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ABSTRACT

For secondary school students, peer support is an essential component of social support, which
might significantly influence their academic achievement. However, the mediating mechanism
between peer support and academic achievement needs to be further explored, especially in
teaching English as a foreign language (EFL). The present study explored the relationship between
peer support, foreign language (FL) self-concept, and EFL achievement based on the data of 499
Chinese secondary EFL learners. Structural equation modelling (SEM) and mediation analysis
results demonstrated that peer support positively affected EFL achievement. FL self-concept fully
mediated the relationship between peer support and EFL achievement after controlling for gender
and age. The direction and strength of the mediating effect of FL self-concept between peer support
and EFL achievement clarify the complex relationship between peer support and EFL achievement
and helps EFL teachers and educators take intervention measures. Implications, limitations and
directions for future research are discussed.

Keywords: Peer Support, Foreign Language Self-Concept; EFL Achievement; Mediating

Mechanism; Chinese Secondary EFL Learners.

ABSTRAK

Untuk siswa sekolah menengah, dukungan teman sebaya merupakan komponen penting dari
dukungan sosial, yang mungkin secara signifikan mempengaruhi prestasi akademik mereka.
Namun, mekanisme mediasi antara dukungan teman sebaya dan prestasi akademik perlu
dieksplorasi lebih lanjut, terutama dalam pengajaran bahasa Inggris sebagai bahasa asing (EFL).
Studi ini mengeksplorasi hubungan antara dukungan teman sebaya, konsep diri bahasa asing (FL),
dan pencapaian EFL berdasarkan data dari 499 pelajar EFL menengah Cina. Hasil pemodelan
persamaan struktural (SEM) dan analisis mediasi menunjukkan bahwa dukungan teman sebaya
berpengaruh positif terhadap pencapaian EFL. Konsep diri FL sepenuhnya memediasi hubungan
antara dukungan teman sebaya dan pencapaian EFL setelah mengontrol jenis kelamin dan usia.
Arah dan kekuatan efek mediasi dari konsep diri FL antara dukungan teman sebaya dan pencapaian
EFL mengklarifikasi hubungan kompleks antara dukungan teman sebaya dan pencapaian EFL dan
membantu guru dan pendidik EFL mengambil tindakan intervensi. Implikasi, keterbatasan dan arah
untuk penelitian masa depan dibahas.

Kata Kunci: Dukungan rekan, Konsep Diri Bahasa Asing; Prestasi EF,;, Mekanisme Mediasi;
Pembelajar EFL Sekunder Cina.
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INTRODUCTION
Adolescents in secondary schools tend to build close relationships with their peers and

often share or ask for help from peers (Parada et al., 2008). As an essential component of
social support, peer support strongly influences an adolescent’s physical and mental
development (Shalaby & Agyapong, 2020; Willoughby et al., 2000). Existing studies have
also indicated that positive peer support is beneficial for adolescents to maintain good mental
health and achieve good school grades (Bergey et al., 2019; Ciarrochi et al., 2017; Liem &
Martin, 2011). Teenagers in secondary schools spend much time with peers, and the
interpersonal relationships developed based on shared activities and mutual cooperation were
even more important than the parent-child relationship. Furthermore, Ghaith (2003) found
that peer support had a more substantial predictive effect on academic achievement than
teacher support. With positive peer support, students might receive more academic
encouragement, and it would be easier to solve the academic problems they encounter
(Thompson & Mazer, 2009).

Given the positive impact of peer support on academic performance, the direct and
indirect effects of peer support on academic performance have been extensively explored
(Bergey et al., 2019; Kaynak & Kaynak, 2023; Wang et al., 2019). For example, in a study
with middle grades students, Kaynak and Kaynak (2023) documented that motivation fully
mediated the association between peer support and academic achievement. However, the prior
studies ignored the domain specificity of peer support (Leung et al., 2013), and research on
peer support in the EFL education context needed to be improved. Also, considering the
complex relationship between peer support and academic achievement, the mediating
mechanisms between the two variables need to be further explored. To fill these knowledge
gaps, the present study aimed to examine the mediating effect of academic self-concept
between peer support and academic achievement in a sample of Chinese secondary EFL
learners.

Peer Support

Peer support refers to peer social support, a system of giving and receiving help based

on respect, shared responsibility, and mutual support (Dennis, 2003). There is tangible and

intangible peer support (Kelly et al., 2014). Tangible support concerns the physical assistance
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provided by peers, including instrument and information support (Cutrona & Suhr, 1992),
while intangible support refers to the sense of security experienced from the love and care by
their peers, such as emotional or self-esteem support (Feeney & Collins, 2015). Leung et al.
(2013) figured out that the domain specificity of peer support should be considered. In this
research, peer support was explored in the academic domain of EFL education and defined as
the academic help received from peers while learning English.

Considering the importance of peer support, the correlation between peer support and
the key indicators of school outcomes has been increasingly studied. For example, in a study
with Canadian college students, Bergey et al. (2019) documented that peer support was
positively correlated with academic achievement. In another study with Chinese college
students, Yu et al. (2021) found that peer support was positively associated with psychological
capital. In addition, the association between peer support and academic self-concept was also
confirmed (Marsh et al., 2011; Way & Chen, 2000). Although the relationship of peer support
to vital academic indicators has been explored, few studies addressed the domain specificity
of peer support. Specifically, only some studies concentrated on the relationship between
EFL-related peer support and EFL achievement in the EFL learning context in China.
Foreign Language Self-Concept

Academic self-concept is an important psychological component affecting academic
learning, which can be defined as students’ relatively stable cognitions, perceptions, and
evaluation concerning their academic strengths, capabilities and knowledge (Bailey, 2003).
Considering that academic self-concept is subject-specific (Burns et al., 2018), academic self-
concept should be explored in specific subject domains (e.g., English). Accordingly, this
research defined FL self-concept as students’ perception of their English competence. The
higher the FL self-concept is, the more confident the EFL learners are in their English
competence.

Given the importance of self-concept, the antecedents and consequences of self-concept
have been explored. For example, Yang et al. (2023) found that self-concept mediated the
relationship between grit and self-assessment among youths aged 12-18. A meta-analysis by
Huang (2011) concentrating on the relationship between self-concept and academic
achievement found that the mean correlations between these two variables ranged from 0.20
to0 0.27. In another study with Australian high school students, Marsh et al. (2011) documented
that peer support positively correlated with academic self-concept.

The predictive effect of peer support on academic self-concept (e.g., Marsh et al., 2011)

and the predictive effect of academic self-concept on achievement (Huang, 2011) have been
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verified. Taken together, the present research hypothesized that FL self-concept might
mediate the linkage between EFL-related peer support and FL achievement.
The Present Study

Based on the literature, this research aimed to test the following three hypotheses in a
sample of 499 Chinese secondary EFL learners (see Figure 1).

Hi: EFL-related peer support has a positive predictive effect on FL achievement.

H2: EFL-related peer support is positively correlated with FL self-concept.

Hz: EFL-related peer support can indirectly affect FL achievement via the mediator of

FL self-concept.
Figure 1. The Proposed Model

Foreign language

Gender > >
\\selt-concept

Peer support

\ 4

Foreign language
> 3
Age i achievement

METHOD

Participants
Based on convenience sampling, four hundred and ninety-nine participants from one

middle school in Foshan City, Guangdong Province, China, were recruited to participate in
this questionnaire survey. Participants comprised seventh-grade students (206, accounting for
41.3%) and eighth-grade students (293, accounting for 58.7%). Among these were two
hundred and sixty-two male participants (52.5%) and two hundred and thirty-seven female
students (47.5%). Participants were between 12 and 15 years old, with an average age of 13.66
(SD =0.62). Judging from the family socioeconomic status, the participants were mainly from
middle-class families. Before conducting the questionnaire survey, the participants' written
informed consent and their parents' verbal informed consent were collected with the help of
the English teachers. Only data for which informed consent was provided could be used for

analysis.
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Measures

Peer Support Scale
To assess peer support, the 8-item peer support was adapted from the child and

adolescent social support scale (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). Example items were “When I
encounter difficulties in English learning, I can ask my friends for help” or “Many of my
friends are good at English”. Participants were asked to rate their agreement with the
statements on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree). In this
research, the psychometric properties of the peer support scale were good, with Cronbach’s a
equalled 0.78. In the SEM analysis, peer support was treated as a latent variable.
Foreign Language Self-Concept Scale

Participants’ FL self-concept was measured by the five items adapted from the program
for international student assessment 2015 (OECD, 2016). One example item was “English has
always been one of my best subjects”. Participants rated their agreement with the five
statements on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly
agree”). The psychometric properties of this scale have been confirmed in previous studies
(Kang & Wu, 2022; Wu & Kang, 2023). In this study, the internal consistency of the FL self-
concept scale was good (Cronbach’s a = 0.86).
Foreign Language Achievement

Participants’ English scores were collected to represent the FL academic achievement.
The examination-orientedness of the Chinese education system determines that students and
their significant others (i.e., teachers and parents) place particular importance on examination
scores. In the Chinese education system, objective scores demonstrate fairness and are the
main or even the only factor determining whether a student can continue higher education. In
order to guarantee face validity, the examination papers were traditionally developed by the
local municipal education bureau. The total score is 120 points, and the higher the score, the
higher the FL achievement of the participants.
Covariates

This research investigated the relationship between peer support, FL self-concept, and
FL achievement. However, existing literature documented gender and age differences in
academic self-concept and achievement (Chyung, 2007; Denies et al., 2022; Wilgenbusch &
Merrell, 1999). Thus, gender and age were controlled as covariates when examining the
relationship between peer support, FL self-concept, and FL achievement.
Procedure

First, the original scales were translated from English to Chinese, and a back-translation

procedure was utilized to guarantee face validity. More specifically, the source version of the
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studied scales was translated into Chinese and then back-translated into English to ensure the
item-equivalence. Second, written and verbal informed consent was obtained before the
questionnaire survey. Third, participants who signed the informed consent were invited to
answer the questionnaire in the traditional paper-and-pencil manner with the help of English
teachers. Fourth, the questionnaire survey was conducted in the English class, and the entire
questionnaire survey lasted about 20 minutes. The English teachers collected the finished
questionnaires and checked for missing items. Lastly, the researchers entered the survey data
into a spreadsheet for further analysis.
Data Analysis

Data analysis in the present research consisted of five steps to answer research
hypotheses. First, the data were all participant-reported, common method bias was assessed
to rule out possible common method bias. Second, descriptive statistics (e.g., skewness and
kurtosis) were collected to assess the maximum likelihood (ML) estimation normality. Third,
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was carried out to evaluate the properties of the
measurement model. Fourth, SEM was conducted to investigate the relationship between peer
support, self-concept, and achievement. Fifth, the mediating effect of academic self-concept

between peer support and FL achievement was explored by conducting a mediation analysis.

RESULTS

Common Method Bias
Since participants reported all data, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to

evaluate the potential common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Specifically, all
items of the latent variables (i.e., peer support and self-concept) were treated as a single-factor
construct, and the model fit of this construct was poor, with %%(27) = 502.081, p < .001, CFI
=.734, TLI = .645, RMSEA =.188, 90% CI [.174, .203], SRMR = .122. This result suggested
that common method variance did not affect the data analysis of the present study.
Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics of the studied variables are presented in Table 1. First, the criteria
of skewness and kurtosis (i.e., [skewness| < 2 and |kurtosis| < 2) proposed by Roever and
Phakiti (2017) were adopted to evaluate the normality for ML estimation. According to these
criteria, as shown in Table 1, all three studied variables had satisfactory normality for the ML
estimation. Besides, the factor loadings of the two latent variables (i.e., peer support and self-
concept) were higher than 0.35 (Byrne, 2010), showing that the convergent validity was
appropriate. This study converted FL achievement into standardized z-scores in the following

analyses.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Studied Variables

Cronbach’s Factor

Mean SD Skewness  Kurtosis a loadings
Peer support 3.66 12 -.20 A5 .78 .54-.82
FL Self-concept 2.59 .61 .06 -.26 .86 .58-.86

FL achievement .00 .99 -.86 -.08

Measurement Models and Latent Bivariate Correlations
CFA of the measurement models, bivariate correlations, and SEM analyses were all

carried out by applying Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2013). Comparative fit index (CFI >
.90), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI > .90), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA <
.06), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR < .08) were the criteria to evaluate
the model fit (Chen, 2007; Hu & Bentler, 1999). The measurement model without covariates
and observational variables fit the data well: x?(26) = 74.319, p < .001, CFIl = .973, TLI =
962, RMSEA = .039, 90% CI [.045, .078], SRMR = .039. When FL achievement, gender,
and age were added, the measurement model also demonstrated a good fit: %2(47) = 125.303,
p<.001, CFl=.962, TLI=.946, RMSEA =.058, 90% CI [.046, .070], SRMR = .040, showing

that the hypothesized measurement model fit the data well.

Table 2. Results of Correlations Matrix for the Variables

1 2 3 4 5
1 Peer support
2 FL self-concept Yl
3 FL achievement 24%%% BAxF*
4 Gender .04 .05 .10*
5 Age .09 -.02 -.08 -.06

*p <.05; ***p < .001.

The bivariate correlations between the studied variables are reported in Table 2. It was
found that EFL-related peer support was positively correlated with FL self-concept and FL
achievement. Besides, the positive correlation between FL self-concept and FL achievement
was also verified. The significant correlation between gender and FL achievement indicated
that gender should be controlled while examining the relationship between peer support, self-
concept and achievement.

Structural Equation Modelling
The model fit set out in Figure 1 was assessed by conducting SEM. The proposed model

had excellent fit: ¥2(49) = 129.728, p < .001, CFI = .961, TLI = .948, RMSEA = .058, 90%

English: English Learning Innovation, 4(2), 68-81
74




Yajun Wu & Xia Kang The Role of Peer Support in Promoting EFL Achievement: Academic
Self-Concept as the Mediator

CI [.046, .070], SRMR = .045. All the correlations and path coefficients shown in Figure 2
are standardized. There are four findings. First, EFL-related peer support positively predicted
FL self-concept (5 = .43, SE = .06, p < .001). Second, FL self-concept was positively
correlated with FL achievement (5 = .66, SE = .04, p <.001). Third, gender (0 = male and 1
= female) was found to be positively correlated with FL achievement (8= .07, SE = .04, p <
.05), indicating that the FL achievement of female secondary school students is better than
that of male counterparts. Fourth, EFL-related peer support explained an 18.5% variance in

FL self-concept (R? = 18.5%) and a 42.6% variance in FL achievement (R? = 42.6%).

Figure 2. Structural Equation Model Testing the Relationship between Peer Support, FL Self-Concept
and Achievement.

R*=18.5%

Foreign language

Gender

\ .03, ns
/ 04 7%

self-concept

’ \ -.05, ns \
Foreign language

Age “Os & achievement

R =42.6%
***p<.001; *p<.05.

The bootstrap procedure conducted mediation analysis with 5000 re-samples to
investigate the mediating effect of FL self-concept. The results of the mediation analysis are
presented in Table 3. The bootstrap confidence interval (CI) was applied, and the mediating
effect was significant if zero was not contained in the 95% Cls (Efron, 1988). According to
this criterion, the indirect path of “peer support—FL self-concept—FL achievement” was
significant with 95CIs [.20, .37], showing that FL self-concept mediated the association
between peer support and FL achievement. Moreover, the direct effect of peer support on FL
achievement was insignificant, with 95% Cls [-.13, .06], suggesting that FL self-concept fully

mediated the relationship between peer support and FL achievement.
Table 3. Results of Mediation Analysis

Bias-corrected Cls 95%

Model path Effect SE

Lower Upper
Total effect 24 .05 13 .34
Indlregt effect: peer support —self-concept 28 04 20 37
—achievement
Direct effect -.04 .05 -.13 .06
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DISCUSSION
The importance of peer support to adolescent secondary school students’ achievement

and well-being outcomes has been widely recognized (e.g., Bergey et al., 2019; Van Ryzin et
al., 2009). However, the mediating mechanisms between peer support and academic
achievement need to be further explored. Moreover, existing literature failed to consider the
domain specificity of the variables (e.g., peer support), and few studies have explored the
variables’ relationship in the field of EFL education. Focusing on EFL education, the present
study explored the relationship between peer support, self-concept, and achievement in a
sample of Chinese secondary EFL learners.

First, it was found that EFL-related peer support was positively correlated with FL
achievement, indicating that H, was supported. On the one hand, this finding is congruous
with social support theory, which suggests that social support plays a vital role in academic
achievement or failure (Hupcey et al., 1998). On the other hand, these findings are consistent
with previous empirical studies (Bergey et al., 2019; Lee & Smith, 1999; Liem & Martin,
2011). In addition to providing empirical evidence for social support theory, this study
contributes to the literature by exploring the relationship between peer support and academic
achievement in the context of EFL education.

Second, the predictive effect of peer support on self-concept was also confirmed,
showing that H> was supported. From the perspective of social support theory, the correlation
between social support (e.g., peer support) and the key psychological components (e.g.,
academic self-concept) was explored in existing literature (Ellis et al., 2009; Fernandez-
Zabala et al., 2020; Marsh et al., 2011; Way & Chen, 2000). Taking into account the domain
specificity of peer support and self-concept, this present study explored the relationship
between them in EFL education, which provides empirical evidence from the field of EFL
education for research on the relationship between peer support and self-concept.

Third, this study found that FL self-concept fully mediated the relationship between
EFL-related peer support and FL achievement, suggesting that Hz was supported. Given that
peer support has a significant predictive effect on academic achievement, scholars have begun
to explore the mediating mechanism between the two constructs. For example, academic
engagement (Liem & Martin, 2011), self-efficacy and study strategies (Bergey et al., 2019),
and academic resilience (Fang et al., 2020) were verified to be the mediators between peer
support and academic achievement. The present study contributes to the literature by
identifying that FL self-concept fully mediated the relationship between EFL-related peer
support and FL achievement, further expanding the research on the mediating mechanism

between peer support and academic achievement.

English: English Learning Innovation, 4(2), 68-81
76



Yajun Wu & Xia Kang The Role of Peer Support in Promoting EFL Achievement: Academic
Self-Concept as the Mediator

There are at least three areas for improvement in the present study. First, the cross-
sectional design of the present study prevents us from drawing a causal relationship between
the three constructs of peer support, FL self-concept and achievement. Future research is
recommended to further explore the relationship between the three constructs based on
longitudinal data. Second, the participants in this study were all Han Chinese, which might
limit the generalizability of the findings. In addition to the Han Chinese, there are fifty-five
ethnic minorities (accounting for 8.89% of the total population of China) in China. Future
studies could use data from more ethnic groups to enhance the representativeness of the
sample. Third, the data of the present study were all self-reported. Although common method
bias was ruled out, future research could consider collecting data from teachers, parents, and
peers to enhance the objectivity of the data further.

Despite the above deficiencies, the present study has theoretical and practical
implications. First, the present study provides empirical evidence for the social support theory,
demonstrating that peer support has a favorable effect on both self-concept and academic
achievement. Second, the mediating effect of FL self-concept between EFL-related peer
support and FL achievement shows that peer support plays a beneficial role in improving
academic achievement by enhancing a student’s self-concept. These findings suggest that
EFL educators could enhance EFL learners’ achievement by improving the level of peer
support (e.g., creating a relaxed classroom atmosphere and forming collaborative groups)
(Kasperski & Blau, 2023; Strom et al., 2019).

CONCLUSION
The primary objective of the present study was to examine the direct and indirect effects

of peer support on academic achievement among Chinese secondary EFL learners. We found
that EFL-related peer support could affect FL achievement directly or indirectly via FL self-
concept. The present study contributes to the literature on the mediating mechanisms between
peer support and academic achievement. Theoretically, the findings provide empirical
evidence for the social support theory. Practically, EFL educators are suggested to take
measures to reap the beneficial effects of peer support on FL achievement. In this approach,
we also found that FL self-concept is the practical mechanism for EFL-related peer support

to act upon FL achievement.
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