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Abstract: This study investigates how diverse music education approaches contribute to the self-
perceived mental health development of Chinese middle school students. Grounded in emotion
regulation theory and supported by social-cognitive and self-determination perspectives, the
study examines students' perceived emotion regulation, stress management, self-efficacy, social
connectedness, and classroom engagement in relation to different forms of music teaching. A
mixed-method research design was used. Quantitative data were collected through structured
questionnaires from 521 valid respondents in three private boarding middle schools in Leshan
City, Sichuan Province. Qualitative data were gathered through classroom observations and
semi-structured interviews with students, music teachers, and parents. The findings suggest that
active and participatory music activities, especially choral singing, instrumental ensemble,
group composition, rhythm training, and improvisation, are more strongly associated with
emotional relief, self-confidence, concentration, and peer interaction than passive music
appreciation or theory-based instruction alone. The study also found that socioeconomic
background, cultural identity, individual personality, teacher support, and access to school
resources influence the extent to which students benefit from music education. While music
classes offer meaningful opportunities for emotional expression and social belonging,
implementation remains constrained by limited instructional time, uneven facilities, and
insufficient teacher training in mental-health-oriented pedagogy. The study recommends that
middle school music education be designed as a structured, inclusive, and participatory learning
environment that supports adolescent well-being while complementing existing mental health
initiatives.

Keywords: music education, mental health; emotion regulation; middle school students; self-
efficacy; social-emotional learning; educational equity

Copyright © City University Press.

CUeJAR

Received: 6" April 2026
Revised: 18" May 2026
Accepted: 3t June 2026


http://www.city.edu.my/CUeJAR
http://www.city.edu.my/CUeJAR

1. Introduction

Adolescence is a developmental period in which students experience rapid emotional, cognitive,
social, and identity-related changes. In middle school contexts, academic pressure, peer
relationships, family expectations, and the transition toward greater independence can shape
students' psychological well-being. Music education, as part of aesthetic and arts-based learning,
provides an important space for emotional expression, social interaction, and self-development.
Beyond the acquisition of musical knowledge and skills, music classes may help students
regulate emotions, build confidence, and develop a sense of belonging within the classroom
community.

Although previous studies have recognized the value of music activities for well-being, the
psychological mechanisms through which school-based music education supports adolescents
remain under-explored, particularly within Chinese middle school settings. Existing research
often emphasizes music therapy, anxiety reduction, or general aesthetic education, while less
attention is given to differences among teaching approaches, music content, student background,
and classroom implementation. This study addresses this gap by examining how diverse music
education approaches relate to students' self-perceived mental health development.

1.1 Emotion Regulation Theory and Psychological Variables

Emotion regulation theory provides a useful framework for understanding how students manage
emotional experiences. Gross (1998) explains that individuals use strategies such as cognitive
reappraisal and expressive suppression to influence the intensity, duration, and expression of
emotions. In educational settings, cognitive reappraisal is particularly relevant because students
may reinterpret stressful or challenging experiences in more constructive ways.

Music education can support emotion regulation through listening, singing, performing,
composing, and improvising. In group performance, choral singing, and rhythmic activities,
students learn to control breathing, timing, attention, and expression. These processes may help
them become more aware of emotional states and develop healthier ways to respond to stress.
Studies on music activities and well-being suggest that shared musical experiences can
strengthen social bonding, emotional synchronization, and perceived belonging (Dingle et al.,
2021).

Emotion regulation is also connected to self-efficacy and psychological needs. Bandura (1986)
highlights self-efficacy as a key factor in motivation and behavioural control. When students
receive positive feedback in music performance or composition, they may develop stronger
confidence in their ability to learn and express themselves. Similarly, self-determination theory
emphasizes autonomy, competence, and relatedness as important psychological needs for growth
and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Music education can support these



needs when students are allowed to make choices, develop musical competence, and collaborate
with peers.

1.2 The relationship between musical preference and students' emotional engagement

Musical preference refers to students' inclination toward particular musical genres, styles, or
activities. In middle school, music preferences are often linked to identity formation, emotional
expression, peer belonging, and cultural background. When classroom music content reflects
students' interests, students may become more emotionally engaged and willing to participate.
Viradi (2022) notes that music education can contribute to social-emotional learning by helping
students recognize, express, and share emotions within collective learning contexts.

A diverse music curriculum that includes traditional, folk, popular, electronic, and culturally
familiar music may create stronger emotional resonance than a narrow curriculum focused only
on theoretical knowledge or standard repertoire. Preferred music does not always need to be
positive or cheerful to support emotion regulation. Some students may choose reflective or
emotionally intense music because it helps them process difficult feelings safely. Therefore,
musical preference should be understood as an emotional and cultural resource rather than a
simple matter of entertainment.

1.3 Effects of musical activities on students' mental toughness and social competence

Music education may also support resilience and social competence. Group musical activities
require listening, cooperation, turn-taking, timing, and mutual adjustment. Choral singing,
ensemble performance, group composition, and improvisation involve both individual
responsibility and collective coordination. These experiences can help students practise patience,
confidence, empathy, and communication.

In performance-based contexts, students may face challenges such as stage nervousness,
mistakes, or disagreement during group rehearsal. When teachers provide encouragement and
peers offer support, these challenges become opportunities for building psychological resilience.
Students learn that mistakes can be corrected through practice and collaboration. Such

experiences are especially valuable for students who are shy, anxious, or less confident in
ordinary classroom situations.




1.4 The Present Study

This study examines the perceived contribution of music education to the mental health
development of Chinese middle school students. The focus is not limited to anxiety or stress
relief. Instead, the study considers broader psychological dimensions, including emotion
regulation, stress management, self-efficacy, concentration, social connectedness, cultural
identity, and educational equity. The study also compares different types of music teaching
activities and considers how student background influences psychological outcomes.

The study is guided by the following hypotheses:

e HI: Music education is positively associated with students' perceived emotional well-being,
stress management, and cognitive focus.

e H2: Active and participatory music instruction, such as performance, group singing,
instrumental ensemble, composition, and improvisation, is more strongly associated with
positive mental health outcomes than passive or theory-focused instruction alone.

e H3: The perceived mental health benefits of music education differ across students'
socioeconomic, cultural, and individual backgrounds.

e H4: Integrating music education into middle school mental health support presents both
challenges, such as limited resources and curriculum constraints, and opportunities, such as
improved engagement, belonging, and emotional expression.

2. Methodology

2.1 Research Design

This study adopted a mixed-method research design. The quantitative component used a
structured questionnaire to identify students' self-perceived mental health status and their
participation in music education. The qualitative component used classroom observation and
semi-structured interviews to explore how students, teachers, and parents understood the
psychological value of music learning. The design was appropriate because students'
psychological experiences in music education cannot be fully understood through numerical data
alone; classroom behaviour, emotional expression, teacher support, and family context also

require qualitative interpretation.




2.2 Participants and Research Context

Participants were seventh-grade students from three private boarding middle schools in Leshan
City, Sichuan Province, China: Leshan Experimental Middle School, Innovation Middle School,
and Xinglan Middle School. These schools were selected through convenience sampling because
they were accessible to the researcher and represented a mix of urban and rural student
backgrounds. The three schools had approximately 35 seventh-grade classes with about 1,750
students in total. A total of 558 questionnaires were distributed and 534 were returned. After
removing incomplete or invalid responses, 521 questionnaires were retained, giving a valid
response rate of 93.4%.

The valid sample consisted of 257 boys and 264 girls aged between 11 and 16. The age range
included students with individual differences related to grade repetition or acceleration. Each
school employed two to three full-time music teachers with bachelor-level qualifications who
were responsible for seventh-grade music classes and selected extracurricular music activities.

Table 1. Participant Profile

Characteristic Category Frequency Percentage /
Description

Gender Boys 257 49.33%

Gender Girls 264 50.67%

Age 11-16 years 521 Includes normal age

range and individual
grade differences

School context Three private 3 schools Leshan City, Sichuan
boarding middle Province, China
schools

Valid questionnaires Retained responses 521 93.4% wvalid response

rate




2.3 Classification of Music Teaching Content

The three schools offered regular music classes once a week. The main content included vocal
singing, music appreciation, rhythm training, basic instrumental experience, and selected group
activities. Some schools also organized music interest clubs, school performances, and festival
music programmes.

For analysis, the teaching content was categorized into three main types:

e Theory-based and appreciation activities: music theory, music history, listening, and
appreciation of works.

e Participatory performance activities: group singing, choral rehearsal, rhythm training,
instrumental performance, and ensemble activities.

e Creative and expressive activities: improvisation, group composition, lyric creation, and
student-led performance.

These categories were further described as low-interaction and high-interaction activities. Low-
interaction activities mainly involved listening or teacher explanation, whereas high-interaction
activities required students to perform, collaborate, create, or make choices. This classification
allowed the study to examine whether different forms of participation were associated with
different psychological experiences.

2.4 Instruments and Measures

The quantitative instrument was based on the Mental Health Scale for Middle School Students
(MSSMHS-60) developed by Wang et al. (1997). The scale includes 60 items covering ten
psychological dimensions: obsessive-compulsive symptoms, paranoia, hostility, interpersonal
sensitivity, depression, anxiety, study pressure, maladaptation, emotional instability, and
psychological imbalance. Each item is rated using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (no issue) to 5
(severe issue), with higher scores indicating greater psychological difficulty.

To correct the scoring inconsistency in the earlier manuscript, raw total scores were standardized
into a 0-100 Mental Health Problem Index using the following formula: [(raw total score - 60) /
240] x 100. This correction is necessary because the raw MSSMHS-60 score ranges from 60 to
300, making a direct classification of raw scores below 50 impossible. The standardized index
enables clearer interpretation while preserving the original five-level classification: below 50 =
good mental health; 50-59 = mild issues; 60-69 = moderate issues; 70-79 = significant issues;
and 80 or above = severe issues.

The qualitative instruments included structured observation notes, an unstructured observation
guide, and semi-structured interview protocols for students, teachers, and parents. Student
interviews focused on engagement, emotional regulation, self-efficacy, social skills, equity of
access, and preferred music activities. Teacher interviews explored classroom behaviour,
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teaching methods, resource challenges, and curriculum support. Parent interviews examined
emotional changes at home, family support, and barriers to participation.

2.5 Data Collection Procedure

Questionnaires were completed during regular classroom time and took approximately 20
minutes. Classroom teachers assisted with distribution and collection to improve response
completeness. Participation was voluntary, and students were informed that their responses
would be treated confidentially.

Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews and two weeks of classroom
observations across the three schools. The observations focused on students' attentiveness,
emotional expression, collaboration, willingness to participate, and responses to different music
activities. Interviews were recorded with informed consent, transcribed, and analysed
thematically.

2.6 Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analysed descriptively using frequency counts, percentages, and
comparisons across categories of music participation and perceived psychological experience.
Because the sample was obtained through convenience sampling and the design was not
experimental, the study does not claim direct causation. Instead, it identifies perceived
associations and trends supported by triangulated evidence.

Qualitative data from interviews and observations were analysed using thematic coding. Codes
were first developed from the research questions and then refined inductively based on repeated
patterns in participants' responses. The themes were compared across student, teacher, and parent
data to strengthen trustworthiness through triangulation.

2.7 Ethical Considerations

All participants joined the study voluntarily through the schools. Informed consent and
confidentiality procedures were followed. Students' identities were anonymized in the reporting
of findings. The study received ethical clearance from the City University Malaysia Research
Ethics Committee under the reference code CITYU/RMC/R.ETHICS/140725/202301060043.




3. Findings
3.1 Overall Mental Health Profile

The standardized Mental Health Problem Index showed that most respondents were within the
good mental health category. A smaller proportion reported mild issues, while a limited number
fell into the moderate or significant categories. No respondents were classified under the severe
category. These results provide a general psychological profile of the sample and support further
analysis of how music education experiences relate to students' perceived well-being.

Table 2. Mental Health Problem Index Distribution

lél:tttgz:)lry Health Index Range Number of Students | Percentage
Good mental health <50 377 72.36%
Mild issues 50-59 121 23.24%
Moderate issues 60-69 19 3.65%
Significant issues 70-79 4 0.77%
Severe issues >= 80 0 0.00%

Note. The index was standardized from the MSSMHS-60 raw total score to resolve the scoring
inconsistency in the earlier manuscript.

3.2 Music Education, Emotion Regulation, Stress Management, and Cognitive Focus

Questionnaire responses and interview data suggest that music education contributed positively
to students' perceived emotion regulation, stress relief, and concentration. Many students
described music class as a space where they could relax, calm down, and temporarily reduce
academic pressure. In choral singing, rhythm training, and instrumental practice, students
reported that the need to control breathing, timing, and attention helped them manage emotional
tension.

Classroom observations supported this pattern. During rhythm imitation, melody memorization,
and group rehearsal, students showed sustained attention and increased willingness to participate.
Teachers also noted that some students who were usually quiet or distracted became more
focused when music activities required active participation. These findings support H1 by
showing that music education is associated with students' perceived emotional well-being, stress
management, and cognitive focus.




3.3 Differences across Types of Music Instruction

The findings indicate that not all music activities produced the same psychological response.
Participatory activities such as choral singing, instrumental ensemble, group composition, and
improvisation appeared to have stronger psychological benefits than passive listening or theory-
based learning alone. Students involved in group performance were more likely to describe
feelings of encouragement, shared achievement, and emotional release.

Interviews also showed that group music activities supported social confidence. Students
reported that rehearsals sometimes created nervousness or disagreement, but these situations
encouraged them to communicate, negotiate, and support one another. Teachers observed that
repeated group practice helped some introverted students gradually become more expressive. In
contrast, music appreciation activities were generally relaxing but had a more limited influence
on peer interaction and self-expression. These findings support H2 by showing that active and
interactive music instruction is more strongly associated with perceived mental health benefits.

3.4 Differences across Student Backgrounds

The psychological value of music education varied according to socioeconomic, cultural, and
individual background. Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds tended to describe
music class as a rare space free from academic judgement. For these students, group singing and
music appreciation provided emotional comfort and a temporary release from pressure.
However, limited family resources sometimes reduced access to extracurricular music training,
instruments, or additional music activities.

Students from middle or higher socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to view music
learning as an opportunity for skill development, stage experience, and self-expression. They
were more likely to participate in instrumental performance, personal presentation, or
composition. Students with ethnic or local cultural music backgrounds also responded positively
when familiar musical materials were included in class, suggesting that culturally responsive
content can strengthen identity, engagement, and classroom belonging.

Individual personality also influenced students' responses. Introverted students and those with
lower confidence often benefited from supportive group activities that allowed gradual

participation. More outgoing students tended to use music activities as a platform to display
leadership and creativity. These findings support H3 by showing that music education does not
influence all students in the same way.




3.5 Implementation Challenges and Opportunities

The study identified several implementation challenges. The most significant was uneven
resource allocation. Some schools had limited instruments, inadequate music classroom
facilities, and insufficient multimedia support. Teachers reported that class activities were
sometimes reduced to singing with basic audio equipment because of limited resources. Music
lessons were also occasionally replaced by other academic subjects, limiting continuity and
curriculum depth.

Another challenge was the lack of formal integration between music education and mental health
education. Music teachers attempted to support students' emotional expression through repertoire
selection, group activities, and classroom atmosphere, but many had not received specific
training in mental-health-oriented pedagogy. As a result, the psychological function of music
education remained mostly informal rather than systematically embedded in school practice.

Despite these constraints, the study found important opportunities. Even simple activities such as
group singing, rhythm games, and ensemble practice helped increase participation and reduce
classroom tension. Music education also provided students with channels for emotional
expression, self-identification, and peer connection. These findings support H4 by showing that
music education has both implementation barriers and practical potential as a school-based well-
being support mechanism.

Table 3. Implementation Challenges and Opportunities

Theme

Resources

Curriculum time

Challenge Identified

Limited instruments,
multimedia equipment, and
music classroom facilities.

Music  lessons may  be
shortened or replaced by
examination-oriented subjects.

Opportunity Identified

Low-cost  group
rhythm games, and body

singing,

percussion can still promote
participation.

A stable weekly schedule
could strengthen continuity
and well-being support.

Teacher preparation Music teachers may lack Professional development can
training in  mental-health- help teachers design
oriented pedagogy. emotionally supportive

activities.

Student diversity Different students have Inclusive music content can

unequal access to
extracurricular music learning.

support belonging, confidence,
and cultural identity.
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4. Discussion

The study provides evidence that music education can support middle school students' self-
perceived mental health development when it is participatory, inclusive, and emotionally
meaningful. The findings are consistent with emotion regulation theory because music activities
appear to help students recognize, express, and manage emotions. Rhythm training and ensemble
performance require attention control and emotional self-regulation, while group singing and
collaborative composition strengthen belonging and shared achievement.

The findings also align with self-efficacy and self-determination perspectives. Students who
successfully participated in performance or creative tasks reported stronger confidence and
motivation. Music education supported competence through skill development, autonomy
through choice and creation, and relatedness through group collaboration. These factors are
important for adolescent psychological development.

The results also show that music education should not be treated as a uniform intervention.
Students' backgrounds shape how they experience music learning. Students from disadvantaged
backgrounds may benefit from the emotional safety and non-academic value of music class,
while students with more resources may use music education for skill-building and personal
expression. Culturally familiar music can also validate students' identities and promote
participation.

However, the study must be interpreted cautiously. The research used convenience sampling
from three private boarding schools in one city, which limits generalizability. The study also
relied heavily on students' self-perceptions and descriptive comparisons rather than experimental
or longitudinal testing. Future research should include more diverse school types, rural and urban
comparisons, validated longitudinal measures, and stronger statistical testing of the relationship
between music participation and mental health outcomes.

5. Conclusion

This study suggests that diverse music education approaches can contribute to the self-perceived
mental health development of Chinese middle school students. Active, collaborative, and
creative music activities appear to be especially meaningful for emotion regulation, stress relief,
concentration, self-confidence, and social connectedness. The study also shows that
socioeconomic background, cultural identity, personality, teacher support, and school resources
influence how students benefit from music education.

The findings indicate that music education should be strengthened as part of a broader school
well-being environment. Middle schools should provide stable music learning time, improve
resource access, include culturally diverse music content, and support teachers with professional
development in emotionally responsive pedagogy. While music education should not replace
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formal mental health support, it can complement school-based efforts to create a more inclusive,
expressive, and psychologically supportive learning environment.
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Appendix A. Scoring Summary for MSSMHS-60

Each MSSMHS-60 item is rated from 1 to 5. The raw total score ranges from 60 to 300. For
clearer interpretation in this study, the raw total score was standardized to a 0-100 Mental Health
Problem Index using: [(raw total score - 60) / 240] x 100. Lower index values indicate fewer
reported psychological problems.

Appendix Table Al. Scoring Interpretation

Index Range Interpretation
<50 Good mental health
50-59 Mild issues

60-69 Moderate issues
70-79 Significant issues
>= 80 Severe issues

The ten subscales are obsessive-compulsive symptoms, paranoia, hostility, interpersonal
sensitivity, depression, anxiety, study pressure, maladaptation, emotional instability, and
psychological imbalance. The full questionnaire items should be retained in the research
instrument file and reviewed according to institutional ethical requirements when administered to
minors.

Appendix B. Observation and Interview Protocol Summary

The structured observation checklist focused on student attention, emotional expression,
collaboration, idea-sharing, frustration, confusion, and competitive behaviours during music
activities. The unstructured observation guide recorded student initiative, role in group singing,
improvisation, instrument use, creativity, autonomy, peer exchange, and musical idea-sharing.

Student interview questions addressed preferred music activities, stress relief, confidence, group
collaboration, access barriers, and desired music class content. Teacher interview questions
addressed emotional and behavioural changes, effective teaching approaches, adaptation for
student needs, implementation challenges, institutional support, and curriculum improvement.
Parent interview questions addressed emotional changes at home, support for music learning,
strengths and weaknesses of the current programme, desired improvements, and external barriers
to participation.

13



