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Title
Academic Workload as a Predictor of Psychological Distress Among University Students in England

1. Background and Rationale
Student mental health remains a significant concern within higher education in England. National epidemiological data from NHS England (2019) demonstrate increasing rates of anxiety and depressive disorders among individuals aged 18–25. Furthermore, Universities UK (2020) highlight sustained growth in demand for university counselling services, with academic pressure consistently reported as a primary stressor.
The relationship between academic workload and psychological distress may be understood through Lazarus and Folkman’s Transactional Model of Stress, which posits that stress arises when perceived demands exceed perceived coping resources. Within university contexts, high assessment volume, deadline clustering, and expectations of extensive independent study may be appraised as exceeding coping capacity, thereby increasing vulnerability to stress, anxiety, and depression (Bewick et al., 2010).
Although the Office for Students (2022) has prioritised student wellbeing within regulatory frameworks, empirical research isolating perceived academic workload as an independent predictor of psychological distress in English universities remains limited. This study aims to address this gap and contribute evidence to inform institutional policy.

2. Aim
To examine whether perceived academic workload significantly predicts stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms among university students in England.

3. Objectives
· To measure levels of perceived academic workload.
· To assess symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression.
· To determine whether workload predicts psychological distress after controlling for demographic variables.
· To critically evaluate implications for higher education policy and practice.

4. Methodology
4.1 Design
A cross-sectional quantitative design will be employed to assess associations between perceived workload and mental health outcomes.
4.2 Participants
Approximately 150–200 undergraduate and postgraduate students (aged 18+) enrolled at universities in England will be recruited via convenience sampling through institutional mailing lists and student platforms.
4.3 Measures
Validated psychometric instruments will be used:
· Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, Kamarck and Mermelstein, 1983)
· Generalised Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7) (Spitzer et al., 2006)
· Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) (Kroenke, Spitzer and Williams, 2001)
Perceived academic workload will be assessed using a structured self-report questionnaire measuring assessment frequency, independent study hours, and subjective workload intensity.
4.4 Data Analysis
Data will be analysed using SPSS. Descriptive statistics will summarise participant characteristics. Pearson correlation will assess associations between workload and psychological distress. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis will determine whether perceived workload predicts stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms after controlling for age, gender, and level of study. Statistical significance research and Ethical approval will be  obtained from the university research ethics committee. Participation will be voluntary, with informed consent obtained electronically. Data will be anonymised and stored securely in accordance with GDPR standards. Participants experiencing distress will be signposted to university wellbeing services and external organisations such as Mind.

6. Critical Evaluation and Limitations
While the proposed quantitative design enables statistical examination of predictive relationships, the cross-sectional nature of the study limits causal inference. It cannot determine whether workload directly causes psychological distress or whether students experiencing distress perceive workload as more burdensome. Additionally, reliance on self-report measures introduces potential response bias and social desirability effects. Convenience sampling may limit generalisability beyond the participating institutions. Future research could adopt longitudinal or mixed-method approaches to explore causal pathways and lived experiences in greater depth.

7. Timeline
	Activity
	Timeline

	Literature review and proposal development
	Weeks 1–3

	Ethical approval submission
	Week 4

	Participant recruitment and data collection
	Weeks 5–8

	Data analysis
	Weeks 9–10

	Report writing and interpretation
	Weeks 11–12



8. Significance and Impact
By identifying whether perceived academic workload independently predicts psychological distress, this study may inform workload review processes, assessment scheduling reforms, and preventative mental health strategies within higher education institutions. The findings may contribute to evidence-based policymaking and institutional responsibility for student wellbeing in England.

9. Conclusion
This Level 6/7 research project will provide empirical evidence regarding the predictive relationship between perceived academic workload and psychological distress among university students in England. The findings aim to support institutional interventions that reduce student mental health burden and promote sustainable academic environments.
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