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Abstract

Background: Test anxiety is one of the most important variables which affect the mental health of students in primary schools.
Therefore, it is crucial to identify the factors that influence test anxiety.
Objectives: The current study aimed to investigate the mediation effect of self-esteem on the relationship between self- efficacy
social support and test anxiety.
Patients and Methods: Participants were 374 elementary students (179 boys; 195 girls) who completed the Rosenberg self-esteem
scale, the perceived social support from family, the self-efficacy questionnaire and the test anxiety inventory. The relationships be-
tween the variables were examined via path analysis. Data analysis was conducted using descriptive and inferential statistics by
statistical package for social sciences (SPSS) and analysis of moment structures (AMOS) software.
Results: Findings showed that self-efficacy was negatively related with test anxiety (-0.23, P < 0.01), a significant negative association
existed between self-esteem and test anxiety (-0.37, P < 0.01) and there was a negative association between social support and test
anxiety (-0.18, P < 0.05). The mediation effect of self-esteem on the relationship between self-efficacy, social support and test anxiety
were supported in a path model.
Conclusions: These findings support the negative correlation of self-efficacy, social support, and self-esteem with test anxiety. The
obtained model is appropriate to explain the test anxiety of elementary students.
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1. Background

Test anxiety is a crucial educational problem affecting
many students in schools worldwide (1). It is a multidi-
mensional concept comprising cognitive, physiological-
affective and behavioral components (2), defined as a set
of phenomenological, physiological and behavioral re-
sponses that accompany concern about possible negative
consequences or failure on the examination or similar
evaluative situations (3). Test anxiety was conceptualized
by Zeidner (4) as four components: 1) Tension: emotional
feelings that someone experiences before or during a test,
2) Fear: thoughts relative to exam performance, 3) Test-
irrelevant thinking: thoughts which divert the learner’s at-
tention away from the exam, 4) Physical symptoms: psy-
chological feedbacks before or during the exam.

Various models consisting of the drive, interference,
cognitive-attention, dual-deficit, self-regulation, self-
worth and transactional theory are presented to explain
the concept of test anxiety (4). A large number of students
usually experience test anxiety to the extent that it affects

their academic and future life. A meta-analysis of test anx-
iety data demonstrated that test anxiety was a widespread
phenomenon (5). According to numerous studies, the
prevalence of test anxiety is reported about 10% to 41% in
elementary and secondary school students (6, 7). Given the
high prevalence of test anxiety among students and the
severity of associated impairments, it is very important
to understand the processes by which these difficulties
emerge.

Most of educational institutions regularly use aca-
demic achievement tests to make decisions about their stu-
dents (8). Many children, adolescents and young people
feel anxious when they face different tests because of the
fact that their grades directly depend on how well they an-
swer the questions. Therefore, it can be understood that
almost all students experience test anxiety at least once
in their academic life (9). As a result, many researchers
concentrated on the effects of test anxiety on academic
achievements for long years (10). Literature includes re-
searches who studied a set of variables with respect to test
anxiety.
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Self-efficacy is an important construct in the Bandura
social cognitive theory (11). It refers to beliefs in one’s ca-
pabilities to organize and execute the courses of action re-
quired producing given attainments (12). Moreover, self-
efficacy is established as a strong predicator of behavior by
many researchers (13). Self-efficacy plays a crucial role in
learning and academic achievement (14). It can be related
to academic problems such as poor grades and inefficient
study habits (15). High self-efficacy leads to improving in
doing tasks; while low self-efficacy makes students leave or
avoid doing their tasks (16). Many studies have related self-
efficacy to various educational and psychological factors
such as anxiety, stress and academic achievement (17-19).

Self-esteem is a vital factor in human behavior which
is the focus of academic and popular circles (20). It is de-
fined as an evaluation of oneself (21). Many different stud-
ies reported that self-esteem can be affected by some fac-
tors such as family, culture and social support (22). Many
studies argued the relationship between self-esteem and
some other variables such as depression, anxiety and locus
of control (23-25).

Social support is a construct applied widely in vari-
ous studies since it was suggested as a scientific concept
by Caplan in 1974 (26). According to Dumont and Provost
social support refers to a multidimensional concept that
includes the support actually received (informative, emo-
tional and instrumental) and the source of the support
(friends, family, strangers and animals) (27). Social support
has a considerable effect on psychological well-being and
physical health (28).

The relationship between test anxiety and psychologi-
cal factors such as self-esteem, family and self-efficacy are
widely studied in student samples (29-31). Despite the fact
that previous researches demonstrated the association be-
tween the social support and self-efficacy with test anxiety,
less attention is paid to the mechanisms or processes con-
structing it. Therefore, this question arises that which me-
diating variables can be considered as the relationship be-
tween social support and Self-efficacy with test anxiety?

2. Objectives

According to the results in the literature, and the ev-
idence supporting the mediating role of self-esteem, the
current study developed a hypothetical model depicted
in Figure 1. However, the current study had two particu-
lar aims: first, to examine the relationship between self-
efficacy, social support, self-esteem and test anxiety among
elementary students; second, to explore the mediating
role of self-esteem in the relationship between self-efficacy
and social support and test anxiety.

Self- efficiency 

Self-esteem 

Social support 

Test anxiety 

Figure 1. Hypothesis Model for the Effects of Self-Efficacy, Social Support and Self-
Esteem on Test Anxiety

3. Patients and Methods

3.1. Participants

Participants were 374 students (179 boys; 195 girls) in
the academic year 2013 - 2014, selected by cluster random
sampling model from elementary schools of Gorgan city in
Golestan province, Iran. The sample size was estimated by
the Krejcie and Morgan table. Selection was based on the
following criteria: being an elementary student in Gorgan
at the time of the study and while completing the question-
naire, not suffering from any psychological disorders. The
distribution of the respondents was as follows: 49.7% were
fifth-graders and 50.3% were sixth-graders. Participation in
this study was voluntary.

3.2. Measures

The study employed the following instruments:
The Rosenberg self-esteem scale: it is a self-report tool

to assess individual self-esteem. Its reliability and valid-
ity were assessed in previous researches among different
cultures and languages (32). This scale included ten items
(rated on a Likert scale from strongly agree to strongly
disagree), among them five items were scored reversely.
Higher scores show a high level of self-esteem. Evidence
for the validity and the reliability of Persian versions of the
Rosenberg self-esteem scale is reported for the Iranian sub-
jects (33). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of this scale was
0.82 in the present study.

The perceived social support from family (PSS-FA): the
PSS-FA was used to measure student’s perceived social sup-
port. The PSS-FA consists of 20 items, representing per-
ceived social support from family members (34). This scale
has a 3-point Likert-type scale which are “yes”, “no”, and
“don’t know”. Evidence for the validity and the reliability
of Persian versions of PSS-FA is reported for Iranian subjects
(35). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for PSS-FA was 0.86 in the
present study.
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The self-efficacy questionnaire for children: it is a 21-
item self-report scale developed to assess three compo-
nents of self-efficacy: (a) social, (b) academic and (c) emo-
tional. Participants express their perceived ability on a 5-
point scale not at all (1) to very well (5) on each item. Evi-
dence for the validity and the reliability of Persian versions
of SEQC is reported for Iranian subjects (36). Cronbach’s al-
pha coefficient for this scale was 0.80 in the present study.

The test anxiety inventory: this is a 20-item multiple-
choice self-report inventory that assesses individual char-
acteristics in test anxiety as a situation-specific personal-
ity trait. The researchers asked the participants to report
their experiences of anxiety before, during and after the
test. Each item is rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1
(almost never) to 4 (almost always). Evidence for the valid-
ity and the reliability of the Persian versions of test anxiety
inventory reported for Iranian subjects (37). Cronbach’s al-
pha coefficient for this scale was 0.76 in the present study.

Data analysis was conducted by SPSS ver. 21 and AMOS
ver. 19; P < 0.05 was considered as statistically signifi-
cant. At first, normality of the data was tested. Secondly,
the linearity of relationships between variables was calcu-
lated. Finally, path analysis was conducted using goodness-
of-fit index (GFI), comparative fit index (CFI) and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA).

4. Results

Means and standard deviations, correlations and Cron-
bach’s alphas coefficient of the study scales are listed in Ta-
ble 1. Before path analysis test of the model, the correla-
tion between variables was calculated. Alphas coefficient
for self-efficacy, social support, self-esteem and test anxiety
were 0.80, 0.86, 0.82 and 0.86, respectively. The findings il-
lustrated statistically significant associations between all
the variables in the model. Consequently, self-esteem is
positively and significantly related with social support (r2

= .09, P < 0.01) and self-efficacy (r2 = 0.18, P < 0.01). In addi-
tion, negative and significant relationships were obtained
between self-esteem and test anxiety (r2 = 0.14, P < 0.01), so-
cial support and test anxiety (r2 = 0.03, P < 0.05), and self-
efficacy and test anxiety (r2 = 0.17, P < 0.01). The significant
relationships between variables and the high levels of in-
ternal consistency coefficients were accepted as signifiers
of sufficiency for path analysis and thus path analysis was
carried out.

Path analysis: based on the model mentioned in the
introduction, the path analysis technique was applied. In
this model, test anxiety was treated as an exogenous vari-
able while self-esteem, social support and self-efficiency
were all treated as endogenous. The estimation of the
model was evaluated by a maximum likelihood method.

The results indicated that model was not good fit to the
data (see Table 2). Therefore, the direct path from self-
efficacy and social support to test anxiety was removed. A
new path analysis for the modified model was then tested.

According to the results (see Figure 2), self-efficiency
had a significant direct effect on self-esteem (β = 0.38, P <
0.01). Self-esteem had a significant direct effect on test anx-
iety (β = -0.37, P < 0.01). Social support and self-efficiency
had an indirect effect on test anxiety via self-esteem. Self-
esteem had a significant direct effect on test anxiety. Social
support and self-efficiency had an indirect effect on test
anxiety via self-esteem.
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Figure 2. Path model for mediation effect of self-esteem on the relationship between
self-efficacy, social support and test anxiety

In relationship of the indirect effects, the “social sup-
port → self-esteem → test anxiety” and “self-efficiency →
self-esteem → test anxiety” pathway appeared significant
(P < 0.01). The model explained 16% of the total variance of
test anxiety among students.

5. Discussion

Test anxiety is recognized by many students as an im-
portant problem they need help to deal with (1). It is one
of the major factors influencing elementary student aca-
demic performance. Examining the psychological and en-
vironmental factors promotes better explanation of the
nature of test anxiety.

The current investigation mainly aimed to explore the
mediating role of self- esteem in relation with self-efficacy
and social support and test anxiety. Similar findings of
Wachelka, and Katz (29); Yildirim (30) and Nie et al. (31),
are in line with the results of the current study, which
showed significant relationships between test anxiety, self-
esteem, self-efficacy and social support. Findings regard-
ing self-efficacy and test anxiety parallel to the ones by
Finney and Schraw (17); Tahmassian and Jalali Moghadam
(19) and Prati et al. (18) who also found a significant rela-
tionship between self-efficacy and test anxiety. The associ-
ation between social support and test anxiety was in line
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Table 1. Correlation Matrix Among Variables for Total Subjects (n = 374)

α Mean ± SD 1 2 3 4

Test anxiety 0.86 7.82 ± 5.15 1

Self-esteem 0.82 4.51 ± 3.71 -0.371a 1

Self-efficiency 0.80 59 ± 6.75 -0.230a 0.429a 1

Social support 0.86 24.97 ± 4.25 -0.184b 0.301a 0.222b 1

aCorrelation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
bCorrelation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 2. Model of Fit Indexes of the Modified Model

CMIN DF P GFI AGFI NFI TLI CFI RMESA

Initial model 5.134 1 0.023 976. 0.760 0.893 0.410 0.902 0.201

Modified model 1.26 2 0.531 0.994 0.969 0.974 1.05 1 0.000

Abbreviations: GFIc, goodness-of-fit index; CFIg, comparative fit index.

with those of the previous studies that found higher social
support related to lower test anxiety (30).

The most important findings of this research concen-
trated on the moderating roles of self-esteem on the re-
lationship between social support, self-efficiency and test
anxiety. The results showed that self-esteem medicated the
effects of both self-efficacy and social support on test anxi-
ety. Self-efficacy and social support contributed indirectly
via the self-esteem to explain the variations in test anxiety.
These findings are consistent with those of earlier studies
reporting a relationship between self-esteem, self-efficacy,
social support and test anxiety (17, 29-31). Some researchers
believe that self-esteem can rarely have a direct causal fac-
tor on the phenomena (38).

As expected, correlational results showed a significant
relationship between self-esteem and social support. This
result was consistent with those of the previous studies
that reported the relationships between self-esteem and
social support (39).

In summary, the present study investigated the impor-
tant role of self-esteem as a mediator among self-efficacy,
social support and test anxiety. It was shown that self-
esteem seems to be a predicting factor in test anxiety.

A few limitations of these studies are important to
note. First, the sample was selected from only one city. This
sample may not be representative of all cities in Iran. Sec-
ond, the study was cross-sectional in nature, and therefore
the causing factor cannot be determined. The third limita-
tion was that the data in this research was collected only
through self-report measures.
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