Abstract
Students completing formal examinations will undoubtedly experience a degree of stress and this may influence their wellbeing and performance. Stress mindset, our beliefs about the nature of stress, has been shown to relate to both wellbeing and performance in adolescents. The present study aimed to qualitatively investigate students’ stress mindset through the use of Participatory Action Research (PAR). Seven students (Mage = 16.14 years, SD = 0.38) who had completed formal school examinations in the previous academic year were trained to be researchers and contributed to all stages of the project. Under the supervision of the first author, they interviewed eight students (n = 3 females, n = 5 males, Mage = 15.63 years, SD = 0.52) to elicit information about their stress mindset. Using thematic analysis, results demonstrated that students have more adaptive beliefs about stress in relation to productivity and personal growth, mixed beliefs about stress’ impact on their performance, and less favourable perceptions of the influence of stress on their mental health. Teachers, parents and past experiences were found to be key agents in shaping their stress mindset. Recommendations for schools to enhance stress mindset included using older students acting as ‘stress mentors’.
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Exploring Student’s Stress Mindset Using Participatory Action Research
Adolescence is a challenging period in an individuals’ life as they contend with a range of physical, social, and psychological changes (Dahl et al., 2018). Alongside coping with such changes, they are also required to perform well in assessments whilst managing high levels of expectation from themselves, parents, and the institution, and resultingly, such challenges may result in the experience of stress (Stromájer et al., 2023; Turner et al., 2024). Although experiencing stress does not always result in maladaptive outcomes, it is thought that stress may contribute to poor mental health (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). Mental health is defined as “a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their community” (World Health Organisation, 2025). Poor mental health is a growing concern with a reported 1 in 6 people experiencing a common mental health problem in a given week in the UK (McManus et al., 2016). In young people, similar trends are evident with a reported 16.7% of 7-16 years experiencing a mental disorder (NHS, 2022), which may be exacerbated by the maladaptive experience of stress during the pursuit of academic qualifications (Stromájer et al., 2023).  Accordingly, given that the maladaptive experience of stress can lead to poor mental health in adolescents, it is important to consider ways in which their experience of stress can be altered to support them in their goal-related pursuits.
The UK’s Education System
This study, and its participants, are grounded in key stage four of what is termed secondary education in the United Kingdom. Key stage four refers to ages 14-16 (otherwise known as year 10 and year 11). Usually at the end of this stage, students complete formal examinations such as aiming to achieve a General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) in core subjects, such as Maths and English, and optional subjects, such as Geography or French. Other formal qualifications can also be obtained such as Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC) awards in subjects such as Sport. Upon completion of such qualifications, students can opt to study to obtain A-Levels or Level 3 BTEC qualifications among other qualifications, such as apprenticeships. In a school environment, students at this stage of their education are sometimes referred to as year 12 and year 13 students. Students must stay in some form of formal education in the UK until they are aged 18 (Gov.UK, 2025).
Stress Mindset
The experience of stress may be determined by an individual’s mindset (Mansell et al., 2023). Broadly speaking, an individual’s mindset is a core set of assumptions about a topic that influence their interpretation of related experiences and may subsequently alter their psychological and physiological responses (Crum et al., 2023). Either consciously or subconsciously, individuals possess beliefs about the nature of stress, which is known as stress mindset (Crum et al., 2013). Such beliefs may be depicted on a continuum ranging from a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset, whereby individuals believe that stress has adaptive consequences on categories such as health (physical and mental), performance and productivity, and learning and growth, to a ‘stress-is-debilitating’ mindset, where the opposite views regarding stress-related outcomes are held (Crum et al., 2013). There are indications to suggest that in adolescents, stress mindset may be category specific. Research by Murphy and colleagues (2023) revealed that students had more helpful beliefs about stress in relation to assessments compared to health and wellbeing. This is supported by the work of Keech et al. (2021), who found that undergraduate students rated stress as being most helpful for performance and productivity as well as learning and growth but least helpful in regard to health and vitality. As such, considering stress as one all-encompassing concept may be limited, and it may be beneficial to explore adolescents’ stress mindset in a category-specific manner to fully understand its nuance.	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Can you explicitly note here that Crum et al. (2013) identified four domains (including the "general" domain) and define them here?
Evidence is growing that demonstrates that choosing to see the benefits of stress (i.e., adopt a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset) is related to a range of adaptive outcomes. For example, a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset is associated with greater levels of psychological and physical health (Keech et al., 2018; Mansell, 2021) and a desire to receive feedback (Crum et al., 2013). A ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset is also reported to be positively related to proactive coping behaviours (Casper et al., 2017), which in turn can contribute to the experience of challenge appraisal tendencies rather than threat appraisals tendencies (Mansell & Turner, 2023). For adolescents specifically, stress mindset may influence their psychological wellbeing prior to their examinations (Wang et al., 2022), and given the significant negative association between stress mindset and age, young people often adopt a more ‘stress-is-debilitating’ mindset than adults (Mansell, 2021). However, stress mindset is malleable, and interventions that provide education about stress have demonstrated effectiveness in modifying stress beliefs (Journault et al., 2023; da Silva et al., 2025; Sparks et al., 2025). Indeed, when such changes are evident, they may be accompanied by reductions in negative affect (Mansell et al., 2023), irrational beliefs (da Silva et al., 2025) and depressive symptoms (Sparks et al., 2025). 
Criticisms of the concept of mindset include its excessive focus on individual factors at the expense of accounting for institutional barriers (Vassallo, 2020); notably, one meta-analysis reported that the link between mindset and performance is weak (Sisk et al., 2018). Mindset can also lack substance if not accompanied by sufficient education when aiming to alter an individuals’ metacognitions (Crum et al., 2023). Regarding stress mindset, the impact of a ‘stress-is-enhancing' mindset on performance is debatable. Although Keech et al. (2021) reported that greater performance was possible through enhancing stress mindset in students, such changes were not evidenced in an intervention including stress mindset content to enhance athletic performance (Mansell et al., 2023). Despite these criticisms, evidence suggests that stress mindset plays an important role in stress-related outcomes, although there is a need to examine this further in mid-adolescence (Sparks et al., 2025).
Influences on Stress Mindset
Not only is it important to understand the nuances of stress mindset through examining category specific beliefs about stress, but it is also useful to establish how such beliefs are formulated and shaped. It is thought that an individual’s stress mindset may be influenced by their own previous experiences or external agents (Crum et al., 2023); however, there is little evidence to support this assertion. More broadly, young peoples’ beliefs may be shaped by their parents (Maccoby, 2000), and Bandura’s (1977) Social Learning Theory (SLT) may explain the process of how such belief systems are adopted. Through observations and modelling of significant others such as parents, young people learn to adopt particular beliefs, and it is possible that beliefs about stress may be transmitted subconsciously through the behaviours and language of significant people in their lives. For example, when parents provide well-meaning advice about the need to “de-stress” or encourage their children to avoid stress and relax, they may be reinforcing the notion that stress is unhelpful. This is also true of teachers who may also use language that reinforces negative beliefs about stress (King et al., 2022). Given the central role that stress mindset appears to play in the stress-related outcomes of adolescents (e.g., Wang et al., 2022), exploring how beliefs about stress are formulated and shaped may provide important information about how to construct appropriate stress-mindset related interventions and for whom such interventions should be tailored.
Participatory Action Research (PAR)
One such method that may address this gap in the research is the deployment of Participatory Action Research (PAR), which can be defined as a theoretical standpoint and collaborative methodology that aims to ensure that individuals who are affected by a research project have a voice in that project (Langhout & Thomas, 2010). It is a collaborative approach to research that seeks to involve members of the community in all aspects of the research journey (Baum et al., 2006). Resultingly, through meaningful involvement, this can enhance feelings of empowerment for young people involved in the research (Ozer et al., 2010). Indeed, summarising the evidence from similar PAR studies, PAR is a feasible approach in schools (Kaluzeviciute et al., 2021). Noted as a flexible and iterative approach (Cornish et al., 2023), which is important when conducting research in dynamic environments such as schools, PAR puts trained community researchers at the heart of research and capitalises on their lived experiences within similar scenarios (Gratton & Beddows, 2018). 
PAR is especially well-suited to older adolescents within a school setting. Many students in year 12 will have recently experienced the notoriously challenging GCSE examination pathway and are therefore well-placed to contribute to research regarding stress beliefs of students as they prepare for formal assessments. Indeed, young people are often excluded from being active collaborators in research and adopting a PAR approach can redress traditional top-down approaches to research (Halliday et al., 2019). Notably, a PAR approach within a school can also involve staff and parents as researchers, provided that such inclusion is well-suited to the research aims (Jessiman et al., 2022). Although including adults is useful for providing a holistic and far-reaching community approach, the present study elected to include only students as researchers, as they have had the most recent lived experience of stress prior to formal examinations. Moreover, we suspected that participants would be more likely to share their thoughts with relatable interviewers, and year 12 students were best positioned to use their recent experiences to contribute to the design of the research (e.g., developing interview questions). 
[bookmark: _Hlk203679160]For PAR to be successful, several factors must be evident. These include the guidance of an effective project leader, adaptive group functioning within the student-research team, motivation from student-researchers, endorsement from senior staff, and strategies for overcoming logistical barriers such as time constraints (Spencer et al., 2024). Taking time to implement training is also important in terms of the subject knowledge (e.g., stress mindset), and research process itself (Halliday et al., 2019). Time is often seen as a coveted resource in schools as students dedicate time towards exam preparation, and although authors such as Halliday et al. (2019) have used instructional time to deliver training to researchers, using extra-curricular sessions may be more feasible. Knowledge of key factors and logistics is important for enabling facilitators of PAR to be proactive in designing and implementing an effective project. Consequently, through training to be a researcher and involvement in a study of this nature, personal and practical skills of student-researchers can also be developed (Spencer et al., 2024). Overall, learning from the previous successes of other PAR researchers is important.
Research employing PAR methodology has grown over recent years. In relation to stress, PAR methodology has been employed with teachers, highlighting the protective role of social support in regard to wellbeing (Wessels & Wood, 2019). Berg et al. (2018) adopted a PAR approach in a school environment to analyse a health initiative and reported that students were engaged and empowered by their participation in the study. Investigating perceptions of school culture and mental health through a PAR approach, Jessiman et al. (2022) noted that an inclusive environment, positive relationships, and student voice were important factors that determine students’ mental health. Spencer et al. (2024) also reported that students became more knowledgeable about mental health through their participation as researchers. However, this study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic under very different circumstances than the present study. Another consideration from this study was the level of involvement of teaching staff within the student-led PAR groups. Such involvement may be effective in demonstrating a shared interest between staff and students in the topic, thereby allowing them to form greater connections (Spencer et al., 2024). This is important given the benefits in terms of wellbeing and performance to those that feel a greater sense of togetherness (Slater, 2019). However, for older students, a greater sense of independence and empowerment may be afforded through reduced internal staff environment, and a sense of comradeship can still develop through effective leadership from external facilitators.
Although such studies demonstrate the efficacy of using PAR in schools in areas related to mental health and stress, little is known about student perceptions of stress mindset and how it might be formed. In fact, there is no known research investigating this topic using a PAR approach. Despite the presence of quantitative studies on stress mindset that have been conducted with adolescents, such studies have not explored adolescents’ beliefs about stress in depth. Accordingly, a PAR approach to this topic may not only address the gaps in the literature about stress mindset and influences on its formulation but may also provide opportunities for students and school communities to benefit through partaking in all aspects of the study. Thus, through PAR, the aims of the present study were to qualitatively investigate the stress mindset of adolescents and to explore the factors that may influence it. 
Method 
Participants and Design
Through convenience sampling, the headteacher of a school serving students aged 11-19 in the county of Staffordshire, England, was approached to discuss the possibility of participating in the study. Meanwhile, ethical approval was granted by the authors’ university ethics board (SU_22_354). The project was introduced to all year 12 students (approximately 50) at the start of the academic year, and applications to be a student-researcher (or research assistant) were invited to be made to the head of sixth form (i.e., the head of the final two years of secondary education). All participants were required to be proficient in reading English, and no exclusion criteria were stated. Seven applications were received, and parents of the applicants were contacted to secure informed consent in addition to consent from the student-researchers themselves. The student-researcher team comprised six females and one male (Mage = 16.14 years, SD = 0.38) and began their researcher training shortly after providing assent to participate. The methodology of this PAR approach is detailed below, but it should be noted that as a flexible and community-specific method, the reproducibility of a particular PAR method may be challenging due to variations in study contexts (Cornish et al., 2023).
Undoubtedly an essential component of effective PAR, training content was presented by the first author to the student-researchers (Gratton & Beddows, 2018). The content included: a) an introduction to stress mindset theory and establishment of the issue at hand (i.e., stress beliefs and their influence on wellbeing and academic performance; Cornish et al., 2023); b) ethical considerations in conducting research; and c) developing and conducting an effective semi-structured interview schedule. Conscious efforts were made to ensure that training sessions were conducted collaboratively and interactively, generating rapport between the researcher and the student-researchers (Cornish et al., 2023). For example, student-researchers were put into groups and asked to produce an interview schedule, having had some training on this from the first author. The most useful elements were then merged to create a final interview schedule for data collection. To provide a clear theoretical focus on year 11 students’ category-specific stress mindset, the interview questions were formulated around the Stress Control Mindset Measure (SCMM; Keech et al., 2021), but importantly, the questions were designed in an open-ended fashion to elicit a greater depth of insight from the interviewees (Lloyd-Evans et al., 2023). Working in pairs, the student-researchers then pilot-tested the interviews (n = 4) and subsequently, a meeting was arranged as a research team to reflect on the interview schedule and the student-researchers’ interview techniques (Gratton, 2020). Based on the team’s discussion, some small alterations were made for the final interview schedule. 
	In session three of the researcher training programme, the researchers were invited to share their thoughts on a recruitment strategy for the year 11 students. It was decided to approach one specific year 11 tutor group, as this would provide access to prospective participants with a range of gender identities and academic abilities. In consultation with the head of year 11, a tutor group was selected, and volunteers to participate were asked to make themselves known. After seeking parental consent, students were asked to provide their informed assent, and this process resulted in a final sample of eight year 11 students (n = 3 females, n = 5 males, Mage = 15.63 years, SD = 0.52).  As is consistent with modestly sized case studies, this research prioritised the collection of rich, context-specific data (Yin, 2018). Therefore, the sample size represents a concerted effort to focus on content validity that served as a means of making sense of the research problem in its intended setting (Bryman, 2021). As is common in qualitative case studies, purposive sampling served as a means of identifying participants due to their known characteristics (i.e. students who were in year 11 and of the requisite academic capabilities to contribute sufficiently to data collection; Emmel, 2013). 
	Each year 11 student was interviewed by at least two researchers, and to ensure sufficient data was obtained (Byrne, 2022), the researchers aimed to conduct a thirty-minute interview (Mduration = 29.58 minutes, SD = 5.56). The first author remained present for all interviews and made notes, ensuring that the interviews were conducted ethically and maintained a focus on the research aims. At the end of the project, the student-researchers were invited to respond to three questions about their involvement in the project; specifically, these questions addressed (a) what they had enjoyed about it, (b) what they would change about it, and (c) what personal or research skills they have developed.
[bookmark: _Hlk203680534]Researcher Positionality
Regarding the positionality of the authors, both authors reside as lecturers in a post-1992 UK Higher Education Institute. The authors are established researchers with an interest in the educational journeys, experiences, and psychological perspectives of young people as they transition through educational milestones. Neither author held any pre-existing relationships with any study participants.
Data Analysis
As a means of promoting reflexivity throughout the project, data analysis was intertwined with data collection. In doing so, interviews were reflected upon in real time, identifying any salient aspects of participant responses to be captured and understood more accurately, ensuring that any subsequent interviews could be conducted with an appreciation of earlier findings (Gomm, 2008). Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019) was selected as an appropriate method of data analysis for numerous reasons. First and foremost, it served as a tool to identify key themes and categorise data efficiently, highlighting trends and relationships across data. This approach to thematic analysis is a recursive process, requiring movement back and forth across its six phases. This means that the authors and student-researchers could approach the process reflexively, thinking carefully about the data as it was collected and immediately after each interview, ensuring any consistent findings were captured and tested in ensuing interviews. As this study adopted a PAR approach, it was essential that the process was collaborative at the data analysis stage too (Gratton & Beddows, 2018). Furthermore, thematic analysis is suitable for deductive approaches to coding the data and for when time is limited by a deadline (Braun & Clarke, 2021), which was the case in this study due to the academic calendar.
The student-researchers were taught how to transcribe the interviews by the first author. Indeed, manual transcription is often recommended as a method of enhancing familiarity with the data (Byrne, 2022), and each student-researcher was required to transcribe one of the two interviews they had conducted. Upon checking the quality of the transcription, the first author then convened a data analysis meeting with the student-researchers. The student-researchers were presented with a template and an example of thematic analysis conducted by the academics on one interview transcription, and the first author remained present during the meeting as the student-researchers conducted analysis on the transcript they had produced. Each student-researcher submitted a copy of their data analysis to the academic staff so that a thorough checking process could take place (Gratton & Beddows, 2018). A further meeting was convened in which the first author presented an overview of the thematic analysis conducted with the second author to the student-researchers for their approval (Cornish et al., 2023). 
Utilisation of previous research on stress mindset conducted by Keech et al. (2021) guided the grouping of key findings under two core theme headings: (a) ‘stress-is-enhancing' and (b) ‘stress-is-debilitating.' In turn, this enabled the swift and accurate coding of data which was necessary due to the constraints of the academic calendar, while it also served to retain deductive rigour. Subsequently, a third theme was generated to underpin data grouped under the approaches to mindset and to meaningfully elucidate the feelings, thoughts and perceptions of participants regarding influences on their stress mindset. 
Results 
‘Stress-is-Enhancing’ Mindset
Broadly speaking and in some contrast to previous studies (e.g., Crum et al., 2013), the students appeared to hold mainly balanced views about the nature of stress. Often, it is considered that most people only view stress as a negative concept and equate stress with distress (Jenkins et al., 2021). Hence, it was refreshing that most of the participants were able to articulate stress mindsets that were at least balanced and often more reflective of a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset – a finding that is echoed in slightly older adolescents (Goyer et al., 2022).
Performance and Productivity
A prominent theme that emerged from the interviews was that stress can help to motivate students, such as to begin revising or to meet deadlines. Indeed, all students made some reference to this, typified by the following quotes: “If a test is coming up or something like that, I’m kind of more motivated to actually be productive” (P5), and “Stress challenges me to do better and to work harder for something than it would without it” (P8).
 Overall, this may lead to greater performance because of stress as suggested by Participant 5:
If you feel stressed it actually helps you to perform, because if you feel stressed, that shows that you care about it and you’re more likely to do the work because you want to do well. But if I’m not stressed about it, I probably don’t care about it that much and I’m just not going to do anything to stop it.
Learning and Growth
	Most of the participants (75%) expressed the opinion that the experience of stress could be helpful for their learning and growth, such as developing their character and helping them to feel more prepared for other future stressful situations, although there were nuances in these areas. Although some students recognised that stress facilitates learning, more students seemed to appreciate stress as a means of developing character. To illustrate, Participant 5 explained that:

It improves your resilience because when you deal with that stress again you kind of know what it feels like. And when you’re actually doing the thing you’re stressed about, it’s not actually as bad as you first think it is.
This quote demonstrates that for this student, as with others in this sample, they felt that experiencing stress improved their ability to cope with it in the future. Participant 7 added that:
I just think you wouldn’t develop like some of the skills you need for adult life so for work there’s deadlines and stuff. If you have it easy the entire time, you're not gonna learn as much, you're not gonna develop as many skills.
Health and wellbeing
Fewer participants recognised that stress could enhance their health or wellbeing. Participant 8 suggested that it gives them a sense of purpose, which can be a characteristic of mental wellbeing: “It's like bad for some people but for me it's just it's just a normal aspect, it's like it’s nothing different, it's just a new goal for me.” Participant 5 agreed with this sense of purpose, but those were the only two comments reflective of a ‘stress-is-enhancing' mindset in the health and wellbeing domain.
‘Stress-is-Debilitating’ Mindset
	In the interviews, no student considered stress to be wholly negative, and distinctions were offered regarding the volume and intensity of stress, such as recognising that too much stress could be detrimental to them (e.g., Participant 4). 
Performance and Productivity
	Most of the students reported they believed that stress could both hamper and enhance performance and productivity in relation to the academic work. In relation to preparing for an assessment, Participant 2 said that:

I think that it will be in your mind that you don’t have enough time and can’t cover everything. If you leave it really late you won’t be able to do much. If you are really stressed on the day, you may forget more. You may underperform.
This student may have been referring to the idea that stress in the form of forthcoming assessments may cause panic if the requisite preparation has not been conducted, which in turn may lead to worse performance during the assessment. Similar feelings were echoed by Participant 3: “If you’re stressed, you’re less likely to get anything done, because you’re gonna be more worried about it.” This refers to their preparation for an assessment being hampered due to worry about performing well and, consequently, their productivity being diminished. This was echoed by Participant 1, who also acknowledged the role of worry because of stress: “You’re overthinking a lot more when you are stressed.” Taken together, these quotes suggest that worry and panic resulting from a heightened sense of stress meant that some students had negative beliefs about stress in this domain.
Health and Wellbeing
In the present study, participants largely expressed the view that stress is more harmful than helpful for physical and mental wellbeing. The following quotes provide a representation of this: “…because if you struggle with your mental health and you have stress, it could make it worse” (P1). Participant 4 added: “Probably mental health is worse when I’m stressing than physical,” while Participant 2 stated:
If you were to underachieve on your target grades it would mentally put you down for the next time you do it as you will have more pressure because you know you will have to work much harder. Underperforming puts more stress on yourself.
Of the four stress mindset domains (general, performance and productivity, learning and growth, and health and wellbeing; Crum et al., 2013), these results suggest that students hold negative beliefs about stress in the health and wellbeing domain.
Influences on Stress Mindset
Teachers
 The present study suggests that teachers can both positively and negatively influence students’ stress mindset. The power of teachers’ influence on stress mindset was conveyed by Participant 5: “When they speak about their stress it’s like they’re saying it’s a bad thing and it should be avoided and it kind of makes it worse.” In contrast, Participants 2 and 4 felt they had received more balanced messages about the nature of stress: “They probably give the message that it is more helpful. I have got the idea that stress shows you care from somewhere. If teachers communicate that stress is helpful you will feel less stressed” (P2); “They are saying like if we are stressing over exams, it means like we care and then we will have good outcomes if we try and do well” (P4).
One theme regarding teachers that was mentioned by three students was the idea that teachers tried to put pressure on them to revise by repeatedly drumming up the importance of the exams. They felt this message was counterproductive. For instance, Participant 1 explained that:
I feel like it would be more negative because especially when you are in year 11 and you have got mocks and stuff coming up, they go on about how you need to revise more and every single assembly is saying the same thing, it puts you in more stress so it’s more negative than positive.  
Family
Every student in the present study commented on either or both their parents (75% of participants) or older siblings (25% of participants) influencing their stress mindset, mostly in an adaptive way. Interestingly, nearly every student commented that their parents highlighted the motivational consequences of stress, such as: “…it’s like I’ll tell them I’m stressed and they'll just say that it shows that you care so it’s alright” (P7). The same student went on to say that this allowed them to normalise feeling stressed: “… it’s like it’s okay to be stressed but like not to almost repress it as like you’re allowed to be stressed.”
Experiences
Multiple students (62.5% of participants) communicated that their experiences outside school were influencing the way they thought about stress. For example, some students expressed that they took part in sports competitions, and this was useful in exposing them to stressful situations. As a result, they reflected that this helped them to feel that stress was sometimes exciting and something that they could cope with, thus helping them when it came to academic assessments. For instance, Participant 4 stated, “When I was doing horse riding, I’d stress before going and then it would still turn out fine. To me, I’d be like well, I can do it again if I’ve done it and it's turned out fine anyway.” Another student explained:
You kind of get used to it because you get used to performing under that environment. I think if I hadn’t played football, exams would feel like a bigger thing than they are. And you understand more that stress helps you during the game (P5).
Recommendations for Schools
	Usually reported from the viewpoint of the academics involved in a study, this became a sub-section of the interviews as suggested by the student-researchers. A core aim of conducting PAR is that the knowledge generated through the research is put into action so that individuals may benefit from such changes (Cornish et al., 2023). Hence, the recommendations for how schools may utilise stress mindset theory to support the wellbeing and performance of students are as a result of data gathered from the interviews. 
To illustrate. Participant 1 stated that: 
I’d say “I don’t think stress is a bad thing, I think it shows that you care”, and say that stress - it’s just like you want to do well in whatever you are stressed about or you want things to go well.
Students felt that this message may come from a range of impactful sources. Participant 8 suggested the headteacher could use assemblies to convey important messages about stress: “I’d say like some personal stories about what could happen to him but just say that it's not a negative really it's just a positive and it's a learning curve for you.” Indeed, the idea of personal stories could foster a connection between senior staff and students and provide a genuine narrative about stress that students may be more likely to buy into (Slater, 2019). Continuing the theme of messages about stress being provided by those who have experienced it, Participant 5 mentioned utilising external speakers would be beneficial, and some students suggested the idea of ‘stress mentors’ from older students who have recently been through the formal assessment process. To illustrate this, Participant 8 also added that:
“Older people who have already gone through it because it just easier for them to talk about their experiences as they were in a similar position that you once were.”
Reflections on PAR
PAR is considered to be an approach that can provide collaborators with the opportunity to develop their personal, social and research skills (Cornish et al., 2023; Spencer et al., 2024). In the case of the student-researchers, these skills are transferrable and may be adaptive in their pursuit of higher education or other vocational pathways. The results of the present study indicate that student-researchers felt that they enjoyed the collaborative nature of this PAR approach. Student-researcher E commented that:
I enjoyed this project as I think it was a good experience to work as a group to collectively come up with ideas. I also think this has been beneficial in developing communication skills including with strangers in the interviews.
 Additionally, student-researcher C stated that “I now view stress more positively,” while student-researcher G stated, “Thank you for the opportunity, I enjoyed it a lot!” However, several student-researchers reflected that they wish they could have conducted further interviews beyond the two that they did. Overall, student-researchers demonstrated an engaged approach to the study throughout, from volunteering in the initial recruitment assembly to completing the project without anyone dropping out.
Discussion
‘Stress-is-Enhancing’ Mindset 
Performance and Productivity 
Consistent with the findings of Crum et al. (2013), a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset was associated with increased productivity and focus. In turn, this may lead to more approach behaviours and engagement in students’ studies rather than avoidance behaviours associated with a ‘stress-is-debilitating’ mindset (Yeager et al., 2022). In the present study, year 11 (age 15-16) students were interviewed around the time of their mock GCSE examinations. Notably, it may have been easier for them to view stress in a more motivational way in the context of an imminent stressor (i.e., the upcoming examination) as opposed to immediately after a setback (e.g., after receiving challenging results; Jenkins et al., 2021). Indeed, they may feel a greater sense of controllability about examinations as a stressor (Jenkins et al., 2021), such as recognising that they can prepare well and utilise stress to help them to produce their best work. Not every student connected stress with motivation and performance, but the findings in this domain may be supported by the work of Keech et al. (2018) who found that stress mindset predicts academic performance in university students. Indeed, students who possess a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset may feel more confident about performing well in examinations, as such a mindset may orient them more towards seeing these examinations as a challenge (Mansell, 2021) and focusing on doing well rather than on avoiding failure (Turner et al., 2024); in turn, they may be more proactive in their coping strategies (Sparks et al., 2025). 
Learning and Growth 
Most of the students conveyed the idea that stress is a necessary experience for young people to develop and, in this case, prepare them for the challenges of adult life and the workplace. In support, Keech et al. (2021) reported that students (Mage = 19.26 years) were able to see that stress could be beneficial for both learning and growth. Specifically, some students reported that the experience of stress could lead to greater resilience, such as the ability to maintain or regain functioning after an adverse situation, which could in turn promote a ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset. This is supported by studies that report that those who experience some adversity may also exhibit greater wellbeing than those who experience too much or none at all (e.g., Seery et al., 2010).  In other words, adversarial growth may be observed when students exhibit positive development in response to difficult situations, such as an increased sense of personal strength, and can therefore draw on past experiences to facilitate future adaptive appraisals (Sereda et al., 2022). Such a belief system is useful when it is not possible to change the stressor, such as examinations and other inevitable challenges or setbacks. Indeed, adopting flexible, logical, and empirically defensible beliefs about stress is akin to adopting rational beliefs, which are strongly associated with greater psychological wellbeing (Mansell, 2021) and may help prepare students for future difficulties (Goyer et al., 2022). 
‘Stress-is-Debilitating’ Mindset 
Performance and Productivity 
To explain responses that reflected negative beliefs about stress in relation to performance and productivity, cognitive appraisal theory may be relevant. According to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Model of Stress, when the demands of a task outweigh an individual’s resources to meet those demands, a threat state may be evinced with likely maladaptive effects on performance. More recently, an emphasis has also been placed on the role of trait beliefs in determining cognitive appraisals (Meijen et al., 2020). In particular, possessing beliefs that stress is mainly debilitating may contribute to a perception that the demands of an assessment (e.g., task difficulty) outweigh an individual’s resources (e.g., self-efficacy) to cope. This combination may lead to a threat appraisal characterised by unhelpful psychological and physiological responses (Jones et al., 2009) that undermine performance. Accordingly, this may explain why a student who possesses negative beliefs about stress may feel that their performance on an assessment is hampered. 
Health and Wellbeing 
Our results support the findings of Murphy et al. (2023), who found that students are unlikely to view stress as adaptive for health and wellbeing. When stress is persistent and intense it can be detrimental to physical and mental health (Cohen, 2007). Stromájer et al. (2023) suggest that 10% of students in their GCSE years may be experiencing an anxiety disorder, which may result from the maladaptive experience of stress in the education environment and have a detrimental impact on performance. Research suggests that stress mindset may moderate the relationship between stress and physical and mental wellbeing (Keech et al., 2018); therefore, students may benefit from being educated about the adaptive side of stress, such as the release of regenerative hormones (Crum et al., 2013) and oxytocin (McGonigal, 2016). In the present study, there was little data that suggested that stress could have a positive impact on physical and mental health, although Participant 5 did state that stress can benefit their mental health by giving them a feeling of a sense of purpose – known as eudaimonic wellbeing (e.g., Ryan and Deci, 2001). Overall, this suggests that although students much less likely to hold the belief that stress can be adaptive for health and wellbeing, they are more likely to have a somewhat balanced view of the consequences of stress on performance and productivity, recognising that stress can be helpful towards learning and growth.  
Influences on Stress Mindset 
Teachers 
Culturally, individuals often default to the narrative that stress is maladaptive for individuals and therefore should be avoided (Crum et al., 2023). Given that our core assumptions can be heavily influenced by significant others in our lives (e.g., Social Learning Theory; Bandura 1977), it is important to investigate who might influence the stress mindset of students and how this may happen. Young people spend a substantial amount of time during their formative years in the education system, and therefore, teachers have the potential to shape their beliefs with their language and behaviour.
Although teachers’ messages about stress are provided in good faith, students felt that messages about the lead-up to examinations as a stressful time were somewhat tiresome and framed stress as more of a negative experience. This approach may be explained as a ‘fear appeal,’ wherein teachers attempt to motivate students by sending messages about the consequences of not performing well (e.g., if you perform poorly in your exams, you will not be able to pursue the career that you want), with the aim of enhancing engagement (Flintcroft et al., 2017). Instead, schools may be better served by providing guidance that exam season is likely to be stressful for students but that such stress is normal and can enhance performance and motivation (e.g., Mansell et al., 2023; Sparks et al., 2025).  
Family 
Social support can be an effective way to regulate emotions in the face of stressors, such as by encouraging reappraisal of an event (Sereda et al., 2022). The frequency of students commenting on their parents providing messages about stress aligns with Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) and underscores the weight of influence that parents can have on their child’s beliefs (King et al., 2022). In the present study, it appears that most parents provided messages about stress that were supportive as their children pursued academic qualifications.  
Experiences 
Several students pointed to previous experiences as being important in shaping their stress mindset. Previous experiences in stressful situations may serve as an organic form of stress inoculation for young people as they get used to performing under pressure (Jones & Turner, 2023). Recognising that they can cope with demanding situations may allow youth to see that stress is not exclusively negative and can be something that facilitates success.
Recommendations for Schools 
Given that students’ beliefs about stress are important in influencing how they experience stress (Jenkins et al., 2021), schools should consider ways to espouse views about stress that are balanced and helpful. In doing so, this may lead to greater wellbeing (Mansell, 2021), proactive coping (Sparks et al., 2025), and academic performance (Keech et al., 2018). A useful starting point for teachers is to point out that beliefs about any topic are not fixed (e.g., performing well under pressure; Slater et al., 2012) and that it is possible for students to change the way they think about stress (Crum et al., 2023). Since students in our sample described stress as being least beneficial in regard to health and wellbeing, this may be an area to target. For example, teachers can acknowledge that, although stress is not always helpful for health and wellbeing, it can allow students to experience greater health and may not be only debilitating (Jenkins et al., 2021). It may also be beneficial to harness the more facilitative beliefs about stress highlighted in the present study, such as stress acting as a motivator towards preparation for assessments, its potential benefits for performance, and that personal growth it may drive (Keech et al., 2021; da Silva et al., 2025).
Beyond the guidance from senior staff and students, it is important that parents and teachers adopt language about stress that is flexible, non-extreme, and logical (King et al., 2022), such as highlighting that not all stress is bad and that it can be adaptive for a range of outcomes such as performance in assessments. Specifically, students may be oriented to reappraise normal stress responses (e.g., a racing heart as a biological response to aid performance; Yeager et al., 2022). Such an organisational-wide approach towards mental health (Spencer et al., 2024) and stress can be an important factor in influencing individuals (Crum et al. 2023). This may be implemented through a set of adaptive and balanced values about stress that are co-created by staff and pervade school-life and reinforced in parent workshops and by ‘stress mentors.’ Indeed, students have reported a greater sense of connection with other students rather than staff (Berg et al., 2018), indicating that a mentoring approach hold promise. Monitoring the results of any initiatives within the school should also be considered (Lloyd-Evans et al., 2023). 
Reflections on PAR
When asked to reflect on what they would change about the study, several student-researchers commented that they would have liked to have interviewed more participants. Each student-researcher conducted two interviews, so perhaps utilising a smaller group of student-researchers would have allowed each team member to conduct more interviews. Interestingly, one student-researcher said the participating in the study had allowed them to develop a greater ‘stress-is-enhancing’ mindset, highlighting that knowledge can be enhanced for researchers in PAR (Spencer et al., 2024). To continue to develop the skills of the student-researchers, some of the year 11 students suggested that older students could act as ‘stress mentors’ to help them manage the challenges of their formal examinations. Having learned about stress mindset throughout this project, the student-researchers in this case are ideally positioned to mentor younger students and thus provide an actionable useful outcome as a result of their enhanced skillset (Lloyd-Evans et al., 2023). Finally, when asked if they had any other comments about the study, five student-researchers commented that they were grateful for the experience, which suggests that PAR is an acceptable and enjoyable research method for older adolescents to take part in (Kaluzeviciute et al., 2021).  
Additionally, the reflections of the academic researchers may also provide value for future PAR approaches (Spencer et al., 2024). Indeed, context is important, and working with children may pose some logistical challenges such as only being able to communicate with them to arrange meetings through school-based staff. As such, the efficiency of a PAR study in this domain may be dependent upon the willingness of school-based staff to offer administrative support. Utilising a PAR approach should offer an exchange of knowledge between academics and student-researchers, and reflecting on this, the lead academic researcher felt that he was able to extend his learning of both theoretical constructs (i.e., stress mindset) and the practicalities of conducting research of this nature through discussions with the student-researchers. For this to be fully harnessed, student-researchers should be considered to be valued consultants from the outset (Halliday et al., 2019). We suggest that this collegiate approach to research is a further benefit of adopting a PAR approach. In contrast to more traditional methods, collaborating in this way with student-researchers fostered team spirit as a research group, which made conducting the study an enjoyable and engaging process. A further reflection is that the investment of the student-researchers in the project over a substantial duration means they can be agents for further action in the school as a result of the research. In this case, as individuals who are interested in stress mindset and its influence on wellbeing and performance, these students are ideally situated to support the implementation of changes in the school beyond the study. For example, they may be mobilised to promote the creation of stress mindset mentors. Finally, we would urge other PAR researchers in school contexts to seek allies in terms of senior staff within the school. In this case, the Head of Sixth Form and Headteacher were supportive of our work, and this elevated the importance of the study. However, without this support, academic researchers may face challenges in maintaining engagement of the student-researchers over such a duration. 
Strengths and Limitations
In contrast with the vast majority of stress mindset research, a strength of the present study is its qualitative approach. Although many useful studies have demonstrated relationships between stress mindset and stress-related outcomes (e.g., Keech et al., 2018), the methodology of the present study provides depth and insight into the category-specific stress mindset of students as they prepare to undertake formal assessments. The utilisation of a PAR approach also strengthens the study by including the ideas of community-based student-researchers in a collaboration with the academic researchers. Their recent lived experienced offered valuable insights throughout the study and provided a novel and meaningful addition to the literature, thus demonstrating the efficacy of PAR as an effective and worthwhile approach to research (Baum et al., 2006). On reflection, the interviews included the lead author and two student-researchers conversing with one participant, and consideration should be given in future research to any perceived power imbalances in such situations. Although efforts were made to support the participant in feeling comfortable, this interview process could have appeared daunting to some students, which subsequently may have influenced the results. Spencer et al. (2024) included focus groups in their PAR-based study, which may provide an environment that is more comfortable for students to act as participants, while also increasing the opportunity for more students to have their voices heard. A limitation of the study was the inadvertent focus on stress mindset in relation to school life. The participants were interviewed by student-researchers at their school, and naturally, the conversation centred around experiences at school. Future research should aim to broaden the focus to include greater discussion on stress beliefs around young peoples’ lives more holistically, for example, by directly involving parents in the study (Spencer et al., 2024). Due to the pliable nature of beliefs, it may also be of interest to track students’ stress mindset longitudinally (Slater et al., 2012). A further limitation is the heterogeneity of this sample. Although there was some balance in terms of gender, all students were from a white British background, and no data were collected regarding other demographic information. Future research should seek to collect such data and interview a wider sample of students from various backgrounds (Goyer et al., 2022). Often the case in modest-scale, contextual qualitative research such as this research, there is the consideration that greater authority may be afforded to data had more of it been collected (Bryman, 2021). In this regard, future research may also include follow-up interviews with participants to confirm and consolidate findings from the first round of data collection.
Conclusion
Stress is an important and necessary experience for students in their pursuit of academic qualifications (Jenkins et al., 2021). Mindsets, or core assumptions (Crum et al., 2023), govern students’ appraisals and behaviours in relation to academic work (Yeager et al., 2022); therefore, developing a detailed understanding of their stress mindset and factors that may influence it is important. The present study offers support for the nuances of domain-specific stress mindset, specifically in that students are more likely to possess more adaptive views about the nature of stress in relation to productivity, personal growth, and to some extent, performance. Conversely, they may largely consider stress to have maladaptive consequences for their mental health. It has been reported that many people only see stress as a negative construct (e.g. Jenkins et al., 2021), but data from the present study suggest that students may possess more balanced views about stress. The present study suggests that belief systems (i.e., about stress) may be shaped through a combination of various social agents (such as teachers and parents) and previous experiences (Slater et al., 2012). Students believed that, in order to promote more adaptive beliefs about stress, teachers could share personal anecdotes about their own experiences with stress and lessons learned or that a ‘stress mentor’ approach could be utilised. This may compliment initiatives such as an institution-wide common language regarding stress and parent workshops to reinforce balanced messages about stress. Finally, reflections from academics and student-researchers alike support PAR as a suitable method for conducting research in a school context (e.g., Spencer et al., 2024) and highlight benefits to academic staff, student-researchers and the school.
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