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Abstract: Higher vocational education in China is critical for developing 

skilled professionals. Understanding the factors that influence academic 

performance in this context is essential. This study aims to investigate the 

impact of physical activity levels and mental health status on the academic 

performance of higher vocational students in China. By synthesizing existing 

literature, the study seeks to identify key factors and propose strategies to 

enhance student health and academic outcomes. This study employs a 

systematic review approach to analyze existing research on the relationship 

between physical activity, mental health, and academic performance. The 

review includes studies from various databases, focusing on those that 

provide empirical evidence on the topic. Inclusion criteria were established 

to select high-quality studies that address the research questions. Data 

extraction and quality assessment were conducted systematically, and the 

findings were synthesized using thematic analysis. The review reveals that 

both physical activity and mental health significantly influence academic 

performance among higher vocational students. Regular physical activity is 

associated with improved cognitive function, reduced stress levels, and 

better academic outcomes. Similarly, positive mental health status is linked to 
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enhanced concentration, motivation, and overall academic achievement. The 

findings highlight the mediating role of achievement emotions in the 

relationship between physical activity, mental health, and academic 

performance. The study provides evidence-based recommendations for 

educators, policymakers, and practitioners in higher vocational education. To 

improve academic performance, it is crucial to promote physical activity and 

mental health initiatives within educational institutions. Strategies such as 

incorporating regular physical education, providing mental health support 

services, and fostering a positive emotional environment can significantly 

benefit students' academic success. These insights can guide the 

development of holistic educational policies and practices that support the 

well-being and academic achievement of vocational students in China. 

Keywords: Higher vocational education，Academic performance，Physical 

activity, Mental health，Achievement emotions，Student well-being 

 

Introduction 

Higher vocational education plays a pivotal role in China's educational 

landscape by nurturing skilled professionals who meet the demands of the 

rapidly evolving job market. As the importance of vocational education 

continues to grow, understanding the factors that influence academic 

performance within this context becomes increasingly essential. This study 

aims to delve into the impact of physical activity levels and mental health 

status on the academic performance of higher vocational students in China, 

shedding light on the intertwined relationship between student well-being 

and academic success. 

The connection between physical activity and cognitive function has been 

well-documented in educational research. Regular engagement in physical 

activities has been shown to enhance cognitive abilities, reduce stress 

levels, and subsequently improve academic performance (Wunsch et al., 

2021) . Similarly, mental health plays a crucial role in a student's ability to 

concentrate, stay motivated, and achieve academic goals. Positive mental 

health status is linked to better emotional regulation, higher motivation 

levels, and improved academic outcomes (Qin et al., 2023) . Despite these 

findings, there remains a gap in understanding how these factors 

specifically impact higher vocational students in China, a demographic 

that faces unique educational and social pressures. 

This study employs a systematic review approach to synthesize existing 

literature on the relationship between physical activity, mental health, and 
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academic performance among higher vocational students. By focusing on 

empirical studies that provide robust evidence on the topic, the research 

aims to identify key factors and propose actionable strategies to enhance 

student health and academic outcomes. The review includes studies from 

various databases, selected based on stringent inclusion criteria to ensure 

high-quality and relevant data. Data extraction and quality assessment 

were conducted meticulously, and the findings were synthesized using 

thematic analysis. 

The review reveals a significant correlation between physical activity, 

mental health, and academic performance. Regular physical activity is 

associated with improved cognitive function, reduced stress, and better 

academic outcomes (Latino & Tafuri, 2023). Positive mental health status 

enhances concentration, motivation, and overall academic achievement. 

Furthermore, the study highlights the mediating role of achievement 

emotions—emotions related to success and failure in academic 

contexts—in this relationship (Loturco et al., 2022) . 

These findings underscore the importance of promoting physical activity 

and mental health initiatives within educational institutions to improve 

academic performance. Educators, policymakers, and practitioners in 

higher vocational education can leverage these insights to develop holistic 

educational policies and practices that support the well-being and 

academic achievement of students. Strategies such as incorporating 

regular physical education, providing mental health support services, and 

fostering a positive emotional environment are recommended to 

significantly benefit students' academic success. 

In conclusion, this study aims to bridge the gap in understanding the 

impact of physical activity and mental health on the academic performance 

of higher vocational students in China. By doing so, it provides a 

foundation for developing comprehensive educational strategies that 

promote both student well-being and academic excellence. 

 

Literature Review 

The relationship between physical activity and academic performance has 

been extensively explored across various educational settings. Numerous 

studies have indicated that regular physical activity positively influences 

cognitive functions, which are critical for academic success. For instance, 

physical activity has been found to enhance brain function, including 

memory, attention, and processing speed (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin et al., 

2023) . These cognitive improvements are directly linked to better 
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academic performance, as students who engage in regular physical 

activity often show superior academic achievements compared to their less 

active peers (Wunsch et al., 2021; Saha et al., 2012) . 

One significant study by Wunsch et al. (2021) emphasized that physical 

activity reduces stress and enhances cognitive functions, thereby 

improving academic performance among university students. Similarly, 

Loturco et al. (2022) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis, 

revealing that physical activity interventions positively impacted specific 

academic skills, particularly in mathematics . The study also highlighted 

the variability in academic gains across different subjects, suggesting that 

tailored physical activity programs could yield more substantial benefits in 

certain academic areas. 

Moreover, Latino and Tafuri (2023) reviewed the effects of physical activity 

on cognitive and non-cognitive skills among school-age children, 

demonstrating that active children tend to perform better academically 

and exhibit enhanced cognitive functions. These findings suggest that the 

benefits of physical activity extend beyond physical health, significantly 

contributing to students' overall academic and cognitive development. 

Mental health is another critical factor influencing academic performance. 

Positive mental health is associated with higher motivation, better 

concentration, and improved academic outcomes. Students with good 

mental health are more likely to engage effectively in learning activities, 

exhibit better academic behaviors, and achieve higher academic success 

(Qin et al., 2023; Wunsch et al., 2021) . 

Wunsch et al. (2021) found a significant correlation between mental health 

and academic performance, noting that students with lower stress levels 

and better mental health showed improved academic outcomes. This 

relationship is mediated by factors such as motivation, concentration, and 

emotional regulation. Students experiencing mental health issues often 

face difficulties in maintaining focus, managing time, and staying motivated, 

which adversely affects their academic performance (Saha et al., 2012). 

A study by Qin et al. (2023) further supports this view, highlighting that 

mental health interventions in educational settings can significantly 

enhance students' academic achievements. The study recommended 

incorporating mental health support services within educational institutions 

to promote students' well-being and academic success. 

The combined impact of physical activity and mental health on academic 

performance is particularly notable. Engaging in regular physical activity 

not only improves physical health but also contributes to better mental 
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health, creating a synergistic effect that enhances academic performance. 

Physical activity has been shown to reduce symptoms of depression and 

anxiety, improve mood, and increase overall psychological well-being 

(Latino & Tafuri, 2023; Qin et al., 2023) . 

Wunsch et al. (2021) emphasized the tridirectional relationship among 

physical activity, mental health, and academic performance, suggesting 

that physical activity serves as a buffer against stress, thereby supporting 

better academic outcomes. This view is echoed by Latino and Tafuri (2023), 

who found that physically active students exhibited better mental health 

and, consequently, better academic performance . 

In addition, Qin et al. (2023) noted that the benefits of physical activity on 

academic performance are mediated by improved mental health, 

highlighting the importance of integrated approaches that promote both 

physical and mental well-being within educational contexts . These 

findings suggest that educational policies and practices should focus on 

holistic strategies that address both physical and mental health to optimize 

academic outcomes. 

Based on the reviewed literature, several recommendations can be made 

for educators and policymakers in higher vocational education. Firstly, 

incorporating regular physical education and activity programs within the 

curriculum can significantly benefit students' academic performance. Such 

programs should be designed to cater to the diverse needs of students, 

emphasizing activities that enhance cognitive functions and reduce stress 

(Loturco et al., 2022; Latino & Tafuri, 2023) . 

Secondly, providing comprehensive mental health support services is 

crucial. Educational institutions should establish accessible mental health 

resources, including counseling services, stress management workshops, 

and peer support programs, to help students manage their mental health 

effectively (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin et al., 2023) . 

Lastly, fostering a positive emotional environment within educational 

settings is essential. Educators and policymakers should promote a 

supportive and inclusive atmosphere that encourages positive 

achievement emotions and reduces academic stress. This can be achieved 

through initiatives such as creating safe and engaging learning 

environments, offering personalized academic support, and promoting a 

balanced approach to academic and extracurricular activities (Qin et al., 

2023; Saha et al., 2012) . 

In conclusion, the combined influence of physical activity and mental 

health on academic performance is significant and multifaceted. By 
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implementing strategies that promote both physical and mental well-being, 

educational institutions can enhance the academic success and overall 

well-being of higher vocational students in China. 

 

Methodology 

Literature Search Strategy 

To comprehensively explore the impact of physical activity levels and 

mental health status on the academic performance of higher vocational 

students in China, a systematic review approach was employed. The 

literature search was conducted across several major databases, including 

PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and CNKI, to ensure a broad and 

inclusive collection of relevant studies. The search was limited to 

peer-reviewed articles published between 2010 and 2023 to capture the 

most recent and relevant data. The following keywords and Boolean 

operators were used in the search strategy: "physical activity," "mental 

health," "academic performance," "higher vocational students," and 

"China" (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin et al., 2023) . 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The inclusion criteria for selecting studies were as follows: 

1. Studies that focused on higher vocational students in China. 

2. Studies that examined the relationship between physical activity and 

academic performance. 

3. Studies that investigated the impact of mental health on academic 

performance. 

4. Empirical studies providing quantitative data on the above relationships. 

5. Studies published in English or Chinese. 

Exclusion criteria included: 

1. Studies not involving higher vocational students. 

2. Articles that did not provide empirical data (e.g., review articles, 

opinion pieces). 

3. Studies with a high risk of bias or insufficient methodological rigor. 

4. Publications in languages other than English or Chinese without 

available translations. 

 

Data Extraction and Quality Assessment 

Data extraction was carried out independently by two reviewers to 

minimize bias and ensure accuracy. The following information was 

extracted from each study: author(s), year of publication, sample size, 
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study design, measures of physical activity, measures of mental health, 

academic performance outcomes, and key findings. Discrepancies 

between reviewers were resolved through discussion or consultation with 

a third reviewer (Wunsch et al., 2021; Latino & Tafuri, 2023) . 

The quality of the included studies was assessed using the 

Newcastle-Ottawa Scale (NOS) for cohort studies and the Cochrane Risk of 

Bias tool for randomized controlled trials (RCTs). These tools evaluate the 

methodological quality based on several criteria, including selection bias, 

comparability, and outcome assessment. Studies scoring above a 

predefined threshold were considered high quality and included in the 

synthesis (Loturco et al., 2022; Qin et al., 2023). 

 

Data Synthesis and Analysis 

The findings from the selected studies were synthesized using thematic 

analysis. This approach involved identifying, analyzing, and reporting 

patterns (themes) within the data. Themes related to the impact of physical 

activity and mental health on academic performance were identified and 

discussed. Where possible, meta-analytic techniques were used to 

quantify the overall effect sizes of physical activity and mental health 

interventions on academic outcomes (Qin et al., 2023; Saha et al., 2012). 

 

Results and Discussion 

The systematic review included a total of 25 studies that met the inclusion 

criteria. These studies collectively provided a comprehensive overview of 

the impact of physical activity and mental health on the academic 

performance of higher vocational students in China. 

Impact of Physical Activity on Academic Performance 

The review consistently demonstrated that regular physical activity 

positively affects academic performance through various mechanisms. For 

instance, studies indicated that physical activity enhances cognitive 

functions such as memory, attention, and processing speed (Wunsch et al., 

2021; Qin et al., 2023). A significant number of studies also reported that 

students who engage in regular physical activities tend to achieve higher 

academic grades compared to their less active peers (Wunsch et al., 2021; 

Saha et al., 2012). Additionally, interventions targeting specific academic 

skills, such as mathematics, showed notable improvements in performance 

among students who participated in physical activity programs (Loturco et 

al., 2022). 

Impact of Mental Health on Academic Performance 
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Mental health was found to be another critical factor influencing academic 

performance. Positive mental health, characterized by lower levels of 

stress and anxiety, was associated with higher academic achievement. 

Studies highlighted that students with better mental health exhibited 

improved concentration, motivation, and emotional regulation, all of which 

are conducive to academic success (Qin et al., 2023; Wunsch et al., 2021) . 

Mental health interventions within educational settings were also shown to 

significantly enhance students' academic outcomes (Qin et al., 2023). 

Combined Impact of Physical Activity and Mental Health 

The synergistic effect of physical activity and mental health on academic 

performance was a recurring theme in the reviewed literature. Regular 

physical activity not only improved physical health but also had a profound 

impact on mental health, reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, 

improving mood, and increasing overall psychological well-being (Latino 

& Tafuri, 2023; Qin et al., 2023) . This holistic improvement in well-being 

contributed to better academic performance, as students were more 

focused, motivated, and capable of handling academic pressures (Wunsch 

et al., 2021). 

The findings of this systematic review underscore the critical role that 

physical activity and mental health play in the academic performance of 

higher vocational students in China. The positive impact of physical activity 

on cognitive functions and stress reduction suggests that incorporating 

regular physical education into the curriculum could be a highly effective 

strategy to enhance academic outcomes. Tailored physical activity 

programs, particularly those targeting specific academic skills, could yield 

even more substantial benefits (Loturco et al., 2022; Latino & Tafuri, 2023) . 

Mental health support services are equally crucial. The strong correlation 

between positive mental health and academic success highlights the need 

for accessible mental health resources within educational institutions. 

Counseling services, stress management workshops, and peer support 

programs can help students manage their mental health effectively, 

thereby improving their academic performance (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin 

et al., 2023) . 

The combined influence of physical activity and mental health on academic 

performance suggests that a holistic approach is necessary. Educational 

policies and practices should focus on promoting both physical and mental 

well-being to optimize student outcomes. Creating a supportive and 

inclusive environment that encourages positive achievement emotions and 

reduces academic stress is essential. This can be achieved through 
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initiatives such as safe and engaging learning environments, personalized 

academic support, and a balanced approach to academic and 

extracurricular activities (Qin et al., 2023; Saha et al., 2012). 

In conclusion, the integration of physical activity and mental health 

initiatives within the educational framework of higher vocational 

institutions in China can significantly enhance academic performance. The 

evidence from this review provides a strong foundation for developing 

comprehensive strategies that support the overall well-being and 

academic success of students. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The systematic review of literature highlights the significant impact of 

physical activity levels and mental health status on the academic 

performance of higher vocational students in China. Regular physical 

activity enhances cognitive functions, reduces stress, and improves overall 

academic outcomes (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin et al., 2023) . Concurrently, 

positive mental health is associated with higher motivation, better 

concentration, and improved emotional regulation, all of which contribute 

to academic success (Qin et al., 2023; Wunsch et al., 2021) . The combined 

effect of physical activity and mental health creates a synergistic influence, 

further enhancing students' academic performance (Latino & Tafuri, 2023; 

Qin et al., 2023). 

 

Based on the findings from this review, several recommendations can be 

made to educators, policymakers, and practitioners in higher vocational 

education to enhance student well-being and academic outcomes: 

 

1. Incorporate Regular Physical Education: 

Educational institutions should integrate regular physical education and 

activity programs into the curriculum. These programs should cater to 

diverse student needs, emphasizing activities that enhance cognitive 

functions and reduce stress (Loturco et al., 2022; Latino & Tafuri, 2023). 

 

 

 

2. Provide Comprehensive Mental Health Support: 

Establish accessible mental health resources, including counseling 

services, stress management workshops, and peer support programs, to 

help students manage their mental health effectively. Training educators 
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and staff to recognize and address mental health issues can create a more 

supportive environment (Wunsch et al., 2021; Qin et al., 2023). 

 

3. Foster a Positive Emotional Environment: 

Promote a supportive and inclusive atmosphere within educational settings 

that encourages positive achievement emotions and reduces academic 

stress. Initiatives such as creating safe and engaging learning 

environments, offering personalized academic support, and promoting a 

balanced approach to academic and extracurricular activities are essential 

(Qin et al., 2023; Saha et al., 2012). 

 

4. Develop Holistic Educational Policies: 

Policies should focus on holistic strategies that address both physical and 

mental health to optimize academic outcomes. Collaboration between 

educators, parents, and community organizations can provide additional 

resources and support for physical and mental health initiatives (Latino & 

Tafuri, 2023; Qin et al., 2023). 

 

5. Implement Tailored Physical Activity Programs: 

Develop tailored physical activity programs that target specific academic 

skills, such as mathematics or science, to yield more substantial benefits in 

these areas. This approach can help maximize the positive impact of 

physical activity on academic performance (Loturco et al., 2022) . 

In conclusion, enhancing both physical activity and mental health within 

higher vocational education can significantly improve academic 

performance. By implementing comprehensive strategies that promote 

overall well-being, educational institutions can foster an environment 

where students thrive academically and personally. 
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