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Foreign language anxiety, enjoyment, and boredom
among Chinese secondary students: a control-
value theory approach
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For decades, studies on learner emotions in foreign language learning have been pre-

dominantly focused on foreign language anxiety, and recent years have witnessed a surge in

the exploration of other positive and negative emotions such as enjoyment and boredom. The

current study aimed to extend this line of inquiry and explored the bidirectional relations

between foreign language achievements and learner emotions through a questionnaire study

among English learners (n= 756) in Chinese senior secondary schools, an understudied

population in foreign language emotion research. Results indicated that the three emotions

were significantly related to each other. Further analyses suggested that anxiety and boredom

were significant predictors of achievements, and that language achievements predicated all

the three emotions. The study confirms the reciprocal relationships between language

achievements and emotions and provides pedagogical implications for language teaching.
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Introduction

The process of foreign language (FL) or second language
(SL) learning is influenced by many learner-internal and
learner-external variables, of which learner emotions play

an essential role (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Horwitz et al.
1986; Li 2021). The positive psychology movement in Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) has inspired research on an array of
emotions which catalyse language learning. Such research has
explored a wide spectrum of language learning emotions, both
positive and negative, and examined their facilitative or debili-
tating role in language learning (Botes et al. 2020a; Derakhshan
2022; Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Horwitz 2017; Li et al. 2023).

Among the emotions examined in the current scholarship,
three emotions, i.e., foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA),
foreign language enjoyment (FLE) and foreign language bore-
dom (FLB), have received the most attention in language
learning (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Horwitz et al. 1986; Li
et al. 2023; Tsang and Dewaele 2023). Previous studies have
revealed the co-existence of the three emotions in FL/SL
learning and further the correlational relationships among them
(Alrabai 2022; Dewaele et al. 2023; Li and Wei 2023; Tsang and
Dewaele 2023). Another important area of investigation in
language emotion research is the relationships between emo-
tions and language learning achievements, as inspired by the
control-value theory (Pekrun et al. 2006; Pekrun and Stephens
2010). Research results tend to demonstrate that FLE and FLCA
were significant predictors of learning achievements and that
achievements predicted the two emotional constructs (Botes
et al. 2020b; Dewaele et al. 2022; Li and Han 2022; Teimouri
et al. 2019; Wang and Li 2022; Zhang 2019). Yet how FLB,
together with FLCA and FLE in one single research design,
predicts and is predicted by learning achievements is less stu-
died (Li and Wei 2023; Zhao et al. 2023).

Furthermore, studies comparing the predictive effects of
language emotions on achievements among various age groups
tend to demonstrate differences (Dewaele and Alfawzan 2018;
Tsang and Dewaele 2023). Dewaele (2021) revealed that
enjoyment and anxiety predicted language proficiency among
university students while for secondary school students, anxiety
was the single predictor and enjoyment did not predict language
achievements. This is supported by Zhang’s (2022) meta-
analysis which indicated that despite the consistent correlation
between anxiety and language achievements among different
age groups, age was found to moderate such a relationship. Such
results imply that different age groups might demonstrate var-
iations in their emotional constellations in language learning. In
spite of this, the majority of emotion studies in language
learning have mainly investigated students at the tertiary level,
with limited attention paid to language learners at other edu-
cational levels, such as primary and secondary levels (Li and
Wei 2023; Tsang and Dewaele 2023).

The subject of English, as with Chinese and math, has
remained a compulsory subject in the secondary education
system in China (Zhang and Bournot-Trites 2021). Given the
importance of English learning in secondary education and the
paucity of empirical studies on language emotions experienced
by secondary school students (Li and Wei 2023; Tsang and
Dewaele 2023), the present study attempts to investigate stu-
dents in Chinese senior secondary schools, and further
examine the bidirectional associations between foreign lan-
guage emotions (i.e., FLCA, FLE, FLB) and academic
achievements. Such explorations could hopefully inform
practitioners engaged in FL/SL teaching, and add to the current
understanding of the links between FL/SL emotions and lan-
guage achievements.

Literature review
Foreign language emotions. The role of emotions in FL or SL
learning has caught scholarly attention when Horwitz et al.
(1986) proposed the concept of foreign language classroom
anxiety (FLCA). It has, since then, dominated research on the
affective dimensions of second or foreign language acquisition
(Horwitz 2010; MacIntyre 2017). However, the introduction of
Positive Psychology has contributed to a flourish of emotions
underlying the complex process of learning a foreign or second
language, such as enjoyment, boredom, shame, guilt, love, and
pride (e.g., Derakhshan 2022; Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Li
2021; Li et al. 2023; MacIntyre et al. 2019; Teimouri 2018).
Among these emotions, anxiety and enjoyment have gained most
scholarly attention in emotional studies in SL/FL learning
(Dewaele et al. 2023; Horwitz 2010;), and boredom, as a newly
emerging emotional construct, has started to gain traction (Li
2021; Li et al. 2023; Tsang and Dewaele 2023).

Foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) was described by
Horwitz et al. (1986) as “a distinct complex of self-perceptions,
beliefs, feelings and behaviours related to classroom learning
arising from the uniqueness of the language learning process” (p.
128). As argued by Horwitz (2017), using an unfamiliar and
flawed new language system would naturally arouse anxious
feelings, which might cause FL learners a series of physical or
psychological symptoms such as sweat and nervousness. Past
research tended to pinpoint the debilitating impact of anxiety on
FL achievements (Horwitz 2010; Horwitz et al. 1986; Shao et al.
2013; Teimouri et al. 2019; Zhang 2019). It has also been revealed
that high levels of FLCA might generate anxious feeling when
learners use the language (MacIntyre et al. 2019), and that higher
language levels are associated with a lower level of FLCA
(Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014).

As the positive counterpart of FLCA, foreign language
enjoyment (FLE) is mainly concerned with the positive emotions
underlying language learning, which is featured with feelings of
“enjoyment, fun, interest, and lack of boredom” during the
learning process (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014, p. 242). FLE was
suggested to unlock potential in the learning of FL, facilitate
learners to produce a joyful psychological atmosphere, broaden
their minds, ease their anxious feelings, and contribute to learning
(Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014). While most scholarly attention
has been paid to the learner-internal and learner-external factors
leading to varying levels of FLE, such as age, FL attitude, teacher
style, and classroom environment (Dewaele et al. 2018; Li et al.
2021), the links between FLE and achievement are under-studied
(Li and Wei 2023; Li et al. 2021). The few existing attempts
tended to demonstrate that enjoyment was correlated with FL
achievement, and that self-perceived language proficiency was
predictive of enjoyment (Dewaele and Alfawzan 2018; Dewaele
et al. 2018).

Foreign language boredom (FLB), an emerging construct in
emotion studies, has been capturing increasing scholarly attention
(Dewaele et al. 2023; Li et al. 2023). Based on interviews with
22 students and 11 English teachers, Li et al. (2023) conceptua-
lised FLB as a negative language learning emotion featured by
negative feelings towards the ongoing activity, such as disengage-
ment, inactivity, dissatisfaction, and impatience. Through ques-
tionnaire study, they further developed and validated the
language learning boredom scale. Even though it has been
suggested that FLB inhibited learning outcomes (Macklem 2015),
relevant research mainly concentrated on its conceptions,
measurement and antecedents (e.g., Li et al. 2023; Pawlak et al.
2020). More research efforts are needed for enhanced under-
standings of this construct.

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03049-7

2 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2024) 11:556 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03049-7



It has been suggested that foreign language learners experience
a number of emotions simultaneously in the language classrooms
(Dewaele et al. 2022; MacIntyre and Gregersen 2012), and that
these emotions are correlated with each other (Alrabai 2022;
Dewaele et al. 2023; Li and Wei 2023; Li et al. 2021; Tsang and
Dewaele 2023). To be specific, FLCA was found to be negatively
related to FLE (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; 2016; Li et al. 2021).
Li and Wei (2023) further added FLB to the study of emotions
and revealed that whereas FLE and FLCA were not significantly
correlated, FLB was negatively correlated with FLE but positively
connected with FLCA. Furthermore, the levels of FLCA, FLE and
FLB might be different among learners at different educational
levels, as revealed in previous studies (De Smet et al. 2018;
Dewaele and Alfawzan 2018; Dewaele et al. 2016; Li et al. 2020).
For instance, Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) suggested that
students in primary schools experienced lower levels of FLE and
FLCA than their counterparts in secondary schools. Given the
predominant focus on university students in language emotion
research and the possible differences in terms of education level,
FL/SL learners at secondary schools deserve scholarly attention
(Li and Wei 2023; Tsang and Dewaele 2023). However, such
efforts are limited and even less attention is paid to secondary
students in China. This study seeks to explore the unique
emotional constellations experienced by students in Chinese
senior secondary schools and inter-relationships among the three
important emotional constructs.

FL emotions and achievements: the control-value theory per-
spective. The control-value theory from educational psychology,
proposed by Pekrun et al. (2006), focuses on achievement emo-
tions. It proposes a three-dimensional model for achievement
emotions, which consists of object focus (activities or learning
outcomes), valence (positive or negative) and activation (deacti-
vation or activation) (Pekrun and Stephens 2010). Under this
model, FLCA is a negative, activating emotion related to FL
learning outcomes. FLE and FLB are both activity-related, but the
former is positive and activating whereas the latter negative and
deactivating.

Further, the control-value theory posits the reciprocal relations
between learning achievements and emotions (Pekrun et al. 2007;
Pekrun and Stephens 2010). To be specific, emotions and learning
achievements are mutually caused by one another. Achievement
emotions, acting on students’ cognitive resources and other social
resources, impact their learning achievements while achievements
serve as important factors of the learning environment, thereby
instigating students’ emotions (Pekrun et al. 2007; Pekrun and
Stephens 2010).

Under this theoretical background, the predictive role of
emotions on FL learning has been confirmed in past studies. As
the earliest studied emotion, anxiety was deemed as “highly
detrimental to the learning process” (MacIntyre 2017, p.150).
Several meta-analytic studies pointed to the negative associations
between FLCA and learning achievements (Botes et al. 2020a;
Zhang 2019). Studies have also added FLE in this line of inquiry
(e.g. Dewaele and Alfawzan 2018; Dewaele et al. 2023; Wang and
Li 2022; Jiang and Dewaele 2019). For example, Dewaele and
MacIntyre (2014), drawing on a sample of 1746 international
language learners, found that perceived language proficiency was
positively correlated with enjoyment, but negatively with anxiety.

Similarly, the links between achievements and FL emotions
have also been examined. Jiang and Dewaele (2019), based on a
mixed-methods study on Chinese university students, found that
English test results were positively related to FLE (r= 0.50) and
negatively to FLCA (r= 0.40). Further regression analysis
indicated that language achievements predicted both enjoyment

and anxiety, and that the effect size of achievements was larger for
FLE (47.9%) than for FLCA (35.6%). Li et al. (2020) conducted a
mixed-methods study to investigate links between language
proficiency and emotions among Chinese senior secondary
students. Quantitative analysis showed that both FLCA and
FLE predicted perceived language proficiency and test results, and
the qualitative data suggested that achievements, usually reflected
in test results, impacted on students’ enjoyment and anxiety,
which lent support to the bidirectionality of emotions and
learning achievements (Botes et al. 2020b; Dewaele et al. 2022; Li
and Han 2022; Pekrun and Stephens 2010).

Scholarly inquiries into the bidirectionality of foreign language
emotions and achievements have been mostly concerned with two
emotional constructs: enjoyment and anxiety (i.e., Jiang and
Dewaele 2019; Li et al. 2020). Relatively limited attention has been
paid to how boredom, an emerging emotional construct in FL/SL
learning, together with FLE and FLCA, jointly predicts and is
predicted by learning achievement. Li and Wei (2023) explored the
joint predictive effects of anxiety, enjoyment, and boredom on
language achievements among junior secondary students in China.
They found that all three emotions independently predicted
achievements and that when combined, FLE was the most enduring
and strongest predictor of foreign language achievement. Similarly,
Li and Han (2022) found that all three emotions independently
predicted learning outcomes in the online setting. Slightly different
from the two studies, in their international samples, Dewaele et al.
(2023) found that different from enjoyment or boredom, only
anxiety significantly predicted language achievements.

Despite the above studies, research into the three emotions in
English language learning has been largely focused on the predictive
effects of emotions on language achievements (e.g. Dewaele and
Alfawzan 2018; Li and Wei 2023; Li and Han 2022; Wang and Li
2022; Zhang 2019). The reverse loop, i.e., the predictive effect of
achievements on emotions is limited (Tsang and Dewaele 2023; Zhao
et al. 2023). Even less attention has been paid to the examination of
the bidirectional relations between language achievements and
emotions. The current research seeks to fill this gap.

Further, Dewaele (2021) has suggested that the predictive
effects of emotions on language achievements might differ
between different student groups, as shown in his comparison
between secondary and tertiary students. Similarly, Zhang (2022)
suggested that different academic levels (i.e., primary, secondary
and tertiary) could potentially moderate such predictive correla-
tions. Given that existing studies on foreign language emotions
have been predominantly focused on tertiary-level students (Li
and Wei 2023; Tsang and Dewaele, 2023), students at secondary
and primary levels have received insufficient scholarly attention.
Tsang and Dewaele (2023) explored foreign language emotions
among a group of primary students while Li and Wei (2023), and
Ma et al. (2023) focused on junior secondary students in China.
However, an equally important student group, senior secondary
students, both from rural and urban areas, also deserves scholarly
attention. The few limited studies concerning Chinese senior
secondary students (Dewaele and Li 2022; Li et al. 2020) failed to
include the emotion of boredom and did not explore the
bidirectional relations between emotions and achievements. The
current study, thus, attempts to fill these important lacunas.

To address the above-mentioned research gaps, the following
research questions were formulated:

1. What are the profiles of FLCA, FLE and FLB among senior
secondary students in China?

2. What are the effects of FLCA, FLE and FLB on FL
achievements?

3. What are the effects of FL achievements on FLCA, FLE
and FLB?
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Methodology
The current study, informed by the control-value theory,
attempted to explore the bidirectional relations between foreign
language achievements and emotions. It examined the associa-
tions between the three important foreign language emotions (i.e.,
FLCA, FLE, FLB) and academic achievements among a group of
Chinese secondary students. To this end, a quantitative research
approach was adopted.

Participants and context. English language learning has been
gaining momentum in China since the 1980s as with the coun-
try’s opening-up policy. It has been stipulated by the government
as a compulsory course from Grade Three in primary schools,
through the entire six years in secondary education, to tertiary
education (Zhang and Bournot-Trites 2021). In terms of sec-
ondary education, the vast majority of students have to study
English as one of the main subjects for six years (three years in
junior school and three in senior school). The English subject is
especially important in senior secondary schools given that it is
one of the three main courses (the other two being Chinese and
maths), and that English achievements could, to a large extent,
determine students’ future choice of universities. At the end of
their senior secondary education, students will take an English
language test, which is part of the National College Entrance
Examination (also known as “gaokao”), in order to be admitted
into universities (Zhang and Bournot-Trites 2021). However,
despite the pivotal role of English learning in senior secondary
education, the current scholarship concerning learner emotions
in language learning has been predominantly focused on students
at the tertiary level, while such a large group of secondary learners
are neglected. Hence, the current study focuses on senior sec-
ondary students in China.

To locate participants for the study, we adopted the
convenience sampling strategy. In order to investigate students
with a diversity of backgrounds such as region, school level, socio-
economic status, and gender, we approached students who had
recently enroled at the university where the first author was
based. These students had recently completed high school and
were in the first two weeks of university life, which was the
orientation stage of the campus facilities, learning environment
and courses. We asked them, on a voluntary basis, to fill in the
questionnaire and reflect on their experiences of English learning
in senior secondary schools and their learning achievements as
represented by the scores of the English subject in the College
Entrance Examination, which is also referred to as NMET
(National Matriculation English Test) (Liu 2010). It should be
mentioned here that out of the several versions of test papers for
NMET, which are different in question types, difficulty levels and
contents by province, we chose Version B, which was widely used
in the central regions of China, such as Shaanxi Province, Henan
Province, Shanxi Province, and Anhui Province. (Chang 2022).
This means that students in these provinces took the same test,
which ensures uniformity in tests and learning achievements
analysis. In response, we asked students who took the version B
test paper to fill out the questionnaire.

A total of 780 students participated in the questionnaire study
and provided complete responses. However, 16 students did not
take the NMET and another 8 took the test in previous years,
making their responses invalid. Accordingly, for the present
study, the total sample consisted of 756 participants. A total of
539 (71.3%) participants were males and the remaining 217
(28.7%) were females. The mean age of the participants was 18.26
(SD= 0.553), ranging from 18 to 24. Among them, around 6.9%
(52/756) were students of the humanities subjects in high school
and the rest (704/756), occupying around 93.1% were science

students. Regarding overseas experiences, the overwhelming
majority of students (around 95.6%) had not studied or travelled
in overseas countries. The onset age of English learning ranged
from 3 to 15, averaging 8.62 years old, which was about the age
when most primary students start year 3. On average, they had
studied English for around 9.4 years upon graduation from senior
high school. 145 (19.2%) students came from rural areas whereas
the remaining 611 (80.8%) came from urban areas. Lastly, we
collected students’ English scores on the 2022 NEMT; out of the
full score 150, the average score was 123.27 (SD= 11.81), ranging
from 78 to 146.

Instruments. The composite questionnaire began with respon-
dents’ background information, including gender, age, division of
humanities or science, overseas experience, onset age of English
learning, socio-economic status, and scores on the NMET. This
was followed by scales measuring students’ foreign language
anxiety, enjoyment, and boredom. The questionnaire items were
written in Chinese, the participants’ native language.

Foreign language classroom anxiety. To examine anxiety, the
present study adopted the shortened version of the FLCA scale,
which was proposed by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014), and later
validated by Botes et al. (2022) with a sample of 370 foreign
language learners. They further found that the scale was valid
across age, gender, and L1 groups. The scale was also used to
investigate undergraduate students’ anxiety in the Chinese con-
text (Jiang and Dewaele 2019). Responses were measured on a
five-point Likert scales from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”. In the current study, the reliability of the scale reached a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.88. Further, exploratory factor
analysis suggested strong construct validity of the instrument,
with loadings of items ranging from 0.581 to 0.827, indicating
that each item was strongly associated with the construct.

Foreign language enjoyment. The FLE scale for the present study
adopted the Chinese version of the foreign language enjoyment
scale (CFLES) (Li et al. 2018), which was a modified version of the
Foreign Language Enjoyment scale developed by Dewaele and
MacIntyre (2014). The CELES was confirmed and validated
among 1,718 senior secondary school students in China (Li et al.
2018). The scale included 11 items and 3 factors, namely FLE-
Private, FLE-Teacher, and FLE-Atmosphere. Responses were
elicited on a five-point Likert scales from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree”. For the present study, the scale reached a
satisfactory reliability level, with Cronbach’s alpha value being
0.86. The factor analysis result revealed that item loadings ranged
from 0.589 to 0.912, which indicated strong validity of the
construct.

Foreign language boredom. An 8-item scale measuring foreign
language classroom boredom was adopted for the current study,
which was a subscale of the larger foreign language boredom scale
(Li et al. 2023). As our research focus was on the foreign language
class, we did not use the entire scale. A five-point Likert scale was
used to measure classroom boredom from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree”. The scale for the present research reached a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.95. This scale also demonstrated
strong construct validity, with factor loadings ranging from 0.643
to 0.878.

Procedure. To collect the questionnaire data, we first approached
students who were in their first two weeks of the university where
the study took place. This is a more convenient and economical
way to access students with a variety of socio-economic
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backgrounds, and geographical locations. As these students fin-
ished their National College Entrance Examination upon high
school graduation no more than three months ago, they were able
to reflect on their high school learning experiences.

We asked for permission from 14 English instructors to
distribute the questionnaire in class when they first met their
students. At the beginning, the researchers or the English
instructors explained to the students the aim of the study, the
sampling criteria, and data confidentiality. Following this, they
invited students who took the Version B of the NMET to
participate. An item in the questionnaire was designed to double
check this information. The questionnaire was distributed
through https://www.wjx.cn/, the Chinese version of SurveyMon-
key. A consent mechanism was designed to ensure voluntary
participation. To achieve this, the first window of the electronic
questionnaire contained an information statement, “By entering
the questionnaire, I have read the information provided and agree
to participate.”

Data analysis. After the questionnaires were collected, we
exported the responses through the online platform. Both authors
double checked the accuracy during the exportation process.
Prior to data analysis, we first removed outliers and incomplete
responses. The first stage of the analysis was descriptive analysis
conducted by SPSS (Version 26.0), which consisted of calcula-
tions of means and standard deviations, and normality tests.
Secondly, we conducted correlation analyses to see whether the
three emotional constructs in the study were related to one
another. Next, we did a correlation test to determine whether the
three emotional constructs were linked with language achieve-
ments. Once the correlational relationship (medium to strong)
was established, we ran a standard multiple regression to analyse
whether foreign language emotions predicted language achieve-
ments, and whether language achievements predicted emotions.
Procedures conducted in the software were carefully checked
between the two authors for accuracy and reliability.

Results
Foreign language emotions among students. Before reporting
results in accordance with the research questions, we conducted
preliminary analyses to calculate means, standard deviations, and
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the scales. The results showed
that the skewness and kurtosis indicators for the observed vari-
ables fell within ±2, demonstrating normal distribution of the
scales (Curran et al. 1996). Further, the alpha coefficients, with
values well above 0.70 (Hair et al. 2019), demonstrate good
internal reliability of each emotional construct (see Table 1).

Table 1 also presents other descriptive statistics of the three
emotions under study, including mean scores and standard
deviations on a five-Likert point scale (from “strongly disagree to
strongly agree”). It is indicated that EFL students in Chinese
senior secondary schools reported a moderate level of foreign
language anxiety (M= 3.37). Compared with FLCA, they
reported a lower level of boredom (M= 2.70), which means that

students’ perception of anxiety was higher than that of boredom.
However, it seems that they quite enjoyed their English classes,
with a mean value of 3.49.

To further explore possible relationships among the three
emotions, we did Pearson correlation analyses and the correlation
coefficients are shown in Table 2. It is suggested in the table that
all the three emotions were correlated with one another, with p
value less than 0.01. To be specific, anxiety was negatively related
to enjoyment, but positively related to boredom. Additionally,
enjoyment was negatively related to boredom, with a correlation
coefficient close to 0.6. This implies that anxious high school
students were more likely to feel bored in class and did not really
enjoy the class, and that less enjoyment in the class was linked to
heightened feelings of boredom.

Predictive effects of emotions on FL achievement. Our second
research question attempts to explore whether and to what extent
the three emotions, FLCA, FLE, and FLB predicts learning
achievements. As shown in Table 1, with regards to foreign
language achievements, as represented by the scores of the 2022
NMET, students in our sample achieved a mean score of 123.27
out of 150. The skewness and kurtosis indicators for this variable
demonstrate a normal distribution (Curran et al. 1996). Pearson
correlation coefficients, as indicated in Table 2, show that foreign
language achievements were related to all the three emotions
(p < 0.01). Following this, to examine possible causal links
between foreign language emotions and achievements, we con-
ducted a multiple regression analysis with the three emotions as
independent variables and achievements as the dependent vari-
able. The results, as demonstrated in Table 3, showed that FLCA
(t=−3.837, p < 0.01) and FLB (t=−3.863, p < 0.01) were sig-
nificant predictors of foreign language achievements. However,
FLE was not identified as a significant predictor, with the p value
above 0.01. This indicates that students who demonstrate higher
levels of anxiety and boredom tend to obtain lower scores in
examinations. But students who enjoy English language learning
in high school do not necessarily achieve better than those who
do not.

Predictive effects of FL achievements on emotions. Our third
question examines whether and to what extent learning
achievements predict the three emotions, FLCA, FLE, and FLB.
So we also ran regression analyses to explore whether foreign
language achievements predicted learner emotions. As is

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the main variables.

Variable M SD Min Max Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s alpha

FLCA 3.37 0.84 1.00 5.00 −0.372 −0.219 0.88
FLE 3.49 0.62 1.00 5.00 −0.404 1.323 0.86
FLB 2.70 0.97 1.00 5.00 0.414 −0.300 0.95
Achievements 123.27 11.81 78 146 −1.025 1.236 NA

Table 2 Correlations for the main variables.

Variable 1 2 3 4

1. FLCA – −0.343** 0.402** −0.229**
2. FLE – −0.586** 0.187**
3. FLB – −0.253**
4. Achievements –

**p < 0.01.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03049-7 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2024) 11:556 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-024-03049-7 5

https://www.wjx.cn/


indicated in Table 4, the language achievement was identified as a
significant predictor of FLCA (t=−6.468, p < 0.01), FLE
(t= 5.240, p < 0.01), and FLB (t=−7.172, p < 0.01). The result
indicates that satisfactory achievements in examination lead to
lower levels of anxiety and boredom, but higher levels of
enjoyment.

Discussion
The present study attempted to explore foreign language emo-
tions, including anxiety, enjoyment, and boredom among senior
secondary students in China. We further examined the bidir-
ectionality between foreign language achievements and emotions,
i.e., the predictive effects of emotions on achievements and the
predictive effects of achievements on emotions. Our first research
question aims to investigate levels of FLCA, FLE, and FLB among
students. It was found that students in Chinese senior secondary
students exhibited moderate levels of foreign language anxiety
and enjoyment, and a relatively low level of boredom. This result
lends support to the viewpoint that positive and negative emo-
tions co-exist in the language learning process, and that the
presence of one emotion does not necessitate the absence of
others (MacIntyre and Gregersen 2012). The emotional profiles in
our study were similar to those in primary schools in Hong Kong
(Tsang and Dewaele 2023), junior secondary schools in the
Chinese mainland (Li and Wei 2023; Ma et al. 2023), and Chinese
university students (Li and Han 2022). The moderate level of
anxiety was also experienced by students in South Korea’s sec-
ondary schools (Jeong and Kim 2010; Kang and Kim 2017), and
Japanese universities (Kitano 2001). Comparatively, our study
focused on senior secondary students, which serves as a necessary
addition to the argument that a constellation of emotions co-
exists among learners across educational stages and learning
contexts. The relatively moderate levels of anxiety and enjoyment
across secondary and tertiary education might be due to the
exam-oriented language learning culture in China where students
are constantly under the pressure of taking exams, expose
themselves to teacher-centred classrooms, and follow rigid course
schedules.

We have also probed into the relationships among the three
emotions. Our results indicate that the three emotions were sig-
nificantly related to each other. Specifically, FLE was negatively
related to FLCA and FLB, and FLCA was positively linked with
FLB. The highest correlational coefficient (r= 0.586) was found
between FLCA and FLB. The negative correlation between FLCA
and FLE, and the positive correlation between FLCA and FLB
were also found in previous studies, which explored student
populations at universities, junior secondary schools and primary
schools in China (Li and Han 2022; Li and Wei 2023; Jiang and
Dewaele 2019; Ma et al. 2023; Tsang and Dewaele 2023; Wei et al.
2019) as well as in other sociocultural contexts (Alrabai 2022;
Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Dewaele et al. 2023; Zhao et al.
2023). The current study, through investigating Chinese senior
secondary students, confirms the interrelationships among for-
eign language emotions. It is natural that boredom leads to less
engagement in teaching activities and that joyful feelings relieves
negative emotional dispositions (Fredrickson 2003; Li and

Dewaele 2021; Li and Wei 2023; Ma et al. 2023). Our results,
through empirical research, demonstrates that, as with other
language learning contexts, Chinese secondary students also
experience a constellation of emotions in language learning, and
that the presence of one does not necessarily mean the lack of
another (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014; Jiang and Dewaele 2019;
Li and Wei 2023; MacIntyre and Gregersen 2012).

The second research question taps into the causal influence of
foreign language emotions and achievements. Analysis results
suggest that FLCA and FLB were significant predictors of foreign
language achievements; however, FLE was not identified as a
significant predictor of achievements. The predictive power of
FLCA on achievements was well established in previous studies
(e.g., Botes et al. 2020a; Dewaele and Li 2022), which was also
confirmed in the present study. Similarly, the negative effect of
FLB on achievements found in the present study was also con-
firmed in previous studies, such as those focusing on Chinese
junior middle school students (Li and Wei 2023; Ma et al. 2023),
university students (Li and Han 2022) and primary school stu-
dents in China (Tsang and Dewaele 2023). The positive effect of
FLE on language achievements was not found in our sample,
which also occurred in Dewaele et al.’s (2023) study on the effect
of the three emotions on achievements among a group of inter-
national FL learners. Previous studies have identified FLE as the
strongest predictor for language proficiency among younger
learners, such as junior secondary students (Li and Wei 2023) and
primary school students (Tsang and Dewaele 2023). Yet other
studies, such as Li and Han (2022) on Chinese university stu-
dents, and Dewaele et al. (2022) on English learners in Turkey,
seem to suggest that rather than FLE, FLCA was the single pre-
dictor of language proficiency. These mixed findings indicate that
the emotion-proficiency relationship might not be linear across
different student groups, but much dependent on the specific
context. One possible reason for our finding seems to be the
exam-oriented culture in Chinese high schools where teachers
and students give high priority to scores on English exams instead
of the learning process (Zhang and Bournot-Trites 2021). This
excessive emphasis on exam scores and the repetitive grammar
drills would exhaust students and add to their anxious feelings. In
addition, the emotion-proficiency relationship could also be due
to other variables that were not controlled in the study despite
that we have controlled many variables such as age, L1, and
achievement measurement. It is, thus, important to investigate
“L2 populations with different levels of SES” in future studies in
order to better understand the role of emotions (Li and Wei 2023,
p.106). More studies, are thus needed to explore other learning
contexts to further examine the predictive role of FLE on
achievements.

Our last research question aims to explore the causal influence
of language achievements on emotions. The result indicates that
the language achievement was a significant predictor of the three
emotions, i.e., FLCA, FLB and FLE. The predictive power of
achievements on FLE and FLCA was also confirmed by previous
studies on English learners in China (Li et al. 2020; Dewaele and
Li 2022) and on learners studying a number of foreign languages
with diverse native languages (Botes et al. 2020b). This indicates
consistency in the predictive effects of achievements on FLCA

Table 3 Regression analysis with emotions as predictors of
achievements.

Predictor Adjusted R2 Coefficient (β) p t VIF

FLCA 0.080 -2.086 0.00 -3.837 1.218
FLE 0.683 0.41 0.817 1.557
FLB -2.105 0.00 -3.863 1.637

Table 4 Multiple regression analyses with achievements as
predictors of emotions.

Dependent variable Adjusted R2 Coefficient (β) p t

FLCA 0.051 −0.016 0.00 −6.468
FLE 0.035 0.010 0.00 5.240
FLB 0.064 −0.021 0.00 −7.172
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and FLE across educational stages, target languages and learning
contexts. Yet the effect of achievements on FLB needs more
empirical investigations and the current research adds to the
scholarly understanding by showing that language achievements
can exert predictive influence on FLB. The result is not surprising
given that the Chinese education is featured with the exam-
oriented learning culture, which places great emphasis on exam
results and learning outcomes. The same is true for language
learning in senior secondary school, especially the participants in
our study, who needed to take the College Entrance Examination,
which could, to a large extent, change their life. It is not unex-
pected that in this learning culture high achievers in language
learning, in comparison with low achievement learners, would
experience higher levels of enjoyment and feel less anxious feel-
ings and boredom (Clément et al. 1980; Dewaele and MacIntyre
2014; Kissau 2006).

The mutual predictive relations between emotions and lan-
guage achievements demonstrated in the study support the
bidirectionality between foreign language emotions and achieve-
ments and further the control-value theory (Dewaele and Li 2022;
Gardner 1985; Li et al. 2020; Pekrun and Stephens 2010). Much
research has explored the causal relations between FLCA and FL
achievement (Botes et al. 2020a; Teimouri et al. 2019). A few
studies have also examined how FLE and FLB predicted FL
achievements (Dewaele et al. 2023; Li and Wei 2023). However,
the reciprocal relationships between the three emotions (i.e.,
FLCA, FLE, FLB) and language achievements is under-studied.
The current study, to the best of our knowledge, is the first to
examine how FLCA, FLE and FLB jointly predict achievements
and how achievements can be a predictor of the three emotions.
Moreover, most language emotion studies are concerned with
EFL university students. Our study focuses on the less-researched
student group, i.e., senior secondary students. Results regarding
this population could yield new insights into FL emotions. Thus,
the current study could be a necessary understanding of the
bidirectional relationships between emotions and achievements
posited by the control-value theory (Pekrun et al. 2006).

The study is not without limitations. Firstly, the current
research was situated in the Chinese secondary education context,
featured by a typical exam-oriented institutional setting and fierce
competition for tertiary education admission. Even though we
have demonstrated the reciprocal relations between language
learning achievements and emotions, it is important for future
research endeavours to explore whether and how such relation-
ships exist in other instructional situations. Such investigations
would hopefully shed light on the applicability of the control-
value theory in diverse contexts. Secondly, the language emotions
under study were limited to FLCA, FLE and FLB. As the control-
value theory posits, a variety of emotions, both positive (e.g.,
excitement, pride, hope) and negative (e.g., guilt, shame), exert
influence on the language learning process and outcomes
(Dewaele et al. 2019; Pekrun et al. 2006; Teimouri et al. 2022).
These under-studied emotions could be added to the research
agenda of future studies into the relations between foreign lan-
guage emotions and achievements. Given the specificity of the
institutional context in our study, it is also suggested that future
research could explore possible variations in the constellation of
emotions felt by foreign language learners in various educational
settings. Thirdly, due to practical constraints, the sample in our
study fails to arrive at a balance between science and humanities
students, and between both genders. It is necessary for future
studies to control the variable of gender and the division of
subjects in order to gain a better understanding of emotions
among secondary students. Lastly, in an attempt to include par-
ticipants with diverse backgrounds in terms of region, school, and
socioeconomic status, we approached students upon their initial

arrival at the university, prior to the commencement of academic
studies. Despite our best efforts to gain access to students who
had just finished the NMET, we eventually managed to approach
students who came into the university within the first two weeks
in view of sampling convenience and efficiency, and prompted
them to reflect on their high school language learning experi-
ences. Nevertheless, for prospective research endeavours, an
optimal approach would involve investigating students who have
recently completed high school and undergone the College
Entrance Examination, signifying the culmination of their sec-
ondary education.

Conclusion and implications
The current study explored foreign language anxiety, enjoyment
and boredom and their connections with language achievements
among a group of 798 English learners in Chinese senior sec-
ondary schools. The results indicated that students generally
exhibited moderate levels of anxiety and enjoyment, and a rela-
tively lower level of boredom, and that the three emotions were
significantly related to each other. Further analyses suggested that
anxiety and boredom were significant predictors of achievements,
and that language achievements predicated all the three emotions.

Our findings point to the important role learner emotions play
in foreign language learning. It is indicated that efforts to alleviate
students’ anxiety, boost enjoyment, and make the class interesting
are needed for teachers aiming at productive and successful
teaching activities. The significant predictive power of negative
emotions (i.e., anxiety and boredom) suggests that teachers still
need to attend to learners’ negative feelings or actions in class.
Specifically, it is recommended that teachers could design intri-
guing course contents, implement intriguing activities in the
classroom and offer sufficient chances of interaction to ease
students’ boredom (Li and Wei 2023). They are also encouraged
to show understanding, empathy and support in and out of class
to relieve possible negative feelings of students, and to create a
favourable learning environment (Dewaele and MacIntyre 2014).
In addition, in many areas around the world, senior secondary
students have to achieve high scores on the English exam in order
to be admitted to their dream universities. This necessitates
repeated mock exams in their high school curriculum. In this
case, secondary school instructors, especially those in exam-
oriented learning cultures, are suggested to be heedful of the
possible impact of test scores on students’ emotional experiences
during language learning. They may take extra care to encourage
low achievers in exams, who might demonstrate negative feelings
and hamper their learning efforts as a result. Lastly, as argued by
the positive psychologists in second language learning (Dewaele
and MacIntyre 2014; MacIntyre and Gregersen 2012), language
teachers also need to adopt a holistic view of student emotions
and endeavour to build emotional strength and promote posi-
tivity in their teaching process.

Data availability
All data generated or analysed during this study are included in
this published article in the supplementary file.
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