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This study examined the mediating function of academic engagement in the
relationship between meaning in education and social hope with academic avoidance
among students. The current investigation was applied in purpose and descriptive-
correlational in nature. The study population consisted of all 12th-grade students in
public secondary schools in Isfahan during the 20242025 academic year. Through
random sampling, 500 students were selected. The Academic Engagement Scale
(AES), the Meaning of Education Scale (MOE), the Social Hope Scale (SOS), and
the Academic Avoidance Scale (AAS) were the research instruments. Structural
equation modeling (SEM) was implemented with SPSS-22 and AMOS-24 software
to analyze the data. The results indicated that the direct paths from social hope (f =
0.42, p <0.001) and meaning in education (B = 0.61, p <0.001) to academic
engagement, and from engagement to academic avoidance ( = 0.44, p <0.001), were
significant. Nevertheless, the direct pathways from social hope and meaning in
education to academic avoidance were not significant, whereas the indirect effects
through academic engagement were. The model exhibited a good fit. In general, the
reduction of academic avoidance can be achieved by fostering social hope and
strengthening meaning in education, which in turn enhances students’ academic
engagement.
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Developing a Causal Model of Students’ Academic Avoidance Based on Social Hope and
Meaning of Education: The Mediating Role of Academic Engagement

Extended Abstract
Aim

Education is one of the most significant determinants of an individual’s life trajectory, shaping
employment, income, and overall quality of life (Farquharson et al., 2024). Despite its importance, school
avoidance has become an increasing concern, particularly in societies facing socioeconomic challenges.
According to UNICEF (2016), school avoidance is a global, multidimensional process that ranges from reduced
engagement in schooling to eventual disengagement from social and academic activities. The consequences of
school avoidance can extend across a variety of negative domains, including risky behaviors, violence, and poor
physical and mental health (Kearney et al., 2019; Santos et al., 2023), and may ultimately contribute to
unemployment, poverty, and substance abuse (Lawrence et al., 2019). Given the serious negative consequences
associated with school avoidance, there is a need to explore the underlying psychological and contextual factors
that may contribute to this phenomenon.

Previous studies have positioned academic engagement as a central factor associated with school
avoidance, reflecting students’ behavioral, emotional, and cognitive involvement in learning (Wang & Fredricks,
2014; Boaler & Bond, 2023). Furthermore, cognitive—motivational constructs such as meaning in education
(Henderson-King & Smith, 2006; Foley et al., 2014) and broader sociocultural constructs such as social hope
(Jin & Kim, 2019; Mulvey et al., 2023) may also play important roles in academic engagement and educational
outcomes.

Building on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), the current study aims to investigate the
mediating role of academic engagement in the relationships of meaning in education and social hope with school
avoidance among Iranian high school students. This study seeks to integrate individual-, mesosystemic-, and
macrosystemic-level factors into a model that examines how cognitive and social processes may influence
students’ persistence and disengagement in educational contexts.

Methodology

The present applied study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The statistical population consisted of all twelfth-grade students enrolled in public high schools in
Isfahan during the 2024-2025 academic year. Based on the recommendation of Meyers, Gamst, and Guarino
(2022), a minimum sample of 500 participants was considered appropriate for path analysis and SEM. A
multistage random sampling procedure was used. Twelve public high schools were selected from the six
educational districts of Isfahan, including one boy’s and one girl’s high school from each district. A total of 531
students were initially recruited to account for potentially incomplete questionnaires. After excluding incomplete
or distorted questionnaires, the final sample consisted of 500 students (241 males and 259 females). Inclusion
criteria were being a twelfth-grade student enrolled in a public high school and residing in Isfahan. Students with
physical disabilities, chronic illnesses, or medication use for physical or psychological conditions, as well as
those providing incomplete responses or unwilling to continue participation, were excluded. Data collection was
conducted after obtaining the necessary permissions from the University of Tehran and the Isfahan Department
of Education. Participants were informed about the study objectives, confidentiality, voluntary participation,
informed consent, and their right to withdraw at any time.

Data were collected using four instruments: the Academic Avoidance Scale (AAS; Saleh Ardestani &
Khorramayi, 2016), the School Engagement Scale (SES; Wang et al., 2011), the Social Hope Scale (SOS; Jin &
Kim, 2019), and the Meaning of Education Scale (Henderson-King & Smith, 2006). The AAS consists of 20
items assessing academic aversion and school avoidance, and demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha of .83 in the
present study. The SES comprises 23 items measuring behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement, with a
total Cronbach’s alpha of .83. The five-item SOS was translated, back-translated, and preliminarily validated for
use with Iranian students; its Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability were .82 and .80, respectively.
Confirmatory factor analysis supported its construct validity (y*/df = 1.474, RMSEA = .055). The Meaning of
Education Scale contains 86 items across 10 dimensions, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91 for the total scale in the
present study.
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Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, and correlation matrices,
were calculated. Confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling were conducted using the
maximum likelihood estimation method. Bootstrapping with 5,000 replications was used to examine indirect and
mediating effects. Data were analyzed using SPSS 26 and AMOS 24.

Findings

The final sample consisted of 500 students, including 241 male (48.2%) and 259 female (51.8%) students,
all of whom were in the twelfth grade of public high schools in Isfahan. Descriptive statistics, including means,
standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, and a correlation matrix, were used to summarize the data. Correlation
analyses showed significant associations among most study variables, whereas the correlation between the two
exogenous variables, social hope and meaning in education, was not statistically significant. The absolute values
of skewness and kurtosis for all variables were within the acceptable range of —2 to +2, indicating acceptable
univariate normality of the data (George & Mallery, 2010; Hair et al., 2010). Multivariate normality and other
assumptions of structural equation modeling were also assessed. The variance inflation factor (VIF) values for
academic engagement, social hope, and meaning in education were 1.38, 1.14, and 1.23, respectively, while the
corresponding tolerance values were 0.72, 0.87, and 0.81, indicating no multicollinearity among the predictor
variables.

The model fit indices indicated an acceptable fit to the data: 2 = 307.20, df = 164, ¥?/df = 1.87, TLI = 0.91,
IFT = 0.93, CFI = 0.92, NFI = 0.86, and RMSEA = 0.02. Path analysis showed that the direct path from social
hope to academic engagement was statistically significant (f = 0.42, p < 0.001), as was the direct path from
meaning in education to academic engagement (f = 0.61, p < 0.001). The direct path from academic engagement
to academic avoidance was also statistically significant and negative (B = —0.44, p < 0.001). In contrast, the
direct path from social hope to academic avoidance was negative but not statistically significant (f = —0.16, p =
0.118), and the direct path from meaning in education to academic avoidance was also negative and not
statistically significant (p = —0.14, p = 0.373).

Bootstrap analysis with 5,000 resamples showed that the indirect effect of social hope on academic
avoidance through academic engagement was statistically significant (B = —0.21, 95% CI [-0.40, —0.06], p <
0.005). Similarly, the indirect effect of meaning in education on academic avoidance through academic
engagement was statistically significant (f = —0.27, 95% CI [-0.55, —0.07], p < 0.005). Because the direct
effects of social hope and meaning in education on academic avoidance were not statistically significant,
whereas their indirect effects through academic engagement were significant, the findings supported the full
mediating role of academic engagement in these relationships.

The model explained 59% of the variance in academic engagement and 39% of the variance in academic
avoidance, indicating that academic engagement may serve as an important psychological mechanism linking
social and cognitive factors to students’ academic avoidance within the proposed

Social Hope
-0.16

0.42

ecological framework.

Academic
Engagement

Academic
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Education

Figure 1. Research model

Conclusion

This study developed and tested a predictive model of academic avoidance based on academic engagement,
social hope, and meaning in education within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological framework. Structural
equation modeling indicated an acceptable fit of the proposed model, which explained 59% of the variance in
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academic engagement and 39% of the variance in academic avoidance. Social hope and meaning in education
had no significant direct effects on academic avoidance, whereas their indirect effects through academic
engagement were significant, supporting the full mediating role of academic engagement.

The results indicated that academic engagement negatively predicted academic avoidance, corroborating
previous findings by Wang and Fredricks (2015), Virtanen et al. (2021), and Szabo et al. (2024). Academic
engagement is a multidimensional construct that includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions and
helps maintain students’ connectedness to learning while reducing disengagement. Meaning in education and
social hope were both positively and significantly associated with academic engagement. Students who perceive
learning as meaningful and believe that society will provide future opportunities may be more motivated,
emotionally engaged, and persistent in their academic engagement. These findings are consistent with previous
studies (Liu et al., 2023; Azila-Gbettor, 2022; Mulvey et al., 2023), which have supported the motivational and
protective roles of meaning and hope in relation to academic engagement.

Overall, the findings suggest that academic avoidance is a multidimensional construct associated with
cognitive, motivational, and social factors. The results highlight the role of academic engagement as a potential
psychological mechanism linking meaning in education and social hope to lower levels of academic avoidance.
Educational and psychological interventions may therefore focus on enhancing students’ academic engagement
by strengthening the perceived meaning of learning and fostering positive expectations about future social
opportunities. Future studies should replicate the proposed model across diverse educational and cultural
contexts and employ mixed-methods approaches to enhance the generalizability and contextual understanding of
these relationships.

This study had several limitations, including its focus on public schools in Isfahan, the lack of control for
demographic and personality variables, the large number of questionnaire items, and the use of self-report data,
which may limit the generalizability of the findings. In addition, the cross-sectional and correlational design
limits causal interpretation of the observed relationships. Future studies are recommended to examine the
proposed model across diverse educational and cultural contexts using longitudinal or mixed-methods
approaches.

Keywords: Academic Avoidance, Academic Engagement, Meaning of Education, Social Hope.
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