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Abstract: Boredom, as a commonly experienced negative, deactivating achievement emotion, is significantly 

correlated with the key indicators of academic and well-being outcomes. However, compared with enjoyment and 

anxiety, boredom in the field of English as a foreign language (EFL), especially the mediating mechanism of boredom 

on academic performance, still remains relatively unexplored. This study aimed to test whether academic 

engagement mediated the relationship between boredom and academic achievement in the EFL setting. Data were 

collected from 535 Chinese EFL secondary school students. Structural equation model (SEM) was used to analyze 

the data. The findings showed that boredom negatively predicted EFL achievement and academic engagement 

mediated the relation between boredom and EFL achievement. Limitations and implications are discussed.  
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1. Introduction  

Boredom is a kind of negative, deactivating, outcome-related achievement emotion that negatively affects 

academic performance (Daniels et al., 2015; C. Li & Li, 2022; Tze et al., 2016). Based on the control-value theory of 

achievement emotions, researchers have expanded their understanding and research scope of achievement emotions 

(Kang et al., 2021; Kang & Wu, 2021; C. Li et al., 2020; Pekrun, 2006). Precisely, researchers’ exploration of 

achievement emotions is no longer limited to enjoyment and anxiety. Other achievement emotions, including 

boredom, have also begun to enter the researchers’ horizons (Kruk et al., 2021). However, most of the existing 

studies have been carried out in the Western context, and few studies have focused on the boredom of Chinese 

secondary school students and its impact on EFL achievement. Also, the mechanism of bored EFL achievement 

directly or indirectly through the mediator of academic engagement. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Academic Boredom and EFL Achievement  

Boredom refers to a destructive feeling that negatively affects an individual’s accomplishment. As a kind of 

achievement emotion, boredom can also be described from three dimensions: valence, activation, and object focus. 

In terms of valence, achievement emotions can be divided into two categories: positive emotions (e.g., enjoyment) 

and negative emotions (e.g., boredom). Regarding activation, achievement emotions can be classified as activating 

emotions, including enjoyment, hope, and pride, which would trigger students’ physiological response to learning 

tasks. On the contrary, deactivating emotions such as boredom might decrease an individual’s enthusiasm for 

learning (e.g., Pekrun & Stephens, 2010; Shao et al., 2020). Concerning object focus, achievement emotions are 

either activity-related (e.g., boredom) or outcome-related (e.g., hope, anxiety). Therefore, boredom is seen as a 

negative, deactivating, activity-related emotion (Pekrun et al., 2007), and it could be speculated that boredom harms 

academic performance. 
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Building on the control-value theory (Pekrun, 2006), a group of empirical studies have explored the 

relationship between boredom and academic achievement and found that boredom is negatively correlated with 

academic achievement (e.g., Pawlak et al., 2020; Pekrun et al., 2014; Tze et al., 2016; Xie, 2021). For example, 

Pawlak et al., (2020) documented that boredom in English language classes was negatively correlated with English 

achievement and low-achievers were more likely to experience boredom in a sample of 107 Polish English majors. A 

meta-analysis by Tze et al., (2016) focusing on the relationship between boredom and academic outcomes conducted 

in academic settings found that academic boredom had significant adverse effects on academic motivation, study 

strategies, behaviours, and achievement, and boredom experienced in class was more destructive than boredom 

experienced while studying. 

Existing studies on the correlation between academic boredom and achievement provide a theoretical 

framework for the present study. However, at least three limitations in existing studies need further exploration. 

First, the correlational design of the previous studies did not reveal the complex mechanism between boredom and 

academic achievement (e.g., Eren & Coskun, 2016; Macklem, 2018). Second, the causal relationship between 

boredom and academic achievement has been inconsistent (Pekrun et al., 2014). Third, the existing studies were 

predominantly conducted in the Western contexts, and less attention has been paid to the boredom in EFL learning 

of Chinese secondary school students. To address these limitations, the present study aimed to examine the 

relationship between boredom and academic achievement as well as the mediating effect of academic engagement 

between these two variables in a sample of 535 Chinese EFL secondary school students. 

 

2.2 The Mediating Role of Academic Engagement Underpinning the Relationship Between 

Academic Boredom and EFL Achievement 

Academic engagement refers to students’ active involvement in learning tasks (Reeve, 2013). The 

multifaceted nature of academic engagement manifests that academic engagement consists of three components: 

behavioural engagement, emotional engagement, and cognitive engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004; Sinatra et al., 

2015). Behavioural engagement concerns the involvement aspect, particularly students’ involvement in academic, 

social, or extracurricular activities. The emotional engagement draws on students’ positive or negative reactions to 

academics, school, and significant others such as teachers and peers. Meanwhile, cognitive engagement deals with 

students’ investment in thoughtfulness and willingness to comprehend complex concepts and master difficult skills. 

These three dimensions of academic engagement were closely related to academic outcomes (Kang & Wu, 2022; 

Lei et al., 2018), interactive behaviours (Dao & Sato, 2021), and self-regulated learning (Li & Lajoie, 2021). Therefore, 

it can be inferred that academic engagement would influence students’ learning strategies, interpersonal 

relationships, and academic outcomes. 

Previous studies have verified the correlation between academic boredom and academic engagement (e.g., 

Dewaele & Li, 2021; Macklem, 2018; Tze et al., 2014). For example, Dewaele and Li (2021) examined the mediation 

effects of boredom and enjoyment between teacher enthusiasm and socio-behavior learning engagement and found 

that boredom was significantly correlated with student engagement in a sample of 2002 Chinese university EFL 

learners.  Furthermore, the correlation between academic engagement and achievement has also been widely 

confirmed (Barnett et al., 2020; Everingham et al., 2017; Lee, 2014; Martínez et al., 2019). For example, in samples 

of 389 Spanish and 243 Portuguese undergraduate students, academic engagement has been shown to positively 

predict academic achievement (Martínez et al., 2019). To sum up, boredom can influence academic engagement, 

and academic engagement also exerts an impact on academic performance. Therefore, we can hypothesise that 

boredom might affect academic performance via the mediator of academic engagement. 

 

2.3 Aims and Hypotheses of the Present Study 

The present study aimed to examine the mediating mechanism between academic boredom and achievement 

in a sample of Chinese secondary EFL learners. Pawlak et al. (2020) argued that academic boredom is one of the 

most commonly experienced emotions in EFL learning settings. The negative influence of academic boredom on EFL 

achievement has also been confirmed in the existing studies (e.g., Li et al., 2021; Li & Li, 2022). Therefore, it is of 
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significance to explore the possible mediator between academic boredom and EFL achievement to uncover how 

boredom affects EFL achievement. To be specific, this study aimed to examine the following two hypotheses. 

Hypothese 1: Academic boredom has a negative influence on EFL achievement. 

Hypothese 2: Academic engagement mediates the association between academic boredom and EFL 

achievement.  

 

3. Method  

3.1 Participants and Procedure 

A total of 535 seventh grade (N = 222) and eighth grade (N= 313) EFL learners from one secondary school 

in Kunming City, China, participated in the present survey. The mean age of participants was 13.66 years (SD = 

0.62), with 53.1% males and 46.9% females. As far as the socio-economic status was concerned, most participants 

came from middle-class families. The questionnaires were administered in pencil-and-paper format in the classroom. 

Consents were obtained from the students, teachers, and principals before answering the questionnaire. Only data 

from students who have submitted written consent will be analyzed.  

 

3.2 Measures 

Foreign Language Learning Boredom  

Foreign language learning boredom was measured by the scmale adapted from the Achievement Emotions 

Questionnaire (AEQ) (Pekrun et al., 2011). This study explored boredom in the classroom setting, therefore, the five 

classroom-related items were adopted and adapted from the AEQ to measure students’ boredom experienced in the 

EFL classroom (e.g., “I feel boredom in English class”). These five items were rated using a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The higher the score is, the higher the boredom level is in 

the EFL class. In this study, the internal consistency of the boredom subscale was good for Cronbach’s  equals to 

0.87. In the SEM analysis, foreign language learning boredom was regarded as a latent variable. 

 

Foreign Language Engagement 

Foreign language engagement was measured by four items adapted from the Engagement and Disaffection 

Scale (Skinner et al., 2009). The four-item foreign language engagement subscale was applied to measure students’ 

involvement in the EFL classroom (e.g., “I try very hard in EFL learning”). The foreign language engagement scale 

was rated on a five-point Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The higher the score, the 

higher the students’ engagement in the EFL classroom. This scale had good internal consistency with Cronbach’s  

= 0.88. Foreign language engagement in the present study was treated as a latent variable in SEM analysis. 

 

Foreign Language Achievement 

Students’ final English course exam scores were collected to represent their foreign language achievement. 

The examination paper was developed by the municipal education bureau and was graded by the English teachers. 

The full score of the examination paper is 120 points, and the higher the score, the higher the student’s foreign 

language achievement. Foreign language achievement was treated as an observed variable. 

 

Covariate 

The present study aimed to examine the mediating effect of academic engagement between boredom and 

academic achievement in the EFL setting. However, previous studies demonstrated gender differences in academic 

engagement (e.g., Abulela & Bart, 2021; Kessels et al., 2014). Therefore, gender was treated as the covariate while 

the mediating relationship between boredom, academic engagement, and EFL achievement was explored. 
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3.3 Data analysis  

Data were analyzed in three stages using latent structural equation modelling with Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & 

Muthén, 1998-2019). First, descriptive statistics and correlations between the studied variables were calculated. 

Second, confirmatory was used to test the properties of the proposed measurement model consisting of latent 

variables of boredom and academic engagement. Third, SEM was conducted to test the structural relations in the 

hypothesized model. Fourth, we implemented the bootstrap procedure with 5000 re-samples to test indirect effects, 

constructing 95% bias-corrected and accelerated (BCa) confidence intervals (CI). The indirect effect is significant if 

zero is not included in the BCa 95% CI.  

The maximum likelihood (ML) estimation was used to estimate parameters, and model fit was good for all 

latent constructs based on traditional cutoff criteria indicative of excellent and adequate fit, respectively: (a) 

comparative fit index (CFI) and Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) ≥ 0.95 and ≥0.90, respectively; (b) root mean square 

error of approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.06 and ≤0.08; and (c) standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) ≤ 0.08 

and ≤0.10 (Chen, 2007; Hu & Bentler, 1999).  

 

4. Results  

4.1 Preliminary Analysis 

Table 1 shows means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, reliability, and the relationship between study 

variables. The internal consistency of the two variables (i.e., boredom and academic engagement) were good 

because they were satisfactory for Cronbach’s  were all greater than .70 (Fabrigar et al., 1999). The correlations 

between studied variables (i.e., boredom, engagement, and academic achievement) were statistically significant and 

in the expected direction. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s , and correlations for the variables 

 Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach's  1 2 3 4 

1. Boredom 2.00 .75 .56 .16 .87 -    

2. Engagement 2.96 .57 -.15 .36 .88 -.61** -   

3. Achievement 90.81 21.72 -.86 -.09 - -.38** .44** -  

4. Gender - - - - - -.05 .01 .11** - 

** p < .01 

 

4.2 Measurement and Structural Model 

The measurement model (M1) consists of two latent factors and nine indicators. Specifically, boredom had 

five indicators, and engagement had four indicators. The results of the CFA showed a good fit for the measurement 

model (see Table 2, M1). As shown in Figure 1, the factor loadings were statistically significant at p < .001, which 

considerably exceeded the factor loading criterion of .35 (Byrne, 2010). 

Table 2. Model fit indices from CFA and SEM analysis 

 2 df CFI TLI RMSEA 95% CI SRMR 

M1 Measurement model 85.859*** 26 .979 .971 .032 [.051, .081] .032 

M2 Structural model 119.610*** 41 .974 .965 .060 [.048, .072] .033 

 

Based on the good fit of the measurement model, SEM analysis was conducted to examine the hypothesized 

model while controlling for gender. SEM results showed that the model fits were good (see Table 2, M2). Figure 2 

displays the proposed model with standardized regression weights. The significant direct path coefficients were: (1) 

from boredom to engagement (β= -0.670, p < 0.001); (2) from engagement to academic achievement (β= 0.324, 
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p < 0.001); (3) from boredom to academic achievement (β= -0.182, p < 0.01). The proposed model explained 

significant proportions of variance in academic engagement (44.9%) and academic achievement (22.6%).  

As for the observed variables, Gender (male = 1 and female = 2) was positively related to dacademic 

achievement (β= 0.091, p < 0.05), suggesting that female students reported higher foreign language achievement 

than male students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The relations between boredom, engagement, and academic achievement. All standardized coefficients 

are presented. ** p < 0.001; * p < 0.05; ns = non-significant effects. 

 

4.3 Test for Mediation 

Figure 1 presents the overall coefficients of the mediation analysis. Supporting our hypothesis, we found a 

significant indirect effect of foreign language boredom on academic achievement (ab = -0.217, SE = 0.043, BCa 

95% CI [-0.306, -0.137]) (see Table 3), accounting for 54.4% of the total effect of boredom on academic 

achievement. The direct effect from boredom to academic achievement was still significant (c’ = -0.182, SE = 0.066, 

BCa 95% CI [-0.304, -0.052]), accounting 45.6% of the total effect of boredom on academic achievement.  

Table 3. Mediation Analysis Results 

 
Effect SE 

95% CI 

 Lower Upper 

c Boredom-academic achievement (total effect) -.399 .045 -.486 -.310 

c’ Boredom-academic achievement (direct effect) -.182 .066 -.304 -.052 

ab Boredom-engagement-academic achievement (indirect effect) -.217 .043 -.306 -.137 

Note: CIs not containing zero are shown in bold. 

 

5. Discussion 

This study found that boredom was negatively correlated with EFL achievement, indicating that hypothesis 

1 was supported. This finding is consistent with previous studies that examined the correlation between boredom 

and academic performance in EFL settings (Dewaele & Li, 2021; Xie, 2021; Zawodniak et al., 2017). This finding 

contributes to the literature in two ways. First, in line with the control-value theory of achievement emotions (Pekrun, 

2006), this study provides empirical evidence that boredom, as a negative achievement emotion, negatively affects 

academic performance in the Chinese secondary EFL setting. Second, this finding indicates that boredom negatively 
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impacted academic outcomes in the non-Western context of Confucian Heritage culture, exploring the correlation 

between boredom and EFL achievement in a broader cultural context. Existing studies documented that boredom is 

not without benefits. In certain cultural contexts, boredom positively affects students’ curiosity and creativity (Bench 

& Lench, 2019; Chentsova-Dutton et al., 2014; Hunter et al., 2016), implying that cultural context should be taken 

into consideration when examining the correlation between boredom and academic outcomes.  

Our results also confirmed the mediating role of academic engagement between boredom and achievement, 

that is, hypothesis 2 was supported. This finding is in line with the existing studies (e.g., Ding & Zhao, 2020; Macklem, 

2018; Sharp et al., 2020). This finding has theoretical and practical contributions to the literature. First, this finding 

expands the theoretical framework of the control-value theory. The control-value theory of achievement emotions 

argues that control and value appraisals are the two proximal antecedents of achievement emotions, which in turn 

exert influence on students’ academic outcomes (Putwain et al., 2021); However, the possible mechanism by which 

boredom acts upon academic performance has not been systematically explored, especially in the Chinese EFL 

context. Second, the mechanism of academic boredom on achievement was explored, which contributes to EFL 

educators’ understanding of how boredom affects achievement.  

Furthermore, academic engagement partially mediates between boredom and academic achievement, 

accounting for 45.6% of the total mediation effect of boredom on academic achievement. This finding has three 

implications. First, academic boredom has direct and indirect effects on EFL achievement. Second, in addition to 

academic engagement, there are other constructs that mediate the relationship between boredom and EFL 

achievement. Third, the mediation effect of academic engagement accounts for 45.6%, indicating that academic 

engagement is more requested than other possible mediators to give full play to academic boredom on EFL 

achievement.  

 

6. Implications, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research  

This finding in this study has theoretical and practical implications for the relevance of academic boredom 

and EFL achievement in the Chinese EFL context. Theoretically, this study confirmed the mediating effect of academic 

engagement between academic boredom and EFL achievement, thus expanding the theoretical framework of the 

control-value theory. Practically, the negative correlation between academic boredom and EFL achievement suggests 

that reducing EFL-related boredom would improve students’ EFL achievement. Therefore, EFL teachers are expected 

to take measures (e.g., enriching instructional practices, teaching according to students’ ability, and upgrading 

teaching materials and methods) to reduce their students’ boredom level (e.g., Kruk et al., 2021; Preckel et al., 2010; 

Zawodniak & Kruk, 2018) and parents are advised to devote themselves to shielding their children from boredom by 

way of providing positive feedback and strengthening interaction with children’s EFL teachers (Bridgeland et al., 

2010). 

Three limitations need to be addressed. First, data for all variables in the present study were self-reported, 

thus the common method bias could not be completely avoided (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Future research is 

recommended to incorporate teachers’ and peers’ assessments of the participants’ EFL-related boredom and 

academic engagement to complement the self-report measures. Second, the cross-sectional design of the present 

study implies that we cannot draw a causal relationship between these variables (i.e., academic boredom, 

engagement, and achievement). A longitudinal design is recommended for future studies to confirm the causal 

relationship between these variables. Lastly, this study only examined the mediating effect of academic engagement 

between boredom and achievement and revealed that academic engagement partially mediated the relationship 

between boredom and EFL achievement. Therefore, future studies were suggested to consider more mediators to 

comprehensively understand the mechanism of academic boredom on EFL achievement. 

 

7. Conclusion  

To conclude, this study confirmed the significant negative correlation between academic boredom and EFL 

achievement in a sample of Chinese secondary school students. In addition, the mediating effect of academic 

engagement between academic boredom and EFL achievement was also verified. Given that boredom is one 

commonly experienced emotion in the EFL learning context, exploring the mechanism of academic boredom on 
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achievement will benefit the EFL educators in understanding how boredom affects academic performance, which, in 

turn, helpes to prevent EFL learners from the detrimental effects of academic boredom in EFL learning. 
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