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Background: Academic underachievement in elementary schools is one of the significant challenges in the
education system, potentially leading to long-term consequences for students' academic and social development.
Investigating the psychological factors influencing this underachievement, especially in social studies, which
enhances understanding of social and cultural concepts, is of high importance. However, existing research has
not adequately considered the mediating role of academic motivation in this process.

Aims: This study aimed to examine the effect of psychological factors in the social environment on students'
academic underachievement in social studies, with the mediating role of academic motivation.

Methods: The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design with a path analysis approach. The
statistical population included 6,190 fifth-grade elementary school students in Babol, Iraq, from which a sample
of 237 students was selected through random cluster sampling using Cochran's formula. The data collection
instruments included the Social Factors Affecting Academic Underachievement Questionnaire (Davari Nia,
2018), the Academic Motivation Questionnaire (Harter, 1981), and the Academic Underachievement Scale
(Kysan et al., 2004). Data analysis was conducted using Pearson correlation coefficients and path analysis in
SPSS23 and Lisrel8.8 software.

Results: The results indicated that the family's socioeconomic status and parents' expectations for future
academic success had a significant negative effect on academic underachievement (P<0.05), while family
conflicts had a significant positive effect on academic underachievement (P<0.05). Moreover, the mediating role
of academic motivation in the relationship between social factors and academic underachievement was also
significant (P<0.05).

Conclusion: These findings can assist teachers, counselors, and policymakers in designing and implementing
more effective support programs tailored to the psychological and environmental conditions of students at risk
of academic underachievement.
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Introduction
Academic failure is one of the major challenges

facing educational systems, as it leads to the loss of
human and economic resources every year and leaves
broad individual and social consequences. For this
reason, it is considered an important indicator of
inefficiency in educational systems (Silvana et al.,
2021; Abdullah, 2024). This phenomenon may
manifest in forms such as school absenteeism,
dropout, grade repetition, poor quality of learning,
and the unstable retention of acquired knowledge
(Petridou & Karagiorgi, 2016). Research has shown
that academic failure is influenced by a combination
of internal and external factors, including
educational, economic, social, cultural, and family-
related variables that interact with one another
(Dietrich et al., 2020; Parsi et al., 2018). Findings also
indicate that parental expectations can reduce
academic failure, whereas family conflicts and
problems are associated with its increase (Davarinia,
2018; Anwar & Kionita, 2019; Tattle et al., 2019;
Rezaei Nasab & Fotouhi, 2023; Nematzadeh et al.,
2023; Tudeh-Ranjbar & Araghi, 2018; Lucio et al.,
2012).

Among school subjects, social studies holds a
distinctive position because it encompasses concepts
related to history, geography, and the social sciences,
while emphasizing students’ understanding of
themselves, society, time, and place (Mambouh &
Lofongolo, 2022; Pius et al., 2021). In elementary
education, which is a fundamental stage for the
development of students’ social skills and the
formation of their personal and social identities, this
subject plays an important role in socialization,
understanding  social issues, decision-making,
problem-solving, and active participation in society
(Rashid et al., 2021; Rahimi et al., 2019). Therefore,
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academic failure in social studies may result not only
in lower grades but also in reduced self-confidence,
decreased motivation, and weakened analytical and
critical-thinking skills (Nematzadeh et al., 2023).

In explaining academic failure, academic motivation
is of particular importance as a mediating variable
because it is regarded as the driving force behind
learning and academic effort and has a direct effect
on educational behaviors, conceptual understanding,
and academic success (Mambouh & Lofongolo,
2022; Raouf et al.,, 2024). At the same time,
psychological factors such as anxiety, self-efficacy,
and students’ attitudes toward education are among
the major determinants of academic motivation and
can therefore influence academic failure through this
pathway (Lee et al., 2024). In this regard, Eccles and
Wigfield (2020) also demonstrated that students’
attitudes and beliefs about learning and schooling
affect their academic motivation and, ultimately, their
academic performance. Accordingly, examining
psychological factors within the social environment,
together with the mediating role of academic
motivation, can contribute to a more accurate
understanding of the causes of academic failure
among elementary school students and help in
designing more  effective  educational and
psychological interventions

Method
This study employed a descriptive-correlational

research method with a path analysis approach. The
statistical population consisted of 6,190 fifth-grade
elementary school students from Babol, Irag. Using
Cochran's formula, a sample of 237 students was
selected through cluster random sampling. To
facilitate the research, Babol’s elementary schools
were divided into eight clusters based on social,
economic, and geographical diversity, ensuring a
more  representative  sample and  greater
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generalizability of the results. Following this
division, three schools were chosen for evaluation:
Al-Zahawi (88 students), Al-Aqwam (79 students),
and Rayat Al-Islam (85 students). The sample size
was calculated using Cochran's formula for a finite
population (Cochran, 1986), yielding an appropriate
sample size of 219 students. Given the use of cluster
sampling, the number of students in the selected
schools reached 252, with questionnaires distributed
to all. Ultimately, 237 complete questionnaires were
returned and analyzed. Inclusion criteria consisted of
informed consent, being enrolled in elementary
school, the absence of severe psychological disorders
(verified through student academic and health
records), no disciplinary issues, and no history of
attending individual counseling sessions. Exclusion
criteria included failure to respond to the
questionnaires and discontinuation of participation.

Results
The participants were 237 elementary school

students, including 106 boys (44.7%) and 131 girls
(55.3%), with a mean age of 10.83 years and a
standard deviation of 1.20 years. Of the participants,
40% were fourth-grade students, 35% were fifth-
grade students, and 25% were sixth-grade students.
The descriptive statistics indicated that the skewness
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and kurtosis values of the variables fell within the
range of —2 to +2, confirming the normal distribution
of the data. Boxplot analysis and the Mahalanobis
distance index also indicated the absence of
univariate and multivariate outliers. Moreover, the
variance inflation factor and tolerance values
demonstrated that multicollinearity was not present
among the variables, while the Durbin—Watson
statistic confirmed the independence of errors.
Therefore, the use of parametric tests, Pearson’s
correlation coefficient, and structural equation
modeling was justified. The correlation matrix
revealed significant relationships among the study
variables. The path analysis showed that family
socioeconomic status and parental expectations
regarding the students’ academic future had
significant negative effects on academic failure, with
coefficients of —0.20 and —0.25, respectively,
whereas family conflicts had a significant positive
effect, with a coefficient of 0.47. Academic
motivation also played a significant mediating role in
the relationships between family socioeconomic
status, parental expectations, family conflicts, and
academic failure. Finally, the fit indices indicated that
the tested model demonstrated a satisfactory fit to the
collected data.

Tablel. Direct Relationships Among the Study Variables

TeEET Ve e Effect Tvpe Dependent Unstandardized Standardized Standard Error Critical Ratio p—
P yp Variable Coefficient (B)  Coefficient (B) (S.E)) (C.R) P
T ST TR Direct PRI 0.064 0.105 0.026 2.476 0.013
status motivation
Parental expectations AT
regarding the academic Direct L 0.501 0.257 0.131 3.824 0.001
motivation
future
Family conflicts Direct LIS 0.469 0.238 0.137 3.432 0.001
motivation
Family e omie Direct Academic failure ~0.556 -0.290 0.134 -4.133 0.001
Parental expectations
regarding the academic Direct Academic failure 0.234 0.130 0.085 2.752 0.006
future
Family conflicts Direct Academic failure 0.448 0.329 0.035 12.798 0.001
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According to the findings presented in Table 1, family
socioeconomic status (p =0.105, p=10.013), parental
expectations regarding the academic future (p =
0.257, p=0.001), and family conflicts (f = 0.238, p
= 0.001) had significant direct effects on academic
motivation. Furthermore, family socioeconomic
status had a significant negative direct effect on
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academic failure (B = —0.290, p = 0.001), whereas
parental expectations regarding the academic future
(B=0.130,p=10.006) and family conflicts (f = 0.329,
p = 0.001) had significant positive direct effects on
academic failure. The indirect path coefficients
among the study variables are presented in Table 2.

Table2. Indirect Path Coefficients for Predicting Academic Failure

Predictor Variable Mediator Variable Criterion Variable B
Family socioeconomic status Academic motivation Academic failure 0.043
Parental expectations regarding the academic future Academic motivation Academic failure —0.095
Family conflicts Academic motivation Academic failure —-0.078

The results presented in Table 5 indicate that family
socioeconomic status significantly and positively
predicted academic failure indirectly through
academic motivation (B = 0.043, p = 0.004). In
contrast, parental expectations regarding the
academic future (f = —0.095, p = 0.001) and family
conflicts (B = —0.078, p = 0.003) significantly and
negatively predicted academic failure indirectly
through academic motivation.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to examine the effects of

psychological factors in the social environment on
students’ academic failure in social studies, with
academic motivation serving as a mediator. The
findings indicated that family socioeconomic status,
parental expectations, and family conflicts were
important factors associated with academic failure,
while academic motivation mediated these
relationships. A higher family socioeconomic status,
particularly higher parental education and social
standing, was associated with lower levels of
academic failure, as educated parents generally
provide greater educational support, recognize the
value of schooling more clearly, and maintain more
effective communication with schools. This finding is
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consistent with the results reported by Davarinia
(2018), Lucio et al. (2012), Parsi et al. (2018), and
Mambwe and Lofungulo (2022). In addition, positive
parental expectations regarding children’s academic
futures may enhance their motivation, effort, and
academic progress, whereas negative parental
attitudes toward school and education may reduce
students’ efforts and increase academic failure. This
finding is consistent with Bourdieu’s (2007)
perspective and the findings of Anwar and Kinyua
(2019), Rahimi et al. (2019), and Rashid et al (2021).
The findings also demonstrated that increased family
conflict was associated with higher levels of
academic failure. Arguments, economic instability,
and emotional insecurity within the family may cause
anxiety and  depression,
concentration, and undermine their psychological
well-being, thereby limiting their ability to study and
complete academic assignments. This result is
consistent with the findings of Rezaeinasab and
Fotouhi (2023), Davarinia (2018), Nematzadeh et al.
(2023), Touderanjbar and Aragi (2018), Lucio et al.
(2012), and Zhang et al. (2020). From Bourdieu’s
perspective, the discrepancy between family culture
and school culture may also restrict students’

reduce  students’
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opportunities for academic success. Therefore,
establishing a calm, supportive, and conflict-free
home  environment,  strengthening  parental
engagement with schools, and addressing students’
emotional needs are essential for preventing
academic failure (Seraji et al., 2017).

The main limitations of the study included the
influence of economic, familial, and cultural factors
beyond the researcher’s control, as well as the
possibility that students’ attention and cooperation
affected the accuracy of their questionnaire
responses. Social and cultural differences among
students may also have influenced their academic
motivation and responses to psychological factors.
Accordingly, it is recommended that interventions
aimed at enhancing academic motivation be designed
collaboratively by families and schools, while taking
students’ familial and environmental conditions into
account. Further research should examine cultural
and social differences, combine quantitative and
qualitative methods, and improve the accuracy of
measurement instruments. It is also recommended
that educational authorities provide families with
training in crisis management and emotional
regulation, support economically disadvantaged
students, and reduce educational and psychological
pressures. Overall, creating a stable and supportive
environment at home and school can strengthen
students’ emotional stability, enhance their academic
motivation, and help prevent academic failure.
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