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Background: The university stage is critical for cultivating and enhancing students’ practical English proficiency, encompassing listening, speaking, reading, writing, and translation skills. Losing interest in English studies at this stage not only hampers the development of practical English competence but also has a negative impact on future employment and personal growth.

Aims: This study aimed to explore to how English language learning anxiety (ELLA) affects academic burnout (AB) of freshman in China and explores the role of academic peer support (APS) and academic self-efficacy (ASE) in the relationship between the two.

Methods: The study involved 1,355 college students who completed English Language Learning Anxiety Scale, the English Academic burnout Scale, Academic Peer Relationship Scale, the Academic Self-efficacy Scale.

Results: AB was significantly impacted by ELLA. ELLA and AB were mediated by ASE. Another factor that acted as a mediator between ELLA and AB was APS. ELLA and AB were mediated by a chain reaction involving ASE and APS.

Conclusion: The chain mediation model validated in this study, providing valuable insights into the effects of freshmen’s ELLA on AB in China, as well as practical insights into the prevention and intervention of ELLA and AB in other current college students.
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Introduction

Despite the extensive educational reforms in China over the years, contemporary Chinese college students commonly experience ELLA and English AB (Xu et al., 2022a; Liu et al., 2023). English AB is characterized by learners’ negative emotional experiences and low self-efficacy, resulting from emotional exhaustion and a lack of motivation during English learning (Xu et al., 2022b). This, in turn, adversely impacts the learning process. College students commonly experience English AB, manifested in low mood, reduced sense of achievement, and avoidance behavior, which is a prevalent negative psychological phenomenon (He et al., 2023). It not only endangers students’ physical and mental health (Yu et al., 2022), but also impacts their social interactions to the extent that they may experience burnout upon entering society (Wei et al., 2021). Given that burnout negatively impacts learners’ psychology, an increasing number of experts recognize it as a crucial factor that should not be overlooked, given its influence on learners’ effectiveness in learning. Furthermore, related studies indicate a negative correlation between AB and academic performance (March-Amengual et al., 2022). Many learners of foreign languages experience AB due to the inherent challenges in their learning, particularly because they lack immersion in a language-natural environment (Liu et al., 2021). Despite years of English teaching reforms and some achievements, AB is on the rise among Chinese college students (with a focus on non-English majors) each year. This study aims to comprehensively examine and analyze college students’ English AB, exploring the influencing variables, causes, and underlying mechanisms of this phenomenon.



Theory and hypotheses


ELLA and AB

Among the many factors affecting AB, unquestionably, one of the biggest issues is ELLA, which is also a significant predictor of AB (Lepp et al., 2014). ELLA is an emotional condition of tension in the student body and an expectation of a particular learning outcome (such as one that could jeopardize realistic or expected self-esteem and values) (Warr, 2000). Some students may exhibit a dry throat, tingling in the hands and feet, fatigue, avoidance of direct eye contact with the teacher, and avoidance of interaction with the teacher in the classroom (Von Worde, 2003; Han, 2006). In addition to having an impact on teenagers’ academic performance, ELLA can cause mental health issues, low self-esteem, and other psychological issues. A number of studies have proved that ELLA, as a significant predictor of learning burnout, is a major factor affecting learners’ performance and acquisition (Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki, 2016), and it can be said that the greater the ELLA, the more serious the AB in English (Wang et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2023). ELLA can appear at various points during the learning process or in various contexts, particularly among pupils who are exclusively exposed to the language in language classes. Students who score highly on ELLA are typically prone to negative emotional experiences such as nervousness, worry, fear, dread, and fear during the learning process, and they hold avoidance attitudes toward various activities in foreign language classes, etc. (Zhang and Yuan, 2004). These negative experiences and attitudes will undoubtedly lead to learning burnout. The rapid development of globalization makes the society’s demand for graduates’ English higher and higher, and ELLA becomes more and more serious, and the degree of burnout is also increasing. How to reduce college students’ ELLA and alleviate AB is an urgent issue at present. This study hypothesizes that ELLA will have a significant positive effect on AB (H1).



APS as a mediator

Academic peer support is defined as a communicative process with positive meaning based on the interaction of both students, which is essentially a positive and supportive classroom climate from peers (Johnson et al., 1983). For language learners, this reciprocal APS is essential due to the language learning challenges they will encounter (Hartup, 1989). According to Huang et al. (2010), students who had greater peer support experienced less anxiety and performed better when learning a foreign language. Peer support as a category of social support research, and social support is an essential element affecting learning burnout. Guo and Niu (2017) study found APS positively predicts performance when learning a foreign language. In other words, more peer support in the learning process can reduce ELLA, show better academic performance, and will be less prone to learning burnout. Good peer academic support is conducive to creating a pleasant learning environment, which has a negative correlation with AB (Allen et al., 2021). In the course of learning English, students experience ELLA, physical and mental weariness, peer support to create a strong feeling of group identity, which leads to a pleasant emotional experience, a decrease in burnout, and an improvement in academic achievement. Krashen (1985) believes that language learners in the learning process, once the learning anxiety, learning will be hindered, and at this time, the support of academic peers to make the individual feel at ease, the enhancement of academic achievement will be reduce the degree of AB. Therefore, we hypothesized that APS acts as a mediator in the connection between ELLA and AB (H2).



ASE as a mediator

Renowned psychologist Bandura (1977) initially proposed the concept of self-efficacy, which is an individual’s presumption and judgment of whether he or she can complete a certain task. ASE, on the other hand, refers to a person’s self-assurance in their capacity to exert control over academic effort and performance and ability to successfully complete that academic task (Liang, 2000). Students with high self-efficacy not only motivate individuals to learn intrinsically, but are also able to adapt quickly to our changing environment, resulting in increased academic engagement and reduced AB (Nielsen et al., 2017). Some studies have even suggested that self-efficacy developed in school can be an important predictor for coping Strategies (Samfira and Paloş, 2021). Strong senses of self-efficacy enable people to take charge of their education, finish tasks effectively, perform well academically, and significantly lessen AB (Allari et al., 2020). Students who possess strong self-efficacy assume greater accountability for their own education and, thus, show greater confidence in solving and completing challenging academic tasks. In turn, this greater sense of responsibility and self-efficacy may also contribute to mitigating reduced levels of AB (Rohmani and Andriani, 2021).

According to Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory, some scholars also define the subjective judgment of learners’ ability to complete English learning tasks as self-efficacy in English learning (Huang, 2008). When the learning task is difficult or challenging, students who has high self-efficacy show stronger confidence and courage to overcome difficulties, and hardly show negative emotions such as tension and anxiety; while students with low self-efficacy lack challenge and fear competition, over exaggerate the learning difficulties and lack of ability, lack of aggressiveness, and are prone to experience unpleasant feelings, including tension and anxiety, or even depression (Zhang et al., 2022). At the same time, it has been found that learners with high levels of ELLA must negatively affect their academic performance, which in turn affects their level of self-efficacy, which further affects the degree of AB (Hood et al., 2020). Some empirical studies have also shown that self-efficacy is significantly negatively correlated with ELLA and burnout, while ELLA is significantly positively correlated with burnout (Tingting, 2022). This suggests that students who have an elevated sense of self-efficacy appear to have stronger learning ability, stronger ability to face frustration, and relatively less learning anxiety and burnout, and their learning effectiveness will naturally be better, and vice versa, which is consistent with Bandura’s (1997) view on self-efficacy. In summary, we hypothesize that ASE acts as a mediator in the association between ELLA and AB (H3).



Mediating role of APS and ASE

According to the above analysis, APS or ASE may be mediating variables of ELLA and AB. However, are APS and ASE themselves linked? In this study we will center on whether they are both a chain mediating variable of academic anxiety and AB. Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy proposes that emotional arousal, verbal persuasion, and an individual’s direct and indirect experiences are all important factors that influence an individual’s level of self-efficacy. Also, Gist and Mitchell (1992) three-dimensional model of self-efficacy states that external control factors (e.g., external support) are one of the important dimensions of cognitive processing of self-efficacy. APS can lead to more self-efficacy for individuals, as shown in a study that a positive social-emotional climate (peer support and teacher support) can lead to better self-efficacy as students perceive more external support and experience more positive social emotions (Kiefer et al., 2015). Some empirical studies have confirmed that APS not only promotes academic performance and emotional support, but also enhances individual self-efficacy (Abrams et al., 2022). At the same time, some researchers have found that a person’s perception of self-efficacy can be weakened by a lack of APS, which in turn generates negative emotions (Jia et al., 2023). In related literature, we can also find that APS positively predicts self-efficacy (Zou et al., 2023) and that ASE partially mediates the relationship between peer support and AB (Chen et al., 2016). Peer support also works by influencing students’ academic behavior, learning psychology, and academic performance through the influence of self-efficacy (Zimmer, 2000; Meunier and Roskam, 2009). Based on this, we hypothesized that peer support and ASE act as chain mediators between ELLA and AB (H4).



Current research

Although numerous research have examined how ELLA affects AB (Kim et al., 2018; Yang and Zhai, 2022), few studies to date have specifically investigated the interplay between students’ APS and ASE. Specifically, how the association between ELLA and AB is influenced by both ASE and APS at the same time. This project will investigate ASE (an intrinsic factor) as well as APS (an extrinsic factor) to examine how both can simultaneously influence the relationship between ELLA and burnout. Given that ELLA and AB occur in the classroom, at the same time, ELLA is a frequent interaction and evaluation between learners and their peers (Jin and Dewaele, 2018). Thus, more important than other kinds of support are the roles that teachers and peers play. From the above analysis, we can see that an in-depth analysis of the mechanism and process of the influence of ELLA on AB among non-English majors has profound scientific significance and important application value. The scientific significance lies not only in revealing the potential influence mechanism of ELLA on AB, but also in revealing the role and status of self-efficacy and peer support in this influence process, thus laying a theoretical foundation for the construction of a predictive model of AB with high efficiency of ELLA; and the practical application value is also obvious, which has certain inspiration for the reform and development of the education of English college students.

In conclusion, this study intends to explore the influence mechanism of ELLA on college students’ AB, and construct a chain mediation model of ELLA on college students’ AB with APS and ASE as mediating variables. The hypothesis model is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
Graphical overview of the hypothesized effects.





Objects and methods


Subjects

In this study, 1,355 college students not majoring in English were selected from three colleges and universities in Jiangxi Province of China by random sampling, and the questionnaires were distributed, completed and collected under the supervision of professionals. After excluding 63 invalid questionnaires, the valid questionnaires were 1292, with a validity rate of 95.35% and an average age of 18.83±0.27 years. The distribution of the sample was as follows: 934 boys (72.29%) and 358 girls (27.71%); 882 (68.27%) were from rural areas and 410 (31.73%) were from towns.



Tools for research


Foreign Language Anxiety Scale (FLCAS)

In order to assess students’ ELLA, our study used the FLCAS developed by Horwitz et al. (1986). This scale, as a commonly used scale for testing ELLA, has been used extensively in the Chinese region and has proven its feasibility and validity. 22 items (e.g., “When I speak in English, I’m never completely sure of myself”)collectively comprise this scale. The scale items are categorized into four dimensions: communication anxiety, test anxiety, anxiety about negative evaluations, and other anxiety. The initial FLCAS was based on a five-point Likert scale and the scores were summed to give a total score. The greater the subject’s score, the more anxious they are. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.96.



Academic Burnout Scale

The measure used in this study was derived from the English AB Scale for College Students compiled by Chinese scholars, which includes three dimensions: negative emotions, feelings of inefficiency and negative behaviors (Qizhi, 2011). The individuals were asked to score themselves on a 5-point Likert scale, and the scale included a total of 22 items (e.g., “I tend to get grumpy when I’m studying English”), with higher scores indicating a higher degree of English learning burnout. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in this study was 0.97.



Academic Peer Relationship Scale

In order to test students’ academic peer relationships, this study used the Student Peer Relationships Scale developed by Asher, which was adapted by Yali (2008), with a total of 16 items (e.g., “I make new friends easily at school”) consisting of three dimensions: welcoming, exclusionary, and isolation. The measure is rated on a 4-point scale ranging, with 10 items reverse scored, and the higher the general score for each subject, the better their peer relationships. The reliability of the scale was 0.94.



Academic Self-efficacy Scale

In this study, we used the Chinese version of the ASE Scale developed by Pintrich and de Groot (1990) and revised by Liang. Two dimensions were included: self-efficacy in learning ability and self-efficacy in learning behavior, with 11 entries in each dimension and a total of 22 entries (e.g., “In reading the book, I was able to understand what it was saying”). A five-point measuring scale was used, with higher scores representing higher ASE. The scale has strong reliability and validity and is capable for measuring college students’ ASE. The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale in this study was 0.95.




Data processing

In this study, all analyses were performed using the Social Sciences Statistical Package (SPSS 26.0, IBM). First, Pearson correlation analysis was used to explore the relationship between ELLA, APS, ASE and AB. Secondly, PROCESS macro model 6 is used for mediation analysis. Indirect effects were estimated using 5,000 bootstrap samples, with 95% confidence intervals (CI) based on error-corrected estimates. If 95% CI does not include zero, the mediating effect is considered significant at p < 0.05 (Wen et al., 2012).




Results


Descriptive statistical analysis of the variables

Table 1 presents in detail the means, standard deviation and correlation coefficients of the main variables. Table 1 shows that all variables are significantly correlated with each other (p < 0.01), with APS (r = −0.38, p < 0.01), ASE (r = −0.36, p < 0.01) having a significant negative correlation with AB; and ELLA having a significant positive correlation with AB (r = 0.57, p < 0.01), and APS with ASE (r = 0.37, p < 0.01) were all significantly positively correlated.


TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations and correlation coefficients of the variables.
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Hypothesis test of chain mediation between APS and ASE

Given the mediating role of APS and ASE between ELLA and AB, we use PROCESS 14. Macro model 6 was tested for mediation (Igartua and Hayes, 2021). According to the model (see Figure 2 and Table 2, ELLA has a considerable favorable influence on AB among college students.(β = 0.51, p < 0.001), and a significant negative effect on APS (β = −0.29, p < 0.001) and ASE (β = −0.36, p < 0.001); ASE negatively (β = −0.11, p < 0.001) affects AB and positively affects APS (β = 0.27, p < 0.001); APS negatively affects college students’ English AB (β = −0.07, p < 0.001), and ASE negatively affects college students’ AB (β = −0.13, p < 0.001).
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FIGURE 2
Chain mediation model of APS and ASE. ***p < 0.001.



TABLE 2 Regression analysis of chain mediation model.
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The mediating effect values are were tested as follows (Table 3): The results showed that in the pathway of “ELLA → ASE → AB”, the confidence interval of APS was 95% CI [0.02, 0.06], which indicated that the partial mediating effect of APS in ELLA and AB had been tested, and H2 was established; In the path of “ELLA → APS → AB”, the confidence interval of ASE was 95% CI [0.01, 0.03], which indicated that the partial mediating effect of ASE in the paths of ELLA and AB was tested, and H3 was established; In the pathway of “ELLA → ASE → APS → AB”, the confidence interval of APS and ASE was 95% CI [0.00, 0.01], which indicated that the chain mediating effect of APS and ASE in ELLA and AB was tested, and H4 was established.


TABLE 3 Chain mediation effect analysis.
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Discussion


The influence of ELLA on AB

According to this study’s findings, ELLA significantly reduces AB; that is, college students’ levels of AB increase with their ELLA, which is in line with other research findings (Xu et al., 2022b). Previous studies have shown that ELLA affects an individual’s attention, memory, and ability to retrieve (Moran, 2016), increases students’ learning difficulties, leads to a reduction in academic achievement, and in severe cases, leads to a loss of interest in learning (Shen, 2021). Of course, studies have also concluded that moderate anxiety can be a motivation for English learning and is beneficial, but excessive ELLA can have negative effects (Romano et al., 2020). Therefore for English language learners, the necessary ELLA is a normal reaction. Students under prolonged high ELLA are prone to self-doubt and negative effects on ELLA and learning emotions (e.g., AB) (Iqbal et al., 2015).



Mediating role of APS

This study examined the mediating effect of APS between ELLA and AB, and the findings demonstrated that the connection between ELLA and AB was mediated by APS. This suggests that freshmen’s ELLA can influence AB through peer support. The model of social support buffering suggests that regardless of how much or how little social support an individual receives, it has a gainful effect on his or her mental health (Cohen and Wills, 1985). Previous studies have concluded that APS is strongly and adversely associated with ELLA, i.e., the more support received, the less anxiety is felt (Shaohua et al., 2018). Anxiety in English learning will inevitably affect freshmen’s commitment to English learning, and the beneficial influence of peer support will reduce the degree of individual ELLA, which in turn will reduce the possibility of English AB. If freshmen develop AB in English learning, they will feel physically and mentally exhausted, their interest in learning decreases, and then they will feel more anxious about English learning (Schaufeli et al., 2002). However, if they can get more peer support in the process of English learning, their learning burnout will decrease, their ELLA will decrease, and their interest in learning engagement will increase.



The role of ASE as a mediator

In the analysis of mediating effects, we can also find that ASE plays a mediating role between ELLA and AB. This suggests that although freshmen’s ELLA inevitably has a direct impact on English learning burnout, ASE can play a role in alleviating AB and enhancing learning motivation. Additionally, in line with earlier studies, this study discovered that a person’s degree of AB decreased with increasing self-efficacy (Yang and Farn, 2005). Higher self-efficacy people are better equipped to use constructive coping mechanisms to deal with challenges, which is projected onto academic problems as being able to awaken the individual’s motivation to learn (Liem et al., 2007). Although ELLA affects freshmen’s AB and even self-efficacy, the emotional arousal function of self-efficacy will enable individuals to suppress their ELLA (Dogan, 2015), which will ultimately increase the desire to learn and reduce the level of AB in English.



Chain mediation of APS and ASE

In addition, it was found that freshmen’s ELLA can also have an effect on English AB through APS and ASE. Also this study pointed out that APS and ASE were significantly positively correlated and positively influenced, which is in line with the study done by Chong et al. (2018). In the process of English learning, the more peer support freshmen receive, the more positive self-evaluations they have, the higher their individual self-efficacy is, and the less chance they have of AB. According to Connel et al.’s (1995) theoretical model of self-processing, APS increases academic engagement, and it is also believed that students’ self-efficacy for academics increases when they receive support and assistance from others. Peer support alters an individual’s self-efficacy through the individual’s prior achievement performance, alternative experiences, verbal persuasion, and psychological states (Krause et al., 2003; Wijaya et al., 2022). Positive peer evaluations, successful experiences, and positive psychological states can motivate individuals to maintain a good psychological state, enhance self-efficacy, increase self-confidence in learning, and alleviate AB. According to this study, in order to solve the issue of freshmen’s ELLA, it is not only necessary to pay attention to APS, enhance the learning environment, and provide external support for academic growth, but also to stimulate the learners’ own learning morale and enhance their self-efficacy, so as to eliminate AB fundamentally.



Theoretical and practical implications

Drawing on previous research, this study employs the chain mediation model to examine the relationship between ELLA and AB among first-year students. The findings bear considerable practical implications for the English language acquisition and learning adjustment of first-year students in China. They also serve as a benchmark for improving teaching and learning standards in higher education in China. Previous research has focused on ELLA and AB in elementary and secondary education. The English language acquisition of college students, especially first-year students, has not received sufficient attention. The relationship between AB and fundamental ELLA, accounting for two variables in this study, provides a crucial theoretical foundation for enhancing freshmen’s English learning capacity.



Shortcomings and prospects of this study

First, the sample selection has limitations, with a higher number of male students than female students in the subjects. Therefore, future studies should broaden the subject selection to improve sample representativeness, ensuring more objective and accurate results. Second, this study is cross-sectional, lacking causal inference. Future research could employ a longitudinal tracking study to address this limitation. Moreover, numerous factors influence ELL and AB. Future research should explore additional mediating variables in the intrinsic influence mechanism for in-depth analysis and exploration. Finally, the study’s sample was limited to China, considering variations in cultural and educational backgrounds. Consequently, the reproducibility and generalizability of findings may be somewhat limited. Therefore, future studies should expand the sample to collect data for testing these findings.




Conclusion

This study investigated the correlation between freshmen’s ELLA and AB, as well as the association between APS and ASE:

First, significant correlations were found among ELLA, APS, ASE, and AB. Second, APS and ASE served as mediators in the relationship between ELLA and AB. Third, APS and ASE played a chain mediating role between ELLA and AB.

In summary, ELLA can influence AB through the pathways of APS and ASE. This necessitates English teaching staff to prioritize ELLA and offer suitable assistance. Additionally, attention should be given to fostering APS through the establishment of relevant groups, fostering a positive learning atmosphere. Finally, providing students with positive feedback is crucial for boosting morale, strengthening self-efficacy in learning, and mitigating AB.
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