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Abstract
Most previous research examining the correlation between affect and achievement of learners of English as a
foreign language (EFL) has relied on questionnaire and/or interview data. The current study, conducted in a
Chinese EFL context, chose to explore this relationship on the basis of quantitative and qualitative classroom
observation data, with a special focus on learners’ classroom engagement and misbehaviours. The participant
sample involved the EFL learners and teachers in six classes at a key and a non-key university in Northwest
China. Data in relation to participants’ affect, engagement, and misbehaviours were collected via classroom
observations, including some video-recording. The participating students’ College English Test-Band 4 (CET-4)
scores were used as a measurement of EFL achievement. Participants’ affect, engagement, and achievement
formed a reciprocal relationship; the latter was negatively connected with misbehavious. Rather than gender,
type of school (key vs. non-key university) had significant effects on the variables being examined. Data
revealed that teachers, peers, and classroom environment were also influential factors in explaining the
differences in the relationship between the identified variables.
Keywords: EFL, affect, engagement, misbehaviours, achievement
1. Introduction
Cognition and affect are two inextricable components in language learning (Habrat, 2018). Typically relying on
questionnaire and interview data, researchers have elucidated the correlation between language learners’ affect
and achievement (Clément et al., 1994; Dörnyei, 1994, 2005; Gardner, 1985; Horwitz, 2001; Horwitz et al.,
1986). More recently, some scholars have provided a new dimension to relevant research by introducing the
theory of engagement into general education (Carini et al., 2006; Fredricks, 2011). However, relatively little is
known about the potential relationship between EFL learners’ affect, engagement, and achievement. Employing
the less commonly used method of classroom observation, this study was designed to quantitatively and
qualitatively seek an in-depth understanding of the relationship between learners’ affect, engagement, and
achievement. A novel dimension involved an additional focus on student participants’ classroom misbehaviours
and their implications for achievement.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Affect
Affect, emotions, feelings, and moods are usually used synonymously (Arnold & Brown, 1999). While emotions
are defined as more fleeting and intense subjective reactions that direct towards a specific event with a clear
referent, moods are referred to as longer lasting and less intense cognitive responses that predispose to no
particular referent (Clore et al., 2001; Davidson, 1994; Rosenberg, 1998; Schwarz & Clore, 1996). Affect is an
umbrella concept that encompasses a broad range of emotions, feelings, and moods (Clore et al., 2001). Arnold
and Brown (1999) classified affect in language learning into two major categories. One category is concerned
with internal factors that are parts of learners’ personalities, including attitudes, motivation, anxiety, self-esteem,
inhibition, extroversion and introversion, dignity, and so forth. The other category focuses on relational factors or
the influence of learners as participants in a socio-cultural situation, where learners inevitably relate to others.
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This category takes learners’ empathy, classroom interactions, and cross-cultural processes into consideration.
Oxford (1990) asserted that learners’ internal affective variables mostly determine success or failure in language
learning. Among learners’ internal factors, attitudes (Dörnyei & Clément, 2001; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993),
motivation (Gardner, 1985; Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993), anxiety (Horwitz et al., 1986; Onwuegbuzie et al.,
2000), and self-esteem (Habrat, 2018; Liu & Zhang, 2008) have extensively proven to be significant predictors
of language achievement. Within the already considerable body of research on the relationship between learners’
affect and achievement, relatively little attention has been devoted to the link between affect and engagement,
despite the fact that learners’ affective variables, such as motivation and anxiety, exert substantial influence on
engagement (Oxford, 1990; Ryan & Deci, 2000).
2.2 Engagement
According to Astin (1984), engagement is “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student
devotes to the academic experience” (p. 297). Astin (1984) highlighted the behavioural aspect of his engagement
theory and stated that students who expend considerable time and energy on their studies are usually active in
school and have more interactions with their teachers and peers. Much research in general education has
demonstrated that engagement is a potent predictor of learning outcomes (Carini et al., 2006; Fredricks, 2011).
However, few studies have uncovered the link between EFL learners’ engagement and their affect and
achievement, particularly in a Chinese context.
2.3 Achievement
Achievement narrowly refers to performance in standardised achievement tests (Simpson & Weiner, 1989). In a
broad sense, achievement is the measurement of general academic outcomes, such as grade point average (GPA),
academic persistence, and school-related attitudes (Genesee et al., 2005).
2.4 Misbehaviours
Türnüklü and Galton (2001) defined classroom misbehaviours as any behaviours that imperil students’ academic
performance during class. Research has found that classroom misbehaviour is an indicator of depressed
achievement (Deniz & Chockalingam, 2003; Khoo & Oakes, 2003). While classroom misbehaviours are widely
explored in general education, few studies have specifically focused on the EFL context (Debreli & Ishanova,
2019).
3. Research Objectives
The present study intended to pursue the following research objectives:
(1) To examine the levels of Chinese undergraduate EFL learners’ affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and
achievement and whether these variables are influenced by gender and/or school differences;
(2) To establish the relationship between student participants’ affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and
achievement;
(3) To identify the factors determining the differences in the identified variables and influencing the relationships
among them.
4. Method
4.1 Participants
To enhance the representativeness of the participant sample, six participating EFL teachers at a key university
and a non-key university encouraged their non-English major students in six classes who took the College
English course in four 45-minute lessons per week and who were involved in the previous questionnaire survey
to participate in the classroom observations. Participating students agreed to be observed and 30 of them (five
students per class), included 15 students (Male=5, Female=10) from the key university and another 15 students
(Male=7, Female=8) from the non-key university, agreed to be video-recorded during their English classes.
4.2 Instrument
According to Bailey (2001), classroom observation is “the purposeful examination of teaching and/or learning
events through the systematic processes of data collection and analysis” (p. 114). Departing from most previous
research on the relationship between EFL learners’ affect and achievement which generally relied on
questionnaires or interviews, this study attempted to pursue the research objectives via classroom observations.
4.3 Data Collection
Observation data were in part collected via video-recording the selected student participants during their English
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classes. To protect the privacy and anonymity of other students and the teachers, the five student participants in
each class were asked to sit together for a partial video record. The video camera, positioned on a tripod in front,
was set up to capture only these students, while the English teachers and the remaining students did not appear
on camera. To minimise disruption of classroom routines, the researchers implemented non-participant
observation, sitting at the back of the classroom and completing the observation records.
To objectively and accurately evaluate non-English majors’ ability in listening, writing, reading, and translation,
the CET-4 was first administered in June 1987. Since then, millions of undergraduates in China have participated
in the test, making the CET-4 the largest national English examination worldwide (Jin & Yang, 2006). Owing to
the universality, reliability, and predictability of the test (Jin & Yang, 2006), participating students’ CET-4 scores
were collected to measure their learning achievement before the actual observations.
4.4 Data Analysis
The video-recorded classroom observation enabled the researchers to play and replay video clips concerning
particular behaviours when coding was in doubt and to analyse data in a more flexible and in-depth way (Croll,
1986), guaranteeing the reliability and validity of this study. Data analysis was based on a mixture of quantitative
and qualitative techniques, deploying NVivo 12 Plus and SPSS 25.0 as data analysis tools. The quantitative
analysis focused on systematic observation using coding schemes to present the frequency and relationship
between particular classroom activities (Wragg, 2012). Drawing on the Flanders Interaction Analysis System
(Flanders, 1970), a designated coding system for classroom observation was constructed. Each classroom
observation video file (altogether 30 files) was divided into three-second clips. Each video clip was then coded
according to the constructed coding system. This enabled us to assemble a number of coding references for each
participant. The interplay among participants’ affect, engagement, and misbehaviours was examined and
visualised via NVivo software. Finally, the number of coding references for each participant and the CET-4
scores were input into SPSS for independent t-tests and correlation analysis.
Qualitative analyses of the observation data were conducted to probe beneath the surface of classroom activities
and elicit their true meaning, as well as their effects on teaching and learning (Croll, 1986).
5. Quantitative Results
5.1 Coding
Nunan (1992) summarised four major methods of classroom observation and research: formal experiment,
stimulated recall, observation schemes, and interaction analysis. The present study considers English classroom
teaching and learning as an interaction between the teacher and students. Regarding classroom interaction
analysis, the Flanders Interaction Analysis System (FIAS) (Flanders, 1970) has frequently been utilised in
research (Ritson et al., 1982). Flanders (1970) collected each behavioural sample from classroom observation
every three seconds and then coded it. Based on the time sequence of the classroom instruction, these codes are
connected into a time series, which presents the basic structure and behaviour pattern of the classroom teaching
as a matrix. Inspired by the FIAS (Flanders, 1970), the current study divided each video file into three-second
video clips and constructed a coding system focusing on student participants’ affect, engagement, and
misbehaviours (see Table 1). Student participants’ verbal and non-verbal acts were constructed to interpret
engagement. The coding system of student participants’ affect was constructed on the basis of their engagement
and misbehaviours; it identified four affective variables: positive attitudes, negative attitudes, anxiety, and
positive self-esteem. Student participants’ inattentiveness, chatting with classmates, sleeping, playing with
smartphones, and/or engaging in activities unrelated to class were coded as misbehaviours.
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Table 1. Coding system for the classroom observation
Classification
Affect during the English class

Engagement during the English class

Coding
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Verbal acts

Non-verbal acts

Misbehaviours during the English class

Content
Positive attitudes
Negative attitudes
Anxiety
Positive self-esteem
Passively answering questions
Actively answering questions
Actively asking questions
Discussing with classmates
Listening to instruction
Taking notes
Thinking
Doing practice
Refusing to discuss with classmates
Inattentiveness
Chatting with classmates
Playing with the smartphone
Sleeping
Engaging in activities unrelated to class

5.2 Comparison of Student Participants’ Achievement Across Gender and School
All 30 student participants’ CET-4 scores were subjected to independent t-tests across gender and school. The
results in Table 2 demonstrated that type of school significantly influenced student participants’ CET-4 scores
(df=28, t=4.542, p<.001), with key university participants having a higher level of learning achievement than
their peers at the non-key university. Gender, on the other hand, did not show significant effects on the variables
under investigation (df=28, t=-1.393, p=.175).
Table 2. Independent t-tests of achievement across gender and school
MM
SDM
df
t
Sig.
MF
SDF
Achievement
428.25
59.61
28
-1.393
.175
454.33
43.13
M1
SD1
M2
SD2
df
t
Sig.
Achievement
476.60
28.37
28
4.542
.000
411.20
48.00
Note. MM=mean scores of male; MF=mean scores of female; SDM=standard deviation of male; SDF=standard deviation of female;
M1=mean scores of the key university; M2=mean scores of the non-key university; SD1=standard deviation of the key university;
SD2=standard deviation of the non-key university; df=degree of freedom; t=t-value; Sig.=significant.

5.3 Comparison of Affect, Engagement, and Misbehaviours Based on Gender
As shown in Table 3, among all coding references regarding student participants’ affect, positive attitudes,
negative attitudes, and positive self-esteem were the top three factors for both male and female participants. Both
male and female participants reported more positive attitudes towards English learning. In comparison, only a
small number of references relating to student participants’ anxiety were recorded.
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Table 3. Comparison of affect, engagement, and misbehaviours across gender
Affect

Male

Female

Positive attitudes

82.05%

85.25%

Negative attitudes

9.25%

5.72%

Anxiety

1.67%

0.8%

Positive self-esteem

7.02%

8.23%

Engagement

Male

Female

Verbal acts
Passively answering questions

0.06%

0.03%

Actively answering questions

4.12%

5.3%

Actively asking questions

0%

0%

Discussing with classrooms

4.21%

4.26%

Non-verbal acts
Listening to instruction

72.78%

72.12%

Taking notes

4.8%

5.36%

Thinking

1.71%

2.33%

Doing practice

10.39%

9.69%

Refusing to discuss with classmates

1.93%

0.9%

Misbehaviours

Male

Female

Inattentiveness

60.72%

12.5%

Chatting with classmates

3.52%

47.47%

Playing with the smartphone

4.97%

1.69%

Sleeping

7.47%

0%

Engaging in activities unrelated to class

23.31%

38.34%

Regarding engagement, for male participants, only 4.12% of all recorded nodes were related to their actively
answering questions, while the proportion for female participants was 5.3%. Nodes related to discussing with
classmates also accounted for a small percentage: 4.21% and 4.26% for male and female participants,
respectively. Both male (0.06%) and female (0.03%) participants generally avoided passive answering of
questions. Remarkably, the observation did not capture even a single node denoting male or female participants’
willingness to actively ask questions.
As Table 3 reveals, a lot more nodes denoting non-verbal acts were recorded. For both male and female
participants, listening to instruction (72.78% and 72.12%, respectively) occupied most of the learning process,
followed by doing practice, 10.39% (male) and 9.69% (female). Nodes denoting taking notes and thinking made
up a smaller proportion of participants’ non-verbal acts.
Both male and female participants engaged in misbehaviours during their English classes. Compared with female
participants (12.5%), male participants were much more likely to be inattentive (60.72%). Among the male
group, other misbehaviours involved unrelated activities (23.31%), sleeping (7.47%), playing with the
smartphone (4.97%), and chatting with classmates (3.52%). Chatting with classmates comprised a relatively
large proportion of female students’ misbehaviours (47.47%). Other misbehaviours within the female group
involved unrelated activities (38.34%), inattentiveness (12.5%), and playing with the smartphone (1.69%). No
female participants were observed asleep in class.
The effects of gender on student participants’ affect, engagement, and misbehaviours were further examined by
independent t-test. Nodes regarding negative attitudes and anxiety as well as passively answering questions and
refusing to discuss with classmates were reversely coded in computing the indices of affect and engagement. The
results in Table 4 indicated that gender was not a statistically significant determinant of participants’ affect
(df=28, t=-1.313, p=.200), engagement (df=28, t=-1.143, p=.263), and misbehaviours (df=28, t=1.615, p=.118).
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Table 4. Independent t-test of affect, engagement, and misbehaviours across gender
MM
SDM
MF
SDF
df
Affect
169.67
88.85
28
205.89
62.61
Engagement
80.92
17.97
28
87.85
15.08
Misbehaviours
18.85
26.34
28
7.10
13.38
Note. MM=mean scores of male; MF=mean scores of female; SDM=standard deviation
df=degree of freedom; t= t-value; Sig.=significant.

t
-1.313

Sig.
.200

-1.143

.263

1.615

.118

of male; SDF=standard deviation of female;

5.4 Comparison of Affect, Engagement, and Misbehaviours Based on School
As shown in Table 5, all student participants displayed highly positive attitudes towards English learning, with
key university participants only slightly outranking their non-key university peers (85.1% and 82.96%,
respectively). Notably, negative attitudes towards English learning were much more prevalent among the
non-key than key university participants (13.03% and 1.17%, respectively). Another substantial difference based
on type of school was found in relation to positive self-esteem: 13.73% among the key university student
participants and only 1.73% among the non-key university participants. A notable finding concerns the almost
complete absence of anxiety in the whole sample: none in key university participants and only 2.28% in non-key
university participants.
Table 5. Comparison of affect, engagement, and misbehaviours across school
Affect
Positive attitudes
Negative attitudes
Anxiety
Positive self-esteem
Engagement
Verbal acts
Passively answering questions
Actively answering questions
Actively asking questions
Discussing with classrooms
Non-verbal acts
Listening to instruction
Taking notes
Thinking
Doing practice
Refusing to discuss with classmates
Misbehaviours
Inattentiveness
Chatting with classmates
Playing with the smartphone
Sleeping
Engaging in activities unrelated to class

Key university
85.1%
1.17%
0%
13.73%
Key university

Non-key university
82.96%
13.03%
2.28%
1.73%
Non-key university

0%
8.26%
0%
7.81%

0.08%
1.36%
0%
0.67%

72.18%
4.12%
3.61%
4.01%
0%
Key university
5.56%
29.63%
0%
0%
64.81%

72.63%
6.17%
0.57%
15.92%
2.59%
Non-key university
39.34%
25.71%
3.65%
4.04%
27.27%

In terms of student participants’ verbal acts, 8.26% and 7.81% of the nodes were related to their initiative to
answer questions and willingness to discuss with classmates at the key university. The values for these two only
stood at 1.36% and 0.67% at the non-key university. Accounting for 0.08%, the node of passively answering
questions was only recorded among the non-key university participants. No participants at either university were
observed to actively ask questions during their English classes.
The nodes denoting non-verbal acts again considerably exceeded the verbal ones across the whole sample.
Listening to instruction represented the highest proportion of the non-verbal nodes (72.18% key university and
72.63% non-key university). Non-key university participants spent more time doing practice (15.92%) than their
counterparts at the key university (4.01%). In addition, non-key university participants took longer to take notes
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during the English class (6.17%) than their key university peers (4.12%). In contrast, key university participants
spent more time on thinking (3.61%) than their peers at the non-key university (0.57%).
Table 5 demonstrates that engaging in activities unrelated to learning (64.81%) and chatting with classmates
(29.63%) were major misbehaviours among the key university participants, but relatively few of them were
inattentive (5.56%). No coding reference was recorded for playing with the smartphone or sleeping during class.
By comparison, at the non-key university, inattentiveness came up as a major misbehaviour (39.34%), with
unavoidable consequences for participants’ learning. Unrelated activities (27.27%) and chatting with classmates
(25.71%) also featured quite prominently among the non-key university participants. A smaller number of
non-key university participants slept (4.04%) or played with their smartphones (3.65%) during the English class.
An independent t-test was conducted and the results in Table 6 verified the significant effects of school on
student participants’ affect (df=28, t=5.463, p<.001), engagement (df=28, t=4.771, p<.001), and misbehaviours
(df=28, t=-3.198, p<.01).
Table 6. Independent t-test of affect, engagement, and misbehaviours across school

Affect
Engagement
Misbehaviours

M1
M2
244.33
138.47
95.84
74.30
1.60
22.00

SD1
SD2
9.23
74.49
1.98
17.37
2.31
24.60

df
28

t
5.463

Sig.
.000

28

4.771

.000

28

-3.198

.003

Note. M1=mean scores of the key university; M2=mean scores of the non-key university; SD1=standard deviation of the key university;
SD2=standard deviation of the non-key university; df=degree of freedom; t=t-value; Sig.=significant.

5.5 Correlation Between Affect, Engagement, Misbehaviours, and Achievement
Student participants’ four affective variables recorded in the classroom observation could be further classified
into two dimensions: positive affect including positive attitudes and positive self-esteem, and negative affect
consisting of negative attitudes and anxiety. The coding references regarding student participants’ affect
including positive and negative affect, engagement, and misbehaviours were calculated and then correlation
analysis was conducted with their achievement.
Table 7 reveals that student participants’ affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement formed significant
correlations. Specifically, student participants’ positive affect was positively related to active classroom
engagement and achievement but negatively connected with misbehaviours, indicating that student participants
who had a higher level of positive affect tended to have higher levels of engagement and achievement and a
lower level of misbehaviours. In contrast, student participants’ negative affect formed negative relationships with
engagement and achievement but a positive correlation with misbehaviours, suggesting that student participants
who had a higher level of negative affect were less likely to participate in classroom activities and have higher
achievement but were more likely to misbehave during class.
Table 7. Correlation between affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement
Affect
Positive affect
Negative affect
Engagement
Misbehaviours
Achievement
Note. **p < 0.01.

1
.978**
-.947**
.980**
-.935**
.872**

2

3

4

5

6

-.859**
.969**
-.854**
.848**

-.913**
.978**
-.834**

-.903**
.861**

-.837**

-

6. Qualitative Results
All 30 video-observed student participants were members of their classes and, therefore, unavoidably influenced
by their teachers, peers, and the broader classroom environment. The qualitative dimension of the classroom
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observation examined the whole sample – the six English teachers and their whole classes – to reinforce the
understanding of the relationship between the identified variables. The qualitative observation data included
careful spot observation notes and repeated post-observation reviews of the video files.
6.1 Traditional Classroom Setting
All six investigated classes had a traditional classroom arrangement where the teacher carried out the instruction
in the front of the classroom. The large class sizes (48−60 students) suppressed student-to-student discussions
and also made it hard for teachers to move from their tables to interact with students or to control students’
classroom behaviours, unavoidably reducing the effectiveness of teaching and learning.
6.2 Teaching Methods
Based on careful observation, two types of teaching methods were identified: teacher-centred and
student-centred models.
6.2.1 Teacher-Centred Model
Consistent with traditional teaching methods, all three participating teachers at the non-key university employed
the teacher-centred model in their class. To be more specific, these teachers directly began their instruction
without any greetings or lead-in activities, with no obvious attempt to arouse students’ learning interest at the
beginning of the class. During the whole instruction, these three teachers kept standing on the platform and
served as “broadcasters” in delivering their lessons to students. Their instruction mainly focused on translating
important words, phrases, and sentences, failing to take into account the development of students’ language skills.
Students, in this teacher-centred model, were passive receivers of knowledge.
Consequently, some students were inattentive to the instruction and some, especially those who sat in the corner
of the classroom, chatted with their partners, played with their smartphones, or even slept during class. However,
all three non-key university teachers ignored those students’ misbehaviours and made no effort to prevent them
during the instruction.
6.2.2 Student-Centred Model
Compared with teachers at the non-key university, the three participating teachers at the key university adopted
the student-centred model in their English classes. More specifically, these three teachers tried to introduce
interesting topics relating to the teaching content into lead-in activities to stimulate students’ learning interest.
These three teachers warmly greeted students at the beginning of the class to bridge the psychological gap with
the students and establish a good foundation for subsequent classroom interactions.
During the instruction, the three key university teachers focused on the interpretation of the whole passage,
including its background, main idea, and writing style, rather than monotonous translation of the passage. More
importantly, these teachers paid more attention to the development of students’ critical thinking and analytical
ability by providing proper guidance and/or brainstorming with mind maps to help students infer the deep
meaning of the text instead of directly giving answers.
Despite the limited space, the three teachers at the key university all moved from the blackboard to interact with
students. For students’ correct answers, these teachers gave positive reinforcement; students’ mistakes were
corrected in a timely manner and students were encouraged to repeat the correct answers.
6.3 Design of Teaching Activities
To effectively develop the classroom instruction, all six participating teachers designed different teaching
activities; these are described and analysed in detail in the following sections.
6.3.1 Group Discussion
Among all teaching activities, group discussion was the most common one adopted by teachers at both the key
and non-key university in their English classes; however, the effect was different. The group discussion designed
by the three teachers at the key university concentrated more on in-depth understanding of the teaching content
and the development of students’ brainstorming and critical thinking ability, which most students found
stimulating. In contrast, the group discussion designed by two of the non-key university teachers was entirely
focused on translation of a paragraph or text. As a result, most students showed no interest, and they tended to
think about the translation version by themselves or did not do anything. The third non-key university teacher
did not adopt group discussion in the whole process of teaching.
6.3.2 Group Presentation
Only the three key university teachers asked their students to present opinions in groups. Most students in the
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group could actively participate in the discussion and share their views with group members. After the discussion,
each group had one or two presenters deliver the group’s findings. Upon the completion of each group’s
presentation, the three teachers provided appropriate feedback and also asked the audience for additional
comments.
6.4 Classroom Language Use
All three non-key university teachers relied on their native Chinese rather than English in most of their
instruction except for some simple questions or transitional expressions, such as “What’s the meaning of this
sentence?” and “Let’s move on to the next paragraph”. Besides, these teachers allowed their students to answer
questions in Chinese, limiting the promotion of students’ language proficiency. In contrast, all three key
university teachers used English for instruction, and only reverted to Chinese to explain difficult language points.
Their students likewise used English when they answered questions, despite making mistakes. The classroom
observations indicated that, overall, the non-key university teachers had lower English language proficiency in
terms of pronunciation, accuracy, and fluency.
6.5 Adoption of Teaching Aids
All three key university teachers prepared handout materials to help students better understand the instruction.
They also deployed a range of other supporting resources, such as PowerPoint, videos, audios, and pictures to
stimulate students’ interest and enhance teaching effectiveness. In contrast, none of the non-key university
teachers used any supporting resources, exclusively relying on the textbook as their teaching resource. Notably,
these practices took place regardless of the fact that the classrooms were fitted with technical equipment, such as
projectors and screens.
6.6 Peer Influences
The observation data showed that the key university students were more likely to have positive interactions with
their classmates, and were more prepared to provide support to each other. In contrast, the non-key university
students were prone to be influenced by their classmates’ misbehaviours and discouragement. They tended to
laugh when their classmates were answering questions or sharing opinions in group discussion, in effect
generating anxiety and hindering willingness to engage in classroom activities.
7. Discussion
Consistent with the conclusion reached by Jin and Yang (2006), as well as You and Dörnyei (2016), student
participants at the key university showed a significantly higher level of achievement than their peers at the
non-key university. To understand the reasons for such a difference, data collected via classroom observation
were analysed quantitatively and qualitatively.
The quantitative data analyses revealed that affect – both positive and negative – was a powerful determinant of
students’ classroom behaviours. Overall, the key university student participants reported a higher level of
positive affect, they were more engaged in class and were less likely to misbehave than their non-key university
counterparts. Positive attitudes played a particularly prominent role in influencing students’ classroom
behaviours. Learning English has acquired considerable importance throughout the whole Chinese educational
system—from primary school to university, including the two high-stakes standardised exams: the National
College Entrance Examination and the CET-4 (Cheng & Wang, 2012). Most Chinese students have a high level
of awareness of the importance of English learning and are eager to attain high English proficiency. In view of
this, most student participants’ positive attitudes towards their English learning, at both the key and non-key
university, are not altogether surprising. Negative attitudes, which were more commonly on display at the
non-key university, tended to suppress students’ classroom engagement and were in part responsible for their
misbehaviours during class.
The relatively small number of references recorded in relation to self-esteem indicated that students at both types
of school generally lacked self-esteem–with consequences for classroom engagement, particularly in orally
expressing their ideas in English. Most student participants remained silent and refused to speak English during
class, becoming “deaf and dumb” English learners (Cheng & Wang, 2012, p. 28). This phenomenon was more
obvious for the non-key university participants, who had lower levels of self-esteem and achievement, but a
higher level of misbehaviour.
In contrast to attitudes and self-esteem, the observations did not capture much evidence relating to students’
language anxiety; this situation may be partially due to the research design, which did not involve a specialised
instrument for measuring anxiety, such as the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Horwitz et al., 1986).
That said, some of the learners’ behavioural and psychological characteristics documented by the study can be
20

ijel.ccsenet.org

International Journal of English Linguistics

Vol. 11, No. 4; 2021

seen as indirect evidence of the presence of anxiety, such as passively answering questions and unwillingness to
engage in discussions. Likewise, low self-esteem is often the source of higher anxiety in classroom interactions
(Peleg, 2009).
Non-verbal engagement quite substantially exceeded verbal engagement in the observation data. Owing to
socio-cultural factors, Asian EFL/ESL learners tend to keep silent in their language learning (Cheng, 2000; Liu,
2005; Liu & Littlewood, 1997). Influenced by Confucianism, Chinese students are passive learners who fully
accept their teachers’ authority and are rarely prepared to think independently, let alone challenge the teacher’s
“wisdom” (Chang, 1993; Insull, 2001). Consistent with previous studies, listening to the teachers’ instruction
occupied most of the class time. The observation captured few or no references relating to student participants’
actively answering or asking questions, in effect denying themselves opportunities to develop their spoken
English ability. This situation was not as dire at the key university where students tended to speak English more
during class and develop their critical thinking ability via verbal interactions. This outcome can be attributed to
the key university students’ higher levels of positive affect and English achievement and their lower level of
negative affect, confirming the close relationship between affect, engagement, and achievement. The
student-centred teaching models practised at the key university also positively contributed to that.
The observation recorded a large number of misbehaviours among the non-key university students. The
observation data showed these participants to have significantly lower levels of achievement, positive affect, and
engagement, but a higher level of negative affect than their peers at the key university. Notably, the participating
teachers at the non-key university failed to take any active measures designed to suppress students’
misbehaviours. To state the obvious, misbehaviours reduce teaching and learning effectiveness, and lead to lower
achievement.
Considering the differences in student participants’ affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement, the
results from the correlation analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between positive affect,
engagement, and achievement; negative affect and misbehaviours, on the other hand, were strongly linked to
lower engagement and lower achievement.
One very notable feature of the educational context in China is the rather large class sizes, typically running
between 40 and 70 students per class. It is widely acknowledged that such class sizes are particularly
unproductive for language learning. The class size itself is in part responsible for classroom misbehaviours and
ineffective classroom instruction (Jin & Cortazzi, 1998). Large class sizes likewise reduce students’ capacity for
meaningful interaction among each other, or interaction with their teacher, in effect promoting passive learning.
The teacher-centred teaching methods used at the non-key university were also responsible for promoting
passive learning. As Freiberg (1999) argued, passive learners and compliance are valued in the teacher-centred
model. All three English teachers observed at the non-key university merely focused on the instruction of
grammar, sentence structure, and translation of paragraphs in their teaching, and the classroom was largely
dominated by teacher talk. As passive recipients, most student participants in these classes tended to lose interest
in their teachers’ instruction and to lapse into one misbehaviour or another. The fact that the non-key university
student participants had relatively lower levels of positive affect, engagement, and achievement but higher levels
of negative affect and misbehaviours than their peers at the key university can in part be attributed to the
teacher-centred teaching methods they were exposed to.
In contrast, all three teachers at the key university adopted the student-centred approach, laying the foundation
for meaningful classroom interactions (Dollard & Christensen, 1996) and the promotion of students’ productive
English skills. Rather than solely focusing on the instruction of basic English language knowledge, these
teachers paid more attention to students’ deep understanding of the textbook, critical and analytical thinking, and
language communication ability. In addition, all three key university teachers deployed more effective teaching
activities such as group discussion and group presentation to meet students’ learning needs, promote their
motivation and interest in learning. None of these were observed at the non-key university. Benefiting from this
teaching approach, the key university student participants were more likely to have positive affect in their
English learning, actively participate in classroom activities, avoid misbehaviour, and ultimately achieve better
learning outcomes than their peers at the non-key university.
The qualitative observational analysis also found that classroom language use was another factor that influenced
student participants’ classroom behaviours. According to Cook (2001), the target language (TL) should
predominantly be used for instruction at earlier stages of language learning in order to expose learners to the TL
as much as possible, while at later stages the learners’ native language (L1) can be used sparingly to check the
meaning of words or sentences, explain grammar, and organise tasks. All three English teachers at the non-key
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university exclusively used their native Chinese throughout the whole instruction and allowed their students to
answer questions in Chinese—presumably to reduce students’ anxiety; clearly, exclusive use of the learners’ L1
is not conducive to building the students’ English proficiency.
These teachers’ reliance on Chinese for instruction was also at least in part a reflection of their own English
proficiency limitations. Compared with their peers at the key university, all three had a relatively lower level of
English proficiency in terms of pronunciation, accuracy, and fluency. Teachers’ English proficiency enables them
to “manage classroom discourse so that it provides maximum opportunities for language learning” (Richards,
2010, p. 103). Additionally, teachers’ English proficiency significantly affects their classroom language use
(Canh & Renandya, 2017), learners’ acquisition of English, and learning outcomes (Nel & Müller, 2010).
Therefore, to enhance their teaching effectiveness and students’ English proficiency, English teachers must
continuously promote their professional skills.
The observational data also showed that the differential deployment of teaching aids across the two types of
school was also related to student participants’ different levels of affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and
achievement. In addition to the adoption of advanced electronic equipment, all three key university teachers
prepared handout materials for their students’ better understanding and analysis of the textbook. Overall,
participating teachers’ preparation and investment for their classes partially accounted for students’ different
levels of affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement.
Lastly, student participants’ different levels of affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement could be
understood from the perspective of peer pressure. Research has demonstrated that learners benefit when they
receive positive reinforcement from their peers (Wentzel & Watkins, 2002; Wood & O’Malley, 1996) and would
also be negatively affected by their peers’ misconduct (Clasen & Brown, 1987). The observation data showed
that peer influences at the non-key university were predominantly negative, including peer discouragement and
peer misbehaviour. This unavoidably contributed to lowering the non-key university student participants’
positive affect, active engagement, and achievement in comparison with their key university counterparts.
8. Conclusion
The current study furthers our understanding of the relationship between EFL learners’ affect, engagement,
misbehaviours, and achievement in a language classroom context. Our findings showed that type of school was a
powerful factor influencing student participants’ affect, engagement, misbehaviours, and achievement. Student
participants’ positive affect was significantly and positively connected with engagement and achievement but
significantly and negatively related to misbehaviours. In contrast, student participants’ negative affect had
negative relationships with engagement and achievement but a positive correlation with misbehaviours.
Although correlation analyses cannot reveal causal relationships among variables, they can give us a good sense
of what these relationships are like. These findings have clear implications for teachers and teaching. Emotional
regulation of learners’ affect is essential for enhancing their engagement and achievement. Teachers should
deploy classroom activities designed to promote learners’ classroom engagement, especially their active verbal
participation; otherwise the development of learners’ L2 communication skills would be next to impossible.
More effort should go into the management of classroom misbehaviours to minimise their disruptive effects on
teaching and learning.
Learners’ affect, engagement, and achievement are also a function of the classroom environment. Positive and
constructive relationships between teachers and learners, and also between the learners themselves, can strongly
contribute to teaching and learning outcomes.
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