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Summary

The aim of this study was to gain insight into teachers’ support for
1mproving high school students’ mental health, and to determine the
relationship between perceptions of instrumental teacher support for high
school students’ mental health (hereafter referred to as perceived teacher
support) and perceived student life-related stress (hereafter referred to as
perceived stress). The hypothesized model was that perceptions of
instrumental teacher support would influence mental health through stress
perceptions (friends, academics, teachers, and parents). Data from 344 high
school students enrolled in two schools were used in the analysis to examine
the fit of the model to the data and the relationships among the variables.
The results showed that perceptions of instrumental teacher support
influences mental health via perceived stress; the model’s fit with the data
met the statistically acceptable level. The results showed a negative
association between perceptions of instrumental teacher support and
perceived stress due to relationships with friends, teachers, and parents.
Stress perception was positively related to mental ill health. The
contribution of the present analytical model to mental health was 35.5%.
The results of this study suggest the need to increase perceptions of
instrumental teacher support in order to improve the mental health of high
school students and reduce perceived stress caused by their relationships
with friends, teachers, and parents.
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Introduction

High school students are prone to
mental disorders such as depression (1)—
(3). About 35% of 12—19 years old feel
some kind of stress (4), and it is easy to
imagine that this kind of stress is related
to mental illness.

Currently, the cognitive theory of
stress is one of the most frequently used
theories in research on stress (5). Stress-
cognition theory considers that stress
sources induce stress responses via
stress cognitions, and one of the
environmental factors that influences the
perception of stress is social support (5).
Social support is support from others
with instrumental and expressive
functions (6) and consists of perceived
support, which 1s the degree to which
support seems to be available when
needed, and enacted support, which is
the degree to which supportive behavior
1s actually performed (7). Perceived
support has been shown to have a more
stable positive psychological impact than
enacted support (8). Furthermore, social
support is classified into emotional
support, such as encouragement and
empathy, and instrumental support, such
as providing the resources needed to
solve the problem or giving information
to enable the person to obtain the
resources on his/her own (9).

Teachers not only teach knowledge
and skills but also play a role as
psychological assistants (10). One of the
essential roles of schools in Japanese-
style education in Reiwa is to ensure the
physical and mental health of students
(11), and the role of teachers as
psychological support providers for
students will not diminish in the future.
It is now clear that high school students’
perceived support from their teachers
has a positive impact on their
psychological state (12)—(15).

Interestingly, however, high school
students perceive their friends and
parents as support providers, and not
many perceive their teachers as support
providers (10)(16).

Currently, researchers examining the
relationship between teacher support
perception and interpersonal stress
perception based on stress cognition
theory found a relationship between
perceptions of instrumental teacher
support and perceived interpersonal
stress (12)(13). The Interpersonal Stress
Scale (17) used in these studies measures
the perception of stress caused by
interpersonal relationships in general,
without identifying the source of stress.
However, findings indicate that for
support to be effective, it needs to match
the needs of the recipient (18),
suggesting that effective support could
differ depending on the source of stress.
Ishida et al. (19) developed the High
School Student Life-Related Stress Scale,
which measures students’ perceived
stress caused by friends, schoolwork,
teachers, and parents. They found that
students’ perceptions of life-related
stress was associated with their mental
health (19). However, it is not clear how
students’ perceived life-related stress
(whether from friends, academics,
teachers, parents, etc.) 1s associated with
the students’ perceptions of instrumental
support from their teachers. We believe
that clarity in this area will lead to
suggestions for how teachers can support
high school students in responding to
their stressors to improve their mental
health.

Therefore, the purpose of this study
was to determine the relationship
between high school students’
perceptions of instrumental teacher
support and of life-related stress on their
mental health to gain insight into how
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teacher’s support can improve high
school students’ mental health.

Methods

1. Definition of Terms

We defined perceptions of
instrumental teacher support in this
study as the high school student’s
perception that the teacher will provide
practical assistance, such as resources
needed to solve a problem or information
that will enable them to obtain those re-
sources.
2. Research Design

The research design was a cross-
sectional survey using a self-
administered, unmarked questionnaire.
3. Conceptual Framework and
Hypothetical Model

Referring to the stress cognition
theory (5), which states that
environmental factors influence stress
reactions via stress cognitions, we set up
an association model in which perceived
instrumental teacher support influences
mental ill-health via life-related stress
cognitions (friends, academics, teachers,
and parents).
4. Study Participants

Originally conducted with first-
through third-graders enrolled in two
regular high schools in two prefectures
located in the Chugoku region. However,
we targeted regular high school students
in this study because teachers’ demands
and students’ sources of stress might
differ by subject. Given that 73.3% of
high school students are enrolled in
regular high schools (20), we believed our
results would be easily generalizable to
Japanese high school students. In
addition, school educational guidance
policies could differ from prefecture to
prefecture, so we selected high schools in
two different prefectures.
5. Survey period and content

We administered the study surveys in
September 2020 and June 2021 The
classrooms were used for the study, in
the students’ homeroom classrooms. The
survey procedure was as follows:
teachers distributed glued envelopes to
students individually along with the
questionnaires, and students sealed the
survey forms in the glued envelopes
themselves and dropped them into a
collection box. The instructions were
clearly stated in the questionnaire, but
the homeroom teachers also read the
instructions aloud in class.

The survey collected basic attributes
(gender, grade) and then measured the
students’ perceptions of instrumental
teacher support and of life-related stress
and their mental health.

Measurement Perceptions of
Instrumental Teacher Support

For this variable, we used the
instrumental support subscale of the
Teacher Support Scale (12). The scale
consists of four items rated on a four-
point scale, 1: not applicable, 2:
somewhat applicable, 3: quite applicable,
and 4: very applicable, with higher scores
indicating higher perceptions of
mstrumental teacher support.
Measurement of Perceived Life-Related
Stress

We measured students’ perceived
stress with the High School Student Life-
Related Stress Scale (19). The 16-item
scale asks students about their negative
perceptions about their lives with four
items in each of four categories:
relationships with friends, academics,
relationships with teachers, and
relationships with parents. The response
options were 1: never, 2: sometimes, and
3: often, and higher scores indicate
greater perceived stress.

Measurement of Mental Health
The “To measure the students’ mental
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Table 1 Distribution of Respondents' Attributes

n=344 unit: person(%)

Male Female
Istgrade 115 ( 622 ) 70 ( 378 )
2st grade 47 ( 60.3 ) 31 ( 39.7 )
3stgrade 60 ( 741 ) 21 ( 259 )
Total 222 ( 645 ) 122 ( 355 )

health, we used the Japanese version of
the K6 Questionnaire (21).” The scale
consists of six items asking about the
degree of depression and anxiety. The
answers are given using a five-point
scale, with 0: not at all, 1: a little, 2:
sometimes, 3: usually, and 4: always,
with higher scores indicating worse
mental health.

6. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis was conducted
using structural equation modeling to
examine the fit of the assumed model
and the associations between variables.
Based on previous studies (12)—(14)(22),
we determined that gender (male = 0,
female = 1) and grade had a high
possibility of biasing the model, and
therefore, we entered these into the
model as control variables.

We tested the fit of the assumed model
to the data with the comparative fit
index (CFI) and root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA) using ordinal
scale estimation, an extension of
welghted least squares (23) that can
output stable and correct estimates
regardless of data size and normality. A

CFT of 0.90 or more and an RMSEA of
less than 0.1 are considered to indicate
good fit of the model to the data (24). We
set statistical significance at 5% using
Mplus 8 for the above statistical analy-
ses.
7. Ethical Considerations and Conflicts
of Interest

We conducted this study after
obtaining approval from the Okayama
Prefectural University Ethics Committee
(Approval No. 19-85). There are no
conflicts of interest to report. Permission
has been obtained from the principal of
the subject high school. The survey form
clearly explained the study purpose,
contents, procedures, benefits,
disadvantages, and anonymity to the
participants, and after the teachers gave
verbal explanations, we requested the
students’ cooperation with the survey.
We also explained that it would take
about 15 minutes to complete the
questionnaire. In addition, we explained
orally and in writing that the data would
be processed statistically, that no
disadvantages would be incurred in the
case of non-cooperation with the study,
that the results would not be related to
any grades, and that the collected data
would be used only for the purpose of the
study. Students indicated their consent
by checking the consent box on the
survey form. The survey form was not
signed, and students were required to
enclose the survey form in a glued

Table 2 Basic Statistics for The Three Ccales

Unit: Point

The Perceptions of

The High School Student Life-Related Stress Scale

The Japanese

Grade Gender TInstrumental Relationships with . Relationships with Relationship with Versmn.ofth(.e K6
'eacher Support . Academics Questionnaire
Friends Teachers Parents

1st Male 9(7.25-12) 4(4-5) 6(4-8) 4(4-5) 4(4-6) 6(2-11)
grade Female 9(7-12) 4(4-6) 6.5(5-8) 4(4-6) 5(4-7.5) 11(5-14)
2st  Male 11(7-12) 5(4-5.5) 5(4-7) 4(4-4) 4(4-5) 7(1.5-11.5)
grade Female 11(7-12) 4(4-4.5) 6(4-8) 4(4-4.5) 5(4-6) 6(4-11)

3st Male 11(8-12) 4(4-5) 6(4-8) 4(4-5.25) 4(4-5.25) 5.5(1.75-12)
grade Female 9(8-12) 4(4-4) 5(4-5) 4(4-4) 4(4-7) 8(1-12)

4

The Second Quartile (The First Quartile - The Third Quartile)
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Perceptions of
Instrumental
Teacher Support

R?=.355

Student
Life-Related
Stress
Perceptions

Mental

.568 Tl-Health

.153

— 0=Male -
1=Female Grade

n=344, x2=490.799, df=330, CFI=0.990, RMSEA=0.038 (Estimation Method : WLSMYV)

% Solid lines indicate significant associations

*Non-significant paths, correlations between observed and latent variables observed by latent variables, between observed
variables, and between error variables are omitted to avoid complication of the figure

Fig.1 Perceptions of instrumental teacher support for high school students' mental health and

perceptions of student life-related stress.

envelope by themselves and put it in the
collection box.

Results
1. Distribution of respondents’ attributes
and basic statistics for each scale

We obtained responses from 378 high
school students (response rate: 94.97%)
from a final total of 392 questionnaires
distributed. However, we only used the
data from 344 respondents (Effective
response rate: 91.01%) who did not have
missing values for the survey items
necessary for analysis for statistical
analysis.

Table 1 presents the statistics of the
respondents’ attributes, and Table 2
presents the basic statistics for the three
study scales used.

2. Perceptions of instrumental teacher
support for high school students’ mental
health and perceptions of student life-
related stress

In the association model that
perceptions of instrumental teacher
support influence mental ill health via
student life-related stress perceptions,

the fit indices were CFI = 0.990 and
RMSEA = 0.038, meeting the
statistically acceptable level (Fig 1). The
model showed significant negative
assoclations of —.203, —.400, and —143
between stress perceptions attributed to
relationships with, respectively, friends,
teachers, and parents and the students’
perceptions of instrumental teacher
support. However, the model also found a
significant positive association of.568
between the students’ perceived life
stress and their mental 1ll health. There
were also statistically significant positive
associations between gender and
perceived parent-induced stress and
gender and mental ill health (.177 and.
153, respectively). The contribution to
mental health in this analytical model
was 35.5%.

Discussion and Conclusion
To gain insight into the effects of
teachers’ support on improving the
mental health of high school students, we
measured the relationships between high
school students’ perceptions of
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instrumental teacher support and both
their mental health and their perceived
life-related stress. An overview of the
basic statistics for the three scales used
in this study shows that the deviations
from the results of previous studies
(12)~(14)(19)(25) are not large. In
addition, 344 samples were secured as
aggregate data in this study. It is said
that about 200 samples are usually
required for analysis using structural
equation models (26). These facts are
considered to indicate the
generalizability of the results of this
study.

In accordance with the stress
perception theory (5), which states that
social support influences stress reactions
via stress perception, we developed a
relational model in which perceptions of
instrumental teacher support influences
mental health via student life-related
stress perceptions (friends, academics,
teachers, and parents), and examined the
model’s the goodness of fit to the data.
The results showed statistical support for
the model after eliminating the effects of
gender and grade. The contribution of
this analytical model to mental health
was 35.5%, which means that the model
1s influential enough to support the
theoretical basis and predictions.
Focusing on the relationships among the
variables, the students’ perceptions of
instrumental teacher support reduced
their perceived stress caused by
relationships with friends, teachers, and
parents, and may indirectly have a
positive effect on mental health.
Teachers’ perceived instrumental
support did not have an impact on
students’ stress related to academics.

Stress cognitions attributable to
relationships with friends, teachers, and
parents, which were found to be
associated with perceptions of

instrumental support for teachers in the
present study, were all stress cognitions
attributable to interpersonal
relationships. In a previous study, high
school students' perceptions of strong
interpersonal stress were significantly
related to their perceptions of
instrumental support for their teachers
(12)(13). In other words, if the results of
the present study and the results of
previous studies are included, it can be
suggested that perceptions of
instrumental support for teachers in high
school students may contribute to
reducing stress cognitions caused by
interpersonal relationships.

Social Findings show that social
support is less effective for high than low
stress cognitions compared to low stress
cognitions (27) and that instrumental
support 1s less effective when the source
of stress cannot be controlled (28).
Currently, 75.5% of high school students
report problems with their studies and
career paths (2), and here, we found
higher perceived stress related to
schoolwork among both boys and girls
irrespective of grade than stress caused
by relationships with friends, teachers,
or parents. These results indicate that
academics are a major source of stress
for high school students, and because it
cannot be avoided as a source of stress:;
this likely explains the lack of a
significant relationship between
students’ perceptions of teachers’
Iinstrumental support and perceived
stress related to schoolwork. Notably,
approximately 38% of high school
students use cram school (29), and it is
possible that cram school teachers’
perceived instrumental support is more
effective for reducing students’ academic
stress than that from regular high school
teachers. However, we did not confirm
this in the present study. Researchers
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also found that emotional support was
effective for reducing stress perception
when the source of stress cannot be
controlled (28). Therefore, we believe that
the perceptions of teachers’ emotional
support could help reduce students’
unavoidable stress related to schoolwork.
Past experiences of receiving support
from providers (9) and the quality of
daily interactions between providers and
recipients (30) are important for
enhancing support recipients’ perceptions
of that support. With respect to this
study, students who have received past
support from teachers should perceive
that support will be there in the future, it
1s important for teachers to provide daily
support to high school students to
increase their perceptions of
instrumental support from their teachers
and potentially reduce their perceived
stress caused by their relationships with
their friends, teachers, and parents.
Finally, we discuss the limitations of
this study. The subjects of this study
were students attending a regular high
school, and the male-to-female ratio was
different from that of the population of
Japanese high school students (31), with
a large proportion of male students. In
addition, we conducted the survey in
June and September, and we cannot deny
the possibility that the first-year
students in the June survey were just not
yet accustomed to high school life;
therefore, we could not eliminate any
bias caused by the timing of the survey.
Further studies are needed that account
for such variables as survey period,
school department, or gender ratio.
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