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Abstract. The relationship between physiological and psychological well-beings among 
adolescents has always been studied extensively by researchers, yet few researches focuses on 
the impact of contextual factors such as school type, and demographic factors such as gender on 
the relationship between physical and subjective well-beings in the context of the Chinese 
educational system. This study measures Chinese high students’ subjective well-being as 
measured by the Multidimensional Student Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS, Huebner, 2001) and 
physical well-being in terms of Body Mass Index (BMI). The impact of school type and gender are 
considered while investigating the relationship between the two measured variables. 331 high 
school students (58% regular high school, 60.4% female) ranging in age between 14 and 21 (M = 
17.47) responded to the questionnaire. Results suggest high school type has a significant impact on 
students’ subjective well-being, and gender has a significant impact on BMI. Correlational analysis 
indicates that BMI is not correlated with subjective well-being. Findings are partially consistent with 
similar studies of adolescence’s well-beings. Reasons for unique findings are discussed with the 
consideration of the unique character of the Chinese education system. 
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1. Introduction 

There are two categories of academic high schools in China: State Level Model (SLM) high 

schools and regular high schools. Namely, SLM high schools are better recognized than regular 

high schools in terms of factors such as environment, resources, and faculty (Pu, 1995). Noticeably, 

many parents in China push their children to go to SLM high schools, neglecting children’s 

comprehensive wellness. Thus, the current study aims at investigating both the physical and 

subjective well-being among students in both SLM high schools and regular high schools, in order 

to better understand the impact of school type on students’ general wellness. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Physical Well-being among High School Students 

Physical well-being (PWB) is a set of attributes that people have or achieve relating to their ability 

to perform physical activity (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 1996). To examine 

physical wellness, all sorts of measurements such as BMI and waist/hip ratio are used (Doll, Petersen, 

& Stewart-Brown, 2000). The standard of unfitness, in this case overweight, obesity and underweight, 

in terms of BMI, is beyond the range of 18.5 to 25 kg/m2 (Doll, Petersen, & Stewart-Brown, 2000). 

Since this study is not in the medical category, it focuses on the general physical well-being measured 

by BMI, and it evaluates participants’ fitness depending on standards of BMI. 

2.2 Subjective Well-being among High School Students 

According to Ryff and Keyes (1995), subjective well-being (SWB) consists of 6 dimensions: 

autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life and 

self-acceptance. Additionally, SWB is grounded in each person’s experiences and includes overall 

evaluation of life (Diener, 1984). The author employs Huebner ‘s (1991) Multidimensional Students’ 

Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS) as its function sticks coherently with the topic of this study. Studies 
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have shown diverse factors that direct SWB. There is an association between self-esteem and 
perception of control, and life satisfaction (Casas et al, 2007). Chang (2003) and others found the 
predictive power of self-concept and family relations on life satisfaction. O'Donnell (2013) and others 
found that attribution style and autonomy both influence happiness. Lastly, support from school 
teachers and students positively correlate with general happiness (Chen & Lu, 2009). 

2.3 Relationship between PWB and SWB 

On the one hand, physical factors such as physical education (P.E.) class and physical activities 
are correlated with high school students’ SWB (Zhang & Zhu, 2006). On the other hand, other studies 
have indicated that physical factors have no association with SWB. Stunkard and Sobal (1995) did 
not find any connection between BMI and psychological disturbances. Besides, changes in weight 
has been shown not related to changes in psychosocial functioning (Klesges, Klem, & Klesges, 1992). 
Moreover, the correlation between physical activities satisfaction and negative self-esteem, external 
perception of control as well as perceived social support from friends was proved non-significant 
(Casas, Figuer, González, Malo, Alsinet, & Subarroca, 2007). 

This research not only will the research assess the relationship between SWB and PWB, the 
research will also compare and contrast the relationship in consideration of types of high school. 
Therefore, the independent variables are categorical: state-level model (SLM) high school or regular 
high school, which has been found in no former studies, and male or female. 

2.4 SLM and Regular High Schools in China 

To determine whether a high school is SLM, the school shall be rated in a system of three 
dimensions—management and benefit, physical evidence, and students honor—by representatives 
from Education Bureau. To be specific, management and benefit refers to the qualification of faculty, 
school climate, obedience of rules, and so on; physical evidence represents diversity, quality, and size 
of the physical components; students honor means all sorts of awards, both academic and literary, 
students win outside the school. If the final score passes the standard number, the school will be 
announced SLM high school. Generally, a SLM high school has faculty with higher level of education 
background, stronger physical conditions, and more capable students than a normal high school. 
Overall, there is study on students in SLM school only, but few previous researches focusing on 
wellness of students take the type of school that students go to into account.  

2.5 The Current Study 

To investigate the PWB and SWB among students in two types of high schools, 5 hypotheses are 
made: 

First, students' high school type has a significant impact on their subjective well-being. 
Second, students' high school type has a significant impact on their physical well-being. 
Third, there is a significant correlation between subjective well-being and physical well-being. 
Forth, gender has a significant impact on students’ subjective well-being. 
Fifth, gender has a significant impact on students’ physical well-being. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants 

The research was done in Beijing and Guizhou in China. There is one SLM high schools in Beijing 
and one regular high school in Guizhou that participated. After the link of the questionnaire of was 
sent to each school, high school students (131 boys, 200 girls) selected randomly filled in the 
questionnaire online. Ultimately, 331 answers were collected (139 SLM, 192 regular), all of which 
are valid. Among the participants, the average age is 17. Their heights range from 1.5 meter to 1.93 
meter, and weights range from 37 kilograms to 115 kilograms.  
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3.2 Instrument 

Multidimensional Student’s Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS) was first designed by Huebner (1991) 
to provide a profile of children’s life satisfaction across key domains. The 40-item MSLSS, designed 
to be administrated to young people between the ages of 8 and 18, includes 7 items in family domain, 
9 items in friends domain, 8 items in school domain, 9 items in living environment domain, and 7 
items in self-domain, each item scored based on the participant’s level of agreement. Since the 
research was done in China, the Chinese version of the scale was adopted. 

3.3 Reliability and Validity. 

The original scale is reliable, considering that the internal consistency has been found to be strong, 
ranging from 0.70 to low 0.90s (Huebner, 2001), that test-retest coefficients have been found to be 
mostly in the range of 0.70-0.90 over intervals of 2-4 weeks (Huebner, 2001). The Chinese version 
of MSLSS has also been tested reliable (Ye et al, 2013): homogeneity reliability is 0.90; test results 
and re-test results have a positive correlation between 0.73 and 0.86. The Chinese version has similar 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient as the original version in Huebner’ s (1998) report. It is acknowledged 
that when the reliability coefficient is above 0.70, the scale has solid reliability. (Guo, 2002) The 
reliability coefficient of the Chinese MSLSS is in the range of 0.70-0.85, so the Chinese MSLSS has 
reliability. 

The Chinese MSLSS has been proved to have criterion-related validity, content validity and 
construct validity (Guo, 2002), so Chinese MSLSS could be applied to Chinese students. Many 
previous studies used Chinese MSLSS (Meng et al, 2010; Lee & Kimberlin, 2015). In conclusion, 
the Chinese version of MSLSS has both reliability and validity so it is a reasonable instrument for 
measuring adolescence life-satisfaction. 

3.4 Procedure 

In order to make the answers more scattered, the 6-point scale was changed into 7- point agreement 
scale. (1 represents “strongly disagree”, 7 represents “strongly agree”, some have reversed code 
accordingly) The research, made the online anonymous questionnaire with two sections: basic 
information (school type, gender, year of birth, height and weight), and the 7-point Chinese MSLSS. 
Participants completed the questionnaire online. Results collected, participants’ ages were calculated 
based on their year of birth, and their BMI was calculated with the formula. Then, the sum of SWB 
scores were figured out. To test the first two hypothesis, T test was employed to investigate the 
relationship between high school type and students’ SWB and PWB. Pearson correlation test was 
applied to test hypotheses 3. Lastly, the researcher studied the influence of gender on SWB and PWB 
with T test, exploring hypothesis Four and Five. 

4. Results 

Independent sample T-tests were conducted to examine the first two hypotheses that high school 
type has significant impact on SWB and PWB. Demonstrated in Table 1, school type has a significant 
impact on students’ subjective wellness, whereas it has no significant impact on BMI. 

 
Table 1. Results of t-test and Descriptive Statistics for Subjective Well-being and Physical Well-

being by High School Type 
Outcome High School Type

95% CI for Mean 
Difference 

t df 
 SLM School Regular School
 M SD n M SD n  

SWB 223.09 31.20 139 204.53 33.82 192 11.39, 25.73 5.16** 310.38

BMI 223.09 31.20 139 204.53 33.82 192 -9.95, 74.20 -1.25 314.61
*p < .05; **<0.001 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 371

106



 

The third hypothesis explores the correlation between SWB and SWB. Since the participants are 
from two types of high schools, the correlation test was done in separate context: among students in 
SLM high school, among students in regular high school, and among all high school students, 
regardless of the school type. All three correlational tests substantiate that there is no correlation 
between SWB and PWB. All the means, standard deviations, and correlations are displayed in Table 
2. 

 
Table 2. Results of correlational test between SWB and PWB 

Outcome Variables 

Pearson Correlation  SWB BMI 

 M SD n M SD n 
SLM 223.09 31.20 139 20.63 3.33 139 -.07 

Regular 204.53 33.82 192 21.12 3.72 192 .21 
All 212.32 33.96 331 20.91 3.57 331 .069 

 
In addition to taking high school type into account, the research considers the role of gender in 

determining adolescents’ SWB and BMI. In the contrary to the result of high school type, gender 
influences BMI significantly but has no such impact on SWB (see Table 3).  

 
Table 3. Results of t-test and Descriptive Statistics for Subjective Well-being and Physical Well-

being by Gender 
Outcome Gender

95% CI for Mean 
Difference 

t df 
 Male Female
 M SD n M SD n  

SWB 216.85 36.46 131 209.35 31.96 200 -.19, 15.20 1.92 207.99
PWB 21.76 4.27 131 20.36 2.90 200 .56, 2.25 3.31** 314.61

* p < .05; **p<0.001. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Evaluation of Results  

All five hypotheses either further enhance and extend existing theories, or reject partially. The first 
hypothesis was validated, featuring that days at school, involving interactions with teacher, peers, and 
environment, generally affect adolescents’ satisfaction with life, underpinning Chen and Lu’s (2009) 
statement that teachers and students’ support correlate positively with general happiness. The reason 
that studying at a SLM high school generates different mental status than studying at a regular high 
school could be explained by Wu’s (2017) research which attributes students’ learning well-being to 
learning interest, academic record, learning motivation, etc.  

The second hypothesis was falsified. To be specific, high school type has no significant impact on 
students’ BMI. One study in the US (Alricsson, Landstad, Romild, & Gundersen, 2008) that 
investigates the difference between students in vocational programs and counterparts in academic 
programs reaches an opposite conclusion: students in vocational programs reported poorer self-
related health than those in academic programs, which implies the underlying relationship between 
type of school and physical health. The variance of conclusion might occur due to the particularity of 
Chinese education system. It is more accurate to conclude that the certain type of academic high 
school in China has no significant impact on students’ PWB. One reason might be that BMI is also 
susceptible to subjective factors which are shaped by exposure to distinctive objective environment.  

The third hypothesis was rejected by data. This may result from the feature of the MSLSS: this 
scale looks at the young’s general life satisfaction with little consideration of physical factors like 
BMI, body shape, or exercise frequency, so the results do not associate with BMI. It can be true that 
even though physical factors such as P.E. class and physical activities are correlated with high school 
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students’ SWB (Zhang & Zhu, 2006), BMI in particular has less to do with SWB, similar to Stunkard 
and Sobal’s (1995) finding. 

In addition, the study also explores gender’s role in adolescents’ PWB and SWB. The results could 
be supported by former studies (Lee & Lee, 2000; Huebner, Laughlin, Ash, & Gilman, 1998). 
Huebner, the original inventor of the MSLSS, and four other researchers (2004) utilized the scale on 
adolescents and found that mean total scores did not differ by sex, same as the result of this research. 
As experts (Lee & Lee, 2000) have concluded, societal modernization fosters disordered eating in 
women, possibly via the gendered social constraints that accompany it. Women experience external 
stress about the aesthetic of body shape, resulting in the manifest difference made by gender to PWB. 

5.2 Conclusion 

As a conclusion, the study on PWB and SWB among students in both SLM high schools and 
regular high schools in China is a promising beginning in exploring Chinese educational system. The 
research reveals that type of high school has a significant role in SWB, whereas gender plays a 
significant role in PWB of adolescents. The results do not only expand new room for further study, 
but also inform the parents the significance of choosing the most fitting school for children, in order 
to help children, develop intellectual health, mental health, and physical health simultaneously. 
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