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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the mediating role of COVID-19-related anxiety in the
relationship between assertiveness and achievement motivation among female upper
secondary school students. A descriptive-correlational design using structural
equation modeling was employed. The population comprised 3,807 female students
in District 3 of Tehran during the 2021-2022 academic year. Using multistage cluster
random sampling, 380 students were selected, and after excluding incomplete
responses, data from 330 participants were analyzed. Instruments included the
Gambrill and Richey Assertiveness Questionnaire (1975), the COVID-19 Anxiety
Scale (Alipour etal., 2021),and the Hermans Achievement Motivation Questionnaire
(1977). Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-27 through Pearson
correlations and SEM. Results indicated that assertiveness was positively associated
with achievement motivation (f = 0.44,p<0.001) and negatively predicted COVID-
19 anxiety (B=-0.42,p<0.001). COVID-19 anxiety negatively predictedachievement
motivation (B = -0.31, p<0.001). The indirect effect of assertiveness on achievement
motivation via COVID-19 anxiety was significant (§ = 0.13,p<0.01), and the total
effect was B = 0.57. These findings suggest that assertiveness enhances achievement
motivation partly by reducing COVID-19-related anxiety, indicating its protective
role insupporting students’ motivation during crises.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The emergence of COVID-19 has posed unprecedented challenges to the psychological and educational well-
being of students across the globe. Beyond its physical health consequences, the pandemic has triggered
elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and emotional disturbances among adolescents, thereby threatening their
academic motivation and engagement (Fahim et al., 2022; Savitsky et al., 2020; Sohn, 2022). Research has
shown that heightened anxiety associated with COVID-19 disrupts cognitive and emotional functioning,
reduces students’ ability to focus, and undermines their willingness to participate in learning activities (Eyni
et al., 2021; Pahlavsari et al., 2021; Ye & Yang, 2022). In this context, it has become crucial to identify
protective personal characteristics that can buffer students from the detrimental effects of pandemic-related
stress and maintain their academic motivation. One such factor is assertiveness, a social-communication skill
that has been linked to resilience, emotional regulation, and academic achievement (Abdolghaderi et al., 2021;
Hejazi, 2002; Paeezy et al., 2010).

Assertiveness refers to the ability to express one’s thoughts, feelings, and needs in a clear, respectful, and
confident manner, and it is considered a cornerstone of socio-emotional development in adolescence
(Jamalzadeh, 2010; Sharqi, 2003). Studies have found that students who exhibit higher assertiveness are
more capable of coping with stressful academic situations and are less likely to experience anxiety (Ghazvineh
et al., 2022; Qazvineh et al., 2022). Moreover, assertiveness is positively associated with self-esteem, self-
efficacy, and academic satisfaction, all of which are essential predictors of academic motivation and
achievement (Hejazi, 2002; Paeezy et al., 2010; Paeizi, Shahraei, et al., 2007). Evidence also suggests that
assertiveness training enhances positive emotions and school adjustment while decreasing social anxiety and
avoidance behaviors, thereby indirectly supporting students’ motivation to learn (Paeizi, Shahrarai, et al.,
2007; Sharqi, 2003).

In contrast, COVID-19-related anxiety has emerged as a unique psychological construct that encompasses
emotional, cognitive, and somatic responses to the pandemic. This form of anxiety has been shown to impair
students’ mental health, reduce their focus, and hinder their academic progress (Eyni et al., 2020; Masha'al
etal., 2022; Tabe Bordbar et al., 2022). Symptoms of COVID-19-related anxiety include intrusive thoughts,
fear of contagion, physical tension, sleep disturbances, and avoidance behaviors, all of which interfere with
students’ ability to concentrate and remain motivated (Fahim et al., 2022; Green, 2022; Sohn, 2022). Several
studies have confirmed that students experiencing high COVID-19 anxiety are more prone to procrastination,
self-handicapping, and disengagement from schoolwork (Jia et al., 2021; Parlak Sert & Basgkale, 2023; Ye &
Yang, 2022).

Achievement motivation, on the other hand, is a critical psychological construct that drives students to exert
effort and persist in overcoming challenges to achieve their goals (Tan & Pang, 2023; Widodo et al., 2022).
High levels of achievement motivation have been consistently associated with persistence, task engagement,
and academic success, while low levels predict avoidance, withdrawal, and poor performance (Emami
Khotbesara et al., 2024; Shefai-Golmakani et al., 2022). Understanding the mechanisms that underlie
achievement motivation is particularly important in post-pandemic educational settings, where many students
struggle with reduced engagement and lingering psychological distress (Hosseini Sadr et al.,, 2022;
Pahlavsari et al., 2021).

Research indicates that assertiveness may contribute to academic motivation both directly and indirectly by
reducing negative emotional states such as anxiety. Assertive students tend to feel more in control of their
environment, experience fewer internalizing symptoms, and approach academic tasks with greater confidence
(Abdolghaderi et al., 2021; Paeezy et al., 2010; Paeizi, Shahraei, et al., 2007). Furthermore, interventions
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aimed at enhancing assertiveness have been found to increase positive affect, school satisfaction, and overall
academic engagement (Ghazvineh et al., 2022; Qazvineh et al., 2022; Sharqi, 2003). This suggests that
assertiveness could serve as a protective factor mitigating the negative impact of COVID-19-related anxiety
on achievement motivation. Supporting this notion, previous studies have identified COVID-19 anxiety as a
mediating variable that links various personal and cognitive factors to academic outcomes (Eyni et al., 2020;
Eyni et al., 2021; Hosseini Sadr et al., 2022; Jia et al., 2021; Masha'al et al., 2022; Ye & Yang, 2022).
Despite this growing body of evidence, few studies have simultaneously examined assertiveness, COVID-19
anxiety, and achievement motivation in adolescent girls—a group that may be particularly vulnerable to
emotional distress and motivation loss during crises. The present study, therefore, aimed to model the
mediating role of COVID-19-related anxiety in the relationship between assertiveness and achievement
motivation among female high school students. Understanding these interrelations could inform the
development of'targeted psychological and educational interventions to supportstudents’ motivation and well-
being in post-pandemic settings.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the
hypothesized model. The population consisted of all female upper secondary school students in District 3 of
Tehran during the 2021-2022 academic year (N =3807). Based on Bentler’s (1993) guideline recommending
a minimum ratio of 5:1 and preferably 10:1 participants per estimated parameter, and considering the
conceptual model with 19 parameters, a target sample size of 380 was set. Cluster random sampling was used
to select eight high schools, from which two classes were randomly chosen in each. Questionnaires were
administered in paper-pencil or online formats. After excluding 50 incomplete responses, the final sample
included 330 students.

Three standardized instruments were used: the Gambrill and Richey Assertiveness Questionnaire (1975) with
40 items across 11 subscales, scored on a 5-point Likert scale; the COVID-19 Anxiety Scale developed by
Alipour et al. (2021) with 18 items measuring psychological and somatic symptoms on a 4-point scale; and the
Hermans Achievement Motivation Questionnaire (1977) with 29 items rated on a 1-4 scale. All instruments
demonstrated acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s a>0.76). Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-27,
applying descriptive statistics, Pearson correlations, and SEM to test the hypothesized mediation model.
Findings

Descriptive analysis showed that the students’ mean score on assertiveness was 135.85 (SD = 19.68), on
achievement motivation 83.36 (SD =8.34), and on COVID-19 anxiety 36.44 (SD = 7.48), indicating generally
high levels of assertiveness and motivation but moderately high anxiety. Skewness and kurtosis values fell
within the acceptable range (-2 to +2), supporting normality assumptions.

Correlation results revealed that assertiveness was positively correlated with achievement motivation (r =0.53,
p <0.01) and negatively correlated with COVID-19 anxiety (r =-0.41, p <0.01). Moreover, COVID-19 anxiety
was negatively correlated with achievement motivation (r = -0.36, p < 0.01). These correlations suggested a
potential mediating role of COVID-19 anxiety in the link between assertiveness and motivation.

The SEM analysis confirmed good model fit (y*/df = 2.31, CFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.95, GFI = 0.91, AGFI = 0.90,
RMSEA = 0.058, NFI =0.92, TLI = 0.93). Path analysis showed that assertiveness had a significant negative
effect on COVID-19 anxiety (B = -0.47, B = -0.42, p < 0.001) and a significant positive direct effect on
achievement motivation (B =0.52, p=0.44, p <0.001). COVID-19 anxiety negatively predicted achievement
motivation (B = -0.36, B =-0.31, p <0.001). Additionally, the indirect effect of assertiveness on achievement
motivation via COVID-19 anxiety was significant (B =0.13, p <0.01), and the total effect of assertiveness on
motivation was 3 = 0.57 (p <0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion
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The results of this study highlight the crucial role of assertiveness in fostering academic motivation among
adolescent girls, both directly and indirectly by reducing COVID-19-related anxiety. Students with higher
assertiveness reported stronger motivation to pursue academic goals, consistent with previous findings linking
assertiveness to self-confidence, self-efficacy, and positive academic behaviors (Abdolghaderi et al., 2021;
Hejazi, 2002; Jamalzadeh, 2010; Paeezy et al., 2010; Paeizi, Shahraei, et al., 2007). The negative
association between assertiveness and anxiety found here aligns with research indicating that assertive students
are better equipped to cope with stress and to use adaptive coping strategies (Ghazvineh et al., 2022; Qazvineh
et al., 2022; Sharqi, 2003).

The study also confirmed that COVID-19-related anxiety significantly undermines students’ achievement
motivation. This finding echoes prior studies showing that pandemic-related stress disrupts concentration,
reduces persistence, and fuels disengagement and procrastination (Eyni et al., 2021; Fahim et al., 2022;
Green, 2022; Jia et al., 2021; Masha'al et al., 2022; Pahlavsari et al., 2021; Sohn, 2022; Ye & Yang, 2022).
Importantly, the results support the hypothesized mediating role of COVID-19 anxiety, demonstrating that
assertiveness protects motivation partly by buffering students from anxiety. This aligns with studies showing
that personal and cognitive resources such as hardiness, optimism, and social support enhance motivation by
mitigating anxiety in crisis contexts (Eyni et al., 2020; Eyni et al., 2021; Hosseini Sadr et al., 2022; Jia et
al., 2021; Masha'al et al., 2022; Ye & Yang, 2022).

Overall, the findings underscore the importance of addressing both personal skills and emotional challenges in
promoting students’ motivation. Enhancing assertiveness could be an effective strategy to build resilience and
reduce vulnerability to anxiety, thereby enabling students to sustain their academic motivation even during
crises. This study contributes to the literature by elucidating a mechanism through which assertiveness supports
motivation via anxiety reduction, offering valuable insights for designing psychological and educational
interventions in post-pandemic schooling contexts.
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