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Topic: Impact of anxiety and depression on academic performances of adolescents in the UK
Abstract
This scoping review explored the impact of anxiety and depression on the academic performance of adolescents in the UK. A structured search was used to identify relevant peer-reviewed research, with three UK studies selected for the review. Data were extracted from the selected studies and analysed using thematic analysis to identify common findings. The results indicated that adolescent mental health difficulties, particularly depression, were associated with poorer educational attainment and academic achievement. The findings also highlighted the importance of early identification and support for young people experiencing mental health difficulties. Overall, the review suggests that adolescent mental health can have an important relationship with educational outcomes. Further UK research is needed to examine anxiety and depression together and to identify effective support strategies for improving both mental wellbeing and educational outcomes.

1. Introduction
1.1 Definition of the key concepts

Mental health is one of the essential components of general health. The World Health Organisation defines mental health as a condition where people can effectively deal with stresses, work productively and make contributions to their society. Anxiety and depression are two most common mental health disorders among adolescents. Anxiety is a disorder that involves excessive fear and worrying, and depression is characterised by constant sadness and lack of interest. These disorders may have an impact on concentration, memory, behaviour and general functioning of patients; therefore, they may also affect academic performance (World Health Organization, 2022).
Adolescents are defined as people between the ages of 10 and 19 years and represent an important stage in the development of the individual physically, emotionally and socially. Adolescents are exposed to many academic and social pressures and emotional experiences which put them at risk of suffering from anxiety and depression (World Health Organization, 2022).

Academic performance is the level at which students succeed academically in relation to examinations, grades, and educational achievements. Academic performance in this review is defined in terms of educational achievement in the included studies through examination performances and grades from school records (Smith et al., 2021; Wickersham et al., 2021).
1.2 Rationale
The prevalence of mental health disorders amongst the adolescent population has emerged as a significant public health problem in the UK. Current research indicates that around 1 in 5 children and youth aged between 8 and 25 years have probable mental health disorders in England, which is a marked increase compared to recent times. Such mental health issues could adversely impact their learning, attendance, social interaction and employment prospects, thus posing a major problem for the education system and health and social care services. (NHS England, 2023).


It has been noted that adolescents suffering from anxiety and depression tend to perform poorly in educational pursuits compared to their peers. Smith et al. (2021) discovered that mental health issues during the adolescence period impacted their educational performance negatively. Similarly, Wickersham et al. (2021) revealed that depression during childhood and early adolescence influenced poor educational outcomes whereas Lopez-Lopez et al. (2021) highlighted that depressive symptoms led to poor educational outcomes amongst UK adolescents.
The understanding of the correlation is significant due to the possibility that low educational achievement can have an impact on future employability and health and well-being. The mapping of the literature available using a scoping review could prove to be useful in terms of identifying existing knowledge and evidence gaps.
1.3 Review question

What is the impact of anxiety and depression on the academic performance of adolescents in the UK?

1.4 Research Objectives

The following objectives will be achieved by means of this literature review:

-To identify the main concepts relating to anxiety, depression and academic performance in adolescents.
-To conduct a scoping review of relevant peer-reviewed research studies from the UK.
-To examine how anxiety and depression may affect adolescents’ academic performance.
-To compare the main findings across the selected studies.
-To identify gaps in the existing evidence and make recommendations for future research and practice.
2. Background
Children and adolescents' mental health is currently showing increased concern in the United Kingdom. Conditions such as anxiety and depression between others are the most common mental health illnesses that pose negative effects on children's education and wellbeing (World Health Organisation, 2023). As per NHS England, the numbers of children and adolescents requiring mental health services are currently rising and hence placing additional burden on healthcare and social service delivery. Early detection and intervention are necessary for mitigating long-term effects that mental health problems may have on children's wellbeing and education.

The UK government has developed many policies and strategies for addressing children's mental health. Among the policies is NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019). In this policy, there is emphasis on increasing the access of children and adolescents to mental health services through improved community-level services. Moreover, there is recognition of the need to engage schools and health services in identifying mental health problems in order to deliver appropriate interventions.
Another significant policy is Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Provision: A Green Paper, developed in 2017 by the Department of Health and Social Care and the Department for Education. The Green Paper calls for early access to mental health support through schools, MHSTs’ creation, and stronger links between education and NHS services. Such measures are intended to support young people’s mental health and wellbeing (Department of Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2017).
The Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004 are the legislation that sets out the provisions related to protection and promotion of children’s welfare in England. Both pieces of legislation have established the roles of local authorities, educational institutions, and health care services in ensuring the children’s safety and wellbeing. At the same time, the Health and Social Care Act 2012 encourages collaboration between health and social care providers to provide coordinated services for children and adolescents with mental health issues.
Guidance for the management of these conditions can also be found from the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence. The guidelines published by NICE help in providing evidence-based recommendations about the recognition, diagnosis and analysis of depression and anxiety in children and adolescents.

In addition, there are several non-governmental organisations that work in mental well-being of adolescents. Young Minds is an organisation which gives information on this subject, runs campaigns and advocates for better mental health services in relation to anxiety and depression in children and adolescents. Mind is another organization which can help in this regard as it offers advice and resources for mental health issues.
Knowledge of the correlation between anxiety, depression and academic achievement is necessary since bad mental health can influence a person’s attendance at school, concentration levels, motivation and exam results. Access to effective early intervention and suitable mental health care will allow young people to perform better in education and be healthier in the future. It becomes clear why the current scoping review is significant since it intends to identify the literature related to the effect of anxiety and depression on the academic achievement of adolescents in the UK.
3. Methods
A scoping review is a type of evidence review used to identify, map and summarise the available research on a particular topic. (Tricco et al., 2018). 

3.1 Data Collection (Search Strategy)
This scoping review adopted a detailed search process aimed at finding the relevant studies that have investigated the influence of anxiety and depression on the academic performance of the adolescent population in the United Kingdom. This systematic search was performed through Google Scholar since it contains several academic sources. The full-text articles were obtained from the University library.
The following search terms were used individually and in combination using the Boolean operator AND:

“anxiety AND academic performance”
“depression AND academic performance”
“adolescent mental health AND educational attainment”
“UK adolescents AND depression”
“UK adolescents AND anxiety”
“mental health AND school performance”
“educational attainment AND adolescents”
The search focused on articles published between 2016 and 2026 to ensure the evidence was current. Only peer-reviewed journal articles written in English were considered.

Inclusion criteria

The studies included in this review met the following criteria:
- Published between 2016 and 2026.
- Peer-reviewed research articles.
- Written in English.
- Focused on adolescents.
- Conducted in the UK.
- Investigated anxiety, depression or mental health difficulties in relation to academic performance or educational attainment.
Included a clear methodology, results and discussion section.

Exclusion criteria
The following studies were excluded:
- Studies published before 2016.
- Studies conducted outside the UK.
- Conference papers, dissertations, editorials and opinion articles.
- Studies involving adults or younger children only.
- Articles that did not investigate academic performance or educational attainment.
- Articles where the full text was unavailable.
 3.2 Data Analysis (thematic analysis)
Thematic analysis is a method used to identify and organise patterns or themes within collected data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).The data gained from the selected articles were subjected to thematic analysis under the deductive methodology. This is because the concepts for analysis such as anxiety, depression and academic performance among adolescents in the UK had been outlined in the review question.

Each article was carefully read several times to understand its content well. Key aspects such as objectives, methodology, results and conclusions of each study were examined thoroughly. Pertinent information was then coded according to their meaning and categorised thematically under the review question. The themes were generated based on patterns observed in the three studies. Themes helped to compare findings and observe any similarities and differences among the studies. The analysis involved how anxiety and depression affected academic achievement among adolescents.Thematic analysis provided an opportunity for organizing data obtained through various research designs thematically under the review question.


3.3 Ethical Considerations
However, ethics play an integral role in any research since they assist in promoting the virtues of honesty, transparency, and respecting intellectual properties. Even though the current scoping review does not entail data collection from participants, the issue of ethics was considered during the research.

Only peer-reviewed research articles published were included in this review. In addition, proper referencing was used via Harvard referencing system to prevent plagiarism and give credit to the original authors. Lastly, the findings of this research were presented truthfully without any misrepresentation of the findings.

This review also considered the guidelines offered by the institution on the aspect of academic integrity since it entailed selecting of credible evidence and objective presentation of information.

4. Results
4.1 Studies selected
The scoping review was able to identify three peer-reviewed scientific articles that fulfilled the inclusion criteria and were related to the review question. All three articles were written in 2021 and made use of UK data. The studies include the link between depression or mental health problems more generally and education or academic performance among children and adolescents.

All three studies based on different data sources from the UK and different research designs. Specifically, Wickersham et al. (2021) applied linked mental health and educational data from London. Similarly, Smith et al. (2021) made use of data from the UK Study linked to the National Pupil Database for England. Van Poortvliet, M. (2024). On the other hand, López-López et al. (2021) relied on data from British adolescents and repeated depressive symptomatology and academic performance data from the ALSPAC study.




Table 1: Selected studies and extracted data
Name of Student: Tsion Teferi
Topic: Impact of anxiety and depression on academic performances of adolescents in the UK
	
	Article citation
	Aim of Study
	Methods, Sample size & Characteristics
	Summary of main findings

	1
	Wickersham et al. (2021)

	To examine depression and later attainment.

	Secondary analysis of linked records; 63,623 pupils, with depression diagnosed before age 15.

	Depression is associated with poorer educational performance at GCSE level.


	2
	Smith et al. (2021)

	To examine mental health and attainment.

	Longitudinal study; 1,100 UK adolescents aged 11–14, linked UKHLS and National Pupil Database data.

	Mental health difficulties predicted higher likelihood of low GCSE attainment.


	3
	López-López et al. (2021)

	To examine depression and academic achievement.

	Cross-lagged analysis; 13,599 British adolescents, main sample 3,809, followed from ages 11–18.

	Higher depressive symptoms were associated with lower later academic achievement.






4.2 Thematic analysis

Two main themes were identified from the three studies:

4.2.1 Theme 1: Depression and mental health difficulties are linked with poorer academic performance
4.2.2 Theme 2: The relationship differs according to timing, gender and other factors

Although the three studies did not use exactly the same measures, there was a clear routine across the evidence that adolescent mental health difficulties, specially depression and depressive symptoms, were associated with poorer educational results.
Theme 1: Depression and mental health difficulties are linked with poorer academic performance

All three studies identified a relationship between mental health difficulties and poorer educational outcomes. Wickersham et al. (2021) found that young people who had received a depression diagnosis before the age of 15 had lower chance of completing the expected level of fulfilment in national examinations. The study included 63,623 young people, of whom 242 had a recorded examination of depression. After adjustment for gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, neurodevelopmental disorders and previous ability, depression remained associated with lower educational performance, with an chances ratio of 0.60 (95% CI 0.43–0.84). This shows that depression was connected with a lower likelihood of achieving the expected GCSE results (Wickersham et al., 2021). 

Similarly, Smith et al. (2021) found that adolescents with higher levels of mental health difficulties were more likely to have low educational attainment at age 16. The study used the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire to assess mental health difficulties and defined low attainment as not achieving five or more GCSE grades at A*–C, including English and mathematics. Before adjustment, young people classified as having mental health difficulties were more than three times as likely not to reach this educational benchmark (OR 3.11, 95% CI 2.11–4.57). The association remained significant after adjustment for several factors, although it became weaker (OR 2.05, 95% CI 1.15–3.68) (Smith et al., 2021). 

López-López et al. (2021) also reported a negative relationship between depressive symptoms and academic achievement. Using repeated measures of depressive symptoms and academic achievement, the researchers found that higher depressive symptoms were associated with lower academic achievement at later stages of adolescence. The overall relationship was stronger among boys, although the researchers also found evidence that lower academic achievement could contribute to later depressive symptoms among girls at some stages. Therefore, the findings suggest that the relationship may not always operate in only one direction (López-López et al., 2021). 

Overall, the three studies show a consistent pattern: depression and wider mental health difficulties are associated with poorer academic performance or educational attainment among young people in the UK. However, the strength and direction of the relationship differed between studies.
Theme 2: Timing, gender and other factors may influence the relationship

The studies also showed that the relationship between mental health and academic performance is influenced by the timing of mental health difficulties and other individual or social factors.

Wickersham et al. (2021) focused specifically on depression diagnosed before the age of 15 and subsequent GCSE attainment at ages 15–16. Importantly, the association remained after the researchers controlled for previous attainment. This strengthens the finding because it suggests that the relationship could not simply be explained by young people who were already performing poorly at school before their depression diagnosis. However, the researchers have not found evidence that gender, ethnicity or socioeconomic status actually changed the association between depression and educational attainment (Wickersham et al., 2021). 

Smith et al. (2021) found some differences according to gender. After adjustment for the other factors included in their analysis, the relationship between mental health difficulties and low attainment remained significant for males but was no longer statistically significant for females. The study also found that school engagement, relationships with parents and happiness with school were relevant factors. This suggests that the relationship between mental health and educational outcomes is influenced by the wider social and educational environment rather than mental health alone (Smith et al., 2021). 

López-López et al. (2021) provided further evidence that timing may be important. Their cross-lagged analysis found that higher depressive symptoms were associated with lower later academic achievement up to the end of compulsory education. However, at some later stages, lower academic achievement was also associated with subsequent depressive symptoms, particularly among girls. This suggests a possible two-way relationship, where mental health difficulties may affect academic achievement while poor academic outcomes may also contribute to later depressive symptoms (López-López et al., 2021). The authors also identified child IQ and peer victimisation as factors that could be related to both depressive symptoms and academic achievement. 

Taken together, the studies indicate that the relationship is more complex than simply stating that depression causes poor academic performance. The timing of symptoms, gender, previous academic achievement, school experiences and other personal or social factors may all contribute to the relationship.
4.3 Evidence relating specifically to anxiety

An important finding from the scoping process was that the three selected studies provided much stronger evidence about depression than anxiety. Wickersham et al. (2021) specifically examined diagnosed depression, while López-López et al. (2021) examined depressive symptoms. Smith et al. (2021) examined broader mental health difficulties using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, which included an emotional symptoms domain, but it did not provide a separate clinical analysis of anxiety as an independent condition. 

Therefore, while the findings support the wider topic of adolescent mental health and academic performance, the evidence directly examining anxiety and academic performance within these three UK studies was limited. This is an important evidence gap that will be considered further in the Discussion.

What the Results show overall

The three selected studies show a broadly consistent relationship between depression/mental health difficulties and poorer educational outcomes among UK adolescents. Wickersham et al. (2021) found lower odds of expected GCSE attainment among young people with depression, Smith et al. (2021) found higher odds of low educational attainment among adolescents with mental health difficulties, and López-López et al. (2021) found that higher depressive symptoms were associated with lower later academic achievement. 

However, the findings also show that the relationship is influenced by timing, gender and other factors, and may operate in both directions. The lack of a separate anxiety-focused analysis across the three included studies also identifies an important gap in the available evidence.


5.Discussion
The aim of this scoping review was to explore the impact of anxiety and depression on the academic performance of adolescents in the UK.
5.1 Summary of the main findings
This scoping review explored the impact of anxiety and depression on academic performance among adolescents in the UK. The three selected studies showed an overall pattern of poorer educational outcomes among young people experiencing mental health difficulties. Wickersham et al. (2021) found that depression in childhood and early adolescence was associated with lower subsequent educational attainment. Similarly, Smith et al. (2021) found that mental health difficulties during adolescence were associated with a greater likelihood of lower attainment at age 16. López-López et al. (2021) also found an overall negative relationship between depressive symptoms and academic achievement, although this relationship varied according to age and sex. 

5.2 Findings in relation to the review question

Taken together, the findings suggest that adolescent mental health difficulties can be linked with educational difficulties, although the relationship is not simple or necessarily causal. The findings from López-López et al. (2021), for example, suggest that depressive symptoms were associated with later lower academic achievement, while the direction of the relationship could also change at different stages of adolescence. This shows that academic performance and mental health may influence each other over time rather than one factor working independently. 

There is evidence specifically relating to anxiety. Leigh, Chiu and Clark (2021) found that mental focus may help explain the relationship between social anxiety and educational achievement in adolescents. This is important because it suggests that the effects of anxiety on academic performance may occur through difficulties such as concentration, instead of anxiety simply reducing achievement directly. 


5.3 Importance for health and social care

The findings are important for health and social care because education and mental health are closely connected during adolescence. Poor academic outcomes may affect future education, employment and wellbeing, while difficulties at school may also contribute to further emotional distress. Early identification and support are therefore important. Health professionals, schools and mental health services need to work together to identify young people experiencing mental health difficulties and provide appropriate support before educational problems become more serious.

5.4 Limitations of the scoping review

There are several limitations to this review. First, only three studies were included, meaning that the findings give a limited picture of the available evidence. Second, the selected studies focused more strongly on depression and general mental health difficulties than anxiety specifically. Therefore, conclusions about anxiety and academic performance should be made carefully. Third, the studies used different measures of mental health and educational achievement, making direct comparison difficult. Finally, the review used a limited number of selected studies, so related evidence may have been missed regardless the planned search strategy.










6. Conclusion and Recommendations
6.1 Conclusion
In conclusion, this scoping review included the impact of anxiety and depression on the academic performance of adolescents in the UK. The findings from the selected studies suggest that poor mental health, particularly depressive symptoms and wider mental health difficulties, can be associated with lower educational attainment and academic achievement (Wickersham et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2021; López-López et al., 2021). The evidence also suggests that the relationship between adolescent mental health and education can be complex, with difficulties potentially affecting young people’s ability to engage and achieve at school.
Overall, the review highlights the importance of recognising mental health difficulties at an early stage. Supporting adolescents’ mental wellbeing is therefore relevant not only to their health but also to their education and longer-term development. However, the limited number of studies included means that further UK research is needed, particularly research that examines anxiety alongside depression and its direct impact on academic performance.

6.2 Recommendations
Based on the findings of this review, the following recommendations are made:

Health and social care practice: Health and social care professionals should work closely with schools to identify adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties and support early intervention.(NICE, 2021).
Schools and services: Schools should continue to provide accessible mental health support and strengthen links with NHS and other appropriate services so that young people can receive support before difficulties affect their education.
Policy-makers: UK policy-makers should continue to support early mental health intervention for children and adolescents and ensure that mental health services are accessible to young people across different areas.
Future research: Further UK-based research should consider both anxiety and depression and their relationship with academic performance. Larger studies covering different age groups and backgrounds would also help provide a clearer understanding of which adolescents are most affected and what types of support are most effective.
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