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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Many school children experience psychological
inflexibility, which leads to anxiety regarding their academic well-
being, subsequently affecting their psychological well-being. The
objectives of the present study were to investigate the relationship
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety among
school children, understand the sociodemographic characteristics
of the selected participants, and identify significant mean
differences in subgroups based on sociodemographic details in
relation to psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety.

Aim: To examine the relationship between psychological
inflexibility and academic anxiety in students who were preparing
for their board exams.

Materials and Methods: A cross-sectional study involved the
selection of 348 school children from 9" to 12" grade in Madurai,
Tamil Nadu, India, using simple random sampling. Data collection
took place from March 2021 to June 2021. The study employed
a 17-item Acceptance and Fusion Questionnaire (AFQ-17), a 25-
item academic anxiety scale, and a semi-structured interview
schedule. The data analysis was performed using the Statistical
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Package for Social Services (SPSS) software, version 19.0.
Descriptive statistics were used, and the Pearson’s correlation
method was employed to determine the relationship between
variables. Additionally, a one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
was conducted to identify significant mean differences between
demographic variables, with a 95% confidence level and p-value
<0.05 considered as statistically significant.

Results: Out of the total 348 participants, majority 184 (52.9%)
were in the age group of 16 to 18 years. The results indicate
a positive correlation (r=0.117, p<0.05) between the level of
psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety among school
children. Furthermore, significant relationships were found
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety in
terms of age and gender.

Conclusion: The present study highlights a positive correlation
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety. It
emphasises the importance of raising awareness, promoting
psychological flexibility, and reducing academic anxiety among
school children.

Keywords: Academic performance anxiety, Acceptance and commitment therapy, Psychological rigidity

INTRODUCTION

Psychological inflexibility is a rigid behavioural pattern that interferes
with engagement in personally meaningful activities; it is the
hypothesised root of suffering according to Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT). Psychological inflexibility can be
seen as being excessively entangled in experiential avoidance and
cognitive fusion, and having difficulties connecting with the context
of a situation and choosing behaviour in line with identified values
and goals [1]. Aspects of psychological inflexibility are targeted by a
wide range of modern cognitive-behavioural therapies, particularly
those emphasising acceptance and mindfulness-based methods [2].

This concept combines two interrelated processes: cognitive fusion
and experiential avoidance [3]. Cognitive fusion refers to the process
of over-identifying with one’s internal events (e.g., thoughts, feelings,
memories) and reacting to them as if they were real. Cognitive fusion
leads to experiential avoidance, which is the person’s unwillingness
to experience internal events, resulting in the adoption of strategies
to avoid, change, or control them. ACT has empirical support for its
efficacy in treating a wide range of psychological issues, including
mood and anxiety disorders, stress, and substance use [4].

Psychological flexibility is defined as the ability to mindfully observe
experiences occurring in the present moment while intentionally
choosing actions in line with self-chosen values [1]. A study provided
evidence that psychological flexibility is associated with one’s ability
to cope in stressful situations [5].
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Anxiety is an intense, excessive, and persistent worry about certain
situations. In general, anxiety has two types: trait anxiety and state
anxiety. Trait anxiety is a stable and general characteristic of an
individual, while state anxiety is specifically aroused by contemporary
situations and the environment with which an individual is dealing
[6]. A small to moderate level of anxiety is normal and can even
be beneficial for a student’s academic performance. Without any
anxiety, most students would lack the motivation to study for exams,
write papers, or do daily homework. However, severe anxiety can
be a serious problem.

Academic anxiety refers to the anxiety students experience related
to tests, performance ability, time pressures, competition with
their peers, as well as fear of teacher and parent expectations
[7]. Academic anxiety can have a negative effect on a student’s
academic performance [8]. Students experiencing academic anxiety
feel apprehensive about academic tasks, and some may only
experience anxiety related to test-taking or specific tasks. There
are four components of academic anxiety: worry, emotionality, task-
generated interference, and study skills deficits. Several researchers
have found that school students with a higher level of anxiety have
lower academic performance [9]. Some authors have also reported
a negative correlation between academic anxiety and academic
performance [10]. A study by Cassady JC showed that a high level
of examination anxiety leads to poor academic achievement [11].
Sweetnam (2002) posits that examination anxiety affects both high
achievers and low achievers with similar results.
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, many people, including children,
experienced prolonged social distancing, isolation, and separation
[12]. Students attending online classes faced numerous challenges
in attending and understanding the concepts of their subjects.
Students in grades 9" to 12", who were preparing for board
exams, faced uncertainty due to the constant changes caused
by the pandemic. Additionally, the South Indian education system
emphasises rote learning and high-stakes examinations, making it
important to study academic anxiety in this context. Understanding
the challenges students face in this system can help design tailored
interventions to improve academic outcomes and overall well-
being. Therefore, students, particularly those preparing for board
exams, were likely to experience higher levels of academic anxiety
[13]. Accessing professional psychological or psychiatric help also
became more difficult.

While some studies have found the mediating role of psychological
inflexibility in the fear of negative evaluation, there has been no direct
study on the relationship between psychological inflexibility and
academic anxiety [14]. Hence, the present study aimed to examine
if psychological inflexibility influences the academic anxiety of
students taking their board exams. The objectives are to investigate
the relationship between psychological inflexibility and academic
anxiety among school children, understand the sociodemographic
characteristics of the students, and identify significant mean
differences based on sociodemographic details in relation to
psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety. The hypotheses
of the study were there was a positive and significant relationship
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety, and
there were significant differences in psychological inflexibility and
academic anxiety based on age, gender, and area of residence.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A cross-sectional study involved the selection of 348 school children
from 9" to 12" grade in Madurai, Tamil Nadu, India, using simple
random sampling. Data collection took place from March 2021
to June 2021. The study was approved by the Institutional Ethics
Committee (IEC) (Ref No: 01/2021).

Inclusion criteria: Both male and female students in grades 9"
to 12", who were currently living in Madurai, Tamil Nadu, India, and
who could comprehend the English language, were included in
the study.

Exclusion criteria: Students who did not answer all the questions
and those who did not give consent were excluded from the study.

Sample size calculation: By reviewing data from an article in 2019
[15], it was found that approximately 40,000 students took their 10™
exams. Assuming that half of these students went on to complete
their 12" grade, an estimate of 20,000 students would have taken
their 12" grade examination. The same number of students would
be in the 9" grade as in the 10" grade, and the 11" grade would
have the same number as the 12" grade. Therefore, it was estimated
that a total of 120,000 students were in grades 9th to 12" in the
year 2021. Using the Survey Monkey sample size calculator, with a
95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error, the sample size was
determined [16]. A sample of 383 students must be selected for the
study from a population of 120,000 students.

Z*xp(1-p)
. e’
Sample size = 5
z"Xp(1-p)
+ (27)
e“N
Study Procedure

School students in grades 9" to 12 from 6 schools were approached
to participate in the study. Consent from parents and assent from
students were obtained after explaining the study and ensuring the
confidentiality of personal information.
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A total of 398 students provided consent to participate, and
380 students met the criteria and were included in the study.
The researchers administered the annexure, which included the
acceptance and fusion questionnaire and the academic anxiety
scale, and the participants answered all the questions. From the
380 responses, 32 had to be discarded due to incomplete forms,
leaving a total of 348 responses for analysis. A semi-structured
interview schedule was used to collect information regarding the
respondents’ basic sociodemographic details, including age, gender,
and area of residence. The AFQ-17 developed by Greco LA et
al., was used to assess levels of psychological inflexibility [17]. It
consists of 17 items and is a self-administered scale. The scale uses
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from O to 4. The possible scores on
the 17-item scale range from O to 68, with higher scores indicating
higher levels of psychological inflexibility. The internal consistency
of the scale is 0.93.

The Academic Anxiety Scale, developed by Cassady JC et al.,
was used to assess levels of academic anxiety among students. It
consists of 11 items and is a self-administered scale [18]. The scale
uses a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 4. Higher scores on
the 11-item scale indicate higher levels of academic anxiety. The
Academic Anxiety Scale has a reliability co-efficient of 0.95 [19].

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

The data were statistically analysed using the SPSS software,
version 19.0. Descriptive statistics were used to summarise the
data. The Pearson’s correlation method was used to determine
the relationship between psychological inflexibility and academic
anxiety. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to assess significant
mean differences between demographic variables, with a 95%
confidence level. A significance level of p<0.05 was considered
statistically significant.

RESULTS

The results indicate that out of the total participants (N=348),
49.4% (N=172) were males and 50.6% (N=176) were females. In
terms of age, 47.1% (N=164) of the participants were between
the ages of 13 and 15, while 52.9% (N=184) were between the
ages of 16 and 18 years. Regarding the area of residence, 48.9%
(N=170) of the participants were from an urban background,
and 51.1% (N=178) were from a rural background, as shown in
[Table/Fig-1]. The sociodemographic details were found to follow a
normal distribution.

Factors n (%)
Males 172 (49.4)
Gender
Females 176 (50.6)
13to 15 164 (47.1)
Age (in years)
16t0 18 184 (52.9)
Urban 170 (48.9)
Area of residence
Rural 178 (61.1

[Table/Fig-1]: Distribution of sociodemographic details.

The relationship between scores of psychological inflexibility and
academic anxiety, as well as their relationship with gender, age,
and area of residence, were analysed using analysis of variance,
as shown in [Table/Fig-2]. The results revealed a significant
positive relationship between psychological inflexibility and gender,
as well as age (significance at p<0.01). However, there was no
significant relationship between psychological inflexibility and area
of residence.

Furthermore, a significant positive relationship was observed between
academic anxiety and gender (significance at p<0.01). Additionally,
there was a significant relationship between academic anxiety and
age (significance at p<0.05). However, there was no significant

Journal of Clinical and Diagnostic Research. 2023 Nov, Vol-17(11): VC01-VC04



www.jcdr.net

Factors N Mean+SD | F-value | p-value
Male 172 | 67.44+17.71
Psychological Female 176 | 72.50+18.83 | 6710 | 0.010
inflexibility
Total 348 | 70.01+18.44
Gender
Male 172 | 51.12+11.25
Academic Female 176 | 54.36+9.004 | 8793 | 0.003
anxiety
Total 348 | 52.76+10.29
131015 | 164 | 67.11420.52
Psychological 161018 | 184 | 72.59+15.99 | 7.796 | 0.006
inflexibility
Age (n | Total 348 | 70.01+18.44
vears) | 13t015 | 164 | 51.59+10.73
Academic 161018 | 184 | 53.80:9.79 | 4.024 | 0.046
anxiety
Total 348 | 52.76+10.29
Urban 170 | 70.23+17.66
Psychological Rural 178 | 69.79+19.20 | 049 | 0825
inflexibility
Total 348 | 70.01+18.44
Place
Urban 170 | 52.14+10.60
Academio Rural 178 | 53.35:9.98 | 1.220 | 0.270
anxiety
Total 348 | 52.76+10.29

[Table/Fig-2]: Distribution of relationship between variables based on
sociodemographic details.
N: Total number of samples; SD: Standard deviation; p: Probability

One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)
**Significant at p<0.01
*Significant at p<0.05

relationship between academic anxiety and place of residence.
[Table/Fig-3], obtained from the Pearson’s correlation analysis,
reveals a significant positive relationship between psychological
inflexibility and academic anxiety (significance at p<0.05).

Factors N r-value p-value

Psychological inflexibility | Academic anxiety 348 0.117* 0.029

[Table/Fig-3]: Pearson’s correlation between psychological inflexibility and academic
anxiety.
N: Total number of samples; r: The correlation co-efficient; p: Probability

Pearson’s correlation
“*Significant at p<0.01
*Significant at p<0.05

DISCUSSION

In the current situation, students often experience tremendous
pressure to perform well in exams due to various factors. The
highly competitive nature of the education system, intense parental
expectations, societal pressure, and the desire to secure admission
in reputable institutions contribute to the development of academic
anxiety. The results of the present study indicate a significant positive
relationship between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety.
Hence, the hypothesis can be accepted. This could be attributed to
factors such as procrastination and performance, which can lead to
higher levels of academic anxiety.

Previous research supports these findings. For example, a study
found that psychological inflexibility was associated with higher
levels of academic stress and anxiety among college students
[20]. Another study found a significant positive correlation between
procrastination and academic anxiety among Iranian university
students [21]. However, there are also studies that contradict these
findings, suggesting that there may not be a significant relationship
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety based on
the level of education. For instance, a study found that psychological
inflexibility was associated with academic burnout among Chinese
medical students, regardless of their educational level [22].

Furthermore, there is a significant relationship between psychological
inflexibility and academic anxiety based on gender. This could be
attributed to the recent increase in gender equality and the fact
that both genders now share equal responsibilities. In terms of the

Journal of Clinical and Diagnostic Research. 2023 Nov, Vol-17(11): VC01-VC04

Raj Kumar et al., Psychological Flexibility and Academic Anxiety in Students

relationship between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety
based on gender, a study found a significant association between
gender and psychological inflexibility among college students, with
females reporting higher levels of psychological inflexibility [23].
However, another study found no significant difference in psychological
inflexibility based on gender among undergraduate students [24].

There is a significant relationship between psychological inflexibility
and academic anxiety, which may be influenced by factors such as
the level of education and the expectations of the rural community
compared to the urban community. One study that supports the
idea that lower job expectations in rural communities may affect
this relationship is conducted by [25]. They found that rural
Chinese students had lower academic expectations and lower
levels of academic anxiety compared to urban students. Similarly,
another study found that rural Chinese students experienced lower
levels of academic stress and anxiety compared to their urban
counterparts [26].

However, there are also studies that contradict this idea, suggesting
that the level of education or job expectations may not have a
significant impact on the relationship between psychological
inflexibility and academic anxiety. For instance, a study found
that psychological inflexibility was associated with higher levels of
academic stress among Indian university students, regardless of
their educational background [27]. Additionally, another study found
that performance-based expectations were positively associated
with academic anxiety among German university students.

The findings of the present study indicate a significant difference in
psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety based on gender
and age. This could be attributed to differences in behaviours and
expectations related to gender and age. For example, a study
found that females had higher levels of academic stress and anxiety
than males among Taiwanese university students [28]. Additionally,
another study found that age was positively associated with
academic anxiety among Malaysian university students [29].

Psychological inflexibility is considered a key source of psychological
difficulties according to ACT. The ACT utilises psychological flexibility
as a process to empower clients and promote their well-being during
mental health services. Therefore, developing psychological flexibility
in students, especially those preparing for board exams, through
ACT and other techniques, can help reduce the development of
psychopathology and other vulnerabilities. It can also help prevent
negative outcomes such as school dropout. The present study
provides valuable insights into the relationship between these variables
and can serve as a guide for future research in this area.

Limitation(s)

The study was not an experimental study and it only focused on
school students from Madurai, Tamil Nadu. Therefore, the findings
cannot be generalised to other states and districts. Additionally, the
study only included students who could comprehend English, which
limits the generalisability of the findings. It is important to note that
students who could not understand English were excluded from
the study. Furthermore, the study relied on self-measured scales
for assessment, which may have led to less reliable responses from
the students.

CONCLUSION(S)

The majority of the participants were females between the ages of 16
and 18 years, residing in rural areas. Overall, there is mixed evidence
regarding the relationship between psychological inflexibility and
academic anxiety, with some studies supporting a positive association
while others finding no significant relationship. Furthermore, the impact
of factors such as level of education, job expectations, gender, and
age can vary across different studies, thus rejecting the hypotheses.
It is crucial for future research to continue investigating these factors
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in order to gain a better understanding of the complex relationship
between psychological inflexibility and academic anxiety.
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