible programme design, partially mitigate stress, yet their availability and application are inconsistent (UWTSD, 2025). Flexible teaching practices, scaffolded assessment, and proactive communication about support services are identified as effective strategies to reduce burnout and support equitable participation. Research further emphasises intersectional considerations, recognising that gender, caregiving responsibilities, and financial constraints interact to influence stress and engagement, with female students often experiencing higher role conflict (Ren et al., 2024; Lazarewicz et al., 2024). Implications for postsixteen teaching practice include the need for evidence informed programme design that accommodates temporal, financial, and caregiving constraints. Implementing flexible delivery methods, providing asynchronous access to content, and integrating structured support mechanisms are critical for promoting retention, engagement, and academic success among student parents. 
In summary, burnout among full-time student parents is a multifaceted and systemic issue. Effective mitigation requires integrated interventions addressing structural, financial, and temporal barriers, rather than focusing solely on individual coping strategies. These findings underscore the importance of inclusive, flexible, and evidence-informed teaching practices in postsixteen education, ensuring that student parents are supported holistically to achieve their academic potential and maintain wellbeing. 






Recommendations for further research 
While existing literature highlights burnout among student parents as a systemic issue, there remains a need for research that is more directly connected to practice-based interventions within post-16 education. This action research project has focused on implementing flexible teaching strategies, such as scaffolded assessment and adaptable delivery, and therefore highlights several areas where further research would be beneficial.
Firstly, future research should explore the long-term impact of flexible pedagogical approaches on student parent outcomes. While current studies suggest that strategies such as asynchronous learning and flexible deadlines can reduce stress (Chong et al., 2025), there is limited longitudinal evidence examining whether these approaches lead to sustained improvements in engagement, retention, and academic success over time. Research that tracks students across modules or academic years would provide deeper insight into the lasting effectiveness of these interventions.
Secondly, there is a clear need for small-scale, classroom-based action research that evaluates specific teaching strategies in real educational contexts. This study demonstrates how adjustments to delivery and assessment can support student parents; however, further practitioner-led research could explore which strategies are most effective, for whom, and in what contexts. Expanding this approach across different subject areas and levels of study would strengthen the evidence base and support wider implementation of inclusive teaching practices.
Another key area for development is the student voice in relation to burnout and support strategies. Much of the current literature relies on quantitative data, which may overlook the complexity of student experiences. Further qualitative research, including interviews or reflective journals, would enable student parents to articulate how they experience workload, flexibility, and institutional support. This would ensure that future interventions are not only evidence-informed but also grounded in the lived realities of learners.
In addition, future research should adopt a more explicit intersectional approach, particularly in relation to gender, socioeconomic status, and caregiving responsibilities. This project acknowledges that student parents are not a homogenous group, yet there remains limited research exploring how these overlapping identities shape experiences of burnout within post-16 education. Understanding these differences is essential for designing targeted and equitable support strategies.
There is also scope for further investigation into the role of institutional structures in enabling or constraining flexible teaching practices. While this study focuses on what can be implemented at classroom level, wider institutional policies—such as assessment regulations, attendance requirements, and definitions of caring responsibilities—may limit the extent to which educators can adopt flexible approaches. Future research could explore how institutional change can better support educators in embedding inclusive practices.
Finally, further research should examine the relationship between workload design and perceived burnout. This project has highlighted the importance of scaffolded and manageable assessment structures; however, more empirical research is needed to determine how different approaches to workload design influence student stress, motivation, and academic performance. Comparative studies evaluating traditional versus flexible assessment models would be particularly valuable.
Overall, future research should continue to bridge the gap between theory and practice by focusing on applied, educator-led interventions that directly address the systemic causes of burnout. By building on the findings of this action research project, further studies can contribute to the development of sustainable, inclusive teaching approaches that support student parents in successfully engaging with post-sixteen education.































Conclusion 
This study has explored burnout among full-time student parents within post-16 education, drawing on existing literature and practice-based insights to understand the key contributing factors and potential strategies for mitigation. The findings clearly demonstrate that burnout is not an isolated or individualised experience, but rather a systemic issue shaped by the interaction of academic demands, caregiving responsibilities, financial pressures, and institutional structures. These overlapping factors create sustained stress, limiting students’ ability to fully engage with their studies and ultimately impacting retention, participation, and academic success.
A key theme emerging from both the literature and this research is the significance of time constraints and role conflict. Student parents are required to navigate competing expectations, often without sufficient flexibility within programme design. This reinforces Goode’s (1960) theory of role conflict, highlighting how incompatible demands contribute to emotional exhaustion and reduced academic efficacy. Alongside this, financial pressures further intensify stress, restricting access to resources and limiting opportunities for academic engagement.
Importantly, this study has demonstrated that flexible, inclusive pedagogical approaches can play a crucial role in mitigating burnout. Strategies such as scaffolded assessment, asynchronous learning opportunities, and adaptable deadlines were identified as effective in supporting engagement and reducing pressure. These findings align with existing research (Chong et al., 2025; Andrade, Lobo Fernandes & Almeida, 2024), reinforcing the value of designing learning environments that are responsive to students’ lived realities.
However, it is also evident that pedagogical adaptations alone are not sufficient. While educators can implement meaningful changes within their own practice, institutional policies and structures may either enable or constrain these efforts. Inconsistent application of support, limited financial provision, and rigid academic frameworks highlight the need for broader systemic change. This reinforces the argument that addressing burnout requires a shift away from individual coping strategies towards collective, structural interventions.
The inclusion of an intersectional perspective further strengthens this analysis, recognising that student parents’ experiences are shaped by factors such as gender and socioeconomic status. Female students, in particular, are disproportionately affected by caregiving responsibilities, increasing their vulnerability to burnout. This highlights the importance of equitable and inclusive teaching practices that go beyond surface-level flexibility to actively address disparities in access and participation.
Overall, this research contributes to the growing recognition that burnout among student parents is a critical issue within post-16 education. It emphasises the need for evidence-informed, flexible, and inclusive approaches to teaching and learning, alongside greater institutional accountability in supporting diverse student populations. As an educator, this study has reinforced the importance of designing programmes that are not only academically rigorous but also accessible and responsive to the complexities of students’ lives.
Ultimately, creating sustainable change requires a whole-system approach, where educators, institutions, and policy frameworks work collectively to reduce barriers and support student success. By embedding flexibility, recognising diverse needs, and addressing structural inequalities, post-16 education can move towards a more inclusive model that promotes both wellbeing and academic achievement for student parents.
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