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Editorial

This is the first special issue devoted specifically to emotions in second language
acquisition (SLA). Influenced by the positive psychology movement (Fredrick-
son, 2001), there has been a shift away from an exclusive focus on negative
emotions in SLA to a more holistic analysis of both negative and positive emo-
tions among learners (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; MacIntyre & Gregersen,
2012; MacIntyre, Gregersen, & Mercer, 2016; MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014). We
are not claiming that nobody had considered positive emotions and affect in SLA
before 2012, as indeed many researchers prepared the ground (e.g., Arnold,
1999; Broner & Tarone, 2001; Cook, 2000; Dewaele, 2005; Kramsch, 2006).
Moreover, educational psychologists did point to the pivotal role of positive ac-
ademic emotions that sustain motivation (Pekrun, 1988, 2014; Pekrun, Goetz,
Titz, & Perry, 2002a, 2002b).1 However, none of the SLA studies created the kind
of wave of interest in emotions in SLA that we are currently witnessing. It is pos-
sible that now the time is ripe, as the success of the biennial Psychology of Lan-
guage Learning conferences illustrates, as well as the establishment of the new
International Association of Psychology of Language Learning during the second
conference in Finland in 2016.

The current issue shows a way forward, with increased emotional granu-
larity (see e.g., Galmiche, 2017) and a variety of research methods (both quan-
titative and qualitative, including case studies). Although English figures in the
language profiles of all the learners, it is not the only target language, as French
and Dutch are also studied. The learners who contributed data to the research
projects reported in this issue study/studied in four different continents and have

1 Pekrun et al. (2002b) show in their literature search on the effect of emotions on learning
and achievement (for the period 1974-2000) that anxiety is the most frequently researched
emotion (N = 1200) but that a wide range of other negative emotions (N = 195) and positive
emotions (N = 119) have been considered.



16

diverse first languages, including Canadian and British English, Arabic, French,
Romanian, Mandarin and Hungarian. They range from primary and secondary
school pupils to university students and adult learners.

The emotions are also considered over different time scales, ranging from
seconds to months. What all authors have in common is the interest in the variety
of sources of individual differences in emotions experienced by their participants,
including effects of the context in which the target language is used (both inside and
outside the classroom). The source of variation in emotion can thus range from the
joy or frustration in not finding the right word in a specific task, to having a lovely or
a harsh teacher, to having a more or less supportive peer-group, to having experi-
enced the joy and/or anxiety of authentic communication in the target language
outside the school. Learners’ emotions are also linked to the more diffuse influence
of the wider sociopolitical, historical and cultural context in which they live and
which shapes their emotions and attitudes towards their languages.

All the authors point to the pedagogical implications of their findings. The
first one is the importance of teachers’ creating a positive classroom atmos-
phere, which resonates with Dewaele, Gkonou and Mercer (2018), who pointed
out that teachers are like conductors, attuned to the dynamic interaction of their
own emotions and that of their students, that is, members of their orchestra.
Once the members of the orchestra reach the optimal emotional temperature,
the role of the conductor is merely that of a discrete guide (Dewaele, 2015). The
second pedagogical implication is that extracurricular (emotional) experiences
in the target language can help boost learners’/users’ investment in mastering
the new language.

In the first paper of this special issue, Dewaele and Alfawzan focus on the
combined effect of foreign language enjoyment (FLE) and foreign language
classroom anxiety (FLCA) on foreign language (FL) performance in two very dif-
ferent contexts: two London-based secondary schools with 189 pupils studying
mostly French as an FL and 152 current and former Saudi learners of English as
a FL in Saudi Arabia. The quantitative data show similar patterns in the two con-
texts: FLE was found to have a slightly stronger positive effect on performance
in the FL than FLCA.

FLE  and  FLCA  are  also  at  the  heart  of  the  second  paper  by  De  Smet,
Mettewie, Galand, Hiligsmann and Van Mensel, based on quantitative data from
896 pupils in French-speaking Belgium. The study focuses on the comparison of
two target languages (i.e., English and Dutch) in two educational contexts (CLIL,
Content and Language Integrated Learning, and non-CLIL) at different instruc-
tion levels (i.e., primary and secondary education). Pupils reported significantly
less FLCA in CLIL than in non-CLIL. The political-historical context played an im-
portant role with English FL learners experiencing significantly more FLE and less
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FLCA in comparison to Dutch FL learners (Dutch being the official language of
Flanders, often depicted in quite hostile terms in French-speaking Belgium). Dif-
ferences also emerged between primary school pupils who reported more FLE
and FLCA compared to pupils in secondary schools.

Our call for more work on FL pupils’ emotions is also echoed in the third pa-
per by Pavelescu and Petrić. The authors explore the positive FL learning emotions
of four adolescent English FL students in Romania taking the sociocultural context
into account. Using multiple qualitative methods to elicit data on participants’ emo-
tional experiences of learning English inside and outside school over a period of one
semester, the researchers identified two major positive emotions, namely love and
enjoyment. Love in particular is found to be the driving force in the learning process
when there is a lack of enjoyment in certain classroom situations. The paper argues
that language learners need to be seen as social beings and that their dynamic emo-
tions are fluctuating within a particular sociocultural context.

In the following contribution, Ross and Rivers explore the positive and
negative emotional experiences of eight university-level English second lan-
guage (SL) learners (with Portuguese, Spanish, Chinese and Japanese as L1)
within an ESL environment in Australia, where the target language is more fre-
quently experienced in social interactions than in the formal language-learning
classroom. Semi-structured interviews highlighted the range of emotional expe-
riences of hope, enjoyment and frustration the participants had encountered in
their daily lives beyond the classroom, which affects their investment in English.

In their paper, Piniel and Albert come to similar conclusions following a
different path. Following Pekrun’s (2014) model of emotions in an academic
context, the authors investigate the qualitative feedback from 166 Hungarian
university students of English on emotions experienced while listening, speak-
ing, reading and writing in English. Enjoyment and language anxiety are men-
tioned most frequently, and these emotions vary not only according to the spe-
cific skill but depend also on the year of study and the context of language use
(i.e., in class or outside class). Crucially, students listed more positive feelings in
connection with outside classroom language learning situations.

In the final paper, Boudreau, MacIntyre and Dewaele use the idiodynamic
approach to focus on the dynamic relationship between FLE and FLCA among 10
Anglo-Canadian university students with French L2. The analyses show that FLE
and FLCA operate independently of each other on a second-per-second time
scale, but they may interact in converging or diverging patterns in relation to
specific events, or just move forward and follow unpredictable trajectories.

This special issue demonstrates that emotion has become a focus of inno-
vative research in SLA. The studies feature a combination of quantitative and qual-
itative approaches that are beginning to map out the role of emotions in language
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learning and use. There is much more that can be done and researchers around the
world are trying out new ways to study emotion in diverse contexts. We sincerely
hope that the present issue will stimulate researchers’ hearts and minds and en-
courage them to join in the fascinating search for answers on the mysterious dy-
namic relationships between elusive emotions and SLA. This area of research is not
just academically rewarding as the pedagogical implications have the potential to
challenge the established view of FL learning and teaching as emotionless, clinical,
germ-free absorption and transmission of linguistic knowledge.
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