Journal of Health and Nutrition Research
Vol. 5, No. 1, 2026, pg. 343-353, https://doi.org/10.56303 /jhnresearch.v5i1.866

e-ISSN: 2829-9760

Journal homepage: https://journalmpci.com/index.php/jhnr/index

Relationship Between Behavioral and Emotional Problems Using the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) and Academic and Sports Achievement Index Among
Students at State Sports-Talented High School in Aceh

Mestika Kuine*, Herlina Dimiati?, T.M. Thaib?, Rusdi Andid?, Sulaiman Yusuf?, Eka Yunita Amna?

1 Department of Child Health, Faculty of Medicine, Syiah Kuala University, Banda Aceh, Indonesia

Corresponding Author Email: mestikakuine36@gmail.com

Copyright: ©2026 The author(s). This article is published by Media Publikasi Cendekia Indonesia.

ORIGINAL ARTICLES

ABSTRACT

Submitted: 20 September 2025
Accepted: 06 November 2025

Keywords:

Academic Achievement, Adolescents,
Behavioral Problems, Emotional
Problems, Strengths, Difficulties
Questionnaire

OPEN () ACCESS

This work is licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International License

Adolescence represents a vulnerable developmental period characterized
by rapid behavioral and emotional changes that significantly influence
academic achievement and sports performance. The Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a standardized screening instrument
widely utilized to assess emotional symptoms, conduct problems,
hyperactivity, peer relationship difficulties, and prosocial behavior in
adolescents. This study aimed to investigate the relationship between
behavioral and emotional problems measured by SDQ and academic and
sports achievement indices among students at State Sports-Talented High
School in Aceh. An observational analytical study with cross-sectional
design was conducted involving 108 students aged 15-18 years. Data
collection utilized SDQ self-report questionnaire, academic records, and
sports achievement documentation. Statistical analysis employed Mann-
Whitney test for academic achievement and Fisher's exact test for sports
achievement with 95% confidence level. Total difficulties score
demonstrated significant associations with academic achievement
(p=0.035) and sports achievement (p=0.010). Emotional problems
subscale showed significant correlations with both academic (p=0.007) and
sports achievement (p=0.038). Conduct problems and peer relationship
difficulties exhibited highly significant associations with sports
achievement (p=0.001 and p<0.001 respectively). The findings indicated
that 26.9% of participants reported abnormal total difficulties scores,
suggesting a need for intervention. Behavioral and emotional problems
significantly correlate with academic achievement and sports performance
among talented sports students. These findings emphasize the importance
of routine mental health screening using SDQ in sports-specialized schools
to enable early identification and timely intervention.
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GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

H . A study of 108 elite student-athletes at the Aceh State Sports-
Mlnd Over Med.al' Talented High School reveals that mental health challenges are
How PsychOSOCIaI Health Shapes more prevalent than in the general population. While emotional

health drives academic grades, social dynamics
StUdent'Athlete Success and conduct are critical for achieving sports medals.
THE PSYCHOSOCIAL LANDSCAPE

PREDICTORS OF PERFORMANCE

Emotional Stability
Drives Grades

Only students with normal
emotional scores achleved Grade
A academic performance.

ACADEMIC PRIMARY PREDICTOR:
ACHIEVEMENT Emotional Problems, p = 0.007

26.9%

Total Difficulty
Prevalence

Over one-quarter of student-
athletes reported abnormal
levels of cumulative
psychosocial difficulties.

High Emotional
Vulnerability: 24.1%
24.1% of students showed
abnormal emotional symptoms,
the highest among individual
problem domains.

Peer Relationships

Fuel Medals

Students with peer difficulties were
significantly less likely to achieve
competitive sports success.

PRIMARY PREDICTOR:
Peer Relationship Problems, p < 0.001

Conduct Impacts
Athletic Success

¢§ The “Hyperactivity
/ Advantage”

Hyperactivity did not negatively SPORTS Poor behavioral regulation and rule-
impact performance, as sports ACHIEVEMENT breaking were strong predictors of
tralnln? provides a productive falling to achieve sports trophies.
outlet for high energy.

PRIMARY PREDICTOR:

Conduct Problems, p = 0.001

A NotebookLM

INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a critical transitional phase between childhood and adulthood, marked by biological,
cognitive, and socio-emotional changes. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), adolescence
spans ages 10 to 19 years and comprises 1.2 billion people, or 18% of the world's population (1,2). This
developmental stage is particularly vulnerable to psychosocial challenges that can significantly impact both
current functioning and long-term outcomes. In Indonesia, adolescents aged 8-23 years comprise 27.94%
of the total 270 million population based on 2020 census data (3). Research indicates mental health
disorder prevalence rates of 10-20% among adolescents globally, with significant variations across cultural
contexts (4). More recent Indonesian data from the 2018 National Basic Health Research (Riskesdas)
reported that emotional mental disorders affect 9.8% of adolescents aged 15-24 years, while studies in
Jakarta and other urban centers demonstrate behavioral problem prevalence rates of 12-18% among high
school students (5). These statistics underscore the substantial burden of behavioral and emotional
problems among Indonesian adolescents.

Given Indonesia's limited mental health resources with only approximately 0.3 psychiatrists per
100,000 population compared to the WHO-recommended minimum of 1 per 10,000 screening tools
become essential for early detection and intervention (6,7). Several instruments have been developed for
psychosocial screening in adolescents, including the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL), Pediatric Symptom
Checklist (PSC), and the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (8). The SDQ has emerged as one
of the most widely translated and utilized screening tools globally, offering particular advantages: it can be
administered by non-mental health professionals, requires minimal time, and demonstrates strong
psychometric properties across diverse cultural contexts (9).

The context of sports-talented schools presents unique challenges for understanding adolescent
psychosocial development. Students in these specialized institutions face dual demands: achieving
academic excellence while maintaining high athletic performance standards. This dual pressure, combined
with intensive training schedules, competitive atmosphere, frequent evaluations, and high expectations
from multiple stakeholders (parents, teachers, coaches, peers), creates a distinctive psychosocial
environment that may amplify both risk and protective factors for mental health. Furthermore, the physical
demands of athletic training interact with the biological changes of puberty, potentially affecting
psychological development. The stress-recovery balance, crucial for athletic performance, may be
disrupted by emotional difficulties, while academic pressures may interfere with the recuperation needed

344
https://doi.org/10.56303 /jhnresearch.v5i1.866



Mestika Kuine, et al. (2026).

for optimal sports performance. SMA Negeri Keberbakatan Olahraga Aceh (State Senior High School for
Sports Talent in Aceh), established in 2012, exemplifies this unique educational setting, where students
must balance rigorous academic curricula with professional-level sports training in disciplines such as
athletics, football, badminton, pencak silat, and swimming.

Despite growing recognition of mental health's importance in educational and athletic settings,
research specifically exploring the relationship between behavioral and emotional problems and
achievement outcomes in sports-specialized schools remains limited. Most existing studies have examined
these relationships in general educational populations or elite adult athletes, leaving a gap in
understanding how psychosocial factors influence adolescent student-athletes who must balance academic
and athletic demands. This gap is particularly pronounced in Southeast Asian contexts, where cultural
factors may influence both the expression of psychological symptoms and the relationship between mental
health and achievement. Therefore, this study aims to determine the relationships among behavioral and
emotional problems, as measured by the SDQ, and both academic achievement index and sports
achievement among students at SMA Negeri Keberbakatan Olahraga Aceh.

METHODS

This study is an observational, analytic, correlational study with a cross-sectional design. A cross-
sectional study is a research design that examines the dynamics of the association between dependent and
independent variables at a single point in time (a cross-sectional approach).

The research was conducted at Aceh State Senior High School for Sports Talent, Indonesia. The
research was carried out after obtaining ethical approval from the Health Research Ethics Committee
(KEPK) of the Faculty of Medicine, Syiah Kuala University, and continued until the minimum sample size
was reached.

The target population of this study was all students of the State Senior High School for Sports Talent,
while the accessible population was students of Aceh State Senior High School for Sports Talent who met
the research criteria. Inclusion criteria included students who were actively registered, aged 15-18 years,
willing to be research subjects, students who could read, understand, and fill out questionnaires in
Indonesian well, students who had a training attendance record of at least 90% in the last 1 semester, and
students who were not currently experiencing injuries or health problems that could affect questionnaire
completion. Exclusion criteria included students with cognitive, psychological, or health disorders that
could hinder independent questionnaire completion; students who had been involved in serious school
sports disciplinary violations in the past 1 year; and students who did not complete the questionnaire
completely and validly.

Sample size calculation in this study refers to the population-based study formula (10):

n 139

N = = = 103,15
1+n(e)® 1+ 139(0,05)

Based on data on the number of active students at the research site, totaling 139 people in 2024, the
number of subjects in the study was 103.15 people, rounded to 104 research subjects. The sampling
technique used was consecutive sampling.

Data were collected through completion of the SDQ questionnaire and documentation of academic
grades and sports achievement records. SDQ consists of 25 items allocated to five subscales: emotional
symptoms, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial behavior. Each item is rated on
a 3-point scale: 0=not true, 1=somewhat true, 2=certainly true.

Academic achievement was assessed based on the average report card score for the last semester.
The Indonesian grading system uses a 0-100 scale, which was categorized as follows: Grade A (excellent)
corresponds to scores of 85-100, representing superior academic performance; Grade B (good)
corresponds to scores of 70-84, representing satisfactory academic performance; and Grade C
(satisfactory) corresponds to scores of 55-69, representing minimum acceptable academic performance.
This categorization aligns with the Indonesian national educational standard (Kurikulum Merdeka) for
senior high school students.
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Sports achievement was assessed based on documented achievements in official competitions
during the students' enrollment at the school. Students were categorized as "achieving" if they had
obtained medals (gold, silver, or bronze) or trophies in competitions at any level (regional/provincial,
national, or international) in their respective sports disciplines. Students were categorized as "not
achieving" if they had no documented competitive achievements during their time at the school, regardless
of their participation in training or skill level. Achievement documentation was verified through school
records, certificates, and official competition results maintained by the school's sports department.

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS. Bivariate analyses to assess the relationships between
emotional problems, conduct problems, hyperactivity, and peer problems, difficulties, and strengths and
sports achievement used the Chi-Square test and the alternative Fisher Exact test. To assess the
relationship with academic achievement, a Mann-Whitney trend analysis was used at the 95% confidence
level.

CODE OF HEALTH ETHICS
This research has been included in the ethics hearing from the Health Research Ethics Committee
(KEPK) of the Faculty of Medicine, Syiah Kuala University.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the demographic and achievement profiles of the 108 research subjects, revealing
a population in middle to late adolescence with a median age of 16 years. The sample is characterized by a
marked gender imbalance, with males comprising 79.6% of participants. In terms of performance, the
academic achievement of these student-athletes is relatively homogeneous, with 88.0% attaining Grade B,
while only a small fraction achieved Grade A (8.3%) or Grade C (3.7%). Conversely, the subjects
demonstrate high athletic proficiency, with 87.0% of the students having documented competitive
achievements

Table 1. Characteristics of research subjects

Characteristics Mean * SD n (%)
Age (years), median (min-max) 16 (15-17) -
Gender

Male - 86 (79.6)
Female - 22 (20.4)
Academic Achievement

Grade A - 9(8.3)
Grade B - 95 (88.0)
Grade C - 4(3.7)
Sports Achievement

Achieving - 94 (87.0)
Not achieving - 14 (13.0)

SDQ Measurement Results
Table 2. Characteristics of SDQ measurement results

SDQ Category Normal n (%) Abnormal n (%)
Emotional Problems 82 (75.9) 26 (24.1)
Hyperactivity 101 (93.5) 7 (6.5)

Conduct Problems 92 (85.2) 16 (14.8)

Peer Problems 90 (83.3) 18 (16.7)

Total Difficulties 79 (73.1) 29 (26.9)
Prosocial Strength 105 (97.2) 3(2.8)

Table 2 shows the psychosocial profile of the student-athletes as measured by the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), highlighting that 26.9% of the participants exhibit abnormal total
difficulties scores, representing a significant cumulative psychosocial burden within this population.
Among the specific subscales, emotional problems were the most frequently identified issue, affecting
24.1% of the cohort, followed by peer relationship and conduct problems, which affected 16.7% and 14.8%
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of students, respectively. In contrast, the subjects demonstrated marked psychological strengths and
behavioral stability in other areas, with 97.2% achieving normal scores in prosocial behavior and only
6.5% showing abnormal levels of hyperactivity. These findings suggest that although these student-
athletes possess strong social foundations, they face clinically relevant emotional and behavioral
challenges at rates exceeding general adolescent estimates, likely due to the dual pressures of elite athletic
and academic demands.

Relationship Between SDQ and Academic Achievement
Table 3. Relationship between behavioral and emotional problems using SDQ and academic
achievement index

SDQ Variables Academic Achievement n (%) p-value*
Grade A Grade B Grade C

Emotional Problems

Normal 9(8.3) 72 (66.7) 1(0.9) 0.007

Abnormal 0 (0.0) 23 (21.3) 3(2.8)

Hyperactivity

Normal 9(8.3) 88 (81.5) 4 (3.7) 0.699

Abnormal 0 (0.0) 7 (6.5) 0 (0.0)

Conduct Problems

Normal 9(8.3) 80 (84.2) 3(2.8) 0.170

Abnormal 0 (0.0) 15 (13.9) 1(0.9)

Peer Problems

Normal 9 (8.3) 77 (71.3) 4(3.7) 0.511

Abnormal 0 (0.0) 18 (16.7) 0 (0.0)

Total Difficulties

Normal 9(8.3) 68 (63.0) 2(1.9) 0.035

Abnormal 0 (0.0) 27 (25.0) 2(1.9)

Prosocial Strength

Normal 9(8.3) 93 (86.1) 3(2.8) 0.059

Abnormal 0(0.0) 2(1.9) 1(0.9)

*Mann Whitney trend analysis

Table 3 shows a significant correlation between specific psychosocial domains and academic
achievement, particularly regarding emotional problems (p=0.007) and total difficulties scores (p=0.035).
A critical observation from the data is that academic excellence (Grade A) was exclusively attained by
students with normal psychosocial profiles; notably, no student with abnormal emotional or total difficulty
scores reached the highest achievement tier. Emotional stability may serve as a fundamental prerequisite
for superior academic performance in this high-pressure environment, as it allows cognitive resources to
remain focused on learning tasks rather than being diverted by stress or anxiety. Conversely, domains such
as hyperactivity (p=0.699), conduct problems (p=0.170), and peer problems (p=0.511) did not show
statistically significant associations with academic outcomes, indicating that internalizing symptoms and
cumulative psychosocial burden have a more pronounced impact on classroom success than externalizing
behaviors within this specialized student-athlete population.

Relationship Between SDQ and Sports Achievement

Table 4 shows the relationship between psychosocial domains and athletic success, demonstrating
that interpersonal and behavioral factors serve as primary determinants of sports achievement in this
specialized student-athlete population. The data reveal that peer relationship problems (p<0.001) and
conduct problems (p=0.001) exert the most significant influence on competitive outcomes; notably, 44.4%
of students facing abnormal peer difficulties failed to achieve competitive success, compared to only 6.7%
of those with normal social functioning. Although emotional symptoms (p=0.038) and total difficulties
scores (p=0.010) also maintain statistical significance, their associations are notably less robust than the
social-behavioral variables. Conversely, factors such as hyperactivity (p=0.224) and prosocial strength
(p=0.343) show no significant correlation with athletic results, suggesting that high activity levels and
altruistic tendencies are not primary drivers of competitive success in this environment. Collectively, these
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findings highlight that social cohesion and behavioral regulation are critical for navigating the competitive
social ecology of sports-talented schools and translating athletic potential into documented achievement.

Table 4. Relationship between behavioral and emotional problems using SDQ and sports
achievement index

SDQ Variables Sports Achievement n (%) p-value*
Achieving Not Achieving

Emotional Problems

Normal 75 (69.4) 7 (6.5) 0.038

Abnormal 19 (17.6) 7 (6.5)

Hyperactivity

Normal 89 (82.4) 12 (11.1) 0.224

Abnormal 5(4.6) 2(19

Conduct Problems

Normal 85 (78.7) 7 (6.5) 0.001

Abnormal 9(8.3) 7 (6.5)

Peer Problems

Normal 84 (77.8) 6 (5.6) 0.001

Abnormal 10 (10.6) 8(7.4)

Total Difficulties

Normal 73 (67.6) 6 (5.6) 0.010

Abnormal 21(19.4) 8(7.4)

Prosocial Strength

Normal 92 (85.2) 13 (12.0) 0.343

Abnormal 2(1.9) 1(0.9)

*Fisher's exact test

DISCUSSION

This observational-analytical study with a cross-sectional design investigated the relationships
between behavioral and emotional problems, as measured by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
(SDQ), and academic and sports achievement indices among 108 students at Aceh State Senior High School
for Sports Talent. The principal findings demonstrate that behavioral and emotional problems significantly
correlate with both academic and sports performance, though with distinct patterns. Emotional problems
and total difficulties scores showed significant associations with academic achievement (p=0.007 and
p=0.035, respectively), while sports achievement was most strongly predicted by peer relationship
problems (p<0.001) and conduct problems (p=0.001). Notably, 24.1% of students presented with
abnormal emotional problems and 26.9% with abnormal total difficulties scores, prevalence rates that
warrant serious attention in this supposedly high-functioning population.

Emotional Difficulties and Academic Achievement

The results demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between emotional problems and
students' academic achievement (p=0.007). All students with emotional scores in the abnormal category
failed to obtain Grade A, with some receiving Grade C. This finding is consistent with previous studies
indicating that emotional disorders such as anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal negatively impact
students' academic engagement. According to Durlak et al, untreated emotional disorders reduce
concentration, learning motivation, and decision-making abilities, thus directly impacting academic
achievement (11). Students with emotional disorders tend to show higher levels of delinquency and lower
learning achievement (12).

Several mechanisms explain why emotional stability predicts academic achievement. A study by
Mammadov explained that emotionally stable students tend to experience lower levels of test anxiety and
academic stress. This emotional calmness allows them to focus their cognitive resources on the task at
hand, rather than being distracted by worries or fear of failure. Second, emotional stability is associated
with better coping strategies, perseverance, and resilience when facing obstacles (13). In the context of
students at sports talent schools, additional mental pressure from competition, performance demands, and
packed schedules likely exacerbates the psychological burden on students experiencing emotional
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problems.

The study by Oleksandr et al. found that students with higher levels of emotional intelligence tend
to achieve better academic results compared to their peers with lower emotional intelligence. This
correlation can be linked to several factors, including higher motivation, better learning outcomes, and
greater resilience in facing academic challenges. They are also better able to regulate emotions felt in their
daily lives, which aligns with the research findings where students with normal SDQ results obtained good
achievement (14). Furthermore, students who can manage their emotions well are often more motivated
to learn, show better engagement in class activities, and have greater ability in setting and achieving
academic goals (15). These social connections can enhance collaborative learning and create a positive
learning environment, ultimately contributing to increased academic achievement (16).

The SDQ total difficulties score also showed a significant relationship with academic achievement
(p=0.035). Students with total difficulties scores in the abnormal category all failed to obtain Grade A and
some obtained Grade C. The total difficulties score reflects the accumulation of five SDQ aspects (emotional,
conduct, hyperactivity, peer relationships, and prosocial). The higher a student's difficulty score, the
greater the likelihood that they will experience problems with social and academic adjustment. This
confirms that psychosocial disorders are multifactorial and have wide impacts, not only emotionally, but
also on the ability to complete academic tasks, discipline, and interaction with teachers and peers (17).

Distinct Predictors of Sports Achievement: The Pronounced Role of Peer and Conduct Problems

The relationship between psychosocial factors and sports achievement differs from that for
academic achievement, with peer problems showing the strongest association (p<0.001). Students having
abnormal peer relationships showed markedly higher rates of non-achievement (44.4% versus 6.7% for
normal peer relationships). This finding highlights the crucial role of social dynamics in sports success and
warrants deeper exploration of underlying mechanisms.

Several mechanisms explain why peer relationships are critical for sports achievement in this
population. First, team cohesion plays a fundamental role in competitive sports performance. Most sports
disciplines at SMA Negeri Keberbakatan Olahraga Aceh (including football, basketball, and volleyball)
require coordinated team efforts where interpersonal trust and communication directly impact
performance outcomes. Students with peer relationship difficulties struggle to integrate into team
dynamics, leading to reduced playing time, exclusion from strategic positions, and ultimately fewer
opportunities to compete and achieve medals. Second, teammates' social support system provides crucial
psychological resources for managing competitive stress and performance anxiety. Students who are
isolated or rejected by peers lack this buffer, making them more vulnerable to performance deterioration
under pressure.

Third, the coach-athlete-peer triangle in sports training creates a unique social ecology where peer
acceptance influences coaching attention and resource allocation. Coaches may unconsciously favor
athletes who demonstrate positive peer interactions, viewing them as more coachable and team-oriented.
Students with peer problems may receive less individualized coaching attention despite equivalent physical
abilities. Finally, observational learning and skill acquisition in sports settings heavily depend on peer
modeling and feedback. Athletes learn techniques, strategies, and mental approaches by observing and
interacting with teammates. Peer relationship difficulties limit access to this informal knowledge transfer,
hindering skill development necessary for competitive success.

Conduct problems also showed a very strong association with sports achievement (p=0.001), with
equal distribution between achieving and non-achieving groups among those with abnormal conduct
(43.8% each). In sports environments, conduct problems such as aggression, rule violations, and
oppositional behavior can have dual effects. While controlled aggression may benefit certain competitive
situations, uncontrolled conduct problems lead to disciplinary actions, suspensions from competition, and
conflict with coaches and officials. Teachers and peers will also pay attention to them; therefore, it is easier
for well-behaved students to achieve good results (18). In sports contexts, this translates to athletes with
conduct problems experiencing strained relationships with coaches and reduced team trust, ultimately
limiting competitive opportunities.
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Another closely interrelated factor is behavioral factors. Individuals with strong emotional skills are
better at understanding others' emotions, thereby supporting the development of more appropriate
behavior and interactions with peers (19). This aligns with research results showing a significant
relationship between conduct and achievement based on SDQ (20). Good behavior facilitates the coach-
athlete relationship, enhances team cohesion, and creates more opportunities for competitive participation
(21).

Addressing Non-Significant Findings: Hyperactivity and Prosocial Strength

Several other subscales in SDQ such as hyperactivity (p=0.699), peer relationships (p=0.511)
regarding academic achievement, and prosocial strengths (p=0.059 for academic; p=0.343 for sports), did
not show statistically significant relationships with achievement outcomes. However, the prosocial strength
subscale showed a p value approaching the significance threshold (p=0.059) for academic achievement,
suggesting practical importance despite statistical non-significance. This is consistent with a meta-analysis
by Sanchez-Alvarez et al., which shows that social-emotional abilities such as empathy, cooperation, and
self-control contribute positively to learning outcomes, especially in group learning contexts and
collaborative tasks (22).

The lack of significant association between hyperactivity and both academic and sports achievement
deserves evidence-based explanation. Generally, hyperactivity will only affect someone's academic
achievement if indeed accompanied by attention disorders that often occur in children (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder or ADHD) (23). ADHD is characterized by a persistent pattern of inability to
concentrate, hyperactivity, and/or impulsivity (24). These symptoms can significantly disrupt someone's
daily tasks and relationships.

In the context of sports talented schools, high activity levels may actually be adaptive rather than
problematic. Someone can experience hyperactivity and still achieve good academic achievement. A
person's high activity level, if still accompanied by adequate rest, will still have a positive effect on cognitive
development and academic achievement, as found in studies by Li and Zhang (25). The structured
environment of sports training provides appropriate outlets for high energy levels, potentially channeling
hyperactive tendencies into productive athletic performance. The school's emphasis on physical activity
may create a better fit between students' high energy levels and the environmental demands of the school
compared to traditional academic settings.

The non-significant relationship between prosocial strength and sports achievement (p=0.343) may
reflect the complex nature of competitive sports, where individual excellence sometimes conflicts with
purely altruistic behaviors. While teamwork requires cooperation, competitive success also demands
individual assertion and strategic self-interest. The optimal balance between prosocial tendencies and
competitive drive may vary across sports disciplines, diluting overall statistical associations.

Clinical and Practical Importance of Prevalence Findings

The finding that 24.1% of students presented with abnormal emotional problems and 26.9% with
abnormal total difficulties scores carries substantial clinical and practical significance, particularly given
the supposedly high-functioning nature of this population. These prevalence rates are notably higher than
the general adolescent population estimates of 10 to 20% for mental health disorders, suggesting that the
unique pressures of sports talented schools may elevate psychosocial risk despite students' athletic
abilities and achievements.

This elevated prevalence in a select, talented population challenges assumptions that athletic
prowess or academic admission to specialized schools confers psychological protection. Instead, it suggests
that the dual demands of academic excellence and athletic performance, combined with intensive training
schedules, competitive pressures, and high stakeholder expectations, create a psychologically demanding
environment that increases vulnerability to emotional and behavioral problems. The fact that over one
quarter of students show clinically significant difficulties underscores that talent and achievement do not
immunize against mental health challenges and may, paradoxically, increase certain risks.

These prevalence rates have important implications for resource allocation and intervention
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planning. With approximately one in four students experiencing significant psychosocial difficulties,
sporadic or reactive mental health services are insufficient. Instead, systematic, proactive approaches are
necessary, including universal screening programs, tiered intervention systems, and integration of mental
health support into the school's regular operations. The findings justify investment in school-based
counseling services, teacher training in mental health awareness, and development of referral pathways to
specialized psychiatric services when needed.

Furthermore, these prevalence rates underscore the preventive potential of early identification
using validated screening tools such as the SDQ. The 26.9% of students with abnormal total difficulties
scores represent a clearly identifiable group requiring targeted intervention before problems escalate or
become chronic. Early identification enables promotive and preventive interventions that can alter
developmental trajectories, potentially preventing the transition from subclinical symptoms to diagnosable
disorders and reducing the long-term burden of mental illness.

Implications for Intervention and Support Systems

The results of this study confirm the importance of attention to mental health in educational
environments, especially in institutions that emphasize achievement and competition, such as sports talent
schools. School-based psychosocial interventions, such as group counseling, emotional literacy programs,
and emotion regulation skills training, can help reduce students' difficulty scores and increase their
emotional balance. The use of SDQ as a simple yet valid screening tool is also very useful in clinical and
educational practice.

Limitations of this Study

This study has several limitations. First, the research is observational and analytical, with a cross-
sectional design and a single observation time and location, limiting generalizability to the general student
population. The cross-sectional nature precludes causal inferences; while significant associations were
identified, the directionality of relationships remains uncertain. Longitudinal studies are needed to
determine whether psychosocial problems precede academic and sports difficulties or emerge as
consequences of performance pressures.

Second, this study did not use other parameters that might be related to someone's academic and
sports achievement based on SDQ, such as family socioeconomic status, parental mental health, sleep
quality, nutrition, training intensity, injury history, or academic workload. These unmeasured variables may
confound or mediate the observed relationships. Third, the reliance on self-report SDQ data introduces
potential bias; multi-informant approaches incorporating teacher, coach, and parent reports would provide
more comprehensive assessment. Fourth, the dichotomous categorization of sports achievement
(achieving versus not achieving) may oversimplify a more nuanced continuum of athletic success,
potentially reducing statistical power to detect relationships.

CONCLUSION

This cross-sectional study of 108 student-athletes establishes that behavioral and emotional
domains are significant correlates of both academic and athletic success, albeit through distinct
psychosocial pathways. The findings indicate that emotional stability and cumulative psychosocial well-
being are primary determinants of academic performance, as evidenced by the observation that academic
excellence (Grade A) was exclusively attained by students with normal emotional and total difficulty
profiles. In contrast, sports achievement is predominantly influenced by social-behavioral factors, with
peer relationship difficulties and conduct problems serving as the strongest predictors of competitive
outcomes.

Furthermore, the high prevalence of abnormal total difficulties (26.9%) and emotional symptoms
(24.1%)—rates that exceed general adolescent population estimates—suggests that the dual pressures of
elite athletic training and academic rigor exacerbate mental health vulnerabilities. Consequently, these
results highlight an urgent requirement for systematic, biannual psychosocial screening and the
implementation of integrated school-based mental health support systems to safeguard the holistic
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development and performance outcomes of talented youth.
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