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Emotions colour every part of 
part of our lives; sometimes 
they are strong and at 

other times they are subtle, but 
nonetheless they are ubiquitous. .  

Similarly, children will experience 
different positive and negative 
emotions when learning in the 
primary classroom. I refer to 
these emotions in this article as 
achievement-related emotions, in 
order to differentiate them from 
emotions arising in the classroom 
that are unrelated to learning (e.g., 
sharing a joke with a friend). The 
achievement emotions of children 
have not featured strongly in 
seminal theories of learning and 
instruction, or the standards required 
for Qualified Teacher Status in 
England. In this article I will discuss 
emotions do matter for learning 
and achievement for their impact 
on motivation and information 
processing, and in turn, learning and 
achievement. 

David Putwain, Liverpool John Moores University, UK
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Outcomes

    Prospective Hope Relief Anxiety Hopelessness

    Retrospective Pride Contentment Shame Disappointment

Can we classify achievement-
related emotions?
Achievement emotions can be 
classified along various dimensions 
(Pekrun & Perry, 2014). The most 
obvious is valence, that is whether an 
emotion is pleasant or unpleasant. 
Another important distinction is 
focus of the emotion, whether it 
concerns an activity itself (e.g., 
doing maths problems like...) or the 
outcome of that activity (whether the 
problem is solved correctly or not). 
Emotions focused on outcomes can 
be further differentiated by whether 
they are prospective (e.g., hope) or 
retrospective (e.g., sadness). Finally, 
we can consider whether emotions 
activate or deactivate physiological 
arousal in the body. Figure 1 shows 
commonly experienced achievement 
emotions along dimensions of 
valence, focus, and activation. 

This way of classifying emotions is 
not simply a theoretical exercise as 
it allows us to differentiate between 
discrete emotions. This is important, 
because emotions have specific 
effects and arise for particular 
reasons. For instance, activating 
emotions like enjoyment will stimulate 
cognitive and behavioural activity 
to sustain attention during a task, 
activity, or lesson. Deactivating 
emotions, like boredom, will have 
the opposite effect; it is difficult to 

the interest and curiosity of a child 
can be piqued which over time can 
develop into a sustained interest. 
Accordingly, enjoyment helps to 
promote intrinsic motivation, which 
is much more stable and enduring 
than forms of extrinsic motivation. 
In addition, enjoyment helps to 
sustain attention on an activity and 
leads to flexible and deep learning. 
Consequently, enjoyment can be 
described an emotion that maintains 
cognitive resources during a task.

As explained ,why a lesson, activity, 
or task, would be enjoyable, 
vary from one pupil to the next. 
Nonetheless, in maths lessons pupils 
can find lessons more enjoyable if 
the level of challenge is optimised 
and where progressions are clear. 
In oracy lessons, pupils can enjoy 
acting a scene from a book that is 
being read, taking on the role of one 
of the characters, and explaining that 
character’s thoughts and feelings. 

Boredom is an unpleasant, 
deactivating, activity-focused 
emotion. Boredom, in many ways, 
has the opposite motivational-
cognitive effects to that of 
enjoyment. Boredom undermines 
interest and intrinsic motivation 
meaning that task engagement is 
contingent on extrinsic motivators. 
In addition, boredom makes it hard 
to stay focused on a task and, as 
a consequence, results in the use 
of superficial learning strategies. 
Boredom is an emotion that reduces 
cognitive resources during a task. As 
I explain further on, pupils become 
bored when tasks, lessons, or 
activity, are too easy or difficult, or 
are judged to be of low value (i.e., 
not interesting or relevant). 

Some anxious pupils can appear to be 
behaviourally engaged, in order to avoid 
attracting the attention of the teacher,  
but are mentally disengaged. 

Enjoyment arises from the combination of a 
task being valued and confident that one can 
succeed at that task. Value and confidence 
alone are insufficient.
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keep attention focused on a boring 
task. Understanding the reason(s) 
why an emotion emerges allows 
teachers and others to construct 
pedagogy and interventions in such 
ways to promote some emotions and 
discourage others. 

Why do achievement emotions 
matter in primary schools?
Emotions matter because 
they impact motivation and 
engagement, and information 

processing strategies, and as a 
consequence the quality of learning 
and achievement. To illustrate this 
point, I will explain how the three 
most commonly studied emotions 
in primary-age school children, 
enjoyment, boredom, and anxiety, 
impact learning (Litchenfeld et al., 
2012). 

Enjoyment is a pleasant, activating, 
activity-focused emotion. As a 
consequence of enjoying an activity, 

Like boredom, anxiety undermines 
interest and intrinsic motivation. 
Anxiety also disrupts working 
memory processes, making it 
difficult to concentrate, recall 
things from memory, and engage 
in tasks with a greater cognitive 
load. This is commonly experienced 
like stage-fright; the pupil freezes-
up and their mind ‘goes blank’. 
Although deep and flexible learning 
is supressed, anxiety does promote 
rigid information processing like rote 
learning which can be useful in some 
situations. Motivationally, anxiety 
can have opposing effects. On the 
one hand it can motivate children to 
make an extra effort to avoid failure 
(a helpful approach); on the other it 
can promote self-worth protection 
strategies which are unhelpful.  

These can include effort withdrawal 
and procrastination, to have a ready-
made reason for failure (“I made no 
effort”).

Some anxious pupils can appear to 
be behaviourally engaged, in order 
to avoid attracting the attention 
of the teacher, but are mentally 
disengaged. Such pupils might not 
offer answers during teacher input, 
and keep the gaze of a teacher to 
give the appearance of engagement 
in a lesson, but are slow to start 
independent work as they watch 
what other children are doing first. 
Furthermore, they would be less 
likely to seek help (e.g., putting 
a hand up) and can struggle to 
finish on time or to the expected 
level of quality. This is not to say 

Figure 1 : A typology of commonly experienced achievement emotions according to the Control-Value Theory (Pekrun & Perry, 2014).



Students who enjoy their learning achieve, or 
experience lower boredom and anxiety, higher 
over and beyond the influence of their previous 
achievement.

Enjoyment arises from the combination of a 
task being valued and confident that one can 
succeed at that task. 

that all disengagement is due to 
achievement anxiety, but that it can 
be an indicator. 

My studies using samples of Year 
5 and Year 6 pupils from primary 
schools in England have shown 
how enjoyment predicts higher 
engagement and motivation, and 
achievement whereas boredom and 
anxiety predict lower engagement 
and motivation, and achievement 
(Putwain et al., 2022; Putwain, 
Becker, et al., 2018; Putwain, 
Symes, et al., 2018). Thus, the 
negative cognitive-motivational 
effects of anxiety seem to outweigh 
the positive. 

These effects enjoyment, boredom, 
and anxiety, hold when achievement 
is assessed using teacher-reported 
grades, scores from Year 6 National 
Curriculum tests, or class tests made 

up of questions from Year 6 National 
Curriculum tests. Importantly, these 
studies account for the influence of 
prior achievement. It is not simply the 
case that better achieving students 
experience higher enjoyment, and 
lower boredom and anxiety, and 
go on to higher achievement in the 
future. The impact of emotions is 
incremental. Students who enjoy 
their learning, or experience lower 
boredom and anxiety, show higher 
achievement over and beyond 
the influence of their previous 
achievement. 

What causes these emotions to 
arise in learning?
If emotions have differing effects 
on motivation and cognition, with 
subsequent links to learning and 
achievement, a germane question is 
what causes specific achievement 
emotions to arise. The most 

comprehensive theory, Control-
Value Theory (Pekrun & Perry, 2014) 
proposes that various facets of the 
learning environment including the 
teacher, the quality of instruction, 
features of the task, and feedback 
on prior learning and achievement, 
influence pupils’ beliefs about the 
value of a task (or its outcome) and 
the degree of control over the task or 
the outcome.

Values can be intrinsic, when a task 
(or outcome) is valued because it is 
interesting and stimulates curiosity, 
or extrinsic, when it is instrumental in 
contributing to one’s goals (e.g., to 
receive praise for completing a piece 
of work correctly). For instance, 
pupils might value independent 
writing (i.e., with no input, instruction, 
or support during a lesson) for 
extrinsic reasons (e.g., a pupil 
believes their parents will be pleased 
with them) if they know it contributes 
to an eventual assessment of writing 
level. Equally, some pupils could 
find the writing topic or genre to be 
interesting and value the activity for 
intrinsic reasons. Tasks, activities, 
or lessons, can be valued for both 
intrinsic and extrinsic reasons. 

Control refers to expectations of 
success over a concurrent or future 
task (or its outcome) and how one 
attributes perceived success or 
failure over a previous task (e.g., was 
it due to ability or effort). In maths, 
for example, if pupils would likely 
perceive greater control if they can 
choose, with teacher guidance, 
from sets of questions that differ 
in difficulty based on their level of 
confidence. When combined with 
pupil self-marking, confident pupils 
could move to a more difficult set 

of questions or an extension task. 
Pupils that weren’t succeeding could 
move to an easier set of questions. 

Enjoyment arises from the 
combination of a task being valued 
and confident that one can succeed 
at that task. Value and confidence 
alone are insufficient. For a task 
to be enjoyed, both are required. 
Boredom arises from either a task 
not being valued (e.g., a pupil 
thinking, “this is not important”) or 
from very high control (the pupil 
perceives the task to be too easy 
and is not sufficiently challenging) 
or very low control (the pupil 
perceives the task to be too hard 
to succeed hence there is no point 
trying). Anxiety arises when a pupil is 
uncertain about their ability to control 
the outcome they desire (i.e., not 
confident that they will succeed at 
a task) when that outcome is highly 
valued. Like enjoyment, high value 
and uncertain control in themselves 
are insufficient. For anxiety to arise, a 
student needs to highly value a task 
outcome and be uncertain they will 
succeed. Studies I have conducted 
with Year 5 and 6 primary school 
students (Putwain et al., 2018; 
2021) have shown how enjoyment 
arises from the combination of 
value, especially intrinsic value, and 
confidence whereas anxiety arises 
from the combination of value and 
low control; boredom arises from 
low value, especially intrinsic value, 
and low confidence. We did not 
find instances of pupils becoming 
bored because they found the work 
too easy.  That is, at higher levels of 
control pupils reported low levels of 
boredom (β = -.31; see Putwain et 
al., 2018); there was no evidence of 
the quadratic U-shaped relation that 

would expected if pupils with high 
control also reported high boredom 
(linear effect β = -.28, quadratic 
effect β = .08; see Putwain et al., 
2018).

Why is it important to know about 
control and value beliefs; what 
strategies can primary teachers 
consider in relation to emotions 
to enhance learning?
The critical point is that if we know 
what factors trigger emotions, then 
we are in a position to be able to 
modify pedagogical strategy, or 
intervene with students, in order to 
helpful emotions, such as enjoyment, 
and reduce unhelpful emotions 
such as boredom and anxiety. The 
focus of interventions to modify 
achievement emotions is another 

article in itself and so next, I will 
illustrated how existing practices can 
be harnessed in a new way. Intrinsic 
value can be raised through lessons 
and activities designed to stimulate 
curiosity and interest; extrinsic value 
can be raised through drawing links 
between the topics covered and how 
that understanding is used in multiple 
areas of life. For instance, in Key 
Stage 2 mathematics, pupils could 
be asked to make posters of all of 
the different ways in which number 
skills can be used in everyday like 
(e.g., handling money, shopping, 
baking/cooking, understanding time, 
driving, and building/construction). 

Perceived control does not 
necessarily map logically one-to-one 
with ability. This is because pupils 
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judge their competence in a subject 
from numerous sources including: (a) 
the perceived difficulty of classwork, 
homework, and tests, (b) feedback 
on classwork, homework, and test, 
(c) comparing themselves with peers 
and classmates, and (d), comparing 
the perceived difficulty of work 
and feedback from one subject to 
another. It is impossible to prevent 
pupils judging their competence 
to others in classroom settings, 
however student expectations can 
be strengthened through:

1. providing feedback to students 
that enables them to understand the 
reasons why they demonstrated a 
correct understanding or not  

2. providing strategy-focused 
feedback on work; that is to show 
students concrete actions they can 
take to improve their understanding 
or performance

3. avoiding feedback that praises 
a student’s ability or encourages 
comparison with other students or 
other subjects

4. designing lessons and activities 
with an optimal challenge level for 
students; that is work is challenging, 
but not too difficult.

In addition, strategies designed to 
reinforce the importance of effort 
(especially combined with strategy-
focused feedback; think ‘growth 
mindset’) will help to build control 
beliefs. Strategies designed to break 
the link between making mistakes and 
failing (fostering the belief that making 
mistakes are part of learning; especially 
when combined with strategy-focused 
feedback) will help to build control.

Conclusion
Achievement emotions, are not 
mere epiphenomena, or by-products 
of learning or prior achievement. 
Rather they are critical in the learning 
process through their influence 
on motivational and information 
processing systems. Some emotions 
facilitate learning and achievement 
through stimulating motivation and 
engagement; other emotions have 
the opposite effect. Moreover, by 
understanding how and why specific 
emotions have arisen, it is possible 
to modify teaching and learning, or 
intervene, to strengthen facilitative 
emotions. The research conducted 
thus far with primary age children 
has largely focused on three key 
emotions, namely enjoyment, 
boredom, and anxiety. However, 
there are many other achievement 
emotions that it is important to study.


