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Abstract 

School engagement is critical to learning and long-term academic success. Feeling 

overwhelmed with school demands form a threat to students’ engagement. We 

examined the roles of person-internal (academic buoyancy) and person-external (social 

support) factors in mediating the association between academic stress and school 

engagement among primary school children in Finland. A sample of 403 children aged 

8–9 years participated in this study. Analysis using structural equation modeling 

revealed that academic stress is negatively associated with engagement. The effect of 

academic stress on cognitive engagement was fully mediated by academic buoyancy 

and social support, whereas the effect on emotional engagement was partially mediated 

by these. Results suggest that supporting children’s ability to deal with setbacks, 

providing social support, and promoting a socially supportive climate could be effective 

for the prevention of stress and its negative association with school engagement. 

 

Keywords: academic stress, academic buoyancy, social support, school engagement, 

primary school 
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Introduction 

The present study identifies the ways person-internal (operationalized as academic 

buoyancy) and person-external (operationalized as perceived social support) factors 

account for school-related stress and its association with school engagement among 

Finnish primary school children. Robust body of research suggests that school 

engagement is essential to learning and academic success (Appleton et al., 2006; 

Fredricks et al., 2004; Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Pietarinen et al., 2014). Academic stress 

and anxiety, in turn, have been associated with lower levels of school engagement 

among adolescents (Martin, 2008; Salmela-Aro & Upadayaya, 2014; Raufelder et al., 

2014), linked to students’ health complaints (Hjern et al., 2007; Karvonen et al., 2005), 

negatively associated with learning and academic performance (Collie, Ginns, et al., 

2017; Kaplan et al., 2005), and contributing to school failure or even dropout (De Anda 

et al., 2000; Fredricks et al., 2004). 

Students’ capability to handle academic stress is decisive given how it displays in 

student outcomes (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Academic buoyancy, referring to a 

student’s personal capacity to positively cope with academic challenges and setbacks 

typical for everyday school life, has been found central to influencing school 

engagement and mediating the effect of academic anxiety on engagement among high 

school students (Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008a, 2009). Beside individual buoyancy, 

social support has proven to be a key element contributing to students’ academic 

performance (Martin, Burns, et al., 2017) and school engagement (Skinner et al., 2008; 

You & Sharkey, 2009). 

While numerous researchers have addressed the importance of the interplay between 

academic stress, school engagement, academic buoyancy and social support among 

adolescents, to our knowledge, not one study conducted so far has investigated these 

relationships among the youngest in primary school. Understanding children’s academic 

stress appraisals, their ability to bounce back, and the mechanisms of how these effect 

school engagement is important to support successful academic pathways from early on 
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Academic Stress Among Children 

Challenge, setback, and difficulties in everyday school life range from difficult tasks to 

social conflicts in the school setting (Behnsen et al., 2018; Martin & Marsh, 2009; 

Sotardi, 2016). Apart from research on severe stressors arising from unusual and 

traumatic experiences, academic stress, that is, the “typical” stress (Martin & Marsh, 

2008a, p. 55) that arises from keeping up with demands in school, is to a lesser extent 

examined on children (Compas et al., 2001; Lau, 2002). 

In the first school years, children must learn to take responsibility in terms of academic 

tasks as well as to cooperate with peers and adults across diverse settings (Sotardi, 

2016). The experiences of success or frustration in early school settings may have long-

lasting positive or negative consequences (Eccles, 1999). Difficulties in keeping up with 

academic pressure or falling behind may ultimately lead to a decrease in academic self-

competence and place the child on a less adaptive developmental trajectory (Compas et 

al., 2001). There are wide differences in individuals’ sensitivity and reactivity in 

handling stressful situations (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), which calls for research on 

children’s self-reported experiences with academic stress. 

In knowledge-based societies, a great emphasis is placed on academic achievement 

resulting in higher levels of stress being observed among students (Raufelder et al., 

2014). As shown within the international Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children 

(HBSC) study, on average, a quarter of 11-year-olds, one-third of 13-year-olds, and 

almost every other 15-year-olds stated feeling pressured by schoolwork. Finnish 

students scored higher than the average in every age group. The perception of pressure 

increased with age. Further, while boys were more likely to report it at age 11, by the 

age 15, girls were more likely to do so. Especially encountered by the pressure were 

students with a middle-class background compared to those with lower socioeconomic 

status (SES) (Inchley et al., 2016). 

Academic Stress in Relation to School Engagement 

Academic stress is of special interest to educational research because of its associations 

with academic performance (e.g., Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), including school 

engagement that underpins it (Martin, 2008; Raufelder et al., 2014). Students with 
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higher levels of stress tend to be less engaged in school. Respectively, a higher level of 

school engagement is associated with better academic performance, a lower likelihood 

of dropping out, and a higher likelihood of healthy emotional and social development 

(Fall & Roberts, 2012; Fredricks et al., 2004; Li, 2011; Wang et al., 2015). 

According to in research most commonly applied conceptualization of the construct 

(see Eccles, 2016), engagement is a multi-dimensional construct that includes 

behavioral (participation in class and school), emotional (comprising dimensions of 

positive feelings about school and sense of belonging), and cognitive (comprising 

dimensions of motivation to learn and self-regulated learning strategies) components. 

These aspects capture the related but separately developing components of it, which 

mutually influence each other over time (Li & Lerner, 2013; Wang & Eccles, 2012a). 

However, the research evidence is still scarce and partly conflicting with regard the 

predictive interrelations among the components and their combined effect on academic 

achievement (Eccles, 2016; Li & Lerner, 2013; Pietarinen et al., 2014; Wang et al., 

2015). While some studies suggested that emotional engagement contribute to cognitive 

engagement and lead, consequently, to a further increase in engaged behaviors and 

achievement (e.g., Pietarinen et al., 2014; Skinner et al., 2008), some have found both 

dimensions predicting behavioral engagement independently (e.g., Järvinen & 

Tikkanen, 2019), and some have revealed reciprocal, instead of a unidirectional, 

relationships between these (Li & Lerner, 2013). The evidence also shows that the 

educational and social environments may affect dimensions of engagement in different 

ways. While emotionally disengaged youth experienced a subsequent decline in 

academic achievement in America (Wang & Eccles, 2012a), in Finland, decline in 

academic performance was not associated with the decline in emotional engagement 

(Wang et al., 2015). Wang et al. (2015) conclude, that in Finland, students maintain 

relatively high levels of academic achievement despite feeling less emotionally 

engaged, if they are able to sustain a high level of behavioral and cognitive engagement. 

Further, among Finnish students, emotional engagement appears to affect academic 

performance through academic well-being. 

The majority of engagement research has focused on the more observable indicators 

related to behavioral engagement, which have left the indicators of emotional and 

cognitive engagement to a lesser extent (Appleton et al., 2006; Fredricks et al., 2004). 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135


 6 

However, it is exactly the latter components of engagement that form the basis for 

meaningful learning, since emotionally and cognitively engaged students are more 

willing to invest time and effort in their studies, are more likely to be efficient in 

dealing with study demands and display more persistence when facing problems than do 

their less engaged peers (Wang & Eccles, 2012b). Claiming the challenges of 

assessment and the lack of measures, the research on primary school children’s 

cognitive engagement has been particularly scarce (Fredricks et al., 2004). However, 

while advanced forms of problem-solving may not emerge until late adolescence 

(Schneider & Pressley, 1997), students at the age of eight have been found capable of 

using a series of proactive coping strategies for academic stressors (Aspinwall & 

Taylor, 1997; Sotardi, 2016). Referring to research results about long-lasting influences 

of primary school engagement (Ladd & Dinella, 2009), its high level of interindividual 

stability (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012) and the trend of decreasing engagement by increasing 

age (Wang et al., 2015), more research among the youngest on the emotional and 

cognitive school engagement and their antecedents is warranted. 

Handling Academic Stress: The Roles of Academic Buoyancy and Social Support 

Many studies have proven negative effects of stress on student outcomes, however, 

some have ended up with non-significant associations. The mixed findings point to the 

existence of other factors that may influence this effect (Collie, Ginns et al., 2017). In 

the resilience literature, these are called protective factors which diminish and change 

person’s reactions to environmental threat and promote adjustment (Masten et al., 

2009). In context of stress, academic buoyancy and social support may act as protective 

factors (e.g., Collie, Martin et al., 2017; Torsheim et al., 2003). 

Academic Buoyancy 

The ability to cope with a wide range of challenges in everyday life is a key to personal 

well-being and development. In the academic domain, Martin and Marsh (2008a) 

conceptualize individual differences in dealing with school-related challenges as 

academic buoyancy. This is a relatively new construct grounded in the resilience 

literature, which offers an efficient and valid way to research students’ adaptive, 

constructive and positive responses to the setbacks experienced in the routine course of 

everyday school life (Datu & Yuen, 2018). Compared to the related construct of 
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academic resilience, academic buoyancy focusses on lesser extreme and more 

temporary adversities in school life, such as experience of isolated poor performance 

(Martin & Marsh, 2009). Academic buoyancy is a concept near to that of emotional 

coping. However, while buoyancy refers to an appraisal of one's capacity to deal with 

setback, emotions relate to psychological processes that are experienced in response to 

e.g. a fearful or worrying event (Collie et al., 2015; Putwain et al., 2012). While the 

research on resilience have focused on the minority of students with acute or chronic 

adversities concerning their life events, such as trauma or disadvantaged homes, 

academic buoyancy allows studying the ability that every student needs when 

experiencing the everyday pressure and challenge of schoolwork (Hirvonen et al., 

2019). Academic buoyancy has also demonstrated validity in measuring students’ 

handling with daily academic hassles in various societies (Hirvonen et al., 2019; Martin, 

Yu, et al., 2017). 

Keeping up with demands in school affects every student. When perceived that school 

demands exert one’s prevailing abilities to respond to them, levels of academic stress 

increase. This may be the source of temporary dips in motivation and engagement 

(Collie, Ginns, et al., 2017; Martin & Marsh, 2008a). In a stressful situation, students 

equipped with high levels of academic buoyancy are supposed to be better able to deal 

with the stress (Martin & Marsh, 2008a). Thus, the speed with which students bounce 

back from stress experiences plays a crucial role in ongoing learning (Collie, Ginns, et 

al., 2017). This ability to bounce back has been found to be greater among boys 

compared to girls and among children with more educated parents in comparison to 

children with less-educated parents (e.g., Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008a; Martin, Yu, et 

al., 2017). 

Academic buoyancy has been positively associated with learning strategies, test 

achievement, and engagement factors such as self-efficacy, planning, and persistence 

(Collie, Ginns, et al., 2017; Martin, 2014; Martin, Yu, et al., 2017). With regard to 

academic adversities, it has been found to be negatively associated with anxiety (Martin 

& Marsh, 2006, 2008a; Collie, Ginns, et al., 2017), which is the adverse effect of 

academic stress referred to in the present study. Whereas most research on academic 

buoyancy has been important in studying predictors and consequences of buoyancy, it 
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has offered less explanations of how academic buoyancy in relation to both predictors 

and consequences may promote academic success (Datu & Yuen, 2018). 

Social Support 

A central dimension supporting student’s academic achievement is also the presence of 

supportive human relations. Related to academic stress, social support refers to 

interaction within one’s social network in the way that helps individuals in finding 

solutions to academic problems in school. Successful students are likely to have 

supportive networks, experience low amounts of academic adversity, and remain 

academically buoyant when facing setbacks and challenges in school (Martin, 2013, 

2014; Martin & Dowson, 2009; Martin et al., 2010, 2013; Collie, Martin, et al., 2017). 

Instead, students without an optimal level of social support are at greater risk of less 

adaptive educational outcomes when facing academic adversities (Collie, Martin, et al., 

2017; Torsheim et al., 2003). 

Building on the theories of social support (Cohen & Wills, 1985), educational research 

hypothesize that supportive relationships increase students’ sense of competence, which 

is assumed to translate into higher confidence in school (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). 

Research on school engagement, in turn has identified multiple ways how supportive 

resources contribute to students' engagement. For instance, support enhances a student’s 

academic motivation and mastery goal orientations, which are both closely linked to 

cognitive engagement (Wentzel, 1998). On the other hand, emotional interaction within 

the family, including students’ feelings of satisfaction about being helped out in times 

of distress, and teacher and peer support were found to be of special importance in 

affecting student’s emotional engagement and sense of school coherence (Skinner et al., 

2008; Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 2006). 

The family constitutes an emotional, social, and cognitive hub vital to children’s full 

development and for their educational outcomes (Bourdieu, 1986; Woolley & Bowen, 

2007; Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 2006). For example, supportive parents who are 

involved in student’s education and family culture that highlight encouragement and 

educational aspirations, improve several school outcomes from school engagement to 

grades (Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 2006). However, regarding social support, families 

possess different amounts of resources such as skills and willingness to devote effort to 
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aiding children with school tasks and demands. This places children from disadvantaged 

homes in a less advantageous position (Bourdieu, 1986). Also, gender has been found 

central when examining children’s perception of social support. While in a study by 

Wang and Eccles (2012b) there was no gender difference in social support perceived 

from parents, girls reported more support from teachers, classmates, and friends than 

boys did. Although girls and boys perceive different levels of support from different 

sources, support has been found to show similar and positive effects on academic 

adjustment for both genders. 

The present study examines the role of academic buoyancy and social support in 

mediating the association between academic stress and school engagement. In detail, it 

is hypothesized that academic stress negatively associates with buoyancy, support and 

engagement factors and that the association between stress and engagement is mediated 

by buoyancy and support. 
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Method 

Research Context: Finnish Primary School 

Finnish children start their school career typically with a pre-primary school at the age 

of six. At the age of seven, they start compulsory nine-year comprehensive education. 

The highly standardized Finnish education system with a low level of stratification 

(e.g., Järvinen & Tikkanen, 2019) has been praised for its capability to promote 

educational equality. The principle of early identification of the need for support in 

learning should guarantee that no one is left behind. 

Previous research has shown that Finnish comprehensive school students’ academic 

performance is of top-quality in international comparisons (The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2018; Mullis et al., 2017). 

However, they rate issues related to school satisfaction and well-being more negatively 

than in the OECD-countries, on average, and even in comparison with their Nordic 

counterparts Sweden and Denmark (Yoon & Järvinen, 2016). Already in primary 

school, Finnish children report a higher amount of perceived workload and less 

emotional and cognitive engagement than their international peers (Currie et al., 2012; 

Mullis et al., 2017). This is worth closer examination, since schooling amounts to far 

more than cognitive achievements and academic performance. 

Procedure and Participants 

Children’s self-reported answers were collected within the framework of a Finnish 

follow-up study titled Steps to the Healthy Development and Well-Being of Children 

(the STEPS Study; for more detail see Lagström et al., 2013). The survey was 

administered to all STEPS study children who were born in the year 2008 or 2009 and 

actively involved with the study at the data collection point (N = 1,163). The online 

questionnaire was sent to the participating children via parental email. Parents were 

informed about the purpose of the study and provided with a standard set of instructions 

to administer the survey in a home setting. The children were asked to complete the 

instrument independently. Parents were allowed to assist them in case of need (e.g., to 

read the questions aloud). Feedback from parents indicated that the children completed 

the instrument diligently. 
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In total, 403 children completed an online questionnaire between December 2017 and 

January 2018 (34.8% response rate). Of these, 51% were girls and the mean age was 8.5 

years (SD = 0.50). The study participants were from a range of familial SES levels from 

1 (highest) to 9 (lowest) based on an International Standard Classification of 

Occupations ISCO-08 (International Labour Organization, 2012). With a mean of 2.75 

(SD = 1.55) this is consistent with the targeted sub-study population, though slightly 

higher than the national average (Lagström et al., 2013). 

Measures 

The questionnaire based on the International Survey of Children’s Well-Being was 

applied (ISCWeB; for more detail see Rees & Main, 2015). The data for the analyses 

consisted of 16 statements about academic stress, academic buoyancy, social support, 

and emotional and cognitive engagement, which all measured the task-related elements 

of school work. The gender information was elicited from the children and coded 1 for 

females and 2 for males. Parents’ occupational statuses were added to the present data 

from the STEPS registers. The SES of the family was coded based on the highest 

occupation held in the family. 

The Independent Variables 

To evaluate children’s perception of academic stress, the three-item HBSC academic 

stress subscale was applied (Kämppi et al., 2012). It measures the task-related overload 

from schoolwork (e.g., “I have too much schoolwork”). To each item children rated 

themselves on a 1–5 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The higher scores 

indicate the higher academic stress. 

The Mediator Variables 

The modified Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) from Martin and Marsh (2008a, 2008b) 

was utilized. Following the theoretical dimensions of the original scale, academic 

buoyancy scale for primary school children included four linguistically simplified items 

referring to one’s ability to deal with setback (“I am not bothered by a poor number”), 

challenge (“I don’t mind if I find schoolwork difficult”), stress (I don’t worry too much 

about school stuff, e.g., “undone homework”), and pressure (“I don’t mind if I have too 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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much schoolwork”) occurring in the ordinary course of school life. The constructed 

buoyancy items were tested on a focus group with primary school children. Instead of 

the original 7-point scale, the items were rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). The smaller amount of response categories have been proven to give better 

results among children of this age (Borgers et al., 2000). The higher the score of the 

children was, the more buoyant they were. 

Social support was assessed via children’s perception of receiving support in the case of 

problems in school. The scale consisted of three items reflecting support from the 

teacher, from other children in the class, and from family members (Rees & Main, 

2015). For each item (e.g., “In case of problems in school, my teacher helps me”), 

respondents rated themselves from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The 

higher the score, the more support children perceived. The descriptive data, reliability 

coefficients, and factor loadings for the scales are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 Measure descriptive, reliability, and CFA statistics 

Measure 

 

items M SD Skew Kurtosis α 

Factor 

loadings 

Academic Stress  3 2.47 .93 .359 -.243 .70 0.53-0.75 

Academic buoyancy  4 3.58 .83 -.322 -.180 .65 0.36-0.81 

Social support  3 4.28 .68 -1.106 1.258 .56 0.55-0.60 

Emotional engagement  3 4.04 .89 -.991 .699 .88 0.82-0.88 

Cognitive engagement  3 4.42 .61 -1.012 .583 .73 0.62-0.77 

 

  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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The Dependent Variables 

Two dependent scales, one measuring emotional and the other cognitive engagement, 

were adapted. Positive affect was the indicator of emotional engagement. This construct 

measured students’ enjoyment and interest in school and school work with three items 

(e.g., “I like going to school”) which were derived from the HBSC study (Kämppi et al., 

2012). Cognitive engagement was measured in terms of students’ intrinsic motivation 

and commitment to school work (e.g., “I always try my best at school”) by the three-

item scale used in studies such as the International Study of City Youth (ISCY; for 

more details see Lamb et al., 2015). Responses for each engagement item were rated 

along the same 5-point scale as presented above. The higher scores indicated higher 

school engagement. 

Statistical Analysis 

Initial analyses employed confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Mplus software, 

version 8.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017) to evaluate whether children’s responses 

conformed to hypothesized factors. A multiple group confirmatory factor analysis 

(MGCFA) was applied to test the measurement invariance across the gender. 

Measurement invariance was tested for three different levels. We first established the 

configural invariance model, then we compared the metric invariance and the scalar 

invariance models with the less restrictive model. The hypothesized model (Figure 1) 

was tested using structural equation modeling (SEM). Figure 1 illustrates the 

measurement model including hypothesized effects between study factors. The gender 

and parental SES were controlled as covariates. The parameters of the model were 

estimated using maximum likelihood estimation. To test whether indirect pathways 

from perceived stress had a significant impact on emotional and behavioral engagement, 

we conducted bootstrapping (bootstrap = 500) to assess the effects of mediators by 

constructing confidence intervals (CI) around the estimates (see Hayes, 2013).  

  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135#F0001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135#F0001
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model of interrelations between academic stress, academic 

buoyancy, social support, and emotional and cognitive engagement. 

 

 

The fit of the model was evaluated by a Chi-square test statistic and fit indices including 

the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the Standardized Root Mean 

Square Residual (SRMR), the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), and the Comparative Fit 

Index (CFI). The following cutoff values were used as recommended by Hu and Bentler 

(1999): RMSEA and SRMR values below .08, and TLI and CFI values close to or over 

.95 indicate a well-fitting model. While the ratios of the Chi-square statistic and degrees 

of freedom were considered carefully, the statistical significance of the Chi-square 

value alone was not interpreted to indicate an ill-fit (Hu, & Bentler, 1999). A small 

amount of missing data (0.2–1.7% per items) was handled with the Expectation 

Maximization (EM) algorithm. 

Results 

Preliminary Descriptive and Psychometric Analyses 

Descriptive statistics, multi-item factor reliabilities, and distributional properties for the 

factors are shown in Table 1. With regard to normality, the study variables univariate 

distributions were all within a reasonable range (skewness ±2, kurtosis ±7; see Curran et 

al., 1996). The internal consistencies of the scales (Cronbach’s alpha) varied between 

.56 ≤ α ≤ .88. Confirmatory factor analysis of the students’ responses to the 16 items of 

stress, buoyancy, social support, and engagement verified that the hypothesized factors 

were measured by discrete, single latent variables. The five factors were allowed to 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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inter-correlate, and the errors were expected to be uncorrelated. The standardized factor 

loadings ranged from .36 to .88 (). All items were statistically significant at the p < .001 

level. Despite the relatively low loadings of the two buoyancy items, they were included 

in the model as their coefficients were statistically significant and contributed 

independently to the fit of the measurement model. The five-factor measurement model 

fit the data well for males (CFI = .953, TLI = .940, RMSEA = .051, SRMR = 0.054) and 

females (CFI = .935, TLI = .916, RMSEA = .062, SRMR = 0.052). Also the conditions 

for the measurement invariance was met (see Appendix for the group invariance 

models). This implies that subjects with equivalent latent construct scores respond 

similarly to items across the gender. The latent correlations are provided in Table 2 to 

complement the estimated standardized factor loadings in Table 1. All correlations 

between the latent factors were statistically significant and in the expected directions. 

Stress was negatively correlated with all other variables. In contrast, academic 

buoyancy and social support were positively correlated with engagement factors.  

Table 2 Latent correlations from the CFA  

Measure 

Academic 

stress 

Academic 

buoyancy 

Social 

support 

Emotional 

engagement 

Academic buoyancy -.633    

Social support -.585 .593   

Emotional engagement -.693 .636 .728  

Cognitive engagement -.563 .656 .737 .699 

Note: p < .001 for all presented correlations 

Structural Equation Modeling 

Proceeding to SEM analyses, the hypothesized theoretical model depicted in Figure 1 

alongside gender and SES as covariates was tested. The model represented a good fit to 

the data, χ2 = 253.58 (116), p < .001, RMSEA = .056, CFI = .939, TLI = .920, 

SRMR = .044. Figure 2 shows the standardized beta coefficients for the depicted 
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associations. Only significant associations are presented. Except the effect between 

stress and cognitive engagement, all direct effects were significant. The variance in 

children’s cognitive (R2 = .65) and emotional engagement (R2 = .65) were significantly 

explained by the identified model. Children’s perception of academic stress 

significantly predicted academic buoyancy, social support, and emotional engagement. 

The higher the stress the lower the buoyancy, perceived social support, and emotional 

engagement. In contrast, the more buoyant children were, and the more social support 

they perceived, the more cognitively and emotionally engaged they were. With regard 

to covariates, boys and children with higher SES perceived more academic stress than 

girls or children with lower SES did. The covariates were not significantly associated 

with other study constructs.  

Figure 2.  Structural equation model of the relations between perceived stress, 

academic buoyancy, social support, and emotional and cognitive 

engagement (controlling for gender and SES). Standardized coefficients. 

 
 

Notes: aCoded 1 = female, 2 = male; bCoded 1 (highest) to 9 (lowest); ***p < .001; 

**p < .01; *p < .05. 

Regarding the hypothesized mediation effects with bias-corrected confidence intervals, 

indirect effects were observed in the relationship between perceived stress and cognitive 

engagement mediated by both academic buoyancy and social support. The indirect 

paths and effects from stress to cognitive and emotional engagement are shown in Table 

3. Another indirect effect was observed in the relationship between stress and emotional 

engagement, which was mediated by social support.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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Table 3 Indirect paths and effects from stress to cognitive and emotional  

  engagement (standardized coefficients) 

 Effect SE p CI 

From stress to cognitive engagement:     

Total -.563 .065 < .001 95% CI [-.42, -.23] 

Total indirect -.529 .114 < .001 95% CI [-.49, -.18] 

Specific indirect 

cognitive engagement 

academic buoyancy 

stress 

 

 

 

-.218 

 

 

 

.085 

 

 

 

= .010 

 

 

 

95% CI [-.24, -.03] 

cognitive engagement 

social support 

stress 

 

 

-.311 

 

 

.103 

 

 

= .003 

 

 

95% CI [-.32, -.08] 

From stress to emotional engagement:     

Total  -.704 .061 < .001 95% CI [-.82, -.52] 

Total indirect -.371 .087 < .001 95% CI [-.55, -.20] 

Specific indirect 

emotional engagement 

academic buoyancy 

stress 

 

 

 

-.125 

 

 

 

.065 

 

 

 

= .053 

 

 

 

95% CI [-.24, .02] 

emotional engagement 

social support 

stress 

 

 

-.245 

 

 

.082 

 

 

= .003 

 

 

95% CI [-.42, -.11] 

Notes: CI = confidence intervals: a percentile bootstrapping method for the specific 

mediation effects was used (sample size 500). 

The effect of academic stress on cognitive engagement was fully mediated by academic 

buoyancy and social support. For the connection between stress and emotional 

engagement, social support acted as partial mediator given that the direct association 

between stress and emotional engagement was also significant (see Table 3). 
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Discussion 

The present study sought to identify the mechanisms of how academic buoyancy and 

social support influence the relationship between academic stress and school 

engagement. In doing so, we extended the knowledge of academic stressors among 

primary school students and showed that interrelations between student’s stress 

appraisals, person-internal and person-external factors, and school engagement both 

exist, and that these are complex. The key findings of the study are discussed below. 

Findings of Note 

Students, already at the beginning of their school career, perceive academic stress, 

which is negatively associated with school engagement. Students with higher levels of 

academic stress were more disengaged or disaffected in school, which is characterized 

by unwillingness to persevere with school tasks or to strive for the personal best and 

perceiving negative feelings about school. As hypothesized, children with a higher 

amount of stress showed lower levels of academic buoyancy and reported to perceive 

less social support than their unstressed counterparts. Further, academically buoyant and 

socially supported children showed more school engagement than less buoyant and less 

supported children. Our findings contribute to previous research proposing comparable 

associations among adolescents (Collie, Martin, et al., 2017; Martin, 2014; Raufelder et 

al., 2014). 

In line with previous research, primary school boys and children from families with 

higher SES were more impacted by stress than girls and children from families with 

lower SES (Currie et al., 2012; Inchley et al., 2016). The result emphasized stress in 

children from families with higher SES to be in line with the latest research (Inchley et 

al., 2016) and the discussion about the features of contemporary knowledge society 

placing pressure on achievement and especially on middle-class families. This reflects 

the changes in the historical relationship between education and the middle classes 

(Ball, 2003). Middle-class families, in particular, are those who have benefited from the 

opportunities provided by meritocratic society, in which high emphasis is placed on 

degrees and competition (Bourdieu, 1986). However, in the new conditions of choice, 

competition and the inflation of educational degrees, middle-class families have to work 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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harder to maintain their advantages, which may be reflected in the pressure they put on 

their children’s academic attainment (Ball, 2003). 

Consistent with Miller et al.’s (2013) study on primary school students, however 

inconsistent with previous research on older students (e.g., Currie et al., 2012; Martin, 

2014; Martin & Marsh, 2006; Wang & Eccles, 2012b), we found no gender differences 

or differences based on SES regarding other study constructs. With regard to other 

academic dimensions, the differences based on sociodemographic factors seem to arise 

only later, which speaks for a certain changeability in students’ engagement and how 

they perceive support and buoyancy. 

Aligning with prior work demonstrating the role of academic buoyancy as a mediator 

between anxiety and learning strategies (Collie, Ginns, et al., 2017) and anxiety and 

engagement outcomes (Martin & Marsh, 2006), we found buoyancy mediating the 

association between academic stress and cognitive engagement, and partially mediating 

the effect on emotional engagement. The effect of stress on cognitive engagement being 

fully mediated by academic buoyancy reveals the significance of being able to 

effectively cope with everyday academic adversities. Following the reasoning of Collie, 

Ginns, et al., (2017), we conclude that experiences of academic stress, when feeling 

able to handle them effectively, may have a beneficial impact on students’ persistence 

on academic tasks. However, a non-significant mediation effect on emotional 

engagement indicated that being academically buoyant does not suffice alone to buffer 

the effects of stress on emotional engagement. Over and above mediation effects, stress 

negatively affected a student’s enjoyment in school. This, however, does not diminish 

academic buoyancy’s significance in relation to emotional engagement. Being 

academically buoyant predicted independently student’s enjoyment in school, which 

further on, may contribute to students’ well-being and academic achievement 

(Pietarinen et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2015). However, more research needs to be 

conducted to test the hypothesized relationships. 

Another key finding of our study is the importance of social support in promoting 

academic buoyancy (cf. Martin, 2014), buffering stress (Torsheim et al., 2003) and 

further on, mediating the effect of stress on school engagement. As our results showed 

social support is important with regard to both cognitive and emotional engagement. As 

with by buoyancy, we assume that when children receive sufficient help from their 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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significant others, academic stress may advance a child’s buoyancy and perseverance on 

academic tasks, which lead to lesser disengagement. Also the direct effects from social 

support to both engagement components highlight the importance of becoming help 

when facing difficulties in school (cf. Wang & Eccles, 2012b; Woolley & Bowen, 

2007). 

Implications for Practice 

Our results underline the need for an early intervention in the case of primary school-

related stress. At worst, such stress diminishes children’s engagement and may have 

long-lasting effects on their overall school adjustment and academic achievement 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). A decreased interest, enthusiasm, excitement, willingness, and 

preference for challenge, as embodiments of engagement (see Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), 

present warning signals for teachers and parents that may be tracked to student’s 

academic work overload or task difficulty. 

We emphasize that both academic buoyancy and social support are important when 

designing prevention initiatives aimed at helping children to handle academic stress. 

When buffered by an environment of supportive relationships, and with a strengthened 

sense of control over academic tasks, stress at some point can be harnessed to promote 

children’s willingness to invest in learning and for their school enjoyment (Martin & 

Marsh, 2008a). Central to the notion of positive stress among primary school children 

is, however, the availability of a caring and responsive adult support in coping with the 

stressors. 

Developing children’s academic buoyancy from early on builds their strengths and 

emphasizes proactive rather than reactive responses to everyday challenges (Martin & 

Marsh, 2008a). Practices to develop buoyancy can be harnessed for all students (Martin, 

2013) and as demonstrated by our study results, in connection with social support. 

While teaching awareness and encouragement to identify academic stress and abilities 

to cope with it on an individual level, the role of positive and supportive class climate 

should be fostered. Thus, integration of collaboration and social connection, together 

with mindful attention to academic challenges, may offer opportunities to reach and 

sustain a school culture of buoyancy. As found in a previous study on the school 

engagement of Finnish adolescents, the features of school culture, such as teachers’ 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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positive attitudes towards students, treating them friendly and showing that they care 

about their well-being are significant factors connected to students’ overall school 

engagement (Järvinen & Tikkanen, 2019). Thus, school culture where the emphasis is 

put not only on learning but the psychological and social development of children, can 

be argued as having a positive impact also on the development of children’s academic 

buoyancy. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Some methodological limitations of the current study should be noted. First, the study is 

based on cross-sectional data, and does not allow conclusions about causality. 

Alternative causal directions and relationships are possible. Indeed, it is likely that 

significant others also respond differently to children depending on their level of 

engagement, and depending on social support available, children perceive different 

levels of academic stress (e.g., Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Future research may wish to 

utilize a prospective design to confirm the above findings longitudinally. Addressing the 

period from early childhood to adolescence would allow analyzing changes in 

relationships at different levels, as well as the influence of these changes on the 

maintenance of the studied academic processes. A longitudinal study design would also 

shed light into the observed gender shift in students’ academic stress experiences, 

which, based on separate studies, seem to occur in the transition from the primary to 

secondary school (Inchley et al., 2016). 

Second, the study relied on a relatively small and local sample of Finnish elementary 

children and overrepresented students with higher SES, so the research findings should 

be generalized with caution. To understand whether the revised academic constructs are 

valid and reliable measures for Finnish primary school students in general, more 

systematically collected and nationally representative samples are warranted. This 

limitation applies especially the constructed academic buoyancy and social support 

scales. The modest factor loadings of buoyancy construct’s two items needs to be 

explored in greater depth in future research. However, academic buoyancy functioned 

as a meaningful outcome, predictor, and mediator factor in the structural equation 

model, which speaks for the concurrent validity of the scale (cf. Martin & Marsh, 2006, 

2008a). The low alpha coefficient for social support may indicate, that children’s 

perception of social support vary depending on the source of support. This calls for 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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further studies to analyze the importance of separate social partners in buffering 

students’ academic stress, and in advancing their buoyancy and school engagement. 

Third, the present data is based on self-report data only, which may represent a potential 

threat to validity and reliability. Future research should consider the reports from 

multiple informants (e.g., parents and teachers). We also address how all participants in 

the study were recruited via parents. Thus, beyond the measured demographics, the 

acquired sample may have differed in important and unmeasured ways from non-

participants. 

Finally, with regard to school, several aspects may give rise to stress in children. School 

is for children both a work environment and a social arena. The present study examined 

only children’s stress appraisals related to demands and challenges at work. However, 

social relations within the school such as having friends as a social support or, in the 

other end, exposure to harassment or bullying, can be regarded as the greatest school 

stressor of all (e.g., Östberg et al., 2015). Thus, it would be worth studying different 

school stressors in combination and their possible accumulative effects on school 

outcomes. 

Conclusion 

Despite its limitations, this study makes multiple contributions to our understanding of 

primary school children’s perceptions of several academic phenomenon in the Finnish 

context. Findings from this study showed that there is merit in examining academic 

buoyancy already among the youngest. Together with support from significant others, 

being able to effectively navigate academic challenges was found important to maintain 

emotional and cognitive engagement with school. We find the results relevant to 

educational practitioners in schools when seeking to support students’ well-being and 

provide a learning environment that supports every children’s academic path. Investing 

in children’s school enjoyment and motivation from early on is likely to pay off as 

students’ experiences of success and emotional well-being, which may affect the 

motivational and educational climate of schools also more broadly (cf. Wang et al., 

2015). This requires educational efforts (1) for the early identification of children 

perceiving stress to prevent prolongation of it and (2) to provide knowledge to teachers 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00313831.2020.1739135
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about the associations and impact of academic buoyancy and social support both in 

buffering school-related stress and enhancing school enjoyment and motivation. 
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Appendix  

Goodness-of-fit indices for group invariance models of the measurement instrument 

Modela χ2 df p 

RMSE

A CFI TLI SRMR Δ χ2 

Δ 

df p 

Single group solutions        

Female 165.7

8 

93 <.001 .062 .935 .916 .052 - - - 

Male 140.3

0 

93 =.001 .051 .953 .940 .054 - - - 

Measurement 

invariance 

         

M1 306.0

8 

186 <.001 .057 .944 .927 .053 - - - 

M2 323.0

9 

197 <.001 .057 .941 .928 .066 17.01 11 .108 

M3 367.7

5 

214 <.001 .060 .928 .919 .093 44.66 17 .998 

Note: Female (N = 203), Male (N = 197); Following residual error was allowed to 

correlate: eeng1 with eeng3 (.53); a Models: M1, configural invariance (equal form); 

M2, metric invariance (factor loading constrained to be equal across groups); M3, scalar 

invariance (factor loadings and item intercept constrained to be equal across groups) 

 


