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THE SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL CONTEXT OF SCHOOL ANXIETY
IN ADOLESCENTS
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The current article proposes a socio-ecological framework of school anxiety to explore adolescent school anxiety
(through individual characteristics), in relation to the microsystem (through relationships with parents and peers), the
mesosystem (through school organizational culture, relationships with teachers), the exosystem (through the exten-
ded school community) and the macrosystem (through social norms and government initiatives).

Considering that the phenomenon of school anxiety among adolescents has several facets, its analysis in the con-
text of psycho-pedagogical and social conditions offers a wider space for understanding the phenomenon. Determi-
nants/risk factors include: individual, family, school, societal factors.

The main points of the presented socio-ecological framework of school anxiety are based on analysis of literature
and research. The framework and suggested practices would be strengthened using practical intervention and produce
more evidence-based data.
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CONTEXTUL SOCIO-ECOLOGIC AL ANXIETATII SCOLARE LA ADOLESCENTI

Prezentul articol propune un cadru socio-ecologic al anxietatii scolare pentru a explora anxietatea scolarda a
adolescentilor (prin caracteristicile individuale), in raport cu microsistemul (prin relatiile cu parintii si semenii),
mezosistemul (prin cultura organizationald scolara, relatiile cu profesorii), exosistemul (prin comunitatea scolara
extinsd) si macrosistemul (prin norme sociale si initiative guvernamentale).

Avand in vedere ca fenomenul anxietatii scolare in randul adolescentilor are mai multe fatete, analiza acestuia
in contextul conditiilor psihopedagogice si sociale oferd un spatiu mai larg de intelegere a fenomenului. Factorii
determinanti/de risc includ: factori individuali, familiali, scolari, societali.

Principalele puncte ale cadrului socio-ecologic prezentat al anxietatii scolare se bazeaza pe analiza literaturii si
cercetari. Cadrul si practicile sugerate urmeaza a fi consolidate folosind interventii practice si producerea de mai
multe date bazate pe dovezi.

Cuvinte-cheie: anxietate scolard, cadrul socio-ecologic, adolescent, microsistem, mezosistem, exosistem, macrosistem.

Introduction

School anxiety is one of the typical problems that is a clear sign of a teenager’s school maladaptation,
negatively affecting various areas of his life: not only on learning and interactions within the school, but
also on health and general level of psychological well-being, as well as communication outside schools.

According to research, school anxiety involves fear and worry about going to school. Doctors may also
refer to it as school phobia or school refusal. In an ACHA-National College Health Assessment II national
research survey released in 2019, the majority of undergraduates reported stress and anxiety as the top
major factors that affected their academic performance negatively (ACHA, 2019). Six out ten of college
students experienced ,,overwhelming anxiety,” while over 40% were saddled with crippling depression [8].

However, it is important to take steps to address it early on, as it can have significant effects on the
adolescent’s emotional, and educational development, and social integration.

Psycho-pedagogical and social conditions play a significant role in the appearance, development and
maintenance of anxiety in adolescents. When analyzing it, the cumulative risk factors that can lead to an-
xiety must be taken into account. Specific psycho-pedagogical and social interventions can be effective in
preventing and reducing adolescent anxiety, including by leveraging all the components.

Accordingly, the phenomenon of school anxiety among adolescents is multifaceted. Its analysis in the

69



STUDIA UNIVERSITATIS MOLDAVIAE
Revista stiintifica a Universtitatii de Stat din Moldova, 2023, nr. 5(165)

context of psycho-pedagogical and social conditions offers a wider space for understanding the phenome-
non. The determining/risk factors include: individual, family, school, societal factors.

School Anxiety from perspective of ecological systems theory

In our research, assuming that school anxiety is a socio-environmental phenomenon, we propose the
application of the ecological theory of Bronfenbrenner (1979) in order to explore the various factors that
affect adolescent’ school anxiety.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory is one of the most accepted explanations regarding the in-
fluence of social environments on human development. This theory states that the environment in which
people grow up influences every aspect of their lives.

Social factors determine the way of thinking, emotions, likes and dislikes, wellbing of people. If this
environment can be changed, people can change. The same can happen if one’s social position/role changes
in one of the identified systems [11]: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem.

Reviewing several publications [1; 10], we conclude that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework for
human development is concerned with systems in society and suggests that for adolescent, the family is the
first key factor of development, followed by school and community, with each adolescent belonging to a
broader network of groups and systems.

The socio-ecological framework of school anxiety outlines five levels of interconnected layers (Figure
1). The levels begin with the individual and move in concentric rings outward through the microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem. Below we briefly present the five layers of the socio-ecological
framework with the respective components relevant to the connection with school anxiety in adolescents.

Individual

The inner portion of the socio-ecological framework represents the individual student and the associated
characteristics at the individual level that relate to him. Based on the existing literature, we have identified
several distinct aspects of an individual student that can correlate with school anxiety: sex, age, health,
emotional stability, self-concept, learning motivation, knowledge, attitude & skills, etc.

Some authors suggest the interconditionallity between learning motivation and anxiety [6].

Thus, schools seeking to prevent and reduce school anxiety can do so by creating friendly environment,
high academic motivation, building emotional stability — management of emotions, and psychological
support to students.

Figure 1. The socio-ecological framework of adolescent’ school anxiety.
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Microsystem

Made up of the groups that have direct contact with the individual and key role in his life. The impor-
tance of a student’s relationship with family has been illustrated by several authors. We note that family
framework includes different key components such support, cohesion, parent-child relationships, parents’
beliefs &expectations, family social status etc. Studies have shown that when parents provide support and
show care, compassion, and encouragement toward academic endeavor, young people are more likely to
exhibit greater connectedness to school (Benner et al., 2008; Brewster & Bowen, 2004; Carter,McGee,
Taylor, &Williams, 2007; Wang & Eccles, 2012) [Apud 1]. Also, authors confirm interconnection between
parents’ education anxiety and children’s academic burnout [7].

At the same time, peers play a very important role in the lives of teenagers through networking, the in-
tegration of students in the network. Peer support inside and outside the school is significant. The literature
suggests that peers may facilitate adolescent students’ feelings of being connected to school through social
and academic support (Wentzel, 1998), acceptance (Wang & Eccles, 2012), trust (Garcia-Reid, Reid, &
Peterson, 2005), or merely being present (e.g., having friends at school; Whitlock, 2006). [apud 1]

All the components in concrete contexts (friendly) can prevent the school anxiety of the student or be-
come a risk factor.

Mesosystem

The relationships between the groups from the second system with significant

impact on individual. At the mesosystem level, we have placed the educational institution (school) with
several components, which directly and indirectly can cause or reduce school anxiety, as follows:

school organizational culture (including anti-bullying policy and practices), curriculum/ extracurricular
activities, teachers’ beliefs & support, pedagogical practices and resources, relationships students — tea-
chers, students — teachers- parents, psychological assistance if needed, etc.

The importance of teachers towards student outcomes has been widely studied (e.g., Anderman, 2002;
Hattie, 2009; Wang & Eccles, 2012). In a large-scale synthesis of research, Hattie (2009) ranked a teacher-
student relationship (large effect size, d =.72) as an important contributor to enhancing academic outcomes
in students [4pud 1]. Future research is needed to evaluate what specific interventions are needed for the
themes of teacher support to prevent and decrease students’ school anxiety.

Exosystem: factors that affect an individual’s life but, the elements of this system don’t have a direct relati-
onship with the individual. The exosystem represents the community surrounding the school and encompasses
the local neighbourhood, grandparents and extended families (although depending on the family structure
theymay also reside in themicrosystem), local businesses, and community groups (Saab, 2009) [9].

Among them we mention the role of the community with the norms, traditions, religion, beliefs and part-
nership with school and parents, etc. A special role belongs to the existence of support services for families
with children, children affected by depression, school anxiety, etc.

We note that adolescence is a challenging period of life, with over 10% of youth experiencing symptoms
of anxiety and depression [3]. Some authors have mentioned that adolescence is a critical period for the
emergence and exacerbation of depression and anxiety symptoms (Gruber, Prinstein, Clark, Rottenberg,
Abramowitz, Albano and Davila [4]), so it is possible that increases in symptoms from the pre-COVID to
the COVID-19 assessments could be part of a developmentally normative process. Accordingly, specialized
services are needed at the community level.

It should be noted that the absence of external resilience-promoting resources, such as support from fri-
ends and social programs, and the loss of feelings of security and safety during times of emergency [2], such
as the COVID-19 pandemic, are likely to increase the susceptibility to symptoms of anxiety and depression
among adolescents [5].

Macrosystem

Contains those cultural elements that affect the individual and everyone around them. The macrosystem
can be influential in the processes of daily school practice, particularly on how schools orient their priorities
and goals, school’ capacity to offer safe and friendly space and environment to students. For example, in
case of the pressure by governments and legislation to prioritise academic outcomes at the macrosystem le-
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vel, above other important factors in the school system, can conduct to teachers’ burnout. Increased teacher
stress may affect the student-teacher relationship found to be important for preventing students’ anxiety.

The main points of the presented socio-ecological framework of school anxiety is based on analysis of
literature and research. The framework and suggested practices would be strengthened using practical in-
tervention and produce more evidence-based data.

Conclusions

We conclude that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework for human development is concerned with systems
in society and suggests that for adolescent, the family is the first key factor of development, followed by school
and community, with each adolescent interacting in a different way with the components from systems.

For some students, the fear and worry associated with school anxiety are related to a specific cause, such
as being bullied or having a bad experience at school. For others, the anxiety may be more general and
related to social or performance anxiety. Students may develop anxiety if they have been home for a long
period, such as because of Covid-19 pandemic.

Parents and teachers should avoid reacting to the adolescent’s anxiety in a way that reinforces it.
This means avoiding arguments, bribes, or threats. Interventions may include making adjustments to the
adolescent’s schedule, providing support in the classroom, or involving the adolescent in social activities
outside of school.

It is also important for parents and teachers to provide support to students with school anxiety. This
support may take the form of: talking with the adolescent about their anxiety and fears; helping the adoles-
cent develop healthy coping mechanisms;  modeling positive behavior; teaching the child relaxation te-
chniques; staying involved in the communication with adolescent.

Therefore, a collaborative team approach that involves the adolescent, their parents or caregivers, scho-
ol personnel, and mental health professionals is often necessary.

Education institutions should offer therapeutic programs aiming to contribute to the mental health of
adolescents that have been critically diminished. In addition, schools should ensure educational support
programs and friendly environment.
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