International Journal of
Environmental Research

and Public Health

Article

English Learning Stress, Self-Efficacy, and Burnout among
Undergraduate Students: The Moderating Effect of
Mindfulness and Gender

Liling Xu 1, Huahua Wang ?, Jiaxin Chen 2, Yiwen Zhang 2, Zhiqi Huang ? and Chengfu Yu >*

check for
updates

Citation: Xu, L.; Wang, H.; Chen, J.;
Zhang, Y.; Huang, Z.; Yu, C. English
Learning Stress, Self-Efficacy, and
Burnout among Undergraduate
Students: The Moderating Effect of
Mindfulness and Gender. Int. J.
Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19,
15819. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph192315819

Academic Editor: Paul B.

Tchounwou

Received: 13 October 2022
Accepted: 22 November 2022
Published: 28 November 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

1 School of Foreign Studies, South China Normal University, Guangzhou 510631, China

Department of Psychology, Research Center of Adolescent Psychology and Behavior, School of Education,
Guangzhou University, Guangzhou 510006, China

*  Correspondence: yuchengfu@gzhu.edu.cn

Abstract: Research has indicated that English learning stress contributes significantly to English
learning burnout among undergraduate students. However, knowledge of the mediating and
moderating mechanisms underlying this relationship is limited. To bridge this gap, a moderated
mediation model was constructed to examine whether English learning self-efficacy mediated the
relationship between English learning stress and English learning burnout. Furthermore, this study
analyzed whether the mediated relationship was moderated by mindfulness and gender. A total
of 1130 Chinese undergraduate students (mean age = 20.84 years, SD = 1.57 years) reported their
experiences regarding English learning stress, English learning self-efficacy, English learning burnout,
and mindfulness. After controlling for covariates, the results revealed that English learning self-efficacy
mediated the positive link between English learning stress and English learning burnout among both
men and women. Moreover, the findings demonstrated that the indirect link was moderated by
mindfulness among male undergraduate students. However, the moderating effect of mindfulness was
not significant among the women in this study. The implications of these findings for future research,
and the development of intervention and prevention of English learning burnout are discussed.

Keywords: English learning stress; English learning self-efficacy; English learning burnout; mindfulness;
undergraduate students

1. Introduction

Learning burnout refers to feelings of exhaustion experienced by students during
the learning process. Learning burnout is accompanied by cynical and detached attitudes
toward studies and school activities, as well as a low sense of achievement in learning [1].
English learning burnout refers to feelings of exhaustion and a lack of interest in learning
English, which can induce a range of detrimental outcomes. For instance, English learning
burnout can harm the physical and mental health of students and may lead to poor
learning performance and dropout [2—4]. English learning burnout could be more serious
in Chinese students based on the natural language environment and test-oriented education
in China [5]. English learning is compulsory for Chinese undergraduates and is evaluated
using nationwide standardized tests (i.e., College English Test Band 4/6). Furthermore,
these scores are used as a graduation or recruitment criterion [6]. Thus, such a unique
context necessitates the exploration of English learning burnout and its potential mechanism
among Chinese undergraduate students.

As one of the largest English learning groups, Chinese students experience immense
academic stress regarding English learning [7]. Thus, this study focused on the impact of
English learning stress on English learning burnout among Chinese undergraduates. Ac-
cording to the transactional model of stress and coping [8], the long-term effects of stress can
develop into chronic stress symptoms and cause a burnout response. Furthermore, learning
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stress can reduce academic failure tolerance resulting in academic burnout [9]. Heavy learn-
ing stress could also damage the willingness of students to engage in exploratory learning
activities, subsequently increasing the risk of learning burnout. Moreover, empirical stud-
ies support the view that undergraduate students who experience more learning stress
face a higher risk of learning burnout [9-11]. For example, Wang et al. [10] investigated
1119 Chinese undergraduate students from eight different universities and found that
learning stress had a significant positive predictive effect on learning burnout. Researchers
have begun investigating the link between learning stress and learning burnout among
undergraduate students. However, the mediating and moderating mechanisms underlying
this relationship remain largely unexplored. To bridge the gap, this study investigated the
association between English learning stress and English learning burnout based on English
learning self-efficacy, mindfulness, and gender among Chinese undergraduate students.

1.1. The Mediating Effect of English Learning Self-Efficacy

Learning self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in his or her ability to succeed in
scholastic activities [12]. In addition, learning self-efficacy is considered the main factor
for determining the effectiveness of an individual’s second language learning and ability
to use it [13]. According to the transactional model of stress and coping [8], stressors can
influence an individual’s cognitive appraisals and coping styles and exacerbate negative
outcomes. Therefore, cognitive appraisals (e.g., learning self-efficacy) comprise a key
explanatory mechanism in the link between English learning stress and negative outcomes
(e.g., English learning burnout). To date, research has not directly examined the mediating
role of learning self-efficacy in the link between English learning stress and undergraduate
students” English learning burnout. However, several studies provide indirect evidence
that supports this mediation process.

Undergraduate students with heavier perceived English learning stress could suffer
from impaired learning self-efficacy. Chronic learning stress often leads to chronic neg-
ative effects such as anxiety, depression, and hopelessness [14]. Furthermore, excessive
academic tasks as well as frequent academic failures and inadequacies can also damage
undergraduate students’ learning motivation [15]. Bandura [12] emphasized that aversive
arousal states that are associated with stress could be interpreted as a sign of potential
failure and consequently decrease the individual’s self-efficacy perceptions. Consistent
with these views, empirical studies have reported that learning stress could jeopardize
undergraduate students’ learning self-efficacy [16,17]. For example, Ling and Lim [17]
found that learning stress was negatively associated with learning self-efficacy in a sample
of 610 Chinese university students.

English learning burnout can also occur among undergraduate students with low
English learning self-efficacy. For example, individuals with a low level of English learning
self-efficacy are more likely to adopt avoidance strategies [18], exacerbating their risk of
English learning burnout. Furthermore, they are less likely to be resilient to learning failures
and adversity, consequently exhibiting higher levels of learning burnout [19]. Moreover,
empirical studies have found that learning self-efficacy has a significant predictive effect
on the persistence of learning burnout among undergraduate students [10,20,21]. Previous
studies have also emphasized the mediating effect of learning self-efficacy in the relation-
ship between learning stress and learning burnout among adolescents [18,22]. However,
this mediating effect has not been explored among undergraduate students. Thus, this
study explored whether English learning self-efficacy mediates the relationship between
English learning stress and undergraduate students” English learning burnout.

1.2. Mindfulness and Gender as Moderators

Although English learning stress is generally considered a risk factor for English
learning burnout among undergraduate students, not all students are influenced equally
by English learning stress. Therefore, it is important to examine variables that may mod-
erate the link between English learning stress and English learning burnout. Thus, this
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study examined whether the indirect pathway would vary as a function of undergraduate
students” mindfulness. Mindfulness describes a state where an individual consciously
pays attention to his or her experience, thoughts, and feelings of the present moment
without judgment [23]. As a positive personality factor, mindfulness can result in desirable
achievements when learning a second or foreign language [24]. For example, researchers
have found that individuals with high levels of mindfulness exhibit more English learning
motivation [25], less English learning anxiety [26], and less academic burnout [27,28].

According to the mindfulness reperceiving model [29], mindfulness can promote
a fundamental psychological perspective shift called “reperceiving”, which is a meta-
mechanism of action that yields change and positive outcomes. Through the process of
mindfulness reperceiving, individuals can dis-identify from the content of consciousness
and obtain a more clear and objective view of moments and experiences. Consequently,
these individuals participate in less reflexive behavior [29]. Therefore, mindfulness could
moderate the relationship between English learning stress, English learning self-efficacy,
and English learning burnout. Empirical studies have supported this opinion. For in-
stance, Park et al. [30] found that mindfulness moderated the relationship between stress
(including academic stress) and depression among university students. Specifically, univer-
sity students with higher mindfulness were less likely to be affected by stress. Likewise,
Yoo [31] found that mindfulness moderated the relationship between self-efficacy and job
burnout among hotel employees. The relationship between self-efficacy and job burnout
was stronger in hotel employees with lower levels of mindfulness, whereas the relationship
between self-efficacy and job burnout was weaker in those with higher levels of mindful-
ness. To date, no previous research has examined whether mindfulness is a protective
factor that buffers the adverse impact of English learning stress on English learning burnout
among undergraduate students.

The moderating effect of mindfulness could also be gender specific. Existing research
reveals that gender influences the favorable effects of mindfulness [32,33]. Meanwhile,
studies have found that male students demonstrate higher mindfulness and more learning
burnout than female students [34,35]. Luo et al. [35] found that gender moderated the
relationship between learning adjustment and learning burnout among university students.
In contrast to the female students, higher learning maladjustment was more strongly
related to higher learning burnout in male university students. However, there is limited
knowledge of gender differences in the context of English learning stress and English
learning burnout among undergraduate students. This presents an important research
question that can contribute to designing appropriate interventions to alleviate English
learning burnout in undergraduate students. Therefore, the present study explored whether
the beneficial contribution of mindfulness within the context of English learning stress and
undergraduate students” English learning burnout differs according to gender.

1.3. The Present Study

A moderated mediation model was used to examine three main hypotheses addressing
how English learning stress works and whether all undergraduate students are vulnerable
to English learning stress.

Hypothesis 1: English learning self-efficacy would mediate the relationship between English
learning stress and English learning burnout among undergraduate students.

Hypothesis 2a: Mindfulness would moderate the indirect pathways from English learning stress
to English learning burnout among undergraduate students.

Hypothesis 2b: The hypothesized associations would differ by gender.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

This study sample comprised 1130 undergraduate students (406 men and 724 women)
recruited from two universities in southern China. All the participants were non-English
majors. The ages of the participants ranged from 17.83 to 24.83 years (Mean age = 20.84 years,
SD =1.57 years). The participants completed a survey designed to collect information re-
garding demographic characteristics, English learning stress, English learning self-efficacy,
English learning burnout, and mindfulness.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. English Learning Stress

English learning stress was assessed with the Chinese version of the English Learning
Stress Questionnaire [36]. The measure contains four items. Participants were asked to
report the extent to which they experienced stress related to English learning in the past
year (e.g., I feel pressured by the English course examination). The scores were rated on a
five-point scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = never and 5 = always). An average score for all
items was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher levels of English learning stress.
The questionnaire was used in a previous study with Chinese undergraduate students and
demonstrated good reliability and validity [36]. The Cronbach’s o of the scale in this study
was 0.91.

2.2.2. English Learning Self-Efficacy

English learning self-efficacy was assessed with the Chinese version of the English
Learning Self-Efficacy Questionnaire [37]. The measure contains four items. Participants
were asked to report their self-efficacy in English learning over the past year (e.g., I think I
have the ability to solve the difficulties I have encountered in English learning). Responses
were scored on a five-point scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = do not agree at all and 5 = perfectly
agree). An average score for all items was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher
English learning self-efficacy. The Cronbach’s x of the scale in this study was 0.78.

2.2.3. English Learning Burnout

English learning burnout was assessed with the Chinese version of the English Learn-
ing Burnout Questionnaire [38]. The measure contains thirteen items. Participants were
asked to report how burned out they felt about learning English in the past year (e.g., I have
a hard time staying enthusiastic about my studies). Responses were scored on a five-point
scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = do not agree at all and 5 = completely agree). An average
score for all items was calculated, with higher scores indicating a higher level of burnout.
The questionnaire has been used in a previous study with Chinese undergraduate students
and demonstrated good reliability and validity [38]. The Cronbach’s « of the scale in this
study was 0.76.

2.2.4. Mindfulness

Mindfulness was measured with the Chinese version of the Mindfulness Question-
naire [39]. The measure contains four items. Participants were asked to rate the frequency
of events in the past year (e.g., I find myself doing things without paying attention).
Responses were scored on a six-point scale ranging from 1 to 6 (1 = almost never and
6 = almost always). An average score for all items was calculated, with higher scores indi-
cating higher levels of mindfulness. The Cronbach’s « of the scale in this study was 0.93.

2.3. Control Variables

Considering the age of undergraduate students, English learning proficiency and
neuroticism have a significant effect on their learning burnout [40-42]. Consequently, these
variables were included as control variables. English examination scores were used as a
measure of English learning proficiency; higher scores indicated greater English learning
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proficiency. Neuroticism was measured with the Neuroticism subscale of the Chinese
Big Five Personality Inventory (CBF-PI-15) [43], which contains three items (e.g., I often
worry that something bad is going to happen). Responses to items utilized a six-point scale
ranging from 1 to 6 (1 = do not agree at all and 6 = strongly agree). An average score was
calculated for all items, with higher scores indicating higher levels of neuroticism. The
Cronbach’s « of the scale in this study was 0.91. All Chinese students use the same English
textbooks in secondary education and all non-English majors take the same English courses
in university education. Thus, we did not control the students” background in English in
secondary education and the requirements of English courses in university education.

2.4. Research Procedures and Statistical Analysis

Informed consent was obtained from each participant before completing the ques-
tionnaires online, which required approximately 20 min. The SPSS 25.0 was used for data
analysis. First, descriptive analyses were conducted to examine associations between the
study variables and covariates. Second, the SPSS PROCESS macro (Model 4) [44] was used
to test the mediation model proposed in this study. Subsequently, the SPSS PROCESS macro
(Model 73) [44] was used to test the moderation model proposed in this study. Finally, when
the moderating effect was significant, a simple slope plot was created based on the values
obtained by adding or subtracting the moderating variable by one standard deviation.

3. Results
3.1. Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations of all variables are presented in Table 1. As
expected, English learning stress was positively associated with English learning burnout.
In contrast, English learning stress was negatively associated with English learning self-
efficacy and mindfulness. Furthermore, English learning self-efficacy was positively associ-
ated with mindfulness, whereas English learning burnout was negatively associated with
English learning self-efficacy and mindfulness.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for all variables.

Variables 1 2 3 ! 5 6 7 8
1. Age -
2. Gender 0.00 -
3. Neuroticism 0.01 0.02 -
4. EP 0.03 —0.12** 0.03 -
5. ELS 0.01 0.06 * 0.26 ** —0.29 ** -
6. ELSE 0.03 0.02 —0.21** 0.47 ** —0.53 ** -
7. Mindfulness 0.01 0.04 —0.55 ** 0.05 —0.25** 0.20 ** -
8. ELB —0.07 * 0.01 0.40 ** —0.26 ** 0.38 ** —0.45** —0.46 ** -
Mean 20.27 - 3.44 3.30 3.00 2.93 4.10 2.95
SD 1.48 - 1.20 1.50 1.03 0.79 1.15 0.44

Note: Gender was dummy coded 1 = male, 0 = female. EP = English proficiency; ELS = English learning stress;
ELSE = English learning self-efficacy; ELB = English learning burnout. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

3.2. Testing for Mediation

Model 4 of the PROCESS macro [44] was used to test the mediating effect of En-
glish learning self-efficacy on the relationship between English learning stress and En-
glish learning burnout (Hypothesis 1). The results (see Model 1 in Table 2) indicated
that English learning stress negatively predicted English learning self-efficacy (5 = —0.40,
p < 0.001) after controlling for covariates. Furthermore, the results (see Model 2 in Table 2)
indicated that English learning self-efficacy negatively predicted English learning burnout
(B=—0.28, p < 0.001). Moreover, English learning stress directly predicted English learn-
ing burnout (8 = 0.13, p < 0.001) after controlling for the covariates (see Model 2 in
Table 2). The bootstrapping analyses indicated that the indirect effect of English learning
stress on English learning burnout through English learning self-efficacy was significant
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(8=0.11,95% CI [0.08, 0.15]). Thus, these findings suggest that undergraduate students who
experienced greater English learning stress were prone to having lower levels of English
learning self-efficacy, exacerbating their risk of English learning burnout. The mediated
effect accounted for 46.22% of the total effects. Thus, the first hypothesis was supported:
English learning self-efficacy mediated the relationship between English learning stress
and English learning burnout.

Table 2. Testing for the mediation effect of English learning self-efficacy.

Model 1 (ELSE) Model 2 (ELB)
Variables
B SE t 95% CI B SE t 95% CI
Age 0.02 0.02 1.23 [—0.01, 0.05] —0.04 0.02 —2.49* [—-0.07, —0.01]
Gender 0.04 0.02 1.81 [—0.01, 0.09] —0.01 0.02 —0.38 [—0.06, 0.04]
Neuroticism  —0.10 0.02 —4.07 ** [—0.14, —0.05] 0.31 0.03 12.07 *** [0.26, 0.36]

EP 0.35 0.02 14.23 *** [0.30, 0.39] —0.09 0.03 —3.17 ** [—0.14, —0.03]
ELS —0.40 0.03 —16.11 *** [—0.45, —0.35] 0.13 0.03 4.44 *** [0.07,0.19]
ELSE —0.28 0.03 —8.78 *** [—0.34, —0.21]

R? 0.40 0.33

F 184.89 *** 109.20 ***

Note: Gender was dummy coded 1 = male, 0 = female. EP = English proficiency; ELS = English learning stress;
ELSE = English learning self-efficacy; ELB = English learning burnout. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

3.3. Testing for Moderated Mediation

Model 73 of the PROCESS macro [44] was used to test the moderating effects of
mindfulness and gender on the mediation model. As presented in Table 3, Model 1
indicates that English learning stress negatively predicted English learning self-efficacy
(B = —0.44, p < 0.01) after controlling for covariates. Furthermore, both mindfulness
(B =0.03, p > 0.05) and gender (B = 0.07, p > 0.05) positively predicted English learning
self-efficacy. However, mindfulness did not have a significant moderating role in the first
part of the mediation process (i.e., English learning stress — English learning self-efficacy;
B =0.04, p > 0.05). Moreover, a two-way interaction between gender and English learning
stress (8 = 0.07, p > 0.05) or mindfulness (8 = 0.06, p > 0.05) was not observed. However,
a significant three-way interaction between English learning stress, mindfulness, and
gender was found to predict English learning self-efficacy (8 = —0.10, p < 0.05). To further
investigate the interaction, the relationship between English learning stress and English
learning self-efficacy was plotted across low and high levels of mindfulness for men and
women (Figures 1 and 2). Consequently, simple slope tests showed that the relationship
between English learning stress and English learning self-efficacy was moderated by
mindfulness among the male participants (8 = —0.06, SE = 0.03, p < 0.05; Figure 1). Figure 1
exhibits that the negative relationship between English learning stress and English learning
burnout was significant for men with low mindfulness (8 = —0.28, SE = 0.05, p < 0.01). In
contrast, this association was much stronger for men with high mindfulness (8 = —0.42,
SE =0.06, p < 0.01). Conversely, no significant moderating effect of mindfulness was found
for women (B = 0.04, SE = 0.03, p > 0.05; Figure 2). These findings indicate that mindfulness
moderated the first part of the mediation process (i.e., English learning stress — English
learning self-efficacy) among the men in this study.
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Table 3. Testing for moderated mediation.
Model 1 (ELSE) Model 2 (ELB)
Variabl
ariables B SE t 95% CI B SE t 95% CI
Age 0.02 0.02 1.34 [—0.01, 0.05] —0.04 0.02 —2.55*% [—0.07, —0.01]
Neuroticism -0.07 0.03 —2.48* [—0.12, —0.01] 0.16 0.03 5.58 ** [0.10, 0.21]
EP 0.35 0.02 14.39 *** [0.30, 0.39] -0.09 0.03 —3.38 ** [—0.14, —0.04]
ELS —0.44 0.03 —13.32 ** [—0.50, —0.37] 0.05 0.04 1.30 [—0.03,0.12]
Mindfulness (MO) 0.03 0.03 0.81 [—0.04, 0.09] —0.30 0.03 —8.83 ** [—0.37, —0.24]
Gender (G) 0.07 0.05 1.31 [—0.03,0.17] —0.05 0.05 —1.00 [—0.15,0.05]
ELSxMO 0.04 0.03 1.23 [—0.02, 0.09] —0.07 0.04 —-1.99 [—0.14, —0.00]
ELSxG 0.07 0.05 1.49 [—0.02,0.17] 0.14 0.06 2.38* [0.02, 0.25]
MOxG 0.06 0.05 1.21 [—0.04, 0.15] 0.03 0.05 0.61 [—0.07,0.13]
ELSxMOXxG —0.10 0.04 —2.44* [—0.18, —0.02] 0.04 0.05 091 [—0.05,0.14]
ELSE -0.31 0.04 —8.05 ** [—0.38, —0.23]
ELSExMO —0.05 0.04 —-1.41 [-0.12,0.02]
ELSExG 0.11 0.06 1.97 * [0.00, 0.22]
ELSExMOXG 0.04 0.05 0.96 [—0.05, 0.14]
R? 0.40 0.39
F 76.04 ** 51.51 **
Note: Gender was dummy coded 1 = male, 0 = female. EP = English proficiency; ELS = English learning stress;
ELSE = English learning self-efficacy; ELB = English learning burnout. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Figure 1. English learning self-efficacy as a function of English learning stress and mindfulness

among male undergraduate students. ELS = English learning stress.
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Figure 2. English learning self-efficacy as a function of English learning stress and mindfulness
among female undergraduate students. ELS = English learning stress.

Model 2 in Table 3 indicates that English learning self-efficacy negatively predicted
English learning burnout (8 = —0.31, p < 0.01). Furthermore, after controlling for covariates
and English learning self-efficacy, English learning stress did not directly predict English
learning burnout (3 = 0.05, p > 0.05). Moreover, mindfulness negatively predicted English
learning burnout (8 = —0.30, p < 0.01). However, gender was not associated with English
learning burnout (8 = —0.05, p > 0.05). Furthermore, there was no significant moderating
role of mindfulness in the second part of the mediation process (i.e., English learning
self-efficacy — English learning burnout) or any residual direct relationship (i.e., English
learning stress — English learning burnout) (all p > 0.05), and there was no significant
three-way interaction (p > 0.05). However, a significant moderating role of gender was
found in the second part of the mediation process (8 = 0.11, p < 0.05). To further investigate
the interaction, simple slope tests were conducted. Figure 3 depicts that English learn-
ing self-efficacy negatively predicted English learning burnout, and this relationship was
much stronger in women (8 = —0.33, SE = 0.04, p < 0.01) than in men (8 = —0.21, SE = 0.05,
p < 0.01). Finally, the bias-corrected percentile bootstrap results indicated that the mediating
effect of English learning self-efficacy was stronger for women with low mindfulness (condi-
tional indirect effect = 0.17, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.12, 0.22]) than for men (conditional indirect
effect = 0.05, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.01, 0.10]). Moreover, self-efficacy was stronger for women
with high mindfulness (conditional indirect effect = 0.14, SE = 0.02, 95% CI[0.10, 0.18]) than
for the men in this study (conditional indirect effect = 0.07, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.02, 0.13]).
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Figure 3. English learning burnout as a function of English learning self-efficacy and gender.
ELSE = English learning self-efficacy.

4. Discussion
4.1. The Mediating Effect of English Learning Self-Efficacy

In support of Hypothesis 1, the results showed that English learning self-efficacy
mediated the relationship between English learning stress and English learning burnout.
Therefore, English learning self-efficacy should be considered as a critical carrier linking En-
glish learning stress and English learning burnout among Chinese undergraduate students.
This finding supports the transactional model of stress and coping [8], because English
learning stress may threaten English learning self-efficacy leading to negative outcomes
such as English learning burnout. Impaired English learning self-efficacy is not only the
outcome of English learning stress, but also a catalyst for English learning burnout among
Chinese undergraduate students. The current study is the first to demonstrate how the
transactional model of stress and coping helps explain the relationship between English
learning stress and English learning burnout.

The results are also consistent with previous studies [18,22]. Undergraduate students
with higher English learning stress had a lower level of English learning adaptability, and
they were more likely to experience frustration, despair, and hopelessness [14]. These
feelings may contribute to decreased self-efficacy in learning English, leading students to
believe that they cannot complete learning tasks [12]. When students deem that they cannot
efficiently use their energy, they develop negative expectations regarding good learning
results [18]. Thus, they may experience English learning burnout. However, lower English
learning stress may help undergraduate students develop higher self-confidence and self-
efficacy in English learning [17,45]. Feeling efficacious can not only promote undergraduate
students to develop more favorable outcome expectations, but also motivate them to act
and make progress toward academic goals and subsequent accomplishments [45]. Thus,
they would be less likely to experience English learning burnout.
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4.2. The Moderating Role of Mindfulness and Gender

The results revealed that there was a significant three-way interaction between English
learning stress, mindfulness, and gender in predicting English learning self-efficacy, which
partially supported Hypothesis 2. Specifically, the moderating effect of mindfulness on
the relationship between English learning stress and English learning self-efficacy was
significant for male but not female undergraduates. For men, consistent with the mind-
fulness reperceiving model [29], undergraduate students with high levels of mindfulness
showed higher English learning self-efficacy than those with low levels; however, this
difference was larger when they reported a low level of English learning stress. This result
is consistent with the findings of Han and Xu [46], who found that learning self-efficacy im-
proved in men who had participated in a mindfulness-based cognitive therapy intervention.
However, in the present study, the relationship did not differ in women based on whether
they were high or low in mindfulness. Possible explanations regarding this finding are as
follows. Male undergraduates are weaker in foreign language learning, and thus experience
more difficulty and feel more incompetent in English learning than females [47]. Therefore,
men may experience greater English learning stress and mindfulness may attenuate the
stress effectively. Notably, this result innovatively validated the mindfulness reperceiving
model [29], indicating that mindfulness can interact with English learning stress, protect
learning self-efficacy, and effectively alleviate learning burnout. According to current
knowledge, this is the first study to provide sufficient evidence confirming that interaction
between English learning stress and mindfulness affects English learning burnout among
Chinese undergraduate students.

However, this study found that mindfulness did not moderate the relationship be-
tween English learning self-efficacy and English learning burnout for both genders. One
possible explanation may be that learning self-efficacy plays an irreplaceable role in the
academic accomplishments of individuals [12]; thus, low learning self-efficacy may be a
contributing factor in the experience of burnout for both genders regardless of their levels
of mindfulness. Interestingly, this study also found that gender significantly moderated the
path of learning self-efficacy to learning burnout. Specifically, the negative correlation be-
tween English learning self-efficacy and English learning burnout was stronger for women
than for men. Possible explanations for this result are as follows. Compared with men,
women are more likely to evaluate and judge their own English learning ability [48]. Con-
sequently, women become more vulnerable to the internal cognition (e.g., self-efficacy) [49].
Therefore, when female undergraduates perceive that they are incompetent in English
learning, they are more likely to develop English learning burnout.

4.3. Limitations and Future Directions

There are several limitations to consider in the current study. First, the cross-sectional
design of this study did not underscore the causal relationships between English learning
stress, English learning self-efficacy, and English learning burnout. Thus, future studies
should consider using a longitudinal tracking design from the perspective of development
to clarify this causal relationship. Second, the participants of this study represent a small
portion of Chinese undergraduate students, which is not very representative. Thus, the
generalizability of the current study results ought to be considered. Consequently, future
research should consider selecting more diverse samples for replication research. Third, the
data in this study were collected in the form of self-reports from undergraduate students,
which might have yielded recall biases. Future research should consider multi-method
and multi-informant approaches to further examine the robustness of our findings. Finally,
gender in this study was a strict binary variable that excluded transgender people. To
address this limitation, future research should expand the definition of gender outside of
the strict binary presentation to produce more interesting and applicable findings.
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4.4. Implications of This Study

Despite the limitations of this study, the findings provide a scientific basis and guid-
ance for interventions and prevention of English learning burnout among undergraduate
students. First, increased stress associated with learning English comprises an important
risk factor for English learning burnout among Chinese undergraduate students. Therefore,
emphasis should be placed on reducing the learning stress and burden experienced by
undergraduate students, as well as creating a free and open English learning environment
for them. Second, the current findings can help practitioners understand the relationship
between English learning self-efficacy and English learning burnout among undergraduate
students. Particularly, this finding reveals that actively paying attention to and improving
students’ learning self-efficacy could alleviate learning burnout among undergraduate
students. Timely and positive feedback is considered a very effective tool. Third, enhanced
mindfulness among undergraduate students can mitigate the risk of learning burnout.
Specifically, training and daily practice represented by mindfulness-based cognitive ther-
apy and dialectical behavior therapy can significantly improve the level of individual
mindfulness in the prevention and intervention of experiencing burnout [50]. Finally, this
study found very important gender differences associated with English learning burnout
among undergraduate students. As mentioned above, women are better at foreign lan-
guage learning than men. Thus, it may be helpful to generally improve English teaching
in primary and secondary school prior to tertiary education, and encourage and reinforce
boys’ foreign language learning skills.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, this study constructed and tested a moderated mediation model on the
relationship between English learning stress and English learning burnout among Chinese
undergraduate students. Furthermore, the study provided an in-depth investigation of
the underlying psychological mechanism. These findings underscore the importance
of considering English learning self-efficacy, mindfulness, and gender to improve our
understanding of how and when English learning stress impacts English learning burnout
among undergraduate students.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, L.X., H.W. and C.Y.; methodology, L.X.; software, H.W.;
validation, L.X., J.C. and C.Y; formal analysis, L.X.; investigation, LX.,, HW.,, J.C., Y.Z., Z.H. and
C.Y,; data curation, L.X. and H.W,; writing—original draft preparation, L.X.; writing—review and
editing, HW.,J.C.,, Y.Z., Z.H. and C.Y,; visualization, H-W. and C.Y,; supervision, L.X. and C.Y.; project
administration, L.X.; funding acquisition, L.X. All authors have read and agreed to the published
version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the
Declaration of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board (or Ethics Committee) of
the School of Education, Guangzhou University.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in
the study.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding authors (C.Y.).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

1. Schaufeli, W.B.; Martinez, I.M.; Marques Pinto, A.; Salanova, M.; Bakker, A.B. Burnout and engagement in university students: A
cross-national study. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 2002, 33, 464-481. [CrossRef]

2. Li, Y;; Cao, L,; Liu, J.; Zhang, T.; Yang, Y.; Shi, W.; Wei, Y. The prevalence and associated factors of burnout among undergraduates
in a university. Medicine 2021, 100, 265-279. [CrossRef] [PubMed]


http://doi.org/10.1177/0022022102033005003
http://doi.org/10.1097/MD.0000000000026589
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34232207

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 15819 12 of 13

®

10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

Wang, E; Wu, D.; Ma, Y. EFL students’ burnout in English learning: A case study of Chinese middle school students. Asian Soc.
Sci. 2018, 14, 38-45.

Madigan, D.J.; Curran, T. Does burnout affect academic achievement? A meta-analysis of over 100,000 students. Educ. Psychol.
Rev. 2020, 33, 387-405. [CrossRef]

Yang, H.; Chen, ]. Learning perfectionism and learning burnout in a primary school student sample: A test of a learning-stress
mediation model. J. Child Fam. Stud. 2016, 25, 345-353. [CrossRef]

Chen, Q.; Klenowski, V. Assessment and curriculum reform in China: The college English test and tertiary English as a foreign
language education. Presented at the Australian Association for Research in Education 2008 International Education Research
Conference, Sydney, NSW, Australia, 30 November—4 December 2009.

Jin, L.; Cortazzi, M. English language teaching in China: A bridge to the future. Asia Pac. |. Educ. 2022, 22, 53-64. [CrossRef]
Lazarus, R.S.; Folkman, S. Stress, Appraisal, and Coping; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 1984.

Lee, M.; GaHyun, K; Lee, J.; Huy, V.N.; Min, L.S. The Effects of Academic Stress and Academic Failure Tolerance on Academic
Burnout Among College Students: Moderated Mediation Effects of Interpersonal Stress. J. Korea Converg. Soc. 2020, 11, 175-185.
Wang, D.; Yang, X. Analysis of learning stress, self efficacy and learning burnout of ethnic minority college students. Chin. J. Sch.
Health 2017, 5, 689-692.

Fariborz, N.; Hadi, J.; Ali, T.N. Students’ academic stress, stress response and academic burnout: Mediating role of self-efficacy.
Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. Hum. 2019, 27, 2441-2454.

Bandura, A. Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. Am. Psychol. 1982, 37, 122-147. [CrossRef]

Sun, PP; Zhang, L.]. A multidimensional perspective on individual differences in multilingual learners” L2 Chinese speech
production. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 59. [CrossRef]

Zhang, C.; Shi, L,; Tian, T.; Zhou, Z.; Peng, X.; Shen, Y.; Ou, J. Associations Between Academic Stress and Depressive Symptoms
Mediated by Anxiety Symptoms and Hopelessness Among Chinese College Students. Psychol. Res. Behav. Manag. 2022, 15, 547.
[CrossRef]

Wang, W.; Xu, H.; Wang, B.; Zhu, E. The mediating effects of learning motivation on the association between perceived stress and
positive-deactivating academic emotions in nursing students undergoing skills training. J. Korean Acad. Nurs. 2019, 49, 495-504.
[CrossRef]

Crego, A.; Carrillo-Diaz, M.; Armfield, ].M.; Romero, M. Stress and academic performance in dental students: The role of coping
strategies and examination-related self-efficacy. J. Dent. Educ. 2016, 80, 165-172. [CrossRef]

Ling, J.; Lim, S. Structural relationship of Chinese student’s academic stress, loneliness, Korean language proficiency, self-efficacy
and school dropout intention. J. Learn. Centered Curric. Instr. 2021, 21, 705-717.

Wang, X.; Liu, Y.L.; Ying, B.; Lin, J. The effect of learning adaptability on Chinese middle school students” English academic
engagement: The chain mediating roles of foreign language anxiety and English learning self-efficacy. Curr. Psychol. 2021, 6, 1-11.
Lau, S.C.; Chow, H.J.; Wong, S.C.; Lim, C.S. An empirical study of the influence of individual-related factors on undergraduates’
academic burnout: Malaysian context. J. Appl. Res. High. Educ. 2021, 13, 1181-1197. [CrossRef]

Sharififard, F.; Asayesh, H.; Hosseini, M.H.M.; Sepahvandi, M. Motivation, self-efficacy, stress, and academic performance
correlation with academic burnout among nursing students. J. Nurs. Midwifery Sci. 2020, 7, 88. [CrossRef]

Rahmati, Z. The Study of Academic Burnout in Students with High and Low Level of Self-efficacy. Procedia Soc. Behav. Sci.
2015, 17, 49-55. [CrossRef]

Jung, I; Kim, J.; Ma, Y.; Seo, C. Mediating Effect of Academic Self-Efficacy on the Relationship between Academic Stress and
Academic Burnout in Chinese Adolescents. Int. J. Hum. Ecol. 2015, 16, 63-77. [CrossRef]

Kabat-Zinn, J. Mindfulness-based intervention in context: Past, present and future. Clin. Psychol. Sci. Pract. 2003, 10, 144-156.
[CrossRef]

Wang, Y.; Derakhshan, A.; Zhang, L.J. Researching and Practicing Positive Psychology in Second /Foreign Language Learning
and Teaching: The Past, Current Status and Future Directions. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 731721. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Ghanizadeh, A.; Makiabadi, H.; Navokhi, S.A. Relating EFL university students” mindfulness and resilience to self-fulfilment and
motivation in learning. Issues Educ. Res. 2019, 29, 695-714.

Shen, Y. Mitigating Students” Anxiety: The Role of Resilience and Mindfulness Among Chinese EFL Learners. Front. Psychol.
2022, 13, 940443. [CrossRef]

An, Y,; Yuan, G,; Liu, Z.; Zhou, Y.; Xu, W. Dispositional mindfulness mediates the relationships of parental attachment to
posttraumatic stress disorder and academic burnout in adolescents following the Yancheng tornado. Eur. J. Psychotraumatol.
2018, 9, 1472989. [CrossRef]

Chung-Gwang, O.; Choi, M.]. The relationship between socially prescribed perfectionism and mindfulness on academic burnout:
The moderated mediating effect of self-control. Korean J. Youth Stud. 2021, 28, 437-463.

Shapiro, S.L.; Carlson, L.E.; Astin, J.A.; Freedman, B. Mechanisms of mindfulness. J. Clin. Psychol. 2006, 62, 373-386. [CrossRef]
Park, KH.; Kim, H.; Kim, J]. Moderating effect of mindfulness on the influence of stress on depression according to the level of
stress among university students in South Korea. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 6634. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Yoo, Y.H. A Study on Moderating Effect of Mindfulness on Job Burnout by Hotel Employees’ Sense of Calling and Self-efficacy. J.
Tour. Manag. Res. 2019, 23, 221-241.


http://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-020-09533-1
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-015-0213-8
http://doi.org/10.1080/0218879020220206
http://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.37.2.122
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00059
http://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S353778
http://doi.org/10.4040/jkan.2019.49.4.495
http://doi.org/10.1002/j.0022-0337.2016.80.2.tb06072.x
http://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-02-2020-0037
http://doi.org/10.4103/JNMS.JNMS_30_19
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.01.087
http://doi.org/10.6115/ijhe.2015.16.2.63
http://doi.org/10.1093/clipsy.bpg016
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.731721
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34489835
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.940443
http://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2018.1472989
http://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20237
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17186634
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32932987

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 15819 13 of 13

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.
45.

46.

47.
48.

49.

50.

Balaban, G.; Bilici, M. Anxiety and theory of mind: A moderated mediation model of mindfulness and gender. PsyCh ].
2022, 11, 510-519. [CrossRef]

Rojiani, R.; Santoyo, J.F,; Rahrig, H.; Roth, H.D.; Britton, W.B. Women benefit more than men in response to college-based
meditation training. Front. Psychol. 2017, 551. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Neufeld, A.; Mossiére, A.; Malin, G. Basic psychological needs, more than mindfulness and resilience, relate to medical student
stress: A case for shifting the focus of wellness curricula. Med. Teach. 2020, 42, 1401-1412. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Luo, J.; Zhou, Y.; Pan, Y.; Zhao, S. The Mediating Effect of Gender on the Relationship Between College Students” Learning
Adjustment and Burnout. Chin. J. Spec. Educ. 2013, 6, 69-73.

Xu, L.; Li, M,; Chen, L.; Liao, X.; Yu, C. The relationship between English learning pressure and learning burnout among college
students: The role of psychological needs satisfaction and cognitive reappraisal. . Guangdong Univ. Educ. 2022, 12, 1-11.

Wei, C. A study on the status and influential factors of English learning self-efficacy among undergraduate students in Guangzhou
City. under preparation.

Lian, R.; Yang, L.; Wu, L. The relationship between professional commitment and learning burnout of undergraduate students
and the development of the scale. Acta Psychol. Sin. 2005, 5, 632—-636.

Yu, S.; Zhang, C.; Xu, W. The Relationship of Dispositional Mindfulness to Anxiety and Aggressiveness among College Students:
The Mediation of Resilience and Moderation of Left-behind Experience. Psychol. Dev. Educ. 2022, 5, 711-719.

Bai, Q.; Bai, S.; Dan, Q.; Lei, L.; Wang, P. Mother phubbing and adolescent learning burnout: The mediating role of mental health
and the moderating role of agreeableness and neuroticism. Personal. Individ. Differ. 2020, 155, 109622. [CrossRef]

Jiang, W.; Huang, Y.; Chen, G. How cooperativeness and competitiveness influence student burnout: The moderating effect of
neuroticism. Soc. Behav. Personal. Int. ]. 2012, 40, 805-813. [CrossRef]

Yeom, Y.O.; Hong, Y.P.; Kim, K.M.; Lee, Y.L.; Lim, M.H. The Relationships between Learning Burnout, Mental Health, Parental
Achievement Pressure, and Learning Demand in High School Students. Stress 2020, 28, 61-67. [CrossRef]

Zhang, X.; Wang, M.C.; He, L.; Jie, L.; Deng, J. The development and psychometric evaluation of the Chinese Big Five Personality
Inventory-15. PLoS ONE 2019, 14, e0221621. [CrossRef]

Hayes, A. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis. J. Educ. Meas. 2013, 51, 335-337.

Sheu, H.B.; Chong, S.S.; Dawes, M.E. The chicken or the egg? Testing temporal relations between academic support, self-efficacy,
outcome expectations, and goal progress among college students. . Couns. Psychol. 2022, 69, 589—-601. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Han, R.; Xu, C. Research on the Effects of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy Intervention on the Learning Efficacy of Middle
School Students Under the “Double Reduction” Policy. Educ. Meas. Eval. 2022, 2, 103-112.

Fan, X. A study of gender differences in English learning strategies of middle school students. Meta 2010, 1, 103.

Robinson, K.A.; Perez, T.; White-Levatich, A.; Linnenbrink-Garcia, L. Gender differences and roles of two science self-efficacy
beliefs in predicting post-college outcomes. J. Exp. Educ. 2020, 90, 344-363. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Jensen, L.E.; Deemer, E.D. Identity, campus climate, and burnout among undergraduate women in STEM fields. Career Dev. Q.
2019, 67,96-109. [CrossRef]

Khoury, B.; Sharma, M.; Rush, S.E.; Fournier, C. Mindfulness-based pressure reduction for healthy individuals: A meta-analysis.
J. Psychosomat. Res. 2015, 78, 519-528. [CrossRef] [PubMed]


http://doi.org/10.1002/pchj.536
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00551
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28473783
http://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1813876
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33016810
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2019.109622
http://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.2012.40.5.805
http://doi.org/10.17547/kjsr.2020.28.2.61
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0221621
http://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000628
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35786896
http://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2020.1808944
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35282472
http://doi.org/10.1002/cdq.12174
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2015.03.009
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25818837

	Introduction 
	The Mediating Effect of English Learning Self-Efficacy 
	Mindfulness and Gender as Moderators 
	The Present Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Measures 
	English Learning Stress 
	English Learning Self-Efficacy 
	English Learning Burnout 
	Mindfulness 

	Control Variables 
	Research Procedures and Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Preliminary Analyses 
	Testing for Mediation 
	Testing for Moderated Mediation 

	Discussion 
	The Mediating Effect of English Learning Self-Efficacy 
	The Moderating Role of Mindfulness and Gender 
	Limitations and Future Directions 
	Implications of This Study 

	Conclusions 
	References

