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Proposed Research

	Proposed Research Question and sub-questions (if appropriate):

	
Main Research Question:
How do educational policies, school environments, familial expectations, and peer dynamics contribute to academic stress and impact students' mental health in Jiangsu Province, China?

Sub-questions:
· What are the primary sources of academic stress for students in Jiangsu Province?
· How do family expectations influence students' mental health?
· In what ways do school environments and peer interactions contribute to academic pressure?
· What interventions have been implemented to alleviate academic stress, and how effective have they been?

(Add bullet points as needed.)


	 Background & Context (approx. 500 words)

	
Mental health among students is a critical issue worldwide, especially in high-pressure academic environments like China. My hometown, Suzhou, is a city in Jiangsu Province, and I personally experienced mental health challenges while growing up due to academic pressure. This makes the topic of student mental health deeply important to me, as I understand firsthand the stress that many students in China endure. Addressing this issue is crucial not only for individual well-being but also for fostering a healthier and more balanced education system.
China’s education system characterized by intense academic pressure, largely driven by societal expectations, government policies, and high-stakes examinations that emphasize educational success as a key determinant of future opportunities (Wang et al., 2022, p. 312). The Gaokao (National College Entrance Examination) is the central component of this system, acting as the primary factor in university admissions and career prospects (Zhao, 2023, p. 49). Due to its critical role, families, schools, and society pressure students to achieve top scores, leading to a competitive environment prioritizing academic performance above personal well-being (Liu et al., 2022, p. 44). Research indicates that students in Jiangsu Province, a leading educational hub, experience particularly heightened stress due to rigorous curricula, parental expectations, and competitive peer environments (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021). Many students dedicate extensive hours to studying, attending after-school tutoring, and preparing for exams, often at the expense of their mental health (Ye et al., 2020, p. 2). The cultural perception that academic success equates to family honor and future financial stability further exacerbates this pressure (Fu et al., 2021, p. 7). While China’s education system aims for academic excellence, mounting evidence suggests that its intense pressures contribute significantly to student mental health issues, necessitating further investigation into the relationship between academic stress and psychological well-being.
Research evidence points into the high psychological costs of such a climate especially in areas such as Jiangsu. A large-scale survey of 10,000+ high school students in the province found that 23.02% exhibited depressive symptoms, 33.70% experienced anxiety, and 16.79% showed signs of chronic stress (Wang et al., 2023, p. 5). Another study reported that students facing academic burnout had higher rates of insomnia, emotional exhaustion, and suicidal ideation compared to their less-stressed peers (Wang et al., 2021, p. 197). Parental expectations play a significant role in intensifying students’ anxiety, as many families adopt a performance-driven approach to education that views failure as unacceptable (Li et al., 2022, p. 64). Additionally, peer competition further exacerbates stress levels, as students are constantly compared to their classmates’ academic performance (Ye et al., 2020, p. 3). Studies suggest that while some students develop adaptive coping mechanisms, many suffer from sleep deprivation, reduced motivation, and emotional distress due to excessive academic pressure (Fu et al., 2021, p. 10). Furthermore, cultural stigmas surrounding mental health prevent many students from seeking psychological support, leaving them to struggle with these pressures alone (Chen & Phillips, 2020, p. 311). 
China’s government proposed the 2021 Double Reduction Policy to relieve students’ pressures and prevent explosive school burdens and off-campus tutoring services (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021). This policy aimed to create a better learning experience by advocating for a balanced education, embracing more co-curricular activities, and addressing mental health issues (Wang et al., 2022, p. 3). Nonetheless, published data indicate that it has not produced better outcomes. A subsequent analysis identified that although insomnia symptoms reduced moderately after implementation, students remained stressed owing to persistent social and parental pressure (Li et al., 2022, p. 276). Chen and Phillips (2020, p. 318) assert that there remain culturally embedded beliefs that equate a successful academic performance to success, which pegs the next option with parents seeking other non-realizing forms of tutoring, negating the reform’s goal. Schools and educators also struggle to adapt to the policy, as China’s longstanding competitive education culture remains dominant (Zhao, 2023, p. 58). Although the Double Reduction Policy represents a critical step toward reducing academic stress, its long-term impact on student well-being remains uncertain, highlighting the need for further research and stronger intervention strategies in regions like Jiangsu. 


	Aims & Objectives (approx. 250-500 words)

	
Aims
This research aims to:
· Analyze the complex interplay between educational policies, school environments, familial expectations, and peer relationships in contributing to academic stress among students in China.
· Assess the impact of academic stress on students' mental health and well-being, particularly in high-pressure academic settings such as Jiangsu Province.
· Evaluate the effectiveness of government interventions in mitigating academic stress, focusing on policies such as the 2021 Double Reduction Policy.
· Identify potential reforms to create a more balanced education system that supports academic achievement and student well-being.
Objectives
1. Conduct a systematic literature review to explore existing studies on academic stress and its impact on students' mental health in China. This will provide a foundational understanding of key stressors and existing educational frameworks.
2. Survey students, parents, and teachers to get firsthand information on the nature and effects of stress among students. Qualitative and quantitative data, such as survey questionnaires, interviews, and case studies addressing individual and collective concerns, will be required.
3. The government has attempted to reduce students’ academic stress by implementing several policies, including the latest one in 2021, the Double Reduction Policy. This will determine their efficacy and whether they have helped improve students' well-being.
4. Analyze the existing educational policies and suggest evidence-based solutions to reduce academic pressure while preserving high levels of academic achievement. This will involve understanding other learning paradigms that accommodate students’ psychological well-being while enhancing their performance.
Addressing these objectives, the study will provide insights that can add value to policy formulation regarding enhancing a healthier and more sustainable learning environment for students in China.


	Proposed Plan of Work

	
Suggest a reasonable timeframe within which your research study could be carried out. This could be based on the assumption that this proposed study will be your research for module ECDE7021 in the summer term OR your thesis research.

The events below can be altered, added to or deleted as required.

	Planned development 
	Target date for completion

	Reading and writing of introduction and literature review
	March 15, 2025

	Reading and writing of methodology chapter
	April 5, 2025

	Piloting research tools
	April 20, 2025

	Collecting data
	May 10, 2025

	Analysing data
	May 30, 2025

	Writing up of results
	June 15, 2025

	Writing conclusions
	June 30, 2025

	
	




	Proposed Methodology (approx. 500 words)

	
Research Design & Data Collection
This research will adopt quantitative and qualitative approaches to determine the correlation between academic stress and student mental health in Jiangsu Province, China. The proposed data collection methods will ensure that the different sources of academic pressure and the impact of government interventions are evaluated adequately. The study will utilize:
· Surveys: Structured questionnaires will be distributed to high school students across Jiangsu Province to measure stress levels, sources of academic pressure, coping mechanisms, and attitudes toward educational policies. The survey will apply Likert scale measure to measure level of exam anxiety, pressure from parents, peers, and the workload of institution (Dzwigol, 2022, p. 65). Open-ended questions will also be included to capture individual experiences with academic stress.
· Interviews: Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with students, parents, and educators to explore personal experiences with academic stress. These interviews will focus on how academic pressure affects mental well-being, how families contribute to or alleviate stress, and how school policies influence students’ daily experiences. Interviews will be transcribed and analyzed to identify common themes (Marra & Nielsen, 2025, p. 32).
· Policy Analysis: China’s 2021 Double Reduction Policy will be reviewed to assess its effectiveness in reducing academic stress. Policy documents, government reports, and education reform studies will be examined to evaluate whether the policy has reduced study loads and improved student well-being (Dzwigol, 2022, p. 88).
Sampling Strategy
A purposive sampling approach will ensure representation from different school environments in Jiangsu. The sample will include:
· 100 high school students from urban and rural schools represent high-performing and average schools.
· 30 parents to explore how familial expectations contribute to academic pressure.
· 20 educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) to assess school policies and institutional expectations.
This diverse sample will allow the study to capture a range of perspectives and better understand how academic stress manifests across different groups.
Data Analysis Methods
· Quantitative Analysis (Surveys): Statistical analysis will be conducted to identify trends in student stress levels. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, frequency distributions) will summarize data, while regression analysis will assess the relationship between academic stress and key factors such as parental expectations, peer competition, and school workload (Marra & Nielsen, 2025, p. 34). Statistical software such as SPSS or R will be used.
· Qualitative Analysis (Interviews & Open-ended Survey Responses): Data from interviews and open-ended survey responses will be analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns (Marra & Nielsen, 2025, p. 42). Key themes such as "Parental Expectations," "Exam Anxiety," and "Coping Strategies" will be coded using NVivo software to ensure structured interpretation.
Ethical Considerations
· Informed Consent: Participants will be fully briefed about the study, and written consent will be obtained from all adult participants. For students under 18, parental consent will be required.
· Confidentiality & Anonymity: All personal identifiers will be removed from data to protect participants’ privacy (Dzwigol, 2022, p. 112).
· Psychological Sensitivity: Given the study’s focus on mental health, interview questions will be designed to minimize distress, and participants will be provided with mental health resources if needed.
Overall, this mixed-methods study will combine statistical data, personal experiences, and policy evaluation to understand academic stress in Jiangsu Province comprehensively. Its findings will help shape future educational reforms by offering evidence-based recommendations to balance academic achievement and student well-being.
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