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ABSTRACT: Emotions play a central role in second 

language acquisition (SLA), yet research on foreign 

language enjoyment and foreign language classroom 

anxiety has often developed along partially 

disconnected lines. While anxiety has been 

extensively examined in relation to academic 

performance, enjoyment has more frequently been 

linked to motivational and engagement-related 

processes, resulting in a fragmented understanding of 

how positive and negative emotions jointly shape 

language learning. This focused narrative review 

synthesizes recent theoretical and empirical research 

on foreign language enjoyment and classroom 

anxiety, with particular attention to their 

differentiated roles across learning processes and 

learning outcomes. 

Drawing primarily on studies published in the past 

decade, the review adopts a process–outcome 

perspective to integrate findings on emotions, 

learning engagement, and academic achievement. 

The synthesis suggests that enjoyment and anxiety 

operate through functionally distinct pathways: 

enjoyment tends to support sustained engagement 

and learners’ ongoing investment in learning 

activities, whereas anxiety exerts a more immediate 

and constraining influence on performance-oriented 

outcomes, especially under evaluative conditions. 

The review further highlights how these emotional 

effects vary across educational contexts, including 

overseas higher education, Chinese secondary 

education, and comparatively underexplored private 

university settings. 

KEYWORDS: Foreign language enjoyment; 

Foreign language classroom anxiety; Learning 

engagement; Academic achievement; Emotional 

dynamics in SLA; EFL contexts 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Emotions are now widely acknowledged as a 

central component of second language acquisition 

(SLA), exerting a systematic influence on learners’ 

engagement, persistence, and academic outcomes 

(Dewaele, 2019; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). Early 

research in this area was dominated by an emphasis 

on negative emotional experiences, particularly 

foreign language classroom anxiety, which has been 

consistently associated with cognitive interference, 

avoidance behaviors, and impaired language 

performance (Horwitz, 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner, 

1991; Teimouri, Goetze, & Plonsky, 2019). Meta-

analytic evidence further confirms that anxiety 

represents one of the most robust affective predictors 

of lower achievement across diverse language 

learning contexts (Botes, Dewaele, & Greiff, 2020). 

In the past decade, however, SLA research 

has undergone a notable affective turn, driven in part 

by the integration of positive psychology 

perspectives. This shift has foregrounded positive 

emotions such as foreign language enjoyment as 

theoretically and empirically significant contributors 

to language learning (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; 

MacIntyre, Gregersen, & Mercer, 2019). Recent 

studies have shown that enjoyment is positively 

associated with learners’ willingness to communicate, 

sustained effort, and classroom engagement in a 

range of instructional settings (Dewaele & Li, 2021; 

Oga-Baldwin & Fryer, 2020; Pawlak et al., 2021). 

These findings challenge earlier deficit-oriented 

views of affect and suggest that optimal language 

learning involves not merely the reduction of 

negative emotions but also the cultivation of positive 

ones. 

Importantly, contemporary research 

increasingly recognizes that positive and negative 

emotions in SLA are not mutually exclusive but may 

coexist and exert functionally differentiated 

influences on learning (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016; 

Shao et al., 2020). While anxiety has been shown to 

exert a persistent and often debilitating influence on 

performance-oriented outcomes (Botes et al., 2020; 

Teimouri et al., 2019), enjoyment appears to operate 

primarily by energizing learners’ engagement, 

persistence, and openness to learning opportunities 

(Botes et al., 2022; Dewaele & Li, 2021). This 
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functional differentiation has important implications 

for how emotional effects are conceptualized and 

compared in SLA research. 

Despite an increasing number of studies 

examining enjoyment and anxiety concurrently, 

comparatively fewer have explicitly synthesized their 

roles through a process–outcome distinction. Many 

studies focus either on learning processes such as 

engagement, motivation, or participation, or on 

learning outcomes such as grades and test 

performance, but rarely integrate both dimensions 

within a single conceptual discussion (Oga-Baldwin 

& Fryer, 2020; Mystkowska-Wiertelak & Pawlak, 

2021). Learning engagement, defined as learners’ 

sustained behavioral, emotional, and cognitive 

involvement in learning activities, has been 

increasingly identified as a key process variable 

through which emotions influence longer-term 

achievement (Reschly et al., 2020; Mercer & 

Dörnyei, 2020). However, its role in clarifying the 

differentiated functions of enjoyment and anxiety 

remains underdeveloped in existing reviews. 

In addition to conceptual fragmentation, 

contextual imbalances persist in the literature. 

Research on foreign language enjoyment and 

classroom anxiety has been conducted across diverse 

settings, including overseas higher education 

contexts and Chinese secondary education (Dewaele 

et al., 2018; Li, 2020; Li & Dewaele, 2021). While 

these studies have generated valuable insights into 

the emotional dynamics of language learning, 

comparatively less attention has been paid to 

institutionally diverse higher education contexts, 

such as private universities in China, where learner 

backgrounds, instructional conditions, and evaluative 

pressures may differ substantially from those in more 

selective institutions (Zhang & Tsung, 2021). 

Synthesizing emotional research across contexts 

therefore remains an important task for advancing 

ecologically valid theorization in SLA. 

Against this backdrop, the present paper 

offers a focused narrative review of research on 

foreign language enjoyment and classroom anxiety, 

with particular attention to their differentiated roles 

in learning engagement and academic achievement. 

Rather than providing a comprehensive systematic 

review, this paper aims to synthesize recent 

conceptual and empirical work through a process–

outcome lens, highlighting patterns, inconsistencies, 

and theoretical implications. By integrating 

engagement into discussions of emotional effects and 

situating existing findings within broader contextual 

considerations, this review seeks to clarify how 

positive and negative emotions jointly shape 

language learning experiences and outcomes.  

 

II. FOREIGN LANGUAGE ENJOYMENT AND 

CLASSROOM ANXIETY 

 

Recent developments in SLA have 

underscored the importance of establishing clear 

conceptual foundations for understanding emotional 

experiences in language learning. While foreign 

language enjoyment and classroom anxiety have 

often been examined separately, contemporary 

scholarship increasingly emphasizes the need to 

clarify their theoretical status, conceptual scope, and 

functional roles before comparing their empirical 

effects (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016; Shao et al., 

2020). Without such conceptual grounding, 

comparisons between positive and negative emotions 

risk oversimplification and theoretical ambiguity. 

Accordingly, this section synthesizes recent 

conceptual and empirical work on foreign language 

enjoyment and classroom anxiety, with the aim of 

clarifying how these emotions are defined, 

structured, and theorized within current SLA 

research. Drawing primarily on studies published in 

the past five years, the section first outlines key 

conceptual developments in the understanding of 

enjoyment as a multidimensional and socially 

embedded positive emotion, before reviewing 

contemporary perspectives on classroom anxiety as a 

context-sensitive and functionally distinct affective 

experience (Botes et al., 2022; Li & Li, 2024). By 

establishing these conceptual foundations, the section 

provides the necessary theoretical basis for the 

subsequent examination of how enjoyment and 

anxiety relate to learning processes and outcomes. 

 

2.1 Foreign Language Enjoyment 

Foreign language enjoyment (FLE) has been 

established as a central construct within the positive 

psychology turn in SLA, referring to learners’ 

positive, activating emotional experiences arising 

from challenge, interest, and perceived support in 

language learning contexts (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 

2014; MacIntyre et al., 2019). Recent conceptual 

reviews further emphasize that enjoyment represents 

a sustained affective experience rather than a 

momentary pleasant feeling, positioning it as an 

important emotional resource in instructed language 

learning (Shao et al., 2020; Botes et al., 2022). 

Accumulating empirical evidence suggests 

that FLE is reliably associated with a broad range of 

adaptive learner-related outcomes, including 
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willingness to communicate, motivational 

persistence, and active classroom participation 

(Dewaele & Li, 2021; Oga-Baldwin & Fryer, 2020). 

These findings support the view that enjoyment plays 

a facilitative role in sustaining learners’ engagement 

and investment in language learning

activities, particularly in classroom-based EFL 

contexts (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

A major conceptual development in recent 

research is the recognition that FLE is 

multidimensional and contextually embedded rather 

than a unitary affective state (Li et al., 2018; Li & Li, 

2024). Specifically, enjoyment has been shown to 

comprise personal enjoyment, teacher-related 

enjoyment, and classroom atmosphere–related 

enjoyment, reflecting the combined influence of 

learner dispositions, pedagogical practices, and 

social classroom dynamics (Li et al., 2018). This 

multidimensional conceptualization underscores that 

enjoyment is partly co-constructed through 

interaction and instruction, rather than residing 

solely within individual learners. 

Measurement-oriented studies have further 

refined the conceptualization of enjoyment by 

demonstrating that FLE can be examined at different 

levels of granularity, ranging from general 

classroom enjoyment to task-specific emotional 

experiences (Botes et al., 2022; Pawlak et al., 2021). 

Such findings reinforce the theoretical argument that 

enjoyment is dynamic and responsive to task 

demands and interactional conditions, making it 

particularly relevant for understanding process-

oriented learning outcomes such as engagement and 

sustained effort (Mystkowska-Wiertelak & Pawlak, 

2021). 

Importantly, contemporary research 

consistently demonstrates that FLE is not simply the 

inverse of anxiety. Empirical and theoretical work 

shows that learners may simultaneously experience 

enjoyment and anxiety in the language classroom, 

with each emotion exerting distinct functional 

influences on learning (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016; 

Shao et al., 2020). Accordingly, understanding 

enjoyment requires attention not only to its 

antecedents (e.g., teacher practices, classroom 

climate) but also to its functional role in shaping 

learners’ behavioral and cognitive investment in 

learning activities (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

 

2.2 Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 

Foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA) 

remains one of the most extensively studied 

affective variables in SLA and is commonly 

conceptualized as a situation-specific form of 

anxiety associated with language use, evaluation, 

and performance (Horwitz, 1986; MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991). Despite the growing emphasis on 

positive emotions, recent reviews and meta-analyses 

confirm that anxiety continues to exert a robust and 

negative influence on language learning outcomes 

across contexts (Teimouri et al., 2019; Botes et al., 

2020). 

Conceptually, FLCA has been strongly 

linked to cognitive-interference and attentional 

accounts, which posit that anxious arousal competes 

with limited cognitive resources required for 

language processing and task execution (MacIntyre 

& Gardner, 1991). Recent empirical studies provide 

converging evidence that anxiety is associated with 

heightened self-monitoring, fear of negative 

evaluation, and reduced processing efficiency, 

particularly during evaluative tasks such as tests and 

oral performance (Khajavy, 2021; Pawlak, 2022). 

While early research tended to treat anxiety 

as a relatively stable trait-like disposition, more 

recent work has emphasized its dynamic and 

context-sensitive nature. Longitudinal and 

classroom-based studies indicate that anxiety levels 

may fluctuate in response to instructional practices, 

perceived task difficulty, and classroom climate, 

suggesting that anxiety is not immutable but shaped 

by learning environments (Dewaele & Li, 2021; 

Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2021). This shift has 

broadened the conceptualization of FLCA from a 

fixed learner deficit to an affective experience 

embedded in instructional contexts. 

At the theoretical level, control–value theory 

has provided a useful framework for interpreting the 

anxiety–achievement relationship. According to this 

perspective, anxiety is most likely to emerge and 

impair performance when learners perceive high 

task value but low control over success (Pekrun, 

2006). Recent SLA studies applying this framework 

suggest that anxiety is particularly detrimental for 

learners with lower perceived competence or self-

efficacy, especially in exam-oriented or high-stakes 

instructional settings (Li & Dewaele, 2021; Zhang 

& Tsung, 2021). 

 

2.3 Foreign Language Enjoyment and Anxiety as 

Functionally Differentiated Emotions 

A growing consensus in recent SLA research is 

that foreign language enjoyment and classroom 

anxiety should be conceptualized as functionally 
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differentiated emotions rather than as opposite ends 

of a single affective continuum (Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2016; Shao et al., 2020). Meta-analytic 

and integrative reviews indicate that enjoyment is 

more consistently associated with learners’ 

sustained engagement and motivational persistence, 

whereas anxiety shows a more direct and immediate 

relationship with performance constraints and 

achievement outcomes (Botes et al., 2020; Botes et 

al., 2022). 

Methodologically, this functional differentiation 

implies that conclusions regarding the relative 

importance of enjoyment and anxiety are highly 

sensitive to the choice of outcome variables. Studies 

focusing on process-oriented indicators such as 

engagement and participation tend to highlight the 

facilitative role of enjoyment, whereas those 

emphasizing outcome-oriented indicators such as 

grades and test scores more often underscore the 

detrimental effects of anxiety (Mercer & Dörnyei, 

2020; Mystkowska-Wiertelak & Pawlak, 2021). 

Failure to distinguish between these outcome types 

may therefore contribute to seemingly inconsistent 

findings in the literature. 

Consequently, separating process-oriented and 

outcome-oriented dimensions of learning is not 

merely a reporting preference but a conceptual 

necessity for accurately characterizing emotional 

effects in SLA. Adopting this distinction provides a 

clearer theoretical basis for synthesizing existing 

findings and for understanding how positive and 

negative emotions jointly shape language learning 

experiences over time (Shao et al., 2020; Botes et al., 

2022). 

III. EMOTION AND LEARNING 

ENGAGEMENT: A PROCESS-

ORIENTED PERSPECTIVE  

Learning engagement has emerged as a 

central construct in recent SLA research, offering a 

process-oriented lens through which emotional 

influences on language learning can be more 

precisely understood. Rather than treating emotions 

as directly linked to achievement alone, 

contemporary studies increasingly conceptualize 

engagement as a key mechanism through which 

emotional experiences shape learners’ sustained 

involvement, effort, and investment in learning 

activities (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; Reschly et al., 

2020). This shift reflects broader trends in 

educational psychology that emphasize learning as 

a dynamic process unfolding over time. 

Building on this perspective, the present 

section synthesizes recent research examining the 

relationships between foreign language enjoyment, 

classroom anxiety, and learning engagement. 

Specifically, it reviews evidence on how enjoyment 

functions as an emotional resource that energizes 

engagement and supports persistence, and how 

anxiety constrains engagement by narrowing 

attentional focus and promoting avoidance-oriented 

behaviors (Dewaele & Li, 2021; Mystkowska-

Wiertelak & Pawlak, 2021). By foregrounding 

engagement as a process-level construct, this 

section lays the groundwork for distinguishing 

emotional effects on learning processes from those 

on outcome-oriented indicators, which are 

examined in the subsequent section. 

 

3.1 Conceptualizing Learning Engagement in 

SLA 

Learning engagement has been increasingly 

recognized as a multidimensional construct 

reflecting learners’ active involvement, effort, and 

persistence in learning activities (Reschly et al., 

2020). Within SLA research, engagement is 

commonly conceptualized as encompassing 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions, 

capturing not only observable participation but also 

learners’ affective investment and strategic effort in 

language learning tasks (Oga-Baldwin & Fryer, 

2020; Philp & Duchesne, 2016). This 

multidimensional view positions engagement as a 

dynamic process variable that unfolds over time 

rather than a static learner trait. 

Recent SLA research has emphasized 

engagement as a critical mechanism through which 

instructional and affective factors influence 

learning outcomes. Rather than exerting direct 

effects on achievement alone, emotions are 

increasingly understood to shape learners’ degree 

of engagement, which in turn conditions 

opportunities for language input, practice, and 

feedback (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; Mystkowska-

Wiertelak, 2021). As such, engagement serves as a 

process-oriented indicator that bridges emotional 

experiences and longer-term academic performance. 

Importantly, engagement has been shown to 

be highly sensitive to classroom context and 

instructional design. Studies conducted in diverse 

EFL settings indicate that learners’ engagement 

fluctuates in response to perceived task value, 

teacher support, and classroom climate, 

underscoring its contextualized and malleable 
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nature (Khajavy, MacIntyre, & Barabadi, 2018; 

Zhou & Lam, 2020). This sensitivity makes 

engagement a particularly suitable construct for 

examining the functional roles of emotions in 

language learning. 

 

3.2 Foreign Language Enjoyment and Learning 

Engagement 

A growing body of recent research suggests 

that foreign language enjoyment plays a facilitative 

role in sustaining learning engagement across 

instructional contexts. Enjoyment has been 

consistently associated with higher levels of 

behavioral participation, greater willingness to 

communicate, and deeper cognitive involvement in 

classroom activities (Dewaele & Li, 2021; Saito, 

Dewaele, Abe, & In’nami, 2018). These 

associations support theoretical claims that positive 

emotions broaden learners’ attentional scope and 

promote exploratory and persistent learning 

behaviors (Fredrickson, 2001). 

Empirical evidence from longitudinal and 

classroom-based studies further indicates that 

enjoyment contributes to the maintenance of 

engagement over time. For example, Oga-Baldwin 

and Fryer (2020) demonstrated that enjoyment-

related motivational processes predicted sustained 

engagement trajectories in language classrooms, 

even when controlling for prior achievement. 

Similarly, Pawlak, Mystkowska-Wiertelak, and 

Bielak (2021) reported that learners experiencing 

higher enjoyment were more likely to remain 

cognitively and emotionally invested during 

challenging communicative tasks. 

Recent studies have also highlighted the 

socially mediated nature of enjoyment–engagement 

links. Teacher enthusiasm, supportive feedback, 

and positive peer interaction have been shown to 

enhance enjoyment, which in turn fosters greater 

classroom engagement (Dewaele, Witney, Saito, & 

Dewaele, 2018; Fathi & Ebadi, 2020). These 

findings suggest that enjoyment functions not only 

as an internal affective state but also as a 

relationally constructed experience embedded in 

classroom practices. 

Collectively, recent evidence supports the 

view that enjoyment serves as a key emotional 

resource that energizes and sustains learning 

engagement. Rather than exerting immediate 

effects on performance outcomes, enjoyment 

appears to operate primarily at the process level, 

shaping learners’ ongoing involvement and effort 

in language learning activities (Botes et al., 2022). 

3.3 Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety and 

Engagement-Related Processes 

In contrast to enjoyment, foreign language 

classroom anxiety has been predominantly 

associated with disengagement-related behaviors 

and reduced classroom involvement. Recent 

empirical studies continue to demonstrate that 

anxiety is negatively related to learners’ 

participation, willingness to communicate, and 

strategic engagement in language tasks (Teimouri 

et al., 2019; Khajavy, 2021). These findings align 

with cognitive-interference models, which posit 

that anxiety consumes attentional resources needed 

for effective task engagement (MacIntyre & 

Gardner, 1991). 

More recent SLA research has refined this 

perspective by showing that anxiety may 

selectively impair certain dimensions of 

engagement. For instance, learners experiencing 

heightened anxiety may maintain surface-level 

behavioral participation while withdrawing 

cognitively or emotionally from learning activities 

(Mystkowska-Wiertelak, 2021; Pawlak, 2022). 

Such patterns suggest that anxiety does not merely 

reduce engagement uniformly but may alter the 

quality and depth of learners’ involvement. 

Contextual factors further shape the 

anxiety–engagement relationship. In exam-oriented 

or highly evaluative instructional settings, anxiety 

has been shown to exacerbate avoidance tendencies 

and passive classroom behaviors, particularly 

among learners with lower perceived control or 

self-efficacy (Li & Dewaele, 2021; Zhang & Tsung, 

2021). From a control–value theory perspective, 

these findings indicate that anxiety is more likely to 

undermine engagement when learners perceive 

high stakes but limited agency over learning 

outcomes (Pekrun, 2006). 

Overall, recent evidence suggests that 

classroom anxiety constrains engagement by 

narrowing attentional focus, increasing self-

monitoring, and promoting avoidance-oriented 

coping strategies. Unlike enjoyment, which 

supports sustained involvement, anxiety appears to 

disrupt engagement processes, thereby limiting 

learners’ opportunities for meaningful language use 

and development (Botes et al., 2020). 

 

3.4 Engagement as a Process-Level Lens for 

Understanding Emotional Effects 

Taken together, recent SLA research 

supports the conceptualization of engagement as a 

critical process-level lens for understanding how 
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emotions influence language learning. Enjoyment 

and anxiety appear to exert qualitatively different 

influences on engagement, with enjoyment 

energizing sustained involvement and anxiety 

constraining participation and cognitive investment 

(Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016; Mercer & Dörnyei, 

2020). This functional differentiation helps explain 

why emotional effects may manifest differently 

across learning stages and outcome measures. 

By foregrounding engagement, scholars can 

move beyond simplistic emotion–achievement 

associations and develop more nuanced accounts of 

emotional dynamics in SLA. Recent review studies 

have called for greater integration of engagement 

into affective research agendas, emphasizing its 

potential to clarify inconsistent findings and to 

bridge emotional experiences with observable 

learning behaviors (Mystkowska-Wiertelak & 

Pawlak, 2021; Reschly et al., 2020). Accordingly, 

engagement represents a theoretically and 

methodologically valuable construct for 

synthesizing research on foreign language 

enjoyment and classroom anxiety. 

IV. EMOTION AND ACADEMIC 

ACHIEVEMENT: AN OUTCOME-

ORIENTED PERSPECTIVE  
Academic achievement represents one of 

the most frequently examined outcome variables in 

SLA research, yet emotional influences on 

achievement remain theoretically complex and 

sometimes inconsistent. Unlike process-oriented 

indicators such as engagement, achievement 

outcomes (e.g., grades, test scores, GPA) are 

typically assessed at discrete time points and are 

strongly shaped by evaluative conditions, task 

demands, and institutional assessment practices 

(Teimouri et al., 2019; Botes et al., 2020). As a 

result, emotions may influence achievement 

through mechanisms that differ from those 

underlying sustained classroom involvement. This 

section synthesizes recent research on how foreign 

language enjoyment and classroom anxiety relate 

to academic achievement, with particular attention 

to their differentiated pathways and boundary 

conditions. 

 

4.1 Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety and 

Academic Achievement 

A substantial body of recent empirical 

research indicates that foreign language classroom 

anxiety is consistently and negatively associated 

with academic achievement across instructional 

contexts. Meta-analytic evidence confirms that 

anxiety exhibits a moderate but robust negative 

relationship with language performance, including 

test scores, course grades, and standardized 

proficiency measures (Teimouri et al., 2019; Botes 

et al., 2020). These findings position anxiety as one 

of the most reliable affective predictors of poorer 

achievement outcomes in SLA. 

The dominant explanation for this 

relationship is grounded in cognitive-interference 

models, which propose that anxiety consumes 

limited attentional and working-memory resources 

necessary for efficient language processing and 

task execution (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1991). 

Recent classroom-based and experimental studies 

continue to support this account, demonstrating that 

anxious learners experience heightened self-

monitoring, intrusive worry, and reduced 

processing efficiency during evaluative tasks, 

particularly under time pressure or public 

performance conditions (Khajavy, 2021; Pawlak, 

2022). Such cognitive disruption is especially 

consequential for achievement measures that rely 

on accurate and fluent language production. 

Control–value theory offers a 

complementary framework for understanding why 

anxiety exerts particularly strong effects on 

achievement outcomes. According to this 

perspective, anxiety is most likely to impair 

performance when learners perceive high stakes 

and task value but low control over success 

(Pekrun, 2006). Recent SLA research applying this 

framework has shown that learners with lower 

academic self-efficacy or perceived competence are 

especially vulnerable to the negative effects of 

anxiety on grades and test performance (Li & 

Dewaele, 2021; Zhang & Tsung, 2021). These 

findings highlight the interaction between 

emotional experiences and cognitive appraisals in 

shaping achievement-related outcomes. 

 

4.2 Foreign Language Enjoyment and Academic 

Achievement 

In contrast to anxiety, the relationship 

between foreign language enjoyment and academic 

achievement appears more variable and context-

dependent. While some studies report a positive 

association between enjoyment and achievement, 

others find weaker, indirect, or nonsignificant 

effects once additional learner or instructional 

variables are controlled (Dewaele & Alfawzan, 

2018; Botes et al., 2022). This variability suggests 

that enjoyment does not exert a uniformly direct 

influence on performance outcomes. 
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Recent research increasingly indicates that 

enjoyment contributes to achievement primarily 

through its role in sustaining engagement, effort, 

and adaptive learning behaviors over time. 

Longitudinal studies show that enjoyment-related 

motivational processes predict learning trajectories 

and cumulative progress more reliably than single-

point achievement indicators (Oga-Baldwin & 

Fryer, 2020; Pawlak et al., 2021). In this sense, 

enjoyment may be better understood as an enabling 

condition that supports achievement indirectly 

rather than as an immediate determinant of grades 

or test scores. 

Contextual moderation further complicates 

the enjoyment–achievement relationship. In 

instructional environments characterized by heavy 

evaluative pressure or exam-oriented curricula, 

enjoyment may play a comparatively limited role in 

predicting academic outcomes, as performance is 

more strongly constrained by anxiety, time 

pressure, and assessment demands (Zhang & 

Tsung, 2021; Li & Dewaele, 2021). These findings 

underscore the importance of situating enjoyment–

achievement links within specific instructional and 

assessment contexts rather than assuming a 

universal effect. 

 

4.3 Reconceptualizing Emotional Pathways to 

Achievement 

Taken together, recent evidence suggests 

that enjoyment and anxiety influence academic 

achievement through qualitatively different 

pathways rather than through symmetrical or 

competing effects. Anxiety tends to exert a direct 

and constraining influence on achievement by 

disrupting cognitive processing during evaluative 

tasks, whereas enjoyment appears to shape 

achievement more indirectly by sustaining 

engagement, effort, and persistence across learning 

episodes (Botes et al., 2020; Botes et al., 2022). 

This asymmetry helps explain why anxiety often 

emerges as a stronger predictor of grades and test 

performance, even in studies where enjoyment 

plays a prominent role in classroom processes. 

Importantly, failure to distinguish between 

process-oriented and outcome-oriented pathways 

may contribute to inconsistent or seemingly 

contradictory findings in the literature. Studies that 

rely exclusively on achievement indicators may 

underestimate the functional role of enjoyment, 

whereas studies focusing on engagement or 

motivation may overestimate its direct relevance to 

performance outcomes (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; 

Mystkowska-Wiertelak & Pawlak, 2021). 

Recognizing this distinction allows for a more 

coherent integration of findings across research 

traditions. 

From a theoretical standpoint, this 

differentiation aligns with broader perspectives in 

educational psychology that emphasize the 

temporal and functional sequencing of emotional 

effects. Emotions such as enjoyment may exert 

their strongest influence during learning processes, 

shaping how learners approach, persist in, and 

invest in tasks, whereas anxiety may exert its most 

pronounced effects at points of evaluation, when 

cognitive demands and stakes are highest (Pekrun, 

2006; Teimouri et al., 2019). Adopting a pathway-

based perspective thus offers a more precise 

framework for interpreting emotional influences on 

academic achievement and for guiding future 

research that seeks to integrate emotions, 

engagement, and performance within a unified 

model. 

 

V. IMPLICATIONS AND DIRECTIONS 

FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The preceding synthesis highlights that 

foreign language enjoyment and classroom anxiety 

operate through differentiated pathways across 

learning processes, achievement outcomes, and 

educational contexts. Beyond summarizing existing 

findings, this review yields several theoretical, 

methodological, and contextual implications for 

future SLA research. Addressing these implications 

is essential for advancing a more coherent and 

context-sensitive understanding of emotional 

dynamics in language learning. 

 

5.1 Theoretical Implications 

One key theoretical implication concerns 

the need to move beyond bipolar or competitive 

models of affect in SLA. Recent integrative 

frameworks increasingly emphasize that positive 

and negative emotions can co-occur and exert 

functionally differentiated influences on learning 

rather than canceling each other out (Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2016; Shao et al., 2020). The present 

synthesis reinforces this view by showing that 

enjoyment and anxiety are more meaningfully 

understood in relation to distinct learning 

functions—engagement and achievement—than 

through direct comparisons of “which emotion 

matters more.” 
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The findings reviewed also underscore the 

importance of incorporating a process–outcome 

distinction into affective theorization. Emotions 

such as enjoyment appear to exert their strongest 

influence during learning processes by sustaining 

engagement, effort, and persistence, whereas 

anxiety tends to exert a more immediate and 

constraining influence on performance-oriented 

outcomes, particularly under evaluative conditions 

(Botes et al., 2020; Botes et al., 2022). 

Theoretically, this differentiation aligns with 

broader perspectives in educational psychology that 

emphasize the temporal sequencing of emotional 

effects across learning stages (Pekrun, 2006; 

Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

Taken together, these insights suggest that 

future affective theories in SLA would benefit from 

explicitly modeling emotions as functionally 

differentiated constructs operating at multiple 

stages of the learning process. Such an approach 

can help reconcile inconsistencies in the literature 

and provide a more precise account of how 

emotions shape language learning over time. 

 

5.2 Methodological Implications 

From a methodological perspective, this 

review highlights the need for greater alignment 

between emotional constructs and outcome 

measures. A recurring limitation in the literature is 

the tendency to draw strong conclusions about 

emotional effects without sufficiently considering 

whether the selected outcomes capture learning 

processes or performance results (Mystkowska-

Wiertelak & Pawlak, 2021). Studies that rely 

exclusively on achievement indicators may 

underestimate the role of enjoyment, whereas 

studies focusing on engagement may overestimate 

its direct relevance to performance outcomes. 

Future research should therefore adopt more 

differentiated analytical designs that explicitly 

distinguish between process-oriented and outcome-

oriented variables. Longitudinal designs, in 

particular, offer valuable opportunities to trace how 

emotions influence engagement trajectories and 

how these trajectories, in turn, relate to cumulative 

achievement over time (Oga-Baldwin & Fryer, 

2020; Pawlak et al., 2021). Such designs are better 

suited than cross-sectional approaches for capturing 

the temporal dynamics implied by contemporary 

affective theories. 

In addition, recent reviews call for greater 

methodological transparency and consistency in the 

operationalization of emotional constructs (Botes et 

al., 2022). Variations in scale selection, 

measurement timing, and analytical strategies can 

substantially influence observed relationships, 

complicating synthesis across studies. Increased 

attention to measurement validity and construct 

alignment is therefore essential for strengthening 

cumulative knowledge in affective SLA research. 

 

5.3 Contextual and Pedagogical Directions 

The synthesis of contextual patterns further 

suggests that emotional effects cannot be fully 

understood without careful consideration of 

institutional and instructional settings. Research 

conducted in overseas higher education and 

Chinese secondary education has generated 

important insights, yet comparatively less attention 

has been paid to diverse higher education contexts, 

such as private universities, where learner profiles 

and assessment practices may differ substantially 

(Zhang & Tsung, 2021; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). 

Expanding research into such underrepresented 

settings can enhance the ecological validity of 

affective theories. 

Future studies are also encouraged to adopt 

more context-sensitive approaches that examine 

how instructional practices, assessment regimes, 

and classroom ecology shape emotional 

experiences. For example, exam-oriented curricula 

may amplify the negative effects of anxiety on 

achievement while constraining the buffering role 

of enjoyment, whereas more formative or 

communicative environments may enable 

enjoyment to play a stronger role in sustaining 

engagement (Li & Dewaele, 2021; Zhang & Tsung, 

2021). Comparative research across instructional 

contexts would be particularly valuable for 

identifying boundary conditions under which 

emotional effects vary. 

From a pedagogical standpoint, the 

differentiated roles of enjoyment and anxiety 

suggest that emotion-oriented instruction should 

adopt a balanced approach. Rather than focusing 

solely on enhancing positive emotions or reducing 

negative ones, effective pedagogy may need to 

simultaneously cultivate enjoyment and mitigate 

debilitating anxiety, especially in high-stakes 

learning environments (Dewaele et al., 2019; Botes 

et al., 2022). Translating these insights into 

classroom practice requires closer collaboration 

between affective research and pedagogical design. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 
This review highlights the differentiated 

roles of foreign language enjoyment and classroom 

anxiety in EFL learning. Enjoyment mainly 

supports learners’ sustained engagement, 

participation, and persistence, whereas anxiety 

more directly constrains academic achievement, 

especially in evaluative and high-pressure contexts. 

By distinguishing between learning processes and 

learning outcomes, this review clarifies why 

enjoyment and anxiety may influence language 

learning through different pathways. Future 

research should further examine how these 

emotions interact with engagement and 

achievement across diverse EFL contexts. 

Pedagogically, EFL instruction should aim to both 

cultivate enjoyable learning experiences and reduce 

debilitating classroom anxiety, thereby supporting 

learners’ long-term language development. 

 

REFERENCES 

[1]. Botes, E., Dewaele, J.-M., & Greiff, S. 

(2020). The foreign language classroom 

anxiety scale and academic achievement: An 

overview of the prevailing literature and a 

meta-analysis. Journal of Psycholinguistic 

Research, 49(3), 385–406. 

[2]. Botes, E., Dewaele, J.-M., & Greiff, S. 

(2022). Taking stock: A meta-analysis of 

foreign language enjoyment. Studies in 

Second Language Acquisition, 44(1), 205–

232. 

[3]. Dewaele, J.-M. (2019). The effect of 

classroom emotions, attitudes, and teacher 

behavior on EFL learners’ engagement. 

Studies in Second Language Learning and 

Teaching, 9(1), 13–30. 

[4]. Dewaele, J.-M., & Alfawzan, M. (2018). 

Does the effect of enjoyment outweigh that of 

anxiety in foreign language performance? 

Studies in Second Language Learning and 

Teaching, 8(1), 21–45. 

[5]. Dewaele, J.-M., & Li, C. (2021). Teacher 

enthusiasm and students’ social-behavioral 

learning engagement: The mediating role of 

student enjoyment and boredom in Chinese 

EFL classes. Language Teaching Research, 

25(6), 922–945. 

[6]. Dewaele, J.-M., & MacIntyre, P. D. (2014). 

The two faces of Janus? Anxiety and 

enjoyment in the foreign language classroom. 

Studies in Second Language Learning and 

Teaching, 4(2), 237–274. 

[7]. Dewaele, J.-M., & MacIntyre, P. D. (2016). 

Foreign language enjoyment and foreign 

language classroom anxiety: The right and 

left feet of the language learner. In P. D. 

MacIntyre, T. Gregersen, & S. Mercer (Eds.), 

Positive psychology in SLA (pp. 215–236). 

Multilingual Matters. 

[8]. Dewaele, J.-M., Witney, J., Saito, K., & 

Dewaele, L. (2018). Foreign language 

enjoyment and anxiety in the FL classroom: 

The effect of teacher and learner variables. 

Language Teaching Research, 22(6), 676–

697. 

[9]. Fredrickson, B. L. (2001). The role of 

positive emotions in positive psychology: The 

broaden-and-build theory of positive 

emotions. American Psychologist, 56(3), 

218–226. 

[10]. Horwitz, E. K. (1986). Preliminary 

evidence for the reliability and validity of a 

foreign language anxiety scale. TESOL 

Quarterly, 20(3), 559–562. 

[11]. Khajavy, G. H. (2021). Modeling the 

relations between foreign language anxiety, 

enjoyment, self-efficacy, and performance. 

System, 96, 102434. 

[12]. Li, C. (2020). A control–value theory 

approach to boredom in English classes 

among Chinese secondary school students. 

The Modern Language Journal, 104(1), 223–

243. 

[13]. Li, C., & Dewaele, J.-M. (2021). How 

classroom environment and general grit 

predict foreign language enjoyment and 

anxiety of Chinese high school students. 

System, 98, 102468. 

[14]. Li, C., & Li, X. (2024). Dimensions of 

foreign language enjoyment in Chinese EFL 

classrooms: A revised measurement model. 

System, 123, 103102. 

[15]. Li, C., Jiang, G., & Dewaele, J.-M. (2018). 

Understanding Chinese high school students’ 

foreign language enjoyment: Validation of 

the Chinese version of the Foreign Language 

Enjoyment Scale. System, 76, 183–196. 

[16]. MacIntyre, P. D., & Gardner, R. C. (1991). 

Language anxiety: Its relationship to other 

anxieties and to processing in native and 

second languages. Language Learning, 41(4), 

513–534. 

[17]. MacIntyre, P. D., Gregersen, T., & Mercer, 

S. (2019). Setting an agenda for positive 

psychology in SLA. Studies in Second 

Language Learning and Teaching, 9(1), 3–12. 



 

   

International Journal of Engineering, Management and Humanities (IJEMH) 

Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June, 2026 pp: 97-106    ISSN: 2584-2145 www.ijemh.com 

                                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             www.ijemh.com                                      Page 106 

[18]. Mercer, S., & Dörnyei, Z. (2020). 

Engaging language learners in contemporary 

classrooms. Cambridge University Press. 

[19]. Mystkowska-Wiertelak, A. (2021). 

Investigating dynamic relationships between 

anxiety and engagement. System, 97, 102463. 

[20]. Mystkowska-Wiertelak, A., & Pawlak, M. 

(2021). Investigating individual learner 

engagement in SLA. Language Teaching 

Research. 

[21]. Oga-Baldwin, W. L. Q., & Fryer, L. K. 

(2020). Self-determined motivation, 

engagement, and achievement in language 

learning: A longitudinal perspective. System, 

92, 102256. 

[22]. Pawlak, M. (2022). Anxiety, engagement, 

and task performance in SLA. System, 104, 

102671. 

[23]. Pawlak, M., Mystkowska-Wiertelak, A., & 

Bielak, J. (2021). Investigating affective 

variables in task-based language learning. 

Language Teaching Research. 

[24]. Pekrun, R. (2006). The control-value theory 

of achievement emotions. Educational 

Psychology Review, 18(4), 315–341. 

[25]. Reschly, A. L., Huebner, E. S., Appleton, J. 

J., & Antaramian, S. (2020). Engagement as 

flourishing. Psychology in the Schools, 57(9), 

1341–1356. 

[26]. Saito, K., Dewaele, J.-M., Abe, M., & 

In’nami, Y. (2018). Motivation, emotion, and 

engagement. Language Learning, 68(3), 709–

743. 

[27]. Shao, K., Nicholson, L. J., Kutuk, G., & 

Lei, F. (2020). Emotions and instructed 

language learning. System, 86, 102121. 

[28]. Teimouri, Y., Goetze, J., & Plonsky, L. 

(2019). Second language anxiety and 

achievement: A meta-analysis. Studies in 

Second Language Acquisition, 41(2), 363–

387. 

[29]. Zhang, W., & Tsung, L. (2021). Exam-

oriented EFL instruction and student 

engagement in Chinese higher education. 

Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign 

Language Education, 6(1), 1–15. 

 


