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Introduction
Adolescence is a developmental transition characterized 
by profound biological, cognitive, psychological, and 
social changes. These transformations, influenced by 
familial and peer dynamics, often lead to interpersonal 
challenges.1 Anxiety is a prevalent issue during this period, 
manifesting in various behavioral and physical symptoms, 
including sleep disturbances, academic difficulties, and 
social withdrawal.2 The complex interplay of biological, 
psychological, and environmental factors contributes to 
the development of anxiety in adolescence. Exposure to 
conflicting messages during puberty can heighten feelings 
of insecurity and vulnerability, potentially leading to 
chronic or episodic anxiety.3 Adolescents’ heightened 
capacity for future-oriented thinking can exacerbate 
anxiety. The cognitive process of worry, involving 

intrusive thoughts about potential negative outcomes, is 
a core component of anxiety.4 This preoccupation with 
hypothetical threats can lead to a state of hypervigilance, 
negatively impacting overall well-being.

The rapid developmental transformations characteristic 
of adolescence exert a profound influence on interpersonal 
relationships, particularly those with parents and 
teachers, frequently resulting in heightened conflict 
and anxiety.5 Families occupy a central role in shaping 
adolescent development, and parental expectations 
and communication styles can significantly impact 
adolescent well-being.6 Unrealistic expectations and 
ineffective communication strategies can contribute to 
elevated anxiety and stress levels. Research suggests that 
approximately 25% of adolescents experience anxiety, 
with girls exhibiting higher levels of anxiety compared to 
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Abstract
Background: Elevated academic expectations imposed by parents and teachers can adversely 
affect student well-being and contribute to heightened anxiety levels. This study aimed to 
investigate the mediating role of social skills in the relationship between the stress of parental 
and teacher academic expectations and anxiety in high school students.
Methods: This investigation employed a cross-sectional, correlational descriptive research 
design. The statistical population encompassed all high school students enrolled in Isfahan 
during the 2022-2023 academic year. A cluster sampling technique was utilized to select a 
sample of 225 students. Data collection was facilitated through the administration of the Penn 
State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ), Social Skills Rating System-Secondary Students Form (SSRS-
SS), and Academic Expectations Stress Inventory (AESI). The proposed theoretical model was 
assessed using structural equation modeling with the aid of SPSS-23 and SmartPLS-4 software.
Results: The findings revealed a positive and significant correlation between both parental 
(r = 0.44, P < 0.01) and teacher (r = 0.41, P < 0.01) academic expectations and student anxiety. 
Conversely, a negative and significant correlation was observed between parental (r = -0.36, 
P < 0.01) and teacher (r = -0.42, P < 0.01) expectations and students’ social skills. Furthermore, 
social skills demonstrated a negative and significant association with student anxiety (r = -0.31, 
P < 0.01). Notably, social skills mediated the relationship between parental and teacher academic 
expectations and student anxiety (P = 0.001).
Conclusion: High academic expectations from parents and teachers can increase student 
anxiety. However, strong social skills can buffer this negative impact. To improve student well-
being, interventions should focus on both academic success and social-emotional development.
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boys.7 Furthermore, adolescents grappling with anxiety 
are more likely to manifest symptoms of depression.8 
Anxiety has also been associated with deficient problem-
solving skills and an intolerance of ambiguity.9 Studies 
have demonstrated that academic pressures constitute a 
substantial source of anxiety for numerous adolescents.10,11

The complexities of the adolescence stage often lead 
to a sense of disconnection between adolescents and 
their parents, as evolving self-concepts may diverge 
from parental expectations.12 The biological changes 
of puberty can exacerbate this tension, contributing to 
increased emotional reactivity and rebellious behaviors. 
While stress is a universal human experience, adolescents 
often encounter heightened levels of stress due to the 
multifaceted challenges of this developmental stage.13,14 
Common psychological difficulties during adolescence 
include depression, anxiety, and mood disorders, 
which can profoundly impact cognitive and emotional 
functioning.15 The adolescent desire for autonomy 
frequently clashes with parental and teacher expectations. 
Idealized perceptions of adolescent behavior can create 
dissonance and conflict within these relationships. As 
adolescents transition into adulthood, societal expectations 
shift, requiring parents to adapt their parenting styles.16 
Effective parent-adolescent relationships are essential 
for navigating these challenges.17 Parental and teacher 
expectations can significantly influence adolescent 
development, with positive or negative consequences 
depending on their nature and management.18 Research 
indicates that teacher expectations, in particular, can 
shape student behavior and academic outcomes.19,20

Adolescence represents a critical juncture for the 
cultivation of social skills as individuals navigate peer 
interactions and school environments. Adolescents 
confront a diverse array of challenges, including 
identity crises, negative self-perception, social deviance, 
depression, and aggression. To foster resilience and 
success, adolescents must develop robust social 
competencies. Given the substantial role that parental 
and teacher expectations, in conjunction with social skills, 
play in adolescent stress, predicting anxiety levels within 
this population is crucial. Comprehending the interplay 
between these factors and anxiety is essential for the 
development of effective interventions. If left unchecked, 
anxiety can have significant detrimental consequences 
for adolescents’ mental health and well-being. Given the 
pivotal role of adolescents in shaping the trajectory of 
society, addressing their concerns, particularly anxiety, is 
imperative. While a substantial body of research exists on 
adolescent anxiety, relatively few studies have specifically 
examined the relationships among parental and teacher 
expectations, social skills, and anxiety. Consequently, 
this study aims to investigate the mediating role of social 
skills in the association between academic-related stress 
stemming from parental and teacher expectations and 
adolescent anxiety.

Methods
This investigation employed a cross-sectional, correlational 
research design. The statistical population encompassed 
all high school students enrolled in Isfahan during the 
2022-2023 academic year. The sample comprised 225 
male and female high school students selected from 
four high schools using a cluster sampling technique. 
The sample size was established based on the number of 
research variables. Given the variables involved in this 
study, a total of 220 samples was deemed adequate. To 
account for a projected attrition rate of 10%, the estimated 
sample size was adjusted to 242. Following the removal 
of incomplete questionnaires, the final sample comprised 
225 participants, with 17 questionnaires discarded due to 
incompleteness. Participants were high school students 
aged 13 to 18 years who provided written informed 
consent. Eligibility criteria stipulated that participants self-
reported being free from any diagnosed physical or mental 
health conditions. To further ensure participant eligibility, 
researchers conducted face-to-face interviews to verify self-
reported health information. Exclusion criteria included 
refusal to participate or incomplete questionnaire data. 
A total of 242 questionnaires were distributed among the 
students, and after excluding incomplete questionnaires, 
225 questionnaires were analyzed.

Instruments
Penn State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ)
The PSWQ is a self-report measure designed to assess 
the trait of worry. Comprising 16 items that evaluate 
worry frequency and intensity across various situations, 
the PSWQ effectively differentiates individuals with 
generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) from those without. 
Its self-report format allows participants to rate the extent 
to which each item aligns with their experiences, using 
a typical Likert scale of 1 to 5.21 The Persian version of 
PSWQ is a validated measure of worry, demonstrating 
high reliability and validity (α = 0.89).22 Dehshiri et al22 
have shown that the Persian version of the PSWQ is a 
reliable and valid measure of worry in Iranian college 
students.

Academic Expectations Stress Inventory (AESI)
The AESI is a self-report measure designed to assess the 
level of academic stress experienced by students due to 
expectations placed upon them by both themselves and 
their parents and teachers. Consisting of nine items, the 
AESI employs a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
“Never True” to “Almost Always True” to evaluate the 
frequency and intensity of stress-inducing expectations. 
The AESI comprises two primary factors: Expectations 
of Self and Expectations of Parents/Teachers, providing 
insights into the specific sources of academic stress. The 
inventory has demonstrated reliability and validity in 
measuring academic stress, with scores reflecting the 
overall level of stress experienced.23 Habibi Asgarabad et 
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al24 reported the reliability of this questionnaire based on 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89. 

Social Skills Rating System – Secondary Students Form 
(SSRS-SS)
The SSRS-SS is a 39-item measure assessing core social 
skills domains: self-control, cooperation, empathy, 
and assertion. The self-control subscale encompasses 
behaviors in both conflict (e.g., responding to teasing) and 
non-conflict (e.g., turn-taking) situations. Cooperation 
is evaluated through behaviors like sharing and rule-
following. Empathy is assessed by behaviors reflecting 
concern for others, and assertion by initiating interactions. 
A three-point Likert scale (0 = never, 1 = sometimes, 
2 = often) is used to rate behavior frequency, yielding a total 
score ranging from 0 to 78.25 The SSRS-SS is a validated 
measure of social skills. Eslami et al26 demonstrated 
the acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81) and 
construct validity of the Persian version of the SSRS-SS.

Data Analysis
To analyze the data, structural equation modeling (SEM) 
was employed using SPSS-23 and SmartPLS-4 software. 
Prior to conducting the SEM analysis, descriptive statistics 
were calculated, including Pearson correlations, skewness, 
and kurtosis. Pearson correlations were computed to 
assess the relationships between variables, while skewness 
and kurtosis were examined to evaluate the normality of 
the data distribution.

Results
The current study involved 225 high school students with 
a mean age of 16.45 ± 2.60 years. The sample consisted 
of 124 (55.1%) females and 101 (44.9%) males. Table 1 
presents the means, standard deviations, skewness, and 
kurtosis of the variables. Based on the skewness and 
kurtosis values, the normality assumption of the data was 
examined. As shown in the table, the skewness values 
fell within the range of -3 to 3, and the kurtosis values 
were within the range of -2 to 2. Therefore, the normality 
assumption was supported. Furthermore, the results 
indicated a positive correlation between parental and 
teacher academic expectations and student anxiety. In 
contrast, there was a negative and significant correlation 
between students’ social skills and anxiety (Table 2).

The predictive relevance of the structural model was 
assessed using the cross-validated redundancy (CV-RED) 
criterion. Positive CV-RED values indicate an acceptable 
model fit. For endogenous constructs, CV-RED values are 
typically categorized as weak ( ≤ 0.2), moderate (0.21-0.35), 
and strong ( ≥ 0.35). As shown in Table 3, the CV-RED 
values for the endogenous constructs in our model were 
below 0.35, suggesting a moderate predictive relevance. 
Moreover, all CV-COM values were positive, further 
supporting the measurement model. The R-squared 
value indicated that 58.0% of the variance in anxiety was 

explained by social skills and parental and teacher academic 
expectations. Figure 1 indicates the research model.

Table 4 presents the standardized path coefficients to 
evaluate the hypothesized direct and indirect effects. 
Results indicate a significant negative relationship 
between social skills and anxiety among students 
(β = -0.16, P = 0.019). Additionally, positive relationships 
were found between both parental (β = 0.16, P = 0.011) 
and teacher academic expectations (β = 0.75, P = 0.001) 
and student anxiety. Furthermore, negative relationships 
emerged between parental (β = -0.45, P = 0.001) and 
teacher academic expectations (β = -0.51, P = 0.001) and 
students’ social skills. Importantly, the model supported 
a significant mediating effect of social skills on the 
relationship between parental and teacher academic 
expectations and student anxiety (P = 0.010).

Table 1. Means, standard deviations (SD), skewness, and kurtosis, of the 
study variables

Variables Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Anxiety 64.37 8.45 2.25 -1.69

Social skills 40.77 6.30 0.74 -0.57

Parental academic expectations 2.78 0.71 -0.17 -0.39

Teacher academic expectations 2.95 0.47 0.09 -0.46

Table 2. Pearson correlation coefficients among the study variables

Variables 1 2 3 4

1- Anxiety 1

2- Social skills -0.31** 1

3- Parental academic expectations 0.44** -0.36** 1

4- Teacher academic expectations 0.51** -0.42** 0.21* 1

** P < 0.0; * P < 0.05.

Table 3. Results related to model quality test, redundancy index, and good 
indicator

Variables CV-RED CV-COM R2

Anxiety 0.16 0.23 0.58

Social skills 0.22 0.23 0.80

Parental academic expectations - 0.31 -

Teacher academic expectations - 0.06 -

Table 4. Path coefficients of direct and indirect relationship between the 
study variables

Path β t P

Parental academic expectations of anxiety 0.16 2.68 0.011

Teacher academic expectations of anxiety 0.75 7.30 0.001

Parental academic expectations of social skills -0.45 -7.09 0.001

Teacher academic expectations of social skills -0.51 -8.47 0.001

Social skills to anxiety -0.16 -2.30 0.019

Parental academic expectations of anxiety 
through social skills

0.23 2.18 0.010

Teacher academic expectations of anxiety 
through social skills

0.22 2.21 0.010
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Discussion 
This investigation explored the mediating role of social 
skills in the relationship between academic-related stress, 
originating from parental and teacher expectations, and 
anxiety levels among high school students. The results 
revealed a significant positive correlation between 
parental academic expectations and student anxiety. 
These findings align with previous research by Zheng 
et al,27 and Peleg et al.28 To explain these findings, it is 
important to consider that adolescence is a critical period 
marked by significant cognitive and structural changes. 
Families often serve as a source of stress during this time, 
negatively impacting adolescents’ mental health.7 Worry 
is a coping mechanism employed to manage ambiguous 
emotions and anxieties about future events. Compared 
to individuals with healthy coping mechanisms, those 
unable to tolerate ambiguity and experiencing high 
levels of anxiety and worry may resort to maladaptive 
behaviors, leading to impaired mental health. This 
reciprocal relationship suggests that adolescents with 
parents who hold unrealistic expectations are more likely 
to experience worry, focus excessively on future events 
regardless of their probability, and exhibit a low tolerance 
for ambiguity, consequently experiencing higher levels of 
psychological distress. Individuals facing psychological 
distress may struggle to withstand pressure and may 
be unable to effectively cope with problems. In general, 
high levels of parent-child conflict and weak emotional 
bonds contribute to increased anxiety in adolescents.27 
Moreover, families with unrealistic expectations often 
exhibit other maladaptive cognitive patterns, such as rigid 
and inflexible beliefs that hinder democratic decision-
making and negative interpretations of events, which 
can lead to negative emotions. Consequently, adolescents 

who experience constant conflict with their parents may 
feel helpless, leading to symptoms of depression such as 
feelings of hopelessness, sadness, and anxiety.12

The results indicated a significant positive correlation 
between teachers’ unrealistic academic expectations 
and student anxiety. These findings align with previous 
research by Hollenstein et al.29 To explain these findings, 
it can be argued that teachers form expectations about 
students based on initial interactions and information 
from school records. Subsequently, teachers exhibit 
different behaviors toward students based on these 
expectations. This teacher’s behavior is reciprocated by 
students.18 Teachers with unrealistic expectations create 
negative classroom environments and communicate 
these expectations to students through feedback, thus 
influencing student behavior and increasing anxiety.29 
Student anxiety is closely linked to school-related factors, 
highlighting the need for guidance and counseling 
services. Teachers with strong role-modeling abilities 
can significantly impact students’ personal development. 
While reasonable expectations can motivate students to 
strive for higher achievement and improve performance, 
excessive expectations can lead to student stress and 
negatively impact their mental health, including anxiety.

Furthermore, the results demonstrated a significant 
negative correlation between social skills and anxiety 
among students. These findings align with previous 
research by Lai et al.30 To elucidate these findings, it can 
be argued that contemporary life necessitates a range of 
competencies that influence an individual’s decision-
making in the face of various events and circumstances. 
Human abilities can be categorized into physical, 
cognitive, emotional, and social domains. Each of these 
abilities exerts a profound impact on an individual’s 

Figure 1. Research model in standard mode
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life and future. Among these, social skills are widely 
recognized as particularly important.25 Our findings 
suggest a negative correlation between social skills and 
anxiety, indicating that social skills can predict lower 
levels of anxiety. The inability to effectively express 
emotions can compromise adolescents’ mental, physical, 
and psychological well-being, challenging their ability to 
form and maintain social relationships, especially those 
requiring social skills. Individuals experiencing anxiety 
often become preoccupied with their thoughts, leading 
them to avoid social interactions.30 Adolescents with lower 
levels of anxiety tend to form more social connections, 
while those with higher levels of anxiety are more likely to 
avoid social situations and the associated skills.

The results indicated that students’ social skills 
mediated the relationship between parental and teacher 
academic expectations and student anxiety. To explain 
these findings, it can be argued that unrealistic parental 
expectations may lead children to exhibit poor social 
skills. Fearing exposure of their perceived shortcomings, 
they may avoid close relationships with friends and peers 
and often decline to participate in group activities.25 
These avoidant behaviors can eventually contribute to 
anxiety. Consequently, unrealistic parental expectations, 
coupled with parental criticism for failing to meet these 
expectations, can erode a child’s self-esteem, leading to a 
decrease in their social skills.

Over time, students become familiar with their teachers’ 
characteristics and often develop sensitivities to perceived 
unrealistic expectations in the classroom. Many students’ 
stress and misinterpretations of teachers’ behaviors stem 
from a lack of understanding of teachers’ responsibilities.29 
This can lead to students forming unrealistic expectations 
of their teachers. If students focus solely on the demanding 
aspects of a teacher’s behavior, they may become overly 
preoccupied with trying to elicit positive responses, 
as these misinterpretations can increase their anxiety. 
In fact, students who are more sensitive to teachers’ 
behaviors are more likely to form negative cognitive 
evaluations of teachers’ expectations and establish non-
intimate relationships with their teachers, contributing to 
higher levels of anxiety.18 Such a classroom environment, 
characterized by a lack of intimacy and connection with 
peers, can further exacerbate students’ anxiety.

The cross-sectional design of this study precludes the 
establishment of causal relationships between variables. 
Although correlations were identified among academic 
expectations, social skills, and anxiety, determining the 
direction of influence or accounting for potential temporal 
factors is not feasible. Moreover, the study’s focus on high 
school students in Isfahan restricts the generalizability of 
findings to other populations, as cultural, socioeconomic, 
and regional disparities may influence the observed 
relationships. Finally, the reliance on self-report measures 
introduces potential biases, such as social desirability and 

recall bias, which may distort participants’ reported levels 
of anxiety, social skills, and academic stress.

To address the limitations of the present study and gain 
a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship 
between academic expectations, social skills, and anxiety, 
future research could employ a longitudinal design 
to establish causality, conduct experimental studies 
to manipulate variables and measure their impact, 
include diverse populations to enhance generalizability, 
incorporate alternative assessment methods to reduce 
the reliance on self-report measures, explore additional 
mediating and moderating factors, and develop and 
evaluate interventions aimed at improving social skills 
or reducing the negative impact of high academic 
expectations on anxiety.

Conclusion
The findings of this study underscore the complex 
interplay between parental and teacher expectations, 
social skills, and student anxiety. The positive association 
between academic expectations and anxiety suggests that 
excessive pressure from both parents and teachers may 
contribute to elevated levels of anxiety among students. 
Conversely, the negative relationship between academic 
expectations and social skills indicates that high-pressure 
environments may hinder the development of essential 
interpersonal competencies. Crucially, the mediating role 
of social skills highlights their importance in mitigating 
the adverse effects of academic expectations on student 
mental health. These results emphasize the need for 
interventions that promote both academic achievement 
and social-emotional development to foster overall 
student well-being.
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