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Abstract 

The present study examined the relations of three motivational variables, i.e., academic self-

efficacy, task importance, and interest with three types of learning behaviors, i.e., class 

engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping with 1954 secondary students 

in Singapore. Positive correlations were found between the three motivational variables, class 

engagement and metacognitive self-regulation, whereas negative correlations were found 

between the three motivational variables and avoidance coping. Multiple regression analysis 

results showed that academic self-efficacy, interest and task importance all significantly 

predicted class engagement. However, only academic self-efficacy and interest significantly 

predicted metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping, but not task importance. The 

results were similar for both the boys and girls. These findings suggest that academic self-

efficacy and interest have a more desirable motivational function in comparison with task 

importance, especially when students face challenging tasks in learning English. Important 

implications for teaching are discussed.   

 

Keywords: academic self-efficacy; task importance; interest; English language learning; 

predictive relations 



Self-efficacy, Task Importance and Interest in English Learning 
 

3 
 

Introduction 

Language learning is a complicated process that involves a wide range of motivational variables 

(e.g., motivation, perceived importance, and self-efficacy) in students. Empirical research has 

identified some of these variables as strong predictors of academic success, e.g., self-efficacy, 

task values, self-regulated learning, engagement, and avoidance in learning. (e.g., Author, 2011; 

Seker, 2016; Stubbs & Maynard, 2017). However, in the literature about English language 

teaching and learning in Asia, little research has investigated the influence of these variables in 

the same study. Therefore, the present study aimed to fill the research gaps by investigating the 

relations between three motivational variables (i.e., academic self-efficacy, task importance, 

and interest) and three outcome variables (i.e., class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation 

and avoidance coping) in English language learning among Singapore secondary schools 

students.  

 

English language learning, as an important way to promote essential communication skills in 

21st century education, has been emphasized in most countries worldwide where English is not 

the mother tongue. In many Asian countries, e.g., Singapore, Malaysia, and South Korea, 

especially, English language learning has been promoted on a national level (Tsui & Tollefson, 

2017). In these countries, English has become an official national language, the medium of 

instruction, a second language or working language. With its ever increasing popularity, many 

Asian societies now have a large English-speaking population. According to Bolton (2012), 50% 

of the population of Singapore (50%) speaks English, followed by the Philippines (48%), Hong 

Kong (45%), Brunei (39%), and Malaysia (32%). As a global language and “universal skill” 
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(Graddol, 2006), English is considered a valuable social capital for upward mobility in a society, 

an essential skill for important jobs and a requirement for university entry.  

 

In Eccles et al.’s (1983) expectancy-value theory, task importance, interest, and self-efficacy 

are considered three key motivational variables (i.e., values) which lead to academic success. 

Most Singapore students may afford the English language with a great value. When students 

think English is epecially imporant (i.e., task importance), they are willing to put in great efforts 

to develop their competence, and also hope to do well in English. In Singapore, English is given 

a special value by the government and people in the arenas of education, commerce, public 

administration and technology. English not only serves as a school subject but also as a label 

of good education. More importantly, English is a global language that connects Singapore, a 

multi-ethnic nation with the rest of the world (Tan, Low, & Hung, 2017). All students are 

expected to study and use English well because English possesses a special value in education 

and employment.  

 

Whilst interest (i.e., engaging in a learning activity for enjoyment) is one of the determining 

factors that can influence students’ learning achievements in the classroom, it may be a most 

neglected part in the classroom. In highly competitive and achievement-driven societies, 

students’ exam results are usually perceived as a very high-stake factor for students’ future 

career and development. For example, teachers in Singapore adopted a pragmatic approach to 

teaching English, which is to prepare students for exams (Goh, Zhang, Ng, & Koh, 2005). 

According to Tin (2016), most teachers, researchers and applied linguists treat interest as a 

textual property, which is part of a text or task. In other words, English language teachers’ major 
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concern has been to develop or find interesting materials for them to use in the classroom, thus 

failing to get reluctant students to develop their personal interest in learning English through 

adopting effective pedagogies. English language teachers may not effectively teach the 

language unless they are fully aware of its impacts on their students’ English language learning 

achievements.  

 

Asian teachers including teachers in Singapore may pay more attention to students’ actual 

competence than to students’ self-perceived competence in completing a specific task, i.e., self-

efficacy (Chong, 2007). Such evidence may point to teachers’ overemphasis on task importance, 

whereas students’ interest and self-efficacy may be largely neglected in the classroom. In fact, 

interest and self-efficacy play very important role in English language learning. Interest, as a 

key motivational variable, can lead to a higher level of self-efficacy and self-regulation (Tin, 

2016). Self-efficacy is a significant predictor of use of self-regulated strategies in language 

learning (e.g., Author, 2018; Sardegna, Lee, & Kusey, 2018). In addition, research showed that 

Singapore secondary students were generally pessimistic towards their academic achievements, 

which was positively correlated with their self-efficacy (Yeo & Tan, 2012). Although exam 

results constitute an important aspect of academic success, students’ learning experiences 

should not be limited to only studying for exams (Wong & Rowley, 2001). 

 

Students’ perceived values of tasks (e.g., task importance and interest) and beliefs (e.g., self-

efficacy) are key determinants of their learning behaviors (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). 

Students’ continuous effort to stay on task (i.e., class engagement), their planning and 

monitoring of learning (i.e., metacognitive self-regulation), and negative engagement behaviors 
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(i.e., avoidance coping) are considered important learning behaviors which contribute to 

academic success. However, most previous research was only concerned about the relationships 

between one or two motivational variables and one or two types of learning behaviors (e.g., 

Mazer, 2017; Schnell, Ringeisen, Raufelder, & Rohrmann, 2015). Therefore, It is important to 

find out how the above-mentioned motivational variables (i.e., task importance, interest and 

self-efficacy) may be related to students’ learning behaviors (i.e., class engagement, 

metacognitive self-regulation, and avoidance coping) in language learning in the same study in 

order to provide a more comprehensive picture of their relationships. Then better 

recommendations for educational practitioners can be made available. Guided by Eccles et al.’s 

(1983) expectancy-value theory, the purpose of the current study was to examine the impacts 

of two types of values, i.e., task importance and interest, and academic self-efficacy in English 

language learning. Unless teachers are convinced that there are alternative effective ways that 

students can study English well, teachers’ belief in teaching will still remain largely unchanged. 

One significant contribution of the current study is to enrich our understanding of the potential 

differential functions of task importance, interest and academic self-efficacy in relation to three 

key types of learning behaviors, i.e., class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and 

avoidance coping in English language learning in an Asian context. Our findings will provide 

useful insights into optimal students’ engagement and the kinds of support for them to deal with 

challenges in English language learning. The current study will also provide useful implications 

for English language teachers and policy makers with regard to their classroom instruction and 

curriculum planning in some educational contexts where extrinsic motivation is still prevalent 

as an important means of teaching and learning in the classroom. The present study aimed to 

address the following questions: 
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1. What is the relationship between three motivational variables (i.e., self-efficacy, task 

importance, and interest) and three types of learning behaviors (i.e., class engagement, 

metacognitive self-regulation, and avoidance coping)? 

2. How do the three motivational variables predict the three types of learning behaviors?  

 

Expectancy-value theory 

In the present study, we adopted Eccles et al.’s (1983) expectancy-value theory as our 

theoretical framework to explain how multiple factors may work in the same study. Expectancy-

value theory was initially applied in mathematics education. It has become an important modern 

motivation theory to explain students’ learning and achievement-related choices and behaviors 

in various educational domains such as mathematics, science, reading, and English (e.g., Durik, 

Vida, & Eccles, 2006; Lauermann, Eccles, & Pekrun, 2017; Liem, Lau, & Nie, 2008; Lau Liem, 

& Nie, 2008; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000; Wigfield, Tonks, & Klauda, 2009). According to 

expectancy-value theory, expectancies and values are the key factors to influence achievement-

related behaviors, such as efforts, persistence and choices. The expectancies refer to individuals’ 

expectations for future success and comparisons between their own ability and others’ ability 

(i.e., self-efficacy). Although expectancies and Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy, i.e., individuals’ 

beliefs on own ability to perform on a task, are two conceptually different constructs, the two 

constructs are found to be highly correlated and may be treated as the same general factor in 

empirical research (Ball, Huang, Cotten, Rikard, & Coleman, 2016). Therefore, the items for 

academic self-efficacy for generally taken as items for expectancies.  

The values refer to such aspects of individuals’ own value system as perceived importance, 

interest and enjoyment. In light of expectancy-value theory, individuals’ behaviors are a result 

of the expectancies and values they possess, showing their goals at work. When only one 
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behavior out of multiple ones can be chosen, individuals may take the one with the largest 

combination of their expected success and values. For example, students may consider several 

factors, e.g., task importance and interest, and weigh the relative importance of the factors in 

their process of learning. When challenged in learning, students may juggle these factors in 

different ways in order to maximize their language learning achievements.  

 

Academic self-efficacy 

According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy is students’ own judgment on their capability to 

perform certain actions in order to achieve desirable learning outcomes. Therefore, in empirical 

research, academic self-efficacy was used as one important approach to measuring the 

expectancy component in the model (e.g., Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Self-efficacy predicts a 

wide range of specific skills and abilities, e.g., academic achievements, social skills, and many 

others and is a domain specific construct and strongly related to a like domain (Shunk, 1991). 

For example, students’ self-efficacy in a particular subject, e.g., English, Mathematics or 

Physics should be measured with items specifically designed for the relevant subject. Numerous 

empirical research studies found that students’ academic self-efficacy was a powerful positive 

or negative predictor for a wide range of academic performance indicators, e.g., academic 

success (Greene et al., 2004; McIlory, Poole, Ursavas, & Moriarty, 2015; Schnell et al., 2015), 

motivation and performance goals (Komarraju & Dial, 2014), use of cognitive leanring 

strategies (Greene et al., 2004), and test anxiety (Author, 2011).  Therefore, in the current study, 

we hypothesize that English academic self-efficacy is a significant predictor of students’ 

learning behaviors for English. 
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Interest 

In empirical research, interest, usefulness and importance are widely examined subjective task 

value constructs (e.g. Derik et al., 2006; Lauermann et al., 2017). Intrinsic value, also called 

interest in research, is the enjoyment one gains from doing the task (Derik et al., 2006; Wigfield 

& Eclles, 2000). Expectancy-value theory highlights the importance of interest in promoting 

high quality of motivation in learning (Mazer, 2017). If students enjoy doing the task, they will 

engage more. In Li, Schunn, Bathgage, and Ben-Eliyahu’s (2016) study, significant positive 

correlations were found among motivational variables and learning behaviors, i.e., interest and 

self-efficacy preference and engagement in students’ science learning. Although interest has 

been widely researched in various academic disciplines, e.g., science and general education, it 

has been generally neglected in the domain of (English) language teaching and learning (Tin, 

2016). Language teachers and practitioners may treat interest as a quality of teaching materials, 

e.g., interesting stories and/games (Tin, 2016). In the research field of language learning and 

teaching, interest has seldom been treated as a learner factor.   

 

Task importance 

Interest is not the only reason for engaging a student in a task. Their evaluation on how the task 

is important and useful (i.e., task importance) for them also plays a major role. In expectancy-

value theory, importance of the task is called attainment value and usefulness of the task is 

called utility value. In achievement motivational context, importance and usefulness can merge 

because students may believe the learning tasks are very important and useful for their future 

achievement and development. In classroom teaching, teachers also highlight the importance 

and usefulness of learning for their future (Goh et al., 2005). Prior research revealed a strong 
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relationship between importance and usefulness and combined the two values as one construct, 

i.e., task importance (Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles, & Wigfield, 2002; Updegraff et al., 1996). 

Therefore, in the current study, we also combined task importance and usefulness, and labeled 

the summary construct as task importance.  

 

Task importance may determine the degree to which students engage themselves in tasks 

(Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). If students think that a task is important and useful, they will 

probably show more efforts, persistence and engagement in the course of completing the task 

(Author, 2011). Task importance can also predict students’ academic achievements as 

intentions and decisions about whether students would like to continue certain activities until 

success is affected by their own task value (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010). Pintrich, Smith, Garcia, 

and Mckeachie’s (1993) Motivated Strategies and Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ) has been 

widely used for measuring students’ task importance. The questionnaire measures students’ 

perceptions of interest, importance and usefulness of specific tasks. There is an intricate 

relationship between task importance, self-efficacy and test anxiety (Author, 2011). For 

example, self-efficacy and task importance are positively correlated. However, high task 

importance may lead to students’ high text anxiety when their self-efficacy is low.  

 

 

Learning behaviors  

In the present study, we aimed to measure how students’ behaviors (i.e., class engagement, 

metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping) related to their classroom performance are 

impacted by their expectancies and values, i.e., self-efficacy, task importance and interest.  
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Class engagement 

Class engagement is an important precursor for high quality of learning and academic 

achievements. Engagement is a multidimensional construct, which involves behavioral, 

cognitive and emotional dimensions (Li & lerner, 2013). In the present study, we mainly 

measured students’ behavioral engagement. Engaged students exhibit many behaviors that 

show their motivation (e.g., continuous effort, determination, and perseverance) in learning. 

They may listen attentively in class, ask questions, and complete assignments. Previous 

research has established a positive link between teachers’ emotional support and students’ class 

engagement behaviors (Mazer, 2017). Family cohesion and support also have a positive impact 

on class engagement (Li et al., 2016; Stubbs & Maynard, 2017). In Cai and Liem’s (2017) study, 

self-based goals were found to have the most impacts on students’ engagement outcomes. In 

this study, we postulate that self-efficacy, task importance and interest predict the level of class 

engagement. Research on this topic in language learning is still rare. 
 

Metacognitive self-regulation 

Self-regulation is a vital factor for students’ academic achievements. According to Zimmerman 

(2008), self-regulation is students’ capacity to plan, generate thoughts, and execute actions. In 

order to achieve self-regulation, students have to operate on a wide range of levels of themselves, 

including metacognition, cognition, affects and behaviors. Metacognitive self-regulation refers 

to students’ planning and monitoring of their learning features. For Pintrich (2000), self-

regulated learning (SRL) is a process in which students plan, monitor, control and regulate their 

own learning activities and behaviors. Students deploy SRL strategies to achieve their learning 
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goals. Pintrich (2004) further proposed four important assumptions for using SRL strategies: 1) 

learners’ active construction of meaning, goal setting and selecting strategies; 2) learners’ 

potential to control their own direction of learning; 3) goal-oriented nature of strategies; and 4) 

the mediational role of strategies on the relationship between personal characteristics, context 

and achievements. Successful students achieve a higher level of self-regulation in learning than 

unsuccessful ones. Empirical research suggests a reciprocal positive relationship between self-

efficacy and self-regulation. For example, Wang and Bai (2017) conclude that self-efficacious 

students are more likely to apply self-regulated learning strategies, which in turn enable students 

to be more self-efficacious in language learning. Although self-regulation has been investigated 

as an important contributing factor in the field of English language learning (Oxford, 2017), 

very little empirical research has treated self-regulation as an outcome measure in empirical 

research. In other words, little is known on what may affect self-regulation besides self-efficacy.  

 

Avoidance coping 

Avoidance coping is an outcome of maladaptive motivation. In Lau and Nie (2008), the students’ 

avoidance coping was asssesed through such items as students’ tendency to give up in learning 

in face of challengings and bordom. In a foregoing section, class engagement refers to the 

positive behavioral engagement students display. In the present study, we also focused on the 

students’ negative engagement behaviors in class, which was termed as avoidance coping. 

Considering self-efficacy, task importance and interest in the same study, we posulated that 

self-efficacy and interest would be negative predictors whereas task importance would be a 

positive predictor of students’ avoidance coping.  
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In the present study, we also compared gender differences with regard to class engagement, 

metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping due to the controversies in the relevant 

literature. There may exist major differences in motivation for language learning between male 

and female students (Kissau, Kolano, & Wang, 2010). Female students may be more generally 

motivated (e.g., more interest and enjoyment) to learn languages (Carreira, 2011; Dewaele, 

MacIntyre, Boudreau, & Dewaele, 2016; Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2017). Probably, girls have 

more self-control and agreeableness, which leads to their better achievements in general 

learning including langauge (King, 2016). However, boys tend to show higher instrumental 

motivation (e.g., entrance exams and jobs) in foreign language learning. On the other hand, 

research into self-efficacy and self-regulated learning has found no gender difference (Schnell 

et al., 2015). Yet, boys were found to show a lower level of motivation, engagement and 

achievement in school (King, 2016). Therefore, we generally postulate girls do better in English 

language learning than boys in the Singapore context.  

 

 

Method 

Participants  

The participants were 1954 9th graders from 154 classes in 42 secondary schools in Singapore. 

Stratified sampling was used. All Singapore secondary schools were divided into three strata 

based on their prior aggregate achievements. Fourteen schools were then randomly selected 

from each of the strata. About half classes in each school and half students in each class were 

randomly selected to participate in the study.  There were 866 boys and 1088 girls. The mean 

age of the participants was 15.48 years and the standard deviation was .56. The sample included 

1411 Chinese (72.2%), 356 Malays (18.8%), 132 Indians (6.8%) and 55 other ethnic origins 
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(2.8%).  

 

Procedure and measures 

An online survey was conducted in the school computer labs at a scheduled time.  All the items 

in the survey were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 

All the scales measured in the present study are subject-specific and the rating of the scales 

were linked with English language learning (see Appendix 1).  

 

Self-efficacy. This scale measured the extent to which the students believed that they were 

confident in mastering lessons and skills taught in their English classes (five items, α =. 84 for 

total, α = 84 for boys and α = .85 for girls). This scale was adapted from Midgley et al.’s (2000) 

Patterns of Adaptive Learning Scales (PALS). One sample item included in this scale was “I 

am sure I can learn the skills taught in English classes well.”  

 

Task importance. This scale measured how the students rated the importance and usefulness of 

English language learning (four items, α =.80 for total, α = .79 for boys and α = .81 for girls). 

It was adapted from Pintrich et al.’s (1993) Motivated Strategies and Learning Questionnaire 

(MSLQ). The sample items included in this scale were “I think learning English is important” 

and “I think learning English is useful”. 

Interest. The scale measured the students’ intrinsic motivation and enjoyment in learning 

English. The scale was adapted from Lau and Nie’s (2008) study (four items, α =.92 for total, 

α = 92 for boys and α = .92 for girls). The sample items included in this scale were “I enjoy 

doing English.” and “I am really interested in English”. 
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Class engagement. The measure of class engagement was based on the students’ report of their 

attention, effort and participation in tasks in their English classes (four items, α =.86 for total, 

α = .87 for boys and α = .85 for girls). This scale was adapted from Lau and Nie’s (2008) study. 

The sample items included in this scale were “I listen carefully when the teacher explains 

something.” and “I try my best to complete class work.” 

 

Metacognitive self-regulation. This scale was adapted from Pintrich et al.’s (1993) Motivated 

Strategies and Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). This scale asked the students to respond to the 

statements on their planning, monitoring and regulating of cognitive activities, espcially when 

they are confused or do not undersand well (six items, α =. 90 for total, α  =  .91 for boys and 

α  = .90 for girls). The sample items included in this scale were “When I become confused 

about something in English, I go back and try to figure it out.” and “When I study English, I try 

to determine which ideas I don't understand well.” 

 

Avoidance coping. This scale was adapted from Lau and Nie’s (2008) study and Pintrich et 

al.’s (1993) Motivated Strategies and Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). This scale measured 

the students’ tendency to give up when the work was difficult or boring (three items, α =.81 for 

total, α  =  .82 for boys and α  = .80 for girls). The sample items included in this scale were 

“When the work in English is dull and boring, I stop doing it even if it is imcomplete.” and 

“When the work in English is difficult, I give up.”. 

 



Self-efficacy, Task Importance and Interest in English Learning 
 

16 
 

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) was conducted to examine the factorial structure of the 

construct.  Commonly reported fit indices, i.e., CFI, TLI, RMSEA, were used to evaluate the 

model data fit (McDonald & Ho, 2002). A cutoff value close to .95 for TLI and CFI and a cutoff 

value close to .06 for RMSEA were used (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A six-factor structure provided 

a good fit for the data, for the total sample, χ2(284, N = 1954) = 1405.238, TLI = .950, CFI = 

.960, RMSEA = .045,  for the boys’ sample, χ2(284, N = 866) = 814.505, TLI = .947, CFI = 

.957, RMSEA = .046, and for girls’ sample, χ2(284, N = 1088) = 939.832, TLI = .948, CFI = 

.958, RMSEA = .046.  A multi-group CFA was conducted to test the measurement equivalence 

(i.e., invariance of the factor loading across the boys’ and girls’ samples).  The results supported 

the measurement equivalence, Δχ2(20, N = 1954) = 31.309, p=.051. The preliminary analyses 

provided descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the variables and multiple regression 

analyses were performed using SPSS 21. The p =.05 was considered as the cutoff value in the 

present study. 

 

Results 

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations 

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among the variables used in this study are 

presented in Table 1. The results showed that self-efficacy, task importance, and interest were 

positively correlated with class engagement and metacognitive self-regulation. Significant 

negative correlations were found between avoidance coping and the three motivational 

variables. Some gender differences were found in the sample. The boys (Ms = 3.82 and 3.14) 

reported higher self-efficacy, t(1948) = 2.36, p = .018 and self-regulation t(1935) = 2.525, p 

= .012 than the girls (Ms = 3.75 and 3.04). There is no significant difference in task importance, 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=TlJJSWAAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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interest, class engagement and avoidance coping between the boys and girls. For both the boys 

and girls, all the motivational variables are positively correlated with class engagement and 

metacognitive self-regulation, and negatively correlated with avoidance coping.  

 

Regression analysis  

Regression analysis was conducted to test if self-efficacy, task importance and interest were 

significant predictors of the three types of learning behaviors, i.e., class engagement, 

metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping. The results showed that all three 

motivational variables significantly predicted class engagement (see Table 2). However, when 

the students faced challenges and needed to regulate their metacognition, only self-efficacy 

(β=.193, p<.001) and interest (β=.303, p<.001) were significant predictors and task importance 

(β=.037, p=.137) became insignificant. Similar patterns were found for avoidance coping, i.e., 

the tendency to give up when they faced challenges and difficulties. Self-efficacy (β=-.183, 

p<0.001) and interest (β=-.135, p<.001) significantly predicted avoidance coping whereas task 

importance (β=-.017 p=.541) did not. Similar patterns were also found for both the boys and 

girls. In general, the results showed that self-efficacy and interest made better predictors than 

task importance for both the girls and boys since self-efficacy and interest significantly 

predicted the three types of learning behaviors. Task importance only significantly predicted 

class engagement. The findings seemed to suggest that self-efficacy and interest had some more 

impacts on the boys than the girls. The two motivational variables accounted for 19% of the 

variance in class engagement, 22.6% of the variance in metacognitive self-regulation and, 9.6% 

of the variance in avoidance coping for the boys, whereas they accounted for 17.2% of the 
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variance in class engagement, 20.8% of the variance in metacognitive self-regulation, and 7.8% 

of the variance in avoidance coping for the girls.  

 

Discussion 

The present study examined the relationship between three motivational variables (i.e., 

academic self-efficacy, task importance and interest) and three types of learning behaviors (i.e., 

class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping). Consistent with 

previous research on gender differences in self-efficacy in the Singapore context, the present 

study also found that the boys had a higher level of self-efficacy than the girls (Yeung et al., 

2011). This finding suggests that secondary boys in Singapore tended to think they possessed 

better ability than their female classmates. Similarly, the boys tended to metacognitively self-

regulate their English learning better than the girls. Such findings contradict the research 

literature on the gender differences with regard to self-beliefs in the Western context. For 

example, in Ireson and Hallam’s (2009) study on secondary students in U.K., the girls were 

found to have a higher level of self-efficacy in English learning than the boys, whereas Schnell 

et al.’s (2015) study on secondary students in Germany found no gender differences. On the 

other hand, Lueg and Lueg (2015) showed more complex findings on the relationship between 

gender and self-efficacy for university students in Denmark. Although the females at the lowest 

social background had a higher level of self-efficacy in their English skills than the males at the 

highest social background, the same level of English skills gave the males more confidence 

than the females. The finding of the present study may have resulted from the prominent status 

of the English language in Singapore (Tan et al., 2017). Every student aspires to study English 

well for its practical functions in education, commerce and governance. As a result, the gender 
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difference in self-efficacy has been minimized or even reversed. As for interest, the present 

study found no difference in interest between the two genders. This finding contradicts the 

literature on interest in language learning. Generally, girls are found to have a higher level of 

interest than boys (e.g., Dewaele et al., 2016). However, both the boys and girls in the present 

study showed a similar level of interest in English possibly due to the special status of English 

in Singapore.    

 

Research question 1: Relationship between the motivational variables and the learning 

behaviors 

The zero-order correlation analysis shows consistent patterns on the relationship, e.g., positive 

correlations between the three motivational variables, class engagement and metacognitive self-

regulation, and negative correlations between the three motivational variables and avoidance 

coping. The findings are generally in line with the research results reported in the literature 

(Greene et al., 2004; Author, 2011; Yeung et al., 2011). In other words, the higher level of task 

importance, self-efficacy, and interest the students have for English language learning, the more 

engaged and self-regulated they are in English language learning. At the same time, they may 

do less avoidance coping.   

 

Research question 2: How the three motivational variables predict the learning behaviors 

In general, academic self-efficacy, task importance and interest together could predict the 

students’ class engagement. This finding may mean even when tasks appear very challenging, 

students with a high level of academic self-efficacy and interest still can engage themselves in 

learning in class. In other words, if they think they are competent and interested in English 
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language learning, they can still enjoy themselves with challenging tasks. Similarly, interest 

and self-efficacy combined together predicted the students’ engagement as well as preference 

in science learning (Li et al., 2016).  

 

But only academic self-efficacy and interest together could predict metacognitive self-

regulation and avoidance coping significantly. This finding suggests that self-efficacy and 

interest can make a difference in students’ English learning when the tasks are very challenging. 

Students can still metacognitively regulate their English language learning successfully. In 

addition, the students with a higher level of self-efficacy and interest tended to use less 

avoidance coping than those with a lower level of self-efficacy and interest. Task importance 

is not a significant predictor of metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping. This 

finding seems to contradict the finding of Author’s (2011) study on the relationship between 

task importance and test anxiety. In their study, task importance significantly predicted test 

anxiety. According to this finding, we may speculate that task importance may lead to 

avoidance coping. For example, students may avoid doing high-stake tasks. One possible reason 

for this finding of the present study may be that the other two predictors combined (i.e., 

academic self-efficacy and interest) outweigh the function of task importance for the students 

in light of expectancy-value theory. According to Eccles et al. (1983), students may choose a 

maximal combination of expectancies and values to enhance their English language learning 

achievements. Therefore, the effect of task importance has been minimized to the extent that it 

may become an insignificant predictor. In other words, academic self-efficacy and interest 

combined together moderated the effect of task importance on their learning behaviors as 

interest has a sustaining effect on students’ learning (Mazer, 2017) and self-efficacy has been 
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proven a powerful predictor of motivation and academic success (Komarraju & Dial, 2014; 

McIlory et al., 2015).  

 

In terms of the predictive power of self-efficacy and interest for the two different genders, 

although there was some difference in R2, the overall pattern was very similar. Self-efficacy 

and interest predicted metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping significantly. In this 

regard, this finding corroborates Schnell et al.’s (2015) finding that self-efficacy predicted self-

regulation and academic achievement, independent of gender. Task importance was not a 

significant predictor of class engagement.   

 

As such, the present study has established a consistent pattern on the relationship between 

motivational variables, i.e., academic self-efficacy and interest, and the learning behaviors, i.e., 

class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping. For both genders, 

academic self-efficacy and interest combined showed predictive power on the students’ class 

engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping. Although it appeared to be a 

significant predictor in the whole sample, task importance was not a consistently significant 

predictor of class engagement when the gender was considered. The findings of the present 

study seem to suggest that academic self-efficacy and interest have a more desirable 

motivational function than task importance since they are consistently significant predictors of 

the students’ class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping.  

 

Limitations, implications, and conclusion 
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By including the three motivational variables in the same study, the findings can provide a fuller 

picture of their relationships with the learning behaviors with regard to secondary school 

students’ English language learning. The present study has some limitations that should be 

acknowledged. First, the generalizability of the findings may be limited to secondary students 

in Singapore. Given the special status of English in Singapore, the findings of the present study 

should be interpreted with caution with regard to students’ English learning in other countries. 

Second, the study is correlational in nature. The number of predictor variables may affect the 

findings on the relationship between the predictor variables and outcome measures. 

Furthermore, our design cannot establish the causality between the predictor variables and 

outcome variables.  

 

The descriptive results of the present study suggest that English language instruction should 

consider gender differences in both students’ motivation and learning behaviors. First, the girls 

showed a lower level of self-efficacy and self-regulation than the boys. English teachers should 

put in more efforts to teach female students how to self-regulate their English language learning. 

In addition, English teachers can help girls to gain confidence in English language learning 

through using various self-regulated learning strategies, e.g., goal-setting and constant self-

reviewing. Of course, English teachers should understand that some gender differences may be 

related to students’ same-gender peers’ perceptions (King, 2016). In other words, some girls’ 

negative attitudes towards English learning may influence other girls. Therefore, teachers 

should help cultivate more confidence among girls by offering support and feedback to each 

other. The understanding of the predictive power of academic self-efficacy, task importance 

and interest on class engagement, metacognitive self-regulation and avoidance coping also has 
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important implications. First, with very challenging tasks, teachers can focus on improving 

students’ academic self-efficacy and interest as what makes a significant difference in students’ 

learning is not the tasks per se but also students’ own perceived competence and interest. 

Teachers can boost students’ competence and make their teaching more interesting to students. 

Second, traditionally teachers may have a perception that boys and girls have different levels 

of self-efficacy in English learning. In general, English teachers think girls perceive themselves 

as better language learners than boys. In light of the findings of the present study, this belief 

may be not true in some contexts. In addition, teachers should take into consideration both 

students’ academic self-efficacy and interest in their teaching. If students of either gender show 

a lower level of academic self-efficacy, English teachers can focus on increasing their interest 

in learning besides academic self-efficacy. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among the variables 
 
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 
Total 

1. Academic self-efficacy 3.78 .66       
2 Task importance 4.14 .65 .49**      
3. Interest  3.53 .86 .54** .55**     

4. Class engagement 3.87 .72 .36** .31** .37**    
5 Metacognitive self-
regulation 

3.08 .85 .38** .30** .43** .43**   

6. Avoidance coping 2.52 .91 -.26** -.18** -.24** -.29** -.14**  
 
Boys 

1. Academic self-efficacy 3.82 .66       
2. Task importance 4.11 .65 .47**      
3.. Interest  3.50 .86 .52** .52**     

4. Class engagement 3.84 .74 .37** .32** .37**    
5. Metacognitive self-
regulation 

3.14 .86 .35** .29** .46** .39**   

6.. Avoidance coping 2.56 .94 -.29** -.19** -.24** -.24** -.03 - 
 
Girls 

1. Academic self-efficacy 3.75 .66       
2. Task importance 4.16 .64 .51**      
3. Interest  3.55 .87 .56** .57**     

4. class engagement 3.88 .70 .36** .30** .37**    
5. Metacognitive self- 
regulation 

3.04 .84 .39** .30** .41** .46**   

6. Avoidance coping 2.49 .88 -.25** -.17** -.24** -.32** -.23** - 
 
**p < .01 



Self-efficacy, Task Importance and Interest in English Learning 
 

31 
 

Table 2 
 
Multiple regression analysis 
  

Outcomes  Class engagement Metacognitive self-
regulation 

Avoidance 
coping 

Total 
                                                      n=1941                       n=1930                        n=1936 
 β p β p β p 
Predictors       
  Academic self-efficacy .202 <.001 .193 <.001 -.183 <.001 
  Task importance .095 <.001 .037 .137 -.017 .541 
  Interest  .210 <.001 .303 <.001 -.135 <.001 
 
       R2 .179 .213 .085 
 
Boys 
                                                      n=857                       n=853                        n=854 
 β p β p β p 
Predictors       
  Academic self-efficacy .213 <.001 .139 <.001 -.221 <.001 
  Task importance .110 .003 .047 .199 -.024 .555 
  Interest  .205 <.001 .360 <.001 -.112 <.001 
 
      R2 .190 .226 .096 
 
Girls 
                                                      n=1084                      n=1077                        n=1082 
 β p β p β p 
Predictors       
  Academic self-efficacy .199 <.001 .229 <.001 -.159 <.001 
  Task importance .078 .026 .037 .287 -.005 .887 
  Interest  .212 <.001 .261 <.001 -.154 <.001 
 
      R2 .172 .208 .078 



Self-efficacy, Task Importance and Interest in English Learning 
 

32 
 

Appendix 1 

Academic self-efficacy 

1. I am sure I can learn the skills taught in English classes well. 

2. I can do almost all the work in English classes if I do not give up. 

3. If I have enough time, I can do a good job in all my English work. 

4. Even if the work in English is hard, I can learn it. 

5. I am sure I can do difficult work in my English classes. 

 

Task importance  

1. I think learning English is important. 

2. What I learn in English is useful. 

3. Compared to the other subjects, English is useful. 

4. Compared to the other subjects, English is important. 

 

Interest 

1. I enjoy doing English. 

2. I am really interested in English. 

3. I think it's great that I learn all sorts of things in English classes. 

4. I find English interesting. 

 

Class Engagement 

1. I pay attention well. 

2. I keep my attention on the work during the entire lesson. 
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3. I listen carefully when the teacher explains something. 

4. I try my best to complete class work. 

 

Metacognitive self-regulation  

1. When I become confused about something in English, I go back and try to figure it 

out. 

2. Before I study the textbook thoroughly, I often quickly go through it to get an 

overview of how it is organized. 

3. I ask myself questions to make sure I understand what I study in my English classes. 

4. If I get confused when taking notes in class, I make sure I sort it out afterwards. 

5. I try to think through a topic and decide what I am supposed to learn from it rather 

than just reading it over. 

6. When I study English, I try to determine which ideas I don't understand well. 

 

Avoidance coping 

1. When the work in English is dull and boring, I stop doing it even if it is incomplete. 

2. When the work in English is difficult, I give up. 

3. When the work in English is difficult, I only study the easy parts. 
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