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Abstract

This phenomenological study explores the lived experiences of Iranian university students learning English
as a Foreign Language (EFL). It examines the interplay between academic boredom, psychological well-
being, and emotion regulation, and how these factors collectively influence language proficiency. Grounded
in Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000), Flow Theory (FT; Foley & Thompson, 2017),
and the PERMA model (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), this research investigates how these affective
elements manifest in a high-stakes, exam-focused educational environment. From an initial group of 100
students, a purposive sample of 30 was selected based on diversity in proficiency, age, and gender, with
data saturation determining the final subset. Data were collected through reflective journals, 120 hours of
classroom observations, and two rounds of semi-structured interviews with each participant. Thematic
analysis using MAXQDA revealed three key themes: 1) the detrimental effects of academic boredom
stemming from pedagogical monotony and relational gaps, 2) the supportive role of well-being in fostering
resilience through feelings of accomplishment and meaning, and 3) emotion regulation strategies, such as
cognitive reappraisal, that help students overcome challenges. The findings present a novel, culture-specific
model illustrating the bidirectional relationships influenced by exam-related stress. This research enhances
second language acquisition (SLA) studies by highlighting non-Western affective nuances and offers
pedagogical recommendations for integrating emotional elements into curricula to improve student
engagement and proficiency.
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Extended Abstract

1.Introduction

This phenomenological study investigates the emotional dynamics of English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) learning among Iranian university students. It specifically
focuses on the interplay among academic boredom, psychological well-being,
emotion regulation, and language proficiency. Drawing upon Self-Determination
Theory, Flow Theory, and the PERMA model, this study conceptualizes language
learning as a process influenced by cognitive abilities, emotional experiences, and
sociocultural contexts. Given the prevalence of teacher-centered instruction, exam
pressure, and repetitive classroom practices in Iranian educational settings,
understanding learners’ lived experiences is crucial for identifying emotional
conditions that either facilitate or impede language development.

This phenomenological study aims to bridge these gaps by exploring lived
experiences and posing the following questions: 1) How does boredom
manifest in Iranian EFL?, 2) What protective role does well-being play?, and
3) How does emotion regulation help alleviate challenges?

Moving beyond reliance on quantitative methods, this research offers rich
descriptions and a contextual model, thereby enhancing understanding of
affective dynamics in SLA in non-Western settings.

2.Method

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design. Thirty participants
were purposively selected from an initial pool of 100 students, with selection criteria
including language proficiency, age, gender, and academic diversity, and sampling
continued until data saturation was achieved. Data were collected from three primary
sources over six months: two rounds of semi-structured interviews, approximately
120 hours of classroom observation, and reflective journals. The interviews delved
into learners’ experiences with boredom, psychological well-being, emotion
regulation, and proficiency development. Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s
six-step thematic analysis procedure, facilitated by MAXQDA software. Both
deductive and inductive coding were used to link emergent themes with the
theoretical framework while maintaining the uniqueness of participants’ accounts.
Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation, prolonged engagement, member
checking, and systematic documentation of the analytic process.
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To ensure the reliability of the findings, this study adheres to the standards of
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was
established through data triangulation and extended engagement with participants.
Transferability was enhanced by providing rich descriptions of the context and
participants. Dependability was ensured through an audit trail of the research
process, while confirmability was achieved via reflexivity and peer debriefing.

Data collection took place over a six-month period and included semi-structured
interviews, classroom observations, and reflective journaling. This triangulation of
methods provided a comprehensive understanding of the research problem by
capturing various aspects of participants’ experiences (Flick, 2022). The data were
thematically analyzed using MAXQDA software to identify patterns and themes
relevant to the research objectives, ultimately resulting in a proposed model of
emotional interplay.

3. Results

Three major themes emerged from the analysis. First, academic boredom was
identified as the predominant negative experience, stemming from monotonous
classroom routines, insufficient instructional variety, lack of interaction, external
pressure, and a low sense of control over learning. Participants frequently described
lessons as repetitive and emotionally draining, which diminished their motivation
and engagement. Second, psychological well-being served as a protective factor.
Elements such as achievement, meaning, positive relations, positive emotions, and
personal growth helped learners maintain resilience in stressful situations. Third,
emotion regulation proved to be a crucial coping mechanism. Participants reported
employing cognitive reappraisal, response modulation, attentional deployment,
situation modification, and situational selection to mitigate negative emotions and
sustain effective learning. The findings also revealed reciprocal relationships among
these three constructs, with exam pressure and other cultural aspects of Iranian
education intensifying emotional strain and influencing learners’ responses.

This model provides a novel framework for understanding affective dynamics in
non-Western EFL contexts, extending existing theories by incorporating cultural
moderators. It suggests that interventions aimed at enhancing emotion regulation
could disrupt negative cycles, such as using cognitive techniques to improve well-
being and mitigate the detrimental effects of boredom. Grounded in empirical
experiences, the model offers testable hypotheses for future research, including
quantifying the moderating influence of high-stakes pressures. It also has practical
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implications for developing emotion-integrated curricula to enhance proficiency in
high-pressure environments like Iran.

4.Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this phenomenological study illuminate the intricate relationships
among academic boredom, psychological well-being, and emotion regulation, all of
which impact language proficiency among Iranian EFL university students.

The first theme identifies the pervasive nature of academic boredom stemming
from relational disconnects and pedagogical shortcomings. This aligns with SDT’s
focus on thwarted relatedness and competence, as well as FT’s emphasis on skill-
challenge imbalances (Goetz et al., 2014; Pekrun et al., 2010). The second theme
emphasizes the protective role of psychological well-being, with PERMA elements
such as accomplishment (30 occurrences) and meaning (27) enhancing resilience in
the face of challenges. This supports Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build theory,
which posits that positive emotions (e.g., “joy in learning language”, mentioned 10
times) enhance cognitive resources for language acquisition (Dewaele, 2011; Wang
& Liu, 2022). The third theme highlights the essential role of emotion regulation,
with adaptive strategies, such as cognitive change (33 occurrences), aiding in
overcoming adversity and improving proficiency. This aligns with Gross’s (2002)
model, where reappraisal (subcode 11) transforms negative emotions, as illustrated
by a phrase like “reappraising with future thoughts” (mentioned 8 times).

The findings have practical implications for EFL pedagogy, suggesting the
implementation of interactive and autonomy-supporting frameworks, such as the use
of visual elements and career-relevant content. These strategies aim to mitigate
boredom arising from a lack of variety (24) and enhance students’ well-being
(Freeman et al.,, 2014). Additionally, policymakers should integrate emotion
regulation training into curricula to effectively address cultural stressors (Oxford,
2016).
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3. Buric, et al.
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