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ABSTRACT

Background: The phenomenon of academic anxiety has been demonstrated to exert a considerable influence on students’
academic engagement, leading to the emergence of a phenomenon known as “learned helplessness” and undermining the self-
confidence and motivation of high school students. Using acceptance-rejection theory, this study elucidated how a rejective
parenting style affects Chinese high school students’ academic anxiety and explored the urban-rural heterogeneity of this
relationship. Methods: Data were analyzed using a stratified whole-cluster random sampling method. There are a total of
30,000 high school students in the three regions of northern and central China (from Shanxi, Hebei and Henan). A sample of
2286 high school students aged 14–19 years was ultimately selected from 2760 respondents for this investigation, which was
conducted at the beginning of the 2023 school year. Pearson correlation, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis, path
analysis, and Fisher’s permutation test (FPT) were used to examine the effects of rejective parenting style on high school
students’ academic anxiety. Results: Results indicated a significant positive predictive effect between rejective parenting style
and academic anxiety among high school students (β = 0.815, t = 116.211, p < 0.001). Students’ self-concept was significantly
positively related to positive coping style (β = 0.424, t = 21.208, p < 0.001) and chain-mediated this relationship. Therefore,
this parenting style may indirectly mitigate academic anxiety through these mediators. The study also found that the effect of
rejective parenting style on academic anxiety varied by students’ residential background and was more pronounced in urban
areas (0.226) than in rural areas (0.130). Conclusion: The research underscores the imperative for Chinese families to re-
examine their utilization of rejection parenting and to prioritize the cultivation of students’ intrinsic attributes. These findings
offer a theoretical framework and practical evidence for policymakers and educators to develop efficacious and targeted
interventions. In particular, greater attention should be directed towards the discrepancies in the manifestation of emotional
and academic anxiety between urban and rural students, and prompt guidance should be furnished.
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Introduction

Addressing concerns over excessive academic pressure, the
Chinese government issued a policy in July 2021 aimed at
reducing homework burdens while promoting more
learning opportunities at home [1]. Furthermore, the
enactment of the Law on the Promotion of Family
Education in October 2021 marked a legislative milestone,
highlighting the importance of balanced and supportive
parenting practices [2]. Consequently, parental involvement
[3,4] and parenting styles [5] have gained increasing
importance in shaping individual development. Family
education has thus transitioned from a private concern to a
public focus, with parenting styles emerging as pivotal
factors in addressing the academic and emotional challenges
faced by adolescents [6].

High school years are a unique period marked by both
challenges and rapid personal growth. However, this period
also presents heightened psychological vulnerability,
characterized by the “maturity gap”-the discrepancy between
young people’s psychological maturity and their societal
responsibilities and rights [7]. Adolescents’ energetic
disposition and desire for recognition often render them
prone to emotional disturbances and mood fluctuations
when faced with frustrations [8].

Parental rejection or denial within the family context
significantly heightens adolescents’ anxiety [9]. When high
expectations clash with reality, anxiety often escalates,
potentially leading to behavioral or psychological issues [10].
Adolescents exposed to prolonged rejective parenting are
more likely to internalize feelings of inadequacy and
academic failure, further intensifying their anxiety [11]. In
contrast, supportive parenting styles help alleviate anxiety
and foster resilience [12].

Literature Review

Rejective parenting style and academic anxiety among high
school students
The concept of parenting styles was first systematically
developed in the 1970s by Baumrind, who categorized them
into democratic, authoritarian, and permissive based on the
level of parental control and responsiveness [13]. Recent
studies, such as those by Jiang et al., have adapted these
categories to better reflect the current characteristics of
family education in China [14]. They identify rejective,
emotional warmth, and overprotective as key dimensions of
parenting styles, providing nuanced and actionable insights
for educational practices [15]. Different parenting styles
influence individual development in various ways, reflecting
the shared emotional experiences and expressions parents
wish to cultivate in their children [16]. Wells identified
parenting style as one of the most significant determinants
of children’s psychological and behavioral development [17].

The pervasive influence of multimedia and advancements
in science and technology affect every family and individual,
reflecting the ongoing evolution of environmental structures
and societal changes [18]. In his theory of capital, Bourdieu
posited that capital is characterized by its ability to reproduce
and be transmitted across generations, marking the genesis

of social inequality [19]. The investment perspective
highlights the significant impact of parents’ socio-economic
status—indicative of family social class—on the allocation of
educational resources for children. This allocation is closely
tied to children’s academic performance and personal
achievements [20].

In the context of traditional Chinese family culture,
which is characterized by strong collectivism, ritual
indoctrination, and power differentials, Chinese parents
believe that leveraging capital and educational resources
derived from family income can enhance the quality of
education for their children, thus improving the social
adaptability [21]. Many parents dedicate significant time to
their careers under the mistaken belief that providing
material resources and access to prestigious schools will
secure their children’s futures and improve the quality of
family education [22,23]. This misconception is particularly
prevalent among Chinese families, especially in small and
medium-sized cities where the phenomenon of “half-left-
behind children” occurs, with parents and children sharing
living spaces but only spending time together during meals
due to conflicting schedules [24].

Compounding this issue is the tendency for family
members to become absorbed in virtual electronics, which
further diminishes the quality of parent-child interaction
[25]. Family conflicts have surged, notably during periods of
home confinement in epidemics [26,27]. Furthermore,
studies indicate that a rejective parenting style—
characterized by parental apathy, lack of affection, neglect,
and criticism—is prevalent in China and disproportionately
affecting adolescents [28,29]. Such parental behaviors and
emotional deficits cause both physical and psychological
harm on children, undermining their self-confidence and
leading them to view themselves as failures, particularly
when they perceive their parents as uncaring or unloving [30].

Children and adolescents from families characterized by
unhappiness or parental violence are more likely to develop
chronic anxiety, which can lead to psychological disorders,
depressive symptoms, transgressive behavior, and suicidal
tendencies [31]. The academic demands and varied subjects
in high school can also trigger emotional instability,
particularly as students experience fluctuations in
performance [32]. When high school students perceive
rejection or disapproval from their parents during such
times, the absence of familial support exacerbates their
psychological distress, plunging them into a state of
academic anxiety where they feel overwhelmed by the
pressures of their studies [33]. This state not only hampers
their educational progress but also increases the likelihood
of school disengagement, boredom, and truancy [34].

The theory of acceptance-rejection offers a framework
for understanding these dynamics [35]. Humans are
evolutionarily inclined to seek love, affection, care, comfort,
and nourishment from their attachment figures [36]. When
these emotional needs are not met, individuals often exhibit
a pattern known as the acceptance-rejection syndrome,
which manifests as anger, hostility, aggression, negative self-
esteem, emotional instability, unresponsiveness, and a
pessimistic worldview [37]. The manifestation of these
adverse traits correlates strongly with the nature, frequency,
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duration, and intensity of perceived parental rejection [38].
When students perceive their parents as uncaring or overly
critical, they are more likely to develop low self-esteem,
hostility, and destructive behaviors, which in turn severely
undermine their commitment to school, leading to academic
underachievement [39].

In sum, family dynamics that center around a rejective
parenting style often prove dysfunctional, failing to support
adolescents’ academic and interpersonal development and
potentially leading to psychological maladjustment,
depressive symptoms, and substance abuse [40–42]. Our
first hypothesis (H1) is that a rejective parenting style in the
home environment may increase the intensity and duration
of academic anxiety in high school students.

Self-concept as a mediator between rejective parenting style and
academic anxiety
In philosophical discourse, the “self” is often viewed as a
cohesive entity tied to consciousness, awareness, and
decision-making [43]. George Herbert Mead’s symbolic
interactionism suggests that the self is formed through
socialization, primarily by internalizing family and societal
attitudes [44]. Parental Acceptance-Rejection Theory
(PART) builds on this by highlighting the family’s essential
role in shaping self-concept. As the core social unit, the
family significantly impacts personality development [45].

Research shows that a rejecting parenting style—
characterized by harshness and limited communication—
can hinder positive self-concept, leading to increased
internalizing behaviors such as anxiety and depression in
adolescents [46]. This effect is particularly strong in high
school years, where rejective parenting intensifies academic
anxiety through restrictive disciplinary practices [47].
Conversely, warmth and acceptance in parenting support
self-confidence and a healthy self-concept, promoting
resilience and academic success [48].

PART aligns with Mead’s perspective, as both emphasize
that external social factors, particularly family, are central to
self-concept development. A strong self-concept enables
effective coping and resilience, whereas a weakened self-
concept, often seen in those exposed to rejective parenting,
heightens vulnerability to anxiety [49]. Thus, PART
provides a foundational framework for understanding how
rejective parenting increases academic anxiety by negatively
impacting self-concept, supporting our hypothesis (H2) that
self-concept mediates this relationship.

Positive coping style as a mediator between rejective parenting
style and academic anxiety
Adolescence is a challenging period in which coping styles
play a crucial role in development and social adaptation
[50]. Positive coping includes active efforts to manage
stress and solve problems, which can reduce negative
outcomes like academic anxiety and depression. High
school students who adopt positive coping strategies, such
as problem-solving and seeking support, are more likely to
experience well-being and academic success [51].
Conversely, those relying on negative coping styles often
experience higher levels of depression, social anxiety, and
academic stress [52].

PART provides insight into how family dynamics
influence adolescents’ coping styles and mental health.
Studies indicate that students from rejecting or unsupportive
families are less likely to adopt positive coping than those
from supportive households [53]. According to PART,
children who experience rejection from parents tend to
develop defensive and hostile behaviors such as self-
protection [54]. In contrast, supportive parenting promotes
resilience and effective problem-solving skills, which help
adolescents cope with academic challenges [55].

Within the PART framework, rejective parenting is linked
to negative coping styles and higher academic anxiety.
Adolescents who feel rejected may lack emotional security,
making them more likely to respond to stress with avoidance
or denial, which can exacerbate anxiety [56,57]. Positive
coping can, however, mitigate the adverse effects of rejective
parenting on academic anxiety, suggesting that a student’s
coping style may mediate this relationship (Hypothesis 3).

The chain mediating role of self-concept and positive coping
style between rejective parenting style and academic anxiety
Self-concept has been recognised as a predictor of positive
coping style [58]. When confronted with stressful events,
individuals engage in secondary appraisals to evaluate the
adequacy of resources available to cope with these events,
ultimately influencing their future behaviors [59]. This
assessment of resource adequacy may be influenced by one’s
self-concept and positive coping style [60]. The Personality
Functioning Theory (PFT) suggests that personality traits
significantly affect an individual’s ability to manage life
stressors [61]. Notably, self-concept is recognized as a key
component of personality, linking it to a positive coping
style [62]. Uncertain events can deplete self-resources,
thereby reducing an individual’s capacity to cope [63].

An individual’s self-concept significantly influences their
positive coping strategies. Empirical research supports the
notion that enhancing positive coping style is associated
with improvements in self-concept [64,65]. Several studies
have examined the relationship between perceived stressors,
stress symptoms, self-concept, and coping styles. Results
indicate that individuals who maintain a positive self-
concept tend to use effective and positive coping styles and
are adept at transforming problems into concrete, actionable
events. Such groups typically experience a lesser amount of
stress symptoms and have fewer or milder symptoms of
anxiety, all of which contribute to psychological well-being
[66]. However, a decline in positive self-concept may
increase vulnerability to stress and symptoms of mental
disorders, which adversely affects the individual’s ability to
process information positively, further impeding effective
coping [67]. Consequently, a student’s self-concept plays a
crucial role in how they manage and respond to academic
stress during high school [68]. Adolescents with a positive
self-concept are more likely to approach stressful situations
with confidence and optimism, which can help mitigate
anxiety, particularly when they develop a positive coping
style following stressful events [69].

In sum, we expect that the rejective parenting style may
indirectly impact students’ academic anxiety through the
mediating influences of self-concept and positive coping
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style. Our fourth hypothesis (H4) posits that students’
individual self-concept and positive coping style act as chain
mediators in the relationship between rejective parenting
style on their academic anxiety.

Given the layered and interdependent nature of variables
like rejective parenting style, self-concept, positive coping style
and academic anxiety, path analysis enables us to construct
and test a model that represents not only individual
relationships but also the combined impact of multiple
mediating factors.

Urban-rural variations in the impact of rejective parenting
style on students’ academic anxiety
A growing body of research has examined the influence of
parenting styles on students’ psychological and academic
outcomes, with particular attention to the differential impact
of these styles across diverse socio-environmental contexts.
Emerging evidence suggests that the intensity and
consequences of these parenting practices vary significantly
between urban and rural environments [70,71].

Urban areas are often characterized by higher levels of
socioeconomic pressure, competition, and academic
expectations. In these environments, urban students subject
to rejective parenting styles tend to experience heightened
levels of self-blame, fear, and academic anxiety [72].
Previous studies have highlighted that urban parents
frequently prioritize academic success in their children’s
lives, which may exacerbate family conflicts and diminish
parental support for the academic process, thereby
intensifying academic anxiety [73]. In contrast, despite
having fewer educational opportunities, rural students often
benefit from more supportive family dynamics and closer
relationships with family members, which help them
navigate academic challenges with less anxiety [74].

Furthermore, the social and cultural dynamics prevalent
in urban environments may amplify the stressors students
face, thereby strengthening the relationship between parental
disapproval and academic anxiety [75]. Research indicates
that urban students, who typically encounter socio-spatial
segregation and family conflict, are at a greater risk of
developing academic problems due to rejective parenting
styles, which can trigger confrontational feelings of academic
anxiety among high school students [76]. Conversely, rural
environments, typically characterized by close-knit
communities and lower levels of academic pressure, may
offer protective factors that mitigate the adverse effects of
negative parenting [77]. This suggests that social stratification
in urban environments, parenting styles, and individual
socialization processes develop simultaneously and interact
with each other.

Given these observations, our fifth hypothesis (H5) posits
that if a rejective parenting style leads to higher academic
anxiety in students, this effect will be more pronounced in
urban areas than in rural areas.

The present study
In this study, we focus on the group of Chinese high school
students. Due to the uniqueness of the cultural and social
background, the parenting styles commonly adopted by
Chinese families may differ significantly from those in

Western countries. In particular, the impact of rejective
parenting style on children’s academic anxiety may be
particularly complex in the specific cultural context of China.
For example, traditional Chinese culture emphasises respect
for elders and authority, which may mean that criticism and
negation in rejective parenting style have a deeper emotional
shock on children, which in turn exacerbates their academic
anxiety. At the same time, the highly competitive nature of
the Chinese education system and the emphasis placed on
academic performance may also cause students who are
raised in a rejective way to experience greater psychological
pressure, worrying that they will not be able to meet the
expectations of their parents or society. Therefore, by
thoroughly analysing the specific impact of rejective
parenting style on academic anxiety among Chinese high
school students, we aim to reveal the intrinsic link between
family parenting style and adolescent mental health under
cultural characteristics, and provide empirical evidence and
intervention strategies to promote psychological well-being.

Understanding the causes of academic anxiety in high
school students is complex due to the many factors
involved, such as family dynamics, individual traits, and
external environmental conditions. Among these factors,
parenting style is a key predictor of academic anxiety in
adolescents. Specifically, a rejective parenting style may
increase academic anxiety, with this effect potentially
influenced by students’ self-concept and positive coping
style. Additionally, the influence of rejective parenting style
on academic anxiety may differ based on whether students
live in urban or rural areas.

To date, there has been limited research on how rejective
parenting style, self-concept, and positive coping style
together affect academic anxiety. Furthermore, previous
studies have not adequately addressed the differences
between urban and rural students in this context. Through
this research, we aim to gain a deeper understanding of the
factors and mechanisms that contribute to academic anxiety
in high school students.

Based on the research objectives, Hypotheses H1 to H5
were formulated. They are shown in Fig. 1.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Rejective parenting style may
increase high school students’ academic anxiety.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Self-concept serves as a mediating
factor in the influence of rejective parenting style on
students’ academic anxiety.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Positive coping style serves as a
mediating factor in the influence of rejective parenting style
on students’ academic anxiety.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Self-concept and positive coping style
act as chain mediators in the relationship between rejective
parenting style on their academic anxiety.

Hypothesis 5 (H5): If rejective parenting style leads to
higher academic anxiety in students, this effect may be more
pronounced in urban areas compared to rural areas.

Materials and Methods

Participants
In order to increase the generalisability and rigour of the
study, the total statistical population for this study
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comprised approximately 30,000 high school students from
the two geographical regions of northern and central China.
The initial target population consisted of 2760 students
(n = 960 from Shanxi, 750 from Hebei, and 1050 from
Henan) from 12 high schools in three provinces of China
who completed questionnaires. A stratified random cluster
sampling method was used in this study, and the sampling
process was carried out in three stages. First, the population
was divided into three different strata based on year level,
ensuring that each stratum represented a unique year group
with no overlap. Next, it was decided to sample 920
students from each year group. Therefore, a minimum of 77
students were selected from each year group in each
secondary school. Finally, whole clusters were randomly
selected from each year group. The selected clusters were
combined to form the total sample. The study was approved
by the Research Ethics Committee of the School of
Education at Liaoning Normal University (IRB number:
LSDJYXY2023001). All participants signed the informed
consent in this study.

The survey was conducted at the beginning of the 2023
academic year. Following approval from the participating
schools, we obtained written consent from both the
participants and their guardians. The consent forms were
designed to protect anonymity by not including signatures
or student names. Participants were informed that
participation was voluntary and they had the right to
withdraw at any time.

Data was collected using paper-and-pencil
questionnaires, which students completed independently
under the supervision of trained research assistants during
class time. To ensure privacy, completed questionnaires
were sealed in envelopes immediately. As an incentive, small
gifts such as pens or cards were offered to the participants.
After reviewing the data, we excluded 474 questionnaires
due to inconsistencies, resulting in a final response rate of
82.826% and 2286 valid questionnaires for analysis. The
participants’ ages ranged from 14 to 19 years, with an
average age of 16.50 (SD = 1.64). The sample consisted of
1249 boys (54.637%) and 1037 girls (45.363%). All research
materials and procedures were approved by the Research

Ethics Committee of Liaoning Normal University, China
(Ref. No. LSDJYXY2023001).

Measurement
Academic anxiety
We utilized the Academic Anxiety Scale for Adolescents
(AASA) developed by Xie to measure academic anxiety in
adolescents [78]. The AASA comprises 18 items divided
into three dimensions: academic evaluation anxiety
(questions 1–5), academic performance anxiety (questions
6–12), and academic situational anxiety (questions 13–18).
Sample items include: ‘Being a poor student sometimes
makes me feel sorry for my family and myself,’ ‘Every time I
am confronted with the ranking of my exam results, I get an
inexplicable feeling of nervousness,’ and ‘I get annoyed
when my parents keep talking about me studying.’ Each
item is rated on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 represents
‘not at all’ and 5 represents ‘very much’. Higher scores
indicate greater anxiety. This scale has been validated in
prior research and is recognized for its reliability and
validity in measuring academic anxiety among high school
students [79]. In the current study, the scale achieved a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.863.

Rejective parenting style
This scale is based on the Egma Minnen av
Bardndosnauppforstran (EMBU) scale, which assessed
perceptions of parenting behavior [80]. To adapt it to the
Chinese cultural context, the scale underwent modifications
by Yue in 1993 [81]. Further revisions led to the creation of
the EMBU (S-EMBU-C) scale by Hou et al., reflecting the
characteristics of contemporary Chinese family upbringing
[15]. To enhance respondent participation and improve the
scale’s validity and reliability, the revised scale maintains the
core questions from the original EMBU dimensions while
omitting repetitive and overly lengthy items. The S-EMBU-
C scale has gained widespread adoption in research both
nationally and internationally, and has been validated
through numerous studies. The S-EMBU-C comprises 21
items divided into three dimensions: rejective, emotional
warmth, and overprotective. Specifically, six items

FIGURE 1. Research hypothesis model.
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(questions 1, 4, 7, 12, 14, and 19) focus on assessing the
tendency of Chinese parents to reject their children, which
was a primary focus of our analyses. Responses are recorded
on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4
(always), with higher scores indicating a more rejective
parenting style. This style is characterized by negative
behaviors that children often perceive, such as parental
criticism, disrespect, and excessive and inappropriate
punishment. For example, one item states: ‘My parents often
criticize me in front of others for being lazy and useless, and
they often treat me in a way that makes me feel ashamed.’
Recent research confirms that the S-EMBU-C possesses high
reliability and robust psychometric properties for use among
Chinese high school students [82]. The scale demonstrated
good internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.861.

Self-concept
We measured self-concept using the Self-Description
Questionnaire (SDQ), developed by Marsh. The SDQ
includes 23 items across five dimensions: academic, physical,
interpersonal, emotional, and general self-concept [83].
Higher scores on this scale indicate a more positive self-
concept. In our analysis, we looked at students’ self-concept
as a whole, without separating the different dimensions. An
example item from the scale is: “I can do anything that I
want to do if I really put my mind to it.” Students rated
reach item on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (fully), reflecting their daily perceptions, attitudes,
feelings, and behaviors. This method has been shown to be
psychometrically valid [84], with higher scores denoting a
stronger self-concept. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for
the scale in this study was 0.879.

Positive coping style
The current study utilized the Secondary School Students’
Coping Styles Inventory (SSCSI) developed by Huang et al.,
which comprises 30 items [85]. Among these items, there is
a subscale for positive coping style that includes 12 items
(specifically 1–11 and 20). This subscale evaluates an
individual’s capacity to adopt positive attitudes and
behaviors in response to challenges, dilemmas, and
adversities. For instance, one item states: “Make a plan to
overcome difficulties and stick to it.” Responses were
recorded on a five-point Likert scale, where 1 denotes
“never” and 5 denotes “always.” Higher scores reflect a
greater propensity to engage in positive behaviors and
employ effective coping strategies. This scale has
demonstrated good psychometric properties within Chinese
populations and is well-regarded in both educational and
psychological research contexts [86]. In this study, the
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the positive coping style
dimension was 0.967, indicating a high reliability.

Control variables
The selection of control variables was informed by prior
research [87–89]. The variables are classified into two
categories: family characteristics and personal characteristics
associated with high school students’ academic anxiety. The
measurement instructions of the aforementioned variables

and the frequency data related to demographic variables are
detailed in Table 1.

Statistical Analysis
In this project, we used SPSS version 26.0, STATA version
16.0, and Mplus version 8.3 for data analysis and model
construction. Initially, to address potential general method
bias arising from the self-reported nature of the data,
Harman’s single-factor test was conducted. Next, we
examined the relationships between the variables of interest
by performing Pearson’s correlation analyses. Additionally,
the hypothesized chain mediation model was examined
using path analysis, where rejective parenting style was the
predictor variable, and students’ self-concept and positive
coping style served as mediator variables, with academic
anxiety as the outcome variable. The presence of a
mediating effect was inferred if the 95% confidence interval
(CI) for the indirect effect did not include zero. To confirm
the chain mediating role of self-concept and positive coping
style in the relationship between rejective parenting style
and academic anxiety, 5000 bootstrap resamples were
completed using bias-corrected bootstrapping, enhancing
the reliability of the mediation model. Finally, the sample
was stratified between urban and rural areas to identify
potential heterogeneity. Fisher’s permutation test was
applied to explore the significance of heterogeneity in the
analyses.

Results

Common method bias test
In this study, Harman’s single-factor test was initially
employed to assess the presence of general method bias,
following the methodology described by Zhou and Long
[90]. To thoroughly explore the range of themes related to
the primary study variables, an exploratory factor analysis
was conducted. This analysis yielded ten factors, each with
an eigenvalue exceeding one. The principal factor accounted
for 22.625% of the variance, which was below the critical
threshold of 40%. Consequently, this study did not exhibit
significant common method bias. The homological bias
appeared to have a minimal impact on the study results,
thereby supporting the validity of the data analysis
continuation.

Correlation analysis of variables
Pearson’s correlation analysis was employed to measure the
binary correlations among the core variables. The results,
including the means, standard deviations, and Pearson
correlation coefficients of the core variables, are presented in
Table 2. All core variables were found to be significantly
correlated. The academic anxiety of high school students
demonstrated a positive correlation with rejective parenting
style (r = 0.815, p < 0.001). Conversely, students’ academic
anxiety was negatively correlated with self-concept (r = −0.546,
p < 0.001) and positive coping style (r = −0.438, p < 0.001).
Additionally, rejective parenting style was negatively related to
self-concept (r = −0.468, p < 0.001) and negatively related to
positive coping style (r = −0.359, p < 0.001). Furthermore, self-
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concept showed a positive relationship with positive coping style
(r = 0.499, p < 0.001).

OLS regression results
The results presented in Table 3 indicate that a rejective
parenting style positively influences academic anxiety.
Model (1) considered only the independent variable
representing rejective parenting. Model (2) expanded on
Model (1) by including variables characterizing family
features. Subsequently, Model (3) further included variables

related to individual characteristics, thus extending
Model (2). Across Models (1) through (3), the estimated
coefficients for rejective parenting style were 0.376 (p <
0.001), 0.264 (p < 0.001), and 0.151 (p < 0.001), respectively.
These coefficients consistently demonstrate that rejective
parenting style is a significant predictor of academic anxiety.

Mediation analysis
A Structural Equation Model (SEM) was established by
calculating the mean values of the variables under

TABLE 1

Measurement instructions for variables and frequency data

Variables Variable description Frequency

Core variables

Rejective parenting style Continuous variable

Self-concept Continuous variable

Positive coping style Continuous variable

Academic anxiety Continuous variable

Control variables

Father’s level of education 1 = below junior high school, 80

2 = high school/secondary school/vocational school, 297

3 = post-secondary, 556

4 = ordinary college, 1030

5 = bachelor’s degree and above 323

Mother’s level of education 1 = below junior high school, 109

2 = high school/secondary school/vocational school, 443

3 = post-secondary, 466

4 = ordinary college, 908

5 = bachelor’s degree and above 360

Father’s occupation 0 = management (state agencies/institutions) or technical (teachers/engineers/doctors/
lawyers),

1373

1 = other occupations 913

Mother’s occupation 0 = management (state agencies/institutions) or technical (teachers/engineers/doctors/
lawyers),

1258

1 = other occupations 1028

Family’s economic
conditions

1 = very difficult, 145

2 = relatively difficult, 382

3 = medium, 614

4 = relatively rich, 553

5 = best 592

Residence 0 = rural, 442

1 = urban 1844

Number of children 0 = single child, 1037

1 = has siblings 1249

Gender 0 = female, 1138

1 = male 1148

Age Continuous variable (unit: year)

Grade 1 = freshman, 790

2 = sophomore, 790

3 = junior 706
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investigation. The fit of the model was evaluated using several
indices: The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-
Lewis Index (TLI) both yielded values of 1, while the Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) were
both 0. These metrics indicated strong predictive validity of
the research model employed in this study. Consequently, a
chain mediation model was implemented, which is a type of
SEM that incorporates three indirect effects: (1) self-concept
mediated the relationship between rejective parenting style
and high school students’ academic anxiety; (2) positive
coping style also mediated this relationship; and (3) jointly,
self-concept and positive coping style mediated the effect of
rejective parenting style on academic anxiety (see Fig. 2).

First, the total effect analysis revealed a strong positive
relationship between rejective parenting style and academic
anxiety among high school students (β = 0.815, t = 116.211,
p < 0.001), as illustrated in Fig. 2. Second, the chain
mediation model indicated that the positive predictive effect
of rejective parenting style on academic anxiety remained
significant (β = 0.700, t = 61.014, p < 0.001) even after
accounting for the effects of the control variables, with only
a slight decrease in significance.

Moreover, rejective parenting style exhibited a significant
negative predictive effect on both self-concept (β = −0.468, t =
−29.478, p < 0.001) and positive coping style (β = −0.160, t =
−7.735, p < 0.001) in students. Furthermore, self-concept was
a significant negative predictor of academic anxiety among
high school students (β = −0.166, t = −10.980, p < 0.001),
and positive coping style also significantly negatively
predicted academic anxiety (β = −0.104, t = −7.692, p <
0.001). Additionally, there was a significant positive
relationship between high school students’ self-concept and
positive coping style (β = 0.424, t = 21.208, p < 0.001).

Finally, the results from the bias-corrected bootstrap
mediation tests (presented in Table 4) demonstrated that the
overall effect of rejective parenting style on high school
students’ academic anxiety was substantial, with an effect
size of 0.815 (SE = 0.006, 95% CI [0.803,0.826], p < 0.001).
The direct effect was also significant at 0.700 (SE = 0.011,
95% CI [0.677,0.722], p < 0.001), indicating robust overall
and direct effects. Regarding the mediation pathways, the
pathway from rejective parenting style to academic anxiety
through self-concept showed an indirect effect of 0.078 (SE
= 0.008, 95% CI [0.063,0.094], p < 0.001), accounting for
9.559% of the total effect (0.816). In the pathway from
rejective parenting style to academic anxiety via positive
coping style, the indirect effect was 0.017 (SE = 0.003, 95%
CI [0.011,0.023], p < 0.001), which represented 2.083% of
the total effect. Additionally, in the pathway incorporating
both self-concept and positive coping style (rejective
parenting style → self-concept → positive coping style →

academic anxiety), the indirect effect was 0.021 (SE = 0.003,
95% CI [0.015,0.027], p < 0.001), making up 2.574% of the
total effect. Given that the bootstrapped 95% confidence
intervals did not include zero, these indirect effects were
statistically significant. The analysis indicated that the
influence of rejective parenting style on students’ academic
anxiety operated indirectly through the negative partial
mediation of students’ self-concept and positive coping style.

TABLE 3

OLS regression results for the effect of rejective parenting style on academic anxiety

Variables (1) Academic anxiety (2) Academic anxiety (3) Academic anxiety

Rejective parenting style 0.376*** (0.006) 0.264*** (0.006) 0.151*** (0.006)

Father’s level of education 0.001 (0.004) 0.001 (0.003)

Mother’s level of education 0.050*** (0.004) 0.042*** (0.003)

Father’s occupation 0.085*** (0.009) 0.057*** (0.007)

Mother’s occupation 0.073*** (0.008) 0.075*** (0.007)

Family’s economic conditions −0.055*** (0.003) −0.045*** (0.003)

Residence 0.254*** (0.008)

Number of children −0.032*** (0.007) 0.008 (0.007)

Gender −0.073*** (0.006)

Age −0.001 (0.006)

Grade 0.012 (0.015)

Sample size 2286 2286 2286

R2 0.666 0.747 0.810
Note: ***p < 0.001. The robust standard errors are in parentheses.

TABLE 2

Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix analysis of all the
variable

1 2 3 4

1. Rejective parenting style –

2. Self-concept −0.468*** –

3. Positive coping style −0.359*** 0.499*** –

4. Academic anxiety 0.815*** −0.546*** −0.438*** –

Note: ***p < 0.001; SD: standard deviation.
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Heterogeneity results
Models (1) and (2) in Table 5 demonstrated the impacts of
rejective parenting style on academic anxiety for urban and
rural students, respectively. In both models, the coefficients
were statistically significant at the 1‰ level and were

positive. Notably, the effect of rejective parenting style on
academic anxiety in urban students (0.226) exceeded that
for rural students (0.130). Additionally, Fisher’s exact test
confirmed that the difference in residence-specific
coefficients regarding the influence of rejective parenting
style on academic anxiety was significant at the 1‰ level.
These results suggested that academic anxiety responses
among urban students were more pronounced than those
among rural students. Moreover, there was evidence of
heterogeneity based on residence in the effect of rejective
parenting style on academic anxiety, with a more
pronounced impact observed in urban students compared to
rural students.

Discussion

Rejective parenting style exacerbates the risk of academic
anxiety in high school students
The findings of this research support the initial hypothesis
(H1), demonstrating that rejective parenting style directly
worsens academic anxiety among high school students. The
current findings suggest that rejective parenting style is
associated with more internalizing problems in adolescents,
especially exacerbating the occurrence of excessive academic
anxiety in high school students. First, as time passes,

FIGURE 2. The mediating roles of self-concept and positive coping style between rejective parenting style and academic anxiety. ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4

Direct, indirect, and total effects of the hypothesized model

Model pathways Estimated effect
(β)

Boot
SE

Effect size
(%)

95% CI

Lower Upper

DIRECT EFFECT

Rejective parenting style → Academic anxiety 0.700 0.011 0.677 0.722

INDIRECT EFFECTS

Rejective parenting style → Self-concept → Academic anxiety 0.078*** 0.008 9.559% 0.063 0.094

Rejective parenting style → Positive coping style → Academic anxiety 0.017*** 0.003 2.083% 0.011 0.023

Rejective parenting style → Self-concept → Positive coping style → Academic
anxiety

0.021*** 0.003 2.574% 0.015 0.027

Total effect 0.815*** 0.006 0.803 0.826
Note: Rejective parenting style as a predictor variable. ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 5

Impact of rejective parenting style on academic anxiety: residence-
related differences

Variables (1) Academic
anxiety

(2) Academic
anxiety

Rural Urban

Rejective parenting
style

0.130*** (0.007) 0.226*** (0.011)

Control variable yes yes

Sample size 978 1308

R2 0.574 0.577

Fisher empirical
p-value

<0.001

Note: The robust standard errors are in parentheses. The Fisher empirical p-
value is used to test the significance of the coefficient difference between the
groups, which was obtained by 5000 self-sampling times. ***p < 0.001.
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parenting style is a significant influence that cannot be ignored
in the characterization and emotional formation of
adolescents. This is supported by the literature, Motamedi
applied multi-stage random sampling method to analyse
data from 9728 students in different regions of the Middle
East. The results showed that differences in students’
cognitive, affective and behavioral development were due to
the diversity of their family environments [91]. And
parenting styles are the primary manifestation of how
parents relate to their children. One of the core features of
the rejective parenting style is the lack of emotional support
[92]. When students experience academic difficulties or
setbacks, they long for encouragement and support from
their parents. However, in the rejective parenting style,
parents tend to be indifferent or negative towards their
children’s achievements, which can lead to students feeling
emotionally isolated [93]. According to attachment theory,
children who are chronically emotionally unsupported by
their parents may develop insecure attachments, which
could make them more anxious in the face of academic
pressure because they lack an object to rely on and confide
in [94]. Severe academic anxiety threatens students’ mental
health and lives in the long term. Rejective parenting style
exacerbates the risks associated with a variety of emotional
characteristics and problem behaviors in students. The most
common is falling deeper into the morass of excessive
academic anxiety and being devastated by unsupportive and
disapproving parents [95].

In the present study, rejective parenting style was
identified as a direct influence in worsening high school
students’ academic anxiety, and even more, as a single
influencing factor that we tend to neglect. Such discoveries
indicate that although school environments and peer groups
become more involved in students’ life development as they
mature, parenting styles at the micro level seem to be the
starting point for exploring individual diversity [96]. It is
well documented that a rejective parenting style of excessive
denial and neglect may be the best catalyst for high school
students to suffer from excessive academic anxiety [97]. It is
worth noting that many parents recognize that rejective
parenting is incorrect, but in their practical approach to
raising their children, they are paranoid that a harsh and
strict parenting style is more conducive to the development
of independence and problem-solving skills [98]. This can
be attributed to two factors. On the one hand, Chinese
parents do not have a comprehensive knowledge of the
rejective parenting style and simply believe that rejection
gives students the opportunity to acquire independent
behavior and self-growth. On the other hand, Chinese
parents lack knowledge of educational psychology, and the
rejective parenting style exacerbates students’ academic
anxiety over a period of time and combines it with other
influences. Students’ academic anxiety cannot be directly
observed in the daily parent-child relationship, nor can it be
easily measured with objective instruments. Unfortunately,
in the sample group of students with depressive disorders,
the researchers found that they were also accompanied by
excessive academic anxiety and that there was a relationship
with negative parenting styles [99]. Thus, these results of the
present study suggest that regardless of the development of

an intervention mechanism for students’ academic anxiety
at any academic level, parenting styles should be a priority
intervention area, and families with rejective parenting style
should not be ignored.

In conclusion, the results of this study implicate that
rejective parenting style may exacerbate the risk of excessive
academic anxiety in high school students causing some
adverse effects on adolescent development. Simultaneously,
this provides strong empirical support for the family
acceptance-rejection theory, emphasizing the profound
harmful consequences of parental rejection on adolescent
growth [100]. It is evident that for students prone to
academic anxiety, parental indifference, resentment, and
neglect can be especially harmful. To prevent the escalation
of academic anxiety and avoid irreversible consequences,
raising awareness about the effects of rejective parenting
style on academic anxiety among parents, educators, and the
community is essential [98]. Schools and mental health
professionals should design and implement intervention
programs aimed at educating parents about the impact of
their parenting style on their children’s academic
performance and mental health.

The mediating effect of self-concept and positive coping style
between rejective parenting style and academic anxiety in
high school students
The very important and differentiating point of this research,
which is beyond the simple and separate relationships of
variables among students and it is necessary to pay attention
to it, is the integrated and chain model of the relationship
between these components. The integrated model presented
in this study confirmed the second hypothesis (H2),
demonstrating that self-concept serves as a mediating factor
in the influence of rejective parenting style on students’
academic anxiety. This finding suggests that the detrimental
effects of rejective parenting style on students’ academic
anxiety can be mitigated by a positive self-concept, which
serves as a buffer by influencing intrinsic individual
characteristics.

Importantly, this mediation aligns with the principles of
self-schema theory, which posits that self-concept structures
influence how individuals process information and respond
behaviorally in various contexts [101]. Further support for
this mediation comes from Dermitzaki et al. [102]. Their
research revealed that adolescents with a strong belief in
their capabilities were more effective in utilizing available
resources, which helped reduce their anxiety levels.
Conversely, individuals with a negative self-concept tended
to perceive difficult tasks or social interactions as unfair,
leading to anxiety and internalizing behaviors.

The manner in which parents raise their children
profoundly shapes their self-concept and their perception of
personal strengths and weaknesses [103]. For instance,
collectivist Chinese families tend to impose pressure on
their children and consider overexpression of negative
emotions or impulsive behavior as signs of immaturity
[104]. In many Chinese families, stern parenting can
undermine family intimacy and lead children to doubt their
abilities, resulting in feelings of depression and anxiety
[105]. This often results in two types of student attitudes
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towards learning: disengagement and lack of motivation, or a
tendency to give up in the face of academic challenges due to
severe anxiety. Conversely, a supportive and harmonious
family environment can foster strong emotional bonds and
a positive self-concept during adolescence, providing
children with significant socio-emotional resources that
enhance their social interactions and academic motivation
[106]. Such an environment enables students to approach
academic challenges with confidence and resilience, further
affirming their self-worth and contributing to academic
success.

Thus, self-concept not only serves as a protective factor
in mental health but also as a potent internal resource that
can mitigate the negative impacts of adverse parenting styles
on academic anxiety. This study underscores the importance
of fostering a mature self-concept to buffer against the
negative effects of rejective parenting style. The findings
offer valuable insights for educational psychologists,
counselors, and policymakers focused on enhancing the
well-being and educational outcomes of young people.

Our findings support the third hypothesis (H3),
indicating that the negative effects of rejective parenting
style on students’ academic anxiety can be mitigated by the
adoption of a positive coping style. This aligns with Wang
et al., who found that effective coping strategies can
moderate the adverse effects of stressors on adolescents’
psychological outcomes [107]. A positive coping style
enables effective monitoring and regulation of learning,
enhancing problem-solving abilities that are crucial for
reducing academic anxiety and promoting academic success
[108]. According to the transactional model of coping,
students’ response behaviors when facing stressful academic
situations can mitigate the effects of those stressors.
Successful resolution fosters a positive mindset and self-
confidence, whereas failure to resolve stress can lead to an
overload of learning anxiety [109].

However, the development of this coping style is partly
influenced by parenting style [110]. The way parents
educate their children—characterized by their parenting
style—significantly affects adolescents’ ability to cope with
stress and develop a positive self-concept [111]. A rejective
parenting style can lead to negative self-evaluations and
coping styles, making students attribute their academic
success or failure to external factors such as luck, which
diminishes their engagement in active learning [112].

By demonstrating that a positive coping style can
mitigate the effects of rejective parenting style on academic
anxiety, our study suggested that schools and educational
institutions should prioritize the teaching of effective coping
mechanisms as part of their curriculum. Programs that
teach students how to manage stress, solve problems, and
develop resilience can help create a supportive academic
environment.

This study demonstrates the chain-mediated effects of
self-concept and positive coping style between rejective
parenting style and academic anxiety among high school
students (H4). Specifically, it suggests that by developing a
robust self-concept and employing positive coping strategies,
adolescents subjected to rejective parenting style can
effectively mitigate their academic anxiety. Although Wang

et al. identified positive coping as a mediating factor
between parenting style and children’s emotional well-being,
their study overlooked the role of self-concept [113].
According to self-determination theory, students need to
recognize that they can effectively use necessary strategies
and resources. This, in turn, encourages the establishment of
positive coping style and actions to enhance initiative in
accomplishing tasks [114]. This demonstrates the critical
requirement for students to maintain a clear self-awareness
of what benefits them and the positive paths they can take
to deal with academic dilemmas in their own learning
process. Students’ belief in their own competencies enhances
their ability to perform and build a system of positive
coping style through the management of their self-concept
[115]. Obviously, focusing more on academic problem
solving reduces the risk of academic anxiety and further
increases the sense of academic achievement and motivation
of this group of students. Consequently, a well-developed
self-concept is a fundamental prerequisite for the effective
implementation of positive coping strategies. Negative self-
concept can undermine students’ confidence in taking
appropriate strategic actions.

Our mediation model incorporates both students’ self-
concept and positive coping style, creating a comprehensive
framework that explains the impact of rejective parenting
style on academic anxiety. From the perspective of
educational theories, our findings enrich the scholarly
conversation about parents’ responsive attitudes and
parenting behaviors toward their children in terms of their
academic performance and emotional adjustment. It also
provides a strong advocate for the family acceptance-
rejection theory in empirical research, and moreover, it
contributes to theoretical research on academic anxiety in
high school students. In terms of educational practice, the
findings of these studies advocate individual characteristics
and qualities, such as the formation of a correct self-concept
and the cultivation of a positive coping style, should be
actively considered in the process of cooperative education
and positive psychological intervention programs at home
and school, in accordance with the core educational
philosophy of “people oriented”. In addition, lectures on the
pedagogy and psychology of parenting styles will be held to
warn parents against rejective parenting style and to learn
about proper parenting behavior and high-quality
interactions. Enhancing students’ self-concept and
cultivating positive coping mechanisms may thus serve as
effective interventions to alleviate academic anxiety among
adolescents experiencing rejective parenting style.

Variations between urban and rural areas in the impact of
rejective parenting style on students’ academic anxiety
Our findings supported the hypothesis that rejective parenting
style is linked to higher academic anxiety in students, with this
effect being more pronounced in urban areas compared to
rural areas (H5). Our study builds on existing research that
identifies rejective or negative parenting practices as
significant predictors of increased anxiety in adolescents
[116] by further demonstrating that the impact of these
parenting styles varies in intensity between rural and urban
areas.
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The stronger effect observed in urban settings may be
related to the unique challenges these environments pose,
such as increased academic pressures and social expectations
[117]. Building on previous findings that urban students
often encounter more intense stressors than their rural peers
[118], our results provide plausible explanations for this
phenomenon by specifically linking these stressors to
rejective parenting practices.

In contrast, the less pronounced effect in rural areas
suggests that lower academic competition or stronger
community support networks might serve as protective
factors that reduce the negative impacts of rejective parenting.
This finding is consistent with the work of Olivos who noted
that rural settings could mitigate the effects of adverse
parenting due to these protective factors [76].

Overall, our study contributes to the literature by
highlighting the importance of considering environmental
contexts when examining the relationship between
parenting styles and academic anxiety. Future research
should explore these contextual influences in more detail to
develop targeted interventions that address the specific
needs of students in different settings.

Theoretical Contribution and Implications for the Practice

This study contributes significantly to both theoretical and
practical perspectives. Theoretically, it clarifies the
mechanisms through which a rejective parenting style
impacts students’ academic anxiety. It expands current
understanding for families and educational institutions
concerning this influence and enriches existing literature.
Additionally, this research serves as a valuable resource for
scholars investigating familial parenting practices and
academic emotions. It delves into the deeper internal
mechanisms that shape students’ academic anxiety,
highlighting the critical roles of self-concept and positive
coping style. Practically, the findings guide the development
of effective interventions designed to alleviate academic
anxiety and psychological disorders among high school
students. Importantly, this study elucidates the
interconnections between self-concept, positive coping style,
urban-rural disparities, and rejective parenting style,
demonstrating their collective impact on the manifestation
of students’ academic anxiety.

The results of this study have significant practical
implications. The family is a crucial environment for the
cultivation of individual qualities and emotional
development, exerting a fundamental, enduring, and
profound influence on individuals. Parents, as the most
influential members within the family, serve as both initial
and lifelong mentors to their children. Their attitudes,
perceptions, and behavioral responses significantly shape
their children’s development. Accordingly, this research
underscores the need for Chinese families to adopt healthier
parenting styles. It alerts Chinese parents to the risks of
high school students’ academic anxiety and emotional
volatility, particularly in families with a rejective parenting
style. Firstly, it is essential for parents to help their children
develop a clear self-concept and positive coping strategies.
Parents should involve their children in decision-making

processes, thereby fostering their sense of responsibility and
improving their problem-solving and resilience skills.
Secondly, establishing regular emotional sharing sessions
within the family is recommended. Such sessions enable
parents to better understand their children’s mental states
and unexpressed emotions through open communication.
Lastly, active parental involvement in their children’s
academic and personal lives is crucial. High school is a
critical period where students greatly benefit from emotional
support and affirmation. Parental praise and validation can
significantly enhance a student’s self-confidence and
emotional agency, facilitating the use of positive coping
mechanisms to manage academic conflicts through effective
emotional regulation.

Limitations and Suggestions

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the sample was
confined to three provinces: Shanxi, Hebei, and Henan.
Consequently, the results may not be generalizable to a
broader population. To enhance external validity, future
studies should aim to include a nationally representative
sample. Additionally, variations in rejective parenting style
and students’ academic anxiety could exhibit heterogeneity
not captured in this study. Secondly, the cross-sectional
design of this study limits the ability to draw causal
inferences between variables. Cross-sectional research design:
During data collection, all variables are collected at the same
time or within a short period of time. This means that we
cannot assume that a rejective parenting style will definitely
cause academic anxiety in high school students. The research
cannot determine the time sequence between the variables,
and there may be the influence of other unknown factors at
different times. In other words, it is impossible to determine
which variable is the cause and which variable is the effect.
Therefore, it cannot establish a causal relationship. Parenting
styles and their effects may vary over time and across
different cultures, and the development of self-concept and
positive coping style are dynamic processes. Future research
should consider employing a longitudinal design or a lagged
crossover model to better delineate causality and the
relationship between rejective parenting style and high
school students’ academic anxiety [119]. Third, the necessity
to control for multiple variables and the extensive workload
constrained our analysis to the effects of a singular method.
Future studies could adopt an integrated research
methodology to enhance the accuracy of measurements.
Fourth, this study focused solely on the mediating
mechanism of rejective parenting style on students’ academic
anxiety. However, a growing body of literature suggests a
strong link between family education and adolescent mental
and physical health risk behaviors [120,121]. Future research
should also consider other potential protective factors in
adolescents to more precisely target educational interventions
aimed at managing academic anxiety in high school students.

Conclusions

Findings underscore the adverse effects of a rejective
parenting style on students’ mental well-being, highlighting
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the need for culturally sensitive interventions within family
education in China. To address these challenges, we
recommend training programs for parents to foster
supportive communication, reduce criticism, and promote
positive encouragement. Schools should integrate mental
health support into curricula and establish collaborative
mechanisms with families to monitor and improve students’
home environments. Additionally, policymakers are
encouraged to prioritize adolescent mental health by
promoting supportive parenting practices. In sum, these
findings call for action from families, educators, and society
to enhance parenting approaches and foster students’
mental health and holistic development.
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