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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Academic enthusiasm (also referred to as academic engagement) is widely
recognized as a multidimensional construct that encompasses behavioral,
emotional, and cognitive investment in learning activities. It is characterized by
vigor (high energy and resilience), dedication (sense of significance and pride),
and absorption (full concentration and joyful immersion) in academic tasks
(Maslach et al., 2001). Students with high levels of academic enthusiasm exhibit
greater effort, persistence, self-regulated learning strategies, positive emotions
toward school, and superior academic outcomes (Lu et al., 2025; Acosta-Gonzaga,
2023; Cano et al., 2024). Conversely, lack of enthusiasm manifests as burnout,
helplessness, procrastination, and dropout intentions.

Despite its importance, many high school students in Iran and elsewhere
experience declining enthusiasm due to contextual, relational, and intrapersonal
obstacles (Mohammadi Nejad & Nikbakht, 2023; Raboca & Carbunarean, 2024;
Kramer et al., 2024). Previous quantitative research in Iran has predominantly
focused on correlational or predictive models (e.g., Farasatmedan et al., 2024,
Shamkhi et al., 2024), leaving a significant gap in understanding the subjective,
lived meaning of enthusiasm from the students’ own perspectives. The present
study adopted a descriptive phenomenological approach to address the research
question: “What are high school students’ lived perceptions of the sources and
barriers of their academic enthusiasm?”
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2. Literature Review

Theoretical foundations of academic enthusiasm draw heavily from Self-
Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which posits that enthusiasm
flourishes when the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness are satisfied. Interest theory (Krapp, 2002) and goal-setting theory
(Locke & Latham, 2002) further emphasize the role of personally meaningful
goals and value alignment. Hope theory (Snyder, 2002) highlights agency and
pathway thinking as drivers of sustained motivation.

Empirical studies consistently link academic enthusiasm to supportive
teacher—student relationships (Jung & Ryu, 2022; Pianta, 1999), perceived teacher
and peer support (Ibrahim et al., 2022), family emotional climate (Bayanfar et al.,
2021), and hope/academic buoyancy (Chen et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2021).

Barriers include unsupportive or toxic relationships, devaluation of effort,
misaligned educational environments, negative self-talk, and external pressures
(Ferreira Silva et al., 2022; Wu & He, 2022). However, most Iranian studies have
employed surveys or structural equation modeling, offering limited insight into
the dynamic, contextual, and meaning-making processes that students themselves
experience. A phenomenological lens was therefore deemed essential to capture
the essence of enthusiasm as lived.

3. Methodology

This qualitative study employed descriptive phenomenology and Colaizzi’s
(1978) seven-step analytic method. Participants were 12 high school students (6
girls, 6 boys; aged 14-17 years) residing in Tehran in 1404/2025, purposefully
selected for demonstrating clear indicators of academic enthusiasm (e.g., intrinsic
motivation, active participation, goal-directed studying). Initial screening ensured
richness of experience. Data saturation was reached at the 12th interview.

In-depth, semi-structured interviews (45-60 minutes each) were conducted
individually in a safe, confidential setting. Sample questions included: “How did
your interest and motivation for studying emerge, and what factors influenced it?”
and “Describe experiences that increased or decreased your academic
enthusiasm.” Interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim,
and supplemented by field notes. Ethical approval was obtained, informed consent
secured, and participant anonymity maintained.

Data analysis followed Colaizzi’s rigorous steps: (1) repeated reading for
sense of the whole, (2) extraction of significant statements, (3) formulation of
meanings, (4) clustering into themes, (5) exhaustive description, (6) fundamental
structure, and (7) member checking and peer debriefing for trustworthiness.

4. Results

Two core phenomena emerged: (a) barriers to academic enthusiasm and (b)
sources of academic enthusiasm. These were organized into five opposing main
themes, reflecting a continuum of experience:
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1. Undirected vs. Directed Learning Environment Undirected
environments
arose when curriculum, school expectations, or chosen majors conflicted with
personal interests, talents, or socioeconomic realities, producing mechanical,
imposed learning and meaninglessness. Directed environments featured conscious
alignment of academic paths with personal interests, needs, family roles, and
economic constraints, fostering intrinsic motivation and resilience.

2. Devaluation/Hopelessness vs. Valorization/Hopefulness
Devaluation stemmed from unfair comparisons, neglect of positive performance,
excessive responsibility demands on schools, and constant focus on weaknesses,
breeding distrust and burnout. Valorization occurred through balanced
acknowledgment of strengths and limitations, non-comparative perspectives, and
collaborative interaction with the learning context, generating hope and self-
worth.

3. Harmful vs. Growth-Promoting Relationships
Harmful ties included unsupportive family climates (e.g., gender-based
discouragement), toxic teacher—student dynamics, and peer groups oriented
toward fashion/leisure rather than shared academic goals. Growth-promoting
relationships featured motivational family support, effective teacher—student
rapport, and goal-oriented peer circles that reinforced belonging and collective
learning.

4. Inhibitory vs. Enthusiasm-Enhancing Attitudinal Dynamics
Inhibitory attitudes comprised low awareness of personal responsibility, limited
resilience, present-oriented hedonism, perceived unfair rules, and negative self-
talk. Enthusiasm-enhancing attitudes included commitment, responsibility
awareness, future-oriented thinking, hopefulness, belief in effort-outcome
contingency, and meaning-making through spiritual/God-centered lenses.

5. Inhibitory vs. Enthusiasm-Enhancing Performance Dynamics
Inhibitory patterns involved negative self-suggestion, unproductive interactions,
external locus of control in problem-solving, and avoidance. Enthusiasm-
enhancing patterns featured initiating small consistent actions, countering
negative mood, constructive environmental interaction, and self-determined
agency in overcoming obstacles.

5. Discussion
The findings strongly align with Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000),
illustrating how satisfaction of autonomy (directed learning, personal agency),
competence (valorization, performance mastery), and relatedness (growth-
promoting ties) fuels academic enthusiasm, whereas thwarting of these needs
produces disengagement. Goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002) and hope
theory (Snyder, 2002) further explain the pivotal role of clear, valued, and
attainable goals accompanied by multiple pathways and agency beliefs.

The phenomenological structure reveals academic enthusiasm not as a static
trait but as an emergent property of ongoing person—context transactions. Iranian
students’ narratives highlight culturally salient barriers (e.g., high private-school
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costs, gender-based familial discouragement, intense university-entrance pressure)
while underscoring universal facilitators (supportive relationships, hope,
alignment of personal and academic values).

Implications for practice are multilevel: (1) individual level—develop self-
regulation, goal-clarification, and resilience training; (2) relational level—train
teachers in supportive interaction and foster peer study communities; (3)
institutional level—design flexible, interest-aligned curricula and reduce
devaluative practices; (4) family level—parent education programs emphasizing
emotional support and realistic encouragement.

6. Conclusion

Participants described academic enthusiasm as a dynamic, multidimensional
process continuously shaped by the interplay of environmental affordances,
relational quality, attitudinal orientation, and behavioral patterns. Thus cultivating
academic enthusiasm requires deliberate, synergistic efforts to create directed,
valorizing, relationally supportive, attitudinally positive, and performatively
empowering learning ecologies. When students experience learning as personally
meaningful, socially affirming, and effort-rewarding, academic enthusiasm
becomes a sustainable source of energy, well-being, and achievement.

Keywords: Academic Enthusiasm, High School Students, Phenomenology,
Sources And Barriers, Self-Determination Theory
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