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ABSTRACT

Academic burnout is a state of stress, exhaustion and disengagement caused by
prolonged academic pressure and study load. Academic burnout negatively
impacts school students both academically and psychologically. Many factors
contribute to academic burnout among students but research on parent-child
relationships and parenting styles is scarce. This study aimed to investigate the
relationships between student demographics, parent-child relationships and
parenting styles on academic burnout among secondary school students. 92
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Grade 7 to Grade 9 students from a school in Chongqing Province, China
completed an online questionnaire about academic burnout. Data was analysed
during descriptive and inferential statistics. The research findings showed that
there was no difference in academic burnout based on the students’ gender,
single-child status, urban/rural living area, single parent household, father’s
education level, and mother’s education level. Parent-child relationships were a
predictor of academic burnout but not parenting style. This study suggests that
a positive parent-child relationship can help students cope with academic
burnout.
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INTRODUCTION

Burnout is a common phenomenon in the workplace, especially in high stress working environments such as
healthcare, education, and hospitality (Acheloa Wellness, 2024). Burnout describes the negative, unfulfilling
emotions and stress experienced by a person (Fredenbeger, 1974). In the context of education, academic burnout,
which is characterized by emotional exhaustion, cynical, feeling of inefficacy, lack of sense of accomplishment
and disengagement from school among the student groups, and it effects on students have been studied
(Andriyani et al., 2017; Lin & Yang, 2021) both academically and psychologically. Academically, academic
burnout results in negative perceptions of the learning environments, high level of perceived workload, frequent
absenteeism, lack of participation in classroom activities, low academic performance and school detachment
among the students (Oyoo et al., 2020; Rahmatpour et al., 2019; Yildiz & Kilig, 2020). Psychologically,
academic burnout is often linked to academic anxiety, poor well-being, depression, low efficacy and social
distancing (Andriyani et al., 2017; Farina et al., 2020).

Academic burnout can affect any student group, including the younger students. Secondary school period is
considered critical because the transitional period from elementary to secondary school could be stressful (Lee
at al., 2013). Academic burnout usually happens in the adolescence period, which is considered a risky
developmental stage (Vafa et al., 2021). For example, Gabola et al. (2021) reported close to 15% burnout among
their participants of 14.8 years old in Switzerland. Cheung’s (2019) study showed the prevalence of burnout
among 1209 teenage students in China was more than 32%. The author pointed out that the high burnout rate
was due to the high priority put on academic performance in Chinese culture. The One-Child Policy (OCP)
introduced in 1979, has led to profound socio-cultural changes. Families restricted to having only one child often
invest a significant number of resources and expectations in their only child. The child’s academic performance
becomes paramount, and, subsequently, academic pressure on the child increases (Krynen, 2011). In 2015,
Chinese one-child policy was replaced by a two-child policy, allowing married couples, whose partner is a single
child, to have two children (Zeng & Hesketh, 2018). Therefore, this study filled this research gap by surveying
secondary school students in Chonggqing province, China about their academic burnout.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review discusses relationships between academic burnout with students’ demographics, parents’
demographics, parent-child relationships and parenting styles.

Students’ Demographics and Academic Burnout

Due to these mixed research findings, it is worth studying how students' demographics such as gender and age
in the family impact academic burnout. Gaps also remain in terms of students' grade level in relation to academic
burnout. On the contrary, the study by Chu et al., (2015) indicated that non-only-children (NOCs) were more
stressed than OCs with a stronger association in males. The findings reveal that male students score higher than
female students in various aspects of academic burnout (Amelia, 2022; Liu et al., 2023). Although there are no
significant differences between male and female students in the total score and various dimensions of academic
burnout, except for the dimension of physical exhaustion where female students score higher (Amelia, 2022). In
contrast, a few researchers (Agir, 2018; Gabola et al., 2021; Walburg, 2014; Vinter et al., 2021) found that female
students experienced higher levels of academic burnout than male students. In the study by Salgado & Au-Yong-
Oliveira (2021) on Portuguese university students, there was no difference between male and female students in
academic burnout. In different age groups, students face varying levels of academic stress and expectations.
Studies by Fiorilli et al., (2020) and Salgado & Au-Yong-Oliveira (2021) indicated that age was positively linked
to school burnout levels, indicating that students are more likely to experience burnout as they progress into the
higher and more challenging levels of secondary education.

The absence of siblings for emotional support or shared responsibilities may amplify the stress experienced by
the single child. Chu (2015) analyzed this phenomenon from both school and family perspectives, attributing it
to schools' emphasis on students’ performance in college entrance examination, monotonous school life and
inflexible assessment. Parents' excessively high or low expectations, along with negligence in creating a
supportive family environment, also bring stress to the only child at home (Chu, 2015). In an earlier study,
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Krynen (2011) also reported that the only child experienced increased parental pressure and lacked emotional
regulation.

Parents’ Demographics and Academic Burnout

Single-parent families may be attributed to many factors, including divorce, death and long-term separation of
parents. Study investigating the impacts of parents’ marital status on students’ academic burnout is limited but
previous research showed that parents’ marital status affected their children’s academic performance.
Specifically, children from single-parent families demonstrated lower academic performance compared to
children from two-parent homes (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023; Watt, 2019). Single parents are often overburdened
with the responsibilities of two parents; they face social stigma, lack social support and experience difficulty in
spending quality time with their children (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023).

Research related to the influence of parents’ education background on their children’s academic burnout on their
academic performance is limited. Studies conducted by Idris et al., (2020) and Wang et al., (2020), showed that
parental education played a positive role in children's academic performance, with higher education attainment
contributing to better children’s academic performance. Wang et al. 's study (2020) further revealed that father's
education has a more significant impact on child academic performance than the mother's.

Parent-Child Relationships and Academic Burnout

Parental-related factors are significant contributors to academic burnout. Absence of good family functions such
as adequate support, active parental engagement and parental guidance leave students without a robust emotional
and academic support system, leading to academic burnout (Andrade et al., 2023). Zhang (2013) identified
family structure, family atmosphere, parenting styles, and parental educational beliefs as crucial factors
influencing lower secondary students' aversion to learning. Nevertheless, there remain gaps in terms of whether
family structure such as parents’ marital status and their education background influence academic burnout
among secondary school students. There is also limited research which systematically analyzes the impact of
parenting styles and parent-child relations on secondary school students’ academic burnout (Zhu et al., 2021).
Numerous scholars have conducted research on the impact of parent-child relationships (i.e., father-child
relationship and mother-child relationship) on middle school students.

Overall, middle school students tend to exhibit high attachment, relatively high levels of control, lower levels of
intimacy, autonomy, and conflict, with moderate equality if they have a good relationship with their parents (Shi
et al.,, 2004). Conversely, parents' emotional neglect and disregard for their children's emotional needs and
expressions could lead to a sense of helplessness and a lack of recognition, making it challenging for children to
establish a sense of security. Furthermore, in environments characterized by criticism and excessive
expectations, children may develop a negative self-concept, feeling pressured and continually invalidated by
parental expectations, thereby affecting their self-efficacy and cognitive development (Lanjekar et al., (2022).
Parent-child relationships can affect children's academic self-concept and subsequently lead to academic burnout
(Luo et al., 2016). Similarly, Wang et al., (2020) reported that middle school students with low self-control were
more likely to experience academic burnout when exposed to family environments that lack intimacy.

Parenting Styles and Academic Burnout

Diana Baumrind (1978) proposed that parenting styles can be categorized into two dimensions: the first is the
emotional attitude parents have toward their children, known as the acceptance-rejection dimension; the second
is the degree of demands and control parents exert on their children, known as the control-permissiveness
dimension. On the acceptance end of the emotional attitude, parents approach their children with a positive,
affirming, and patient attitude, striving to meet their various needs. Conversely, on the rejection end, parents
often adopt a dismissive attitude toward their children, showing little interest or concern. On the control end of
the demand, parents set high standards for children, expecting them to exert effort to meet these requirements.
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On the permissive end of the demand, parents display tolerance and indulgence, lacking discipline in their
approach to children.

Arrindell et al., (1999) then categorized the parenting styles into three categories: emotional warmth, rejection
and (over)protection. Emotional warmth refers to physical affection and emotional support such as praising
(Arrindell et al., 1999; Ju et al., 2020). Rejection is characterized by hostility, punishment, abuse and derogation
(Arrindell et al., 1999; Ju et al., 2020). The characteristics of (over)protection include fearful and anxious for
children’s safety, intrusive and overinvolved (Arrindell et al., 1999). Many studies have been conducted in the
Chinese contexts to investigate the impacts of parenting styles on children’s behaviours, social emotions and
academic engagement (Jiang et al., 2004; Ju et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024; Zhu et al., 2021) For instance, the
study by Jiang (2024) indicates that parenting styles are related to children's problematic behavior, with children
exhibiting fewer disruptive behaviours when parents provide more emotional warmth.

Children raised in negative parenting environments may develop insecure attachment relationships (Yang &
Zhao, 2020), affecting individual interpersonal relationships (Fang, 2019; Zhou, 2019; Deng, 2019). A negative
parenting style means children face family and social anxiety. Due to the high level of hostile parenting and low
level of positive parenting, they experience stress, peer pressure, and social and family relationship problems
(Lanjekar et al., 2022). Adolescents growing up under warm and accepting parenting styles show higher learning
engagement and better academic adaptation (Yang & Zhao, 2020). Conversely, if parents are detached and
neglectful, their children's learning engagement is lower (Liu et al., 2023; Yang & Zhao, 2020).

There is a difference between fathers and mothers in parenting styles (Yafee, 2020; Zhu et al., 2021). A
systematic review by Yafee (2020) shows that while mothers are found to be more accepting, responsive and
supportive, they are also more demanding, controlling and authoritative than fathers. Mothers’ care and love are
crucial for children to develop a sense of security and positive emotion (Ceka & Murati, 2016). However, fathers
are more autocratic (Ceka & Murati, 20161; Yafee, 2020), giving different expectations and challenges to
children.

In the study conducted by Zhu et al., (2021) in China, it was found that authoritative parenting styles in both
father and mothers resulted in less academic burnout in students. However, paternal authoritative parenting only
directly and negatively predicted their sons’. On the contrary, maternal authoritarian parenting marginally
predicted more academic burnout among sons. Students who reported both fathers and mothers equally involved
in their learning, and perceived higher paternal and maternal support reported less high academic vigor and
dedication and less issue with academic burnout compared to their peers whose parents were not involved (Zhu
etal., 2021).

AIMS AND HYPOTHESIS

The overall arching goal of this study was to investigate the phenomena of school burnout among school children
studied in a secondary school in China. The first objective of this study was to compare the students’ school
burnout differences based on their gender, grade, number of children in the family, parent marital status and
parent’s education level. Based on the review of literature as discussed above, it was hypothesized that male and
female students showed different levels of academic burnout. There is a difference in secondary school students’
academic burnout based on their grade, number of children in the family, parent marital status and parent’s
education level. The second objective was to examine the association of parental factors, including parent-child
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relationships and school burnout. It was expected that there was a relationship between parent-child
relationships and parenting styles and secondary school students’ academic burnout.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology covers participants, data collection methods, instrument development and data analysis.

Participants

The participants were recruited from a secondary school in Chongqing Province, China. The school was selected
based on convenience sampling due to geographical proximity to the third author. The school principal granted
permission to the third author to conduct her research at the school. Since the research was conducted online,
there was no interference with the lessons. The participants were required to complete an online questionnaire
about academic burnout. The online survey was anonymous and confidential. Because the participants were
under the age of 18 years old, the parents of the participants were informed about this study in advance and they
were given the option to give consent to participate or withdraw from the study. Informed consent was granted
as the participants completed the survey.

A total of 105 questionnaires were distributed to the participants. Ninety-two complete responses were collected,
resulting in a response rate of 87.6%. The research participants consisted of 92 secondary school children from
Grade 7 to Grade 9 from a school in Chongqing Province, China. The participant demographics are shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Participants’ demographics

Demographic Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender

Male 49 53.3

Female 43 46.7
Grade

Grade 7 31 33.7

Grade 8 31 33.7

Grade 9 30 32.6
Single Child in Family

Yes 22 23.9

No 70 76.1
Area of Living

Urban 66 71.7

Rural 26 28.3
Single Parent Household

Yes 15 16.3

No 77 83.7
Father’s Education Level

Below college 50 543

College and above 42 45.7
Mother’s Education Level

Below college 56 60.9

College and above 36 39.1
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Data Collection and Instrument Development

The participants were required to complete an online questionnaire. This questionnaire was developed based on
the review of the existing literature (Li et al., 2013; Zhang (2011). The questionnaire was divided into three
sections. Section one collected the participants’ demographic information, such as gender, grade, number of
children in the family, parents’ marital status and parents’ education level. Section Two measured academic
burnout, using the Adolescent Academic Burnout Scale (Li et al., 2013). The scale contained 16 items, focusing
on three dimensions of academic burnout namely physical and mental exhaustion (four items), academic
alienation (four items) and negative attitudes towards learning (7 items). Two sample items for the physical and
mental exhaustion dimension are “I feel so empty lately and don't know what to do.” and “At the end of a day's
study, I feel extremely tired.”. Academic alienation covers items such as “I study so badly that I really want to
give up.” and “I don't think studying makes sense to me.”. The students were asked to rate each item using a 5-
point Likert scale, from 1 being "not at all" to 5 for being "completely,".

The parent-child relationship was measured using the Parent-Child Intimacy Scale developed by Zhang (2011).
Zhang (2011) translated and revised Buchanan's Parent-Child Intimacy Scale according to the Chinese context.
The scale measures parent-child relationships in two dimensions, father-child and mother-child, with eight items
each. Two sample items were “I feel open and at ease when communicating with my father (or mother)” and
“My father (or mother) expresses emotions or affection towards me.” The participants indicated their response
using a scale of 1 to 4, from 1 being “strongly disagree” to 4 being “strongly agree”, with higher scores indicating
a closer relationship between the adolescent and the father (or mother).

The parenting styles were assessed using Parenting Style Scale adopted from a few existing questionnaires
(Arrindell et al., 19991; Ju et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2024). This 21-item scale covers three dimensions (rejection,
overprotection and emotional warmth), all of which have 4-point responses: “1 = never”, “2 = occasionally”, “3
= often”, and “4-very often”. A higher combined score indicates a parenting style that was adopted more
frequently. The same items were used for father’s and mother’s parenting style. The two sample items for the
rejection dimension are “My father/mother often loses his temper with me without me knowing the reason.” and
“I tend to be used as a "scapegoat" in my family.”. The Overprotection dimension covers items such as “My
father/mother requires me to explain to her what I did when I came home.” and “My father/mother always
controls what clothes I should wear or how I should dress.”. The Emotional Warmth dimension contains items
such as “My father/mother praises me.” and “I can tell by my father/mother's words and expressions that he/she
likes me very much.”

The initial questionnaires underwent content validity review by two experts. The first expert, a university lecturer
in China, possessed familiarity with research in the Chinese context. The second expert had experience
conducting studies involving secondary school students. These experts provided feedback on item wording,
questionnaire length, and question relevance. The online questionnaire was then revised based on their
recommendations.

Data Analysis

IBM® SPSS, version 25.0 was used for data analyses. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to test the inter-item
reliability for the psychometric scaled items, with the desirable value of o > 0.70 (Cronbach, 1951). The results
of the reliability test showed that the constructs were reliable. Father’s Rejection = a= 0.826; Father’s
Overprotection = 0.713, Father’s Emotional Warmth = 0.86. Mother’s Rejection = a= 747, Mother’s
Overprotection = 0.780, Mother’s Emotional Warmth = 0.838. Father-child relationship =0.91, mother-child
relationship = 0.914. Academic burnout scales, which included negative attitudes toward learning (o= 0.862).
academic alienation (0=0.826), physical and mental exhaustion (¢=0.836) were also reliable.

Descriptive statistics i.e., frequency was used to summarise the data of participants’ demographics. Mean and
standard deviation were used to present the data of three dimensions of academic burnout, namely physical and
mental exhaustion, academic alienation and negative attitudes towards learning. Independent t-tests were used
to test the differences in the students’ school burnout based on their gender, grade, number of children in the
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family, parent marital status and parent’s education level. Additionally, multiple regression analysis was carried
out to test the association between parenting styles (rejection, overprotection, and warmth) and parent-child
relationships and school burnout. A required sample size for multiple analysis was calculated using statistics
Kingdom Sample Size Calculator. A p value of <.05 was considered statistically significant.

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

Figure 1 shows the means and standard deviation for the three dimensions of academic burnout (i.e., physical
and mental exhaustion, academic alienation and negative attitude towards learning) experienced by the
participants. As shown in Figure 1, the mean for academic alienation (3.61 + 0.26) is the highest, followed by
physical and mental exhaustion (2.58 + 0.22). Negative attitude towards learning recorded the lowest mean (1.70
+ 0.40). Academic burnout is detrimental to adolescents’ cognitive and psychological functioning, leading to
problems in school, peer relationship and academic performance (Oyoo et al., 2020; Vafa et al., 2021). In this
study, academic burnout was manifested among the secondary school students in the academic alienation
dimension. Alienated school students feel isolated from a group or activity which they should be engaged with
(Vafaet al., 2021).

Figure 1: Dimensions of academic burnout among secondary school students
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The t-test result showed there was no difference in burnout based on the participants’ gender, single-child status,
urban/rural living area, single parent household, father’s education level, and mother’s education level. ANOVA
showed a difference in burnout based on grades (p <.01). Participants in Grade 8 reported the highest level of
overall burnout. Grade 7 demonstrated the highest negative attitude towards learning (p <.002). Grade 9 reported
the highest exhaustion (p <.000), while Grade 8 showed their academic burnout via academic alienation (p
<.000).

In terms of gender roles, the research findings support previous studies by researchers such as Salgado & Au-
Yong-Oliveira (2021) but in contrast with the studies by Amelia (2022), Gabola et al., (2021) and Liu et al.,
(2023). In line with other studies (i.e., Fiorilli et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2023; Salgado & Au-Yong-Oliveira, 2021),
this study showed that students of different grades experienced different types of academic burnout. Older
students experience a higher level of academic burnout due to increased difficulty in their subjects (Liu et al.,
2023).
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Several studies indicated that students from single-child and non-single-child family displayed different levels
of academic burnout (Chu, 2015; Krynen, 2011). However, this study produced a different finding. Parents
nowadays have the same expectations for all children and provide equal care and support for them. Students
from urban areas often face heightened academic expectations and competitions among peers, leading to higher
academic burnout (Liu et al., 2023). It is interesting to note that in this study, there was no difference in academic
burnout between the students from urban and rural areas.

Opposite to the previous studies (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023; Idris et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Watt, 2019),
this study revealed that the students’ academic burnout was not influenced by parents’ marital status and their
academic level. It is argued that single parents are often overburdened economically and socially that they neglect
their child’s academic needs (Chavda & Nisarga, 2023). Studies on single parents showed that single parents
often cultivated strong bonds with their children by dedicating quality time and maintaining open communication
with children (Daryanai et al., 2016). They also developed resilience to overcome their financial hardships to
ensure their children’s needs are fulfilled (Daryanai et al., 2016).

Multiple regression was performed using father’s parenting styles, mother’s parenting styles, father-child
relationships and mother-child relationships as predictors of burnout. The results showed that the four variables
predicted 15.4% of the model (R =3.93, R*= 0.154, p <.01). Among these four variables, only father-child
relationship (B = -2.62, p <.05) and mother-child relationship (B = -2.648, p <.05) were significant predictors.
In both cases, stronger father-child relationships and mother-child relationships were associated with the lower
level of burnout. These research findings are in line with study by Shi et al., (2004) and Zhu et al., (2021).
Mother-child interactions from the stage of kindergarten to middle school found that positive quality of mother—
child interaction accounted for their children's academic success (Morrison et al., 2003). Low quality mother-
child interactions bring unpleasant repercussions such as poor cognitive functioning to their children (Sharifian
& Zahodne, 2019). Similarly, long term positive father-child relationships can develop their children’s
confidence and motivation, helping them to cope with challenges in academics (Zhang et al., 2024). The results
suggest that it is crucial to develop positive parent-child relationships to help students cope with academic
burnout.

Differences in parenting styles result in varying levels of academic performance and academic burnout (Checa
et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2021). Parental care and support are essential for positive academic outcomes among
children (Checa at al., 2019; Yang & Zhao, 2020). However, this study showed that there was no relationship
between the father and mother’s parenting styles and their children’s academic burnout. It is possible that as
children grow older, especially during adolescence, they may make independent academic decisions with less
reliance on parental input, reducing the impact of parenting styles on academic burnout. Besides, secondary
school students may have developed their own coping mechanisms to manage the effects of parenting styles on
their studies.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

This study investigated academic burnout among secondary school students and its relationship with
various variables, consisting of students’ demographic backgrounds, parents’ demographic
backgrounds, and parental factors. This study produced mixed results as compared to previous studies
on the same phenomenon. This implies that academic burnout is influenced by many intertwined
external and internal factors, making it difficult to establish a clear relationship between these variables
with academic burnout.

The implications of this study are twofold, both on educators and parents. This study found that
academic burnout is prevalent among lower secondary school students. Besides academic achievement,
education should focus on the holistic development of individuals, nurturing children with sound
personalities capable of adapting to future life. Educators and parents should also pay more attention
to any signs of academic burnout among students and their socio-emotional well-being. They should

118


http://www.jocss.com/

Journal of Contemporary Social Science and Education Studies (JOCSSES)
WWW.jocss.com

help students develop healthy learning habits such as balancing studying and leisure time to minimize
academic pressure.

Our study recommends that parental education should focus on the holistic development of individuals,
nurturing children with sound personalities capable of adapting to future life. Parents should break
away from the sole emphasis on grades and unreasonable expectations on their children. Instead, they
should prioritise the physical and physiological well-being of their children to avoid them from
experiencing academic burnout. Parental education should help parents develop positive parenting
styles characterised by emotional warmth, acceptance, and support, striving to become companions in
their children's journey of growth. At home, parents should establish a positive parent-child relationship
to create a harmonious family environment.

This study has a few limitations in terms of methodology. First, this study collected data solely through
questionnaires. For future studies, it will be beneficial to incorporate a few more follow-up questions
to gain deeper insights to the research questions. For instance, it would be meaningful to obtain real-
life examples on how paternal and maternal parenting styles affect academic burnout as well as in what
ways father-child relationship differs from mother-child’s in mitigating academic burnout.

Second, while the study participants came from two different secondary schools, both schools were
situated in the same region within a province in China, with minimal differences in geographical and
socio-economic factors. The sample size is also considered small. The small sample size and regional
homogeneity limit the generalizability of the research results. Future studies could overcome this
limitation by including larger samples from different regions in the same province or other provinces.

While this study employed a questionnaire to investigate the current status of parental parenting styles,
parent-child relationships and academic burnout among lower secondary students and provided insights
into the impact of parental parenting styles and parent-child relationships on academic burnout, in-
depth exploration of the underlying mechanisms between these factors has not been undertaken. For
example, how do parental parenting styles and parent-child relationships specifically influence
academic burnout among lower secondary students, and whether other environmental factors play a
moderating role. Moreover, teacher support, classroom environment, and student-teacher relationships
may have a more direct impact on academic burnout than parental influence. Therefore, future research
could focus on delving deeper into the underlying mechanisms of the relationships between these three
factors.
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