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Introduction

CADEMIC burden refers to the effect of schoolwork loads on students’ physi-

cal and mental condition. International studies rarely mention the concept of

academic burden. Instead, they examine the effects of weekly learning hours
and homework loads from different angles, generating expressions similar to academic
burden, such as academic burnout, academic pressure, academic anxiety and academic
depression. In fact, academic burden exists worldwide and especially in Southeast
Asian countries where, even at basic education levels, excessive academic burden creat-
ed by entrance examinations for schools poses a serious problem. Existing research in-
dicates that appropriate levels of academic burden can promote learning outcomes,
while levels that are too high will lead to psychological and behavioral problems in stu-
dents. Thus, scientific evaluation and analysis rather than biased comments are needed
for a rational assessment of student workload. This paper uses a global perspective to
examine different explanations of academic burden and summarize suggested assess-
ment indexes. Variables at the level of students, families, teachers, and society that cor-
relate with student academic burden are discussed and the benefits of appropriate aca-
demic burden and risks of excessive academic burden are fully analyzed. With a hu-
manistic stance, we also put forward suggestions to rationalize student academic burden
by focusing on the comprehensive development of individuals and optimizing teaching
and learning methods.

Conceptual Analysis of Academic Burden

The concept of ‘academic burden’ varies among different national education environ-
ments and systems. Research perspectives and materials of scholars similarly vary. In
Southeast Asian countries such as China, Singapore, Japan and South Korea, where
student learning pressure is typically intense, scholars mainly interpret academic burden
as the stressful experience of students as they attempt to adapt to the current learning
environment and the time and energy required by students for examinations and home-
work (Song & Yang, 2014). Similar expressions such as schoolwork burden, learning
burden and student burden are also used.

In contrast, for Western countries, e.g., the United States, Britain, and Finland,
in which ‘happy learning’ is advocated, scholars less commonly mention academic bur-
den. Instead, scholars pay attention to the negative effects caused by homework and
study, such as physical dysfunction, emotional fluctuation, anxiety, depression, negative
and passive attitudes, personality disorders, confusion and declines in efficiencies. Thus,
in the 1980s, researchers from Western countries, borrowing from the working world
phrase ‘job burnout’, created expressions such as learning burnout, academic burnout,
academic pressure and academic anxiety to describe the physical and mental damage to
students caused by long-term and highly demanding schoolwork (Pines & Kafry, 1980;
Meier & Schmeck, 1985).
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In Western countries, therefore, scholars focus on the sequential influence of
academic burden rather than the burden itself. In this paper, we consider both academic
burden and its effects combined, in an attempt to present a comprehensive view of aca-
demic burden. The connotations of academic burden are examined from various angles,
as described in the rest of this section, below.

Physical and Mental Burden

Academic burden can be divided into physical burden and mental burden. Physical bur-
den refers to the consumption of physical energy; this is proportional to learning time
and learning intensity and has cumulative effects. Mental burden refers to the consump-
tion of mental energy. It is closely related to students’ psychological burden of learning,
their status and role among peers, and evaluation from others, especially educators (in-
cluding the psychological burden caused by the expectations and requirements of par-
ents and teachers). Physical and mental burden are positively correlated.

Subject Curriculum and Activity Curriculum Burden

In terms of content, academic burden encompasses a subject curriculum and an activity
curriculum burden. The subject curriculum burden is the physical and mental effort
made by learners to fulfil subject requirements, including requirements for schoolwork
and extra-curriculum learning. The activity curriculum burden comes from the time and
energy investment required to develop social skills and practical abilities through social
practice, team activities and social activities.

On-campus and Off-campus Academic Burden

In terms of location, academic burden includes both on-campus and off-campus burdens.
On-campus burden is directly related to school learning and is characterized by strong
planning, low independence, and high intensity. Learning efficacy and intensity both
effect on-campus burden. Off-campus burden comes from home learning and communi-
ty learning; extra-curriculum tutoring, and training are its major sources.

Assessment Indexes of Student Academic Burden

Scholars have not reached a consensus about survey and assessment indexes of academ-
ic burden. In Western countries, most studies are conducted using the ‘education index
system.” In Southeast Asian countries such as China, Singapore, Japan and Korea,
scholars pay more attention to academic burden assessment indexes than their Western
counterparts. Taking foreign national education index systems as references, this paper
puts forward an academic burden assessment index framework that incorporates
schoolwork, physiological and psychological burdens.

Schoolwork Burden
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Time Investment in Learning

Time investment in learning includes class time, homework time and extra tutoring time.
Class time refers to the time that students spend on learning activities in the classroom
every day (excluding self-study, after class activities and physical exercises). There are
two kinds of homework time: time for homework assigned by schoolteachers and time
for homework from outside the school, which might be homework assigned by parents
or by tutorial agencies. Similarly, there are also two kinds of tutorial time: time for on-
campus tutoring required by schools and time for home tutoring or tutoring provided by
tutorial agencies.

Difficulty of Learning Tasks

The key factor affecting the time investment required for learning is the difficulty of
learning tasks, including the difficulty of subjects, homework and exams. Difficulty is
determined by the specific requirements for each subject as determined by the quality
standards formulated by each country, such as the education supervision and assessment
index system in the UK (Abdgula, 2008), the guidelines for the assessment of compul-
sory education schools in Japan (Nakayasu, 2016) and the comprehensive assessment
index framework for the quality of primary and secondary education issued by the Min-
istry of Education of China in 2013 (Wang, 2014). All put forward certain requirements
that students must meet in learning tasks, such as subjects and homework.

Schoolwork Quality

Schoolwork quality influences student learning efficacy, which further affects academic
burden. Schoolwork quality includes the effectiveness of teaching, homework and ex-
aminations (tests). However, requirements for teaching effectiveness differ among dif-
ferent schools of education and standards for the effectiveness of teaching, homework
and examinations vary. Therefore, evaluation on the effectiveness of teaching, home-
work and examinations are somewhat subjective.

Physiological Burden

In index frameworks of academic quality surveys in various countries, physical health is
considered an important index of sustainable study. Body mass index (BMI) and uncor-
rected visual acuity (UCVA) are regarded as comparatively objective metrics that can
be applied to academic burden assessment. In addition, students’ sleep time is affected
by academic burden level. Thus, sleep time, BMI and UCVA are included in the survey
index framework.

Sleep Time
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Student sleep time refers to the average total sleep time (including naps) of students
every day during school sessions. An increase in student learning load leads to a reduc-
tion in student sleep time. It is one of the core indexes for students’ physical burden
assessment.

Degree of Myopia

In the “International Myopia Institute (IMI) White Papers” published by the Interna-
tional Myopia Institute, myopia is a kind of ametropia, in which the light entering the
eye parallel to the optical axis is focused in front of the retinal membrane when the eye
adjustment is relaxed. This is typically due to the long anterior-posterior diameter of the
eyeball or excessive corneal bending and/or increased lens power (Wolffsohn et al.,
2019). Although student academic burden is not the only cause of myopia and other
individual physiological causes exist, overall myopia rate of students and its change in a
school can reflect academic burden to a certain extent, as students’ main activity is
learning.

BMI

Body Mass Index, an indicator of total body fat, measures the degree to which an indi-
vidual is overweight or obese and is commonly used as a standard for the level of
healthiness throughout the world. In addition, the score calculated by BMI can provide
information on the status of nutrition. Thus, BMI is adopted instead of the obesity index
for assessments of academic burden because health level is not only negatively correlat-
ed with obesity but also with other factors such as malnutrition.

Psychological Burden

Students’ psychological burden comes mainly from a conflict between the requirements
and expectations of families, schools and society of students’ various roles, and the stu-
dents’ interest and ability in playing these roles. In Rong’s (2017) study, learning pres-
sure is measured as a spectrum from learning happiness to learning fatigue to learning
anxiety to learning weariness. These four measures reflect changes in students’ psycho-
logical pressure arising from academic burden. Among them, learning happiness refers
to students that have a high satisfaction with their learning environment and academic
performance. The transformation from learning fatigue to learning weariness reflects
possible changes in a students’ mood from depression to fear, then to boredom and in-
difference as learning pressure increases.

Factors Correlated with Students’ Perception of Aca-
demic Burden

Student Learning Efficacy
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Many researchers have proposed that academic burden is subjective to some extent and
that it differs in its effect for different individuals. Ai (2015) suggested that, to achieve
learning goals, learners will proactively make time and energy investment in study. The
amount of investment is related not only to difficulty of the learning tasks but also to
the students’ learning willingness, learning ability and, especially, their learning meth-
ods. Likewise, Jin and Gao (2016) noted that learning efficacy, including students’ self-
efficacy and actual ability of learning, is a key factor affecting student academic burden.
Individual differences in learning efficacy significantly affect the results of homework.
Trautwein et al. (2006) found that the assumption that ‘students assigned with heavy
loads of high-quality homework will get better grades’ is tenable only when emotional
variables are incorporated into the analysis; it is true only for students that have few
negative emotions when doing homework. This indicates that students’ subjective feel-
ings are also closely related to the acceptability of burden. Students with good learning
methods and strong learning ability will complete learning tasks effectively and have a
good emotional experience, which in turn motivates them to make further efforts.

Teaching Efficacy

There is a consensus in academia that improvement in teaching efficacy helps reduce
student academic burden. Liu and Zhu’s (2018) meta-analysis on the effect of teaching
efficacy on academic burden indicates that teaching efficacy moderately reduces stu-
dents’ academic burden and that among all the elements of teaching efficacy, teaching
environment (here mainly referring to interpersonal relationships at school) reduces
students’ learning pressure and homework time most significantly. Good teacher-
student relationships and teachers’ identity with the school are remarkable in their abil-
ity to alleviate student academic burden. Teachers’ fair treatment of students, open atti-
tudes towards students’ opinions, encouragement of, and trust in, students and their be-
lief that students’ schooling is part of their overall development make students feel that
learning is a happy and meaningful journey. Building a good teaching environment
should thus be the top priority in enhancing teaching efficacy. Teaching efficacy pri-
marily works on students’ perception of academic burden and high teaching efficacy
can reduce students’ academic burden by alleviating learning stress and increasing
learning interest.

Parental Expectations

Some scholars have suggested that the mechanism of parental expectations is similar to
the Rosenthal effect, with parental expectation engendered according to the mechanism
of "vision - expectation - action - reaction — acceptance - externalization" (Ren, 2004).
Following this mechanism, parents generate expectations of their children’s achieve-
ments (academic achievement, highest education, social achievement), moral character
and interpersonal relationships.
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Proper parental expectations can meet children’s psychological needs for de-
pendence, enable good psychological experiences, stimulate learning activities, and
increase intellectual potential in their children. Parental expectations also contribute to a
child’s formation of self-expectation. However, excessive parental expectations tend to
induce rebelliousness in children and thus affect their school behavior negatively.
According to sociology, parents tend to transfer the pressure and anxiety they feel in
social comparisons of their children to other students, feeling obligated to discipline
their children and urge their development (Garcia, Tor, & Schiff, 2013). When this
comparative pressure exceeds the students’ mental endurance, it leads to a psychologi-
cal burden on the student.

Social Demands for Educational Value

Social expectations of education are that it meets the needs of social development, and
that individual development is consistent with social development. From the perspective
of economics, scholars such as Schultz (1961), Becker (1962) and Mincer (1958) ar-
gued that human capital, critical to economic development, could generally be obtained
through education. The increase in a well-educated population implies a higher level of
labor productivity and a greater ability to introduce advanced technology. As a result,
students are not only affected by academic burden itself, but they also experience stress
from social expectations of education. In the context of fierce competition for school
progression and potential challenges to employment in future, students become the
bearers of multiple burdens.

Rational Evaluation and Analysis on the Effects of
Student Academic Burden

Reasonable Academic Burden

For students, there are two categories of academic burden: reasonable burden and ex-
cessive burden. Reasonable academic burden is the necessary pressure associated with
learning activities, the pressure that students must experience to forge their individuality
and personality and learn the basic knowledge and skills necessary to meet the require-
ments of present-day society. Reasonable academic burden will stimulate a student’s
progress and promote a student’s development.

Improving Student Character

Reasonable burden and responsibility are not only necessary for student growth, but
also an indispensable part of a student’s social adaptation. Societal development re-
quires that every generation must bear some pressure, suffering and burden during
childhood. The complexity of modern society challenges people’s stress tolerance. If
students want to win in future competitions or cooperate successfully with others, they
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must have a strong resistance to frustration as well as a strong personality and adapta-
bility. Students’ willingness to take on academic responsibilities and challenges un-
doubtedly plays a critical role in cultivating a student’s resilient personality.

Beneficial to Student Mastery of Basic Learning Skills

Learning is typically a tense and monotonous activity, demanding strong willpower,
positive emotional elements, and cognitive abilities. At the stage of studying basic
knowledge, when students are not ready to understand the significance and value of
study, too much emphasis on learning interest and freedom is not conducive to students’
mastery of basic knowledge and basic learning skills.

To lay a solid foundation for lifetime study, students must undergo certain
basic knowledge collection and method training. A reasonable level of compulsory aca-
demic burden resulting from this process is not harmful to students’ physical and mental
health. Rather, it promotes students’ comprehensive development (Qi & Sun, 2016).

Ameliorating Overall National Quality

A history of world educational development indicates that academic burden affects im-
provement of the national basic education quality. The contemporary era has witnessed
radical reforms in education. In drafting educational reform policies, whether to in-
crease or reduce student academic burden is often a hotly debated topic in discussion.

Arguments on this topic originated in the USA. Under the influence of progres-
sivism in education, the United States advocated "child centrism" in the early 20th cen-
tury, emphasizing children’s freedom, interests, and outdoor activities, and giving up
training, burdensome studies and strict academic standards. In reducing student aca-
demic burden, the country experienced a decline in student academic and moral levels,
and a rise in crime rate (Beck, 1942). The successful launch of the Soviet Union’s first
man-made satellite in 1957 awakened American society to the importance of basic edu-
cation. As essentialism began to prevail, importance was again attached to the idea of
strengthening basic education and cognitive training. In 1983, under the policy of
"providing leadership, constructive criticism and effective help to primary and second-
ary schools," the National Education Commission led by Bell submitted to the U.S. Sec-
retary of Education at the time the report, “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educa-
tional Reform,” which exposed various flaws in American education, the sequential
crises faced by the system and then put forward suggestions on teaching content, stand-
ards, leadership and funding (Gardner, 1983).

The former Soviet Union and Japan underwent similar educational reforms. To
improve student mastery of knowledge in compulsory subjects, the former Soviet Union
has implemented a series of educational reforms since the 1930s, such as reinstating
traditional subject-based teaching, conducting class teaching, adopting uniform text-
books for long-term use, and reducing teaching time in non-compulsory subjects. This
reform resulted not only in increases in student academic burden, but also in advances
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in educational quality, laying a solid foundation for the Soviet Union’s rapid growth in
science and technology. Subsequently, numerous reform policies have been issued for
the purpose of producing higher-quality labor. In the 1980s, after entering a new phase
of educational reform, the former Soviet Union started discussions on academic burden
from the perspective of student comprehensive development and improvement in psy-
chological health. In view of the new requirements for talent in modern society, stu-
dents’ sense of responsibility and obligation in learning was emphasized and the im-
portance of academic burden highlighted.

Corresponding to Japan’s “Third Voyage” plan in the early 1980s (an attempt
to transform Japan from an economic power to a political power), the country began its
third educational reform. Although changes have been made to the so-called “hell-like”
and “highly uniform” education system, with efforts made to incorporate “relaxation,”
“happiness” and “personality development,” student academic burden has not lightened
significantly. In Japan, academic pressure has become essential to cultivating students’
sense of responsibility and setback-resistance. In addition, adequate basic knowledge
collection and relevant learning skills training are emphasized as fundamental for ob-
taining higher levels of knowledge and skills.

The evolution of educational policies in the United States, the Soviet Union
and Japan indicates that an appropriate student academic burden plays an important role
in the development of a country and its education. The improvement of a nation’s basic
quality of education is often based on maintaining appropriate levels of academic bur-
den.

Excessive Academic Burden

Excessive academic burden, in contrast, can lead to negative feelings such as tension,
anxiety, aversion, fear, etc. The consequences of these feelings are counter to students’
healthy growth, as expounded on below.

Inducing Physical Unfitness and Illnesses

Inappropriate levels of academic burden can cause a variety of illnesses. Honkonen et al.
(2006) in their study of job burnout, noted that job stress erodes human health over time,
leading to skeletal muscle diseases, cardiovascular diseases, and some allergic reactions.
Many scholars refer to this conclusion in their study of academic burden. Nevertheless,
Kahill (1988) asserts that there is insufficient evidence to attribute systemic diseases to
academic burden and that only physical conditions such as insomnia, nightmares, head-
ache, stomach pain, intestinal flora imbalance and fatigue are likely to be significantly
and positively correlated with academic burden.

In addition, an unduly heavy academic burden deprives students of sufficient
time for rest and physical exercise. The “2020 Blue Paper: Report on China National
Mental Health Development (2019-2020)” released by the Institute of Psychology of
the China Academy of Sciences in 2021 shows that standards for sleep time are not met
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by 95.5% of primary school students, 90.8% of junior middle school students and 84.1%
of senior middle school students in China (Fu, Zhang, & Chen, 2021).

Insufficient rest and exercise time can lead to poor physical function, rapid de-
cline in visual acuity and rapid changes in body mass. Zhu et al. (2017, December 24)
associated academic burden with grade level prevalence of students’ physical activity
and sedentary behaviors, analyzing the data of 48118 children in Shanghai in the 2014
survey of Physical Fitness and Health Index of Children and Adolescents (PFHICA).
Children in transition grades 6 and 9 (when they face entrance exams) and throughout
all high school years were less physically active than other grades. This occurs despite
these children giving up most of their screen viewing time (on mobile phones, for ex-
ample). Therefore, academic burden appears to be the main reason for lack of adequate
physical activity. Morgan et al. (2012) emphasized in his study that myopia has become
a major problem facing students in Southeast Asian countries and that the high rates of
myopia are related to the increase in academic pressure and change in lifestyle, as both
reduce children’s time spent on outside activities.

Causing Psychological Burden and Harm

Existing research indicates that long-term excessive academic burden has a direct nega-
tive impact on student emotions and psychology, manifested as increased depression
levels. Depression is a state of mind that presents as gloominess, low spirits and nega-
tive attitudes towards everything. To students, unfavorable factors such as dramatic
change in the environment and increased academic burden often provoke prolonged and
drastic psychological reactions that can lead to depression (Mei et al., 2021).

Bossy (2000) investigated the stress faced by Japanese students, especially high
school students and found that the stress experienced by Japanese students while in pur-
suit of academic achievements, especially when preparing for college entrance exami-
nations, is harmful to their mental and physical health. Extreme cases like bullying and
school-related suicide may occur.

A cross-sectional study conducted by Zhu et al. (2021) found similar results. In
a sample of 1,533 adolescents in Eastern China that examined the effect of academic
burden on physical activity and sleep time, and its correlation with anxiety and depres-
sion. The study results confirmed that academic burden is negatively correlated with
physical activity and sleep time and positively correlated with levels of anxiety and de-
pression.

Lowering Student Learning Effectiveness

Deb, Strodl, & Sun (2015) conducted a survey by questionnaire of the correlation be-
tween academic burden and student mental health. One hundred and ninety senior mid-
dle school students in grades 11 and 12 (average age = 16.72 years) from three govern-
ment-funded schools and three private schools in Calcutta, India, participated. Nearly
two-thirds (63.5%) of students reported feeling stressed due to academic pressure. Fur-
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ther, academic burnout was positively correlated to academic pressure and a student’s
reaction to pressure. Prolonged academic burnout significantly compromised learning
outcomes.

Hindering Individual Overall Development

An individual’s comprehensive development refers to their lifelong development in
physical, cognitive, social, and emotional dimensions. Some scholars define inappropri-
ate academic burden as any that leads to students experiencing negative feelings during
learning tasks and while working in the study environment. It is difficult to cultivate
students’ interests and self-motivation in learning when they have strong feelings of
being compelled to study. Forced study damages self-reliance and self-confidence in
learning and substitutes simplified training for reflection on learning methods. As a re-
sult, learning becomes a process of monotonous memorization while neglecting higher
order thinking abilities such as imagination, logic, and creativity (Zhang, 2020). More-
over, the heavy schoolwork loads and long learning hours typical of excessive academic
burden reduce individuals’ sport and social time, leading to deficiencies in social skills.
Thus, an academic burden hinders the all-round development of individuals.

Suggestions Based on Humanistic Thought

The goal of current research on academic burden is scientifically judge what levels of
burden can best promote student growth, in which the value of students as human be-
ings is emphasized. Examination on academic burden is not meant to simply reduce
student learning loads, or to justify pushing students forward with heavy workload, but
rather to determine what levels of burden is beneficial to their healthy growth and long-
term development.

A Rational Outlook on Education should be Adopted to
Avoid Either Exaggerating or Ignoring the Impact of
Academic Burden.

The essential goal of education is to cultivate individuals with integrity, that is, “whole”
human beings. Education is responsible not only for imparting knowledge and culture,
but also for the construction of a student’s spiritual world, including a reasonable out-
look on life and good values. However, the prevalent concepts of "omnipotent educa-
tion" and "useless education" are both biased against this educational essence. At one
extreme, exaggeration of the role of learning loads can leave students overwhelmed by
meaningless and repetitive exercises and training. At the other extreme, ignoring the
value of a proper school workload and delivering prejudiced judgements on education
to the public can also mislead students, impeding their ability to acquire initiative and a
proactive approach to study and life. It is thus key to bear in mind that in education the
student is an end rather than a means. To meet social requirements for education in so-
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cietal development, more emphasis should be placed on a student’s all-round growth
(Meng, 2017). In view of this, academic burden should be re-examined. Any discussion
on appropriate levels of academic burden must be centered on the healthy development
of individuals.

Learning and Teaching Methods should be Improved to
Enhance Study Efficiency and Effectiveness.

Attention needs be paid to the actual status of each student’s learning, including their
feelings and experiences of learning, cognitive abilities, emotions regarding school, and
behavioral disposition. Considerations of individual perceptions of academic burden
can help improve each student’s learning efficiency, raise the student’s quality of life,
and reduce students’ physical and mental burden (Ai & Wang, 2016). In addition,
teachers should increase their awareness of the advantages and disadvantages of aca-
demic burden and be committed to improving teaching methods to better regulate stu-
dents’ academic burden (Li & Luo, 2014).

The Quality of Student Assignments should be Raised,
and the Effect of Marginal Utility Avoided.

In December 2012, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD, 2012, December 3) released the “Program for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA) 2021 Results.” Among the students participating in the survey, the average
homework time of students in Shanghai, China, was 13.8 hours a week, or less than 2
hours a day, which, while hardly a heavy academic burden, was far from being efficient.
In contrast, Korean students spent an average of three hours a week on homework, but
their scores were only 45 points lower than those of Shanghai students. Although a
large quantity of exercise is helpful to students’ memorization and mastery of
knowledge, the rule of diminishing marginal utility is also applicable to homogeneous
exercises; that is, with an increase in the quantity of similar exercises, the benefits from
increased exercises will diminish. This phenomenon frequently occurs in Southeast
Asian countries, where, affected by the entrance examination systems, students tend to
practice repetitive exercises to cope with the entrance examinations. A reduction in aca-
demic burden does not simply mean lessening the quantity of homework and tests. Ra-
ther, it is about optimizing assignment quality. To do so, we should try to remove the
monotonous, repetitive, and imitative teaching contents and exercises, and make on-
campus and off-campus assignments more effective and inspiring. Moreover, the diffi-
culty of homework should vary among students according to their abilities. Information
technology can be employed to personalize assignments to the specific academic levels
of individuals and to innovate new forms and content of homework.

Education is an essential component of human socialization. While education
exists, academic burden will be present. The necessity and validity of an appropriate
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academic burden have been fully discussed and factors influencing students’ percep-
tions of it are examined in this paper. Further research should focus on methods to make
academic burdens more friendly and humanistic to students and on how to optimize
educational methodology. Social development and the concomitant advances in tech-
nology have dramatically changed the way people work and live. Surely, these advanc-
es will make significant differences to students’ learning styles in the future.
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