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Abstract

In light of widespread concerns about adolescent mental health in England, a need for a long-term

framework aimed at providing context-specific support to students during each stage of education

has been identified. It has been suggested that A-level students (typically aged 16-19-years-old), in

particular, may be experiencing a high degree of stress. Stress is normal and can be beneficial, but

when it is prolonged or particulatly intense, it can aggravate or contribute towards the development

of mental ill-health. Given that existing literature on students’ experiences of studying A-levels is

scarce and occasionally conflicting, this thesis aimed to generate a better understanding of A-level

students’ experiences and how they were affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Using data collected

via task-based, semi-structured interviews and surveys prior to and during the pandemic, this thesis

explores A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education, mental health and coping strategies.

The findings indicate that, although studying A-levels can be an enriching experience, it is also

uniquely challenging and can be both stressful and overwhelming. Moreover, the findings indicate

that the Covid-19 pandemic detrimentally affected some A-level students’ mental health and

capacity to learn. Further research aimed at understanding what could be done to help students to

minimise or manage experiences of stress that arise from the demands of studying A-levels is

needed, as is research aimed at determining what proportion and type of students find studying A-

levels particularly challenging.
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Personal reflection

Prior to beginning, I would like to share few words about why I was drawn to researching this
topic. I had special educational needs in primary school, but in secondary school performed
relatively well and attained the coveted Cs in most subjects, as well as a B in English Literature.
Once I started studying A-levels in sixth form, however, I began to struggle; I do not recall finding
the initial transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels challenging, but I do remember feeling
bewildered and confused when, at 16-years-old, I began receiving dissatisfactory grades and feeling
as though my work had silently piled up and become unmanageable. During this period, I began
to feel increasingly worried my performance and insecure in the presence of my peers, who
appeared to me to be managing the demands of studying A-levels without difficulty. These feelings
were exacerbated when one of my teachers tore an essay that I had written to several pieces, strip
by strip, before instructing me to walk to the front of the class to pick up the pieces and put them
in the bin. In an attempt to cope with the feelings of shame that I associated with not performing
well, especially in comparison to my friends, I began pretending not to care about my performance
in an effort to protect my sense of self-worth: ‘not bothered’ became a common refrain. I now
recognise that this was a form of avoidance or withdrawal coping. I also began to feel increasingly
hopeless about the future, a problem for which I sought medical help and will not elaborate upon
here. In Year 13, I applied to train to become a mental health nurse, in part because — at the time
— only GCSE qualifications were required to do so. I qualified at the age of 20-years-old and

worked on both an adult psychiatric intensive care unit and a child and adolescent mental health



ward, where I was struck by how often it seemed to me that young people worried intensely about
their academic performance, be it at school, sixth form or university. Later, after deciding that I
would like to teach, I studied Education at the University of York from September 2014, where 1
met Dr Poppy Nash on my first day. During my second year as an undergraduate, I expressed
agreement with the idea that A-level students need greater or better tailored support during a
module led by Poppy, who kindly invited me to contribute, with a friend of mine, to a study that
she and Dr Amanda Naylor were conducting about A-level students’ experience of sixth form.
During the summer break, I travelled for a total of seven hours from my home in Birmingham to
York and back in a day to learn more about the project: it was an honour to have been invited by
a Senior Lecturer to contribute towards work that seemed so meaningful and important. On the
train, I clearly remember feeling thrilled and excited — I was travelling with a sense of purpose. The
preliminary findings from this research were presented at the British Educational Research
Association’s annual Conference in Leeds in September 2016, where it was reported that in a
survey of 514 students, three quarters of the participants used predominantly negative terms to
describe their experience of sixth form. I was reminded of this study in December 2017 when a
relative of mine began to find the demands of A-levels particularly stressful; something which they,
like me, had not experienced when studying GCSEs. In light of this, I contacted Poppy to ask
whether she would be happy to supervise me conducting a PhD aimed at building explicitly her
on and Amanda’s work. She and Dr Lucy Foulkes kindly agreed to do so and thus, in 2018 — a
world ago — I began attempting to develop a better understanding of how A-level students

experience post-16 education and what implications this may have for their mental health.



Chapter 1 - Introduction

In a recent editorial for the British Medical Jonrnal, subtitled “We need to understand causes to inform
prevention’, it was argued that there is an ‘urgent’ need for research aimed at better understanding
the causes of increasing adolescent mental health difficulties, especially among older teenage girls
(Gunnell et al., 2018). It was suggested that such research should go beyond identifying ‘well-
recognised risk factors’, such as abuse, poverty and trauma, in an attempt to understand problems
that have arisen specifically in recent decades. Furthermore, although the UK Government had
committed to investing an additional £1.4 billion in supporting child and adolescent mental health
from 2015-16 to 2019-20 (Department of Health and Social Care [DHSC] & Department for
Education [DfE], 2018), it was posited that what is needed to prevent the onset of adolescent
mental ill-health is a ‘long-term framework’ aimed at supporting adolescents “throughout life’s
stages and transitions” (Gunnell et al., 2018, p. 1). To establish such a framework, it was suggested
that a better understanding of what can be done to provide context-specific support to different

sub-groups of adolescents is required.

Amid research that has suggested that General Certificate of Education Advanced Level
(A-level) students in post-16 education, in particular, may be experiencing an especially high degree
of stress — to the extent that it may be harming their mental health — (Finch et al., 2010; Nash et
al., 2021), the aim of this thesis will be to develop a better understanding of A-level students’
experiences of post-16 education and what could be done to offer tailored support to this group

of adolescents. In other words, the purpose of this research is to contribute towards our



understanding of what could be done to provide A-level students with context-specific support
during post-16 education. Before discussing prior research that has explored A-level students’
experiences of post-16 education in Chapter 2, however, I will first argue that students’ experiences

of education, stress and coping are topics that are both timely and worthy of investigation.

1.1 Participation in post-16 education

In England, the proportion of 16-17-year-olds in full-time, post-16 education — which is sometimes
referred to as ‘post-secondary’ education — increased from 65% to 85% between 2000 and 2020
(DfE, 2021a). This trend has been consolidated by the fact that in 2015 it became obligatory for
adolescents in England to remain in at least part-time education or training until the age of 18-
years-old (Education and Skills Act 2008). Furthermore, the tendency for adolescents in to remain
in education for longer has been enabled and legitimised by politicians and educational
policymakers in the belief that it will lead to greater economic productivity and social mobility

(Ball, 2021; James Relly, 2021).



Figure 1: 16-17-year-olds in education, training and employment in England from 1995 and 2020.

100%

75%
50%
25%
0%
1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
@ NET @ Othertraining [ Part-time education Apprenticeship [ Full-time education

Source: DfE (2021a)

Notes: NET = Not in education or training. This data does not include 16-year-olds who are in their final year of

secondary school (Year 11).

In 2020, approximately half (52%) of 16-17-years-olds in England entered a school-' (44%) or
college (8%) sixth form for post-16 education (DfE, 2021a). Of the 16-17-years-olds in full-time
education in 2020, approximately half (47%) studied A-levels (DfE, 2021a). This means that two
fifths (40%) of 16-17-years-olds study A-levels, making A-level students a sizeable sub-group of

adolescents. Given that A-level qualifications have been thought of as the ‘gold standard’ for

138% of 16-17-year-olds studied in state-funded school sixth forms; 6% studied in independent school sixth forms

(DfE, 2021a).



accessing higher education in England since their inception in inception in 1951 (Stoten, 2014), it
is unlikely that the proportion of 16-17-year-olds studying A-levels is going to decline (James Relly,
2021). Furthermore, given that the number of 16-year-olds in the UK is projected to increase
between 2020 and 2030 (Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2022), the number of A-level
students is likely to remain stable or increase over the next decade even if there is a decline in the

proportion of 16-year-olds who chose to study A-levels.

Importantly, despite the proportion of 16-17-year-olds studying A-Levels more than
doubling from one in six (18%) to two in five (40%) between 1970 and 2020 (Pring et al., 2009;
DfE, 2021a), A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education, and the implications that these
may have for their mental health, have rarely been researched (Hagell et al., 2012). It will, therefore,
be the aim of thesis to investigate A-level students’ experience of post-16 education in greater

depth, with a particular focus on their experiences of academic pressure and coping.



Figure 2: Estimated and projected number of 16-year-olds in the UK population from 2020 to 2030.
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1.2 A-levels: an overview

Typically, A-level students study three subjects during post-16 education (Office of Qualifications
and Examinations Regulation [Ofqual], 2019). This is fewer than during secondary school, when
students usually study nine or ten General Certificate of Secondary Educations (GCSEs) subjects
in their final two years of secondary school (Years 10 and 11). It is also important to note that A-
levels students choose their subjects, whereas GCSE students are obliged to study a handful of
core subjects. A-level students also experience less face-to-face teaching — or ‘lesson time’” — and
have free periods, which are sometimes referred to as ‘study periods’. This means that A-level

students are expected to accept greater responsibility for managing their time, remaining organised



and engaging in independent, self-directed learning. A-level curricula and assessment is also more

advanced than GCSE curricula. However, it is unclear how much more difficult students find

studying A-levels in comparison to GCSEs, as well as whether the transition from Year 11 to Year

12 should be thought of as a so-called ‘proper transition” — like the transition from primary to

secondary school — or a mere ‘continuation of school’, especially for those who remain in the same

school. I encountered both of these perspectives among academics and teachers during the initial

stages of planning this research and was conscious that, without greater research on students’

experiences of studying A-levels, this debate will continue to depend on anecdotal evidence.

Developing a better understanding of how students experience the transition from studying

GCSEs to A-levels could, therefore, help us to understand whether it is experienced as particularly

challenging, and if so, for whom and why. It will also help us to understand whether A-level

students’ experiences of post-16 education are, in itself, worthy of further investigation.

1.3 A-levels: linear assessments

Between 1999 and 2015, A-level students’ attainment was based on a combination of modular

end-of-year examinations in Years 12 and 13. Furthermore, during this period, A-level students

were able to retake examinations that they had taken in Year 12 if they were dissatistied with their

performance. Since 2015, however, A-level assessments have become linear, meaning that — most

of the time — A-level students’ attainment is based entirely on their performance in end-of-year

examinations at the end of Year 13. It is possible that this has increased the amount of pressure

that students experience during the approach to these examinations.
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Given that only a handful of studies have focused on A-level students’ experiences of post-
16 education since the transition to linear assessments (Brown, 2021; Powell, 2017; Nash et al.,
2021), it is unclear what effect it has had. There are, however, anecdotal reports that reforms to
the GCSE and A-level curriculums have amplified students’ experiences of academic pressure and
examination-related stress since 2015 (Putwain, 2020). Additionally, there is tentative evidence to
support this idea. Calls to the support line Childline regarding examination results increased by
51% between 2014-5 and 2018-9, for example (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children [NSPCC], 2019a); it has also been reported that some teachers have raised concerns about
the harmful impacts that linear assessments are having on the mental health of students (Baird et
al., 2019). Furthermore, the proportion of 15-year-olds in England who reported that they feel
pressured by their schoolwork ‘a lot” increased from 25% to 40% between the 2014 and 2018
iterations of the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) repeated cross-sectional
studies, while the proportion who reported that they like school ‘a lot” decreased from 18% to
10% during this time period* (Brookes et al., 2015, 2020). There was also a decline in how happy
11-15-year-old students in England reported feeling with both school and their schoolwork

between 2014-5 and 2017-8 (Children’s Society, 2020). While it is not possible to determine

2 In the 2014 iteration of the HBSC study, 19% of 816 15-year-old boys and 41% of 15-year-old 792 gitls reported
that they feel pressured by their schoolwork ‘a lot” (Brooks et al., 2015); in the 2018 iteration, 30% of 431 15-year-old
boys and 50% of 427 15-year-old gitls reported this (Brooks et al., 2020). Furthermore, in the 2014 iteration of the
HBSC study, 21% of 816 15-year-old boys and 15% of 15-year-old 792 girls reported that they like school ‘a lot’
(Brooks et al., 2015); in the 2018 iteration, 12% of 431 15-year-old boys and 9% of 15-year-old 427 gitls reported this

(Brooks et al., 2020).
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whether these trends would have continued in the absence of the disruption and discomfort caused

by the Covid-19 pandemic at this point in time, they do suggest that the reforms to educational

curricula and assessment in England may have led to an increase in the proportion of students

experiencing a high degree of academic pressure or stress since 2015. Nevertheless, caution is

needed when interpreting these trends because they are not based solely on the experiences of A-

level students, but secondary school students in general. However, in an online poll of 300 teachers

by the National Union of Teachers (NEU) in 2019, 55% reported that they thought that changes

to A-level curricula and assessments had caused a worsening of student mental health (NEU,

2019).

In contrast to the idea that the introduction of linear assessments has led to an increase in

the amount of academic pressure that A-level students experience, I encountered several teachers

during the initial stages of this research who suggested that because A-level students ‘only’ sit mock

examinations in Year 12, they ‘don’t have much to worry about’ and now experience less stress as

a result. Developing a better understanding of A-level students’ contemporary experiences will,

therefore, be the focus of this research. Before turning to prior research on A-level students’

experiences of post-16 education — and specifying the research questions that this thesis will

address —in Chapter 2, however, I will briefly discuss adolescent mental health, stress and coping,.

1.4 Mental health

For the purpose of this thesis, mental health will be defined as:
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a state of well-being in which [people can realise their] potential, can cope

with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and

[are able to contribute to their] community (World Health Organisation

[WHO], 2018, p. 7)
This definition priorities a dimensional conceptualisation of mental health in which it is assumed
that symptoms of mental ill-health exist on a continuum or spectrum, and only become a problem

when they so become disabling, distressing or disruptive that they prevent people from functioning

or flourishing.

1.5 Adolescence

Put simply, adolescence is a developmental period of life that begins with the onset of puberty and
ends with the adoption of adult social roles and independent behaviour (Coleman, 2012). In this
sense, adolescence can be thought to begin with physiological change and end with social and
behavioural change. It has long been suggested that adolescence spans the ages of 10-19-years-old
(WHO, 2021), although with puberty beginning earlier and many major social milestones, such as
completing education, securing employment and getting married, happening later in most middle-
and high-income countries, it has been argued that adolescence typically is changing in shape and
length — and should be considered to last until 24-years-old (Sawyer et al., 2018). Regardless of
which timeframe is chosen, however, 16-19-year-old A-level students — who are the focus of this
thesis — can be thought of as adolescents. In being a period of life that is charactered by

physiological, social and behavioural change, adolescence presents a plethora of challenges and
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opportunities. Thus, it is critical to listen to, and support, adolescents, because their experiences
have major implications for their development and health, both during adolescence and later life
(Sawyer et al., 2012). Furthermore, it is important to continue updating our understanding of how
adolescence is experienced because it will differ, to some extent, between generations, depending

on a range of cultural, social and economic factors.

1.6 Adolescent mental health

There is strong evidence to suggest that most mental health difficulties begin during adolescence
and young adulthood (Solmi et al., 2021; also see, Kessler et al., 2005; Kim-Cohen et al., 2003).
For instance, in a nationally representative longitudinal study involving 980 participants in New
Zealand, it was found that approximately three quarters (75% - 77%) of the participants who met
the criteria for being diagnosed with a depression- or anxiety-related disorder by the age of 26-
years-old had first done so by the age of 18-years-old (Kim-Cohen et al., 2003). Additionally, a
recent meta-analysis of 192 nationally representative studies involving a combined total of 708,561
participants found that, worldwide, half (48%) of mental disorders begin before the age of 18-
years-old; two thirds (63%) begin before the age of 25-years-old; and that the median age of onset
for depression- and anxiety-related disorders is 30- and 17-years-old, respectively (Solmi et al.,
2021). While caution is needed when extrapolating from these findings, because social and cultural
factors influence mental health-related outcomes (for example, Campbell et al., 2021), they
nevertheless underscore the criticality of promoting good mental health during adolescence and
periods of transition.
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There is evidence to suggest that, in the UK, there has been an increase the proportion of
adolescents experiencing mental ill-health in recent decades (Vizard et al., 2018; also see, Collishaw
et al., 2010; Fink et al., 2015; Lessof et al., 2016; Patalay & Gage, 2019; Pitchforth et al., 2019;
Sweeting et al., 2009; Wright et al., 2020). While there is debate to whether this increase represents
a ‘crisis’ (Foulkes, 2021), it is clear that this trend is in the wrong direction. It is also clear that
teenage girls are more likely to experience mental ill-health than teenage boys (Vizard et al., 2018;
also see, Campbell et al., 2021; Collishaw et al., 2010; Deighton et al., 2019; Fink et al., 2015; Patalay
& Fitzsimons, 2021; Sweeting et al., 2009; Wright et al., 2020). For instance, in a study that was
conducted in the north of England in 2018, in which 6,328 12-16-year-olds were asked to complete
the 25-item Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997), it was found that a
third (32%) of the female participants exceeded the cut-off for experiencing high emotional
difficulties in contrast to a tenth (11%) of their male counterparts (Wright et al., 2020). In addition,
in a nationally representative survey that was conducted in England in 2017, in which information
about 7,654 5-19-year-olds was gathered via interviews, it was found that a fifth (22%) of the 17-
19-year-old female participants had an emotional disorder — related to depression or anxiety, for

example — in contrast to a tenth (8%) the male participants of the same age (Vizard et al., 2018).

15



Figure 3: Percentage of 5-19-year-olds with an emotional disorder in England in 2017 by age and gender.

Percentage

5-10-year-olds 11-16-year-olds 17-19-year-olds
[ Male [} Female

Sonrce: Vizard et al., (2018)

Notes: 5-10-year-olds # = 3,597; 11-16-year-olds #» = 3,121; 17-19-year-olds » = 936. Caution is need when comparing

the age groups because of the different data collection methods that were used (Vizard et al., 2018).

Consistent with the finding that teenage girls are more likely to experience mental ill-health than
boys, in a nationally representative survey that was conducted in the UK in 2018-19, in which
10,103 17-year-old adolescents were asked to complete the six-item K6 (Kessler et al., 2010), it
was found that a fifth (229%) of the female participants exceeded the cut-off for experiencing high
psychological distress in contrast to a tenth (10%) of their male counterparts (Patalay & Fitzsimon,
2021). The researchers also found that a quarter (28%) of the female participants had self-harmed
— by burning, pinching or stabling themselves, for example — and that a tenth (11%) had attempted

to commit suicide. In comparison, a fifth (20%) and a twentieth (4%) of male participants had self-
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harm or attempted to commit suicide, respectively. The researchers argue that these findings
underscore the ‘urgent’ need for greater mental health-related support this generation, many of

whom will study A-levels (DfE, 2021a).

Interestingly, the increase the proportion of adolescents experiencing mental ill-health has
been accompanied by a decrease in the proportion engaging in ant-social or risky health-related
behaviours, such as drinking alcohol or smoking cannabis (Patalay & Gage, 2019; Hagell, 2021).
This begs the question of what is causing an increase in the proportion of adolescents experiencing
mental ill-health, because these behaviours have previously been thought of as key contributors
towards its onset or intensification. It has been argued that a potential, partial explanation for the
increase in the proportion of adolescents experiencing mental ill-health could be that, because
students in rich, increasingly knowledge-based economics, are becoming more conscious of how
dependent their occupational prospects are on their educational performance, this causes them to
experience greater academic pressure and, as a result, stress-induced symptoms of mental ill-health
(West & Sweeting, 2003). There is evidence to support this argument (Hogberg, 2021; Sweeting et
al., 2010), suggesting that offering greater or better tailored support to students during later stages
of education, aimed at helping them to minimise or manage experiences of stress that arise from
encountering academic pressure, could aid their mental health. Furthermore, it has been suggested
that female students, in particular, may find such support especially beneficial because they are
more vulnerable to experiencing stress, academic pressure and mental ill-health than their male

counterparts (Hogberg et al., 2020; also see, Anniko et al., 2019; Cosma et al., 2020). It has been
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suggested that girls may be more vulnerable to experiencing education-related stress because of
gender-based societal expectations of them to perform well academically (Wilhsson et al., 2017).
It has also been suggested that girls may be more vulnerable to experiencing education-related
stress because of how acutely conscious they are of the potential for their educational qualifications
to act as an important buffer against gender inequalities in the labour market, which make
performing well academically the more important for their occupational prospects (Hogberg et al.,
2020). Regardless of what explanation is accepted, it seems that female students may benefit from
greater support, especially during later stages of education (Anniko et al., 2019; also see, Cosma et

al., 2020; Sweeting et al., 2010).

Supporting the suggestion that female students, in particular, may benefit from greater
support during later stages of education, in a repeated cross-sectional study involving a random
sample of 1,128 adolescents and young adults aged 16-24-years-old in England, it was found that
the proportion of female students experiencing a common mental disorder — related to depression
or anxiety, for example — increased from a fifth (18%) in 2007 to two thirds (36%) in 2014, but
that this was not the case for their non-student or male counterparts (McManus & Gunnel, 2020).
Caution is needed when interpreting this finding because just 103 and 122 students took part in
this research in 2007 and 2014, respectively. Furthermore, the researchers did not distinguish
between students according to what stage of education they were in, meaning that it is not possible
to discern between those in post-16 versus higher education. Understanding when mental health

problems are first experienced is important, however, so that support can be directed towards
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those who need it most and preventive interventions can be targeted efficaciously. Indeed, in a
cross-national survey of 4,880 18-22-year-old students, it was found that four fifths (80%) of those
who had experienced a mental disorder during higher education had first begun doing so prior to
entering it (Auerbach et al., 20106). This highlights the importance of promoting good mental health
among students before they enter, as well as during, higher education. Prior to discussing literature
on students’ experiences of education-related stress in greater depth, I will briefly discuss student
mental health in higher education and explain why it is that providing better support to A-level

students before they enter higher education may benefit their long-term mental health.

1.6 Student mental health in higher education

Even before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, there was widespread concern about the mental
health of students in higher education (for example, Ansari et al., 2011; Macaskill, 2012; Stewart-
Brown et al., 2000), while the proportion of UK-domiciled students who have disclosed that they
are experiencing a mental health problem increased from 1% to 4% between 2010-11 and 2018-
19 in England (Hubble & Bolton, 2020). Furthermore, in a survey of 37,654 primarily 18-22-year-
old students in higher education in 2018, it was found that a tenth of the self-selecting participants
had been diagnosed with depression- (8%) or anxiety-related (10%) disorder; two fifths (43%)
often felt anxious or worried; half (50%) had thought about self-harming; and that, although a
third (34%) of the participants reported that they had experienced a psychological difficulties for
which they felt that they needed professional help, only a fifth (21%) had sought mental health-
related support (Pereira et al., 2019). Consistent with prior research (for example, Vizard et al.,
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2018), female participants were significantly more likely than their male counterparts to report that

they experienced mental ill-health. It is important to note, however, that female students are

significantly less likely to commit suicide than their male students (ONS, 2018; Rodway et al., 2016,

2020), suggesting that they may be more likely to disclose, as well as seek support for, experiences

of psychological distress.

There are several reasons why students in higher education may experience mental ill-

health. Students in higher education often live independently for the first time and face new social

and financial pressures, for example (Duffy et al., 2019). It has also been suggested, however, that

the experiences of stress that can arise from the academic demands of higher education may also

contribute towards the development of mental ill-health, especially among students who struggle

to engage in independent, self-directed learning (for example, Pollard et al., 2021). Supporting the

suggestion that the academic demands of higher education may act as a significant source of stress

for some students, during an in-depth interview-based study involving 23 undergraduates in the

north of England, the participants reported that they often experienced anxieties about their

academic performance (Macaskill, 2018). Furthermore, in a survey of 1,650 primarily 18-21-year-

old students in further and higher education that was conducted by National Union of Students in

2013, two thirds (65%) of the participants reported that managing their workload caused them to

experience at least some symptoms of distress (McGuire et al., 2013). Moreover, in a survey of 627

18-24-year-old students in higher education in 2016, four fifths (77%) of the participants cited

academic demands among their main sources of stress; this was also the most widely cited source
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of stress, ahead of concerns about their labour market prospects, family and friends, which were
cited by two fifths (41%), a third (35%) and a quarter (27%) of the participants, respectively
(YouGov, 2016). It is also notable that one third (33%) of the participants reported that they
sometimes experience stress to such an extent that it prevents them from being able to function
normally and that a fifth (20%) considered fear to be a very prevalent aspect of their life. However,
it is not possible to determine what these participants, in particular, cited as their most frequent or
intense sources of stress because of how the data was collected and is presented. Nevertheless,
these findings suggest that experiencing academic pressure during higher education may aggravate

or contribute towards the development of mental ill-health.

1.7 ‘Prevention is better than cure’

Evidence that academic demands are a common source of stress for students in higher education
indicates that, in addition to there being a need for greater or more innovate mental health-related
support for students during higher education, there is also a need to provide better tailored support
to students during earlier stages of education as well. This could help to ensure that the academic
demands that are made of students during higher education remain commensurate with their ability
to cope. This is particularly important given that there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that many
students find the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels more difficult than the transition
from studying A-levels to higher education (for example, BBC, 2021). In addition, in a longitudinal
study involving 4,832 students in England in 2007-8, it was found that the participants’ scores for
psychological distress were significantly higher among the 16-17-year-olds who would later enter
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higher education in comparison to their counterparts (Lewis et al., 2021). The researchers suggest

that this could be because 16-17-year-olds who aspire to enter higher education may experience a

greater amount of academic pressure. In light of this, the researchers argue that there is a need to

provide students with additional support at the earlier stages of education in an effort to prevent

the onset or intensification of mental ill-health. Supporting this argument, it has long been

recognised that students who are unprepared for, and struggle to negotiate, the transition from

post-16 to higher education are at a greater risk of experiencing stress than their counterparts

(Robotham & Julian, 2000).

In light of the above, it is possible that if A-level students — many of whom enter higher

education — received better tailored, context-specific support, especially in relation to coping with

academic demands, their risk of experiencing a notable amount of stress during post-16 or higher

education could be attenuated. This, in turn, could help to reduce their risk of experiencing

symptoms of mental ill-health (Nash et al., 2021). If such support is to be provided, however, a

better understanding of how A-level students’ experience post-16 education, and what implication

this might have for their development, is needed.

1.8 Stress

Put simply, stress can be defined as a “relationship between the person and the environment that

is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her

well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). Importantly, what determines whether a potential
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source of stress is considered to be endangering to those encountering it is the extent to which it
is perceived to threaten their beliefs, values or commitments (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In other
words, if a potential source of stress it perceived to be a threat someone’s belief that they are safe,
on the one hand, or their commitment to goals or values that are important to them, on the other
hand, then it will be cause them to feel endangered. However, people’s perception of how able
they are to cope with the source(s) of stress confronting them moderates how stress-inducing they
find them. Thus, being incrementally exposed to a limited amount of stress, and benefiting from
the opportunity to learn how to cope with it successfully, can help children and adolescents to
become more resilient; that is, able to preserve in the face of, and bounce back from, adversity
(Rutter, 1985; also see, Seery et al., 2010). However, while experiencing a manageable, time-limited
amount of stress can be beneficial, experiencing a prolonged or intense amount of stress can
aggravate or contribute towards the development of ill-health (Compas et al., 1993; also see,
Blackburn et al., 2021; Thapar et al., 2012). Indeed, organisations such as the National Health
Service (NHS) in the UK and both the American Psychological Association (APA) and the
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) in the USA state that stress can lead to, or exacerbate,
symptoms of depression and anxiety (APA, 2019; NHS, 2020; NIMH, 2020). It is therefore critical
to ensure that the specific sources of stress that students are exposed to, and when, are both
understood and commensurate with their ability to cope. Developing a better understanding of
what causes A-level students to experience stress, and what could be done to help them cope with

it, may, therefore, benefit both their short- and long-term mental health.
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1.9 Coping

In short, coping can be defined as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to
manage specific external and internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the
resources of the person” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Coping strategies can be broadly
divided between problem- and emotion-focused strategies, whereby the former relates to directly
addressing sources of stress and the latter relates to lessening the emotional response that arises
from experiencing stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In education, these are sometimes referred

to as direct-action and palliative techniques, respectively (Kyriacou, 2003).

In general, problem-focused coping strategies are considered to be preferable to emotion-
focused strategies techniques because, if they are successful, they can minimise or eliminate the
problem at hand (Compas et al., 2001). In a study involving 354 13-15-year-old students in the
USA, for example, it was found that the participants who used problem-focused coping strategies
more often experienced higher life satisfaction, better academic performance and more positive
feelings about school (MacCann et al.,, 2012), while in a study involving 927 15-18-year-old
students in China, it was found that the participants who used of problem-focused coping
strategies more often experienced better mental health-related outcomes (Zhang et al., 2011). It is
also well-established that proactively using time management strategies is associated with better
mental health and performance-related outcomes (Aeon et al., 2021). In contrast, while adopting
time-limited and purposeful emotion-focused coping strategies, such as exercising or relaxing, may

attenuate the emotional response that arises from experiencing stress, exclusively or primarily using
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these coping strategies can lead to the experience of stress being prolonged or intensified because
the stressor(s) continue to exist (Kyriacou, 2003). Furthermore, it is well-established that children
and adolescents who attempt to cope by avoiding or withdrawing from sources of stress tend
experience poorer mental health-related outcomes (Sieffge-Krenke & Klessinger, 2000; also see

Cicognani, 2011; Eppelmann et al., 2010).

Currently, it is unclear how students cope with experiences of stress that arise from
studying A-levels and what implications these have for their mental health. Indeed, adolescent
coping is an under-researched topic in the UK (Stapley et al., 2020). Furthermore, given that coping
strategies rarely fit discreetly into broad categories because they are complex, multi-dimensional
and context-dependent (Compas et al., 2001), continuing to update our understanding of how
adolescents cope with demands that are specific to particular situations or stages of education is
critical (Stapley et al., 2020; Suldo et al., 2008, 2015). Thus, developing a better insight into how
students cope with the demands of studying A-levels, and what implications this has for their
mental health, will help to paint a clearer picture of how A-level students currently experience
post-16 education and what could be done to better support them. Indeed, such an insight could
provide in an insight into what coping strategies ought to be encouraged and discouraged, as well
as what coping strategies pastoral care teams or senior mental health leads ought to be alert to
when attempting to identify students who may be experiencing mental ill-health or a high degree

of stress.
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1.10 Academic pressure: a ‘serious potential risk’

Education-related stress is both widely experienced by students and can be motivating (Kyriacou,
2003), but for some students, it can be overwhelming and detrimental to their health and
performance (Denscombe, 2000; also see, Chamberlain et al, 2011; Finch et al, 2010).
Concerningly, ‘Problems with school or education” was the eighth most common reason for
contacting the support line Childline in 2018-19 (NSPCC, 2019b). For 16-18-year-olds, it was
seventh most common reason for contacting them, ahead of concerns about friendships, body
image and bullying. This highlights that, for some students, education-related stress can be

particularly distressing.

Pointing towards the potential for academic pressure to aggravate or contribute towards
the development of mental ill-health, in a study conducted in England, it was found that over a
sixteen-month period between January 2014 and April 2015, approximately half (51%) of the 69
students aged 11-19-years-old who had committed suicide had been recorded as experiencing
academic pressure at some point in their life (Rodway et al,, 2016). It was also found that
approximately two fifths (36%) had been recorded as experiencing academic pressure specifically
during the three months before their death. Examples of academic pressure included: experiencing
difficulties with academic work; facing current or impending examinations or examination results;
and a “(perceived) failure to meet own, teacher, or parental expectations” (Rodway et al., 2016, p.
754). Additionally, of those who had been facing impending examinations or examination results,

approximately half (55%) had been recorded as experiencing examination-related stress at the time
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of their death; a fifth (20%) had committed suicide on the day of an examination or the following

day.

The researchers point out that a complicated pattern of adversities occurred before the
students committed suicide. Other adversities included, for example, being abused or bullied,
experiencing a bereavement and having a long-standing physical health problem, such as acne and
asthma. While none of the adversities — including academic pressure — were considered to have
caused the students to have committed suicide, they were all considered by coroners or in official
investigations to have been relevant to their deaths. Consequently, the findings highlight the
circumstances that commonly precede adolescent suicide, as well as the ‘serious potential risk’ that
experiencing academic pressure can pose to adolescent mental health when it is experienced
alongside — or after — other adversities (Rodway et al., 2016, p. 758). In turn, while suicide is rare,
these findings highlight the importance of viewing academic pressure as a potential risk factor in
the development of mental ill-health. Indeed, if experiencing academic pressure can contribute
towards the likelihood of students committing suicide, it must also be able to aggravate or
contribute towards the development of mental health difficulties in general. Thus, developing a
better understanding of how to provide context-specific support to A-level students could feed
into a broader attempt to create a long-term framework that is aimed at supporting adolescent

development and preventing the onset of mental ill-health.
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1.11 Education: a widespread source of stress

The UK Government has identified schools as being ideally positioned to identify and support
students experiencing mental ill-health (DoH & DfE, 2017; DHSC & DfE, 2018); has recently
published guidance on how to promote good mental health in schools and colleges (Public Health
England & DfE, 2021); and has invested in an additional £9.5 million in training senior mental
health leads, with a view to offering such training to all schools by 2025 (DfE, 2021b). While this
is welcome, it has also been suggested that the emphasis that the UK Government places on
students’ performance in examinations may itself be harming adolescent mental health (Hutchings,

2015; also see, Gunnell et al., 2018; Rodway et al., 2020).

Studies conducted in the UK have long found that adolescents tend to cite concerns about
their schoolwork or examinations among their main sources of concern (Gallagher & Millar, 1998;
also see, Cairns & Lloyd, 2005; Denscombe, 2000). In a cross-sectional study conducted in the
mid-nineteen-nineties in Northern Ireland, for example, when 3,812 13-18-year-old adolescents
were asked to complete the 138-item Things I Worry About Scale (Millar et al., 1993), it was found
that ‘Academic schoolwork’ was rated highest by both male and female participants across the
entire age range (Gallagher & Millar, 1998). It is notable that the study also found that female
participants worried significantly more than their male counterparts about ‘Academic schoolwork’,
as well as ‘Choosing a job / college course’, ‘Obtaining a job / course’ and ‘Starting a job / course’.

This is consistent with research that indicates that girls are generally more prone than boys to
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worrying about their schoolwork and long-term educational and occupational prospects (West &

Sweeting, 2003; also see, Denscombe, 2000; Frydenberg & Lewis, 1990).

In another cross-sectional study conducted in Northern Ireland approximately a decade
later, when 824 16-year-olds were asked the open-ended question: “What makes you stressed?’,
‘School work and examinations’ was the most frequently referred to first-named stressor and was
cited as by most (69%) of the participants (Cairns & Lloyd, 2005). Furthermore, when the
participants were asked to rate on a five-point scale from ‘Never’ to “Very often’ how often they
felt pressured by their schoolwork, three quarters (75%) of the participants reported that they feel
pressured by their schoolwork at least ‘Sometimes’; approximately a quarter (26%) reported that
they feel pressured by their schoolwork ‘Often’ (21%) or ‘Very often’ (5%). Female participants
studying at academically selective grammar schools were also notably more likely than male
participants, as well as their female counterparts studying at non-selective comprehensive schools,
to report that they felt pressured by their schoolwork ‘Often’ or ‘Very often’. Importantly, the
researchers also found that both male and female participants who reported that they felt pressured
by their schoolwork ‘Often’ or “Very often’ had higher scores for psychological distress, although
no results are presented to depict the strength or significance of the difference(s) between their
scores. Nevertheless, these findings support the suggestion that students who feel pressured by

their schoolwork are more likely to experience mental ill-health.

The tendency for adolescents to cite concerns about their academic performance among

their main sources of stress has also been found in studies conducted outside the UK (Anniko et
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al., 2019; also see, Byrne et al., 2007; de Anda et al., 2000; Ertanir et al., 2021; Hui, 2000; Lin &
Yusoff, 2013; Sotari & Watson, 2019). In a cross-national study conducted in Greece, Germany
and Switzerland, for example, when 1,071 12-15-year-olds were asked to indicate how stressful a
range of potential stressors had been for them over the previous six months on the 27-item
Shortened Version of the Adolescent Stress Questionnaire (ASQ-S; Anniko et al., 2018), ‘Stress of
school performance’ obtained the highest mean score for Greek and German participants, and the
second highest mean score for Swiss participants (behind ‘Stress of future uncertainty’; Ertanir et
al., 2021). Indeed, ‘Stress of school pressure’ was considered to be more stressful than social
pressures such as ‘Stress of home life’, ‘Stress of peer pressure’ and ‘Stress of romantic
relationships’. It is also worth noting that, in a study conducted in New Zealand involving 1,601
13-19-year-old adolescents, ‘Stress of school performance’, ‘Stress of future uncertainty’ and
Stress of school-life conflict’ obtained the highest mean scores (Sotari & Watson, 2019).
Furthermore, in a longitudinal study conducted in Sweden, when 1,137 12-years-olds were asked
to complete the ASQ-S annually for three years (i.e. until the age of 15-years-old), ‘Stress of school
performance’ obtained the highest mean score for both male and female participants at all three
timepoints (Anniko et al., 2019). It was also found that experiences of stress emanating from
school-related pressures increased from eatly- to mid-adolescence, especially for girls. Crucially,
what these findings suggest is that context-specific support aimed at helping students to minimise
or manage experiences of stress that arise from academic demands or pressure is particularly
important for older teenagers and could help to prevent the onset of stress-induced or -related

mental ill-health. These findings also indicate that helping students to improve their performance
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may lead to a reduction in the amount of stress that they experience. Supporting this line of

argument, research conducted with GCSE students in England has found that those who do not

feel confident about their ability to perform well in examinations are the more likely to experience

them as stress-inducing (Putwain, 2009, 2011).

In response to a questionnaire circulated by the Children’s Commissioner for England at

the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, for example, when approximately 2,000 8-17-year-olds

were asked what made the most stressed, two thirds (66%) stated homework or examinations

(Gombert-Waldron, 2020). Caution is needed when interpreting this finding because few details

about the data collection and analysis processes are provided. Nevertheless, there has long been

evidence that, in England, students find their schoolwork and examinations stress-inducing. For

example, in a study conducted in England in the late nineteen-nineties, when 1,648 15-16-year-old

students were asked to rate on a five-point scale from ‘Not likely’ to “Very Likely’ how likely they

considered it to be the case that their health would be affected by twelve potential hazards, such

as ‘Alcohol’, ‘Cancer’ and ‘Pollution’, ‘Mental stress’ was rated highest by girls and fourth highest

by boys (Denscombe, 2000). Importantly, the participants identified their GCSE examinations as

their main source of stress during subsequent focus group discussions and paired interviews —

which involved sub-samples of 123 and 20 students, respectively — because of the pivotal

implications that their results were perceived to have for their post-16 educational and

occupational prospects, as well as their sense ‘personal worth’ in relation to their peers. Indeed, it

was found the participants considered their GCSE examination results to provide, in the language
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of the researcher, an ‘objective’, ‘standardised’” and ‘universal’ measure of both their intelligence

and adults prospects, which they expected to be used as a public point of comparison with other

students. In light of the participants’ perceptions that their GCSE examinations represented “a

¢rucial juncture or turning point that would significantly influence their future” (Denscombe, 2000,

p. 370, emphasis added), they experienced a lot of pressure to perform well and experienced stress

as a result. Accentuating their experiences of stress, the participants also referred to their teachers

“cajoling and pushing, reminding and pressuring them” (Denscombe, 2000, p. 364), and therefore

acting as ‘stress amplifiers’. Importantly, however, the participants considered the degree of

pressure from their teachers imposed on them to be ‘largely unnecessary’ because of how intensely

they already wanted to perform well. Thus, the researcher concluded that stress is experienced by

all GCSE students and that it should be taken seriously by adults rather than ignored, dismissed

or trivialised.

Subsequent research has demonstrated that students can vary dramatically in how stress or

anxiety-inducing they find examinations. Indeed, factors such as how confident students feel about

their ability to perform to a personally satisfactory standard, as well as whether they are worried

about how important others will judge their performance, influence this (Putwain, 2009, 2011; also

see Banks & Smyth, 2015; Laftman et al., 2013). It is therefore critical to acknowledge that while

academic pressure and education-related stress may be experienced by all students, it is not

experienced equally, and that it is important to take into consideration differences in how students

appraise, and cope with, academic demands.
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1.12 Education-related stress in high-performing students

Supporting the suggestion that context-specific for distinct sub-groups of adolescents is needed
(Gunnel et al., 2018), several studies have found that even high performing students can experience
a lot of education-related stress (Suldo et al., 2008; also see, Chamberlain et al., 2011; Banks &
Smyth, 2015; Finch et al., 2010; Laftman et al., 2013). In a study conducted in the USA involving
307 14-19-year-old students, for example, it was found that the participants who studied for an
International Baccalaureate — a challenging qualification that is broadly equivalent to A-levels —
experienced a greater amount of stress than, and poorer mental health-related outcomes to, their
counterparts on less demanding courses (Suldo et al., 2008). This suggests that, as I will discuss in
greater depth in Chapter 2, A-level students may be particularly prone to experiencing stress, even

when they are performing to a high standard.

1.13 Covid-19 pandemic

The second half of this thesis was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, when — for much of
the time — A-level students were learning online and from home. While the focus of this thesis
remained on A-level students experiences of post-16 education in general, their experiences were
clearly influenced the Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, this thesis will offer an additional contribution to
our understanding how this period was experienced by students, as well as what type(s) of support

ought to be prioritised for students during future pandemics.

Importantly, it has been found that there was an increase the proportion of adolescents

experiencing mental ill-health during the first sixth months of the Covid-19 pandemic (Vizard et
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al., 2020). It has also been found that students in Years 12 and 13, many of whom will have been
studying A-levels (DfE, 2021a), experienced lower life satisfaction and poorer well-being than their
younger counterparts during the first lockdown, and that they were also more likely to report that
it had a negatively impacted their happiness (Mansfield et al., 2020). On top of this, it has been
found that teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic was particularly challenging for teachers (Kim
et al., 2021), and that while some students welcomed the relief from the normal pressures of life
during the first lockdown, at least initially, many experienced stress, frustration and loneliness, and
missed both their friends and face-to-face teaching, especially as time progressed (Ashworth et al,,
2021; Demkowicz et al., 2020). This thesis will, therefore, provide an additional insight into how
students experiences were impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic in both summer 2020 and February

2021.

1.14 Summary

In summary, this research is being conducted within a particular, situated context; namely, at a
time when there are mounting concerns about adolescent mental health, especially among older
teenage girls (Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2021; Vizard et al., 2018; Wright et al., 2020), and calls for a
long-term framework aimed at providing context-specific support to students during each stage of
education (Gunnel et al., 2018). Additionally, this research is also being conducted at a time when
11in 2 (49%) 16-17-year-olds enter a college- (11%) or school-based (38%) sixth form (DfE, 2019),
and two in five (40%) 16-17-year-olds study A-levels (DfE, 2021a). Furthermore, this research is

also being conducted at a time when A-level students are required to undergo terminal, rather than
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modular, assessments, and there are widespread concerns about the amount of education-related
stress that students are experiencing (Hutchings, 2015). This research is also being conducted from
a particular position, in the sense that it is being conducted in the belief that it is important to
support students during each stage of education and that gaps in our understanding of how best

to this ought to be addressed.

Generating a better understanding of students’ experiences of studying A-levels will
contribute towards our understanding of how to establish a long-term framework aimed at
providing students with context-specific support during each stage of education. In the next
chapter (Chapter 2), I will critically discuss prior research that has focused on A-level students’
experiences of post-16 education, before stipulating the research questions that I constructed —
and addressed — in light of the scarce and sometimes conflicting literature on this topic. In Chapter
3, I will provide an overview of the qualitative and quantitative research methods that I used to
answer the research questions that I developed; I will also discuss how these methods were adapted
in light of the disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. In the subsequent chapters (Chapters
4, 5 and 6), I will present and critically reflect on the findings, before considering their implications

for educational practice, policy and research at greater length in the final chapter (Chapter 7).
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Chapter 2 — Narrative Review

Importantly, although several researchers have described A-level students’ experiences of post-16
education in the UK as ‘under-researched’ (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011, p. 120; Nash et al.,
2021, p. 153), few have critically engaged with prior research on this topic. This means that a “full
picture’ of what is and is not known about how A-level students typically experience post-16
education in the UK has not been captured (Hagell et al., 2012). In light of this oversight, the
purpose of this chapter will be to present an appreciative but critical review of the literature A-
level students’ experiences of post-16 education in the UK’. On the basis of this review, I will
argue that although prior research on this topic is scarce and conflicting, it indicates that studying
A-levels can be both enjoyable and rewarding, on the one hand, as well as particularly challenging
and stressful, on the other. I will argue that A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education in
the UK are, therefore, worthy of greater research. I will conclude this chapter by stipulating the
research questions that the remainder of this thesis will be dedicated to answering in an effort to
clarify and enhance our understanding of how this stage of education is experienced — and what

could be done to provide A-level students in the UK with greater context-specific support.

2.1 Students’ experiences of studying A-level: a potential source of stress

In the UK, studying A-levels was first identified as a potentially stressful experience approximately

half a century ago (Dobson, 1980). Dobson (1980) conducted a questionnaire in the north of

3 1 stopped searching for literature on this topic 15 December 2021.
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England which asked 223 A-level students to rate on a four-point scale (1 = ‘No stress at all’; 4 =
‘Extreme stress’) how stressful 50 potential sources of sixth form-related stress (i.e. stressors) had
caused them (over what time period, it is unclear). To determine an overall score for the
participants’ experience of self-reported ‘student stress’, the participants were also asked to rate on
the same four-point scale: “To what extent, both inside and outside of school, do you feel that
there is a certain amount of stress attached to being a student following a course leading to a public
examination?’; it was communicated to the participants that stress should be thought of in this
context as ‘negative effects’. In response to this question, Dobson (1980) found that approximately
two thirds (66%) of the participants reported experiencing either ‘A lot of stress’ (53%) or
‘Extreme stress’ (13%); in contrast, approximately a twentieth (4%) reported experiencing ‘No

stress at all’.

In terms of the 50 sixth form-related stressors, it was found that the sources of sixth form-
related stress that obtained the highest mean scores included ‘Examination pressures’, ‘Difficulties
understanding academic work’, ‘Lack of concentration at home when studying’, ‘Difficulties
keeping up with academic work’ and ‘Examination syllabuses are too demanding in some subjects’.
Furthermore, it was found that there was a significant, moderate positive correlation between
participants’ scores for these items and their scores for self-reported student stress. In addition, it
was found that there was a significant, moderate positive correlation between participants’ scores
for ‘Examination pressure’ and their scores for approximately half (52%) of the other sources of

sixth form-related stress. These included, for example: ‘Consequences of letting parents down’;
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‘Worry about ultimate future career’; ‘Difficulties keeping up with academic work’; ‘Examination
syllabuses are too demanding in some subjects’; “‘When friends repeatedly get higher marks for
written exercises’; and “Too much homework to do each evening’. At the time of publication, these
findings suggested that a majority of A-level students in England may have been experiencing a
high degree of stress, and that, as a consequence, A-level students constitute a specific sub-group
of adolescents deserving of greater attention and context-specific support. Indeed, the findings
suggest that — even half a century ago — studying A-levels may have been a particularly challenging
experience, and that the more challenging students found studying them, the more likely they were
to experience stress during the approach to examinations. Yet since the publication of these
findings, little research focused specifically on A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education
in the UK has been published; that is, with the exception of a handful of recent studies conducted
in England (Brown, 2021; Chamberlain et al., 2011; Dueker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al.,
2011; Nash et al., 2021; Powell, 2017), and one in Northern Ireland (Finch et al., 2010). I will now
turn to these studies and critically discuss what they do (and do not) reveal about A-level students’

experience of post-16 education.

2.2 Negotiating the transition from studying GCSEs to A-Levels: a challenge

It has long been recognised that transitions from one stage of education can be challenging
experience for some students; indeed, they can be regarded as ‘flash points’ which “represent times
when cracks in the [educational] system might be particularly obvious, and when vulnerabilities

can be amplified” (Hagell et al., 2012, p. 94). While a lot of research has focused on the transition
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from primary to secondary education, as well as the transition from post-16 to higher education,
little research has focused on the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels (Hagell et al., 2012).

In 2014, an anonymous A-level student posted on the Childline website:

I knew A Levels were going to be a lot harder than GCSES and i knew that i would have to put a
lot more effort in if i wanted to succeed. Even after only a month of being at sixth form i feel completely
overwhelmed with the workload and ive completely lost interest in it all. I havent done any independent
studying like they go on at us to do and i barely make any effort with the ridiculons amount of
homework they give us, and this is only the start of the year! Everytime i look at all the work ive
gotta do 7 just sit and cry about it, i dont have the motivation to do it all even though i know i should.
I feel like im the only one that feels this way since everyone else in my classes seem to manage, and this
always mafkes me think that if i can't handle this how am i supposed to handle anything else later on
in life? i feel completely unsuitable for life and like inr one huge failure and it frustrates me because
im aware that im not even trying to succeed, Im trapped in this nightmare since i have to stay in full
time education, i have no idea what else i want to do, nothing else interests me and i have no talents
to speak of. 1 know im purposely making it worse for myself but i just can't get out of the mindset
that i cant do it and for some stupid reason i dont even want to do it and a part of me doesnt want
help or to be told how to handle sixth form or that i have to get through sixth form..... i dont

understand whats going on with me? all i know is that im all over the place (Childline, 2014)

Here, it is clear that this A-level student has found the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels

particularly difficult and is confused and overwhelmed. It has also been reported that, when
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reflecting on their experiences of studying A-levels, recent A-level students commented that they
had expected that, because had found studying GCSEs ‘quite easy’, they expected studying A-
levels to be fjust as easy’ and, as a consequence, were surprised by how difficult studying it is (BBC,
2021). Several recent studies have also found evidence that students find studying A-levels
particularly challenging in comparison to GCSEs (Brown, 2021; Dueker, 2014; Hernandez-
Martinez et al., 2011; Powell, 2017; Nash et al., 2021); I will now discuss two of these, before

turning to the other studies at later stages of this chapter.

First, in a semi-structured interview-based study conducted in the West Midlands of
England involving six Year 12 A-level students, Powell (2017) found that although the participants
had expected studying A-levels to be easier and less demanding than studying GCSEs because it
involves studying fewer subjects, they found studying A-levels substantially more difficult. One
participant, for example, described their initial experience of studying A-levels as ‘a massive step
up’ and ust so intense’, while another described it as ‘overwhelming’ and ‘a massive change’
(Powell, 2017, p. 84). Specifically, the participants reflected on how they had been surprised by the
increased scale of their workload and the fast(er) pace at which they were expected to learn; they
reported that this had made it notably more difficult for them to remain organised. Illustrating
this, one participant compared studying A-levels to ‘having to run onto the treadmill when it’s
already running’, while another likened it to ‘being on a hamster wheel” (Powell, 2017, p. 85). This
language suggests that studying A-levels can feel like an arduous or relentless experience, at least
at times. In an attempt to better position themselves to cope with the demands of studying A-

levels, two of the participants decided to stop studying (‘drop’) one of their subjects within their
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first term in order to focus more of their time and energy on studying their other, more important

subjects. Unfortunately, however, one of the participants also reported that dropping a subject

made them feel ‘a little bad’, ‘a bit stupid’ and ‘not as normal as everyone else’ (Powell, 2017, p.

86). This is particularly important to consider in light of research that has demonstrated that

adolescents are acutely conscious of - and anxious about - social comparisons with their peers

(Foulkes & Blakemore, 2016; Denscombe, 2000), because it could mean that dropping subjects in

an effort to cope could itself become a source of shame and embarrassment — rather than a ‘quick

fix’ — for A-level students.

Compounding the difficulties experienced by the participants during their transition from

studying GCSEs to A-levels were high expectations from their teachers, parents and themselves;

the latter being partly due to comparisons that the participants made between their performance

and that of their peers and siblings. This made them feel pressured to perform well despite the

challenges that they were experiencing, and therefore acted as a “source of stress” (Powell, 2017,

p. 111). Furthermore, the participants reported that they felt as though they were simultaneously

provided with less direction and expected to already understand how to adapt to the demands of

studying A-levels. Yet during the initial stages of studying A-levels, the participants often felt

unsure of, and anxious about, what was expected of them; one participant commented on how

this made them feel self-conscious and ‘stupid’, while another commented that it made them feel

‘a bit lost” (Powell, 2017, p. 87). Moreover, the participants who had performed well in their

GCSEs, in particular, considered their teachers’ expectations to be disproportionate to their
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abilities and commented that it made them feel ‘quite horrible’ or ‘sort of guilty’ when they

struggled to meet them (Powell, 2017, p. 87-88).

In addition to acclimatising to the increased quantity of content and the fast(er) pace at

which they were expected to learn, as well as feeling simultaneously pressured to perform well and

unsure of how to adapt to the demands of studying A-levels, the participants also reported that

they found the need to accept much more personal responsibility for managing their time and

remaining organised both surprising and challenging. One participant commented, for example,

that ‘a lot more time management’s needed, even though I'm taking less subjects’, while another

commented that ‘you sort of always have to check over your work, which I think is why at sixth

form you feel so pressured because it’s not like you have a set schedule’ (Powell, 2017, p. 92). For

the participants, the large(r) amount of effort that they had to direct towards managing their time

and remaining organised was surprising because they expected studying A-levels to be easier and

less demanding than GCSEs on the basis that it involves studying fewer subjects, as well as because

they had expected their teachers to provide greater structure and direction. In addition, the

participants found the amount of effort that they had to direct towards managing their time and

remaining organised challenging because the need for greater self-directed learning and revision was

unfamiliar to them and required a substantial amount of effort. Therefore, rather than simply

representing an opportunity to relax and socialise, free periods challenged the participants to

become more autonomous, organised and self-disciplined. One participant commented, for

example, that free periods felt ‘weird’ because they were used to adhering to - as opposed to
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planning and structuring their own - routine, while another participant commented on how they
‘hate not having that structure’ because they found it difficult to remain organised (Powell, 2017,
p. 92). In addition to needing to direct a greater amount of effort towards managing their time
during free periods, the participants also described needing to take on greater responsibility for
revisiting, reviewing and revising previously learnt content on an ongoing basis because of how
much (more) content studying A-levels involves covering in comparison to GCSEs, and because

they could no longer depend as heavily on their teachers to tell them what to revisit and when.

These findings suggest that the negotiating the change from studying GCSEs to A-levels
may be a particularly challenging experience for at least some students. However, because the
sample is particularly small and all of the participants attended a single sixth form, it is difficult to
determine on the basis of this research alone how transferable the findings are; that is, it is unclear
whether the findings can be applied to A-level students in other sixth forms as well. Turning to
other research that has produced similar findings, however: in a larger-scale, focus group-based
study conducted in the South of England involving 27 A-level students and three teachers, Deuker
(2014) also found that, although the participants had both performed well in their GCSEs and felt
confident in their academic abilities, they also reported feeling surprised by how demanding
studying A-levels is in comparison to GCSEs. Deuker (2014) aimed to explore what challenges
and difficulties A-level students experience, particularly when transitioning from studying GCSEs
to A-levels, as well as what expectations A-level students and their teachers have of each other in

their respective roles. The study was conducted because the researcher had observed as an A-level
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teacher that the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels “is fraught with difficulties” (Deuker,
2014, p. 64), in part because of the tension that arises for teachers between the need to promote
independent learning, on the one hand, and the need to provide students with enough direction
to ensure that they perform well in their examinations and, therefore, reflect positively on the sixth

form, on the other.

It is reported that the audio-recorded data was transcribed and “coded using thematic
analysis” (Deuker, 2014, p. 67), but no additional details on the data analysis process are provided
and no themes are presented. Instead, the researcher summarises and discusses what the
participants said, which is considered to be a sign of an ‘anecdotal’ and unsystematic approach to
conducting thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021b). This is because thematic analyses are
predicated on the identification and interpretation of recurring, coherent and meaningful patterns
across the dataset; coding is an important aspect of conducting thematic analyses, but it can be
conducted in different ways and is not synonymous with theme development (as discussed in
Chapter 3; Braun & Clarke, 2012; Salanda, 2021). Nevertheless, it was found that, on reflection,
most of the participants considered studying GCSEs to have been ‘relatively easy’ in the sense that
so long as they had completed their homework and attended their lessons, “good results could be
achieved with minimal effort” (Deuker, 2014, p. 68). Indeed, one participant likened studying
GCSEs to ‘spoon-feeding’, while another likened their GCSE examinations to ust regurgitating
information’ (Deuker, 2014, p. 68). In contrast, and to their (often unwelcome) surprise, the

participants — like those in other studies (Brown, 2021; Powell, 2017; Hernandez-Martinez et al.,
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2011; Nash et al., 2021) — found studying A-levels particularly difficult during the initial stages of

post-16 education.

Importantly, all of the participants reported that studying GCSEs did not prepare them to
cope with how demanding studying A-Levels would be. Using language similar to that used by the
participants in other studies (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Powell, 2017; Nash
et al., 2021), one participant commented on how the jump’ from studying GCSEs to studying A-
levels was ‘massive’, while another commented on how the ‘leap’ from studying GCSEs to studying
A-levels was ‘so much harder’ than expected (Deuker, 2014, p. 68). In addition, the participants
also reported that their experience of studying GCSEs had led them to feel excessively confident
in their academic abilities and, as a consequence, to assume that studying A-levels would involve
an incremental increase in difficulty. In other words, the participant did not expect studying A-
levels to be substantially more challenging than GCSEs. Yet their confidence diminished rapidly
once they began studying A-levels and discovered that they had not yet developed the repertoire
of ‘study skills’ that are needed to continue to perform well at this stage of education. What is
meant by the term ‘study skills’ within the context of studying A-levels is not clearly explained by
Deuker (2014), but the discussion and quotations presented indicate that it relates to an ability to:
participate in self-directed learning; critically engage with the content being covered; manage time

and remain organised.

Crucially, the participants commented on how the abilities that are needed to study A-

levels had not been necessary to perform well in their GCSEs, meaning that they had not had a
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prior reason to develop them. Commenting on the study skills that are needed to study A-Levels,
for example, one participant suggested that they had ‘never needed them before’ (Deuker, 2014,
p. 69), while a teacher commented that, in contrast to studying A-levels, studying GCSEs does not
require what they refer to ‘higher order thinking skills’ (Deuker, 2014, p. 68; although what is
meant by this term is also not elaborated upon). Furthermore, the participants also reported that
despite attending A-level ‘taster sessions’, they felt poorly informed about, as well as unprepared
for, how demanding studying A-levels would be. Indeed, both the students and teachers agreed
that the main focus of the taster sessions was on ‘selling’ the subjects rather than preparing students
for how (much more) demanding studying A-Levels would be. This is particularly concerning
because prior research has suggested that realistic expectations help to facilitate transition periods
(Gray et al., 2011), as well better subsequent academic performance (as research conducted with

undergraduates has found; Nicholson et al., 2013).

In a similar manner to participants in other studies (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011;
Powell, 2017), the participants also expected a far greater degree of direction from their teachers
when studying A-levels. Consequently, the participants initially found the (new) experience of
feeling unsure about what was expected of them unsettling. In addition, the participants reported
that they felt as though their teachers expected them to already possess the abilities that are needed
to study A-levels successfully, meaning that the initial demands that were made of them felt
disproportionate to their capacity to cope and, therefore, unreasonable in the absence of greater

support. In other words, the participants felt as though what was initially asked of them by their
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teachers felt inappropriate and unfair because they had not been taught how to engage in

independent learning. Indeed, several participants spoke of needing a ‘transitional period’ to help

them to develop the academic capabilities that are needed to enable them to cope with the demands

of studying A-levels more fruitfully and complained of a lack of initial support. One participant

commented, for example, that ‘even though I know you’re supposed to be independent in A-level,

that doesn’t mean you should be given no support whatsoever’, while another commented that

teachers §ust expect you to find your way’ (Deuker, 2014, p. 70). Interestingly, the teachers

recognised that incoming A-level students had a ‘limited’ and ‘rudimentary’ repertoire of study

skills in their first term and, as a consequence, adapted their initial lessons to accommodate for

this by making them less demanding (Deuker, 2014, p. 74). In light of this, it is particularly notable

that the participants felt as though the ump’ from studying GCSEs to A-levels had been ‘massive’

(Deuker, 2014, p. 68), and that they had felt insufficiently supported. Developing a clearer

understanding of what type of academic abilities (or ‘study skills’) A-level students need help

cultivating during the initial stage of post-16 education, and how this could be achieved, is crucial

to understanding how best to provide them with context-specific support.

The small-scale nature of the studies discussed so far - and the fact that Deuker (2014)

does not explain how the thematic analysis was conducted in sufficient detail to allow for its quality

to be evaluated (Braun & Clarke, 2021b; Nowell et al., 2017; Tracy, 2010) - mean that it is difficult

to determine whether the findings are likely to represent the experiences of A-level students more

broadly. Still, what the findings form these studies highlight is that the initial transition from
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studying GCSEs to A-levels can be particulatly challenging, even for students who feel confident
about the prospect of studying A-levels on the basis that they have consistently performed well in
the past. These findings therefore point towards the importance of ensuring that A-level students
are provided with the type of support that is needed to help them develop the abilities that are
required to study A-levels successfully, as the absence of such support could increase the likelihood
of students initially struggling and, as a consequence, being on the ‘back foot” and feeling stressed
and ashamed (Deuker, 2014; Powell, 2017). These findings also point to a potential
underappreciation on the behalf of incoming A-level students, as well as A-level teachers, of how
much more difficult studying A-levels can be in comparison to GCSEs, and sheds light on the
importance of developing a better understanding of what can be done to help students negotiate
the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels. Indeed, such an understanding could inform a
long-term framework aimed at supporting students as they transition between different stages of

education.

2.3 Negotiating the transition from studying GCSEs to A-Levels: an opportunity

In this section, I will discuss two studies that have found that, although the increase in difficulty
from studying GCSEs to A-levels can be challenging, for those who manage this transition

successfully, it can be a positive experience.

Whether making initial A-level lessons less difficult or ‘more like school’ in an attempt to

ease the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels is effective or desirable is questionable given

I3

that even when this has been done by teachers, students have still complained that the §ump’
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between the two stages of education is still difficult to negotiate and have expressed a desire to be
explicitly taught how to develop the abilities that are needed to adjust to the demands of studying
A-levels (Deuker, 2014). Furthermore, several studies have suggested that despite initially finding
studying A-levels particularly difficult in comparison to studying GCSEs, A-level students later
reflect on the increased difficulty as a challenge (to be) overcome, and therefore frame it as a
positive opportunity for growth, development and an affirmation of their ability to manage
increased independence (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). In a semi-structured
interview-based study conducted in the South of England involving 20 A-level students, for
example, it was found that the participants spoke positively about their experience of adjusting to
demands of studying A-levels (Brown, 2021). Indeed, it was found that while the participants
found studying A-levels substantially more difficult than GCSEs, they persevered when they
experienced challenges because they understood that performing well in their A-levels would both
help them to pursue educational and occupational goals that were of value to them and enhance
their sense of self-worth because, as one participant commented, ‘it feels good when you do well’
(Brown, 2021, p. 56). Consequently, facing and - importantly - overcoming the challenges that the
participants experienced aided their development in the sense that it facilitated what the researcher

refers to as “positive personal change” (Brown, 2021, p. 57).

Positive personal change related to the participants becoming more ambitious; confident;
diligent; independent; and organised. One participant commented, for example, that studying A-

levels had ‘probably changed the way that I see myself as a lot more, like, confident’, while another
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commented that studying A-levels had made them ‘want to study hard and become a better person,
get a good job, be able to become independent’ (Brown, 2021, p. 57). Indeed, several participants
commented on how their experience of successfully overcoming the challenges that they
experienced when studying A-levels had been beneficial to them in the sense that it had helped
them to become more confident in general, as well as more dedicated to their studies. One
participant commented, for example, that studying A-levels is ‘so challenging that you don’t think
you can do it but then you actually do it and you think: ‘Oh, I can overcome any challenge”, while
another commented that because studying A-Levels is ‘really, really hard, you have to be dedicated
and I think that’s helped me a lot’ (Brown, 2021, p. 58). It is therefore clear that at least some of
the challenging aspects of studying A-levels, when successfully overcome, can be beneficial to
students’ development as independent learners, and help them to become more ambitious,

dedicated and confident.

As the participants who took part in this study were recruited by teachers, it is important
to note that it is possible that the teachers may have recruited students who were both performing
well and held particularly positive perspectives on their experience of studying A-levels (as
acknowledged by the researcher, Brown, 2021). Indeed, it has been found that for some students,
the challenges that studying A-levels pose are considered to be stressful and unpleasant (as
discussed below; Chamberlain et al., 2011; Finch et al., 2010; Nash et al., 2021). Consequently, it

is important to recognise the possibility for potentially overly optimistic conclusions to be reached
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on the basis of speaking only to those who have successfully overcome, rather than have been

overwhelmed by, the challenges that studying A-levels presents.

In another study conducted in England, in which 47 A-level students were interviewed at

the beginning and then again at the end of Year 12 about their anticipations and experiences of

post-16 education, it was also found that although the increased difficulty of studying A-levels was

initially experienced a ‘shock’ that exceeded their expectations of how much harder it would be,

studying A-levels had nonetheless, on reflection, been a positive experience for most of the

participants (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). Successfully overcoming the challenges that they

experienced when studying A-levels helped the participants to engage more critically with their

subjects, as well as become more ambitious, autonomous and independent. Consequently,

adapting to the ‘big’ difference or ‘step’ between studying GCSEs and A-levels had helped the

participants to feel as though they were ‘moving on’ and ‘growing up’ (Hernandez-Martinez et al.,

2011, p. 126). It is argued that because studying A-levels demands commitment, as well as

autonomous, responsible and independent ‘adult behaviour’ that studying GCSEs does not, the

transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels can facilitate and affirm the construction of what the

researchers refer to as ‘more adult-like’ identities (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011, p. 128). In light

of these findings, the researchers conclude that the participants’ experiences of encountering

difficulties during the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels “were largely balanced by a

more positive discourse of challenge, growth and achievement” (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011,

p. 119). The researchers also argue that the academic literature on educational transitions should
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be reframed and presented in a more positive light in which a greater emphasis is placed on the
opportunities that students’ encounter to grow, develop and (re)construct their identities because
of, rather than in spite of, the challenges that they experience as a result of progressing from one
stage of education to another. Indeed, the researchers argue that, from this perspective,
progressing from one stage of education to another, and overcoming the challenges that are
associated with this, can represent a “/fe-affirming... opportunity to become someone new”

(Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011, p. 128, emphasis added).

In this study, some of the participants had struggled to handle the transition from studying
GCSEs to A-levels to such an extent that they had dropped out or had to resit their examinations
or Year 12 (the study was conducted before the transition to linear assessments). Yet the
researchers comment that it “could even [be suggested that| the more severe the troubles, the more
life-affirming the transition is as a record of successful growing up” (Hernandez -Martinez et al.,
2011, p. 127-128, emphasis added). It is highlighted that those who had dropped out or had to
resit (modular examinations or the whole of Year 12; it is unclear which) had still adapted to these
challenges, even if this meant changing their educational or occupational plans to align with what
they now perceived to be realistically achievable. This particular line of argument needed to be
unpacked, however, and it is not illustrated or supported by extracts of transcript data, perhaps
because it is made in the conclusion rather than the results. Earlier in the article, the researchers
briefly describe one participant who had retaken Year 12 and felt positively about it, but this is

anecdotal evidence based on a single example rather than evidence that is based on common,
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recurring and meaningful patterns across the dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2021b). The use of the term

‘could even’ also highlights a level of ambiguity or lack of confidence in the statement that

undermines the credibility of the argument and does not cultivate trust on behalf of the reader

because it highlights a potential mismatch or lack of ‘fit’ between the participants’ experiences and

perspectives and the researcher’s interpretation or representation of them (Braun & Clarke,

2021b). Furthermore, a detailed description of how the interviews were conducted, and what

efforts were made to ease power imbalances and establish a sense of rapport between the

interviewers and participants, is needed, because if the participants did not feel sufficiently at ease

with - or trusting of - the interviewers, it is possible that they may have presented a superficially

positive depiction of their experiences rather than admit to how disconcerting, distressing and

humiliating their experience of struggling or failing had been (Hoffman, 2007). Whether A-level

students who experience the most severe difficulties or ‘troubles’ would ordinarily be expected to

view their experience of studying A-levels most positively is, therefore, questionable.

Notwithstanding the limitations to this study, which also includes the absence of distinct

themes, it is concluded that in light of the ‘strong theme’ of the participants reflecting on “their

troubles as troubles overcome in their 7ght of passage’ (Hernandez-Martinez et al.,, 2011, p. 128,

emphasis added), it is important to:

challenge the validity of transitional practices that tend to make ‘college

more like school’... because these only take institutional perspectives on

transition, leaving out the voices of those for whom transition means not
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only a change in curriculum, for instance, but a ‘step-up’, a challenge that,
when supported by the institution, offers them a sense of development, the
possibility of ‘growing up’, of becoming more active participants in
society, which in the end is what education is about (Hernandez-Martinez

etal.,, 2011, p. 128, emphasis added)

What such support should look like is unclear. What is clear, though, is that although the transition
from studying GCSEs to A-levels is generally experienced as a ‘big jump’ (Brown, 2021; Powell,
2017; Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021), it is important to frame
it as both an opportunity and a challenge because it requires students to become more autonomous,
determined and independent, and can therefore lead to ‘positive personal change” (Brown, 2021),
as well as the ‘growth and development’ (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). For this to happen,
though, it is important to ensure that support is in place to help students acclimatise to the change
in demands that are made of them when transitioning from studying GCSEs to A-levels (Powell,

2017; Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021).

Interestingly, of the studies that have been discussed so far (Brown, 2021; Powell, 2017,
Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011), none have specifically explored A-Level students’
experiences of preparing for, or sitting, what could be considered to be the biggest challenge that

they will encounter: examinations.
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2.4 A-Level students’ experience of examination-related anxiety pre-2015

In this section, I will discuss one study that focused on A-level students’ experience of
examination-related anxiety prior to the transition to linear assessments. In a focus group-based
study conducted in the South of England involving 19 Year 12 A-level students, Chamberlain et
al., (2011) found that participants reported experiencing disturbed sleep, tiredness and a
deterioration in their personal relationships, as well as feelings of ‘inescapable guilt’, ‘pressure’ and
being ‘overwhelmed’, due to anxieties about their first year, AS-level examinations and the
implications that their results would have for their post-sixth form educational and occupational
prospects. The aim of the study was to explore A-level students’ experiences of examination-
related anxiety, as well as their perceptions of the possible usefulness of potential intervention
strategies aimed at helping students to minimise or manage it. The study was conducted prior to
the change to linear A-level examinations, meaning that the participants’ attainment had been
based on their performance in a combination of examinations at the end of Years 12 and 13.
Examination-related anxiety refers to students’ perceptions of examinations as highly threatening
(Putwain, 2008). Importantly, while examination-related anxiety had been experienced by all of the
participants, the researchers identified two different types of examination-related anxiety during

the data analysis process: ‘pre-examination-’ and ‘examination-day-related” anxiety.

Pre-examination-related anxiety was experienced during the approach to, rather than on
the day of sitting, examinations. The researchers identified three main triggers of pre-examination-

related anxiety. These included: (i) the demanding scale of their revision workloads; (i) their
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teachers’ tendency to frequently remind them of the importance of performing well in their

examinations; and (iii) the unwelcome surprise at attaining (unexpectedly) dissatisfactory mock

examination results. Yet all three of the triggers of pre-examination-related anxiety could be

thought of as causes of stress that emanate from largely unavoidable aspects of studying A-levels

throughout the academic year, especially in light of research that found that studying A-levels can

be a particularly challenging experience in which students need to adapt to new and more intense

demands (Brown, 2021; Finch et al., 2010; Powell, 2017; Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al.,

2011; Nash et al., 2021). In other words, it is possible that the experience of feeling under pressure

and unable to easily perform to an expected academic standard may not only be experienced during

the days or weeks immediately prior to examinations taking place, but to a greater or lesser extent

throughout the academic year. These experiences could, therefore, be thought to be characteristic

of studying A-levels in general. Yet the temporal demarcation of when pre-examination anxiety

begins is not specified by the researchers, presumably because they were unable to identify it on

the basis of the data that they had gathered. Indeed, because the main focus of the study was

situated specifically on exploring examination-related anxiety, it may be that researchers did not

ask the participants about their (past) experience of the transition from studying GCSEs to A-

levels or their (ongoing) experience of studying A-levels throughout the academic year and what

implications this had for their (recent) experience of examination-related anxiety. Yet it is

important to recognise that A-level examinations — like GCSE examinations — do not take place

in a vacuum, but follow a period of (often challenging) study which is likely to contribute to how

anxious students feel about them (Putwain, 2009, 2011).
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Specifically, the participants reported that revision could be burdensome, especially when

they were attempting to combine learning new content with preparation for upcoming mock or

actual examinations. Yet revisiting, reviewing and revising previously learnt content alongside

learning new content is a task that A-level students need to do throughout the academic year

(Dobson, 1980; Powell, 2017), albeit to a greater extent during the more immediate approach to

examinations. Furthermore, the participants complained that the effort that they directed towards

preparing for their examinations led them to experience disturbed sleep, tiredness and irritability,

as well as feelings of ‘inescapable guilt’ (when they were not revising) and the sensation of being

‘overwhelmed’ (by the amount of content that they needed to learn). One participant commented,

for example, that during the approach to A-level examinations, revision is ‘constantly at the back

of your mind’, while another commented that, amid competing demands on their time, ‘it’s hard

to find the right balance for what to revise for’ (Chamberlain et al., 2011, p. 197).

Exacerbating the difficulties that the participants experienced when attempting to balance

their revision alongside other demands on their time was a lack of appreciation on the behalf of

their parents regarding how much effort they were directing towards their studies. Several

participants commented, for example, that even when were trying hard, their parents either

complained that they were not trying hard enough or continued to expect them to contribute

towards (tiresome and distracting) housework. It is again possible that these experiences may occur

for A-level students throughout the academic year rather than only during the days or weeks

approaching their examinations, as other studies have also found that A-level students often report
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that they find it difficult to manage their larger, more diverse and self-directed workload (Brown,

2021; Powell, 2017; Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021).

The participants also reported that their teachers highlighted the importance of performing

well in their examinations eatly in the academic year before continuing to emphasise it at an

increased frequency and with greater intensity as their examinations approached. Pressure that is

predicated on using fear to motivate students is referred to as using ‘fear appeals’. For some

students, these can be upsetting (Putwain & Roberts, 2009), as well as detrimental to their

erformance (Putwain emedios . One participant commente at their teachers ‘star
perf (Putwain & Remedios, 2014). One participant ted that their teachers ‘start

talking about exams as soon as you walk through the door in September and then it’s non-stop’,

while another commented that ‘every time we get to a lesson, [the teacher]| says ‘It’s this many days

now - are you panicking yet?” Why would you do that? I am panicking, yes!” (Chamberlain et al.,

2011, 198). In a similar manner to students preparing for examinations in other studies (Banks &

Smyth, 2015; Denscombe, 2000; Putwain & Roberts, 2009), the participants considered it to be

both unhelpful unnecessary in light of the fact that they had already formed clear educational and

occupational goals that depended on them performing well.

The participants also reported that unexpectedly poor mock examination results acted as

an additional source of pre-examination-related anxiety, especially for those who had been

predicted high grades and had a prior record of performing well in their GCSE examinations. The

researchers suggest that their performance may be due to the difficulties that the participants

experienced multitasking (learning new content alongside revisiting, reviewing and revising
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previously learnt content, for example), but it is possible that the participants had simply not been
prepared for how much more difficult studying A-levels is. Indeed, it has been found that students
who have performed well in their GCSE examinations often find studying A-levels surprisingly
demanding (Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021; Powell, 2017),
which can lead to them feeling ashamed or stressed for not being able to meet the expectations of

their teachers (Finch et al., 2010; Powell, 2017).

The participants were also asked whether they would like their teachers, parents or
examinations boards to provide interventions aimed at helping them to minimise or manage
examination-related anxiety, but the majority of participants expressed no support for this idea.
Instead, most of the participants framed examination-related anxiety as a useful aid to their
performance. It is important to note, however, that the usefulness of examination-related anxiety
was time-limited in the sense that, although the participants found it helpful during their
examinations, they did not find it beneficial during the pre-examination period preceding them.
Yet when the participants discussed the idea of receiving interventions aimed at helping them to
minimise or manage examination-related anxiety, the participants only considered it in relation to
examination-day-related anxiety, 7of pre-examination-related anxiety. Indeed, as the approach to
examinations was associated with tiredness; difficulty sleeping; irritability; and feelings of
‘inescapable guilt’ about not revising enough, on the one hand, and feelings of being ‘overwhelmed’
by the amount of content that they needed to learn and revise, on the other, the researchers suggest

that interventions during pre-examination period could be beneficial.
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While most of the participants did not express a desire for interventions aimed at helping
them to minimise or manage examination(-day)-related anxiety, three of the participants did point
out that their experiences of examination-related anxiety had detrimentally affected their
performance by making them feel less confident and unable to concentrate; one participant
reported that they had developed a stress-related illness that they partially attributed to
examination-related anxiety. It is, therefore, important to bear in mind that examination-related
anxiety, be it on the day of an examination or in the period preceding it, is experienced on a
spectrum and is detrimental when it becomes debilitating or disabling (Putwain, 2008). What
proportion of A-Level students typically experience a debilitating or disabling degree of anxiety is
unclear. However, it is thought that approximately a sixth (16%) of 13-18 year olds experience it
(Putwain & Daley, 2014). The main limitation of the study lies in pre-examination-related anxiety,
as distinct from examination-day-related anxiety, being identified during data analysis (and
therefore affer data collection), meaning that the researchers could not intentionally explore it in
greater depth during the focus groups. It is, therefore, important to turn to studies that have
explored students’ experiences of studying A-levels throughout the academic year in order to
determine whether this stage of education can be considered to be stressful in general rather than

purely during the initial transition from studying GCSEs and immediately before examinations.

2.5 A-level students’ experiences of stress across the academic year

In this section, I will discuss a study that focused on female A-level students’ experiences of post-

16 education at an academically selective sixth form throughout the academic year, with a particular

60



focus on their experiences of stress. In a longitudinal study conducted in Northern Ireland

involving 410 female A-level students, Finch et al., (2010) found that the vast majority of the

participants had experienced what they refer to as the ‘effects of school-related stress’ at each time

point, and that several participants reported feeling ‘overloaded’, ‘pressurised’, ‘cracking up’ or ‘out

of control’ due to the pressure that they faced to perform well. Furthermore, the researchers also

found that the proportion of participants experiencing what they refer to as ‘scholastic stress’

increased at each time point as the academic year progressed. The aim of the study was to identify

the extent to which female A-level students at two single-sex, academically selective and ‘scholastic’

grammar school sixth forms in Northern Ireland were experiencing the ‘effects of school-related

stress’ at three different time points (the questionnaire was distributed at the start of the academic

year in September, prior to internal examinations in January and shortly before the external

examinations in April). The questionnaire was complemented by focus groups involving 15 self-

selecting participants aimed at exploring their experiences of sixth form-related stress in greater

depth. Of central concern to the researchers was the notion that “academically able gitls could be

perceived as being capable of coping with the demands of schooling” (Finch et al., 2010, p. 312),

meaning that their academic and emotional needs may be overlooked on the basis that they appear

to be managing well.

The researchers found that the physical and psychological ‘effects of school-related stress’

were experienced by the vast majority of the participants at each timepoint. In addition, the

researchers found that the proportion of participants who experienced ‘scholastic stress’ — which
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is not clearly defined but appears to relate to academic pressure — increased between each
timepoint. Furthermore, at each timepoint, the majority of the participants reported experiencing
at least one stress-induced physical health problem, such as: irritable bowel syndrome, nausea and
dysmenorrhoea, as well as tiredness, headaches and sleeping problems. Several participants also
reported feeling ‘worthless’, ‘incapable’, ‘stupid’, ‘overloaded’, ‘pressurised’, ‘cracking up’ or ‘out
of control’ due to stress. One participant commented, for example, that it ‘can often upset me and
sometimes I feel like I'm on the edge of a nervous breakdown’, while another commented that
studying A-levels made them feel as though ‘I can’t cope, like I'm a failure, as if it dominates my
life’ (Finch et al., 2010, p. 321). The researchers also highlight that three participants reported that
experiencing education-related stress had led them to experience suicidal ideations or a desire to

self-harm.

In a similar manner to GCSE and A-level students in other studies (Chamberlain et al.,
2011; Denscombe, 2000; Putwain, 2009), the participants also reported that the pressure that their
parents and teachers placed on them to perform well caused or exacerbated their experiences of
‘school-related’ or ‘scholastic stress’. In addition, as the academic year progressed, some of the
participants reported abandoning activities such as sport and drama, despite evidence that exercise
and stable, supportive social networks that accompany participation in group activities can help to
ameliorate symptoms of stress (for example, Mikkelsen et al., 2017). Furthermore, the participants
reported that their personal relationships had been weakened by their experiences of sixth form-

related stress due to a protracted decline in meaningful interactions with their friends and families

62



as they spent more time working. Importantly, several participants also reported feeling pressured

to present themselves as capable, dedicated and responsible students, and therefore concealed their

experiences of stress in an effort to avoid being perceived as an ‘imposter’ who is not genuinely

deserving of their place in a ‘scholastic’ grammar school sixth form. The researchers highlight that

the students’ concealment of their experiences of stress resulted in the supportive role of staff

being diminished. In turn, this undermined the mechanisms for pastoral care that the sixth forms

had in place — if pastoral care teams are not conscious of students’ concerns or experiences of

stress, it is difficult for them to offer tailored support.

Several of the findings represent a cause for concern because they highlight that while

studying A-levels may, for some students, lead to ‘positive personal change’ (Brown, 2021), if A-

level students experience too much pressure, studying A-levels can also be a particularly stress-

inducing experience. Furthermore, the findings also highlight that students who experience the

most severe difficulties do not necessarily find studying A-levels ‘more life-affirming’ than their

peers, as other researchers have argued (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011, p. 127). It also highlights

that A-level students appear to experience stress throughout the academic year rather than purely

during the approach to examinations. Yet there are several important limitations to this study.

First, because the research was conducted at two single-sex, academically selective and ‘scholastic’

grammar school sixth forms, it is possible that the perceived pressure to perform well is higher

than in non-academically selective comprehensive school or college sixth forms. The researchers

highlight, for example, that “by restricting comparison to members of the same academically-
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selected group, unrealistic magnification of expectation may occur” (Finch et al., 2010, p. 319). In

other words, being in an academically selective sixth form could exacerbate the extent to which

students experience pressure to perform well academically and, as a result, increase the likelihood

of them experiencing stress. It is therefore important to determine whether A-level students in

non-academically selective school and college sixth forms share similar experiences to the

participants in this study. This is especially important because prior research has found that female

students in grammar schools in Northern Ireland are significantly more likely to feel pressured by

their academic work ‘Often’ or “‘Very often’ (Cairns & Lloyd, 2005).

In addition, while it is argued that “considerable and sustained school-related pressure

exists that exceeds the coping abilities of some pupils” (Finch et al., 2010, p. 314), it is unclear

what proportion of the sample this statement can be applied to. Furthermore, the finding that the

vast majority of the participants had experienced the ‘effects of school-related stress’ at each time

point is not surprising given that all students will experience a degree of stress at some stage.

Indeed, it is important to differentiate between time-limited and manageable experiences of stress,

on the one hand, and prolonged or intense experiences of stress, on the other (Kyriacou, 2003;

Putwain, 2007). It is, therefore, important to determine how severely A-level students are

experiencing symptoms of stress, as well as stress-related mental health difficulties such as

depression and anxiety, using validated and replicable rather than opaque measurements.

In addition to these limitations, researcher expectancy bias could also have influenced the

students participating in the focus groups. This is because, in placing a specific focus on the
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participants’ experiences of school-related stress, it is possible that the participants focused
excessively on negative aspects of their experiences of studying A-levels due to the impression, be
it conscious or not, that the interviewer wanted to find out that it s experienced as stressful. This
potential threat to their findings is particularly relevant because the students who participated in
the focus groups were a self-selecting group who volunteered to do so after completing a
questionnaire that invited them “to identify ways in which they experience school-related stress”
(Finch et al., 2010, p. 314). Consequently, it is difficult to gauge whether the perspectives shared
during the focus groups can be considered to be representative of those held by the remainder
(94%) of the sample, let alone A-level students in general. Furthermore, in what is a potential
limitation to focus groups in general, it has been found that during focus group interactions,
alternative, individual-level perspectives may not be expressed once a dominant, group-level
perspective has been established, and that as focus group participants begin to adhere to — and
share — a particular perspective, they can also begin to think less critically about it (Smithson,

2000).

Therefore, while the findings are concerning, how applicable they can be considered to be
to the experience A-level students in general is unclear. Studies aimed at understanding how larger
and more diverse samples of A-level students experience post-16 education are, therefore, needed.
It seems right, though, to point out that “a system that enforces demands without providing

appropriate support may, for [some A-level students], prove deleterious [to their performance and
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health]” (Finch et al., 2010, p. 326), especially because other studies involving GCSE and A-level

have suggested the same (Chamberlain et al., 2011).

2.6 A-Level students’ overall experiences of sixth form in England post-2015

In this section, the research that inspired me to conduct this thesis* will be presented and critically
discussed: this research was aimed at developing a better of understanding A-level students’ overall
experiences of post-16 education (Nash et al., 2021). The purpose of the research was to generate
a better understanding of students’ experience of education immediately prior to entering higher
education and consists of two studies, which I will discuss. The research was conducted in the
hope of developing a better understanding of what could be done to support students prior to
entering higher education so that the possibility of them developing mental ill-health during post-

16 or higher education could be reduced.

2.6.1 Study 1

In a questionnaire-based study conducted in the North of England following the transition to
linear assessments, when 514 Year 12 A-level students were asked to describe their experience of

sixth form using three words or phrases, approximately three quarters (73%) of the participants

4 The preliminary findings from Study 1 were first presented at the British Educational Research Association
Conference in 2016 (Nash et al., 2016), when I was an undergraduate at the University of York. I contacted the lead
author, Dr Poppy Nash, about the prospect of building explicitly on this research for my thesis in winter 2017 and

received an offer to do so in spring 2018.
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used two (32%) or three (41%) words or phrases that the researchers considered to be ‘negative’

(the researchers do not provide a definition of ‘negative’ for Study 1; Nash et al., 2016, 2021). In

contrast, less than a twentieth (4%) of the participants provided three words or phrases that were

considered to be ‘positive’. In addition, when the participants were asked to describe their

experience of Year 11 in comparison to their experience of Year 12, approximately two thirds

(64%) of the 509 participants who responded to this question were considered by the researchers

to have described the former as ‘better’, despite it being well-established that Year 11 is often

experienced as a stress-inducing stage of education for students (Denscombe, 2000; Putwain, 2009,

2011). It is reported that Year 11 was “generally perceived easier and less demanding than Year

12”7 (Nash et al., 2021, p. 158), and that the participants referred to it as ‘not as intense’ and ‘more

relaxed” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 158).

It is notable that female participants were significantly more likely than their male

counterparts to use words or phrases to describe their experience of sixth form that were

considered by the researchers to be negative, despite generally being predicted higher grades.

Approximately four fifths (80%) of the female participants, for example, used two (36%) or three

(44%) words or phrases that were considered to be negative to describe their experience of sixth

form in comparison to approximately two thirds (64%) of the male participants. What this suggests

is that, despite generally performing to a higher standard, female A-level students may be less likely

than their male counterparts to experience sixth form as enjoyable. Indeed, it may be that the

academic and emotional needs of female A-level students who are performing to a high standard
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are being overlooked by teachers and pastoral care teams on the basis that such students appear

to be coping well with the demands that are being made of them, especially if they do not express

a desire for greater support (Chamberlain et al., 2010; Finch et al., 2010).
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Figure 4: Percentage of Year 12 A-level students who used zero, one, two or three ‘negative’ terms to describe

their experience of sixth form in 2016.
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Source: Nash et al., 2016, 2021

2.6.2 Study 2

In a subsequent questionnaire-based study (Study 2) conducted by the same researchers in the
North of England, when a different group of 1335 Year 12 A-level students were again asked to
describe their experience of sixth form using three words or phrases, approximately three fifths
(61%) of the words or phrases that were provided by them were considered by the researchers to
be negative. In comparison, approximately a quarter (24%) of the words or phrases that were
provided by the participants were considered by the researchers to be positive and approximately
a sixth (15%) were considered to be neutral. The proportion of words and phrases that were

considered to be positive, neutral or negative are presented in Figure 5, below. It is explained by
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the researchers that in Study 2, the words and phrases that were considered to be negative

“depicted [a] lack of enjoyment, negative emotion or a sense of purposelessness in studying”” (Nash

et al,, 2021, p. 160), while the words and phrases that were considered to be positive conveyed the

opposite: “enjoyment, positive emotion or a sense of purposefulness in studying” (Nash et al.,

2021, p. 160). In addition, the researchers considered the words and phrases to be neutral “if they

described neither positive nor negative perceptions” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 161).

Figure 5: Percentage of ‘negative’, ‘neutral’ and ‘positive’ of terms that Year 12 A-level students used to

describe their experience of sixth form in 2017.
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The combination of negative versus positive or neutral words or phrases that the participants used
to describe their experience of sixth form is not reported, meaning that it is not clear what

proportion of the participants used two or three words or phrases that were considered by the
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researchers to be positive or negative, for example. Gender-based differences in the type of
language that participants used to describe their experience of sixth form were again evident:
approximately two thirds (63%) of the words or phrases that were used by female participants to
describe their experience of sixth form were considered to be negative in contrast to approximately
half (53%) of the words or phrases that were used by their male counterparts. Unlike in Study 1,
however, the researchers did not attempt to determine whether the gender-based difference was
statistically significant. (It is unclear why the researchers took a different approach to presenting

the data analysis in Study 1 and Study 2 when both are possible.)

The researchers do not differentiate between ‘descriptors’, ‘codes’, ‘categories’, ‘labels’ or
‘themes’, or explain what type of thematic analysis was used to analyse the data, which is
problematic because thematic analysis is not a single, “homogenous entity, with one set of - widely
agreed on - procedures” (Braun & Clarke, 2021b, p. 345). Indeed, thematic analysis is an ‘umbrella’
term which encompasses a variety of different approaches to qualitative data analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2021b; 2022). Nevertheless, of the words or phrases that were considered to be negative,
the two ‘categories of adjectives’ that occurred most frequently were named other negatives and stress.
When combined, the words and phrases that were coded to these sub-categories accounted for
approximately three fifths (57%) of the terms that were considered to be negative and
approximately a third (34%) of all of the terms that were provided by the participants overall.
Examples of the words that were coded as ozher negatives included: ‘anxiety’, ‘crying’, ‘depressing’,

‘disaster’, ‘failure’, ‘frustrating’, ‘erim’, ‘lonely’, ‘panic’, ‘pointless’, ‘pressing’, ‘scary’ and ‘terrifying’

71



(Nash etal., 2021, p. 162-3). Examples of the phrases that were coded as s#ess included: ‘intolerably
stressful’, ‘maximum stress overload’ and ‘unnecessarily stressful” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 162). The
participants’ use of these words and phrases to describe their experience of sixth form is
concerning because such terminology depicts their experience of post-16 education as unpleasant
and stress-inducing, to an extent that it may contribute towards them experiencing symptoms of

mental ill-health, such as persistent feelings of apprehension or hopelessness.

It is important to note, however, that while it may seem reasonable to consider many of
the words or phrases coded to the sub-categories other negatives and stress to be negative because
they clearly point towards experiences which may undermine A-level students’ performance and
health, the researchers also considered words and phrases that were assigned to the sub-categories
challenging, difficnlt, hard, workload and time usage to be negative as well. This is problematic because
many of the examples of the words and phrases that were coded to these categories do not appear
to fit the definition of a negative experience or perception that is provided by the
researchers. Challenging experiences, for example, are a normal aspect of life and can be both
desirable and sought after: those who aspire to become better at something that is of value to them
often pursue and embrace challenges: athletes, for example, often seek to compete in increasingly
challenging competitions. Tellingly, educational institutions often describe their courses as
‘challenging’ (rather than ‘stressful’), which highlights the appealing, positive connotations that are
often associated with this term. Furthermore, it has been found that some A-level students

associate challenging experiences with growth, development and ‘positive personal change’
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(Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). It is, therefore, questionable as to whether the
word ‘challenging’ should be considered to reflect a lack of enjoyment, negative emotional

symptoms or a sense of purposelessness without greater context.

It is also important to note that the phrases ‘hard work’ and ‘harder than expected’ are
notably different to the phrases ‘hard as hell’, ‘hard as nails’ and ‘unexpectedly unnecessarily hard’
in the sense that while the former phrases merely highlight that studying A-Levels can be difficult,
the latter phrases suggest that it can be hard to a potentially distressing extent. Yet all of the phrases
were coded as hard and were, therefore, considered to reflect negative experiences or perceptions
despite the important differences in the meaning that they convey. In addition, the phrases ‘not
enough time’ and ‘time-consuming’ were both coded as workload and were, therefore, considered
to reflect negative experiences as well, even though the latter phrase is not necessarily negative:
many, if not most, enjoyable, rewarding and worthwhile pursuits are time-consuming. The word
‘difficult’ was also coded as negative, but without understanding the context in which this word is
being used, it is again not possible to conclude that it is definitely being used to express a negative
perception for the same reasons that apply to words and phrases such as ‘challenging’, ‘harder than
expected’ and ‘time consuming’. It is also important to note that the words ‘effort’ and ‘tiring’ were
labelled as other negatives and were, therefore, considered to reflect negative experiences as well.
However, it seems unreasonable to assume that experiences that require effort and are tiring are
negative unless a contextualised justification for believing this to be the case is provided. Indeed,

experiences that are challenging, difficult, time consuming and require effort could meet the
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definition of a positive experience that is provided by the researchers in the sense that they could
be used to convey a sense of purposefulness. Crucially, however, no justification for considering
all of the words and phrases that are coded to the categories challenging, difficult, hard, workload and
time usage to be negative is provided, despite the researchers stating that “rigorous attention was paid

to adopting a consistent and clear understanding of these... categories” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 160).

Inconsistently, the words ‘complex’, ‘exams’, ‘fast’, jump’, ‘persistence’ and ‘revision’ were
considered to be neutral words (Nash et al., 2021, p. 162-3), even though these words are closely
related to several of the words and phrases that were assigned to categories challenging, difficult, hard
and workload, which were considered to reflect negative experiences. It is unclear, for example, why
the words ‘complex’, ‘fast’ and ‘persistence’ were considered to be neutral when the words
‘challenging’, ‘difficult’ and ‘hard” were considered to be negative, or why the word Gjump’ is
considered to be neutral when the phrase ‘harder than expected’ is considered to be negative.
Furthermore, no attempt was made by the researchers to differentiate, where possible, between
participants’ reference to social versus academic aspects of their experience of sixth form: the
words ‘enjoyable’, ‘exciting’, ‘freedom’, ‘fun’, ‘interesting’, ‘liberating’, ‘motivation’, ‘relaxed’,
‘rewarding’ and ‘social’ are all simply coded positive (Nash et al., 2021, p. 162-3), despite the fact
that these words point to different aspects of the participants’ experiences of sixth form. Indeed,
the terms ‘interesting’ and ‘rewarding’ could be considered to be related to the participants’
academic experiences; the terms ‘freedom’ and ‘liberating’ could be considered to be related to the

participants’ appreciation of the independence that studying A-levels entails; and the words
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‘relaxed” and ‘social’ could be considered to be related to the participants’ social experiences.
Disaggregating these words into separate sub-categories would have provided a more detailed

insight into what aspects of sixth form the participants valued most.

Unfortunately, as the researchers do not explain what type of thematic analysis was used
to analyse the data, or clearly delineate between ‘descriptors’, ‘codes’, ‘categories’, ‘labels’ or
‘themes’, it is unclear whether their researchers attempted to use a systematic approach to the data
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021b, 2022). What is clear, however, is that many of the assumptions
that the researchers have made have not been explained or justified, particularly in relation to
considering words and phrases such as ‘challenging’, ‘demanding’, ‘difficult’, ‘effort needed’,

‘harder than expected’ and ‘time consuming’ to reflect negative experiences.

Another important point about the Study 2 dataset it that, despite the participants being
asked to provide three words or phrases to describe their experience of sixth form, just 2601 words
and phrases were provided altogether, meaning that each participant provided fewer than two
words or phrases each, on average (M = 1.95), and approximately one third (35%) of the data is
missing. Yet the potential reason(s) for the large amount of missing data is not addressed by the
researchers; nor are the implications that it has for the conclusions that can be made on the basis
of the analysis. The first author confirmed via email that 1136 rather than 1335 participants
provided at least one word or phrase to describe their experience of sixth form (Nash, personal
communication, 2021), but even when the adjusted sample size is taken into consideration, this

still means that of the participants who responded to the request to describe their experience of
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sixth form using three words or phrases, they provided approximately two rather than three words

or phrases each, on average (M = 2.29).

Despite the inconsistent approach to data analysis and the large amount of missing data, it

remains concerning that in Study 2 less than a quarter of the words or phrases that were used by

the participants to describe their experience of sixth form were considered to be unambiguously

positive, and that words and phrases such as ‘anxiety’, ‘crying’, ‘depressing’, ‘disaster’, ‘failure’,

‘erim’, ‘intolerably stressful’, ‘lonely’, ‘panic’, ‘pointless’, ‘pressure’; ‘scary’ and ‘terrifying’ appeared

more frequently than words such as ‘exciting’, ‘interesting’, ‘liberating’, ‘rewarding’ and ‘social’ (624

terms were coded as positive, whereas 918 were coded as stress, pressure ot other negatives; Nash et al.,

2021, p. 161). Figure 6, below, displays the proportion of terms that were used by the participants

when the ‘categories of adjectives’ are grouped on the basis of meaning that is shared by their titles.
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Figure 6: Terms that Year 12 A-level students used to describe their experience of sixth form in 2017.

@ Positive Neutral @ Stress, pressure or 'other negative’ @ Challenging, difficult or hard @ Workload or 'time usage’

Sonrce: Nash et al., (2021)

Notes: Sub-categories of adjectives have been merged on the basis of meaning that is shared by the titles.

The relative prevalence of such terminology indicates that for some students, studying A-levels

may be an arduous and potentially distressing experience, and therefore not necessarily conducive

of the ‘positive personal change’ or ‘growth and development’ that other researchers have found

it that can be (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). Indeed, the findings from the two

studies offer an important insight into A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education and

support the idea that it may be a particularly challenging stage of education in which greater

context-specific support is needed. Nevertheless, the studies also beg several questions that need

to be answered before conclusions can be made about how A-level students experience post-16

education.
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First, in light of the large amount of missing data in the Study 2, it is important to determine
whether the findings can be reproduced. In particular, it is important to confirm whether the
finding that A-level students use a small proportion of unambiguously positive terms to describe
their experience of sixth form can be found again. If so, it would suggest that studying A-levels
may be an unenjoyable and potentially distressing experience for a notable proportion of students.
It would, therefore, foreground the need for greater reflection and further research on the impact
that contemporary educational policy and practice is having on A-level students’ experiences. It is
also important to determine whether this finding can be reproduced because it could be that if it
was not for the large amount of missing data (using the adjusted sample size [N = 1130],
approximately a quarter [24%)] of the words and phrases are missing), more unambiguously
positive words may have been used by the participants to describe their experience of sixth form.
It is also important to determine whether this finding can be reproduced because, as well as being
concerning, it is surprising that so few positive terms were used by participants to describe their
experience of sixth form in light of research that has found that A-level students sometimes frame
their experience of facing challenges within post-16 education in a primarily positive light (Brown,
2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). Finally, it important to determine whether this finding can
be reproduced because the participants were asked to describe their experience of sixth form
closely before or after examinations, meaning that while they were asked to describe their overal/
experience of sixth form, their perceptions may have been skewed by experiences of examination-

related stress or anxiety (Chamberlain et al., 2011). In other words, it may be that A-level students
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describe their overall experience of sixth form differently if they are asked to do so midway through

the academic year.

Second, it is important to question whether it is appropriate to trichotomise the words and

phrases that A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth form into particularly broad

‘categories of adjectives’, as doing so obscures nuanced meaning(s) between similar but distinct

words and phrases (Elo et al., 2014). In particular, it is important to question whether phrases such

as ‘harder than expected’ and ‘hard as hell’ or ‘sometimes stressful’ and ‘intolerably stressful’ should

be coded to the same categories given that they express notably different intensities of meaning,.

Furthermore, it is crucial to question whether words and phrases such as ‘challenging’,

‘demanding’, ‘difficult’, ‘a lot of effort needed’, ‘harder than expected’ and ‘time consuming’ should

be considered to reflect a “/ack of enjoyment, negative emotion or a sense of purposelessness in studying”

(Nash et al., 2021, p. 160, emphasis added), especially in the absence of understanding why the

participants chose the words or phrases that they did to describe their experience of sixth form.

Indeed, although such terminology cox/d be used to describe negative experiences, it could also —

and, importantly, easily — be used to describe desirable experiences. Certainly, given that research

has found that A-level students sometimes experience challenges as opportunities for growth,

development and ‘positive personal change’ (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011), and

no justification is provided for assuming that terminology such as ‘challenging’, ‘difficult’ and

‘harder than expected’ are likely to be indicative of negative experiences, indiscriminately

considering a wide range of words or phrases to reflect a lack of enjoyment or a sense of
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purposelessness is questionable. Activities such as baking a cake, running a marathon and knitting
a jumper require effort and can be challenging, difficult, time-consuming and harder than expected,

but are not necessarily negative experiences (even though, in some circumstances, they can be).

It is also important to note that, in light of the guantitative approach to presenting the
proportion of positive versus negative words or phrases that the participants use to describe their
experience of sixth form, a participant who describes their experience of sixth form using the
words or phrases ‘amazing’, ‘challenging’ and ‘difficult’, or as ‘exciting’, ‘harder than expected’ and
‘time-consuming’, would be considered to have used predominantly negative terminology, even
though it is entirely possible that studying A-levels may have constituted a positive and worthwhile
experience for them, especially if they found the challenging, difficult and hard aspects of studying
A-levels enriching, enjoyable and rewarding. Indeed, it has been argued that “counting responses
misses the point of qualitative [data analysis]” (Pyett, 2003, p. 1174, emphasis added), because it

obscures the situated and contextualised meaning that language can convey.

A clearer approach to analysing the words and phrases that A-level students use to describe
their experience of sixth form, which used an established, systematic and transparent approach to
qualitative data analysis, is therefore needed in order to generate a more detailed understanding of
how A-level students’ experience post-16 education. It is also important to ascertain whether the
type of language that A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth form is associated
with their scores for depression and anxiety on validated measures because it is suggested that the

dominance of negative — or, alternatively, the absence of unambiguously positive — terminology in
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these studies may be an indication that A-level students’ academic performance may be coming at

“at a cost to their mental health” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 164), and that experiences of depression

and anxiety “are common” (Nash et al., 2021, p. 162).

Third, as it is not entirely clear what criteria the researchers used to decide whether students

considered Year 11 to be better or worse than Year 12, it is important to determine in greater detail

how studying A-levels differs from GCSEs. Indeed, it seems that the researchers have considered

references to Year 11 being easier or less demanding than Year 12 to be synonymous with

considering the former to be preferable, but have not provided a justification for assuming this to

be the case. It could be that students value the increased difficulty and independence that is

associated with studying A-levels, especially if it is managed successfully and therefore enhances

their sense of competency (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011). Nevertheless, if

context-specific support is to be provided to A-level students, then a clearer and more detailed

understanding of how students experience the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels, and

what could be done to support this, is needed (Deuker, 2014; Powell, 2017).

Finally, it is important to explore what (other) factors may influence how A-level students

experience post-16 education. Indeed, while attention has been directed towards gender-base
p post-16 education. Indeed, while attention has been directed t ds gender-based

differences in how A-level students describe their experience of sixth form, and it is well-

established that older teenage girls are more likely to experience mental ill-health than their male

counterparts (Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2021; Wright et al., 2020; Vizard et al., 2018), it is also

important to consider how different motivations (for studying A-levels) and coping strategies (in
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response to the demands of studying A-levels) influence students’ experiences of post-16

education, as these are potentially important but largely unexplored variables.

2.6 Summary of research on A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education

In summary, research has consistently found that the change from studying GCSEs to A-levels is
often experienced as a challenging jump’, especially for students who have performed well in their
GCSEs and, in light of this, expect the transition to represent a seamless or incremental increase
in difficulty (Brown, 2021; Dueker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021;
Powell, 2017). Research has also consistently found that studying GCSEs does not adequately
prepare students for the demands of studying A-levels because the former does not require them
to engage in self-directed learning; critical thinking; and time management and organisation to the
same extent as the latter does (Brown, 2021; Dueker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011;
Powell, 2017). Subsequently, some students express a desire to be explicitly taught how to cultivate
the abilities that are required to study A-levels rather than be expected to develop them via a
process of trial and error (Dueker, 2014). In addition, some students report feeling ashamed,
stressed and overwhelmed during the initial transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels because

of their inability to meet their own or others’ expectations (Powell, 2017).

The is some evidence to suggest that for some students, the change from studying GCSEs
to A-levels, and the challenges and difficulties that accompany the latter, offer an opportunity for
students to become more autonomous, responsible and independent (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-

Martinez et al., 2011). Studying A-levels can, therefore, facilitate ‘positive personal change’ (Brown,
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2021), as well as the construction of ‘more adult’-like identities (Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011).
Furthermore, several studies indicate that, in time, most students acclimatise to the demands of
studying A-levels, despite finding them initially difficult (Brown, 2021; Hernandez-Martinez et al.,

2011; Powell, 2017).

For some students, though, studying A-levels may also be particularly stressful experience,
meaning that if they are un(der)supported or unable to cope, it may have deleterious consequences
for both their performance and health (Dobson, 1980; Chamberlain et al., 2011; Finch et al., 2010;
Nash et al., 2021). Girls studying A-levels at academically selective sixth forms, in particular, may
be at an elevated risk of experiencing a particularly intense amount of stress due to the heightened
(actual or perceived) pressure that they may experience to (i) perform well in comparison to their
high-attaining peers; (i) meet the high expectations of their teachers and parents; and (iii) maintain
a ‘scholastic’ image, especially if their academic and emotional needs are overlooked on the basis
that is assumed that because they are performing well and do not seek help, they are coping
sufficiently well with the demands that are being made of them (Finch et al., 2010; Nash et al.,
2021). Consistent with prior research on GCSE students’ experiences (for example, Denscombe,
2000), several studies have also suggested that A-level students are most likely to experience stress
during the approach to their examinations because of how conscious they are about the
implications that their results will have for their reputations, relationships (with their parents, for
example), and post-18 educational and occupational opportunities and prospects (Chamberlain et

al., 2011; Finch et al., 2010). Yet it is also important to recognise that examinations do not take
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place in a vacuum and that students’ overall experiences of studying A-levels are likely to influence

how worried they feel about their capacity to perform in them to a satisfactory standard (for

example, Putwain, 2009, 2011). Students who: (i) struggle to negotiate the transition from studying

GCSEs to studying A-levels; (ii) feel pressured by their teachers or parents; or (iii) struggle to

manage their time and remain organised, may be notably more likely to experience a high degree

of stress during the approach to, or when sitting, examinations. Furthermore, in light of studies

that have found that A-level students use words and phrases such as ‘anxious’, ‘depressing’,

‘intolerably stressful’, ‘scary’ and ‘terrifying’ to describe their overal/ experience of sixth form, rather

than just their experience of preparing for, or sitting, examinations, a clearer understanding of how

studying A-levels is experienced throughout the academic year, as well as how this differs according

to gender (given that girls are less likely to use unambiguously positive language to describe their

experience of sixth form; Nash et al., 2021), is needed. Indeed, it may be that there is a need to

offer greater support to A-level students earlier than during the approach to examinations in an

effort to help them minimise or manage experiences of stress.

None of the studies that have focused on A-level students’ experienced have explored

what type of coping strategies they use most frequently in response to academic demands, or what

type of coping strategies are associated with less severe experiences of academic pressure, stress

or mental ill-health. Furthermore, none of the studies have used validated measures of depression,

anxiety or stress, despite several specifically attempting to investigate students’ experiences of

stress or mental ill-health (Finch et al., 2010; Nash et al., 2021). In addition, with exception for a
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study published in the nineteen-eighties (Dobson, 1980), none of the studies that have focused on
students’ experiences of studying A-levels have used replicable scales to gauge how often or
intensely students feel stressed (in general) or pressured by their academic work, despite the
potential that such scales have to capture and compare how this changes at different stages of the
academic year, as well as how this may have changed over time and differ among different groups
of students (male versus female, for example). Furthermore, none of the studies that have focused
on students’ experiences of studying A-levels have explored what they worry about most often,
and whether their academic workload and performance features prominently among their main
sources of concern — although this seems probable (Chamberlain et al., 2011; Dueker, 2014; Finch
et al., 2010; Nash et al., 2021; Powell, 2017), especially in light of prior research on what concerns
adolescents’ most (for example, de Anda et al.,, 2000; Denscombe, 2000; Anniko et al., 2019),
evidence is needed to ascertain this. In addition, of the studies that have used qualitative data to
explore A-level students’ experiences, just one has used an established and systematic data analysis
technique (namely, Powell, 2017); this weakens the overall evidence-base for this topic (Smith,
2018). This thesis will, therefore, aim to address these gaps in the literature in an effort to establish
a better understanding of how students experience studying A-levels and what could be done to

provide context-specific support to this sub-group of adolescents.

This thesis will also aim to explore what motivates students to study A-levels and how this
influences their subsequent experiences of post-16 education, as well as whether studying A-levels

is perceived to be a predominantly positive or negative experience in light of diverging accounts
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on this point within the (limited) academic literature on this stage of education (Brown, 2021;

Finch et al., 2010; Hernandez-Martinez et al., 2011; Nash et al., 2021). Given that recent large-

scale studies — that have been conducted since the transition to linear assessments — have found

that A-level students infrequently use unambiguously positive words or phrases to describe their

experience of sixth form (Nash et al., 2021), this thesis will also aim to replicate and extend this

work, albeit using a more coherent, systematic and transparent approach to data analysis. This

thesis will also attempt to determine whether the type of language that A-level students use to

describe their experience of post-16 education is associated with their scores on validated measures

of depression, anxiety and stress. If so, the finding(s) would lend retrospective evidence to support

the suggestion that students’ infrequent use of unambiguously positive words or phrases to

describe their experience of sixth form is an indication that the pressure to perform well when

studying A-levels is detrimentally affecting their mental health (Nash et al., 2021). Furthermore,

this thesis will provide a first major account of how the transition to linear assessments may have

influenced students’ experiences of studying A-levels and explore whether mock examinations

taken in Year 12 are experienced as though they are of high importance (and are therefore stress-

inducing), or, instead, are taken less seriously.

In light of the disruption caused to students’ experiences of studying A-levels during the

Covid-19 pandemic (Mansfield et al., 2020), particularly in relation to studying from home and

learning that examinations will be cancelled (I discuss this at greater length in Chapters 3, 5 and 6),

this thesis will also contribute to an understanding of: how A-level students experienced this
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challenging period and what kind of support they would have liked to have received. Such an

understanding may help to inform educational policies and practices aimed at supporting A-level

students during future pandemics. This is particularly important because, in a study conducted in

the South of England during the Covid-19 pandemic, when 19,039 students aged 13-18 were asked

to complete the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scales (WEMWS), it was found that

students Years 12 and 13 had the lowest scores for well-being and life satisfaction (Mansfield et

al., 2020).

2.7 Research questions

Research questions should specify the focus of the research; who is being studied; and when and

where the research is being conducted (White, 2017). With this in mind, it is important to note

that the aim of this thesis is to explore A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education, before

and during the Covid-19 pandemic, with a specific focus on their experiences of academic pressure,

stress and coping. It is also important to note that this research was conducted within the context

of mass participation in post-16 education; terminal examinations; and widespread concerns about

increasing academic pressure (Hutchings, 2015), as well as adolescent mental health difficulties

among older teenagers (Vizard et al., 2018; Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2021). The research questions

have been separated into main and sub-contributory research questions, with the latter being used

to help answer the former (Denscombe, 2010). Prior to the commencement of the Covid-19

pandemic, this thesis aimed to address the following main research questions:
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How do A-level students experience post-16 education?”’

What causes A-level students to experience stress or anxiety?

How often do A-level students feel pressured by their academic work?

What coping strategies do A-level students use in response to academic demands?

What proportion of A-level students experience a moderate severity of depression, anxiety

Of stress?

Prior to the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic, this thesis also aimed to address the

following contributory research questions:

What motivates students to study A-levels?

What do A-level students worry about most frequently?

What support is available to A-level students during post-16 education?

How do students experience the transition from studying GCSEs to A-levels?

Is the type of language that A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth form

associated with the severity of their experiences of depression, anxiety or stress?

> This is an intentionally broad research question, which reflects the aim of developing a broad but detailed picture of

how A-level students’ experience post-16 education.
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Following the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic at the mid-point of this research, this

thesis also aimed address the following research questions:

e What have A-level students found most supportive during the pandemic?

e What affect has the pandemic had on A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education?

This thesis also aimed to address the follow ancillary research question, which can only be

answered once the main research questions have (White, 2017):

e Is further research into students’ experiences of A-levels justified or warranted?

In the next chapter, the research methods that were adopted for the purpose of this thesis will be

explained and critically discussed.
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Chapter 3 — Research Methods

In this chapter, the research methods that were used and adapted for the purpose of this thesis

will be introduced. This chapter will begin with a brief overview of Studies 1, 2 and 3, and what

research questions they aimed to answer. Then, the specific qualitative and quantitative research

methods that this thesis adopted will be discussed in greater depth. Throughout this chapter, how

the tension between the need to collect the type of data that were needed to answer the research

questions, on the one hand, and the need to negotiate the practical and ethical considerations

which constrained the data collection processes, on the other, will be explained. In this vein, how

the research methods changed in light of the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic at the

midpoint of this thesis will also be highlighted.

3.1 Questions-led research

The aim of this thesis was to answer the research questions that concluded Chapter 2, above. In

order to answer these questions, a research questions- rather than method-led approach to data

collection and analysis was adopted (White, 2013). This is because different types of data and

research methods are needed to answer different types of research questions (de Vaus, 2001;

Putwain, 2007). For example, qualitative data and analysis methods are best suited generating in-

depth, detailed and contextualised accounts of peoples’ experiences and perceptions, whereas

quantitative data and analysis methods are best suited to measuring — identifying the relationship(s)

between different — variables (Muijs, 2011). The research methods that this thesis used were

initially planned in 2019, before being adapted in light of the disruption caused, and ethical
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dilemmas raised by, the commencement of Covid-19 pandemic (discussed below). Thus, a
methodologically plural, pragmatic approach to data collection and analysis has been adopted in
an effort to develop a more detailed and insightful account of how students’ experience studying

A-levels (Morgan, 2007).

3.2 Purpose of research

Research can be conducted for different purposes, which generally include criticising or evaluating;
describing; developing good practice; empowering; explaining causes or consequences; forecasting
an outcome or making predictions (Denscombe, 2010); and comparing (Gorrard, 2003). In light
of this, the main aim of this thesis was to develop a broad but detailed desctiption of how students
experience studying A-levels throughout the academic year, rather than purely during the initial
transition from secondary school or during the immediate approach to examinations, as several
other studies have done (Chamberlain et al., 2010; Deuker, 2014; Powell, 2017). The purpose of
this was to generate foundational knowledge about A-level students’ experiences, upon which
further research aimed at understanding how best to support A-level students and, therefore,
develop good practice, could be established. This thesis also aimed to investigate the mental health
of A-level students; understand what causes A-level students to experience stress and anxiety;
critically evaluate prior studies that have focused on students’ experiences of studying A-levels
(Chapter 2, above); empower the voices of A-level students by positioning them at the forefront
of understanding their experiences and perceptions; and capture how students’ experiences of

studying A-levels were influenced by the disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. This thesis
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also sought to establish whether the kind of language that students use to describe their experience

of sixth form can be used to meaningfully differentiate between those with better versus worse

mental health, as other researchers have suggested that is the case (Nash et al., 20106, 2021).

3.3 Qualitative and quantitative research methods

In short, qualitative research methods were used to generate detailed accounts of how A-level

students’ experience post-16 education and to establish an insight into what A-level students worry

about most often. Quantitative research methods, on the other hand, were used to be investigate

the severity of A-level students’ experiences of depression, anxiety and stress; how often A-level

students feel stressed (in general) or pressured by their academic work (specifically); what strategies

A-level students use to cope with academic demands; and how these variables interact with one

another. Quantitative research methods were also used to evaluate two sets of claims. The first set

of claims were based on the notion that the type of words and phrases that A-level students use

to describe their experience of sixth form can offer a meaningful insight into the quality of their

mental health (Nash et al., 2016, 2021). The second set were about how students experience

studying A-levels, especially in comparison to studying GCSEs, and were generated from

(qualitative) findings from Study 1 (discussed below), as well as prior qualitative research (discussed

in Chapter 2; Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al. 2011; Powell, 2017). Later in this chapter,

the different overarching qualitative and quantitative research methods that this thesis adopted will

be introduced and explained. First, however, a brief overview of the aims of Studies 1, 2 and 3,

and what research questions they aimed to answer, will be presented.
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3.4. Studies

3.4.1 Study 1

Study 1 involved task-based, semi-structed interviews with sixteen female A-level students that
were conducted in 2019. Study 1 was conducted prior to the Covid-19 pandemic and aimed to
explore Year 12 students’ experiences of studying A-levels, with a particular focus on their
experiences of stress, anxiety and coping. Specifically, Study 1 aimed to investigate why secondary
school leavers chose to study A-levels; how A-level students experience post-16 education; what
causes A-level students to experience stress or anxiety; and how students cope with experiences
of stress and anxiety that arise from the demands of studying A-levels. In light of this, the purpose

of Study 1 was to address the following main research questions:

e How do A-level students experience post-16 education?

e What causes A-level students to experience stress or anxiety?

¢ What coping strategies do A-level students use in response to academic demands?

Study 1 also aimed to address the following sub-contributory research questions:

¢ What motivates students to study A-levels?

e What support is available to A-level students during post-16 education?

e How do students experience the transition from studying GCSEs to studying A-levels?
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Semi-structured interviews were considered to be appropriate for Study 1 because they facilitate
opportunities for people to discuss their experiences and perceptions in both depth and privacy,
the latter being particularly important when discussing sensitive topics (Braun & Clarke, 2013;
Edwards & Holland, 2013; Willig, 2013). Semi-structured interviews were also considered to be
appropriate because they both ensure that key focal points are discussed during each interview and
permit for particular topics to be explored in greater depth if it seems beneficial or important to
do so (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Edwards & Holland, 2013; Willig, 2013). Task-based activities were
incorporated into the interviews in an effort to make them more interesting and less intimidating
for the participants, and to therefore ease the asymmetries of power in the interviewer-interviewee

relationship (Punch, 2002).

The participants who took part in the interviews opted to participate in this research after
being given the opportunity to do so by a senior member of staff® at their sixth form; male students
declined the opportunity to participate in this research. All of the participants studied A-levels at
one of two sixth forms in the West Midlands of England. In order to enhance the possibility of
capturing a wide(r) range of perspectives, no exclusion criteria were applied. In other words, staff
were asked to offer all of the A-level students within their sixth forms, rather than just those who

were known to be experiencing a notable amount of academic pressure, stress or anxiety, an

¢ The staff at the grammar school sixth form who offered A-level students an opportunity to patticipate in this research
had been met at an academic conference regarding pastoral care in education. I was put in contact with the staff at the

non-selective school sixth form by someone that I knew personally.
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opportunity to participate in this research. Data collection ended once: 1) enough data had been
gathered to answer the research questions (to a satisfactory standard) and “tell a rich story” (Braun
& Clarke, 2013, p. 53); and ii) time constraints made the continuation of participant recruitment
no longer practical. Both of my supervisors’ also strongly advised me not to conduct more
interviews in order to avoid be becoming overwhelmed by the amount of data that I would need

to analyse.

Reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data because it is a qualitative data
analysis method that is suitable for both novice qualitative researchers and doctoral-level research,
and is based on the interpretation of recurring, coherent and meaningful patterns across datasets
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012, 2013). Thus, reflexive thematic analysis was considered to be an
appropriate qualitative data analysis method for Study 1 because, at the outset of this thesis, I was
both a novice qualitative researcher and interested in developing a better understanding of how
students typically experience studying A-levels; the emphasis on across-case patterns of meaning
that is central to reflexive thematic analysis was, therefore, appealing (as discussed below). The
precise data collection and analysis techniques that were used for Study 1 will be explained in
greater depth in Chapter 4, below. I had hoped that Study 1 would be both enlightening in itself

and able to inform subsequent research.

7 Dr Lucy Foulkes and Dr Poppy Nash were my supervisors at this time (September 2019).
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3.4.2 Study 2

Study 2 involved an online (Qualtrics) cross-sectional questionnaire which was completed by 136

A-level students in summer 2020. Study 2 was planned prior to, but conducted during, the Covid-

19 pandemic, and had several aims. First, it aimed to expand on Study 1 by exploring a wider range

of students’ experiences and perceptions of studying A-levels. Second, it aimed to determine what

proportion of A-level students experience at least a moderate severity of depression, anxiety or

stress (as discussed below). Third, it aimed to determine how often A-level students feel stressed

(in general) or pressured by their academic work (specifically). Fourth, it aimed to determine how

A-level students cope with academic demands. Fifth, it aimed to determine what implications, if

any, the factors mentioned so far have for A-level students’ mental health, and how they differ

between genders. Sixth, it aimed to generate an insight into what A-level students worry about

most frequently in an attempt to develop a better understanding of what might cause or contribute

towards them feeling stressed. Seventh, it aimed to find out what kind of terminology students use

to describe their experience of sixth form when they are asked to do so midway through the

academic year (rather than immediately before or after end-of-year examinations; Nash et al., 2016,

2021). Eighth, it aimed to determine how strongly, if at all, the language that A-level students use

to describe their experience of sixth form is associated with their experiences of depression, anxiety

or stress, because — as highlighted above — it has been suggested that the kind of language that

students use to describe their experience of sixth form can be used to meaningfully differentiate

between those with better versus worse mental health (Nash et al., 2016, 2021). Ninth, it aimed to
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establish an understanding of how A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education had been
affected by the disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic and what kind of support they would
have liked to have received ahead of the next academic year. Study 2 aimed, therefore, to address

the following main research questions:

How do A-level students experience post-16 education?

e How often do A-level students feel pressured by their academic work?

¢ What coping strategies do A-level students use in response to academic demands?

e What proportion of A-level students experience at least a moderate severity of depression,

anxiety or stress?

Prior to the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic, this thesis also aimed to address the

following contributory research questions:

¢ What do A-level students worry about most frequently?

e How do students experience the transition from studying GCSEs to studying A-levels?

o Is the type of language that A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth form

associated with the severity of their experiences of depression, anxiety or stress?

Following the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic, Study 2 also aimed address the

following research questions:
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e What affect has the pandemic had on A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education?

e What support would A-Level students like to have received during the pandemic?

Prior to the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic, it had been anticipated that a sample of
400-500 A-level students would be obtained, with an expectation that more girls would complete
the questionnaire than boys. This expectation was based on the sample size that had been obtained
in prior questionnaire-based research involving A-level students (Nash et al., 2016). The circulation
of the questionnaire was planned for mid-March 2020. Following the commencement of the
Covid-19 pandemic, which caused widespread anxieties, panic buying and food shortages at this
time, and resulted in a national lockdown on the 23" March 2020, however, the circulation of the
questionnaire was postponed due to ethical and practical concerns (as discussed below). The
national lockdown led to most® in-person teaching in schools, sixth forms and colleges being
ceased, and most students being expected to learn online and from home. The Covid-19 pandemic
also led to A-level examinations being cancelled on the 18" March (DfE, 2020); A-level students
were later informed that their grades would be based on a complicated series of measures, such as
the their predicted grades, predicted performance relative to their classmates and the average

performance of students at their sixth form in recent years, via an algorithm” (Ofqual, 2020).

8 Children of critical workers who were considered to be providing essential goods and services could continue to
receive face-to-face teaching (DfE, 2020).
% The algorithm-assigned grades were later replaced with centre assessment grades shortly after the former had been

released because they caused widespread discontent among the general public (Paulden, 2020).
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The circulation of the questionnaire was paused while the possibility of it prompting
participants to experience distress at a time of heightened worldwide anxieties was considered.
After careful consideration of the scales included in the questionnaire (which will be discussed in
greater detail in the final part of this chapter, below), several changes and the addition of open-
ended questions aimed at understanding how A-level students felt about the disruption caused by
the Covid-19 pandemic (which will also be discussed in greater detail in the final part of this
chapter, below), the questionnaire was submitted to the University of York’s Department of
Education for ethical approval. Once ethical approval had been granted, invitations to circulate
the questionnaire were emailed to headteachers of school- and college-based sixth forms between

May-June 2020.

Invitations to circulate the questionnaire were emailed exclusively to headteachers of sixth
forms, rather than shared via social media platforms, in the hope that this would enhance the
participants’ sense that it was trustworthy and secure. The online information sheet asked potential
participants not to complete the questionnaire if answering questions about ‘low mood, stress or
anxiety’ are ‘likely’ to upset them. It was also made clear on the information sheet that completion
of the questionnaire was entirely voluntary and that participants could stop completing it at any
moment by simply ‘exiting the window’. Signposting to reputable websites offering mental health-
related information and support (Mind, Young Minds and the National Health Service) was

provided in the information sheet, as well as at the end of the questionnaire. The precise scales
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and open-ended questions included in the questionnaire will be explained in greater depth in the

final part of this chapter and then again in Chapter 5, below.

As discussed in greater detail Chapters 5 and 6, the self-selecting, small and skewed sample
(far more girls [# = 108] than boys [# = 27] completed the questionnaire), and the unusual period
in which the questionnaire was completed (i.e. during the Covid-19 pandemic), mean that the light
shed by quantitative findings in Studies 2 and 3 need to be treated as tentative and provisional
glimmers of potential trends rather than clear and unobstructed insights into A-level students’
typical experiences. The cross-sectional questionnaire also included an option for participants in

Year 12 to agree to participate in a follow-up questionnaire when they were in Year 13 (Study 3).

3.4.3 Study 3

Study 3 involved another online (Qualtrics) longitudinal questionnaire which was completed by 42
A-level students (who had participated in Study 2) in February 2021. Study 3 was planned prior to,
but conducted during, the third national lockdown that commenced on the 6™ January 2021 and
led the cancellation of A-level examinations and most students being taught online rather than
face-to-face until 8" March 2021. Study 3 investigated how A-level students’ experiences changed
between summer 2020 and February 2021 and attempted to understand what kind of support they
would have found helpful during the Covid-19 pandemic. Study 3 therefore repeated all of the
scales and open-ended questions that had been used in Study 2 but did not ask the participants to
share demographic information. Study 3 also aimed to investigate what motivates students to study

A-levels and to determine what proportion of A-level students consider studying A-levels to be
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more demanding than GCSEs by asking the participants to rate how strongly they agreed with a
series of statements that had been generated from Studies 1 and 2, as well as prior qualitative
research (Deuker, 2014; Hernandez-Martinez et al. 2011; Powell, 2017). Study 3 attempted,
therefore, to address most of the research questions that Study 2 did, albeit with a focus on changes
in A-level students experiences between summer 2020 and February 2021.The precise scales and
open-ended questions included in the questionnaire will be explained in greater depth in the final

part of this chapter and in Chapter 6, below.

3.5 Qualitative research methods

With the overarching aims of Studies 1, 2 and 3 and what research questions they aimed to answer
outlined above, I will now discuss the qualitative data collection and analysis methods that were

used for the purpose of this thesis.

3.5.1 Qualitative research methods: data collection methods

Qualitative data is non-numerical, meaning that it includes data such as spoken words and written
text, and can be used to generate in-depth, detailed, and contextualised accounts of peoples’
experiences and perceptions (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2022; Willig, 2013). Qualitative data was
collected via task-based, semi-structured interviews with sixteen female A-level students in Year
12 prior to the commencement of the Covid-19 pandemic (Study 1); as well as via a cross-sectional

survey of 136 A-level students during the Covid-19 pandemic (in summer 2020; Study 2); and a
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follow-up longitudinal survey of 42 of the participants who had completed the cross-sectional

survey (in February 2021; Study 3).

Qualitative data was collected via semi-structed interviews because they allow for sensitive
topics to be discussed in private; ensure that the same focal points are discussed with each
participant; and permit for certain topics to be explored in greater depth if it seems beneficial to
do so (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Edwards & Holland, 2013; Willig, 2013). During interviews, data is
co-constructed during a ‘professional conversation’ in which focused interactions between the
interviewer (i.e. the researcher) and the interviewee (i.e. the researched) take place (Kvale, 1996).
Importantly, however, while the interviewer frames the topic, asks questions and prompts the
interviewee to clarify or elaborate on specific points, these efforts are of minimal or limited value
without the co-operation of the interviewee. Thus, interviews can be compared to a ‘dance’
(Hoffman, 2007; Luker, 2008), in which it is important for researchers to build rapport with, and
attain the trust of, the participants; ask tactful questions; and position the interviewees as “knowing
and approving experts” (Edwards & Holland, 2013, p. 78). Semi-structured interviews should also
incorporate ‘warm up’ and ‘cool down’ phases (Kvale, 1996). These should be incorporated in an
effort to ease into, and then decompress from, the most probing, sensitive and ‘emotionally
threatening’ questions, before “setting the stage for a friendly departure” (Luker, 2008, p. 171).
The interview technique, as well as ordering and wording of the questions that the participants
who took part in Study 1 were asked to answer, will be elaborated upon in Chapter 4; the interview

guide can be found in Appendix 1.
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Qualitative data was collected via questionnaires because they offer a ‘wide-angle lens’,
meaning that a broad(er) variety of perspectives can be accessed; they are easier for people to take
part in than interviews and focus groups; and allow people to share their thoughts about sensitive
topics in an enhanced state of ‘fe/f anonymity’ (Braun et al., 2021, p. 645, authors’ emphasis).
Qualitative data was also collected via questionnaires because a key aim of this thesis was to
determine what kind of words or phrases A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth
form when they are asked to do so at the mid-point of the academic year, rather than immediately
before or after end-of-year examinations (Nash et al., 2021); this thesis also aimed to determine
whether the type of words or phrases that students use to describe their experience of sixth form
are associated with their scores for depression, anxiety or stress (as discussed below). The precise
questions that the participants who took in Studies 2 and 3 were asked to answer will be elaborated
upon in Chapters 5 and 6, although what characterised all of them was that I attempted to ensure

they were open, focused and easy to interpret (Braun et al., 2021).

The specific approaches to qualitative data collection and analysis will be returned to and
explained in greater detail in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. Below, the two overarching and adaptable
qualitative research methods that were used to analyse qualitative data in this thesis will introduced

and briefly reflected upon.

3.5.2 Qualitative research methods: data analysis

Two qualitative data analysis methods were used to investigate A-level students’ experiences:

reflexive thematic analysis and a variation of content analysis that I will refer to as ‘quantitative
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content analysis”’. Reflexive thematic analysis was used to generate in-depth, detailed and
contextualised descriptions of A-level students’ experiences in Studies 1, 2 and 3. It was chosen
for several reasons: first, because it is flexible (meaning that it can be used to analyse different
types of data and can be adapted to suit a range of different aims, research questions and theoretical
positions); second, because it is both suitable for novice qualitative researchers and can be used to
conduct high quality, doctoral-level research; and third, because it facilitates particularly deep
interpretive engagement with qualitative data; and fourth, because it focus on across-case patterns

of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021).

Reflexive thematic analysis involves interpreting recurring, coherent and meaningful
patterns across the dataset, and is used to actively generate rich (and often unexpected) insights
into the topic being investigated; it also values the reflexive (i.e. self-conscious and -critical; Tracy,
2010) interpretation of the researcher and the inherently partial and perspectival story that they
wish to tell about the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Terry &

Hayfield, 2021). Despite being predicated on subjective interpretation, reflexive thematic analysis

1% This name has been adopted within this thesis in order to explicitly distinguish the variation of content analysis that
I adopted from other approaches to content analysis, such as conventional, directed and summative content analysis
(Hseigh & Shannon, 2005). The approach to content analysis that I have used is based on the clear but flexible (i.e.
adaptable) procedures that are described by Elo & Kyngis (2008) and Stemler (2001), in particular. The name
‘quantitative content analysis’ has been chosen to describe the variation of content analysis that I have used in Studies
2 and 3 because it is a term that has been used to depict approaches to analysing qualitative data that are predicated
on systematically assigning coded segments of data to categories and then describing the number of coded extracts of

data that each category contains using statistics (Mayring, 2000; Morgan, 1993; Rouke & Anderson, 2004).
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— when it is conducted properly — is rigorous in the sense that it is based on thorough coding;
engagement with across-case or dataset-wide patterns; personal and epistemological reflexivity'’;
the construction of logical and coherent arguments; and the thoughtful use of excepts data to
ground, support and situate analytic claims (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2021b, 2022; Nowell et
al., 2017; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). When conducting this thesis, reflexive thematic analysis has
been adopted whenever possible, albeit in different ways. In other words, reflexive thematic
analysis has been used to conduct all of the qualitative data analyses, other than when A-level
students had been asked to describe their experiences or perceptions using three words or phrases;
it was not used on these occasions because the data that these questions generated was not
sufficiently rich enough to permit for reflexive thematic analysis to be conducted (Braun & Clarke,
2012, 2013, 2021a, 2022; Braun et al., 2020; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). (In as far as I am aware, no

form of thematic analysis is appropriate for such data).

On the four occasions that reflexive thematic analysis has been used, I have attempted to
explain the variations of it that I have used in enough detail to enable the reader to evaluate its
quality (Elliot et al., 1999; Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Nowell et al., 2017;
Tracy, 2010; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). What has united all of the reflexive thematic analyses,

however, is that they have been conducted from an experiential orientation and a critical realist

1 Put simply, personal reflexivity refers to critically reflecting on, and acknowledging, how the researcher’s
experiences, beliefs, values and social identities influence the development of research questions, data collection and
analyses processes (i.e. the research process), whereas epistemological reflexivity refers to this in relation to

assumptions knowledge (Willig, 2013).
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position. In other words, the purpose of the reflexive thematic analyses has been to use the

participants’ spoken or written language to access, and develop a better understanding of, students’

experiences of studying A-levels (experiential orientation; Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021a, 2022;

Terry & Hayfield, 2021). I have also assumed that while a material reality exists independently of

our ideas about it, I have accepted that representations of this reality have been mediated by the

data collection methods; my values, experiences and perceptions (i.e. subjectivity); the participants’

language; and underlying cultural, social and economic structures or mechanisms (critical realist

position; Willig, 2012, 2013). Consequently, when conducting reflexive thematic analysis, I have

sought to interpret — and ‘make sense’ of — what the participants have said or written in an effort

to understand their experiences rather than accepting it at ‘face value’ as a ‘mirror’ of reality (Braun

& Clarke, 2013, 2022; Willig, 2012, 2013).

Quantitative content analysis was used in Studies 2 and 3 for two purposes: first, in order

to categorise the words and phrases that A-level students use to describe their experience of sixth

form (so that they could be compared to those used by participants in previous research; Nash et

al., 2016, 2021); and second, to categorise the words and phrases that A-level students use to

describe what they worry about most frequently. Quantitative content analysis was used for these

purposes because it is a transparent, systematic and replicable method of ‘compressing’, ‘distilling’

or ‘sifting’ large amounts of (small segments of) qualitative data (Stemler, 2001), such as ‘words

and phrases’ (Cavanagh, 1997), and can be used to generate a ‘broad description’ of the topic being

studied (Elo & Kyngis, 2008). Furthermore, quantitative content analysis can be used to make
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inferences from qualitative data when alternative data collection methods are not ethical or
practical (Stemler, 2001). In this sense, quantitative content analysis can be used as a ‘last resort’,
offering insights into topics that would otherwise remain untouched due to ethical or practical
concerns (as discussed in greater depth at the end of this chapter). What has united all of the
quantitative content analyses is that they have been conducted from an experiential orientation
and a direct — or naive — realist position, meaning that I have attempted to use the participants’
language to directly access their experiences and perceptions (Madill et al., 2000; Willig, 2012,

2013).

3.5.3 Qualitative research: Big Q and little q qualitative research

Qualitative research can be grounded to varying extents in qualitative or quantitative paradigms
and can, therefore, be distinguished between Big QQ and little q qualitative research, respectively
(Kidder & Fine, 1987", cited in Willig, 2013). Paradigms within the social sciences exist on a
spectrum and can be defined as the framework of beliefs, values and practices — or ‘worldviews’ —
that inform research (Morgan, 2007). Qualitative paradigms value meaning and generally position
knowledge as being both constructed by researchers and situated within specific contexts;
qualitative paradigms also value researcher subjectivity and what it can ‘bring to the table’ as an
asset (Willig, 2013). Quantitative paradigms, on the other hand, value numerical measurements

and typically position knowledge as being discovered; quantitative paradigms also seek to control,

12'The University of York does not provide access to this publication, but I have read about in several others (for

example, Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021a, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021; Willig, 2013).

107



distance or subdue researcher subjectivity, which is often thought of as introducing contamination,
bias or distortion to the process of knowledge production (Muijs, 2011). Thus, in quantitative
paradigms, the researcher is “(ideally) detached, neutral and unbiased — more of an instrument that
a person” (Willig, 2013, p. 25). In this sense, knowledge generation within a qualitative paradigm
could be compared to building, painting or sculpting, whereas knowledge acquisition within a
quantitative paradigm could be compared to excavating, digging or treasure hunting (Braun &

Clarke, 2013; Willig, 2013).

Reflexive thematic analysis is a Big Q form of qualitative research because it is grounded
in a qualitative paradigm which values researcher subjectivity, frames knowledge as situated and
attempts to explore meaningful patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021a, 2022; Terry & Hayfield,
2021), whereas quantitative content analysis is as a particularly little q form qualitative research
because it compromises qualitative paradigmatic values by seeking to quell researcher subjectivity
as far as reasonably possible; code in an objective and replicable manner; and describe findings
using statistics (Stemler, 2001). Indeed, whether quantitative content analysis should be considered
a qualitative method at all is debated because of its emphasis on the quantification of qualitative
data (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Hseih & Shannon, 2005; Morgan, 1993; Willig, 2013), but it will be
discussed within this section due to its shared use of qualitative data and procedures such as data
familiarisation and coding (discussed below). As data familiarisation and coding are foundational
to both reflexive thematic analysis and quantitative content analysis (and were, therefore, used in

Studies 1, 2 and 3), they will be discussed in next in the next section, before the different
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approaches to constructing themes and categories in reflexive thematic analysis and quantitative

content analysis are turned to, respectively.

3.5.4 Qualitative research methods: data familiarisation

Both reflexive thematic analysis and quantitative content analysis involve data familiarisation,
whereby the researcher immerses themselves in, and critically engage with, the data in an effort to
enhance their capacity to navigate, understand and interpret it (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2021a,
2021c, 2022; Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Generally, data familiarisation is
achieved by attentively and repeatedly reading and reflecting on the data being studied and
recording provisional notes about it. The purpose of data familiarisation is, therefore, to both
foster familiarity and cultivate critical engagement: it helps the researcher to develop better
understanding of the context(s) in which statements are made, the potential meaning(s) of
statements and how frequently they occur — or are patterned — across the dataset (Elliot, 2018;
Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2021a, 2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). To a limited extent, data
familiarisation could be compared to a reconnaissance, in which an athlete repeatedly traverses a
particular course in an effort to aid their appreciation of its terrain: the aim being to identify
unexpected corners where slipping may occur, or to prepare for elongated inclines or sharp
descents where a higher degree of attention and sustained effort may be needed. This analogy is
limited, however, because data familiarisation is not conducted ‘once and for all’. Rather, it is a
process of “zooming in’ and ‘zooming out’, which requires patience, concentration and a

willingness to be returned to at later stages in the analytic process (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021a,
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2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Data familiarisation could, therefore, be better compared to
repeatedly reading a novel in preparation to write an essay about it: the aim is not just to understand
what happens, but to begin the process of observing, and thinking carefully about, potentially

important patterns.

3.5.5 Qualitative research methods: coding

Following data familiarisation, both reflexive thematic analysis and quantitative content analysis
also involve coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Elo & Kyngis, 2008), which is sometimes referred to
as ‘indexing’, ‘labelling’ or ‘tagging’ (Elliot, 2018). Coding involves designating labels to segments
of data using ‘essence-capturing’, ‘evocative’ and ‘salient’ words or brief phrases which succinctly
summarise the meaning that the researcher is attributing to them (Saldafa, 2013). The purpose of
coding is to aid researchers’ attempts to organise, understand and interpret data that is otherwise
too dense, disparate and unmanageable to “make sense of”” (Creswell, 2015, p. 152). In so far as it
requires researchers to critically reflect on and “spend time with [the data]” (Elliot, 2018, p. 2851),
coding can also be thought of as a continuation of the data familiarisation process. In this sense,
coding helps researchers to determine what is and is not important in the dataset and can,
therefore, be thought of — to at least some extent — as a process of “reducing the data” (Elliot,
2018, p. 2854). Indeed, coding has been likened to the process of ‘condensation’ (Miles et al.,
2014), as well as the process of ‘winnowing’, whereby unwanted chaff is removed from the desired
grain (Creswell, 2015). Coding can, therefore, be thought of as a ‘resource’ or ‘tool’ for isolating —

and organising — the most meaningful elements of the data in relation to the research question
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being addressed (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Thus, coding could be

loosely compared to reduction cooking, whereby liquid (data) is simmered (coded) until a desirable

or satisfactory concentration (understanding of what aspects of the data appear to be most

important) has been reached; what is considered to be a desirable or satisfactory concentration will

be dependent, to varying extents, on the perspective of the cook (researcher), as well as the

requirements of the meal (the aims and researcher question|s| being addressed).

In both reflexive thematic analysis and quantitative content analysis, coding is considered

to be a context-dependent decision-making process which involves researchers recording aspects

of the data that they perceive to be relevant to their research question (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021;

Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). In reflexive thematic analysis, however, the aim is

not to code in an ‘accurate’ or ‘replicable’ manner, because subjective interpretations of data cannot

be inaccurate, only more or less nuanced or complex (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021b, 2021c, 2021d;

Terry & Hayfield, 2021). In contrast, in quantitative content analysis, coding should be valid and

reliable (Stemler, 2001); in content analysis (in general), coding schemes are often created to ensure

that the analysis can be easily revised or replicated (Elo et al., 2014). Replication is not considered

to be a useful concept in reflexive thematic analysis, however, because subjective interpretations

differ from person to person, depending on their theoretical orientation(s) and position in relation

to the data (as discussed in greater detail below; Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021b, 2021c, 2021d; Terry

& Haytield, 2021). This means that Nash et al.,’s (2021) coding of the words ‘challenging’, ‘difficult’

and ‘hard’ as negative, for example, could be considered to be unconvincing (but not ‘wrong’) from
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the perspective of reflexive thematic analysis, and inaccurate from the perspective of quantitative
content analysis, as the evaluative criteria for the two approaches are predicated on different
paradigmatic values. In either case, the coding could be considered to lack plausibility, because it

does not necessarily reflect what has been expressed by the participants.

Coding can also be thought of as providing the foundations or building blocks for
subsequent, more insightful pattern-based qualitative data analysis" (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Willig,
2013). “theme is an outcome of coding, categorization, or analytic reflection, not something that
is, in itself, coded” (Saldafia, 2013, p. 14). Indeed, coding is a purposeful, pragmatic and problem-
focused means to an end and “never an end in itself” (Richards, 2015, p. 105). The outcome of
interest (i.e. ‘end’) is generally the development of categories or themes, and the problem is that,
in the absence of coding, it is not possible for qualitative data analysis to be conducted in a
complex, rigorous and systematic manner because the data remains too disordetly for researchers
to “get to grips with” (Elliot, 2018, p. 2851). Indeed, coding opens up opportunities for
‘headspace’, reflection and inspiration (Gough & Lyons, 2016). Thus, in both reflexive thematic
analysis and quantitative content analysis, coding is conceptualised as an adaptable technique which
is used by researchers to assist their attempts to condense, arrange and contextualise data in an

effort to render it manageable enough for them to begin identifying and interpreting aspects of the

13 Pattern-based qualitative data analysis methods include reflexive thematic analysis, grounded theory and interpretive

phenomenological analysis, among other methods (Braun & Clarke, 2013).
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data that are - or at least appear to be - pertinent to their research question (Braun & Clarke, 20006,

2012, 2013, 2021a, 2022; Cavanagh, 1997; Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Terry & Hayfield, 2021).

In general, codes can be distinguished between ‘data-derived’ or ‘semantic’ codes, which
succinctly summarise the explicit meaning 7z the data, on the one hand, and ‘researcher-derived’
or ‘latent’ codes, which express the researcher’s interpretation of the ‘hidden’ or implicit meaning
within the data, on the other (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Willig, 2013). Both semantic and latent codes
are usually used by researchers, although semantic codes are more common among novice
qualitative researchers, as well as when researchers are attempting to answer exploratory research
questions or describe the participants’ situated experiences and perceptions (Braun & Clarke, 2013,
2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021; Willig, 2013). In light of this, semantic coding was primarily used
during this (self-consciously) applied, exploratory and descriptive thesis. Codes can also be
inductive or deductive; a combination of both have been used in this thesis and will elaborated

upon in chapters 4, 5 and 6.

Crucially, coding is an iterative and recursive process in the sense that it is common for
codes to be discarded, refined or merged following a period of reflection and the development of
a deeper understanding of data (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2021a, 2022; Creswell, 2015; Elliot,
2018; Saldafia, 2013; Willig, 2013). Indeed, as the researchet’s interpretation of the data develops,
most initial codes, which can often be thought of as ‘first level’, descriptive codes, are replaced or
accompanied by ‘second level’, inferential codes which integrate first level codes that share a

pattern of meaning (Punch, 2013, cited in Elliot, 2018). It is also important to note that, when
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conducting reflexive thematic analysis, the same segments of data can be coded more than once if
multiple (semantic or latent) meanings are apparent to the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013,
2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). In turn, this means that sub-codes can be created to reflect subtle
differences that exist within larger segments or lumps’ of coded data (Saldafia, 2013). It also means
that, while second level codes can be constructed from several first level codes, the distinctions
between first level codes can be retained, especially when using computer assisted qualitative data
analysis software programmes which “make it easier to develop complex stratified sets of codes”
(Elliot, 2018, p. 2857). In contrast, when conducting quantitative content analysis, similarly sized
segments of data, which are referred to as ‘units of analysis’, must be coded to internally consistent,
mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories once — and once-only — in order to ensure that the

prevalence of codes, sub- or main categories can be analysed quantitively (Stemler, 2001).

3.5.6 Qualitative research methods: Computer assisted qualitative data analysis software

Coding can be conducted by hand (by annotating and highlighting an interview transcript or
questionnaire response, for example) or using computer assisted qualitative data analysis software.
The latter can make it easier to: retrieve segments of data that have been assignment to codes;
arrange, count and merge codes; and determine how widespread codes are across the dataset
(Braun & Clarke, 2013; Elliot, 2018). Computer assisted qualitative data analysis software can also
make it easier to assign multiple codes to the same segments of data, as doing so by hand can be
impractical, confusing and counterproductive if it leads to the data becoming more rather than less

difficult to interpret (Elliot, 2018). For these reasons, NVivo 12 — a form of computer assisted
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qualitative data analysis software — was used as a platform on which to code the data in Studies 1,
2 and 3. Crucially, however, NVivo 12 is not a qualitative research method; it is akin to a ‘useful
toolset” which still requires the craftsman or women to apply their skills (Saldafia, 2013). Indeed,
in reflexive thematic analysis, “researcher subjectivity is the primary ‘tool’ for [data analysis]”

(Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. 15).

3.5.7 Reflexive thematic analysis: theme construction and development

In Studies 1, 2 and 3, I constructed themes in an effort to understand and interpret the coded data.
Put simply, themes can be defined as “patterns of meaning anchored by a shared idea or concept”
(Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. 106). In reflexive thematic analysis, themes are actively constructed by
the researcher (as discussed above) and are based on the interpretation of common and recurring
patterns across the dataset'* that are pertinent to the research question and can be underpinned by
a ‘central organising concept’; that is, “an idea or concept that captures and summarises the core
point of a coherent and meaningful pattern in the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 328). Crucially,
reflexive thematic analysis is predicated on the assumption that well-developed themes capture
multifaceted, salient and insightful aspects of the data which, when combined, offer an insightful
answer to the research question that is being addressed (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2021; Terry &

Hayfield, 2021).

4 The term ‘across the dataset’ refers to observations that apparent in the accounts of several of the participants, but

not necessarily all of them.
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Importantly, in the reflexive thematic analysis, as well as many other qualitative research

methods, themes are not ‘discovered” and neither do they ‘appear’, ‘arise’ or ‘emerge’ from the

dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2012, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021;

Saldafia, 2013; Vapio et al.,, 2017; Willig, 2013). Instead, themes are actively generated by the

researcher during an organic process that is aimed at telling an “znzerpretive. .. story about the data”

(Braun & Clarke, 2021b, p. 3606, author’s emphasis). Indeed, claiming that themes are discovered

ot found fails to acknowledge the complex interaction that takes place between the researcher and

the data, as well as the high degree of creativity that researchers must proactively direct towards

interpreting and organising common, coherent and meaningful across-case patterns (Braun &

Clarke, 20006; 2012, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021; Vapio et al., 2017;

Willig, 2013). Thus, “if themes ‘reside’ anywhere, they reside in our heads from our thinking about

our data and creating links as we understand them” (Ely et al., 1997, p. 205-6, cited in Braun &

Clarke, 20006, p. 80).

<

Coding, as highlighted above, can be “understood as part of a resource to assist the
construction of themes” (Terry & Hayfield, 2021, p. 41). This is because codes and the segments
of data that are captured by them help researchers to create ‘candidate’ or ‘prototype’ themes,
which are developed and iteratively revised until a sufficient number of multifaceted and distinct
themes have been crafted to answer the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2019, 2021a,

2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Indeed, codes are either clustered on the basis of shared

patterns of meaning or ‘promoted’ to themes if they are sufficiently complex and insightful (Braun

116



& Clarke, 2012, 2019, 2021a, 2021c, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Themes are, however, more
than a combination of codes because the codes need to be organised and interpreted by researcher;
in this sense, themes are analytic ‘outputs’ rather than ‘inputs’ (as discussed below; Braun & Clarke,
2012, 2013, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021). Themes cannot — as mentioned —
be ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, but they can be strong or weak": strong analyses are plausible, coherent,
thoughtful, insightful and useful, whereas weak analyses are unconvincing, underdeveloped,

superficial, ‘thin’ or unhelpful (Braun & Clarke, 2021a).

Importantly multiple themes or sub-themes are required to capture “something important
about the data in relation to the research question” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 82), as well as “tell
a rich story” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 56), and need to be presented in a logical and integrated
order (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2013, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Terry & Haytield, 2021; Tracy,
2010). Thus, when judging the quality of a reflexive thematic analysis, ‘the proof is in the pudding’;
it cannot be evaluated exclusively on the basis of how well the coding has been conducted, for
example. Rather, reflexive thematic analyses need to be considered ‘as a whole” and can, therefore,

be compared to a patchwork quilt which is comprised of:

...separately patterned squares. Each of the patterned squares can be
understood as akin to a theme... (the pieces of fabric which create those

patterns are akin to codes). Each of the... squares need to be organised,

15 The strength of reflexive thematic analyses exists on a spectrum; there is no ‘cut-off’ point between strong and weak

analyses (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021).
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coherent and distinct; and combined together, they need to work to create
an overall patchwork pattern for the quilt. The patterning requires
organisation to give it meaning. The partwork only works if lots of
different pieces of fabric (codes) contribute towards creating organised
and coherent patterns (themes), which are distinct from other patterns,
and which work together to make an overall pattern (the analysis) (Braun

& Clarke, 2013, p. 231, authors’ emphasis)

While reflective thematic analysis is based on six procedural phases'® (data familiarisation; coding;
candidate theme construction; theme development; defining and naming themes; and reporting
themes; Braun & Clarke, 2012; Terry & Hayfield, 2021), it is important to recognise that this model
is rarely linear, simple or straightforward and “should never be rushed” (Braun et al., 2016, p. 198).
Indeed, it has been suggested that while the phases provide structure and make reflexive thematic
analysis accessible to novice qualitative researchers, they risk representing reflexive thematic
analysis as “akin to walking... up a flight of steps, where your progress from start to finish is clear
and direct” (Braun et al., 2016, p. 198). In contrast, the progression from one phase to another is

—as I have experienced — often slow, difficult and iterative:

[Reflexive thematic analysis is] like following a hose through long grass,

where you cannot clearly see the way ahead, and the path is not direct:

16 These phases ate different from those presented by Braun & Clarke (2000), reflecting advances in the development

of this method (Braun & Clarke, 2012, 2019, 2021b).
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sometimes you move forwards; other times you coil back on yourself.
Doing [reflexive thematic analysis| (well) usually involves a recursive,
reflexive process of moving forwards (and sometimes backwards)... these
steps must not be followed in robotic repetition (Braun et al., 2016, p.

198)

When using reflexive thematic analysis in Studies 1, 2 and 3, I have sought to avoid “slavish or
unthinking adherence to procedures” (Braun & Clarke, 2021¢, p. 343). Indeed, I have to used,
adapted and modified the procedural phases in light of what I considered to be best suited to the
analysis at hand (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Chamberlain, 2000; White, 2013). I have
explained and justified the specific approaches that I took to conducting reflexive thematic analysis

in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.

When learning how to conduct reflexive thematic analysis, I made several initial mistakes,
partly because I read several peer-reviewed journal articles that had claimed to have used reflexive
thematic analysis, but had not, and therefore acted as misleading examples (for example, Tunney
et al., 2017). The analysis presented in Chapter 3, for example, was conducted twice from the
beginning prior to being revised a third time before it was considered to be ‘good enough’’ to
answer the research question (Vapio et al., 2017). Indeed, the first iteration of the analysis resulted

in three excessively broad, bloated and unwieldy themes, which captured the most obvious

171 use the term ‘good enough’ in an attempt to acknowledge that none of the analyses are ‘petfect’, not to display

complacency.
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patterns in the dataset; this, I later learnt, is a common mistake, especially for novice qualitative
researchers (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2022; Connelly & Peltzer, 2016; Terry & Hayfield, 2021;
Willig, 2013). Nevertheless, it was not a ‘wasted effort’, because “no effort expended on the data
is ever wasted” (Terry & Hayfield, p. 45). Indeed, after realising in spring 2021 that the analysis
had been foreclosed prematurely in summer 2020 (Connelly & Peltzer, 2016), it was started again
from the beginning (i.e. starting with data familiarisation), with coding being conducted in light of
a better understanding of: (i) how to code; and (ii) what the purpose of coding is within the context
of reflexive thematic analysis (namely, to aid the researcher’s subjective interpretation of the data
rather than to code ‘accurately’ and in a frightened and paranoid manner about ‘what someone
else might think’). The second attempt to conduct the reflexive thematic analysis resulted in the
construction of eight, tightly focused themes, which were later revised to create the five
multifaceted and distinct themes that are presented in Chapter 4. I also revised the analysis
presented in Chapter 5 after realising that I had confused codes and themes (Braun & Clarke,
2021b). During this time, I occasionally felt alone and lost in the wilderness as I was without an
experienced qualitative researcher to provide feedback on the quality of my analysis. Despite this,
my understanding of how to conduct reflexive thematic analysis developed dramatically during
this period, as I read widely and attentively, and held myself to the highest standard I knew how
to (hence revising the analyses presented in Chapters 4 and 5 on several occasions). Since then, I

have reflected frequently on the following observation:

120



Becoming a qualitative researcher occurs both through intentional,
directed effort and via informal, implicit learning. .. In reading the works
of others, we learn how to conduct research and how to communicate
within our academic environment... As we develop our researcher
identities through reading others’ research manuscripts, and receiving
teedback on our own writing, we gradually absorb the practices of that

community (Vapio et al., 2017, p. 47).

I found reflecting on this observation useful because it helped me to understand where I had gone
wrong: I had placed too much faith in the assumption that peer-reviewed journal articles that claim
to have used reflexive thematic analyses can be looked on as ‘exemplars’; this is not the case (Braun
& Clarke, 2021a, 2021b; Terry & Hayfield, 2021; Trainer & Bundon, 2021). Furthermore, I agree
that “for qualitative research to flourish..., students and early career researchers require more

sophisticated, in-depth instruction than is currently offered (Gough & Lyons, 2016, p. 234).

Throughout this thesis, the themes and sub-themes have been named using a combination
of the participants’ language and short, playful names that offer an insight into the core idea or
central organising concept that they capture (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021).
Segments of coded data have also been presented frequently during the reporting of the themes in
an effort to simultaneously provide evidence for the analytic claims being made and to add depth,

coherence and multivocality to the analyses (Tracy, 2010). In doing so, an attempt has been made
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to position the voices of the participants in Studies 1, 2 and 3 at the forefront of the analyses

(Creswell, 2015).

I concluded the analyses when I thought that I had constructed a sufficiently “compelling,

coherent and useful story in relation to the research question” (Braun & Clarke, 2021c, p. 207);

the concept of saturation was not considered to be useful within the context of this research

because it is always possible for additional or more nuanced insights or interpretations to be

constructed (Braun & Clarke, 2021b; Vapio et al., 2017). Once the themes had been reported, I

asked myself the following questions in an attempt to evaluate whether I had conducted reflexive

thematic analysis well enough for the purpose of this research:

e Are the themes rich and multifaceted?

e Are the themes internally consistent and distinct?

e Are the themes ‘artistically interpretive’, analytic outputs?

e Are the themes named using ‘creative’, engaging and catchy titles?

e Are the themes underpinned by a core idea or central organising concept?

e Are the themes based on recurring, coherent and meaningful across-case patterns?

e Are the themes anchored by, and grounded in, the participants’ accounts of their realities?

e Are the themes telling convincing, insightful and useful stories in relation to the research

question being addressed, as well as an overall story?
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These questions were based my interpretation of the assumptions, criteria and critical questions
for evaluating the quality reflexive thematic analyses that have been proposed (Braun & Clarke,
2021a, 2021b, 2022; Terry & Hayfield, 2021), in addition to the criteria for evaluating the quality

of qualitative analyses more generally (Elliot et al., 1999; Tracy, 2010).

3.5.8 Quantitative content analysis: category creation and refinement

Given that content analysis is an ‘umbrella’ term that captures a wide variety of data analysis
techniques that are aimed at “compressing many words of text into fewer content categories based
on explicit rules of coding” (Stemler, 2001, p .8), I will provide a brief overview the variation of it

that I used in Studies 2 and 3 in this section before describing it in greater detail in Chapters 5 and

In quantitative content analysis, following data familiarisation, the researcher must decide
on what ‘unit of analysis’ (i.e. size segment of data) is to be coded (Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Stemler,
2001). Thus, because I only used quantitative content analysis on occasions when participants had
been asked to describe their experiences using three words or phrases, the words and phrases were
treated as units of analysis (i.e. phrases were not ‘dissected’, but coded ‘as a whole’). Each unit of
analysis was coded once — and once-only — and I developed and refined coding schemes to ensure
that the data were coded as coherently, transparently and systematically as reasonably possible

(Stemler, 2001; Elo et al., 2014).
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Once the data has been coded, similar or closely related codes that I considered to share
the same or similar meaning and, therefore, belong together, were merged (Cavanagh, 1997). This
process was repeated until a sufficiently exhaustive list of internally consistent and mutually
exclusive categories has been created (Stemler, 2001). In other words, all of the words and phrases
were assigned to categories that they could be considered to belong; none one the words or phrases
‘fell between’ categories (Cavanagh, 1997; Stemler, 2001). A miscellaneous category was created
for words and phrases that did not fit into the other categories and were used by fewer than 5%
of the participants. Once enough categories had been created to adequately capture the meanings
that I considered the words and phrases to express, the categories were grouped in order to create
‘higher order’ categories (Elo & Kyngis, 2008). For the analysis of the words and phrases that
participants used to describe their experience of sixth form, I differentiated between sub- and main
categories, with the latter being used to contain all of the words and phrases that had been assigned

to the former.

What constitutes an appropriate number of categories within the context of quantitative
content analysis is situation-dependent and important the researcher to decide, explain and justify:
“there is no simple, ‘right’ way of doing it” (Elo & Kyngis, 2008, p. 113). In light of this, the
decisions that I have made when analysing the words and phrases that the participants provided
to describe their experiences of sixth form and what they worry about most frequently in Studies
2 and 3 have been described in detail in Chapters 5 and 6. Generally, however, I followed five

procedural phases, which I derived from the procedures described by Elo & Kyngis (2008) and
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Stemler (2001), in particular: data familiarisation; semantic coding; coding scheme development
and refinement; category formation; and reporting. The second, third and fourth phases (i.e.
semantic coding; coding scheme development and refinement; and category formation) were the
most interconnected, iterative and recursive. The coding schemes that I created can be found in

Appendices 7 and 8.

In quantitative content analysis, it is up to the researcher to present the findings in whatever
way they consider best or most useful. In this thesis, I have reported how many participants in
Studies 2 and 3 used at least one word or phrase to describe their experiences in a particular way;
the number and proportion of words or phrases that were assigned to specific sub- and main
categories; and the types of words and phrases that the participants used first. The words or
phrases that the participants used first were reported on the grounds that it could be assumed to
be the case that the first term is the one that best represents the participants’ experiences and,
therefore, immediately ‘springs to mind’. The participants were not, however, asked to provide the

terms in a particular order.

All of the sub- and main categories were named using a combination of ‘content-
characteristic’ words or phrases and multiple examples of the words and phrases that were assigned
to each category have been presented (Elo & Kyngis, 2008). While content analysis does “not
proceed in a linear fashion” (Elo & Kyngis, 2008, p. 113), it was — in this thesis — far simpler and
more straightforward than conducting reflexive thematic analysis because it relied on coding and

categotising particularly small segments of data (i.e. words and phrases) which did not require a
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deep interpretive engagement. Nevertheless, it still required time for me to learn how to conduct

quantitative content analysis ‘well enough’, and the analyses were revised after periods of critical

reflection.

3.5.9 Qualitative research methods: final reflections

In Chapters 4, 5 and 6, below, I have attempted to describe the qualitative data collection and

analysis processes in enough detail to enable readers to clearly understand and evaluate how they

were conducted (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b, 2022; Elliot et al., 1999; Elo et al., 2014; Nowell

et al., 2017; Terry & Hayfield, 2021; Tracy, 2010). I have also attempted to enable readers to

determine the extent the which the findings can be transferred to the experiences of other A-level

students or different situations by writing clearly; using quotations to illustrate the analytic claims;

and describing the samples and data collection processes and contexts in detail (Smith, 2018). In

addition, the themes that were constructed from Studies 1 and 2 have been discussed informally

with a small number of recent A-level students within my social network in an attempt to gain in

insight into whether they resonate, reverberate or ‘ring true’ with their experiences (Smith, 2018),

which they did. Furthermore, the data for Studies 2 and 3 will be deposited in an anonymous

format on Research Data York in February 2022, meaning that other researchers will be able to

access and analyse it in line with open science practices. In the next section, I will introduce the

quantitative research methods that this thesis used.
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3.6 Quantitative research methods

Quantitative data is either numerical or derived from measures that can be converted to numbers;

it is used to investigate relationships between different variables (i.e. measurements that can vary;

Muijs, 2011). In this section, I will introduce the quantitative data collection and analysis methods

that were used in Studies 2 and 3. I will also briefly describe the demographic information that was

gathered for participants in Study 1.

Quantitative data was mainly collected via a cross-sectional survey of 136 A-level students

during the Covid-19 pandemic (in summer 2020; Study 2; Chapter 5); and a follow-up longitudinal

survey of 42 of the participants who had completed the cross-sectional survey (in February 2021;

Study 3; Chapter 6). In Study 2, a cross-sectional survey was adopted in an effort to capture a broad

but detailed ‘snapshot’ of A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education (de Vaus, 2001). In

Study 3, a longitudinal survey — of the participants who had completed the cross-sectional survey

and been in Year 12 at the time — was adopted in the hope that second timepoint (February 2021)

would offer a better insight into how A-level students experience ordinarily experience sixth form;

it had not been anticipated that A-level students would again be learning in online format at that

time. Thus, as discussed below, Study 3 offers an insight into how students’ experiences of studying

A-levels were influenced by the ongoing disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, which

resulted in the cancellation of examinations in January 2021.
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3.6.1 Quantitative research methods: overarching aims

In short, quantitative research methods were primarily used to investigate the severity of A-level
students’ expetiences of depression, anxiety and stress / tension; how often A-level students feel
stressed (in general) or pressured by their academic work (specifically); what strategies A-level
students use to cope with academic demands; and how these variables a) interact with one another
and b) differ between genders (male and female) and timepoints (summer 2020 and February

2021).

Better understanding the above was considered to be important for several reasons. First,
because prior qualitative research has suggested that A-level students may be experiencing a lot of
pressure to perform well, to the extent that it may be harming their mental health (Finch et al,,
2010; Nash et al., 2016, 2021; Study 1). Thus, A-level students’ experiences of stress (in general),
academic pressure (specifically) and scores for depression, anxiety and stress / tension were
measured so that a) they could be gauged more clearly; and b) so that associations between these
variables could be investigated. I considered doing this to be important because it cannot be
assumed that students who report experiencing a greater amount of academic pressure or stress
experience a high degree of negative emotional symptoms because how education-related stressors
are interpreted and responded to by students mediates their affect (Compas et al., 2001; Putwain,
2007). In this vein, generating a better understanding of how A-level students cope with academic

demands was also considered to be important because adolescent coping is an ‘under-researched’
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topic in the UK (Stapley et al., 2020"%). Thus, I thought that capturing what strategies A-level
students use to cope with academic demands — and what implications these have for their mental
health — could provide an insight into: 1) what type of coping strategies A-level students are
currently using; ii) what type of coping strategies A-level students should be encouraged to use or
discouraged from using; and iii) what type of coping strategies pastoral care teams or senior mental
health leads should look out for when attempting to identify students who may be experiencing
psychological distress. This was considered to be particularly important because prior (qualitative)
research has found that A-level students complain of not being taught how to cope with the
academic demand that are made of them (Deuker, 2014; Powell, 2017; Study 1), and that even
students who experience a lot of stress express reluctance to seek support from adults

(Chamberlain et al., 2010; Finch et al., 2011; Study 1).

It is also important to note that because it is well-established that older teenage girls are
more likely than their male counterparts to experience mental ill-health (for example, Vizard et al.,
2018; Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2021; Wright et al., 2020), and are also significantly less likely to use
unambiguously positive language to describe their experience of sixth form (Nash et al., 2016,

2021), differentiating between male and female participants’ scores was considered to be

18 This statement was made in a peer-reviewed journal article that had been co-authored by Professor Miranda
Wolpert (Director of Mental Health at the Wellcome Trust) and Professor Jessica Deighton (Director of the
Evidence Based Practice Unit at the Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families). I point this out
because I am conscious that claiming that a topic ‘under-researched’ is a subjective, value-laden statement.

The article had been published online in 2019.
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worthwhile. In addition, A-level students experiences in summer 2020 and February 2021 were
compared in an effort to contribute to our understanding of how the Covid-19 pandemic

influenced A-level students’ experiences of post-16 education.

3.6.2 Quantitative research methods: evaluating claims

Quantitative research methods were also used to evaluate two sets of claims. The first set of claims
were based on the notion that the type of words and phrases that A-level students use to describe
their experience of sixth form can offer insight into the quality of their mental health (Nash et al.,
2016, 2021). In order to do this, the findings from quantitative content analysis formed the basis
for differentiating between participants according to whether they had used: i) t