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Abstract 

This thesis concerns the issue of the influence of emotions in foreign language 

learning. The thesis is composed of five chapters, each of them dealing with different 

aspects of this topic.  Chapter One outlines some of the major theories of emotions from 

the point of view of neurobiology; Chapter Two deals with the main psychological 

theories of emotions and with the importance of emotions in language learning; Chapter 

Three is dedicated to the case study, whose aim is to investigate how emotions can 

influence high school students’ English learning as a foreign language. The instrument 

chosen for this survey is the questionnaire.   

Chapter Four concentrates on the main aspects resulting from the data analysis; Chapter 

Five focuses on the possible solutions and improvements in English learning and teaching. 

The main aim of the thesis is to prove the great importance and influence that emotions 

have on learning, and that they can be a powerful tool for education. 

  



6 
 

Acknowledgments 

First of all, I would like to thank wholeheartedly professor Graziano Serragiotto for 

accepting my research proposal and taking care of this thesis. 

Secondly, I want to thank all the students of English who were willing to take part in 

my study, taking the time to fill in my questionnaire and making this thesis come true, 

and their teachers. 

I would also like to thank my uncle, professor Silvano Rossetto, for his precious 

suggestions in managing the data resulted from the questionnaire. 

Last but not least, I want to express my gratitude to all of those people who have been 

fundamental because of their support: my parents and my friends. 

 

  



7 
 

Introduction 

 

This research derived from the personal interest I have always had for the world of the 

emotions: what are they, how do they arise in us, what influence do they have in our life 

and how they can be managed and understood in order to reach our well-being, and from 

my job in the school environment, which allowed me to better observe how the 

emotional aspects interact with learning.  

Moreover, during my academic career I had the chance to observe, in myself and other 

students, how emotions can also affect language learning: how positive emotions can 

promote it and bring the student to achievement, and how the negative ones can prevent 

it. In particular, I noticed the effects of Foreign Language Anxiety on the students’ 

performances in language classes. The aim of this study is to investigate how emotions 

can affect high school students’ English learning: in particular, what are the main 

emotional situations which influence the students’ language learning. The instrument of 

research is a questionnaire, which was proposed to 290 students. 

Chapter 1 will deal with emotions from the point of view of neurobiology. A brief 

account of the discoveries about how do emotions born in us will be outlined and 

described. 

Subsequently, Chapter 2 will report the main psychological theories of emotions and 

the importance of emotions in language learning. 

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the case study, with a presentation of the questionnaire and 

a first brief discussion of the results obtained by the data analysis. 

Chapter 4 will discuss the results in details, concentrating on the main aspects of 

language learning which emerged by them. Chapter 5 will outline some solutions and 

improvements, in order to make English learning more effective.  

Finally, the Conclusion will sum up and highlight the most interesting aspects of this 

research. 
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1. DISCOVERING EMOTIONS 

 

 “Feelings of pain or pleasure or some quality in between are the bedrock of our 

minds.”1. A multitude of emotions and feelings are always present in us according to 

Damasio, and we often don’t notice this reality because our attention is overburdened 

with mental images of the events that surround us and the words and sentences that 

describe and make sense of them. Despite the constant presence of feelings, they are the 

least studied and apprehended in neurobiological terms. Thus, a question arises: what are 

feelings? For many decades feelings have been considered impossible to define in a 

specific manner, unlike concrete objects we can touch, hear or see. Feelings seemed to be 

inaccessible, mysterious, out of reach, and it wasn’t possible to explain how and where 

they happen, or how do they work.2  

This chapter will try to define the principal concept of emotion from the point of view of 

neurobiology, in order to understand how emotions were “born” and how do they work. 

 

1.1: What is an emotion? 

The last decades, as Goleman writes, have seen an exceptional burst of scientific 

studies of emotion, thanks to innovative methods such as new brain-imaging 

technologies, which made possible to discover how the brain works. These researches 

allowed for the first time to discover a great mystery: how the mind operates while we 

think and perceive, imagine and dream. This amount of neurobiological data helps us 

understand clearly the way in which the brain’s centers for emotions stimulate some 

emotional reactions, from rage to weep, from relief to joy.3 These insights came late 

largely because feelings in mental life has been ignored by research over the years, 

leaving the world of emotions largely unexplored. But now science allows us to know the 

                                                             
1 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, p. 3 
2 Ibid., pp. 3-4 
3 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books 

p. xi 
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psyche and its most irrational parts.4  

However, passions and emotions are not entirely irrational: they can have their own 

wisdom, when they are well exercised. They are valuable allies in guiding our thinking and 

our survival: “[…] our deepest feelings, our passions and our longings, are essential 

guides, and that our species owes much of its existence to their power in human affairs.”5 

Therefore, why has evolution given emotion such a central role in the human psyche? As 

a possible answer, Goleman writes that sociobiology indicates the predominance of heart 

over mind in critical situations: our emotions guide us in facing challenges and tasks too 

difficult to leave the intellect alone, such as situations of danger or pain.  

 Moreover, each emotion is innate and automatic, imprinted in our nerves and prepares 

us to act in a characteristic way, and in the best way to handle the challenges of life.  

Then, emotions count as much – if not more – as thoughts when it comes to decide how 

to act. A view of human nature which doesn’t take into consideration the power of 

emotion is limited: up until now, only the importance of the rational has been 

emphasized, disregarding the emotions.6  

Then, what is an emotion?  

According to Goleman, “all emotions are, in essence, impulses to act, the instant plans for 

handling life that evolution has instilled in us.”7 In other words, emotions are instincts, 

innate “plans” that activates timely in order to face a given situation.  

The root of the word emotion is the Latin verb movere, “to move”, plus the prefix -e to 

suggest the idea of “moving away”8: it imply that in every emotion we can find the 

tendency to act. The verb indicates a movement, in particular a movement of the body. In 

emotional situations, the organism is pushed to act, using psychophysical energy. Its 

action can be directed toward the stimulus, if it’s positive, or oriented away from it if it’s 

negative. It must be added that humans may also experiment “contemplative” emotions, 

emotions which are not related to action, such as aesthetic emotions.9   

                                                             
4 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. xii 
5 Ibid., p. 4 
6 Ibid., p. 4 
7 Ibid., p. 6 
8 Ibid., p. 6 
9 Keller, F., 2009: “Neurofisiologia delle emozioni e dei sentimenti”, in Estratto dagli Atti. Inaugurazione 

Anno Accademico 2009-2010, Roma, Università Campus Bio-Medico di Roma, p. 3, available at: 
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Furthermore, among the many meanings of the Latin verb movere there is “to move” 

meant as “to inspire an emotional reaction”.  

As Goleman describes, each emotion plays a unique role, which is revealed by its 

distinguishing biological characteristics. For example, happiness inhibits negative feelings, 

increases available energy and offers the body a general rest; with anger the blood flows 

to our hands, in order to facilitate fighting, the heart rate increases and a rush of 

hormones generates more energy; with fear the blood goes to the legs, making it easier 

to run, and making the face to turn pale.10 Moreover, these biological inclinations are 

further shaped by our experiences and our cultures.11 Cultures have a great importance in 

shaping emotions and the way we react to them. It is sufficient to think about the way 

people of different cultures behave: for example, think about the rules of proxemics and 

kinesics: they vary from culture to culture, and seldom can trigger cultural 

misunderstandings. For example, a person could consider another aggressive because of 

his or her way of gesticulating, and emotionally react in an adequate manner.12  

 

1.1.1: Our two minds 

According to Goleman, we have two minds: one that thinks and one that feels. The 

first one, the rational mind, is the mode we are conscious of: it is thoughtful, able to 

reflect and analytic. On the other hand, the emotional mind is illogical, impulsive, faster 

than the rational one but less accurate. The rational mind needs more time to register 

and analyze the impressions in order to react to them, and that’s why the first impulse to 

act comes from the “heart”. Moreover, the emotional mind works on the past: when a 

situation reminds of a similar memory from the past, the emotional mind will react with 

the same emotions and feelings which were caused from that past situation. These two 

fundamental minds, the rational and the emotional ones, interact to build our mental life 

and their control over the mind varies continually: for example, the emotional mind is 

                                                                                                                                                                                         
https://sdc858063671d84c6.jimcontent.com/download/version/1414222595/module/5082026564/name/
Neurofisiologia%20delle%20emozioni.pdf 

10 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 
p. 7 

11 Ibid., p. 8 
12 Balboni, P. E., 2007: La comunicazione interculturale, Venezia, Marsilio, pp. 65-68 
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more dominant when our feelings are intense, while the rational becomes ineffectual.  

These two minds operate with harmony and balance in guiding us through the world: 

they are essential to each other, but when passions become more intense the balance is 

broken: the emotional mind takes control over the rational one.13  

In order to understand in a better way how these two minds work, it is useful to know 

how the human brain evolved. 

  

1.1.2: The evolution of the brain 

As Goleman reports, the brain developed its higher centers from the lower and more 

ancient parts. From the brainstem, the most primitive part, emerged the emotional 

centers. In the process of evolution, from the emotional centers evolved the neocortex, 

the thinking brain. It is important to notice that the thinking brain grew from the 

emotional one: this can tell something about the influence of the emotional mind on the 

rational one, because there was an emotional brain long before a rational one.14  

With the arrival of the mammals, new layers of the emotional brain developed; these new 

layers ring the brainstem: for this reason, it was called limbic system, from limbus, “ring” 

in Latin. The limbic system added new emotions to the repertoire of the brain and 

evolving it developed learning and memory, making survival and the ability to adapt 

easier.15  

As Daloiso reports, the limbic system is the site which controls emotions and many 

aspects regarding learning, and consists of three main parts16:  

- the amygdala, which has a strategic position in the brain, creating two neural 

circuits: the subcortical circuit, which transmits the information directly from the 

thalamus, evaluating the stimulus in a rapid way; and the cortical circuit, which 

connects the amygdala with the sensory systems and allows the cognitive 

                                                             
13Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

pp. 9-10 
14 Ibid., p. 11 
15 Ibid., p. 12 
16 Daloiso, M., 2009: I fondamenti neuropsicologici dell’educazione linguistica, Venezia, Cafoscarina, p. 

43 
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processes of stimulus appraisal. The amygdala and its role will be further 

discussed in the next paragraph; 

 

- The hypothalamus, which coordinates the autonomic nervous system and 

regulates the interactions between the organism and the environment; 

 

- The hippocampus, fundamental for learning and memory.  

 

As evolution went on, several new layers were added to the cortex to form the 

neocortex.  

“The Homo sapiens neocortex, so much larger than in any other species, has added all that 

is distinctly human. The neocortex is the seat of thought; it contains the centers that put 

together and comprehend what the senses perceive. It adds to a feeling what we think about 

it – and allows us to have feelings about ideas, art, symbols, imaginings.”17  

In evolution, the neocortex allowed many advantages, because of its ability to 

elaborate strategies and long-term planning.  

Moreover, the neocortex, connected with the limbic system, allowed the affective bond 

between mother and child and many other emotions which made possible the human 

development. 

However, it is important to state that these higher centers do not control all of emotional 

life: in many crucial matters, they are under the control of the limbic system. The limbic 

system has a fundamental role in neural architecture, because many higher centers 

developed from it: the emotional areas are connected to all parts of the neocortex: this 

gives the emotional centers the power to influence the rest of the brain.18  

Indeed, in certain situations, a center in the limbic system takes over the rest of the brain, 

proclaiming a state of emergency and an emotional explosion occurs. This happens in an 

instant, moments before the neocortex has had the chance to understand what is 

                                                             
17 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 12 
18 Ibid., pp. 12-13-14 
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happening and decide how to react. These emotional reactions have its origin in the 

amygdala.19 

 

1.1.3: The amygdala… 

As Goleman reports, in humans the amygdala is a cluster of interconnected structures 

placed above the brainstem, near the bottom of the limbic ring. Because of its almond-

shape, it is called amygdala from the Greek word for “almond”. Together with the 

hippocampus, the amygdala is largely involved in learning and remembering.20   

“The amygdala is the specialist for emotional matters.”.21 It works like a store of 

emotional memory, it keeps the meaning and significance of events: without it, life loses 

its emotional value.   

Indeed, all emotions depend from it: if the amygdala is removed from the rest of the 

brain, we won’t be able to feel any emotion and to analyze the emotional significance of 

events. Then, the amygdala plays a fundamental role in the emotional brain. The 

architecture of the brain confers to the amygdala a privileged position: the sensory inputs 

coming from the eyes and from the ears travel first to the thalamus and then to the 

amygdala; then, a second signal from the thalamus arrives to the neocortex. This allows 

the amygdala to answer before the neocortex, saving time in a situation that requires an 

immediate response. Moreover, because in the amygdala are stored memories and a 

repertoire of reactions, these ones can be put into action without any rational awareness, 

since the input travels from the thalamus to the amygdala excluding the neocortex.22  

Then, while the amygdala pushes us to act, the neocortex, which is slower, can develop a 

more rational reaction. We can think of the amygdala as an emotional sentinel that 

inspects each event and perception in order to understand if they could be a potential 

threat or danger; if that’s the case, the amygdala springs into action immediately, sending 

an alarm to all the parts of the brain, enlisting them in order to face the dangerous 

                                                             
19 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 16 
20 Ibid., p. 17 
21 Ibid., p. 17 
22 Ibid., p. 20 
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situation.23  

Indeed, this happens because the amygdala doesn’t keep the content of the memories: it 

maintains only its emotional charge. The amygdala imprints in the memory those 

moments characterized by the emotional arousal: we remember easily moments in which 

we felt a great emotion.   

“The more intense the amygdala arousal, the stronger the imprint”.24 Indeed, the 

experiences in which we felt scared, angry or happy are likely to be part of our indelible 

memories. This means, again, that we have two minds: one that remembers ordinary 

facts, and another that remembers the emotionally charged ones.  

However, because of these emotional memories, the method of evaluation of the 

situation is associative: when some elements of the present situation are similar to the 

past, the amygdala reacts in the same manner of the past, without waiting for a 

confirmation. Then, the urgent message the amygdala sends to the rest of the brain could 

be obsolete, and not appropriate to face the present. This happens because the amygdala 

only needs a few elements of the current situation which are similar to some past dangers 

in order to trigger the alarm: an approximate signal it’s all it needs to act. This can have 

dangerous consequences: the alarm can confuse us and induce us to do something 

dangerous.25  

These emotional confusions are based on feeling: they are “precognitive emotion, a 

reaction based on neural bits and pieces of sensory information that have not been fully 

sorted out and integrated into a recognizable object.”.26  

As Goleman reports, it’s a raw sensory information in which a perception is 

comprehended on the basis of few elements. If the amygdala senses a danger, it jumps 

immediately to the conclusion, without convincing proof of what is happening.  

Together with the hippocampus, the amygdala is largely involved in learning and 

remembering.  For example, in stressful situations, a neurochemical mechanism blocks 

the noradrenaline, a neurotransmitter which favors memorization. The production of 

stress hormone is regulated by the amygdala, which, in dangerous situations requires a 

                                                             
23 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 19 
24 Ibid., p. 23 
25 Ibid., p. 24 
26 Ibid., p. 27 
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further production. In a situation of prolonged stress such as, in learning, a test or an oral 

exam, an “antagonism” is created between the amygdala, which, in order to face the 

stressful situation, requires more stress hormone, and the hippocampus, which on the 

contrary tries to regulate and limit its quantity. As a result, the information one gets in a 

stressful situation could be blocked and learning would be impossible.   

 

1.1.4: …and the thinking brain 

While the amygdala does this, other parts of the brain work to produce a corrective 

response. It is the prefrontal cortex the part that softens the impulses of the amygdala 

and controls the emotions in order to manage the situation in an efficient manner, giving 

to our emotional impulses a more analytical and appropriate answer.  

The majority of the information is sent from the thalamus to the neocortex and its 

centers: there the information are analyzed by the prefrontal lobes, which program and 

organize the action in order to reach an objective, including emotional ones: if an 

emotional reaction is required, the prefrontal lobes work with the amygdala.27  

As stated before, the neocortical response is slower than the amygdala one – though 

when an emotion triggers, in few seconds the prefrontal lobes elaborate a proper 

reaction – and more judicious and rational, as more thoughts precede emotions.  

As with the amygdala, the absence of the prefrontal lobes would involve the loss of much 

of the emotional life: without the action of the neocortical processes, there wouldn’t be 

any balance in the emotional responses and the rational mind would be overpowered by 

the emotional one.  

Indeed, the prefrontal cortex dominates emotions by softening the signals the amygdala 

sends: without it, we wouldn’t be able to think rationally.  

According to Goleman, the left prefrontal lobe seems to be fundamental in “turning off” 

the negative emotions: neuropsychologists have discovered that one of its tasks is to 

regulate unpleasant emotions, while the right prefrontal lobe is seat of negative emotions 

like anger and fear. Then, the left prefrontal lobe keeps these emotions under control, 

                                                             
27 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books 

p. 28 
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inhibiting the right one.28  

Therefore, the left prefrontal lobe is able to deactivate all of the negative impulses: while 

the amygdala is an emergency trigger, the left prefrontal lobe can turn off the disturbing 

emotions. These connections between the amygdala and the neocortex can be seen as a 

battle between heart – emotional mind – and head – rational mind – and are 

fundamental: they are essential not only in regulating our emotions, but also in guiding us 

through life.  

These interactions explain why emotions are so important in our life, in making decisions 

and in thinking clearly: it’s sufficient to think about the emotions ability to influence the 

rational thinking and make it disorganized.  

As Goleman explains, negative emotions can influence our capacity of attention that 

keeps in mind the essential elements in order to complete a task or solve a problem. This 

capacity, called by the neuroscientists working memory, has its seat in the prefrontal 

cortex. Strong emotions like anxiety or fear cause signals which through the circuits that 

connect the limbic system to the prefrontal cortex, can disturb the capacity of the 

prefrontal lobe to keep active the working memory. This can lead us to the well-known 

sensation of not being able to think, and can compromise learning, as we will see in the 

second chapter.   

As regards decision making, Damasio believes that feelings are essential. They guide our 

rational mind towards the right direction, because our emotional memories send useful 

signals in order to take the best decision. Then, the emotional mind and the rational one 

work in harmony to reach their aim and emotions and rationality have the same 

importance in our life.29 

 

1.2: Damasio’s contribution 

Damasio’s work is characterized from his distinction between emotions and feelings. 

The common usage of the word emotion seems to contain the meaning of feeling, and 

often these terms are used like synonyms, but Damasio, distinguishing them, elaborated 

                                                             
28 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 29 
29 Ibid., pp. 30-31-32 
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his theory of what is the origin of emotions and how to classify them.  

Damasio starts from some reflections on the situation of some patients that became 

unable to feel a given feeling as a result of damage to a certain part of the brain: for 

example, a patient became unable to feel fear in situations in which fear would have been 

an appropriate reaction. Reflecting on similar cases, Damasio raised interesting 

hypothesis: 

- Different feelings are controlled by different brain systems;  

- The damage of a specific part of the brain could prevent a specific feeling; 

- When a patient loses the ability to express an emotion, he or she also loses the 

ability to experience the feeling that corresponds to it. However, the opposite it’s 

not true: patients who lost the ability to experience a certain feeling could still 

express the corresponding emotion.30 

Then, according to Damasio, emotion seems to precede feeling. The gist of his view is 

that feelings are the expression of well-being or pain of humans, and revelations of the 

state of life within them. Then, his strategy in order to understand how feelings work is 

based on the distinction between emotion and feeling. In order to understand the chain 

of events that begins with emotion and ends with feeling, Damasio separates the parts of 

the process that are public from the part that remains private. Therefore, emotions are 

public actions or movements, visible to others through facial expressions, the voice and 

certain behaviors in the moment in which they occur. On the other hand, feelings are 

hidden and private.31  

How can we distinguish emotions from feelings? According to Keller, they differ by three 

fundamental components: the latency, the object which arouses the emotion or the 

feeling and the possibility to control them. Emotions are affective responses of short 

latency: they activate in two or three seconds and reach the maximum level after ten; 

feelings are affective states, and have a longer latency. The object of emotions is 

determined – think for example of the fear of a dog – while the object of feelings is less 

determined. Finally, in emotions the control is scarce, since emotions are immediate 

responses aimed at the survival of the organism, while in feelings the control can be 
                                                             
30 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, pp. 5-

6 
31 Ibid., p. 28 
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elevated.32   

Emotions and feelings are closely linked, and we tend to think of them as one single thing. 

However, it is possible to identify different segments of the process, and in order to 

understand how this process begins, develops and ends, it is useful to separate emotions 

and feelings into different research objects. 

 

1.2.1: Emotions precede feelings 

On the report of Damasio, emotions are public and part of what we can see. The 

centrality of feelings obscures the emotions from which they arise, favoring the view that 

feelings occur first and that emotions are their expression. Yet, that view is wrong: it 

turns out that feelings are shadows of emotions.33   

Then the question is: why do emotions precede feelings? The answer is simple and is to 

find in evolution: in evolution emotions came up first and feelings followed them later. 

Emotions are built starting from simple reactions that promote the survival of an 

organism: all living organisms are provided with devices designated to solve 

automatically, without reasoning, the basic issues of life, which are finding sources of 

energy, maintaining a chemical balance of the interior compatible with life, and keeping 

safe the organism. The useful term which indicates this ensemble of regulation of life is 

homeostasis, and it will be described in the next paragraph.34 

 

1.2.2: The homeostasis machine 

“The brain and the body proper contain mechanisms that control respiration, heart rate, and 

body temperature as well as hunger, thirst, and sexual desires. These systems, called 

homeostats, place hedonic value on certain stimuli (Edelman, 1989). In other words, those 

stimulus situations in the world that allow the organism to maintain homeostatic balance will 

                                                             
32 Keller, F., 2009: “Neurofisiologia delle emozioni e dei sentimenti”, in Estratto dagli Atti. Inaugurazione 

Anno Accademico 2009-2010, Roma, Università Campus Bio-Medico di Roma, pp. 4-5, available at: 
https://sdc858063671d84c6.jimcontent.com/download/version/1414222595/module/5082026564/name/
Neurofisiologia%20delle%20emozioni.pdf 

33 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, p. 29 
34 Ibid., p. 30 
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be valued. Thus, the organism will seek out survival-enhancing conditions that allow it to 

breathe, feed, stay warm or cool, and maintain an appropriate heart rate.”.35  

 

As we will see below, emotions and feelings are part of these mechanisms.  

According to Damasio, “we can picture the homeostasis machine as a large multibranched 

tree of phenomena charged with the automated regulation of life”.36 The image is that of 

a big tree with branches that come off from the main trunks and become more and more 

elaborated, maintaining the communication with the roots.   

The following list reported below consists of the various “branches” of the homeostasis 

machine as Damasio presented it: 

- the lowest branches: here we will find the process of metabolism, the basic 

reflexes and the immune system; 

- the middle-level branches: this is the site of behaviors associated with the notion 

of pleasure or pain, including reactions of approach or withdrawal of the organism 

in relation with an object or a specific situation;  

- the next level up: here there is a number of drives and motivations, like hunger, 

thirst, exploration and curiosity; 

- Near the top: there are emotions-proper, which are emotions in the narrow sense 

of the term: joy, fear, pride, shame and more;  

- the top: the top branches represent the feelings.37  

All of these devices are active at birth or shortly thereafter with scarce dependence on 

learning, although learning will play an important role in determining when the devices 

will be used as life continues. All the reactions that are part of the machine of 

homeostasis are aimed at regulating the life process and promoting survival. In addition 

to this, the goal of this innate equipment of life regulation is not to promote a neutral 

state of survival. Rather, it aims to provide a better state, identified with wellness and 

well-being.38 

                                                             
35 Schumann, J. H., 1997: The Neurobiology of Affect in Language Learning, Oxford, Blackwell, p. 1 
36 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, p. 31 
37 Ibid., pp. 31-34 
38 Ibid., pp. 34-35 
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1.2.3: Damasio’s classification of emotions 

Damasio classifies emotions in three levels: background emotions, primary emotions, 

and social emotions: 

- Background emotions are very important but are not evident in one’s behavior. 

Examples of this kind of emotions are the energy that characterizes a person, the 

irritability or calmness we are able to perceive in the people around us. These 

emotions can be read observing the movements of the limbs and the body and 

the facial expressions and listening to the voice and the way the words are 

uttered, focusing not only on their meaning but also on their musicality.   

Moreover, Damasio distinguishes background emotions from moods, which refer 

to emotions maintained for long periods of time.  

Damasio sees background emotions as the result of a combination of simple 

regulatory reactions, as the basic homeostatic system. Background emotions are 

the expression of the regulatory actions as they unfold in any moment of our life; 

 

- Primary emotions include all the essential emotions we can think of when this 

term comes up in our mind: fear, disgust, surprise, anger, sadness and happiness. 

They are the central emotions, and easy to identify in humans of several cultures 

and in some animal species as well. For this reason, the most of what we know 

about emotions came from studying this kind of emotions;  

 

- Social emotions include sympathy, shame, embarrassment, guilt, pride, gratitude 

and admiration. They incorporate responses that are part of the background and 

primary emotions: for example, the social emotion of contempt borrows the 

expression of disgust – the upper lip curling and the nose wrinkling – from the 

corresponding primary emotion. Social emotions are not confined to humans: 

examples of social emotions can be found also in animals. This means that some 

emotions are innate, ready to be used after birth, while others need an 

appropriate exposure to the environment in order to develop. According to 

Damasio, social behaviors are not necessary products of education: these 
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behaviors can be observed also in animals which don’t have any culture.39 

According to Schumann, this kind of behavior is innate:  

 

“Sociostats are the innate tendencies of the human organism to seek out interaction with 

conspecifics (members of the same species). They are the inherited drives for attachment 

and social affiliation, which are initially directed toward the infant’s mother or caregiver 

and are gradually extended to others in the individual’s network of social relations.”.40   

 

Schumann cites Locke, reporting that almost from birth children desire and need 

the visual and vocal contact with their mothers.   

Moreover, it is probable that social emotions played a role in the development of 

cultural mechanisms of social regulation.  

There is another class of reactions with an unconscious origin which is shaped in 

one’s individual development by learning: they are affinities and antipathies, and 

we acquire them through our life connecting with people and objects. This kind of 

preference is what Schumann calls somatic values.  

Organisms determine this value on the basis of certain criteria, such as the 

novelty, pleasure and the importance in helping to reach one’s goals. This system 

of appraisal is based on past experiences and expanded by association. The stimuli 

are appraised according to the history of an individual: that’s why each individual 

will react to a stimulus in a different way.41 

Taking into consideration these different types of emotions, Damasio elaborates his 

definition: 

- An emotion is a complex collection of chemical and neural responses; 

- The responses are automatically produced by the brain when it detects a stimulus, 

which is an object or an event that can trigger an emotion; 

                                                             
39 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, pp. 

43-46 
40 Schumann, J. H., 1997: The Neurobiology of Affect in Language Learning, Oxford, Blackwell, p. 1 
41 Ibid., p. 2 
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- The brain is prepared by evolution to react to a certain stimulus with a specific 

answer; The stimuli are not only those prescribed by evolution, but also others 

learned through experience;  

- The result of these responses is a change in the state of the body and of the brain; 

- The ultimate result is the placement of the organism in a context suitable to 

survival and well-being.42 

Then, “the appearance of an emotion depends on a complicated chain of events”.43 

It begins with the appearance of a stimulus, that is an object or a situation present or 

remembered. The brain reacts to the stimulus with a specific response which will 

activate some changes in the body with the result of reaching a situation of survival 

and well-being. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
42 Damasio, A., 2003: Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow and the Feeling Brain, London, Heinemann, p. 53 
43 Ibid., p. 57 
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2. EMOTIONS IN PSYCHOLOGY AND IN LANGUAGE LEARNING 

 

As Balboni reports in his essay “Il ruolo delle emozioni di studente e insegnante nel 

processo di apprendimento e insegnamento linguistico” until the ‘60s school was focused 

on the study of the classics and on the Cristian view of education, and aimed to create 

well-behaved, rational and self-controlled women and men.44 In the classics, emotions 

were deified: it is sufficient to think about terror, represented by Hades, the god of the 

underworld, or the love and eros connected to Aphrodite, and again the exaltation that 

transpires from the name of Dionysus. Moreover, in the classics the heroes are always 

dominated by passions: everyone knows very well Achilles’s rage, or the rationality of 

Ulysses, who, although tempted by the emotions, in the end manages to control them, 

for example as in the episode of the sirens.45  Balboni cites a myth to explain the classical 

view of emotions: Amor and Psyche. Amor represent the emotion and Psyche the mind. 

Their love can last only if the mind renounce to see love, and therefore renounce to know 

it. But Psyche, too curious, will light up a lamp in order to see Amor while he’s sleeping; 

seeing his beauty, she trembles and spills a drop of oil from the lamp, awakening Amor, 

who will flee. According to this myth, then, the union between emotion and cognition is 

fragile and won’t last. The mind and the heart are separated entities, and, as in the myth, 

the mind can’t get to know and understand the emotions, and they struggle to live in 

harmony like Amor and Psyche. This simple and beautiful myth explains the classics view, 

which creates the dichotomy emotion/rationality, and favors reason.46 As said before, 

education until the ‘60s was based on rationality, without taking into consideration the 

emotional component. Then, with the changing of this education model, emotions 

started to be considered an important element in education. This chapter will try to 

define the principal concepts of emotion in order to understand in which measure they 

can affect language learning, firstly from the point of view of cognitive psychology, taking 

into consideration the main theories of emotion such as the James-Lange theory, the 

Cannon-Bard one and the appraisal one, and secondly with some observations about the 

                                                             
44 Balboni, P. E., 2013: “Il ruolo delle emozioni di studente e insegnante nel processo di apprendimento e 

insegnamento linguistico”, in EL.LE, Vol. 2, Num. 1, 2013, p. 8 
45 Ibid., p. 8 
46 Ibid., p. 9 
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influence of emotions in language learning, with the contributions of Daloiso and Balboni. 

This chapter aim is to highlight the correlation between emotion and rationality, which at 

the present time are not considered anymore as a dichotomy: Amor and Psyche are 

necessary to each other.  

 

2.1: The James-Lange and the Cannon-Bard theories 

The psychologist James and physiologist Lange proposed, in the same period of time, 

two theories of emotions which were later combined in the one that is known as the 

James-Lange theory of emotions.47 Their aim was to defy the classical theory according to 

which a stimulus generates a conscious feeling and subsequently a response from the 

nervous system.48 On the contrary, the theory defines an emotion like the feeling deriving 

from a physiological arousal caused by a stimulus.  

Then, the theory states that in order to feel an emotion, and individual must first 

experience some physiological changes in the body; once the response of the body is 

recognized, the corresponding emotions arise.49 Then, the external stimulus causes firstly 

the activation of the nervous system, and secondly the feeling. In other words, each 

emotion can be reduced to simple physiological responses to a stimulus.50 One of the 

critics of the James-Lange Theory has been Walter Cannon: he rejected this theory 

arguing that it is not reliable to depend on the responses of the body in order to define an 

emotion, since different emotions can have the same bodily responses; moreover, 

innards have too scarce a sensibility and too slow a response for their responses to be 

considered at the base of emotions. Cannon emphasized the role of the brain in arousing 

                                                             
47 The James-Lange Theory of Emotion, The Psychology Notes Headquarters. Online Resources for 

Psychology Students, available at: https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/jameslangetheoryofemotion/ 
48 Keller, F., 2009: “Neurofisiologia delle emozioni e dei sentimenti”, in Estratto dagli Atti. Inaugurazione 

Anno Accademico 2009-2010, Roma, Università Campus Bio-Medico di Roma, p. 7, available at: 
https://sdc858063671d84c6.jimcontent.com/download/version/1414222595/module/5082026564/name/
Neurofisiologia%20delle%20emozioni.pdf 

49 The James-Lange Theory of Emotion, The Psychology Notes Headquarters. Online Resources for 
Psychology Students, available at: https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/jameslangetheoryofemotion/ 

50 KELLER, F., 2009: “Neurofisiologia delle emozioni e dei sentimenti”, in Estratto dagli Atti. 
Inaugurazione Anno Accademico 2009-2010, Roma, Università Campus Bio-Medico di Roma, p. 8, available 
at: 
https://sdc858063671d84c6.jimcontent.com/download/version/1414222595/module/5082026564/name/
Neurofisiologia%20delle%20emozioni.pdf 
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physiological responses and emotions, and together with Philip Bard, his doctoral 

student, elaborated the Cannon-Bard theory of emotion, counterposed to the James-

Lange one. The theory states that emotions are not mere derivations of bodily responses: 

they develop at the same time in an autonomous manner. Moreover, Cannon argues that 

individual can feel an emotion before the bodily responses to a stimulus are triggered.51 

 

2.2: The appraisal theory 

According to the appraisal theory, emotions are aroused by evaluations, or appraisals, 

of situations and events which occur around us. Then, it is the appraisal of the event, and 

not the event itself, the source of emotions. The appraisal of a situation triggers an 

emotion, with all the behavioral and physiological changes connected with it. 

This theory implies that different individuals who interpret the same situation in a 

different way will feel also different emotions about it. Moreover, every situation which is 

appraised in the same way will arouse the same emotion.52 Then, the appraisal depends 

on the personal belief and way of thinking of an individual.    

 

2.3: The importance of emotions in learning 

As Christina Hinton, Koji Miyamoto and Bruno Della-Chiesa report in the essay “Brain 

Research, Learning and Emotions: implications for education research, policy and 

practice”, neuroscientists uncovered the biological interdependence of learning and 

emotion. Emotion is fundamental to learning, and schools, being involved in intellectual 

development, are also involved in emotional development.53   

 

                                                             
51 Cannon-Bard Theory of Emotion, The Psychology Notes Headquarters. Online Resources for 

Psychology Students, available at: https://www.psychologynoteshq.com/cannon-bard-theory-of-emotion/ 
52 Roseman, I. J., Smith, C. A., 2001: “Appraisal Theory. Overview, Assumptions, Varieties, Controversy”, 

in Scherer, K. R., Schorr, A., Johnstone, T., 2001: Appraisal Processes in Emotion: Theory, Methods, Research, 
New York, Oxford University Press, pp. 3-6-7 

53 Hinton, C., Miyamoto, K., Della-Chiesa, B., 2008: “Brain Research, Learning and Emotions: implications 
for education research, policy and practice”, in European Journal of Education, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2008, p. 90 
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2.3.1: Three brain networks involved in learning 

According to Hinton, Miyamoto and Della-Chiesa, the major brain networks involved in 

learning are the recognition network, the strategic network and the affective network. 

The recognition network receives sensory information from the outside and converts it 

into knowledge; the strategic network plans and coordinates actions in order to reach a 

goal; the affective network deals with the emotional dimension of learning, such as, 

interest, anxiety, motivation and satisfaction. When a student faces a learning task, all the 

networks work together: for example, in a listening task, the recognition network will 

identify the words and structures, the strategic network will focus on the goal of the 

exercise and the affective network will manage the emotions the student feels. The 

affective network is comprised by the limbic system, which, as we already know, contains 

the amygdala and the hippocampus, which play a central role in the emotional process 

and are also involved in the cognitive process.  

Then, emotions can shape the cognitive processing, and are shaped by it. This means that 

students can learn to regulate emotions, using cognitive appraisal to cool negative 

emotions: when facing a difficult task, the amygdala produces fear, and the student can 

use cognitive appraisal to reassure himself or herself, for example thinking that the task is 

difficult for all of his or her classmates. These thoughts signal to the amygdala that the 

situation is not a threat, and this slow the fear response, allowing the student to face the 

task.54   

 

2.3.2: The importance of a positive environment 

Since stress prevents learning and positive emotions drive it, it is important that 

schools provide a suitable learning environment. Teachers play a fundamental role in 

creating a good environment, minimizing the stress, teaching emotional regulation 

strategies and motivating the students. The emotional needs of the students must be a 

priority, and it’s useful to create a school culture focused on learning and not on 

judgement. It is important to teach students to approach mistakes as opportunities and 

                                                             
54 Hinton, C., Miyamoto, K., Della-Chiesa, B., 2008: “Brain Research, Learning and Emotions: implications 

for education research, policy and practice”, in European Journal of Education, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2008, p. 91 
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that are not to be punished.55 According to Daloiso, the first step in order to create a 

positive learning environment is to investigate on the students’ needs, their expectations 

and desires, in order to build learning pathways based on learning needs and on the 

students’ emotional needs.  

In a learning environment, pleasure is fundamental: in order to create a positive learning 

environment, a balance between these elements is essential: 

- Safety/challenge: students will be involved with more enthusiasm if they perceive 

that they are able to deal with the task. This means that: the educational activities 

have to be proportionate to the students’ abilities and must guarantee safety on 

the psycho-social level to the students, who could fear the judgment of their 

classmates and to lose their face; and that the relationship between the students 

and the teacher must be founded on trust. This psychological safety must not 

imply the total absence of cognitive challenge, because learning means to 

progress from the knowledge already acquired to its upgrade and reinforcement; 

- Novelty/recurrence: the novelty can awake the attention of the students, and can 

be obtained changing some aspects of the teaching: for example, by changing the 

activities in class, the starting input by using advertisements, Internet, articles etc., 

or the perceptual channels involved in the activity. However, too much novelty 

can confuse the students who need some recurrence in the activities, the lessons 

and in the manner of dealing with a task. Then, it is useful to keep a balance 

between novelty and recurrence; 

- Objective and subjective needs: the student judges the input according to his or 

her desires and needs, which sometimes cannot coincide with the goals selected 

by the teacher: there can be a gap between the objective needs – for example the 

need to reinforce some abilities or the difficulties in the study method – and the 

subjective needs, related to the students’ interests and desires. It is possible to 

bridge the gap if the students’ interests are enhanced, and if a collaborative 

                                                             
55 Hinton, C., Miyamoto, K., Della-Chiesa, B., 2008: “Brain Research, Learning and Emotions: implications 

for education research, policy and practice”, in European Journal of Education, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2008 pp. 91-
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climate between the students and the teacher is created, in order to give 

importance to the students in building and structuring the course.56  

 

2.3.3: Emotions, feelings and motivation 

Daloiso tackles the subject of emotions in language learning relating them to the 

motivational processes. Reporting the words of E. Boncinelli, an Italian physician and 

biologist who asserts that if an experience has a strong emotional connotation it will be 

easily stored in memory, Daloiso place emotional mechanisms at the center of the 

learning process.57 Daloiso combines the tradition of language teaching, which see 

motivation as an aware push to learn, with neuropsychology, which includes unconscious 

dynamics, in order to affirm that the will to learn can be realized thanks to the 

involvement of the students at the level of: 

- Emotions: spontaneous and unconscious responses to stimuli which can be 

divided into primary emotions such as joy, sadness, rage ect. and secondary 

emotions, determined by the socio-cultural context such as guilt, shame, anxiety 

etc; 

- Feelings: a conscious and re-elaborated version of emotions – the feeling of being 

happy, sad, angry etc; 

- Motivation: a series of conscious psychological dynamics which constitute the 

subject’s desire to learn, allowing him or her to make precise choices in order to 

reach his or her goal.  

These three dimensions are connected with each other and influence each other in 

learning. In this process, emotions and feelings play a fundamental role: for example, the 

recurrence of situations which bring negative emotions will lead to the perception of 

negative feelings which will be associated with those emotions and with the situations 

which arouse them, undermining the motivation of the student and learning.58 

                                                             
56 Daloiso, M., 2009: I fondamenti neuropsicologici dell’educazione linguistica, Venezia, Cafoscarina, pp. 

46-48 
57 Ibid., pp. 41-42 
58Daloiso, M., 2009: I fondamenti neuropsicologici dell’educazione linguistica, Venezia, Cafoscarina, p. 42 
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2.3.4: A model based on the classics 

In order to explain the importance of emotions and their influence on learning, Balboni 

reports a Plato’s concept: that of Eros, Thymos and Logos. Eros and Thymos are the 

primary emotions of pleasure and pain, and are represented by two horses which pull the 

chariot of Logos, the rational thought. Then, Plato doesn’t deny the importance of 

emotions: without them, the Logos couldn’t move.59   

According to Balboni, the model of Eros, Pathos and Epithymia – love, pain and desire – is 

very efficient for language teaching. These three emotions attract the man towards his 

body, away from the Logos.  

In this model, there are two emotions in praesentia, Eros and Pathos which are, as said 

before, two main emotions, pleasure and pain. The other emotion, in absentia, is 

Epithymia, the desire.  

According to this model, in the learning process the emotions must: 

- Arouse a positive psychophysical reaction, in order to allow acquisition, and this is 

the emotion Eros; 

- Must not activate the production of stress hormones, which undermine 

acquisition, and this is the emotion Pathos; 

- Must create motivation, Epithymia, the desire to learn. 

Then, Epithymia is like a source of energy, the project that a student has for himself, 

and it produces a rational choice, a strategy, that will be applied to the situation of 

learning in a tactic: if there is a balance between the strategy and the tactic, between 

reason and emotion, the motivation will start.60   

Balboni has elaborated a model that analyses motivation by crossing the three basic 

motivations (pleasure, need, duty) that push a student to tackle a course: 

- Pleasure: there are students who decides to learn a language for the pure 

pleasure of learning. This is the most favorable motivation to learn and the 

determinant factor for a meaningful acquisition. Pleasure must be intended not 

                                                             
59 Balboni, P. E., 2013: “Il ruolo delle emozioni di studente e insegnante nel processo di apprendimento e 

insegnamento linguistico”, in EL.LE, Vol. 2, Num. 1, 2013, p. 9 
60 Ibid., p. 14 
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only as a positive emotion or feeling, but also as the gratification for solving a task, 

for participation and making new experiences; 

 

- Need: this is the case of students who need to learn a language. It represents a 

stable enough motivation, but it’s connected to expectation or personal objectives 

that can be ephemeral, for example connected to the need to learn a language in 

order to be able to communicate for the limited period of time of a holiday. Then 

the risk is that, once the student satisfies his need, to lose interest in the rest of 

the course; 

 

- Duty: the motivation for studying within the ambience of school is often based on 

duty: a student is obligated to learn a language. Duty can be hetero-directed, that 

is induced from scholastic programs which provide the study of a language, or by 

the attitude of the teacher who imposes contents and methods without taking 

into consideration students and the dialogue with them. In this case, duty doesn’t 

lead to a meaningful learning; and self-directed, that is avoiding to do a bad figure 

in class or to get a low mark.61 

 

2.3.5: The role of emotions in motivation 

In this paragraph will be considered two theories that analyze the relation between 

the emotional aspects and the motivational ones.  

The first one is the theory proposed by Atkinson and concerns achievement motivation. 

According to Atkinson, people can be distinguished by two dimensions: the tendency to 

achieve success and the tendency to avoid failure.   

The first one is characterized by the desire to face some situations and get some concrete 

results, that are success. In other words, this is the tendency to feel to have control on 

the environment and on situations which are considered valuable.  

On the other hand, the tendency to avoid failure leads to the avoidance of doing one’s 
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insegnamento linguistico”, in EL.LE, Vol. 2, Num. 1, 2013, pp. 16-18 



31 
 

tasks or to the avoidance of some situations for fear of failure.  

The tendency to achieve success is positive from the point of view of motivation and 

leads people to act; the tendency to avoid failure is demotivating and leads people to 

avoid to act. Everyone, when facing a task or a situation, can show one of these two 

tendencies: either face the difficulties or avoid them. These tendencies depend on 

personal traits, the evaluation of the difficulty of the task and the idea of the feeling of 

pride in case of achievement of success or of shame in case of failure.  

If the tendency to achieve success prevails, there will be motivation and the person will 

face the task. On the contrary, if the tendency to avoid failure prevails, the person will 

avoid it. What is the role of the emotions in this?    

First of all, the primary emotions typical of these tendencies are hope, for the tendency to 

achieve success, and fear for the tendency to avoid failure. Emotions precede the action 

of facing the task or avoiding it, and influence it together with the personal traits and the 

cognitive evaluation of the difficulty of the task.  

The anticipated emotions are affected by personal traits and from past experience – it 

must be remembered the importance of emotional memories from the past and the way 

our brain reacts to present situations on the basis of them.  

Moreover, anticipated emotions are also influenced by social judgement. Examples are 

the shame of not feeling able like other people, or the fear of losing one’s face.  

Another factor is the system of values that one has, that is the objectives and desires 

considered important. If an objective is crucial, then the anticipated emotion will be 

stronger than another emotion in a less relevant context. Then, in this theory emotions 

precede motivation.62  

On the contrary, Weiner proposes a contrary relation in his attribution theory, which 

considers emotions as a consequence of motivation. According to Weiner, people in front 

of their success or failures, have the tendency to express the cause of their result, which 

can be external or internal. In other words, they think either that it’s their credit or fault, 

or others’. After this first reflection, there are other two evaluations, one about the 

stability and one about the control. Stability guide people to reflect about the fact that 

the results will always be like the present one – they will be stable – or if they may vary 

                                                             
62 De Beni, R., et al.; (a cura di), 2008: Psicologia della personalità e delle differenze individuali, Bologna, 

Il Mulino, p. 72-74 
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with time. Expectations depends from stability. If a result is attributed to a stable cause, 

the same success or failure will be expected in similar situations.  

The reflection about control refers to the feeling of control or of absence of control in a 

situation. According to this theory, emotions are consequences of the process of 

attribution of success or failure, and then are consequences of motivation. Moreover, 

they will influence future motivation in a circular process.63  

These theories refer to motivation in general, but can for sure be applied to the learning 

context.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
63 De Beni, R., et al.; (a cura di), 2008: Psicologia della personalità e delle differenze individuali, Bologna, 

Il Mulino, pp. 74-75 
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3. CASE STUDY 

 

In the following chapter, the reader will find the results of this research, which was 

born from the personal interest of the writer in emotions and their influence in language 

learning, after witnessing for years how they can affect the performances in class and the 

success or failure of the students. 

 

3.1: The purpose of the research 

The research was carried out in the academic year 2016/2017 at the Liceo Statale Duca 

degli Abruzzi and the Istituto Tecnico Economico Statale Riccati – Luzzatti in Treviso and 

the Istituto Tecnico Industriale Statale C. Zuccante in Mestre. The purpose of the research 

was to investigate how emotions can affect students in English learning, and what are the 

main emotions that guide, support or impede their learning. The interest was focused on 

the feedback from the students, regarding their learning and the teaching of English as a 

foreign language, in order to understand if the language – and what aspects in particular 

– cause in them more negative emotions like anxiety, nervousness and frustration, or 

positive, like interest, curiosity and the willingness to learn. Then, the goal of this research 

is to get a glimpse of what happens in class, and what happens after school, when the 

student is at home studying. The relationship with the classmates and the teacher-

student relationship has been taken in consideration, not to give an evaluation of the 

work of the teachers, but in order to discover possible problems to solve or situations to 

improve in order to get a better language acquisition. This survey can be positioned in the 

framework of the emotional studies within the language education field. 

 

3.2: The instrument of data collection 

The instrument chosen for this survey was the questionnaire. The sample comprises 

290 students from Year One to the Year Five, which includes ages from 15 years old to 21 
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years old, in order to get answers from students of different ages and different 

experiences with English learning. The format chosen for the questionnaire was the 

telematic one, which has the following advantages: 

- It allows to reach more students, who can easily get a copy of the questionnaire 

online and in an autonomous way, complete it in any moment and deliver it by e-

mail; 

- it facilitates the analysis of the data.  

The questionnaire was structured in a first part consisting in Likert scales items 

inspired by Horwitz questionnaire FLCAS, to which the student answers expressing his or 

her level of agreement choosing among four points. These items regard many aspects of 

English learning but are randomly presented to the students. The second part contains 

multiple choices questions, to which the students can answer choosing a maximum of 

three options while in the last one they will have to choose only one option. Moreover, 

the questionnaire was written in Italian, in order to facilitate the students’ 

comprehension.  

In order to explain each aspect of English learning on which the questionnaire 

concentrated, the questions will be divided in various sections. Now we will examine 

them commenting each aspect of English learning which has been taken into 

consideration by the questionnaire. 

 

3.2.1: The context 

 The first section of the questionnaire consists in asking the students to specify their 

age and sex, while names and surnames aren’t required, since we think that an 

anonymous questionnaire will make students feel free to answer in a sincere way. 

Moreover, the aim of the questionnaire was made clear in order to make the students 

aware of the importance of their contribution to this survey. 
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3.2.2: Items about English learning and English classes 

These questions aimed to investigate the students’ general attitude towards English 

and its learning, their experience in class and the main emotions that English learning 

arouses in them: 

- Item n. 3: I would like to have more English classes in my school program; 

- Item n. 5: I feel at ease during English classes; 

- Item n. 7: I find English classes enjoyable; 

- Item n. 8: I often would like to skip my English classes; 

- Item n. 11: I am bored during English classes; 

- Item n. 12: Learning new things gives me satisfaction; 

- Item n. 13: I tend to shut myself off during English classes; 

- Item n. 14: I would like to speak English perfectly; 

- Item n. 15: I think English classes are a waste of time; 

- Item n. 19: I like to participate in an active way during English classes; 

- Item n. 21: I am concerned when I don’t understand all that my teacher says in 

English; 

- Item n. 22: Learning English is useful for my future projects; 

- Item n. 24: English arouse my curiosity; 

- Item n. 25: I study only because it’s my duty; 

- Item n. 26: I would like to continue the study of English once high school is over; 

- Item n. 27: I get excited when I discover something new or when I master a 

grammar rule; 

- Item n. 28: I think the class environment is negative. 

 

Item n. 29 asks the students to select the main emotions English learning arouse in 

them choosing a maximum of three options: this question goes straight to the point 

pushing the students to reflect on their whole experience of English learning. 

- Item n. 29: Describe what are the main emotions you feel during English classes 

choosing a maximum of three options:  
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□ Interest                                                                               

□ Enthusiasm 

□ Pleasure 

□ Curiosity 

□ Satisfaction 

□ Boredom 

□ Concern 

□ Frustration 

□ Nervousness 

□ Indifference 

□ Anxiety 

□ Stress 

□ Other:_____________________________________________ 

 

3.2.3: Items about the teacher-student relationship 

These items aim to discover how these students’ teacher-student relationship is and 

what are the main emotions aroused by their interactions with the teacher. As we will 

see, these items are very important: the teacher-students relationship has a great 

influence on English learning. 

- Item n. 9: I think my teacher is ready to correct every mistake I make; 

- Item n. 16: My teacher presents the topics in an interesting and engaging manner. 

 

Item n. 30 asked students to express the main emotions they feel towards their 

teacher choosing a maximum of three options: 

 

30) Describe your teacher-student relationship choosing a maximum of three options: 

□ Respect 

□ Collaboration 

□ Fondness 
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□ Antipathy 

□ Apprehension 

□ Resentment 

□ Admiration 

□ Indifference 

This item, like the one about the main emotions the students feel, aimed to make the 

students reason about their relationship with their teacher. 

 

3.2.4: Items about the relationships with the classmates 

These items aim to investigate about the relationships the students have with their 

classmates. In particular, we would like to know how the students feel in class and in the 

interactions with their peers, if there is collaboration or rivalry or if the classmates are a 

source of anxiety for them. This aspect of language learning is analyzed both by Likert 

items and by a multiple-choice item: 

- Item n. 4: I think the other students are better than me; 

- Item n. 10: I fear my classmates would laugh at me if I make mistakes; 

- Item n. 23: I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my classmates. 

 

Item n. 31 aimed to discover what are the main emotions the students feel in their 

relationships with their classmates asking the students to choose a maximum of three 

emotions: 

 

Item n. 31: Describe your relationship with your classmates choosing a maximum of 

three options: 

□ Respect 

□ Collaboration 

□ Fondness 

□ Antipathy 
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□ Rivalry 

□ Indifference 

 

3.2.5: Items about Foreign Language Anxiety 

These items aim to investigate if the students are anxious about English learning, 

concentrating on the moment of speaking in class, the fear to make mistakes and on the 

main source of anxiety for them. Also this part was articulated in Likert items and a 

multiple choice item: 

- Item n. 1: I don’t feel quite sure of myself when I speak in English classes; 

- Item n. 6: I panic when I have to speak in English; 

- Item n. 17: I would feel sure of myself if I had to give directions in English to a 

tourist; 

- Item n. 18: I feel my heart beating fast when I know I will be called in English 

classes; 

- Item n. 23: I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my classmates. 

 

Item n. 32 askes the students what is the main source of anxiety regarding English 

learning: 

 

Item n. 32: What is the principal element that generates in you anxiety during English 

classes? 

□ Subject 

□ Teacher 

□ Classmates 

□ Written and oral tests 

This item allows us to discover directly what is the main source of anxiety for these 

students, confirming or disproving what will emerge from the Likert items answers. 

The next paragraph will display the questionnaire as it was presented to the students. 
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3.2.6: The questionnaire: emotions and English learning 

 

This questionnaire investigates the influence of positive and negative emotions on 

English learning. Please read with attention the items and answer selecting the option 

you choose: 

 

Age:_________      Sex: M  F 

Express your level of agreement with the following statements: 

 

1)I don’t feel quite sure of myself when I speak during English classes  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

2) I am afraid of making mistakes  

 □ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

3) I would like to have more English hours in my school program  

 □ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

4) I think the other students are better than me  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

5) I feel at ease during English classes   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 



40 
 

6) I panic when I have to speak in English   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

7) I find English classes enjoyable  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

8) I often would like to skip my English classes  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

9) I think my teacher is ready to correct every mistake I make  

 □ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

10) I fear my classmates would laugh at me if I make mistakes  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

11) I am bored during English classes   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

12) Learning new things gives me satisfaction  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

13) I tend to shut myself off during English classes  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 
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14) I would like to speak English perfectly  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

15) I think English classes are a waste of time  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

16) My teacher presents the topics in an interesting and engaging manner  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

     

17) I would feel sure of myself if I had to give directions in English to a tourist  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

18) I feel my heart beating fast when I know I will be called during class  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

19) I like to participate in an active way during English classes   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

20) I usually feel calm during a test  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

21) I am concerned when I don’t understand all that my teacher says in English  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 
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22) Learning English is useful for my future projects   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

23) I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my classmates   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

24) English arouse my curiosity  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

25) I study only because it’s my duty  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

26) I would like to continue the study of English once high school is over  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

27) I get excited when I discover something new or when I master a grammar rule   

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

28) I think the class environment is negative  

□ Strongly agree      □ agree      □ disagree      □ strongly disagree 

 

29) Describe what are the main emotions you feel during English classes choosing a 

maximum of three options:  

□ Interest                                                                  

□ Enthusiasm 
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□ Pleasure 

□ Curiosity 

□ Satisfaction 

□ Boredom 

□ Concern 

□ Frustration 

□ Nervousness 

□ Indifference 

□ Anxiety 

□ Stress 

□ Other:_____________________________________________ 

 

30) Describe your teacher-student relationship choosing a maximum of three options: 

□ Respect 

□ Collaboration 

□ Fondness 

□ Antipathy 

□ Apprehension 

□ Resentment 

□ Admiration 

□ Indifference 

□ Other:_______________________________________________ 

 

31) Describe your relationship with your classmates choosing a maximum of three 

options: 

□ Respect 

□ Collaboration 

□ Fondness 

□ Antipathy 
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□ Rivalry 

□ Indifference 

 

32) What is the principal element that generates anxiety in you during English classes? 

□ Subject 

□ Teacher 

□ Classmates 

□ Written and oral tests  

□ Other:___________________________________  
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3.3: Data analysis 

This paragraph reports the data that emerged from the analysis of the results of the 

questionnaires through the observation of diagrams for each item. 

 

3.3.1: Age and sex 

The first two questions asked the students to specify their age and sex: 

 

The statistic sample is made of for the 59% by male students and for the 41% by 

female students. 
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From the diagram, we can observe that the majority of the students are seventeen 

years old; there is only one fifteen years old girl; and two twenty and twenty-one years 

old male students. 

 

3.3.2: Item n. 1: I don’t feel quite sure of myself when I speak in English 

classes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The diagram shows that the 38% of the students answered “agree” to the item “I don’t 

feel quite sure of myself when I speak in English classes”, which is the most chosen 

answer, while the 30% percent disagree. Putting together the data of the positive 

answers (strongly agree and agree), we get the percentage of 61% of the students, 

compared with the 39% of the negative answers “strongly disagree” and “disagree”. This 

data means that the 61% of the students don’t feel sure while speaking in class.  
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The results display that the 72% of the students who answered to this question with 

the answer “strongly agree” are males. In general, by observing the diagram, it can be 

deduced that males seem to be more worried about speaking in class, while a consistent 

part of the answers “strongly disagree”, the 64%, was given by females, who seem to be 

more relaxed and confident. 

 

3.3.3: Item n. 2: I am afraid of making mistakes 

 

As can be seen from the diagram, the most chosen answer is “agree”, with a 

percentage of 36%. The 28% of the students selected “disagree”. If we consider the 18% 
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of the students who answered “strongly agree”, we deduce that the 54% of the students 

are afraid of making mistakes, while the 46% - considering both the 28% of “disagree” 

and the 18% of “strongly disagree” – are not worried about them. The difference is slight, 

but it’s indicative of an anxiety that can be solved. 

 

The diagram evidences a preponderance of males in the answers “strongly agree” and 

“agree” with respectively the percentages of 75% and 69%. The higher percentage of 

disagreement is the 58% of female answers “strongly disagree”. This means that the 

majority of male students are more anxious and afraid of making mistakes, while the 

majority of females seem not to worry about them. 
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3.3.4: Item n. 3: I would like to have more English classes in my school 

program 

 

According to the diagram, the 38% of the students answered “disagree”. By adding the 

result of the answer “strongly disagree”, we deduce that the 64% of the students 

wouldn’t like to have more English classes. With the help of the rest of the data, we will 

try to understand what are the causes for these answers. 

 

As we can see from the diagram, the 70% of the answers “strongly agree” are from 

male students, while the remaining 30% is from female ones. In general, female students 

seem to be less interested in English classes than the male students.  
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3.3.5: Item n. 4: I think the other students are better than me 

 

As is evident from the diagram, the majority of the students think the other students 

are better than them. The 61% answered “agree” or “strongly agree”, while the 39% 

answered “disagree” or “strongly disagree”. It can be deduced that there is a general 

insecurity about their abilities. 

 

The diagram shows that in this case male and female students feel in the same way 

about this item. There isn’t any significative difference between male students and 

female students, and it means that insecurity and the feeling to be worse than the other 

students affect both of the sexes.  
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3.3.6: Item n. 5: I feel at ease during English classes 

 

The diagram illustrates that the 46% of the students answered “disagree” to this 

question, while the 26% answered “strongly disagree”. Then, only the 28% of the 

students – adding the results from the answers “strongly agree” and “agree” – feel at 

ease during English classes. The further item results will clear why such a high percentage 

of students, the 72%, don’t feel comfortable in class.  

 

As far as the positive answers are concerned, there isn’t a significative difference 

between male and female students: both feel calm and relaxed in class. On the other 

hand, the negative answers were given mainly by male students, for example the 
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students who answered “disagree” are for the 63% males and for the 37% females, and 

the students who answered “strongly disagree” are for the 66% males and for the 34% 

females. In conclusion, the majority of students who don’t feel at ease in class belongs to 

the male sex. 

 

3.3.7: Item n. 6: I panic when I have to speak in English 

 

As can be seen from the diagram, the 37% of the students answered “agree”. If we 

compare the percentage of the positive answers “agree” and “strongly agree” which is 

71%, to the percentage of the negative answers “disagree” and “strongly disagree”, which 

is 29%, we can deduce that the majority of the students are afraid of talking in English in 

class. 
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According to the diagram, the majority of the students who answered “strongly agree” 

or “agree” are male students, with the 71% of answers “strongly agree” and the 68% of 

“agree”. It can be stated that female students seem to be more calm and relaxed, 

observing the percentage of the answers “disagree” and “strongly disagree”: the 66% of 

the answers “disagree” was given by female students, while the 34% is made up by male 

students; the 64% of the answers “strongly disagree” is represented by female students, 

while male students are only the 36%. This means that male students are more scared of 

speaking in English during English classes. 

3.3.8: Item n. 7: I find English classes enjoyable 
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The diagram provides strong evidence that only the 37% of the students finds English 

classes enjoyable, while 63% answered “disagree” or “strongly disagree”. The further 

items will highlight what are the major problems that make English classes unpleasant to 

the majority of the students.  

 

There isn’t any significative difference between male and female students with regards 

to this item. The highest percentage is the 63% of the answers “disagree” represented by 

male students, while the 37% are female ones. 

 

3.3.9: Item n. 8: I often would like to skip my English classes 
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The majority of the students – the 78% - would like to skip English classes, while only 

the 22% would not. It’s a result that push us to think about what are the major causes for 

this feeling, apart from the causes we already know (panic and the fear of making 

mistakes and speak in English), and what are possible solutions for this problem. 

 

In general, female students seem to be less inclined to skip English classes. This desire 

appears to affect male students the most. 

3.3.10: Item n. 9: I think my teacher is ready to correct every mistake I 

make 
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According to the diagram, the students don’t fear to be correct by their teachers for 

the mistakes they make. Considering the two negative options, “disagree” and “strongly 

disagree”, the percentage is 72%, while the percentage of students who expressed their 

agreement with the statement is the 28%. Then, the students trust their teachers and 

understand that they are there to help them and facilitate their acquisition. 

 

In the diagram, there is no significative difference between male students and female 

students. 

3.3.11: Item n. 10: I fear my classmates would laugh at me if I make 

mistakes 
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The most frequent answer is “strongly agree”, with the percentage of 56%. Only the 

19% of the students expressed their disagreement. In general, the 81% of the students 

fear the judgement of their classmates. 

 

From the diagram, we can see that male students are more afraid of the judgement of 

their classmates, with the 68% of the answer “strongly agree” and the 60% of the answer 

“agree”. The female students are less affected by their judgement, with the 68% of the 

answer “disagree” and the 60% of the answer “strongly disagree”. 

 

3.3.12: Item n. 11: I am bored during English classes 
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As can be seen from the diagram, the 42% of the students answered “agree”, while the 

29% “strongly agree”. As a result, the 71% of the students get bored during English 

classes, while only the 29% do not.  

 

According to this diagram, there is no significative result regarding boredom, since the 

percentages of male and female students are distributed in an equal way between the 

alternatives. 

 

3.3.13: Item n. 12: learning new things gives my satisfaction 
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The 81% of the students feel satisfied when they are learning something new. Only the 

19% expressed their disagreement with the statement. This result is positive because 

students demonstrate interest for the novelty and pleasure of learning. 

 

The diagram signals that male students are more categorical in negating the 

satisfaction to learn, since the answer “strongly disagree” was selected only by male 

students, while female ones preferred the other three options. 

 

3.3.14: Item n. 13: I tend to shut myself off during English classes 
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The 56% of the students answered “strongly agree” to the statement, while the 28% 

answered “agree”. Summing up these two results, we deduce that the 84% of the 

students tend to shut themselves off during English classes, while only the 16% of the 

students answered with “strongly disagree” and “disagree”. 

 

The diagram doesn’t show any significative differences between male and female 

students for what regards shutting themselves off during English classes. 

 

3.3.15: Item n. 14: I would like to speak English perfectly 
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The 96% of the students would like to speak English perfectly, while only the 4% of the 

students are not interested. 

 

The diagram shows that all the female students answered “strongly agree” or “agree”, 

while the negative answers were given only by male students.  

 

3.3.16: Item n. 15: I think English classes are a waste of time 

 

The diagram shows that the 84% of the students don’t think that English classes are a 

waste of time, while the 16% do.  
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According to the diagram, the majority of the female students think that English 

classes are not a waste of time. 

 

3.3.17: Item n. 16: My teacher presents the topics in an interesting and 

engaging manner 

 

As can be seen from the diagram, the 16% of the students answered “strongly agree” 

while the 32% answered “agree” for a total of 48% of students who think that their 

teacher presents the topics in an interesting manner. On the other hand, the 52% of them 

don’t think so. 
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As the diagrams shows, the female students agree with the statements, while if we 

consider the negative answers, we will find a majority of male answers, with the 69% of 

the answers “disagree” and the 64% of the answers “strongly disagree”. In general, the 

majority of male students don’t think their teacher presents the topics in an interesting 

manner. 

 

3.3.18: Item n. 17: I would feel sure of myself if I had to give directions in 

English to a tourist 
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The 25% of the students answered “strongly agree”, while the 30% answered “agree” 

for a total of 55% students who would feel sure in giving directions in English to a tourist. 

On the other hand, the 45% expressed their disagreement with the statement. In general, 

half of the students would feel sure and calm, the other half wouldn’t. 

 

In general, the majority of female students would feel sure in giving directions in 

English to a tourist, while, observing the percentage of the negative answers, we can 

notice that the majority of male students wouldn’t, with the 69% of the answers 

“disagree” and the 76% of the answers “strongly disagree”.  
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3.3.19: Item n. 18: I feel my heart beating fast when I know I will be called 

during English classes 

 

The 39% of the students answered “strongly agree”, while the 29% answered “agree”. 

Summing these two results, we get the 68% of students whose reaction when they are 

called in class is an increase in the heart rate. The 32% of the students expressed their 

disagreement with the statement, and then are not affected by this reaction. 

 

In this diagram, there is no significative difference between male and female students. 
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3.3.20: Item n. 19: I like to participate in an active way during English 

classes 

 

As can be seen from the diagram, only the 42% of the students like to participate in an 

active way to English classes, while the 58% answered “disagree” or “strongly disagree”. 

So far, the main reasons seem to be the fear to make mistakes and being judged by the 

classmates and the panic at the moment of speaking. 

 

There is no significative difference between male and female students. The inclination 

to participate in an active way to English classes isn’t influenced by the sex of the 

students. 
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3.3.21: Item n. 20: I usually feel calm during an English test 

 

The 60% of the students disagree, and this means that English tests make them 

anxious. Only the 40% feel calm. These results confirm the deduction that the students 

are afraid make mistakes and to be valued, a problem to which we will try to find a 

solution. 

 

The diagram shows that female students are calmer than the male ones, which are 

more anxious about English tests, as can be seen by observing the 70% of male answers 

“disagree” and the 66% of male answers “strongly disagree”. 
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3.3.22: Item n. 21: I am concerned when I don’t understand all that my 

teacher says in English 

 

The diagram shows that the 60% of the respondents answered “strongly agree” or 

“disagree”, while the 40% are not worried when they don’t understand what their 

teachers are saying in English. 

 

Observing the diagram, it can be deduced that the female students are less concerned 

than the male students about not understanding their teachers, as the percentages of the 

answers “strongly agree” and “agree” show: the 63% of the answers “strongly agree” 
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were given by male students, while the 37% are from female students; the 64% of the 

answers “agree” are from male students, while the 36% are from female students. 

 

3.3.23: Item n. 22: Learning English is useful for my future projects 

 

The 74% of the students answered “strongly agree” to this statement. If we add the 

percentage of answers “agree”, we get that the 92% of the students consider learning 

English important for their future, and that only the 8% don’t. 

 

There is no significative difference between male and female students. 
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3.3.24: Item n. 23: I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my 

classmates 

 

According to the diagram, the 37% of the students answered “strongly agree”, while 

the 36% answered “agree”. Summing these two results, it can be observed that the 73% 

of the students fear to speak in front of the classmates and feel incompetent while doing 

it. Only the 27% don’t feel in this way. 

 

Observing the diagram, it can be deduced that this feeling is more present in male 

students than in the female ones. The percentage of the answers “strongly agree” and 

“agree” shows respectively the 69% and 62% of male answers. For what concerns female 
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students, it can be noticed by observing the percentages that the majority of students 

who answered “disagree” or “strongly disagree” are female ones.  

 

3.3.25: Item n. 24: English arouse my curiosity 

 

From the diagram is evident that the 67% of the students are curious about English, 

while only the 33% is not curious about it. 

 

Considering the positive answers, we can notice that the majority of the students who 

chose “strongly agree” or “agree” are males, with the 65% of the “strongly agree” 
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answers, and the 63% of the “agree” answers. Female students seem less curious than 

male ones. 

 

3.3.26: Item n. 25: I study only because it’s my duty 

 

For the 67% of the students, studying English it’s just a duty, while only the 33% 

disagree with the statement. It must be considered that English is a compulsory subject in 

high school, then students don’t choose it (apart from those who choose to study foreign 

languages courses) as an adult student would do.  
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This diagram is interesting because of the results of the negative answers: the majority 

of students who answered “disagree” or “strongly disagree” are male students. This 

means that, even though they feel more anxious and afraid than the female students, 

they don’t study English only because it’s their duty.  

3.3.27: Item n. 26: I would like to continue the study of English once high 

school is over 

 

The 62% of the students would like to continue the study of English once high school is 

over, while the 38% wouldn’t. This is a good result because even though the majority of 

them study only because is their duty, they are still inclined to continue to study. 
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The male students seem to be less interested in continuing the study of English once 

high school is over than the female ones. 

 

3.3.28: Item n. 27: I get excited when I discover something new or when I 

master a grammar rule 

 

The 65% of the students get excited while learning something new or when they 

master a new rule, while only the 35% don’t. This is an important result because 

enthusiasm is a powerful emotion to learning. 
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In general, male students seem to be more enthusiast than female ones about learning 

something new. 

 

3.3.29: Item n. 28: I think the class environment is negative 

 

The 65% of the students think that the class environment is positive, while the 35% 

don’t. 

 



76 
 

The majority of the students who don’t think that the class environment is negative 

are male ones, with the 58% of answers “disagree” and the 78% of answers “strongly 

disagree”. 

 

3.3.30: The main emotions during English classes 

This item consists in selecting a maximum of three options in a list of twelve 

alternatives. The item aims to investigate what are the main emotions the students feel in 

class and during English learning. 

 

This diagram reports the names of the emotions in Italian, because the original 

questionnaire is written in Italian, since it was addressed to italian high school students.64 

Observing it, it can be deduced that the most selected emotions are interest, curiosity 

and pleasure. These results could appear contradictory if compared to the previous 

results that were collected in the first part of the questionnaire: analyzing the first results, 

it appeared that the majority of the students are anxious, afraid of making mistakes and 

being evaluated. On the contrary, a superficial analysis of this diagram would suggest a 

different attitude of the students. In particular, anxiety seems to be selected only from a 

small part of the statistical sample, but in reality, the students had the possibility to 

                                                             
64 Translation in English: interest, disinterest, anxiety, curiosity, satisfaction, concern, frustration, 

boredom, ethusiasm, pleasure, nervousness, stress 
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choose between similar options like concern, nervousness and stress, which describe with 

different shades of meaning the same attitude of tension and worry. Considering it in this 

way, the diagram is in line with the previous results, in fact if we sum the results of these 

similar options, we notice that they exceed the result of the emotion pleasure.  

The following diagrams treat each emotion from the point of view of the difference 

between male and female students. 

 

This diagram shows the results for the emotion interest. The male students who 

selected it as one of the main emotions they feel, are the 59%, while the female ones are 

represented by the 58%. In general, students seem interested to English learning. 
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This diagram displays the results for the enthusiasm. The 18% of the male students 

selected it as one of the main emotions they feel, while the female ones are the 13%. The 

data signal that male students are more enthusiast than female ones. This result is 

positive because even though from the previous results male students appeared scared 

and anxious about English learning, they are also enthusiast when they learn something 

new. 

 

The diagram reports the result for the emotion pleasure. The 33% of the male students 

selected it as one of the main emotions they feel, while the 22% represents the female 

ones. It can be noticed that in general male students feel more pleasure in learning than 

the female ones. Maybe this result can be attributed to the fact that they are more 

anxious than the female students and then happier when they succeed in learning. 
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The 57% of the female students selected curiosity as one of the main emotions they 

feel, while only 44% of the male students feel curious about English. In general, female 

students are more curious than male ones. 

 

This diagram tells us that the 30% of the male students chose satisfaction as one of the 

main emotions they feel, while the female ones are the 17%. Males students are more 

satisfied than female ones. Also in this case, the satisfaction can be attributed to the fact 

that they are more afraid and then they feel more fulfilled than the female students when 

they get good results. 



80 
 

 

As far as boredom is concerned, both male and female students are represented by 

the percentages of 25%, then there is no difference between the sexes. 

 

 

The 14% of the female students selected concern as one of the main emotions they 

feel, while the male students are represented by the 7%. The results show that female 

students are more concerned than male ones. 
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In this case, the difference between male and female students is slight: the 6% of the 

male students selected frustration, while the female ones are the 5%. 

 

 

In this diagram, the 8% of the male students selected nervousness as one of the main 

emotions they feel, while the female ones are the 14%. While in the previous results 

female students appeared more confident than the male ones, in this question they let 

their nervousness out.  
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The 15% of the male students chose disinterest as one of the main emotions they feel, 

while the female ones are the 10%. 

 

 

In this diagram, the 13% of the male students chose anxiety as one of the main 

emotions, while the female ones are represented by 24%. In this diagram, the female 

students appear more anxious than the male ones. 
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In this diagram, the 16% of the male students selected stress as one of the emotions 

they feel during English classes, while the 18% represents the female ones. It can be 

noticed that female students voted for this option more than the male students, who 

concentrated their answers on other options. 
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3.3.31: Emotions in the teacher-student relationship 

This item consists in selecting a maximum of three options in a list of eight 

alternatives, like the previous one. It aims to investigate how do the students feel about 

their teachers. The teacher-student relationship is very important for learning: students 

will approach the subject and learning in different ways depending also on what they 

think about their teachers and what emotions the teachers arouse in them, from 

admiration to apprehension, from respect to antipathy. 

 

The diagram is in Italian because, as above, the original questionnaire was written in 

Italian in order to facilitate students’ comprehension.65  

Observing its results, it can be noticed that collaboration, fondness, indifference and 

respect are the most selected emotions the students feel. This is certainly a good result 

because it means that they relationship with their teachers is a good one, based on 

collaboration, communication and trust. The following diagrams treat each emotion 

examining the percentages of the students who selected them evaluating the differences 

between male and female students. 

 

 

                                                             
65 Translation in English: Respect, Collaboration, Fondness, Antipathy, Apprehension, Resentment, 

Admiration, Indifference 
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The diagram shows the results for respect. The 39% of the male students selected it as 

one of the main emotions that characterizes their teacher-student relationship, while the 

female ones who chose it are the 31%. Male students appear to consider respect one of 

the main emotions more than female ones. 

 

The 48% of the male students state that their relationship with their teacher is 

characterized by collaboration, while the 51% represents the female ones. In general, half 

of the statistic sample chose collaboration as one of the main characteristic of their 

teacher-student relationship. This is a good result because a collaborative climate and 

trust in the teacher are fundamental elements in learning. 
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The 52% of the male students selected fondness as one of the main emotions they 

feel, while the 42% are female students. In general, almost half of the students are fond 

of their teachers. 

 

The 13% of the male students selected antipathy, while the female ones are the 15%. 

In general, very few students dislike their teachers. 
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The 10% of the students selected apprehension as one of the emotions they feel the 

most in their teacher-student relationship, while the female students are the 23%. Female 

students appear more apprehensive than male students. 

 

The 10% of the male students feel resentment towards their teachers, while the 8% 

are female ones. In general, very few students selected resentment as one of the 

emotions characterizing their teacher-student relationship, in line with the previous 

results in which the students appeared collaborative, fond and trustful. 
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The 12% of the male students feel admiration for their teacher, while the female ones 

are the 25% and appear more admired that the male students. 

 

The 33% of the male students feel indifferent about their teacher, while the female 

ones who chose this answer are the 44%. In general, female students appear more 

indifferent than male ones. 
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3.3.32: Emotions in the relationship with the classmates 

As the previous ones, this question consists in selecting a maximum of three options in 

a list of six alternative. The question aims to investigate the relationship the students 

have with their classmates. For students of this age – from fifteen to twenty-one – the 

relationships with the classmates are fundamental and have a great influence on the way 

they learn and live English classes. 

 

As for the other two diagrams, the English translation of the names of the emotions is 

at the bottom of the page.66 From the diagram, it can be noticed that the main emotions 

the students selected are: liking, collaboration and respect. These results diverge from 

those of the previous questions, from which it had emerged that the students are afraid 

their classmates would laugh about their mistakes and judge them. According to those 

results, we would have expected a different selection of the main emotions in the 

relationship between classmates. These new result lead us to speculate that a possible 

source of anxiety and stress in speaking and making mistakes comes from the personal 

fear the students have about their abilities and their possibilities to succeed, a kind of 

anxiety born for internal causes, and not caused by the teacher or the classmates. It’s a 

private feeling of fear of not being good enough to succeed and reach the goals. This 

hypothesis will be confirmed once the results of last question – about the main factor 

                                                             
66 Translation in English: Respect, Collaboration, Liking, Antipathy, Rivalry, Indifference 
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which causes the students’ anxiety – will be analyzed. The following diagrams deal with 

each emotion and the percentages of male and female students who selected them. 

 

The diagram shows the results for respect. the 45% of the male students selected it as 

one of the main emotions that describe their relationship with their classmates, while 

only the 26% of the female students selected it. 

 

The results about collaboration make us notice that this is one of the most selected 

emotions the students use to describe the relationship with their classmates, since the 

72% of the male student and the 64% of the female ones voted it. The majority of the 

students appear to be collaborative with their classmates. 
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From these results, it can be seen that the majority of the students consider liking one 

of the main emotions which characterize their relationship with the classmates. The 87% 

of the male students selected this option, while 69% represents the female ones. In 

general, the students like each other, but the option was selected more from the male 

students than from the female ones. 

 

The results for antipathy are consistent with those of the previous diagram. Very few 

students chose this option to describe their relationship with their classmates. The male 

ones are only the 8%, the female ones are the 13%.  

 



92 
 

 

The 18% of the male students selected rivalry as one of the emotions they feel the 

most in their relationship with their classmates, while the 15% represents the female 

ones. There is no particular difference between sexes in these results, though male 

students appear to feel slightly more the rivalry than the female ones. 

 

The 18% of the male students feel indifference in their relationship with the 

classmates, while the percentage of the female ones is higher, the 43%. Female students 

appear to be more indifferent to their classmates than the male ones. 
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3.3.33: The main source of anxiety in English learning 

This is the last item of the questionnaire, and consists in choosing one option in a list of 

four alternatives. Its aim is to investigate what is the main source of anxiety in English 

learning. 

 

The English translation of the Italian terms in the diagram is at the bottom of the 

page.67 The diagram shows the results for this last question. The main source of anxiety in 

class are oral and written tests, and it is followed by the teacher. The results are in line 

with the previous results, since the students appeared to be scared to make mistakes, to 

be worse than their classmates and to be judged and evaluated, even though they have 

good relationships with their classmates and their teachers. Moreover, even if they trust 

their teachers, nevertheless they can be a source of anxiety because part of the teacher’s 

job is to evaluate the students. The following diagrams deal with each source of anxiety in 

order to examine the differences between male and female students. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
67 Translation in English: Subject, Teacher, Classmates, Tests 
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The diagram shows the results for the subject. The 22% of the male students selected 

it as the main source of anxiety in English learning, the 19% are female ones. In general, 

male students appear to be more affected by the subject than the female ones. 

 

The 32% of the male students voted the teacher as the main source of anxiety, while 

the 40% represents the female ones, who appear to be more anxious about their teachers 

than the male students. 
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This is the less selected answer, with the percentages of 5% representing respectively 

both male and female students. The students appear to have a very good relationship 

with their classmates. The previous results reported that they feel afraid to be worse than 

their classmates and that they would laugh about their mistakes, but this result shows 

that the classmates aren’t a source of anxiety. It can be speculated that the fear the 

students have can be attributed to their personal belief about themselves and their 

abilities, and not to their relationship with their classmates. 

 

This is the most chosen answer, the 70% of the male students and the 76% of the 

female ones selected the tests as the main source of anxiety in English learning. Then, the 
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fear to be worse than the classmates, to make mistakes and to be evaluated is to be 

attributed to the anxiety that derives from written and oral test. 
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4.THE RESULTS 

 

This chapter aim is to discuss in details the results analyzed in the previous chapter. 

The results of the analysis of the questionnaires revealed the students’ attitude towards 

English learning in its positive and negative aspects. In fact, it can be noticed that students 

feel anxious and afraid of speaking in class in front of their classmates and scared to make 

mistakes and lose face in front of them. Moreover, they are also afraid of being 

evaluated, since from the last question it resulted that the majority of the students is 

anxious firstly because of written and oral tests and secondly because of their teachers. 

As far as the relational skills are concerned, students are satisfied about the relationships 

established with their classmates, and are also respectful and trustful towards the 

teachers. Our aim in writing this thesis is to propose an education in which the 

fundamental aspect of the influence of emotions on learning is taken into consideration 

and in which students are taught how to develop emotional skills and strategies that will 

help them in learning and improve their performances. An education to emotional 

intelligence – and then an education about managing the feelings, above all the negative 

ones, and read the others’ emotions and deal with them – is fundamental nowadays, 

since in general high schools are primarily focused on increasing knowledge, forgetting 

sometimes about the influence that moods, feelings and emotions have on learning. 

Promoting emotional awareness in schools is the first step to get to a more effective 

acquisition and well-being during learning. This chapter proposes an approach based on 

the concept of emotional intelligence, and deals with the results emerged from the 

analysis of the questionnaires according to this point of view: the first paragraph defines 

what emotional intelligence is and its importance in learning; the second treats the 

students’ attitude towards English learning; the third deals with the teacher-student 

relationship; the fourth discuss the relationship with the classmates; the fifth paragraph 

deals with the problem of anxiety aroused by the written and oral tests and from the 

resulting evaluation. 
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4.1: Emotional Intelligence 

The main author about emotional intelligence is Daniel Goleman. Emotional 

intelligence is defined as a set of various characteristics: “abilities such as being able to 

motivate oneself and persist in the face of frustrations; to control impulses and delay 

gratification; to regulate one’s moods and keep distress from swamping the ability to 

think; to empathize and to hope.”.68 In other words, emotional intelligence comprises 

both intrapersonal and interpersonal abilities. Moreover, Goleman writes that at time 

emotional intelligence can be more powerful than IQ, and, which is the most important 

thing, it can be learned and improved.  

The point on which Goleman focuses is that education and schools fixate on academic 

abilities, ignoring the fundamental traits which constitute emotional intelligence, abilities 

which can guide us not only in learning, but also in any domain of our life. Moreover, as 

Goleman reports, emotions can be intelligent: emotion and intelligence are not 

considered anymore as contradictive terms, as the dichotomy already discussed in 

Chapter One. Then, over the years, a wider view of intelligence which includes the 

emotional dimension was developed. Goleman proposes Salovey’s definition of 

emotional intelligence, which includes and expand Gardner’s notion of personal 

intelligences. Emotional intelligence consists of these traits: 

- Knowing one’s emotion: this is the key of emotional intelligence, being self-aware 

and able to recognize a feeling as it happens. The first step is to being able to 

notice the emotions. Only in this way we will be able to manage them; 

- Managing emotions: this is the ability of handling one’s feelings, the capacity to 

calm down and keep anxiety and irritability under control. In this way, it’s easier to 

avoid failure; 

- Motivating oneself: controlling emotions in order to reach a goal is essential for 

motivation; 

- Recognizing emotions in others: empathy is a fundamental skill; 

                                                             
68 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 36 
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- Handling relationships: the ability of managing the emotions in others, and being 

able to interact with them.69 

The next paragraphs deal with each of these abilities, with a particular focus on their 

importance to language learning. 

 

4.1.1: Self-awareness 

This is the keystone of emotional intelligence: the awareness of one’s own feelings as 

they occur. Self-awareness is an attention which doesn’t get carried away by emotions, 

allowing the individual to avoid to overreact and amplify the feelings. This kind of ability 

requires the activation of the neocortex, in order to identify the emotions and name 

them, and to react to them rationally. Goleman describes self-awareness as the action of 

stepping-back from experience, observing what is happening from a different point of 

view instead of being immerse in the flood of feelings. An emotion begins typically before 

a person is aware of the feeling. As the emotion continues to build it eventually become 

strong enough to be noticed. Furthermore, emotions which are beneath the threshold of 

awareness can have a great impact on the way we act, even if we are not aware about 

them. Only with awareness we can evaluate our feelings and decide to control them. 

Then, self-awareness is the emotional competence on which the next emotional ability 

builds: self-mastery.70 

 

4.1.2: Self-mastery 

Self-mastery is the ability to handle and control feelings in order to make them 

appropriate and builds on self-awareness. The goal in acquiring this ability is not to 

suppress emotions, but to keep a balance, since each emotion has its significance and 

richness. As Goleman states, keeping distressing emotions under control is at the basis of 

emotional well-being: the extremes compromise this balance.  

                                                             
69 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

pp. 46-47 
70 Ibid., p. 50-61 
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When it comes to learning – and in particular to foreign language anxiety – the ability of 

soothing ourselves becomes a fundamental emotional skill. Without it, learners are 

overwhelmed by emotions and constantly battling their feelings. On the other hand, 

students who can manage their emotions are more balanced.71 

 

4.1.3: Marshaling emotions to create motivation 

This is the ability of using positive emotions like enthusiasm, confidence and curiosity 

in order to reach achievement. It consists in channeling emotions towards a goal in a 

productive way, controlling and regulating moods in order to keep them from impeding 

thinking and motivating oneself to go on trying rather than giving up.72 

 

4.1.4: The role of empathy 

Empathy is based on self-awareness, the ability to understand oneself. The more open 

an individual is to its own emotions, the more able he or she will be in reading and 

understanding the other people’s feelings. People who aren’t able to read and recognize 

firstly what they feel themselves, won’t be able to understand the emotions of the people 

surrounding them. The capacity of empathy – the ability to know how other people are 

feeling as if it were our own emotions – is significative in in every dimension of life in 

which individuals have to relate with other people. As Goleman reports, people who are 

able to read nonverbal channel are also more able in intuiting another’s feelings. The 

benefits of being able to recognize feelings from the nonverbal channels comprises being 

more sensitive, more outgoing and being better adjusted emotionally. Moreover, 

researches showed that empathy is totally independent from academic intelligence, but 

people who showed an ability for reading the other’s feelings nonverbally did better in 

school even though their IQ were average. This suggests that mastering the empathic 

ability helps in learning, augmenting the student effectiveness. Then, the ability of 

                                                             
71 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

p. 62-87 
72 Ibid., pp. 88-108 
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empathy is a useful tool in learning for many reasons: first of all, an empathic student is 

also more emotionally stable and balanced, capacity which allows him or she to keep 

negative feelings under control while learning; secondly, since empathy is the ability to 

understand the other’s feelings, this ability – both in teachers and in students – will 

promote cohesion and a better communication with the other students and the teachers 

themselves.73 

 

4.1.5: The social competence 

Social competence consists in the ability of managing the other’s feelings and the 

ability of establishing relationships and requires the emotional skills of self-management 

and empathy. A key role of social competence is the ability people have to express their 

own feelings. Emotions are contagious: people exchange emotions continually and in a 

subtle way. The more able an individual is in controlling its emotions, the better he or she 

will control the signals he or she sends. Emotional intelligence includes managing these 

exchanges which affect the way the other people feel. People who are emotionally 

intelligent in this sense will be able to help the others in soothing their feelings and make 

them feel good. This process of transmitting emotions and influencing the others’ is called 

emotional contagion: as Goleman reports, we unconsciously imitate the emotions we see 

in others; it’s an unaware contagion in which an individual mimicry the facial expressions, 

tone of voice and attitudes of its interlocutor. The degree of emotional exchange 

between two people is mirrored by how are orchestrated their physical movements. This 

synchrony facilitates the exchange of moods and emotions, even if they are negative. 

Moreover, it can also be applied to the teacher-student relationship: the synchrony 

between them tells how much they are connected. If there’s coordination between the 

movement of the teachers and the students, it indicates that they are happy, friendly and 

easygoing.74 

  

                                                             
73 Goleman, D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

pp. 109-126 
74 Ibid., pp. 127-144 
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4.2: English learning and English classes 

Before addressing the results concerning the students’ beliefs about English and about 

English classes, we would like to take into consideration the cognitive theory of emotions 

by Magda B. Arnold in order to understand the parameters according to which an event is 

appraised, creating an arousal which promote the necessary conditions to an effective 

acquisition, which are positive motivation and the absence of the affective filter: 

- Novelty: English classes are more appreciated if they are varied: new inputs and a 

variety of activities favor the arousal of positive emotions, while the routine 

arouse only boredom; 

- Esthetic aspect of the input: the beauty of a photocopy, the use of colors, sounds 

and the physical setting of a classroom influence learning; 

- Self-esteem and social image: it is important that the social image of the students 

isn’t put to risk. This means avoiding negative emotions which causes negative 

reactions. Concentrating on the mistakes, making the students understand that 

everyone makes mistakes while learning is fundamental in order to reach this 

goal; 

- Feasibility of the task: it is the positive sensation to be able to do a task; 

- Relevance: the awareness that what they are doing is useful.75 

These items aimed to investigate what English learning means to the students: how 

much are they interested about it? Are they curious? Do they think it is useful for their 

future projects or study only because it is a compulsory subject? The pattern emerging 

from the results is the following: 

- Item n. 12: Learning new things gives me satisfaction: the 81% of the students feel 

satisfied when they learn something new; 

- Item n. 14: I would like to speak English perfectly: the 96% of the students agrees, 

while only the 4% don’t; 

                                                             
75 Balboni, P. E., 2013: “Il ruolo delle emozioni di studente e insegnante nel processo di apprendimento e 

insegnamento linguistico”, in EL.LE, Vol. 2, Num. 1, 2013, p. 18-21 
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- Item n. 21: I am concerned when I don’t understand all that my teacher says in 

English: the 60% of the students feel concerned when they don’t understand their 

teachers; 

- Item n. 22: Learning English is useful for my future projects: the 92% of the 

students consider English useful for their future; 

- Item n. 24: English arouse my curiosity: the 67% of the students are curious about 

English; 

- Item n. 25: I study only because it’s my duty: The 67% of the students study only 

because it is their duty; 

- Item n. 26: I would like to continue the study of English once high school is over: 

the 62% of the students agreed with this statement; 

- Item n. 27: I get excited when I discover something new or when I master a 

grammar rule: the 65% of the students get excited when they discover something 

new. 

From these results, it is clear that the students are interested in English and motivated 

to learn it. As far as the question 25 is concerned, we believe that students perceive 

English learning as a duty because English is a compulsory subject: they didn’t choose it. 

In general, the picture of the students we get is very good. Question n. 29 asked the 

students to select the main emotions English arouse in them: the emotions selected the 

most are interest, curiosity and pleasure. However, as it was written in the previous 

chapter, the students divided their answers between similar options like anxiety, concern, 

nervousness and stress, which describe tension and worry. If we consider these results 

summing the number of these similar answers, this state of anxiety, preoccupation and 

concern exceed the emotion pleasure. The further questions investigated the students’ 

thoughts about the classes: 

- Item n. 3: I would like to have more English classes in my school program: The 64% 

of the students wouldn’t like to have more English classes; 

- Item n. 5: I feel at ease during English classes: the 72% of the students don’t feel at 

ease during English classes; 

- Item n. 7: I find English classes enjoyable: the 63% of the students don’t find 

English classes enjoyable; 
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- Item n. 8: I often would like to skip my English classes: the 78% of the students 

would like to skip English classes; 

- Item n. 11: I am bored during English classes: The 71% of the students is bored 

during English classes; 

- Item n. 13: I tend to shut myself off during English classes: 84% of the students 

tend to shut themselves off during English classes; 

- Item n. 15: I think English classes are a waste of time: the 84% of the students 

don’t think that English classes are a waste of time; 

- Item n. 19: I like to participate in an active way during English classes: the 58% of 

the students don’t like to participate in an active way during English classes; 

- Item n. 28: I think the class environment is negative: The 65% of the students think 

the class environment is positive. 

These results show that the students are not interested in having more English classes: 

we wouldn’t consider it either a good result or a bad one, because students stated that 

they are interested and curious about English, but this doesn’t mean they can’t have 

interest in other subjects: the number of English classes could be considered sufficient. 

Moreover, they don’t feel at ease in class, and for this reason they tend to close off and 

not to be active in class. Furthermore, they feel bored and seldom desires they could skip 

English classes. Despite this fact, they don’t consider English classes as a waste of time, 

and consider the class environment as positive. In general, students appear to be very 

interested to English learning, but also anxious about it. These results lead us to reflect 

about the causes of this attitude toward English classes, which will be clarified by the 

further results.  

Following this line, we will now address and examine the results concerning the teacher-

student relationship and the relationship with the classmates. 

 

4.3: The teacher-student relationship 

In order to address the results of the questionnaire regarding the teacher-student 

relationship, we should keep in mind two important abilities which are part of emotional 

intelligence: empathy and social competence. These two abilities are fundamental in 
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establishing relationships with other people, and thus are of great importance for our 

reflection on the results of our research. In fact, empathy allows to feel what other 

people feel, and social competence provides the abilities to connect with them, influence 

the way they are feeling and establish good relationships.   

In the teacher-student relationship, the teacher’s personality has a great influence on the 

student’s behavior and attitude towards learning. Since from the first interactions, derive 

feelings of either attraction or repulsion, which influence the learning process. As Falorni 

reports, there are three types of teacher-student relationship: in the first case, the 

student only tends to fulfill the teacher’s desires and expectations, rather than the 

student’s ones; in the second one, the teacher tends to dominate the class, and students 

act in a submissive and conforming manner; the third case is a relationship characterized 

by harmony, in which the teacher is oriented to the students’ enrichment, communicates 

with them and listen to their desires.76 Then, as stated in Chapter Two, emotions, in 

particular the positive ones, have a great role in learning and in arousing motivation. As 

Poggi, Bartolucci and Violini report in their essay “Emozioni. Un’arma per 

l’apprendimento”, emotions are closely connected with the goals an individual has and 

have various functions regarding them:  

- To monitor the goals: emotions play a fundamental role in monitoring the individual’s 

goals, providing immediate information about them, since the emotional brain is faster 

than the thinking one; 

-To activate the goals: emotions trigger an adequate response and reaction; 

-To become goals: individual can act in order to feel a certain emotion or not. Thus, 

emotions produce goals: if an individual’s reactions to a situation causes a positive 

emotion, this emotion will create in the individual the desire, and then the goal, of feeling 

again that emotion. Then, this will activate again the original goal and the corresponding 

reaction, in order to feel again that emotion. In the case of a negative emotion, the 

individual’s goal will be that of avoiding it. 

                                                             
76 Falorni, M. L., 1968: Aspetti psicologici della personalità nell’età evolutiva, Firenze, Giunti Barbera, pp. 

118-121, in Avalle U., Maranzana M., 2007: Problemi di pedagogia. Con testi e laboratorio, Torino, Paravia, 
pp. 91-12 
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Thus, according to Poggi, Bartolucci and Violini, emotions interact with an individual’s 

goals generating motivation. This also applies to motivation in learning. Furthermore, the 

will to learn can be influenced by positive emotions regarding not only the interest a 

student has for the subject, but also the triangle shape relationship student-teacher-

subject. In other words, the will to learn can be affected by the teacher-student 

relationship and then by all the behavior and interactions which are established between 

them, and the emotions that are aroused in this process. The teacher-student 

relationship becomes determining in two different dimensions: the emotions the 

students feel for the teacher and the teacher’s emotions, towards the subject and its 

teaching and towards the students.77 These two dimensions will be discussed in the next 

paragraphs. 

 

4.3.1: The emotions towards the teacher 

Inevitably, every student will develop and feel some kind of social emotion, either 

negative or positive, towards the teacher, from fondness to admiration, from antipathy to 

indifference. Positive emotions will be the reason which triggers the will to learn and to 

study. For example, if a student admires, respect and trusts his or her teacher, these 

emotions will constitute the strength and the motivation to learn and be successful in 

that subject. As Poggi, Bartolucci and Violini report, this will to learn will develop in two 

moments: following the previous example, firstly the student feels the emotion 

admiration towards the teacher and secondly, since social emotions implies a desire of 

reciprocity, the emotion will generate the goal to be admired. To reach that goal, the 

student will feel the desire to learn, since being good at that subject will please the 

teacher. This is the transfer theory: the emotions the student feels for the teacher will be 

transferred to the subject.78 

 

                                                             
77 Poggi I., Bartolucci L., Violini S., 2004: “Emozioni. Un’arma per l’apprendimento”, Dipartimento di 

Scienze dell’Educazione, Università Roma Tre, pp. 1-2, available at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266502789_Emozioni_Un'arma_per_l'apprendimento 

78 Ibid., p. 3 
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4.3.2: Teacher’s emotions: the emotional contagion 

While the student’s emotions have been largely treated, the role of teacher’s emotions 

has been neglected for long. Only from the first years of the year 2000, this issue began to 

be taken into consideration and nowadays the teacher’s emotions are recognized as 

fundamental for their influence on the teacher’s motivation, the way he or she manages 

the class and the manner in which interacts with the students and evaluates them.  

In some cases, the positive emotion the student feels for a subject derives from the 

emotion and pleasure the teacher feels for it and for its teaching. Students perceive when 

a teacher is passionate about the subject he or she is teaching: a teacher who feels 

pleasure in teaching express the emotions through facial expressions, gestures, 

movement of the body and the voice. Positive emotions like enthusiasm, pleasure and 

passion can easily transpire from the face, the vocal changes and the behavior, and can 

be contagious. Thus, students can be largely influenced by the teacher’s emotions: the 

emotions the teacher feels towards the subject can be transferred to the students, who in 

turn will feel the same pleasure or enthusiasm about the subject. This mechanism of 

contagion derives from evolution, and have the function of promoting the transmission of 

emotional states from an individual to another. Furthermore, Poggi, Bartolucci and Violini 

cites another powerful mechanism of communication: the empathy, the ability to 

understand other people emotions.79 

 

4.3.3: The teacher’s emotions outside of the classroom 

This paragraph aims to treat the teacher’s emotions beyond their relationship with the 

students. Moreover, the teacher’s personality is an element that must be taken into  

consideration, since it can largely influence the way the teacher works and interacts with 

the students. In order to reflect about the teacher’s emotions, Balboni proposes the 

cognitive theory of emotions used also to reflect on the students’ emotions: 

                                                             
79 Poggi I., Bartolucci L., Violini S., 2004: “Emozioni. Un’arma per l’apprendimento”, Dipartimento di 

Scienze dell’Educazione, Università Roma Tre, p. 4, available at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266502789_Emozioni_Un'arma_per_l'apprendimento 
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-Novelty: positive emotions can be aroused by the Epithymia, the pleasure and the 

desire to do something new. The Epithymia is triggered when the teacher can take on a 

new challenge, like the starting of a new course or the use of new instruments; 

-Esthetic pleasure: the design and appearance of textbooks arouse positive or negative 

emotions which influence the teachers’ teaching of their subjects. Moreover, the working 

environment is fundamental in creating positive or negative emotions; 

-Self-esteem and social image: as Balboni writes, in some countries the social image of 

the teachers is still high, in others they are considered unprepared and idlers. This can 

create demotivation in them. However, language teachers appear to be aware of the 

social importance of their job and proud to teach; 

-Feasibility of the task: often English teachers have to deal with their own frustration, 

because while they learned the subject because they love it and had a good attitude to 

English learning, not all the students are like them; 

-Relevance: the awareness that what they do is useful is important also for the 

teachers. 

Then, this theory revealed that the arousing of the teachers’ emotions is different from 

the students’ one: while students’ of English emotions are aroused by the activities in 

class and by the teacher’s personality and behavior, the teachers’ emotions derive not 

only from the class, but also from the external world, which comprises the relationships 

with the colleagues, the school and the parents. It’s a more articulated e variegate 

process if compared to students’ one.80 

 

4.3.4: The teacher-student relationship: the results 

This paragraph analyzes in details the results of the items which aimed to investigate 

the teacher-student relationship and the students’ belief and feelings about them. In 

particular, it emerged that: 

                                                             
80 Balboni, P. E., 2013: “Il ruolo delle emozioni di studente e insegnante nel processo di apprendimento e 

insegnamento linguistico”, in EL.LE, Vol. 2, Num. 1, 2013, pp. 21-26 
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- Item n. 9: I think my teacher is ready to correct every mistake I make: the 72% of 

the students don’t think the teacher is ready to correct them; 

- Item n. 16: My teacher presents the topics in an interesting and engaging manner: 

the 52% of the students don’t think the teacher presents the topics in an 

interesting manner while the 48% do; 

- Item n. 30: the teacher-student relationship: the results of this question shows 

that the main emotions selected by the students to describe their relationship 

with the teacher are collaboration, fondness and indifference. The less chosen 

emotions are antipathy and resentment. 

Half of the students believe that the teachers present the topics of the subject in an 

interesting and engaging manner, while the rest of them doesn’t feel the same pleasure 

and enthusiasm. Consequently, we can deduce that the emotional contagion worked only 

on half of the statistic sample. In general, the results show a positive attitude of the 

students towards their teacher. The students live their teacher-student relationship in a 

serene and relaxed way, based on mutual respect, trust and communication. 

Nevertheless, the further results regarding language anxiety revealed that teachers are 

the second source of student’s anxiety. Since the principal source of anxiety is the fear of 

written and oral tests, and considering the positive results about the teacher-student 

relationship, the anxiety caused by the teacher could be considered as deriving from the 

fear of the tests and then the fear of being evaluated. 

 

4.4: The classmates and the class group 

This paragraph is dedicated to the relationship with the classmates and the importance 

of the class group. The class group is a powerful tool for education: we consider positive 

relationships with the classmates essential, since without it, an effective acquisition 

would be very difficult to reach. The class group is particularly important for teenagers: 

the need of social approval is not centered anymore on the teacher, as in primary school; 

rather, it is focused on the group of peers.81  

                                                             
81 Avalle, U., Maranzana, M., 2007: Problemi di pedagogia. Con testi e laboratorio, Volume 1, Torino, 

Paravia, pp. 93-94 
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Then, social acceptance is essential: it extremely influences learning, since students can 

develop the fear of making mistakes and lose face in front of their peers. As Ohata writes, 

the classroom setting can be an anxiety-provoking situation, since it implies the constant 

evaluation from the classmates.82 For this reason, a good relationship with the classmates 

and a good communication are considered in this study as necessary conditions in order 

to create a good classroom climate. As the reader will see from the results, dialogue and 

collaboration are the pillars of a serene relationship with the classmates. Keeping in mind 

the abilities of empathy and social competence, we can observe the corresponding 

results. These questions aimed to investigate the self-consciousness and rivalry between 

classmates and in particular if the students feel at ease with them. These are the results 

emerged: 

- Item n. 4: I think the other students are better than me: the 61% think the other 

students are better than them; 

- Item n. 10: I fear my classmates would laugh at me if I make mistakes: the 81% of 

the students fear their classmates would laugh if they make mistakes; 

- Item n. 23: I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my classmates: the 

73% feel incompetent when they speak in front of the class; 

- Item n. 31: the results of this question shows that the main emotions selected by 

the students to describe their relationships with the classmates are liking, 

collaboration and respect. Indifference is the fourth emotion chosen, rivalry and 

antipathy are the least selected. 

In general, these results allow us to understand something about the students’ 

anxiety. Part of this feeling of worry derives from the strong willingness to be at the 

same level of their classmates and not to lose face in front of them. It is important to 

keep in mind that in this kind of relationships social emotions are fundamental and 

that they imply a desire of reciprocity: since respect and liking are ones of the most 

selected emotions, every student wants to be respected and admired like he respects 

and admires his classmates. Moreover, this sense of uneasiness is also to be 

                                                             
82 Ohata, K., 2005: “Potential Sources of Anxiety for Japanese Learners of English: Preliminary Case 

Interviews with Five Japanese College Students in the U.S”, in TESL-EJ, Vol. 9, No. 3, 2005, pp. 2-3 
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attributed to the fear of making mistakes and to be judged according to them, and will 

be further discussed in the next paragraph about the learner’s anxiety. 

 

4.5: The learner’s anxiety 

These paragraphs deal with the results regarding language anxiety in class. In 

particular, they will analyze and comment the main emotions the students feel in class, 

the activities that make them feel uncomfortable the most and the main sources of 

anxiety in class.  

To do so, our approach will take into consideration the theory of foreign language anxiety 

and the intrapersonal abilities of emotional intelligence: self-awareness, self-mastery and 

self-motivation. 

 

4.5.1: Foreign Language Anxiety 

This paragraph considers Horwitz’s, Gregersen’s and Young’s contributions to the issue 

of language anxiety and second language acquisition. Anxiety inhibits also language 

learning, since researches demonstrated that anxiety interfere with many types of 

learning. Nevertheless, Horwitz argues that foreign language anxiety is a specific anxiety, 

which must be distinguished from anxiety as a personal trait – which is a stable 

personality characteristic, while state anxiety is a response to a particular anxiety 

provoking situation. In other words, while foreign language anxiety appears only in 

situations regarding foreign language learning, trait anxiety is a fixed and general anxiety. 

Furthermore, foreign language anxiety can derive from a student’s perfectionism and 

concern about the impressions and opinions the others have.83 In fact, low self-esteem 

and competitiveness are considered to be one of the major sources of language anxiety: 

this happens when students tend to compare themselves with their classmates or their 

                                                             
83 Gregersen, T., Horwitz, E. K., 2002: “Language Learning and Perfectionism: Anxious and Non-Anxious 

Language Learners’ Reactions to Their Own Oral Performance”, in The Modern Language Journal, Vol. 86, 
No. 4, 2002, p. 562 
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ideal self-image, and feel less able than the others.84 Once determined that there is 

foreign language anxiety, the next step would be that of try and discover what are the 

sources of language anxiety in order to solve this issue, or at least minimize the anxiety. 

However, as Horwitz writes, the answers are not easy to find, because there is a great 

variability in learners’ reactions to the activities proposed: while some students could find 

an activity comfortable, others could judge it as stressful. Another important element is 

classroom climate: it has a great impact on student anxiety. Studies showed that 

classroom climate can reduce anxiety thanks to a good teacher-student relationship and a 

good relationship with the classmates. Support, friendship and trust from the teacher, 

and a relationship with the classmates based on collaboration and lack of competition are 

the most valued elements in reducing anxiety. Nevertheless, sometimes students may 

experience language anxiety even though the classroom climate is good. Moreover, 

achievement in language learning is a further source of anxiety. It is important to 

distinguish the role of anxiety in language learning from its role in language performance. 

It is difficult to understand if anxiety interfered with language learning, or if it only 

influenced the student’s performance. Seldom, anxious learners learned and studied very 

well, but have difficulties in displaying their language competences. Sometimes anxiety is 

triggered not while the student is learning, but at the moment of the written or oral tests: 

then, anxiety can block the student, making him unable to express his competences as he 

would do without anxiety.85 The next paragraph analyzes in details the results of our 

survey regarding anxiety, in order to compare them with the theory. 

 

4.5.2: The results 

These questions aimed to discover the main causes of foreign language anxiety. From 

the results, we can observe that: 

- Item n. 1: I don’t feel quite sure of myself when I speak in English classes: the 61% 

of the students don’t feel sure of themselves when they speak in class; 

                                                             
84 Young, D. J., 1991: “Creating a Low-Anxiety Classroom Environment: What Does Language Anxiety 

Research Suggest?”, in The Modern Language Journal, Vol. 75, No. 4, 1991, p. 427 
85 Horwitz, E. K., 2001: “Language Anxiety and Achievement”, in Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 

Vol 21, 2001, Cambridge University Press, pp. 112-113 
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- Item n. 6: I panic when I have to speak in English: the 71% of the students panic 

when they have to speak in English; 

- Item n. 17: I would feel sure of myself if I had to give directions in English to a 

tourist: the 55% of the students would feel sure of themselves, the 45% wouldn’t; 

- Item n. 18: I feel my heart beating fast when I know I will be called in English 

classes: the 68% experiment an increase in the heart rate when they are called in 

English classes; 

- Item n. 23: I feel incompetent when I have to speak in front of my classmates: the 

73% of the students feel incompetent when they have to speak in front of their 

classmates. 

It is evident that the students experiment language anxiety when they have to speak in 

class. It is interesting to notice that while the majority of the students agreed with these 

statements, only half of them declared that they would feel anxious in speaking with a 

tourist. We can speculate that the anxiety is less than when they speak in class because in 

speaking with a tourist they won’t get any mark or judgement. To demonstrate this 

hypothesis, we will analyze the next questions, concerning the fear of making mistakes 

and the major source of anxiety in class: 

- Item n. 2: I am afraid of making mistakes: the 54% of the students are afraid of 

making mistakes, the 46% is not; 

- Item n. 9: I think my teacher is ready to correct every mistake I make: the 72% of 

the students don’t think their teacher is ready to correct them; 

- Item n. 10: I fear my classmates would laugh at me if I make mistakes: the 81% of 

the students fear to be laughed at by their classmates; 

- Item n. 20: I usually feel calm during a test: the 60% of the students disagree; 

- Item n. 32: this question asked the students what is the main source of anxiety in 

class. The main answer is written and oral tests, the second one is the teacher, 

followed by the subject and the classmates. 

From these results, we can deduce that the main source of anxiety for the students 

are the tests, above all the oral ones. We can explain the teacher as the second source 

of anxiety as connected with the first source: if the students fear written and oral 
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tests, they will fear also the teachers since their job is that of evaluate them. Then, the 

picture of the students we get is the following: their principal fears are those of 

making mistakes, speak in front of the class and being evaluated. 

 

4.6: The profile of our language learner 

As can be deduced from this chapter, the majority of the students displays these 

characteristics: they are very interested in English learning, because they consider it 

useful for their future projects; they are curious about English and feel satisfied when 

they learn something new, but also bored by the lessons and feel the need to skip 

them sometimes: this has been attributed to foreign language anxiety, since the 

students appeared to be anxious and the desire to skip classes is an index of this 

problem. As far as the relational skills are concerned, students have very good 

interactions with their teachers and their classmates. However, students displayed 

Foreign Language Anxiety for what concerns speaking in front of the class, being 

tested and evaluated. In general, female students appeared to be calmer than the 

male ones. The next chapter will provide some solutions to the issue of anxiety.  
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5. SOLUTIONS AND IMPROVEMENTS 

 

This final chapter proposes solutions to the students’ foreign language anxiety. In 

particular, it proposes an education based on emotional intelligence, in order to make 

students aware of the importance of their emotions and feelings and the impact they 

have on language learning, and of the ways in which they can control and use them at 

their advantages in order to reach their goals. Our proposal will use the positive aspects 

of the students’ language learning experience – the teacher-student relationship the 

relationships with the classmates – in order to eliminate or at least soothe foreign 

language anxiety. 

 

5.1: The profile of the anxious English student 

As we already saw, the majority of the students who took part in this survey display 

foreign language anxiety, and in particular performance anxiety. According to Horwitz, 

there are three major types of performance anxiety: 

- Communication apprehension: the shyness and anxiety of communicating with 

people. It consists in the difficulty in speaking in small groups or in public – the so-

called stage fright – and in listening and understanding a spoken message. This 

type of anxiety has a great impact on language learning, since in foreign language 

classes the student has to communicate with a limited knowledge; 

- Test anxiety: this type of anxiety derives from the student’s fear of failure; 

- Fear of negative evaluation: this is the apprehension of being evaluated by others, 

and the belief that they would value oneself in a negative way. This anxiety is not 

only limited to tests; it can occur in any moment in class, for example when the 

student is speaking during an exercise.86 

                                                             
86 Horwitz E. K., Horwitz M. B., Cope J., 1986: “Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety”, in The Modern 

Language Journal, 70, No. 2, 1986, pp. 127-128 
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From the analysis of the results, it emerged that the majority of the students feels 

these types of anxiety. The next paragraphs will expose our proposal of solutions for 

these anxieties. 

 

5.2: Emotional intelligence at school 

The cornerstone of our proposal is based on the notion of emotional intelligence: 

promoting emotional awareness in schools is fundamental for the purpose of managing 

negative emotions which impede learning, and taking advantage of the positive ones, 

which facilitate it. As we already know, emotional intelligence can be learned: according 

to our view, developing its abilities towards oneself and the others would be of a great 

help in improving language learning. Recognizing one’s emotions, learning how to cope 

with them and marshaling towards a goal, together with interpersonal skills like empathy 

and the ability of establishing relationships with other people are, for us, the key to an 

effective acquisition. Our proposal, then, will focus on the skills the students already 

possess and concentrate on ways to develop the others, in order to soothe anxiety.  

Goleman reports the benefits the students can get from an emotional education at 

school: 

- Emotional self-awareness: the students improves in recognizing and giving a name 

to their own emotions and to understand the causes of their feelings; 

- Managing emotions: students are more able in managing frustrations, and have a 

better attitude towards themselves and school, are better at handling stress and 

less anxious; 

- Harnessing emotions productively: students are more responsible and focused on 

what they are doing and more self-controlled; 

- Empathy: students are more empathic and are better at listening the others;  



117 
 

- Social competence: students are more able at understanding relationships, at 

resolving conflicts, more able to communicate, more able to work in group and 

more collaborative.87 

Then, it is clear that emotional intelligence improves the students’ achievement and 

success at school. Then, an emotional education is fundamental in order to enhance the 

students’ capacity to handle their upsets, to listen, to focus and to be more aware of their 

role in language learning. This type of education allows not only to create successful 

students, but also successful in their life.  

Emotional intelligence could be taught through specific courses but also thanks to aware 

teachers able to use these abilities in order to understand the students’ need and guide 

them in becoming aware of the importance of their emotions in learning. The key role of 

the teacher will be further discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

5.3: The teacher’s role 

The teacher is a key element in language learning: as we already saw, the teacher is a 

facilitator, and this imply having the abilities to create and maintain a serene learning 

environment, and to observe and understand the students’ needs, difficulties and 

strengths. In other words, the teacher’s job requires the coordinated work of mind and 

heart. Then, teachers also have the power to help students in overcoming their language 

anxiety. In order to do so, it is necessary for the class to establish with the teacher a 

relationship of trust and dialogue: these conditions allow the teacher to become 

facilitator of their learning. A teacher-student relationship based on the students’ 

problems and desires, on the expression of the teacher’s and the students’ emotions and 

on the acceptance of the students’ personalities is the key to solve the issues which 

aroused by the data analysis.88 Nevertheless, such an important responsibility can’t 

weight only on the teacher’s shoulders: emotional intelligence can be taught in another 

institution before that at school: the family. Parents are fundamental in educating and 

                                                             
87 Goleman D., 1995: Emotional Intelligence. Why it can matter more than IQ, New York, Bantam Books, 

pp. 326-327 
88 Avalle, U., Maranzana, M., 2007: Problemi di pedagogia. Con testi e laboratorio, Volume 3, Torino, 

Paravia, p. 148 
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guiding children and teenagers in living their emotions in the correct manner. Emotional 

communication between parents and their children based on empathy and the 

management of negative emotions is essential in creating in them the right emotional 

abilities which will be useful in life.89 Parents can teach emotional intelligence to their 

children working with their own emotions and the children’s ones in order to develop in 

them day by day an emotional awareness in a natural manner.90  

 Our approach to language learning will concentrate on the role of the teacher in 

discovering and solving language anxiety, and on the notion of cooperative learning: in 

fact, the process of learning will take place in an environment characterized by strong 

collaboration between the teacher, the student and the peers.   

Thus, our proposal focuses on the positive aspects of language learning which 

characterizes the English learning experience of the statistic sample, the teacher-student 

relationship and the relationships with the classmates, in order to use them to soothe the 

students’ anxieties about speaking in class, making mistakes and being evaluated. The 

following paragraphs will discuss the three types of anxiety cited by Horwitz which appear 

in the results of our research. 

 

5.4: Speak in order to solve the fear of speaking 

Communicating involves an individual as a whole: when we communicate with 

someone else, we do it by expressing our ideas, thoughts, feelings and needs. We 

consider fundamental for a student to learn to communicate in the foreign language not 

only for the simple school achievement, but also to be able to express in various contexts 

outside of the class. For this reason, the first activities we will propose regard oral and 

personal expression.  

The difficulty of speaking in class is one of the most common sources of anxiety, and 

                                                             
89 Gottman, J., De Claire, J., 1997: The Heart of Parenting: How to Raise an Emotionally Intelligent Child, 

New York, Simon and Schuster 
[Le citazioni sono tratte dalla] traduzione italiana: Intelligenza Emotiva per un figlio. Una guida per i 
genitori, Milano, Bur, 2001, pp. 11-12 

90 Elias, J. M., Tobias, S., Friedlander, B. S., 1999: Emotionally Intelligent Parenting. How to Raise a Self-
Disciplined, Responsible, Socially Skilled Child, New York, Harmony Books 
[Le citazioni sono tratte dalla] traduzione italiana: L’arte di educare con intelligenza emotiva. Come crescere 
figli sereni, responsabili e socievoli, Roma, Newton & Compton, 2000, p. 11 
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appeared to affect also the majority of the students who took part in this survey. 

Students reported to be afraid of speaking in class, and anxious about making mistakes: 

consequently, they tend to be passive and wish they could skip class. Our approach 

suggests, on the contrary, to speak in order to eliminate the fear of speaking; tackling our 

fears instead of trying to avoid them will make the students’ prouder and more confident 

day by day, and will also improve their performances. The following paragraphs will deal 

with various activities which can be helpful in lowing communication apprehension. 

 

5.4.1: Know your emotions: the first activity 

The first step regards the ability of emotional self-awareness, in this case being aware 

of those emotions of tension and concern: the questionnaire has been useful in 

“awakening” the students’ awareness about how they feel about English learning, but our 

approach is directed not only to the students who contributed to this research, but to 

every student who experiments these unpleasant sensations without being fully aware. 

Recognizing their fears and anxieties, students will be able to reason about the anxiety 

provoking situations in a more rational and realistic way and to learn to control them; in 

other words, once they are self-aware, students will learn also to master the second 

ability of emotional intelligence: managing their own emotions. The teacher, as was 

already written above, will play a great role in this first approach to the students’ 

emotions, being their guide in discovering their feelings: the first activity we propose is a 

group activity in which each student is free to give voice to his or her fears and anxieties 

about English learning.91 An alternative, if the students appear too shy or reluctant to 

speak openly, is writing them down on anonymous sheets of paper. This activity has to 

goal to push the students to express for the first time their thoughts about their emotions 

towards English learning, and in particular to make them realize that they are not alone in 

feeling a certain emotion. This will certainly make them feel comforted and will 

strengthen the sense of affiliation with the class. Then, the next objective will be to 

                                                             
91 Young D. J., 1991: “Creating a Low-Anxiety Classroom Environment: What Does Language Anxiety 

Research Suggest?”, in The Modern Language Journal, Vol. 75, No. 4, 1991, p. 430 
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encourage students to help each other, improving the supportive climate which already 

emerged from our research results. 

 

5.4.2: Let’s work together: group activities 

 The emotional abilities which correspond to this goal are empathy and social 

competence: the teacher’s task will be that of making the students aware of the 

importance of being supportive and of listening to the others in order to soothe the 

anxious students’ communicative apprehension. When the students know their 

classmates are by their sides, anxiety is reduced. In fact, as Horwitz writes, one of the 

most effective ways to soothe anxiety is to have a good classroom climate and good 

interactions with the classmates. Then, our following activities are tasks that can be 

solved by the class as a whole: in this way, they will be a single group, like a team oriented 

to reach a common goal. We consider the group activity “the crime scene”, explained by 

Balboni in “Fare educazione linguistica. Insegnare italiano, lingue straniere e lingue 

classiche” an adequate activity for these students: the activity consists in dividing the 

class in small groups, each of them representing a character, and investigating on a 

murder. The dialogues must be improvised and the pleasure derives from the fact that 

the students can use their fantasy.92 Another useful activity is the cooperative role play: a 

role play in which the protagonists can be helped by the other students if they encounter 

some difficulties. If a student is having problems in speaking, the teacher should give him 

or she time to think about it and try to do it alone, and then ask the help of the 

classmates. This activity will also reduce the fear of making mistakes, because the student 

knows that the teacher and the classmates are there to help. 

 

5.4.3: Speak about yourself: the last activity 

The last activity we propose regards personal communication and aims at potentiating 

the students’ abilities to speak in English, forgetting they are exercising. To do so, we 

                                                             
92 Balboni P. E., 2013: Fare Educazione Linguistica: insegnare italiano, lingue straniere e lingue classiche, 

Torino, UTET Università, p. 136 
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would suggest to dedicate the last twenty minutes of English class to speak about 

argument of interest for the students, like cinema, art, books, music etc. or simply about 

how the day went, what they did the last weekend etc. The activity would consist in 

simply chatting, without focusing too much on the correctness of the pronounce or of the 

language. This simple activity has the objective to put the students at ease and give them 

the possibility to express their personal thoughts without the fear of being judged. 

Everyone would be encouraged to speak, but not forced; day by day, even the more 

anxious students will start to give their contributions. Moreover, this would improve the 

relationships with the classmates and with the teacher as well, creating a relaxed climate 

and soothing language anxiety, and contribute in eliminating the boredom the students 

feel during English classes. 

 

5.5: Test anxiety and the fear of negative evaluation 

The results of our survey showed that the majority of the students is afraid of making 

mistakes, most of all in front of the class. Moreover, the main source of anxiety appeared 

to be the testing. This paragraph will propose some solutions to these types of anxieties. 

The teacher will be again a key role in guiding the students through the process of 

eliminating anxiety. The first things to consider are the approach the students have 

towards mistakes. It is clear that everyone tries to avoid to make mistakes, and seldom 

mistakes in language classes or language tests feel like a failure to students. In particular, 

the majority of the students who answered the questionnaire reported to feel worse than 

their classmates and to be afraid to be ridiculed if they make mistakes. Teachers should 

make the students understand that mistakes are welcomed, that language learning 

implies making mistakes, and that, on the contrary of what students might think, mistakes 

are necessary: by making mistakes, we learn. Convincing students that making mistakes 

will better their knowledge will make them feel more relaxed and less anxious about it. 

The first to believe in this must be teacher. The most important thing is not to show 

frustration when a student makes a mistake, and being able to keep a relaxed 

atmosphere. Moreover, since error correction is a great cause of anxiety, teachers should 

use gentle methods to correct their students, without embarrassing them. A possible 
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solution would be avoiding to interrupt the students as soon as he or she commits a 

mistake during an oral exercise: it is better to take note of the mistakes and then review 

them with the class as common mistakes, without talking about the mistakes of a single 

student. Another option is to make the student notice that he or she made a mistake and 

let him or she the time to realize what is it. A third option could be exercising in pairs: 

while a student is speaking, the other will listen and correct the mistakes at the end of the 

student’s discourse; then they will switch the parts. In this way, there will be a lower level 

of anxiety, since the students are not listened and corrected by the whole class. 

Furthermore, teachers should always provide encouragement to students: concentrating 

on the positive things the student did, the mistake he or she made won’t be as heavy as 

they would have been without the praising of the teacher for the effort.  Another solution 

is that of reassuring the students that they will be tested only on exercises similar to the 

ones done in class, and that they are surely able to face the test and be successful. In 

conclusion, the attitude of the teachers can make the difference in taking off the 

students’ shoulders the burden of anxiety and make them more aware of themselves, 

their feelings and their abilities.93 

  

                                                             
93 Five Classroom Cures for Foreign Language Anxiety, available at: 

https://www.fluentu.com/blog/educator/foreign-language-anxiety/ 
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Conclusions 

The survey described in this paper had the aim of discovering how emotions influence 

high school students’ English learning. Different factors were investigated and the 

participants’ attitude towards English learning includes both positive and negative 

aspects. 

The first aspect which was considered is the attraction the students have towards 

English: students display a great interest towards English learning, they know it can be 

useful for their future and are curious and willing to learn. However, the majority of them 

find English classes boring, and would like to skip them. 

The teacher-student relationship is one of the most positive aspects: students reported 

to be fond and respectful of their teachers; the understand that their teachers are not 

ready to correct them as if it was a punishment; however, half of them thinks their 

teachers don’t present the topics in an engaging manner. Moreover, students selected 

the teacher as the second source of their anxiety: this can be connected to the fact that 

the main source of anxiety is being tested, and then the anxiety arousing from the 

teacher can be explained since the teacher has the task to evaluate them. 

The relationship with the classmates is the other positive aspect: students described it 

selecting emotions like collaboration and liking. Nevertheless, they are afraid of making 

mistakes in front of them and being laughed at. The relationships with the classmates are, 

to us, a very important element in helping the anxious students in soothing their anxiety. 

From the results, it emerged that students are anxious about speaking in front of the 

class, about making mistakes and being tested. The most selected source of anxiety has 

been oral and written tests. In order to soothe this anxiety, we proposed some solutions 

based on the good relationships the students have with their teachers and their 

classmates. In particular, the teacher will have the key role to introduce students to the 

concept of emotional intelligence, which we find fundamental in order to improve 

language acquisition. 
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