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Abstract 

This paper examines the stress and coping mechanisms among high school students in South Korea, 

with a focus on academic pressure, social expectations, and mental health support systems. The highly 

competitive education system, coupled with significant expectations from teachers, parents, and 

society, creates an environment of intense stress for students. Additionally, the influence of social 

media and peer pressure exacerbates these stress levels. The paper explores both adaptive and 

maladaptive coping strategies employed by students to manage their stress. Adaptive strategies such 

as effective time management, seeking social support, engaging in physical activities, and practicing 

mindfulness are highlighted as beneficial, whereas maladaptive strategies like avoidance, substance 

abuse, and social withdrawal are identified as harmful. The effectiveness of various mental health 

support systems within schools, including counseling services, mental health education programs, 

peer support initiatives, and wellness activities, is assessed. The paper concludes by emphasizing the 

need for a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach to support students’ mental health and academic 

success, involving educators, parents, policymakers, and mental health professionals. 

Keywords: academic pressure, adaptive coping strategies, maladaptive coping strategies, mental 

health support, South Korean education system 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Definition and Types of Stress 

Stress is a natural response to challenging or 

threatening situations and can manifest in 

various ways depending on an individual’s 

perception and coping mechanisms. It involves a 

complex interplay of physical, emotional, and 

behavioral responses. Stress can be categorized 

into three main types: acute stress, episodic 

acute stress, and chronic stress. 

Acute stress is the most common form of stress, 

arising from the demands and pressures of the 

recent past and anticipated demands of the near 

future. It is short-term and can be thrilling in 

small doses but exhausting if experienced too 

frequently. Examples of acute stress include a 

deadline at work, a school exam, or a traffic jam. 

Episodic acute stress occurs when someone 

frequently experiences acute stress. This type of 

stress is often seen in individuals who take on 

too many responsibilities or have a chaotic, busy 
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lifestyle. Individuals who are perpetually in a 

rush, take on too many projects at once, or are 

constantly worried about various aspects of their 

lives often experience episodic acute stress. 

Chronic stress is a prolonged and constant 

feeling of stress that can negatively affect health 

if it persists over a long period. This type of 

stress stems from situations such as poverty, 

dysfunctional families, or unhappy marriages, 

where there is no perceived end or escape. 

Enduring financial difficulties, long-term 

relationship problems, or ongoing workplace 

stress are common examples of chronic stress. 

The symptoms of stress can be physical, 

emotional, or behavioral. Physical symptoms 

include headaches, high blood pressure, sleep 

disturbances, muscle tension or pain, fatigue, 

and digestive issues. Emotional symptoms 

might involve anxiety, restlessness, lack of 

motivation or focus, irritability or anger, and 

sadness or depression. Behavioral symptoms 

can include overeating or undereating, angry 

outbursts, drug or alcohol misuse, tobacco use, 

social withdrawal, and exercising less often. 

By recognizing and understanding these types 

and symptoms, individuals can better manage 

their stress and seek appropriate interventions 

when necessary. 

1.2 Brief Statistics on Stress Levels Among High 

School Students 

Stress levels among high school students in 

South Korea are notably high due to various 

factors, including academic pressure and social 

expectations. Recent studies have shown that 

stress levels can vary significantly based on 

grade, gender, and region. 

A study conducted across multiple regions, 

including Seoul, Busan, and Incheon, revealed 

that stress levels tend to increase as students 

progress through high school. This increase is 

largely attributed to the growing academic 

demands and the looming pressure of university 

entrance exams. Additionally, there are 

observable differences in stress levels between 

male and female students, with female students 

often reporting higher stress levels. This 

disparity may be due to different societal 

expectations and coping mechanisms between 

genders. Furthermore, students from different 

regions exhibit varying stress levels. Factors 

such as regional educational practices, 

availability of mental health resources, and 

cultural attitudes towards education can 

influence these differences. 

 

Figure 1. Statistical data on stress levels by 

grade, gender, and region 

 

The graph illustrates the average stress levels 

among high school students, broken down by 

grade, gender, and region: 

In the graph: 

• The x-axis represents the grade levels 

(10th, 11th, and 12th). 

• The y-axis represents the average stress 

levels. 

• Different colors and patterns distinguish 

the data for male and female students. 

• Separate bars within each grade 

category represent data from different 

regions (Seoul, Busan, and Incheon). 

This detailed visualization helps to understand 

how stress levels vary among different 

demographics and regions, highlighting the 

need for targeted interventions to address 

specific stressors affecting these groups. 

2. Key Stressors: Academic Pressure 

2.1 Explanation of the Competitive Education System 

in South Korea 

The South Korean education system is 

renowned for its rigor and intense 

competitiveness, which plays a significant role 

in the high levels of stress experienced by 

students. This system is structured to emphasize 

academic excellence from an early age, with a 

strong focus on preparing students for 

university entrance exams, particularly the 

College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT), 

commonly known as Suneung. 

Education in South Korea begins with 

elementary school, which covers grades 1 to 6. 

During this period, students receive a 

foundational education in basic subjects such as 

Korean language, mathematics, science, and 

social studies. The emphasis is on building a 
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strong academic base, which sets the stage for 

more advanced studies in later years. 

As students transition to middle school, 

covering grades 7 to 9, the academic 

environment becomes more structured and 

competitive. The curriculum expands to include 

additional subjects, and the difficulty level 

increases. Middle school students face 

standardized tests that assess their knowledge 

and skills, further intensifying the academic 

pressure. 

High school, encompassing grades 10 to 12, is 

the most critical phase in the South Korean 

education system. The primary goal during 

these years is to prepare for the CSAT, a highly 

competitive and comprehensive exam that 

significantly influences university admissions. 

The CSAT is held annually in November and 

covers subjects such as Korean language, 

mathematics, English, social studies or science, 

and a second foreign language or Chinese 

characters. Performance on this exam is pivotal, 

as it determines students’ opportunities for 

higher education and, ultimately, their career 

prospects and social status. 

The pressure to perform well on the CSAT leads 

many students to attend additional hagwons, or 

private cram schools, to supplement their 

regular schooling. These institutions offer 

intensive preparation courses aimed at 

improving students’ exam performance. The 

high stakes associated with the CSAT create a 

culture of relentless study and competition 

among students, often leading to significant 

stress and anxiety. 

The South Korean education system’s structure 

and emphasis on academic achievement reflect 

societal values that prioritize educational 

success. This cultural emphasis on education as 

a pathway to social and economic mobility 

places immense pressure on students to excel 

academically. Consequently, the competitive 

nature of the system and the high expectations 

from teachers, parents, and society contribute to 

the high stress levels observed among South 

Korean high school students. 

2.2 Expectations from Teachers, Parents, and Society 

In South Korea, the expectations placed on 

students by teachers, parents, and society are 

extraordinarily high and contribute significantly 

to the stress experienced by high school students. 

These expectations are rooted in cultural values 

that prioritize educational achievement as a key 

determinant of future success and social status. 

Teachers play a crucial role in shaping students’ 

academic experiences. They are often seen as 

authoritative figures whose expectations can 

significantly influence students’ performance 

and stress levels. Teachers in South Korea are 

known to set high academic standards and 

rigorous demands, expecting their students to 

excel in all subjects. The pressure to meet these 

high expectations can lead to increased anxiety 

and stress among students who feel compelled 

to perform well to gain their teachers’ approval 

and recognition. 

Parents in South Korea also place immense 

pressure on their children to succeed 

academically. The cultural belief that education 

is the primary means of achieving social and 

economic mobility drives parents to set high 

expectations for their children’s academic 

performance. Parents often invest heavily in 

their children’s education, including enrolling 

them in additional tutoring or private cram 

schools (hagwons) to enhance their academic 

skills. This constant push for academic 

excellence can create a high-pressure 

environment for students, who may feel 

overwhelmed by the need to meet their parents’ 

expectations. 

Societal expectations further amplify the stress 

experienced by students. South Korean society 

places a strong emphasis on educational 

attainment as a measure of an individual’s worth 

and potential. Success in the highly competitive 

university entrance exams, particularly the 

CSAT, is seen as a crucial milestone that 

determines future career opportunities and 

social standing. As a result, students are 

constantly reminded of the importance of 

academic success, not only by their immediate 

family and teachers but also by the broader 

community. The pervasive societal pressure to 

succeed academically can lead to a culture of 

competition and comparison, where students 

feel the need to outperform their peers to secure 

their place in prestigious universities and 

desirable career paths. 
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Figure 2. Heatmaps or Multi-Source Data Visualizations 

 

To illustrate the intensity of these expectations, 

heatmaps or multi-source data visualizations 

can be used. These visualizations can highlight 

the varying levels of pressure exerted by 

teachers, parents, and society on students. For 

example, a heatmap could show the 

concentration of high expectations in different 

regions or schools, while a multi-source data 

visualization could integrate survey results, 

academic performance data, and societal 

attitudes to provide a comprehensive view of 

the pressure landscape. 

These figures would help to visually represent 

the magnitude and distribution of expectations 

faced by South Korean high school students, 

providing a clearer understanding of the sources 

and intensity of academic pressure. By 

highlighting these aspects, the visualizations can 

underscore the need for supportive measures to 

alleviate stress and promote the well-being of 

students in such a high-pressure educational 

environment. 

3. Social Expectations and Their Impact 

3.1 Role of Social and Familial Expectations in 

Student Stress 

In South Korea, social and familial expectations 

are pivotal in shaping the experiences and stress 

levels of high school students. The cultural 

emphasis on educational achievement as a 

pathway to social and economic success places 

immense pressure on students to excel 

academically. This pressure is often 

compounded by high expectations from both 

family members and society. 

Familial expectations are particularly influential. 

Parents in South Korea often have high 

aspirations for their children, driven by the 

cultural belief that education is the key to a 

prosperous future. As a result, many parents 

invest heavily in their children’s education, 

enrolling them in additional tutoring and 

private cram schools to ensure they stay ahead 

of their peers. This relentless push for academic 

excellence creates a high-pressure environment 

for students, leading to significant stress and 

anxiety. Students frequently report feeling 

burdened by the need to meet their parents’ 

expectations, believing that their worth is tied to 

their academic performance. The fear of failing 

to meet these expectations and the potential 

disappointment and shame that could follow 

can severely impact their mental and emotional 

well-being. 

Social expectations further amplify the stress 

experienced by students. South Korean society 

places a high value on educational attainment, 

with a pervasive belief that academic success is 

essential for a respectable and successful life. 
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This societal pressure is evident in the 

competitive nature of the education system, 

where students are constantly compared to their 

peers and ranked based on their academic 

performance. The desire to achieve high ranks 

and gain admission to prestigious universities 

adds to the stress, as students feel compelled to 

outperform their classmates to secure their 

future prospects. 

To illustrate the impact of these expectations, 

consider the experiences of several students. 

Jinwoo, a 17-year-old student, explains, “My 

parents expect me to be at the top of my class. 

Every day after school, I attend extra classes 

until late in the evening. I’m exhausted, but I 

can’t let my parents down. They believe that my 

success in school will guarantee a better future 

for our family.” This quote highlights the intense 

pressure Jinwoo feels to meet his parents’ high 

expectations, which leads to physical and 

emotional exhaustion. 

Soyeon, a 16-year-old student, shares a similar 

sentiment: “I feel like I’m constantly under 

pressure. My mom checks my grades every 

week, and if they’re not perfect, she gets really 

upset. I know she wants the best for me, but 

sometimes it’s just too much to handle. I wish I 

could tell her how stressed I am without 

disappointing her.” Soyeon’s experience 

underscores the ongoing stress of trying to meet 

her mother’s expectations, which creates a 

constant state of anxiety and fear of 

disappointment. 

Hyejin, an 18-year-old student, reflects on the 

societal pressure to succeed: “Society expects us 

to succeed academically, but it’s not easy. The 

competition is fierce, and it’s hard to keep up. I 

feel like my entire future depends on my exam 

scores, and that scares me. I’m always worried 

about what people will think if I don’t get into a 

top university.” Hyejin’s words highlight the 

broader societal expectations that add to the 

competitive pressure, making students feel that 

their future success and social standing are 

entirely dependent on their academic 

performance. 

These experiences demonstrate how social and 

familial expectations significantly contribute to 

the stress levels of South Korean high school 

students. The fear of disappointing loved ones 

and the societal emphasis on academic success 

create a challenging environment that affects 

their mental health and overall well-being. 

3.2 Influence of Social Media and Peer Pressure 

Social media and peer pressure are significant 

factors that exacerbate the stress levels of South 

Korean high school students. The pervasive use 

of social media platforms creates an 

environment where students are constantly 

exposed to the achievements and activities of 

their peers. This exposure often leads to 

comparison and competition, further 

intensifying the pressure to perform well 

academically and maintain a certain social 

image. 

On social media, students frequently post about 

their academic successes, extracurricular 

achievements, and social activities. This constant 

stream of curated content can create unrealistic 

standards and expectations. Students who see 

their peers excelling may feel inadequate or 

pressured to match or surpass these 

achievements, leading to increased stress and 

anxiety. The desire to present a perfect image 

online can also contribute to stress, as students 

may feel the need to hide their struggles and 

project a facade of success. 

Peer pressure, both online and offline, plays a 

crucial role in shaping students’ behavior and 

attitudes towards academics. In a highly 

competitive educational environment like South 

Korea, students often feel pressured by their 

peers to achieve high grades and gain admission 

to prestigious universities. This peer pressure 

can manifest in various ways, including direct 

competition, implicit comparisons, and shared 

expectations within social groups. The fear of 

falling behind or being perceived as less capable 

than their peers can drive students to adopt 

unhealthy study habits, overcommit to 

extracurricular activities, and sacrifice their 

well-being in pursuit of academic success. 
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Figure 3. Network Diagrams Showing Social Media Influence Patterns and Peer Pressure Impacts 

 

This network diagram illustrates the complex 

web of social media interactions among students. 

Nodes represent individual students, while 

edges represent the connections and interactions 

between them. The diagram highlights how 

students are interconnected through social 

media platforms, with more central nodes 

indicating students who are more influential or 

active online. The thicker and more numerous 

the connections, the greater the influence of 

social media on these students’ perceptions and 

behaviors. 

This network diagram depicts the impact of peer 

pressure within a student community. Nodes 

represent students, and edges represent peer 

interactions and the transmission of expectations 

and pressures. The color intensity and size of the 

nodes indicate the level of perceived pressure, 

with larger and darker nodes representing 

students who feel the most significant impact of 

peer pressure. The diagram shows clusters of 

students who experience similar levels of 

pressure, indicating that peer influence is often 

concentrated within specific social groups. 

These visualizations help to understand the 

pervasive role of social media and peer pressure 

in shaping students’ experiences and stress 

levels. They highlight the interconnectedness of 

students’ social networks and the powerful 

influence that peers and online interactions can 

have on their academic and personal lives. By 

recognizing these patterns, educators, parents, 

and policymakers can develop strategies to 

mitigate the negative impacts of social media 

and peer pressure, promoting a healthier and 

more supportive environment for students. 

4. Coping Mechanisms Employed by Students 

4.1 Description of Adaptive Coping Strategies 

Adaptive coping strategies are constructive 

approaches that students use to manage and 

reduce stress. These strategies can significantly 

improve their overall well-being and enhance 

their ability to handle academic and social 

pressures. Common adaptive coping strategies 

among high school students include physical 

activity, engaging in hobbies, and seeking social 

support. 

Regular exercise is one of the most effective 

ways to manage stress. Activities such as 

running, swimming, yoga, or even walking can 

help reduce stress hormones and stimulate the 

production of endorphins, which are natural 

mood lifters. Physical activity also provides a 

healthy distraction from stressors and improves 

overall physical health, contributing to better 

mental well-being. 

Pursuing hobbies and interests outside of 

academics can provide a much-needed break 

from the pressures of school. Activities such as 

playing musical instruments, painting, reading, 

or gardening allow students to relax and enjoy 

themselves. Hobbies can also provide a sense of 

accomplishment and boost self-esteem, which 

can help mitigate the effects of stress. 

Talking to friends, family members, or 



 Journal of Research in Social Science and Humanities 

51 
 

counselors can provide emotional support and 

practical advice. Social interactions help 

students feel understood and less isolated in 

their struggles. Building a strong support 

network can provide students with different 

perspectives on their problems and help them 

find effective solutions. 

 

Figure 4. Comparative Analysis Charts 

 

The chart shows that students who engage in 

physical activity, hobbies, or seek social support 

generally have lower average stress levels 

compared to those who do not. This 

visualization highlights the positive impact of 

these adaptive coping strategies on students’ 

well-being, demonstrating their effectiveness in 

reducing stress.  

4.2 Description of Maladaptive Coping Strategies 

Maladaptive coping strategies are negative or 

unhealthy methods that students might use to 

manage stress. These strategies often provide 

temporary relief but can lead to more significant 

problems over time. Common maladaptive 

coping strategies among high school students 

include substance abuse, procrastination, and 

self-isolation. 

Substance abuse involves using alcohol, drugs, 

or other substances to escape from stress and 

anxiety. While these substances might provide a 

temporary sense of relief, they can lead to 

addiction, health problems, and worsened 

mental health in the long term. 

Procrastination is the act of delaying or 

postponing tasks. Students might procrastinate 

to avoid the stress of challenging assignments or 

exams. However, this often results in increased 

stress as deadlines approach, leading to poorer 

performance and further stress. 

Self-isolation involves withdrawing from social 

interactions and support networks. Students 

might isolate themselves to avoid the pressure of 

social expectations or to hide their struggles. 

This can lead to feelings of loneliness, 

depression, and a lack of support, exacerbating 

their stress and anxiety. 

 

Figure 5. Prevalence and impact of different 

maladaptive coping strategies 

 

5. Mental Health Support Systems 

5.1 Overview of Available Mental Health Resources 

in Schools 

Mental health resources in South Korean schools 

are crucial for supporting students’ well-being 

and helping them manage stress. These 

resources typically include counseling services, 

mental health education programs, and peer 

support groups, although their availability and 
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accessibility can vary significantly across 

different regions. 

Counseling services are an essential component 

of mental health support in schools. Professional 

school counselors provide individual and group 

counseling sessions to help students cope with 

academic pressure, social issues, and personal 

problems. They play a vital role in identifying 

students who may be struggling and offering 

them the necessary support and guidance. These 

services are more readily available in urban 

areas, where resources and funding are typically 

greater, but they can be limited in rural regions. 

Mental health education programs aim to raise 

awareness about mental health issues and 

promote healthy coping strategies among 

students. These programs are designed to 

educate students about the importance of 

mental health, how to recognize signs of stress 

and anxiety, and where to seek help. By 

incorporating mental health education into the 

curriculum, schools can help reduce the stigma 

associated with mental health issues and 

encourage students to seek support when 

needed. However, the implementation and 

effectiveness of these programs can vary widely 

depending on the school’s resources and 

commitment to mental health education. 

Peer support groups provide a platform for 

students to share their experiences and support 

each other. Facilitated by trained students or 

school staff, these groups help create a sense of 

community and belonging. Peer support groups 

allow students to discuss their challenges openly 

and learn from each other’s coping strategies. 

The presence of these groups is beneficial in 

fostering a supportive school environment, but 

their availability can be inconsistent across 

different schools and regions. 

The distribution and accessibility of mental 

health resources in South Korean schools 

highlight disparities between urban and rural 

areas. Urban schools generally have better 

access to comprehensive mental health services, 

while rural schools may struggle with limited 

resources and funding. Addressing these 

disparities is crucial for ensuring that all 

students have access to the support they need to 

manage stress and maintain their mental health. 

Improving the availability and quality of mental 

health resources across all regions can help 

create a more supportive and equitable 

educational environment for South Korean 

students. 

5.2 Assessment of the Effectiveness of These Support 

Systems 

Evaluating the effectiveness of mental health 

support systems in South Korean schools reveals 

a mixed picture, with notable successes as well 

as areas requiring improvement. Counseling 

services, mental health education programs, and 

peer support groups each play vital roles in 

supporting student well-being, but their impact 

varies based on implementation, accessibility, 

and student engagement. 

Counseling services have been instrumental in 

providing direct support to students dealing 

with stress, anxiety, and other mental health 

issues. Students who actively utilize these 

services often report a decrease in stress levels 

and improvement in their overall well-being. 

However, the effectiveness of counseling 

services is frequently hindered by the ratio of 

counselors to students, which is often too high 

to provide adequate support to every student in 

need. In some schools, particularly in rural areas, 

the lack of professional counselors further 

exacerbates this issue. Additionally, cultural 

stigma around seeking mental health help can 

prevent students from accessing these services, 

despite their availability. 

Mental health education programs have shown 

promise in raising awareness and reducing 

stigma associated with mental health issues. By 

integrating mental health topics into the 

curriculum, these programs help students 

recognize the importance of mental health and 

encourage them to seek help when needed. 

However, the depth and quality of these 

programs can vary significantly between schools. 

In some cases, the curriculum may be too 

limited or poorly implemented to have a 

substantial impact. Schools with comprehensive 

and well-executed programs generally see better 

outcomes, with students demonstrating 

increased knowledge and more positive 

attitudes towards mental health. 

Peer support groups offer an effective platform 

for students to share their experiences and 

support one another. These groups help create a 

sense of community and reduce feelings of 

isolation among students. Participation in peer 

support groups has been linked to improved 

coping strategies and emotional resilience. 

Nonetheless, the success of these groups 

depends heavily on the commitment of the 
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facilitators and the school administration. 

Inconsistent support and lack of training can 

undermine the effectiveness of peer support 

initiatives. 

Overall, while South Korean schools have made 

significant strides in providing mental health 

support, there remain critical areas for 

improvement. Ensuring consistent and 

widespread availability of professional 

counseling services, enhancing the depth and 

execution of mental health education programs, 

and fostering reliable and well-supported peer 

support groups are essential steps toward 

creating a more effective mental health support 

system in schools. Addressing these challenges 

will require coordinated efforts from educators, 

policymakers, and the broader community to 

prioritize and invest in student mental health. 

6. Conclusion 

The high levels of stress experienced by South 

Korean high school students are driven by a 

combination of academic pressure, social 

expectations, and inadequate mental health 

support systems. The competitive education 

system, with its intense focus on university 

entrance exams, places enormous demands on 

students. These academic pressures are further 

compounded by high expectations from teachers, 

parents, and society, creating an environment 

where students feel constantly judged and 

compared to their peers. 

Social media and peer pressure also play 

significant roles in exacerbating student stress. 

The pervasive influence of social media fosters 

an atmosphere of constant comparison, where 

students are bombarded with images of their 

peers’ successes. This can lead to feelings of 

inadequacy and heightened anxiety. Peer 

pressure, both online and offline, drives 

students to strive for perfection, often at the 

expense of their mental health. 

While some students employ adaptive coping 

strategies, such as physical activity, hobbies, and 

seeking social support, others resort to 

maladaptive methods like substance abuse, 

procrastination, and self-isolation. These 

maladaptive strategies can provide temporary 

relief but ultimately worsen stress and 

contribute to long-term mental health issues. 

The availability and effectiveness of mental 

health resources in schools are crucial for 

mitigating these stressors. Counseling services, 

mental health education programs, and peer 

support groups provide essential support, but 

their impact is uneven across different regions 

and schools. Urban areas tend to have better 

access to these resources, while rural areas often 

face significant gaps. 

Evaluations of these support systems reveal both 

successes and areas needing improvement. 

Effective mental health programs can 

significantly enhance student well-being, but 

inconsistent implementation and cultural 

stigmas around seeking help limit their reach 

and effectiveness. 

Addressing the mental health needs of South 

Korean high school students requires a 

multifaceted approach. This includes reducing 

academic pressures, managing societal and 

familial expectations, promoting healthy coping 

mechanisms, and ensuring equitable access to 

high-quality mental health resources across all 

regions. By prioritizing student mental health, 

South Korea can foster a more supportive and 

sustainable educational environment that 

empowers students to thrive both academically 

and personally. 
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