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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Academic life is an important developmental period characterized by various demands, expectations, and
challenges. Although many students are able to cope effectively with these demands, excessive academic
pressures may lead to academic stress and, consequently, academic burnout (Putwain, 2007; Pascoe et al.,
2019). Academic stress occurs when students experience a discrepancy between educational demands and their
perceived abilities and resources to cope with those demands. Persistent academic stress may negatively affect
students’ psychological well-being, motivation, academic functioning, and educational engagement (Pascoe et
al., 2019). One of the important consequences of prolonged academic stress is academic burnout, which is
generally characterized by emotional exhaustion, cynicism or detachment toward schoolwork, and a diminished
sense of academic efficacy (Gonzalvez et al., 2018; Gao, 2023; Tang, 2024).

In addition to individual psychological factors, social and environmental resources may play an important
protective role in the development of academic burnout. Social support provided by parents, teachers, peers, and
other significant individuals can strengthen students’ sense of belonging, security, self-efficacy, and resilience
and may therefore reduce the harmful effects of academic stress (Malecki & Demaray, 2006). Previous research
has also demonstrated that social support can play an important role in the relationship between academic stress
and burnout. For example, Liu et al. (2020) reported a significant role for social support in reducing the adverse
effects of academic stress on burnout, while Giingdr (2019) found that support from family, teachers, and peers
was associated with lower levels of academic burnout.

Similarly, school culture, including shared values, norms, interpersonal relationships, supportive interactions,
and the overall psychosocial climate of the school, can influence students’ experiences and responses to
academic demands (Wang & Eccles, 2013; Yli-Panula et al., 2022). A supportive school culture characterized
by positive relationships, mutual respect, and constructive interactions can provide students with a safe and
encouraging environment and may consequently reduce psychological distress and academic burnout (Thapa et
al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2007). Lee et al. (2010) also suggested that supportive school environments can reduce
students’ stress and strengthen their intrinsic motivation.

Although previous studies have demonstrated significant associations among academic stress, social support,
school culture, and academic burnout, the structural relationships among these variables have received
comparatively less attention, particularly among female students in the first cycle of secondary education.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the effect of academic stress on academic burnout among female
students in the first cycle of secondary education, with particular emphasis on the mediating roles of social
support and school culture. Specifically, the study examined whether academic stress has a direct effect on
academic burnout and whether its effects are indirectly transmitted through social support and school culture.

Methodology:

The present study was applied in terms of its purpose and descriptive-correlational in terms of research design.
Structural equation modeling was employed to examine the proposed conceptual model and the direct and
indirect relationships among the study variables. The statistical population consisted of all female students
enrolled in the first cycle of secondary education in District 1 of Ardabil, Iran, during the 2024-2025 academic
year, totaling 7,332 students. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan table and the Cochran formula, a sample of 365
students was selected through multistage cluster sampling. For this purpose, five schools were randomly
selected from the first-cycle secondary schools in the district, followed by the random selection of two classes
from each school and the selection of students from the sampled classes. Data were collected in October 2024
after obtaining the necessary permission from the local educational authorities. Participation was voluntary, and
the students were informed about the purpose of the study and the confidentiality of their responses. The
questionnaires were administered in person during two classroom sessions, and completion required
approximately 30-40 minutes. Four standardized instruments were used for data collection. Academic stress
was measured using the Academic Stress Questionnaire developed by Gadzella (1994), consisting of 51 items
assessing academic stressors and students’ physiological, emotional, behavioral, and cognitive responses to
stress. Academic burnout was assessed using the School Burnout Inventory developed by Salmela-Aro et al.
(2005), consisting of 15 items covering exhaustion, cynicism, and perceived inadequacy in the school context.
Social support was measured using the Social Support Appraisals scale developed by Vaux et al. (1986), which
assesses perceived support from family, friends, and significant others. School culture was measured using the
School Culture Survey developed by Gruenert (2005), which assesses dimensions of the organizational and
relational culture of schools. The reliability of all four instruments was examined using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient. The obtained coefficients were 0.985 for academic stress, .968 for academic burnout, 0.967 for
social support, and 0.960 for school culture, indicating satisfactory internal consistency. Data were analyzed
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using SPSS and SmartPLS. Descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, path analysis, and structural equation
modeling were used to examine the research questions and the proposed mediation model.

Results:
The descriptive findings showed that the mean scores were 147.33 for academic stress, 58.41 for academic

burnout, 70.81 for social support, and 58.40 for school culture. The skewness and kurtosis values were within
the acceptable range of +2, indicating an approximately normal distribution of the observed variables and
supporting the use of the proposed statistical analyses. The correlation analysis demonstrated significant
relationships among all study variables. Academic stress had a significant positive correlation with academic
burnout (r = 0.653, p < 0.01). In contrast, academic stress was negatively and significantly correlated with social
support (r =—0.639, p < 0.01) and school culture (r = —0.651, p < 0.01). Social support and school culture were
also negatively and significantly associated with academic burnout. The structural model showed a satisfactory
fit to the empirical data. The obtained fit indices indicated that the proposed model was well supported, with
y¥/df = 1.72, CFI = 0.99, IFI = 0.99, RFI = 0.98, NFI = 0.98, and RMSEA = 0.045. These results provide
evidence that the proposed structural relationships among academic stress, social support, school culture, and
academic burnout are consistent with the observed data. The results of path analysis indicated that academic
stress had a positive and significant direct effect on academic burnout (B = 0.642, p < 0.01). Thus, higher levels
of academic stress were associated with higher levels of academic burnout among the participating students.
Academic stress also had significant negative effects on social support (B = —0.646) and school culture (f =
—0.638). These findings indicate that greater academic stress was associated with lower perceived social support
and less favorable perceptions of the school culture. Furthermore, social support had a significant negative effect
on academic burnout (fp = —0.373), indicating that students who perceived greater levels of support from their
social environment tended to report lower levels of academic burnout. Similarly, school culture had a significant
negative effect on academic burnout (p = —0.381), suggesting that a more supportive and positive school culture
was associated with lower levels of burnout. The mediation analyses further revealed significant indirect effects
of academic stress on academic burnout through both mediating variables. The indirect effect through social
support was —0.241, indicating that academic stress contributes to academic burnout partly by reducing
students’ perceived social support. Likewise, the indirect effect of academic stress on academic burnout through
school culture was —0.243, demonstrating that academic stress is also indirectly related to burnout through its
negative association with students’ perceptions of the school environment. The corresponding t-values were
statistically significant, confirming the significance of both indirect pathways.

Discussion and Conclusion:

The findings of this study demonstrate that academic stress is an important predictor of academic burnout
among female students in the first cycle of secondary education. Academic stress was found to increase
academic burnout both directly and indirectly through its negative effects on social support and school culture.
At the same time, social support and a supportive school culture functioned as important protective resources
that were associated with lower levels of academic burnout. These findings suggest that academic burnout
should not be viewed solely as an individual psychological problem but rather as a phenomenon shaped by the
interaction between academic demands and the social and organizational environment of the school. From this
perspective, reducing students’ academic burnout requires more than interventions aimed exclusively at
improving individual coping skills. Educational policymakers, school administrators, teachers, counselors, and
parents should simultaneously work to reduce unnecessary academic pressures, strengthen students’ social
support networks, and develop a positive and supportive school culture. Practical interventions may include
training teachers and parents in supportive communication skills, strengthening peer-support programs,
expanding group and collaborative activities, providing psychological counseling and stress-management
programs, and promoting participatory leadership and positive interpersonal relationships within schools. Such
measures may increase students’ psychological resources and sense of belonging while reducing the negative
consequences of academic stress. Overall, the study provides empirical support for a structural model in which
academic stress contributes to academic burnout directly and through reduced social support and less favorable
perceptions of school culture. Future research may extend this model by examining additional mediating or
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moderating variables, such as academic self-efficacy, academic motivation, coping strategies, psychological
capital, and the quality of teacher—student relationships. Longitudinal studies are also recommended to further
clarify the temporal and potentially causal relationships among these variables.
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