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Abstract. Introduction. Emotions have been proven to have significant impact on 
cognitive and motivational aspects of learning. Choosing appropriate activities to stimu-
late learners’ positive emotions can thus greatly promote learning.

Aim. The present research is aimed to find out which learning activities induce 
positive / negative emotions among upper secondary level learners of English as a foreign 
language and the secondary aim was to identify the emotions experienced. 

Methodology and research methods. Methodological triangulation applying qualita-
tive research methods (questionnaire, interview and observation) was conducted among 
62 learners and their 2 English teachers. A complementary quantitative instrument (scale) 
was used to detect the subjective emotional comfort of learners during English lessons. 

Results. The findings revealed prevailing positive habitual comfort of learners and 
joy as their primary emotion incited mostly by communication activities. Negative emo-
tions of fear and sadness were detected mainly during testing and evaluation.         

Scientific novelty. The combination of four research methods in a combined re-
search design studying the complex scale of emotions related to learning a foreign lan-
guage has not been applied yet.

Practical significance. Greater understanding of the affective aspect in learning a 
foreign language which may help foreign language teachers and methodologists select 
the appropriate activities to effectively address the actual cognitive and affective needs of 
learners.
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ary level.
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Аннотация. Введение. Доказано, что эмоции оказывают существенное влияние 
на когнитивные и мотивационные аспекты обучения. Таким образом, выбор подходящих 
занятий для стимулирования положительных эмоций школьников может в значительной 
степени способствовать обучению.

Цель. Основная цель исследования заключалась в том, чтобы выяснить, какие виды 
учебной деятельности вызывают положительные, а какие – отрицательные эмоции у стар-
шеклассников, изучающих английский язык как иностранный. Второстепенной целью 
было выявление испытываемых эмоций.

Методология и методы. Методологическая триангуляция с применением каче-
ственных методов исследования (анкетирование, интервью и наблюдение) была прове-
дена среди учащихся (n = 62) и их учителей английского языка (n = 2). Дополнительный 
количественный инструмент (шкала) использовался для определения субъективного эмо-
ционального комфорта школьников во время уроков английского языка.

Результаты. Результаты показали, что у учащихся преобладают позитивный при-
вычный комфорт и радость как ключевая эмоция, вызванная в основном коммуникатив-
ной деятельностью. Отрицательные эмоции (страх и печаль) выявлялись преимущественно 
во время тестирования и оценивания. 

Научная новизна состоит в том, что впервые применялось сочетание четырех ме-
тодов в комбинированном дизайне исследования сложной шкалы эмоций, связанных с 
изучением иностранного языка.

Практическая значимость. Лучшее понимание аффективного аспекта в изучении 
иностранного языка может помочь педагогам и методистам в выборе подходящих занятий 
для эффективного удовлетворения реальных когнитивных и эмоциональных потребностей 
учащихся.
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Introduction

Emotions are generally understood as a complex psychophysiological 
experience induced as a result of our interactions with the environment1. Their 
classification has been attempted from different perspectives and the known 
models, e.g. [1-6] more or less correspond to the theory of universal emotions 
[2], and the most common taxonomies of emotions reflect their positive-negative 
polarity [7, 8]. Mostly positive emotions have the ability to “broaden people’s 
momentary thought-action repertoires and build their enduring personal 
resources, ranging from physical and intellectual resources to social and 
psychological resources” [9, p. 219].

After affective factors being recognised as equally relevant in learning 
as cognitive factors in the second half of the twentieth century, the research 
in foreign language learning has overwhelmingly concentrated on negative 
emotions such as anxiety [10]. The impetus for consideration of the role of 
positive emotions (foreign language enjoyment) in language pedagogy has been 
supported by the developments in positive psychology mostly after 2000 [11]. 

As language is strongly related to human identity, it is natural that 
language classrooms are abundant with a wide scale of emotions. However, 
it was only very recently that a few researchers started to investigate discrete 
emotions related to foreign language learning [12, 13]. To the best of the authors’ 
knowledge, there have not yet been any studies exploring the complex scale 
of emotions related to foreign language learning applying both qualitative and 
quantitative research methods. The current study investigates broad spectrum 
of affective experiences tied directly to foreign language learning activities [14] in 
a mixed cross-sectional and longitudinal research design. 

1 The Psychology Notes HQ – online resources for psychology students. Theories of 
emotion in psychology [Internet]. Psychology Notes HQ; 2020 [cited 2020 Apr 13]. Available 
from: https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/theoriesofemotion/
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Literature Review

Starting with the classical Affective Filter Hypothesis [15], it has been 
proven many times that affective engagement of learners significantly influences 
learning [16]. When learners experience positive emotions during the process 
of learning, it can raise their consciousness of input [17, 18]. What is more, 
emotional components of experience persist longer in memory and are recalled 
with greater accuracy and readiness which is caused by the amygdala releasing 
the transmitters essential for memory [19-21]. 

 Emotions have not only cognitive, but also motivational impact on 
learning. Experiencing positive emotions during learning can contribute to 
intrinsic motivation while the learners with the prevalence of negative emotions 
tend to be motivated more by extrinsic factors [22]. What is more, positive 
emotions engage students socially and they are more willing to communicate 
and get involved in class activities. Thanks to affect involved through the right 
choice of activities, learners are more willing to invest their energy and attention 
in the learning process [23]. 

Learners’ cognitive investment in, active participation with, and emotional 
commitment to learning [24] are described through intellectual, emotional, 
behavioral, physical, social and cultural engagement1. [25] provides an overview 
of engagement strategies and teaching tips how to increase learners’ involvement 
such as: hold a meaningful conversation, turn on some music, make learning 
content personal, use technology, give students some choices, create challenging 
activities, use movement to make learning active, make it a game, focus on 
clearly stated goals, use an activating task, limit the lecture, use graphics and 
illustrations, focus on higher-order thinking, and summarise the work at the end. 

Nevertheless, negative emotions are also inevitable part of learning [22].  
Emotional learning spiral [26] takes into account all four phases of learning: 
students feel great until they are confronted with confusion or challenging 
information; the feelings of being confused and anxious are present as the new 
information is hard to understand; frustration occurs as the new thing is still not 
learnt and only brings difficulties; and finally, understanding of a new concept 
comes and with it also determination, hopefulness and satisfaction.  

Learners’ engagement is strongly related to teacher’s commitment which 
motivates the teacher to search for the best teaching methods that can influence 
students’ engagement, efforts and self-confidence [27]. New social demands 
have redefined the way foreign language teachers develop their in-class roles 
and activities towards learner-centered and reflective teaching [28]. Selecting 

1  The glossary of education reform [Internet]. Student engagement. Portland: Great 
Schools Partnership; 2016 [cited 2020 May 23]. Available from: https://www.edglossary.org
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the appropriate activities to effectively address the actual cognitive and affective 
needs of learners and promote learning is thus paramount in current educational 
context. 

Materials and Methods

Objectives
The primary research objective was to find out which learning activities 

induce positive/negative emotions among upper secondary level learners in 
English as a foreign language (EFL) classes. The secondary aim was to identify 
the emotions experienced. Methodological triangulation applying qualitative 
research methods (questionnaire, interview and observation) was conducted 
to reveal the parallels and differences that the individual methods may bring. 
The complementary quantitative method (scale) was applied to obtain a more 
complex picture of learners’ emotions experienced during EFL classes. 

In this context, four research questions were formulated:
1. What emotions induced by specific EFL learning activities are self-

perceived by learners?
2. What learners’ emotions induced by specific EFL learning activities are 

perceived by teachers?
3. What learners’ emotions induced by specific EFL learning activities are 

observed by a psychologist and an educationist?
4. What is the relationship of the above-mentioned findings?

Participants
62 EFL upper secondary Slovak students served as participants in 

this study. They shared an additional number of variables such as the level 
of English proficiency (B1-B2), age (15-18 years), onset age of EFL learning 
(10-12 years), prevailing formal school training in English and a comparable 
amount of experience in an English-speaking environment (no longer than 
several days). The participants, as middle adolescent learners [29], develop 
their metacognition and reflective thinking and their ability to recognise and 
verbalise emotions increases [30]. Therefore, upper secondary level learners 
were considered suitable respondents for the study of emotions associated with 
foreign language learning. Two EFL teachers (7- and 11-year TEFL experience) 
teaching the participants were also involved in the research.   

Instruments
The instruments were administered with the participants in their native 

language and in the sequence mentioned below. The research objectives were 
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thematised and transformed into the direct form questions. Both learners 
and teachers were enabled to answer the questions in their own words and 
thus produced unstructured responses. Then, the answers were analysed 
by generating and systematising according to the selected standardised 
classification criteria [4, 31].

Questionnaire
The main aim of the questionnaire was to find out what emotions learners 

experience doing various activities in English lessons. The questionnaire 
consisted of four open questions: 

1. In which activities during English lessons do you usually experience 
positive emotions?

2. Will you specify the positive emotions?
3. In which activities during English lessons do you usually experience 

negative emotions?
4. Will you specify the negative emotions?

Scale
The Emotional Habitual Subjective Comfort Scale (EHCS) is a concise 

and reliable instrument created and verified by psychologists [32] for detecting 
the self-reflected frequency of experiencing positive and negative emotions and 
physical feelings (See Appendix A). The scale contains four items classifying 
positive emotions – joy, happiness, delight, physical vigor (α = 0.67-0.80, 
stability coefficient r = 0.63) and six negative emotions – shame, sense of guilt, 
fear, sadness, pain, anger (α = 0.68-0.74, stability coefficient r = 0.66) with their 
inter-correlation coefficient r = -0.23. 

The scale required participants to indicate the frequency of experiencing 
the given emotions in English lessons in a 6-point Likert scale. Points were 
related to varying degrees, 6 points representing ‘almost always’, 5 points – 
‘very often’, 4 points – ‘often’, 3 points – ‘sometimes’, 2 points – ‘seldom’ and 1 
point – ‘almost never’. The ratio 1 indicated overall positive comfort, 2 – negative 
comfort, 3 – positive and negative comfort.

Interview
Subsequently, the interview was conducted with two English teachers 

teaching the participants. They were asked similar questions as the learners to 
find out their perspective on the students’ emotional experiencing. The interview 
was conducted in a face-to-face format. The interviewer (one of the authors) 
informed each participant about the purpose and conduction of the interview 
and asked for permission to record the responses. The interviewers considered 
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also some prompts to clarify their questions and probes to ask participants to 
provide details for their responses, if needed.

1. In which activities during English lessons do students usually 
experience positive emotions?

2. Will you specify the positive emotions?
3. In which activities during English lessons do students usually 

experience negative emotions?
4. Will you specify the negative emotions?

Observation
The participants’ classroom activities and expressed emotions were directly 

observed by an experienced EFL teacher and a psychologist (the authors) in 16 
English lessons during a period of two months. The activities done during the 
lessons were monitored, as well as students’ emotional experiencing deduced 
from their behavior, facial expressions and body language. The symptoms were 
then interpreted by the psychologist and attributed to specific emotions.    

Group Interview
Finally, a group interview of semi-structured type with participating 

students divided into five focus groups of 11-14 was conducted to clarify, 
explain or illustrate the findings obtained by the instruments previously applied 
(see the Discussion section). The interviewer (one of the authors) informed each 
participant about the purpose of the interview and asked for permission to 
record the responses. The students were also encouraged do discuss the issues 
not yet been addressed. 

Results and Discussion
Questionnaire
The students named ten activities inducing positive emotions (fi = 0.62) 

and seven activities inducing negative emotions (fi = 0.70). Communication 
activities (dialogue, discussion, conversation) and cooperation activities (pair 
work and group work) were most positively appreciated while testing activities 
and grammar-focused activities invoked mainly negative feelings (Table 1).  

Generally, skill/fluency/content-oriented activities [31, 33] were rather 
positively reported by the students (63.2%) while system/accuracy/form-
oriented activities [31, 33] were perceived mostly negatively (81.0%). Concerning 
communicative language activities1, students enjoyed spoken interaction 

1 CEFR (Common European framework of reference for languages: Learning, teaching, 
assessment – Companion volume with new descriptors [Internet]. Strasbourg: Council of 
Europe; 2018. [cited 2020 April 7]. Available from: www.coe.int/lang-cefr
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(82.3%) and production (62.9%). Interestingly, none of them marked reception 
activities as positive (54.8% had negative attitude to listening to instructions). 
Depending on the level of control, written production was evaluated both 
positively (free creative writing – 33.9%) and negatively (guided essay writing 
– 61.3%). Concerning the form of work, pair and group work were included in 
positive activities (75.8%) and nobody explicitly mentioned individual or whole 
class activities. 

The learners reported positive feelings more often (fi = 0.60) than the 
negative ones (fi = 0.27). Two thirds of self-perceived positive emotions could 
be attributed to the primary emotion “joy” (with the significant dominance 
of contributing secondary emotions “relief” and “zest”) and one third to the 
primary emotion “love”. Concerning negative emotions, more than one third of 
participants identified primary emotion “fear” (contributed nearly equally by 
the secondary emotions “horror” and “nervousness”) and less students stated 
“sadness” and “anger” (Figure 1).

Table 1

The activities and emotions detected by the questionnaire

POSITIVE EMOTIONS NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

activity ni
self-perceived

emotion
ni activity ni

self-perceived 
emotion

ni

dialogue 
discussion 
conversation 
pair work 
group work 
online exercise 
creative task 
opinion writing 
game 
storytelling 

58
56
53
49
45
37
29
21
18
18

relaxation 
happiness 
pleasure 
motivation 
interest 
confidence 
cheerfulness 
contentment 
joy 
satisfaction 
amusement 
fascination 

56
52
49
47
43
38
37
33
27
26
21
18

oral test 
written test 
unexpected test 
grammar exercise 
essay 
lecture 
written exercise 

54
50
50
47
38
34
29

fear 
tenseness 
stress 
horror 
depression 
apprehension 
sadness 
anxiety 
suffering 
despair
anger 
disappointment 

30
29
25
21
20
19
16
13
10
8
4
3
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Positive emotions 

 

Negative emotions 

 

Fig. 1. The structure of emotions detected by the questionnaire 
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 Both teachers named cooperation-based and opinion-based tasks (spoken 

production and interaction and creative written production) among activities 

inducing positive emotions. Surprisingly, teachers did not realise that writing 

essays is reflected negatively by more than a half of their students. Similarly to 

students’ opinions, the teachers considered testing and evaluation as activities in 

which students feel and express negative emotions. On the other hand, they 

thought the reception activities (listening and reading comprehension) were 

perceived positively by their students who mostly classified them as neutral 

during final group interview (Table 2).  

 Identically to students’ self-perceptions, the teachers perceived “joy” as 

a dominant positive emotion and prevailing negative emotions “fear”, “sadness” 

and “anger” among their students. While secondary emotions feeding the 

Fig. 1. The structure of emotions detected by the questionnaire

Interview
Both teachers named cooperation-based and opinion-based tasks (spoken 

production and interaction and creative written production) among activities 
inducing positive emotions. Surprisingly, teachers did not realise that writing 
essays is reflected negatively by more than a half of their students. Similarly to 
students’ opinions, the teachers considered testing and evaluation as activities 
in which students feel and express negative emotions. On the other hand, they 
thought the reception activities (listening and reading comprehension) were 
perceived positively by their students who mostly classified them as neutral 
during final group interview (Table 2). 

 Identically to students’ self-perceptions, the teachers perceived “joy” as 
a dominant positive emotion and prevailing negative emotions “fear”, “sadness” 
and “anger” among their students. While secondary emotions feeding the primary 
emotions of “fear” and “anger” corresponded with the learners’ statements, the 
secondary emotion contributing to “sadness” was perceived as “neglect” by the 
teachers (Figure 2).  
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Table 2
The activities and emotions detected by the interview

POSITIVE EMOTIONS NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

activity perceived emotion activity perceived emotion

creative task
dialogue
discussion
conversation
pair work
game
storytelling 
opinion writing
opinion talk
listening 
reading

cheerfulness
happiness
satisfaction 
relaxation

oral test
written test
evaluation

anxiety
fear
anger
insecurity 
boredom 
embarrassment 
indifference 

Positive emotions Negative emotions 

Fig. 2. The structure of emotions detected by the interview

Observation
Based on classroom observation, the activities evoking mainly positive 

emotions were communication-based activities (dialogue, discussion and 
brainstorming), cooperation activities (pair work) and audio-visual activities 
(picture description, songs and videos) (Table 3). During these activities, most of 
the students seemed to experience interest, amusement, confidence, satisfaction, 
pleasure, acceptance and contentment which can be attributed to the primary 
emotion “joy” (Figure 3).  
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On the other hand, teachers’ monologue, a short test or completing 
grammar exercises were accompanied by looking down when a question came 
up, evasive look, lack of eye contact, shaking voice, delayed answers, refusing 
body language, frowning and gazing which were interpreted by a psychologist 
most often as the symptoms of insecurity and worry contributing to the primary 
emotions “sadness” and “fear”. Boredom was frequently observed during frontal 
explanation which was also reflected in the teachers’ interview though students 
did not admit experiencing boredom.   

Activities supported by audio-visual materials (watching videos, listening 
to and singing songs) were connected with apparent positive reactions of the 
students. Nevertheless, neither students nor teachers mentioned such activities 
because they were only rarely included in the lessons as it was explained in 
group interview. Longer writing production was not observed as it was usually 
covered by homework.  

Table 3 
The activities and emotions detected by the observation

POSITIVE EMOTIONS NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

activity observed emotion activity observed emotion
dialogue
discussion
brainstorming
pair work
picture description
video
song

cheerfulness
happiness
satisfaction
joy
contentment
pleasure 
relaxation

grammar exercise
written test
lecture  

boredom
insecurity
sadness
disappointment
worry 
fear

Positive emotions 

 

Negative emotions 

Fig. 3. The structure of emotions detected by the observation
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Scale
The mean scores obtained (see Appendix B) reflected prevailing positive 

habitual comfort of the participants during English lessons (positive comfort – 
4.00, negative comfort – 2.57, ratio – 1.42).

The data obtained by all three research instruments correspond with 
some previous research findings, e.g. [25] proving that the most positively 
perceived learning activities are those increasing learners’ involvement – spoken 
production and interaction, especially when their content is meaningful and 
personalised for learners (as specified in group interview). And indeed, it was 
observed that when the students felt connected to the topic, most of them 
participated actively.

The importance of students’ engagement going hand in hand with 
motivation (emphasised already by [34]) were supported by the teachers as well. 
They pointed out the atmosphere of acceptance conducive to the expression of 
students’ opinions, awareness of learners about the aims and conduct of the 
lesson, encouragement and effort materialised in results. As one of the teachers 
said: “It’s great when students realise that the responsibility for learning is in 
their hands,” adding that even boring grammatical drill exercises are accepted 
by students when they know their purpose. As it was concluded several times 
[22], positive emotions are key to motivation and motivation makes learning 
meaningful and brings emotional fulfilment. 

It was a gratifying finding during the observation that teachers did not 
only verbalise but, in particular, performed the above-mentioned strategies. The 
observed lessons usually started with a small talk which tuned students to a 
positive wave and informed them about the goal of the lesson, then turned into 
a short game or brainstorming to summon the already mastered knowledge 
needed for the rest of the lesson. 

Testing and evaluation were generally perceived negatively by the students. 
Here, one of the teachers interviewed saw the difference between younger (15-
16 years old) and older (17-18 years of age) upper secondary level students. 
The younger ones seemed to be more afraid of oral testing because they were 
ashamed of mistakes made in front of their peers. While older students were 
usually more nervous about written tests as they were more concerned with 
their marks towards the end of their study. However, both teachers agreed that 
learners’ positive or negative emotions were directly related to their language 
competence and achievement. 

The triangulation of methods detected “joy” as the dominant primary 
positive emotion experienced in EFL classes substantiated by the students 
in group interview as follows “we have a good teacher; English is my favourite 
subject; the topic is interesting; pleasant atmosphere and fun in class” and by 
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the observed smile or laugh, direct eye contact, focused look and relaxed body. 
Negative emotions of “sadness” and “fear” indicated by the students and teachers 
were explained by “unpredictable lesson structure; uninteresting topic or exercises; 
I am not prepared for the lesson; I do not have good knowledge of English; I do not 
understand what to do”. “Anger” exclusively related to testing and evaluating was 
not detected during observation which might be explained by the “observer effect”.   

Striking discrepancy between students’ and teachers’ points of view was 
in decoding the emotions. While students stated that they perceived negative 
emotions like depression, sadness, despair, disappointment and suffering (as they 
explained, resulting mostly from their self-perceived poor language command), 
teachers understood those as boredom, embarrassment and indifference. 

However, classroom observation proved both sides right – the psychologist 
identified symptoms of emotions contributing both to “sadness” and “neglect”. 
Students’ typical reactions to helplessness in fulfilling the activity were 
resignation and passivity manifested by disgusted facial expression in the form 
of shrinking nose, the raise of cheeks and upper lip and a sigh. On the other 
hand, students who performed their tasks sooner and were waiting for the others 
often showed signs of boredom and restlessness.  

   Nevertheless, teaching today is extremely demanding, both cognitively 
and emotionally, and teachers usually do not have time and space to decode all 
internal feelings of their students, i.e. frequent positive emotions “contentment” 
and “pride” with dominant internal processing were, understandably, unnoted by 
the teachers. Yet teacher is the key factor in creating the classroom atmosphere 
[10] – “even a boring subject can be great if a teacher is great,” one of the 
students said in group interview. That is why, practical psychology should be a 
consistent and continuous part of pre-service and in-service teacher training. 
Unfortunately, it is often provided solely in the form of theoretical lectures [35].

Conclusion

It can be summarised that activities aimed at implicit learning of language 
were accepted more positively than those fostering the explicit learning, and 
semi-guided or free activities incited more positive emotions than rule-based 
tasks. The current findings correspond to major adolescent characteristics – 
they are eager to learn about topics they find interesting and useful, interested 
in real-life experiences and authentic learning opportunities, they favour active 
over passive learning, prefer interactions with peers during educational activities 
and are highly sensitive to criticism [36]. 

Therefore, they should be supplied with authentic educational activities 
(e.g., experimentation, analysis and synthesis of data) that are meaningful for 
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them and that foster their need to interact directly with their world – through 
discourse with peers and adults and hands-on experience [37]. 

Learning a language is different from learning other subjects (cf. 
“relaxation” was the attribute identified by all three research instruments) – 
it is based on communication which is strongly related to our identity. When 
learning a language is enjoyable it can enhance our overall well-being which is 
in line with current individualised, customised [38] and character-building [39] 
approaches in pedagogy.

Limitations
The overall findings of this study must be interpreted in the light of several 

limitations. The first one is the space limit, which precluded publishing all data on 
all parts of the research in a single article. The study presents partial data from a 
larger longitudinal study which could offer additional perspectives on the issue. 

The second limitation is the small sample size. Though the group showed 
clear tendencies in the data, larger one may allow findings to emerge more clearly. 
Finally, future research may want to verify the issue also in other age-groups of 
learners, the correlation of foreign language achievement and emotions and not 
least the emotions experienced by teachers. 

Although we are aware of the impossibility of achieving total objectivity in 
this type of research, the objectivity was maximised through the combination of 
research methods. In spite of these limitations, it is hoped that another small 
step has been taken towards a greater understanding of the affective aspect in 
learning a foreign language.
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Appendix A

Emotional Habitual Subjective Comfort Scale (EHCS)

People are able to tell what they are experiencing and how they usually 
feel. Now, using the list of descriptive words presented below, try to answer how 
often you experience presented states of mind. To mark your answers, put “X” 
in the corresponding box.

I EXPERIENCE I EXPERIENCE

almost 
always

very 
often

often some-
times

sel-
dom

almost 
never

almost 
always

very 
often

often some-
times

sel-
dom

almost 
never

1. Anger 6. Fear 
r r r r r r r r r r r r

2. Sense of guilt 7. Pain
r r r r r r r r r r r r

3. Delight 8. Joy
r r r r r r r r r r r r

4. Shame 9. Sadness
r r r r r r r r r r r r

5. Physical vigor 10. Happiness
r r r r r r r r r r r r

Appendix B
The scores obtained in EHCS
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14 1 3 4 2 3 3 2 5 2 5 17 4.25 13 2.17 1 1
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52 3 3 4 3 2 3 3 4 3 3 13 3.25 18 3 1 2
53 2 3 4 3 5 2 3 5 4 1 15 3.75 17 2.83 1 2
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