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Abstract 

While an increasing number of studies have cast light on the role of emotional variables in 

foreign language learning, no work to date has investigated the same learners’ emotions in 

their first language (L1) and foreign language (LX) classes. The present mixed-methods study 

investigated the emotions of 768 secondary- and tertiary-level students in German language 

(L1) and English language (LX) classes in the German-speaking world. Statistical analyses 

revealed both higher anxiety and enjoyment in LX classes than in L1 classes. Additionally, 

enjoyment and anxiety were negatively correlated in both contexts. Participants’ enjoyment 

and anxiety were positively linked in the L1 and LX. Higher levels of trait emotional 

intelligence (TEI) were linked to higher levels of L1 and LX enjoyment and lower levels of 

L1 and LX anxiety. Analysis of qualitative feedback on feelings and emotions experienced in 

both classes revealed twice as many mentions of fun in LX classes than in L1 classes and 

three times more mentions of boredom in L1 classes. The findings suggest that learners 

experience stronger positive and negative emotions in their LX class than in their L1 class and 

that TEI is an important learner-internal variable which has been linked to better performance. 
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1. Introduction 

A frequently used metaphor to describe the role of emotions in second language acquisition 

(SLA) research is that of the elephant in the room (Prior, 2019). It is used to point out that 

emotional factors were not studied sufficiently in the past, which is linked to a poor 

understanding of their role in language learning and a preference for cognitive approaches 

(Swain, 2013). While researchers frequently claim that emotions have only been discovered 

recently in this context (see, e.g., Douglas Fir Group, 2016), Prior (2019) reminds us that 

emotions have, in fact, been considered in the context of SLA for many decades (e.g., Dewey, 

1916; Krashen, 1982) but remained very much in the background until recently. Dewaele 

(2019a) used the adynaton when pigs fly, which usually indicates that something will never 

happen, and rephrased it into “[w]hen elephants fly” (p. 533), making the point that in the 

case of the elephant the opposite is true, thereby supporting Prior’s observation that “the 

elephant is overlooked no more” (2019, p. 517) and stressing that “in fact, it is taking off as 

we speak” (Dewaele, 2019a, p. 535). 

 According to Dewaele, Chen, Padilla, and Lake (2019), MacIntyre and Gregersen’s 

(2012) introduction of Positive Psychology (PP) to the field marked the beginning of the first 

period of research into the role of positive emotions in language learning. The authors made a 

case for exploring emotions holistically and for placing a stronger focus on the role of 

positive emotions in SLA, which had previously been neglected. This was a crucial first step 

in galvanising SLA researchers into exploring positive emotions too as they influence learners 

in entirely different ways than negative emotions, such as foreign language classroom anxiety 

(e.g., Dewaele, 2010; Gkonou, Daubney, & Dewaele, 2017; Horwitz, 1986; MacIntyre, 2002). 

Additionally, both positive and negative emotions can be experienced simultaneously 

(MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012). According to Dewaele, Chen et al. (2019), the year 2016 

marks the starting point of the second period of research into PP in language learning, with 

PP-inspired research of classroom emotions moving from the periphery to the centre of SLA 

research. The authors compare the first period to a timid spring garden and the second period 

to a “luxuriant English garden in full bloom” (p. 1). 

In their recent position paper, Mercer, Hockly, Stobart, and Lorenzo Galés (2019) 

included emotional self-regulation and wellbeing as one of five interdependent global skills 

clusters that are considered crucial in preparing learners at all levels to be able to actively 

participate and become empowered citizens in our 21st century world. Thus, the pressing need 

for acknowledging the crucial role of learners’ wellbeing and their dealing effectively with 

their emotions in their achievements is widely recognised. Not only has the relevance of 

learner wellbeing in students’ flourishing been widely recognised by researchers, it is now 

often “included as a teaching objective across the curriculum” (Mercer et al., 2019, p. 14; see 

also OECD, 2017) too. 

We are in complete agreement with Cefai and Cavioni (2014) who stated that “[w]e 

need both head and heart in education” (p. 160). While only two previous studies have 

investigated the link between trait emotional intelligence (TEI) (Petrides, 2009) and foreign 

language classroom emotions (Li, 2019; Li & Xu, 2019), nobody has yet investigated whether 

learners’ TEI and classroom emotions display similar patterns in first and foreign language 

classes, which is crucial given that both language learning contexts differ considerably. For 

instance, students usually already have a profound knowledge of their L1 when entering 

school which they most often do not have in the LX, which leads to different didactic 

approaches in L1 and LX classes and is partly based on their diverging needs, goals and 

achievements/accomplishments in both contexts. In these processes, emotions and learners’ 

wellbeing might play different roles or be affected differently.  We thus collected data from 

768 students with L1 German and LX English who were living in the German-speaking 

world. By analysing the relationship between TEI and emotional variables within and 
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between contexts, we hope to provide original insights into the similarities and differences in 

students’ emotions and feelings in L1 and LX classes as the vital role of learners’ wellbeing 

and their emotions experienced in the language classroom in learners’ achievements is not 

limited to foreign language learning. 

2. Literature review 

2.1 (Foreign) language enjoyment and (foreign) language classroom anxiety 

Along with the increasing interest in the role of positive emotions in language learning, 

researchers argued in favour of investigating learners’ emotions holistically (e.g., Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2014). While looking at the role of negative emotions in the learning process is 

important, focusing on positive emotions is equally crucial (Dewaele & Pavelescu, 2019; 

Resnik & Schallmoser, 2019). Whereas the experience of negative emotions can hinder 

progress (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012), experiencing positive emotions makes people 

flourish (Fredrickson, 2001, 2013) as they help “to undo the lingering effects of negative 

emotional arousal” (MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012, p. 197).  They also promote resilience, 

help to create social bonds and, more generally, contribute to our wellbeing (Fredrickson, 

2004). Today, the role of both positive and negative emotions in foreign language learning 

has been widely explored holistically, providing us with a nuanced understanding of the role 

of foreign language enjoyment (FLE) and foreign language classroom anxiety (FLCA), in 

particular (e.g., Dewaele, Chen et al., 2019; Dewaele & Pavelescu, 2019; Li, 2019; Li & Xu, 

2019). 

 Arguing that it was time to complement research on anxiety by a positive emotion, 

Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) introduced a 21-item scale to measure FLE, based on Ryan, 

Connell and Plant’s (1990) Interest/Enjoyment subscale. It was inserted in an online 

questionnaire to which 1742 multilinguals contributed. The FLE scale has been widely used, 

shortened and translated into different languages (see, e.g., Dewaele, Özdemir et al., 2019; Li, 

Jiang, & Dewaele, 2018). Similar to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), Dewaele and 

MacIntyre (2014) also stress that enjoyment needs to be distinguished from pleasure, which is 

usually experienced when people satisfy homeostatic needs. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 

(2000) argue that enjoyment, in contrast, “refers to the good feelings people experience when 

they break through the limits of homeostasis--when they do something that stretches them 

beyond what they were” (p. 12), such as accomplishing something meaningful and relevant 

like learning a foreign language. Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016) argue that FLE is a complex 

emotion in which challenge and perceived ability interact when facing a difficult task. A 

Principal Components Analysis of the 21 items revealed a private and social dimension of 

FLE. Examples of the former would be whether a learner feels like having learned interesting 

things or if they perceive foreign language learning as fun; the latter is related to the teacher 

and peers and covers aspects, such as whether the teacher is perceived as supportive and 

friendly and if the peers are nice. In a nutshell, language enjoyment can be defined as 

occurring when learners exceed their needs and, consequently, accomplish something 

unexpected or new (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016). 

 Language anxiety, in contrast, is a specific state anxiety learners experience when they 

participate in learning and/or using a language (Horwitz, 2017, p. 33). FLCA, more 

specifically, refers to “the feeling of tension and apprehension specifically associated with 

second language contexts, including speaking, listening, and learning” (MacIntyre & Gardner, 

1994, p. 284). In brief, it is “the worry and negative emotional reaction aroused when learning 

or using a second language” (MacIntyre, 1999, p. 27). Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014, 2016) 

used a shortened, 8-item version of Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope’s (1986) original 33-item 

FLCA scale which measures this unique state anxiety experienced in foreign language 

classrooms. They investigated the interplay of FLCA, FLE and a range of interacting 
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psychological, sociobiographical and context-specific variables, which are possibly language-

specific (see, e.g., Dewaele, 2017; MacIntyre, 2017). They found a moderate negative 

correlation between FLE and FLCA (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014) which led them to 

conclude that rather than being like the two faces of the Roman god Janus, FLE and FLCA 

are separate dimensions which do not behave in a see-saw manner, meaning that a high score 

on one dimension does not automatically imply a low score on the other dimension (Dewaele 

& MacIntyre, 2014, 2016). This means that it is possible to experience both a high level of 

FLE and FLCA or neither one nor the other. Their study also showed that their participants 

experienced more FLE than FLCA and that FLE increased with the overall number of 

languages known, perceived LX proficiency (also in relation to the peers), age and level of 

education, while FLCA showed an inversed pattern. Males were found to score lower on FLE 

and FLCA than females (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014). 

 Gender differences were investigated in more detail in Dewaele, MacIntyre, Boudreau, 

and Dewaele (2016). An item-level analysis revealed that female participants scored higher 

on perceived fun in the LX class, having learned interesting things and feeling pride in their 

accomplishments; they were also more worried about making mistakes and were not as 

confident as their male peers in using the LX. Generally, Dewaele et al. (2016) concluded that 

the gender effects were small but that the female participants’ heightened emotions (whether 

positive or negative) may be beneficial in language learning. 

 FLCA and FLE are not just linked to learner-internal variables but also teacher-related 

variables, including teacher predictability and frequency of LX use in the classroom (Dewaele, 

Witney, Saito, & Dewaele, 2018). Dewaele, Franco Magdalena and Saito (2019) found that 

teacher characteristics were strong predictors of FLE – explaining 20% of the variance –, but 

weak predictors of FLCA – explaining 8% of the variance (see also Dewaele & MacIntyre, 

2019). A recent study by Dewaele and Dewaele (2020) confirmed this trend when measuring 

the FLE and FLCA experienced by 40 learners who were taught by two teachers. While the 

students reported similar levels of FLCA with both teachers, the FLE they experienced varied 

considerably, leading the authors to conclude that “variation in FLE is strongly related to the 

teacher” and while “FLCA is more trait-like, […] FLE is more state-like” (p. 57). 

In a recent study, Dewaele and Alfawzan (2018) compared links between FLE, FLCA 

and LX performance of two groups of very different learners, British secondary-level pupils 

and Saudi learners at tertiary level. They found that FLE was a slightly better predictor of 

performance than FLCA, which implies that it is crucial for teachers to focus on boosting 

positive emotions in their learners as they can have a direct positive impact on acquisition 

(see also Resnik & Schallmoser, 2019; Saito, Dewaele, Abe, & In’nami, 2018). Li, Dewaele 

and Jiang (2019) also found that FLE and FLCA ratings were significant predictors of 

learners’ self-perceived proficiency in their study investigating 1307 Chinese learners of 

English, who differed in their mastery of the LX. 

Additionally, FLE and FLCA were shown to be significant predictors of 210 Spanish 

students’ willingness to communicate (WTC) in LX English (Dewaele, 2019b). FLCA 

explained 30% of variance while FLE explained 11.6% of variance in WTC. 

A case study of two Romanian EFL learners’ WTC showed that their FLE and FLCA 

had unique shapes and had evolved in dynamic, idiosyncratic ways, from the first contact with 

English to recent classroom interactions. Their FLE and FLCA were linked to their 

personality and their use of English inside and outside of school and both had direct and 

indirect effects on their WTC (Dewaele & Pavelescu, 2019). 

While previous studies revealed relatively similar mean scores for FLE and FLCA 

ratings across languages and cultural backgrounds (e.g., Dewaele, Özdemir et al., 2019), 

cultural differences in FLE were shown too for the Chinese context, where LX learners scored 

comparatively low on positive emotions (Li, 2019; Li & Xu, 2019; MacIntyre, Dewaele, 

Macmillan, & Li, 2019) and comparatively high on FLCA (Jiang & Dewaele, 2019). 
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Additionally, De Smet, Mettewie, Galand, Hiligsmann and Van Mensel’s (2018) investigation 

of 896 primary- and secondary-level pupils in French-speaking Belgium revealed differences 

in pupils’ ratings related to the target language: Pupils with LX English scored higher on FLE 

and lower on FLCA than those who studied LX Dutch. The research also showed differences 

between two education contexts: content and language-integrated learning (CLIL) and non-

CLIL. Pupils with CLIL instruction reported significantly less anxiety than non-CLIL 

students. 

Taking the abovementioned differences into account, the present study is the first to 

tap into and compare learners’ enjoyment and anxiety in L1 and LX classes. This offers the 

possibility to gain insight into what is specific to learning a foreign language and what is more 

generally part of students’ language learning experience. Thus, the aim is an investigation into 

the context-specificity of learners’ experienced emotions and wellbeing in language 

classrooms. 

 

2.2 Trait Emotional Intelligence 

Petrides and Furnham (2000) developed the concept of Trait Emotional Intelligence (EI), 

which captures people’s subjective, self-perceived emotional abilities and is usually measured 

with self-report surveys. Cooper and Petrides (2010) define trait EI as referring “to a 

constellation of emotional self-perceptions located at the lower levels of personality 

hierarchies (Petrides, Pits, & Kokkinaki, 2007)” (p. 449). 

 Research into the psychology of language learning has shown that TEI is a highly 

relevant variable. Its exploration in the field is still in a nascent stage though, especially with 

regard to its links to FLE. Dewaele, Petrides, and Furnham (2008) found in their study of 464 

multilinguals that those who scored higher on TEI reported significantly lower anxiety in 

different situations when using their various languages, which the authors attributed to 

increased confidence in the ability to convey and read emotions. 

Another pioneering study investigating TEI linked to emotions in LX learning was 

conducted by Li (2019). Her research into 1307 Chinese high school LX learners of English 

showed positive correlations between TEI, FLE and LX achievement. Pupils who scored 

higher on TEI reported experiencing more enjoyment in their language learning and were 

higher achievers too with regard to perceived and actual LX mastery; enjoyment ratings were 

also positively linked to LX achievement. She concluded that “other L2 classroom emotions 

may also […] co-mediate the relationship between TEI and L2 achievement together with 

anxiety” (p. 4). 

In a recent study, Li and Xu (2019) investigated links between TEI, FLE and FLCA 

using an exploratory sequential design. After collecting data from 1718 Chinese senior high 

school students using a survey, 55 students participated in a second, qualitative phase and 

answered open questions. Their findings demonstrated links between TEI and both positive as 

well as negative classroom emotions and the findings from the qualitative data, especially, 

demonstrated learners’ high awareness of their emotions and their ability to cope with them 

drawing on their TEI. In a second study, 56 Chinese students from a boarding high school 

participated in a six-week intervention study, in which students received PP-inspired EI input, 

including awareness raising and reflecting on their emotions. The results revealed the 

effectiveness of such interventions in boosting learners’ positive emotions, counteracting their 

negative ones and improving their EI. 

 Overall, previous research has shown a link between TEI and LX learners’ positive 

and negative emotions experienced in LX classrooms. However, to the best of our knowledge, 

no research to date has yet investigated the links between TEI, enjoyment and anxiety of the 

same learners in both L1 and LX classes to see if the previously established relationships 
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emerge in L1 classrooms too and if TEI is possibly of relevance in language learning 

trajectories more generally. This is one of the aims of the present study. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research questions 

The present study compares learners’ self-perceived emotions holistically in both L1 and LX 

classrooms to gain a deeper understanding of students’ enjoyment and anxiety ratings in both 

contexts, their links to TEI and to identify possible differences between both contexts. 

The following research questions were investigated: 

RQ1: To what extent do enjoyment and anxiety ratings differ in and across L1 and LX 

classes? 

RQ1 (a): Do enjoyment and anxiety ratings differ for L1 and LX classes? 

RQ1 (b): Is there more enjoyment than anxiety in both contexts? 

RQ2: How strongly are enjoyment and anxiety ratings linked in each context, across contexts 

and how strongly is TEI linked to both? 

RQ3: What can a qualitative analysis reveal about the feelings and emotions that students 

experience in L1 and LX classes? 
 

3.2 Participants 

Respondents were 768 upper secondary- and tertiary-level students who had both German 

(L1) classes and English (LX) classes and lived in Austria, Germany, Switzerland and South 

Tirol in Italy. Their age ranged from 14 to 52, with a mean age of 17.99 (SD = 4.16). Female 

students (n = 504, 65.6%) outnumbered male ones (n = 249, 32.4%)2, which is in line with the 

predominance of female students taking the A-levels in Austria, where most students were 

from (Oberwimmer et al., 2019, p. 215). It also reflects the typical gender ratio of students 

enrolled in language degrees and teacher training programmes in the countries concerned 

(e.g., Unit for Reporting and Analysis of the University of Vienna, personal conversation) and 

the common pattern in web-based research in SLA (Wilson & Dewaele, 2010). As mentioned, 

the vast majority of participants were Austrian (n = 640, 83.33%), followed by Italians (n = 

40, 5.21%), Germans (n = 19, 2.47%), Turkish (n = 13, 1.7%), Bosnian (n = 11, 1.43%), 

Croatian (n = 11, 1.43%), and Swiss (n = 8, 1.04%) respondents. The remaining ones 

belonged to various other nationalities, including Serbia, Poland, Afghanistan, Albania, Egypt 

and Romania, to name but a few. 

 They all had in common that they spoke German as an L1. While 575 (74.9%) of them 

grew up monolingually, 190 (24.7%) were raised with more than one language from birth3. 

Consequently, they rated their knowledge of German on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = ‘very 

poorly’, 2 = ‘poorly’, 3 = ‘adequately’, 4 = ‘well’, 5 = ‘very well’), on average, as very high 

(M = 4.95, min. = 2, max. = 5, SD = .28, n = 750) and they reported using it very frequently 

(M = 4.93, min. = 1, max. = 5, SD = .43, n = 746) on a scale from 1 (‘hardly ever’) to 5 

(‘almost always’). 

All of them learned English as an LX in an instructed setting and when asked to rate 

their mastery of English, they described their knowledge of the language on average as 

                                                        
2 15 students did not disclose their gender. 

3 In three cases, it was impossible to determine the context in which the additional languages 

were acquired. German was listed as L1 and English was an LX. 
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somewhere in between ‘adequate’ and ‘good’, the mean score being 3.81 (min. = 1, max. = 5, 

SD = .74, n = 744). The perceived frequency of use of English was, on average, 3.34 (min. = 

1, max. = 5, SD = .89, n = 724) on a scale from 1 (‘hardly ever’) to 5 (‘almost always’). 

Overall, the sample consisted of 103 bilinguals (13.4%), 338 trilinguals (44.0%), 240 

quadrilinguals (31.3%), 64 pentalinguals (8.3%) and 12 participants (1.6%) knowing six or 

more languages. 

 

3.3 Procedure 

Data were gathered from April to June 2019 with an online questionnaire made accessible via 

the web survey application LimeSurvey (LimeSurvey Project Team, 2015). The survey 

ensured students’ and teachers’ anonymity (Dörnyei, 2007) and this way, possible distortions 

due to, for instance, students’ biased responses to please their teachers (Dewaele, 2018) were 

counteracted. Once the project and related survey had obtained ethical approval from the first 

and second authors’ research institutions, various schools and universities in Austria, 

Germany, Italy (South Tyrol) and the German-speaking part of Switzerland were contacted. 

Thus, the sampling strategy used in this study can be described as non-probability sampling, 

combining snowball sampling and convenience sampling (Dörnyei, 2007; Wilson & Dewaele, 

2010). 

In the case of participants from upper-secondary level, the headmasters and teachers 

had to approve and the statutory elected panels of teachers, parents and pupils at Austrian 

secondary schools had to give their consent too. The parents received a letter in which they 

were informed about the study on emotional variables in the (foreign) language class and in 

case their child was younger than 16, the parents were asked to sign a consent form. The 

surveys were then completed in computer labs in the schools that agreed to participate and 

pupils were asked for their individual consent by their teacher and once more at the beginning 

of the survey. By having whole classrooms participate in the project, we hoped to decrease 

self-selection bias, which is one major problem in web survey studies (Dewaele, 2018). Still, 

we depended on students’ willingness to complete the survey in this study too. 

Especially in the case of the tertiary-level students who participated in this study, self-

selection bias, which is partly linked to the nature of online questionnaires, needs to be taken 

into account. By inviting students who were enrolled in either the teacher training programme 

for primary schools in Austria, which includes both German and English classes, as well as 

students studying German and English at degree level to become teachers at secondary level, 

we were hoping to collect data from a broad spectrum of learners with L1 German and LX 

English classes. 

The difficulty level of the survey was discussed with three Austrian teachers, who 

teach English at secondary school. As they all agreed that students from upper secondary 

level would face no comprehension difficulties the decision was made to let them fill out the 

survey in English. All teachers who agreed to participate in the study with their class(es) 

received the survey in advance too to ensure their students understood all items. The teachers 

were furthermore given explanations about the linguistic terminology (i.e., L1, L2), the aim of 

the survey and they were asked to explain this to pupils once more before they started filling 

it in and to highlight that participation was voluntary and anonymous. The survey was piloted 

with 50 secondary-level students in April 2019. Based on the teachers’ feedback, the students 

faced no difficulty when filling out the survey but needed their explanations of linguistic 

abbreviations (e.g., L1). As no changes had to be carried out, the decision was made to 

include their responses in the final sample. According to the teachers, it took students 

approximately 30 minutes to complete it, which was longer than expected but still acceptable 

(Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010). 
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3.4 Instrument 

Participants were asked to complete several sets of questions. The first set included questions 

on participants’ sociobiographical background and their language learner history, such as the 

languages known, students’ perceived mastery of these languages and their frequency of use 

of the languages concerned. The following set focused on students’ experiences in English 

(LX) classes: It contained 12 items extracted from the original The Foreign Language 

Enjoyment Scale (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014), which are part of the new Short-Form 

Foreign Language Enjoyment Scale that was developed through the use of exploratory and 

confirmatory factor analysis (Botes, Dewaele & Greiff, 2019a), and eight items extracted 

from the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Horwitz 

et al., 1986). Afterwards, students were asked to indicate their level of agreement on slightly 

adapted scales to capture their self-perceived levels of enjoyment and anxiety in L1 German 

classes. Additionally, the survey included a well-established psychometric scale, The Trait 

Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire – Short Form (TEIQue-SF) (Petrides, 2009). The 

questionnaire ended with two open questions in which students were asked to describe the 

feelings and emotions they experience in L1 and LX classes in as much detail as possible.  

3.4.1 (Foreign) language enjoyment 

To measure students’ perceived (foreign) language enjoyment, the 12 extracted items (see 

appendix) were selected to reflect all dimensions included in its original version (Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2014). The items, consequently, reflected social (foreign) language enjoyment 

(e.g., “We form a tight group”, “There is a good atmosphere”, “We laugh a lot”) and private 

enjoyment of (foreign) language classes (e.g., “I enjoy it,” “I’m a worthy member of the 

English/German class”, “In class, I feel proud of my accomplishments”, “I’ve learned 

interesting things”) (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016). Responses to these statements were given 

on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = ‘strongly disagree’, 2 = ‘disagree’, 3 = ‘undecided’, 4 = ‘agree’, 

5 = ‘strongly agree’) for both L1 and LX classes. All items were positively phrased. Scale 

analyses revealed high internal consistency of both the LX enjoyment scale (Cronbach’s alpha 

= .843, N = 12) and L1 enjoyment scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .898, N = 12) (Dörnyei & 

Taguchi, 2010; Field, 2014). The mean score for LX enjoyment was 3.68 (SD = .61, n = 765). 

For L1 enjoyment, the mean value was 3.38 (SD = .76, n = 707). 

3.4.2 (Foreign) language classroom anxiety 

Anxiety in L1 and LX classrooms was measured with two eight-item scales, which had 

originally been extracted from Horwitz et al.’s (1986) Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety 

Scale (FLCAS) and have been widely used (see, e.g., Dewaele et al., 2018; Dewaele & 

MacIntyre, 2014;). In the present study, “foreign language” was replaced by “English” in the 

FLCAS and by “German” when asking students to rate their anxiety in L1 classes. 

Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement on the same 5-point Likert-type scale 

used in the enjoyment scales  (from 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 = ‘strongly agree’). The 

scales captured physical symptoms of anxiety (e.g., “I can feel my heart pounding when I’m 

going to be called on in my English/German class”) and included items reflecting nervousness 

(e.g., “I get nervous and confused when speaking in my English/German class”) and self-

confidence (e.g., “I always feel that the other students speak English/German better than I 

do”).  They included two positively phrased items that were reverse-coded, leading to higher 

scores generally reflecting higher anxiety ratings for all items. Internal reliability of both 

scales was good (Dörnyei & Taguchi, 2010), with Cronbach’s alpha being .825 (N = 8) for L1 

classroom anxiety and as high as .894 (N = 8) for FLCA. Means scores were 1.90 (SD = .73, n 

= 702) for L1 anxiety ratings and 2.52 (SD = .90, n = 755) for LX anxiety ratings. 
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3.4.3 Trait Emotional Intelligence 

As mentioned previously, the TEIQue-SF (Petrides, 2009) was used in the present study to 

measure participants’ TEI. The 30-item TEI-Que-SF is a short form of its long version, the 

TEIQue, which consists of 153 items and allows assessing 15 facets, the four TEI factors 

well-being, self-control, sociability and emotionality, and a global score. In the short version, 

two items per facet were selected, allowing the assessment of the global TEI score and the 

four factors rapidly and reliably, as demonstrated in previous studies (see, e.g., Cooper & 

Petrides, 2010; Dewaele et al., 2008; Li, 2019). The response format is a 7-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 = ‘completely disagree’ to 7 ‘completely agree’. Fifteen items of the 

scale had to be reverse-coded (items 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, 12, 13, 14, 16, 18, 22, 25, 26, 28) and, 

consequently, high scores equal high TEI. In this study, the internal reliability of the scale was 

high (Cronbach’s alpha = .865, N = 30) and participants’ global TEI score ranged from a 

minimum of 89 to a maximum of 200, the mean score being 146.86 (SD = 21.50, n = 672). 

One-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests revealed that the variables were not normally 

distributed (all p < .001), possibly because of anxiety ratings showing a positive skew towards 

the low end of the scale, with the tail in the high anxiety section, and enjoyment ratings a 

slight negative skew towards the high end of the scale, with the tail in the low enjoyment 

section (see Table 1). Q-Q (quantile-quantile plots) (see Figs. 1 to 5) showed that TEI, 

enjoyment scores and LX anxiety scores follow a normal distribution reasonably well, except 

for the extreme tail. Given that L1 classroom anxiety ratings are borderline (see Table 1 and 

Fig. 4), especially, and taking the results of testing the normal distribution into account, we 

exercised caution when running the analyses and ran both parametric and non-parametric 

tests. The result patterns showed no difference, so we opted for presenting the more powerful 

parametric statistics, namely Pearson correlation analyses and t-tests. The findings from the 

non-parametric tests are available from the authors. 

 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics for LX enjoyment, L1 enjoyment, LX anxiety, L1 anxiety, and TEI. 

 
Variable N Mean SD Median Mode Min Max Skewness SE1 Kurtosis SE2 

LX 

enjoyment 

765 3.68 

 

.61 3.75 3.75 2.08 5.00 -.317 .088 -.315 .177  

L1 

enjoyment 

707 3.38 .76 3.42 3.33 1.42 5.00 -.230 .092 -.272 .184  

LX 

anxiety 

755 2.52 .90 2.38 2.13 1.00 5.00 .387 .089 -.535 .178  

L1 

anxiety 

702 1.90 .72 1.88 1.00 1.00 4.00 .660 .092 -.248 .184  

TEI 672 146.86 21.50 147 147 89 200 -.008 .094 -.557 .188  

 

 

We adopted a convergent parallel design (cf. Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), collecting 

quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously, keeping the strands separate during analysis 

before combining the results during discussion and interpretation of the findings. The key 

emotion words and words describing learners’ feelings were identified in the qualitative data 

and quantified. This approach allowed us to triangulate the methods “by directly comparing 

and contrasting quantitative results with qualitative findings for corroboration and validation 

purposes” (p. 77). 
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Fig. 1. Quantile-quantile (Q-Q) plot for distribution of LX enjoyment scores. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Quantile-quantile (Q-Q) plot for distribution of LX anxiety scores. 
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Fig. 3. Quantile-quantile (Q-Q) plot for distribution of L1 enjoyment scores. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Quantile-quantile (Q-Q) plot for distribution of L1 anxiety scores. 
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Fig. 5. Quantile-quantile (Q-Q) plot for distribution of global TEI scores. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Differences in enjoyment and anxiety ratings across L1 and LX classes 

A paired t-test revealed that the participants reported significantly more enjoyment in English 

(LX) classes than in German (L1) classes [t(706) = 9.09, p < .001; Cohen’s d = .34]. Cohen’s 

d (Cohen, 1988) indicates a small effect though (see Table 1 for mean scores). Fig. 6 

illustrates the difference including the SD. 

 

 
Fig. 6. A comparison of mean enjoyment and anxiety scores (with SD). 

 

A second paired t-test showed significant differences in students’ L1 and LX anxiety ratings 

[t(701) = 17.75, p < .0001; Cohen’s d = .67]. A comparison of the mean scores (see Table 1) 

showed that students reported feeling more anxious in LX than in L1 classes. Cohen’s d 

indicates a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988). The differences in mean scores are visualised 

in Fig. 6. 
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4.2 Differences between enjoyment and anxiety ratings in L1 and LX classes 

Paired t-tests were run to analyse whether enjoyment ratings and anxiety ratings differed in 

each context. They revealed significant differences in both L1 classes [t(701) = 33.889, p < 

.001; Cohen’s d = 1.28] and LX classes [t(754) = 26.173, p < .001; Cohen’s d = .95]. A 

comparison of the mean scores (see Table 1) shows that students reported more enjoyment 

than anxiety in their German as well as English classes, as also illustrated in Fig. 6. The effect 

size was found to exceed Cohen’s (1988) convention for a large effect (d = .8) in both 

contexts. 

4.3 Relationships between students’ Trait Emotional Intelligence, enjoyment and anxiety 

ratings 

Pearson correlations were run to determine links between students’ enjoyment and anxiety 

ratings in each context and across contexts. As shown in Table 2, the correlations with a 

Bonferroni correction (p < .01) revealed highly significant negative correlations between LX 

enjoyment and LX anxiety ratings and between L1 enjoyment and L1 anxiety ratings. This 

means that students with higher enjoyment ratings showed lower scores on anxiety ratings in 

English and German classes. The relations were weak (L1) to close to moderate (LX), leading 

to small effects (LX enjoyment and LX anxiety ratings sharing 7.95% of the variance; L1 

enjoyment and L1 anxiety ratings only sharing 4.62%) (Field, 2014). 

 Additionally, enjoyment scores showed a weak positive relationship across both 

contexts and anxiety ratings for both contexts were moderately linked. This means that 

students with higher enjoyment in LX classes also reported experiencing more enjoyment in 

L1 classes. Students who perceived themselves as more anxious in LX classes usually also 

did so in L1 classrooms. Interestingly, there seems to be no relation between enjoyment 

ratings of German (L1) classes and anxiety scores for English (LX) ratings nor between 

anxiety in L1 classes and students’ enjoyment of LX classes (see Table 2). 

 As can be seen in Table 2, TEI scores were positively linked to enjoyment ratings and 

negatively linked to anxiety ratings. It suggests that students who were more emotionally 

intelligent reported enjoying L1 and LX classes more and tended to be less anxious in 

language classes. TEI and L1 classroom ratings shared more variance, with TEI and L1 

anxiety sharing 14.9% of the variance, TEI and L1 enjoyment sharing 8.1%; TEI and LX 

anxiety shared 11.6% of the variance, while TEI and LX enjoyment shared 5.5%. The 

findings also demonstrate that links between TEI and anxiety generally seem to be stronger, 

reflected in medium effects, than the relationship between TEI and enjoyment, which showed 

small effects (Field, 2014). The relationships between TEI, enjoyment and anxiety ratings are 

illustrated in Figs. 7–10. 

 

Table 2 

Correlations among LX enjoyment, L1 enjoyment, LX anxiety, L1 anxiety, and TEI. 

 
Variable  1 2 3 4 5 

LX enjoyment Pearson r - .215** -.282** -.120 .235** 

 p  .000 .000 .001 .000 

L1 enjoyment Pearson r .215** - -.085 -.215** .284** 

 p .000  .023 .000 .000 

LX anxiety Pearson r -.282** -.085 - .388** -.340** 

 p .000 .023  .000 .000 

L1 anxiety Pearson r -.120 -.215** .388 - -.386 

 p .001 .000 .000  .000 

TEI Pearson r .235** .284** -.340** -.386** - 

 p .000 .000 .000 .000  

Note: **indicates statistical significance at a p < .001 

TEI = trait emotional intelligence; L1 = first language; LX = foreign language 
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Fig. 7. The relationship between LX anxiety and trait emotional intelligence (TEI). 

 

 
Fig. 8. The relationship between LX enjoyment and trait emotional intelligence (TEI). 
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Fig. 9. The relationship between L1 anxiety and trait emotional intelligence (TEI). 

 

 
Fig. 10. The relationship between L1 enjoyment and trait emotional intelligence (TEI). 

 

 

4.4 Qualitative analysis 

Participants were asked to describe their feelings and emotions experienced in L1 and LX 

classes in as much detail as possible in two open questions at the end of the survey. A total of 

282 participants answered the question on L1 German classes and 272 students did so for LX 

English classes. The patterns which emerged were quite different for both contexts (see Table 

3 for the ten most frequently mentioned emotion and emotion-laden words for both contexts). 

Participants mentioned the experience of positive feelings and emotions twice as often for LX 

classes than L1 classes: for instance, fun was mentioned 50 times for LX classes and 20 times 

for L1 classes, whereas boredom was mentioned approximately three times more often for L1 

classes than LX classes and was frequently linked to tiredness in these classes. To put it in 

participant no. 203’s words: “It is boring because it is my mother tongue and often I do the 

correct things because I just know them. It is more fun to learn about a new language”. They 

frequently have the feeling they “don't need to learn even more” (participant no. 505) or 
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“don’t really learn something new in terms of vocabulary or grammar” (participant no. 271) 

and mention feeling unchallenged (e.g., participant no. 450). In English classes, in contrast, 

they feel “challenged and encouraged” (participant no. 583) and reported excitement about 

learning new things, such as participant no. 161, who stated: “It’s very cool when you learn 

something new”. Many students consequently mentioned “English class is more fun than 

German” (participant no. 697), linking it to a better didactic approach and wishing there was 

more variety in L1 classes as well: “when I compare it to my English class for example it’s 

sometimes too much theory and too boring. But it’s also a language and could therefore be 

taught in the same way we teach a second/ foreign language. A little bit more creativity every 

now and then would be nice” (participant no. 259). 

 Additionally, students reported being happy more often in LX classes and mentioned 

their love for learning the language, their excitement about making progress and feeling 

motivated exclusively in LX contexts (see Table 3). While in their L1 classes, they reported 

feeling relaxed and comfortable because of their language competence, their LX competence 

made some students feel insecure and nervous too. In both contexts, they also mentioned their 

anger, annoyance and hatred in case they felt they did not learn anything meaningful – which 

was more often the case in L1 than in LX classes. 

 

Table 3 

The top 10 feelings and emotions listed for L1 and LX classes. 
L1 classes LX classes 

Emotion/emotion-laden words Frequency Emotion/emotion-laden words Frequency 

boredom, boring, bored 115 fun, funny 50 

fun, funny 20 bored, boring 37 

tiredness, tired, sleepiness, sleepy 15 happiness, happy 17 

relaxation, relaxed, relaxing 14 love 15 

happiness, happy 11 anger, angry 10 

anger, angry 8 excitement, excited, exciting  10 

comfort, comfortable, safe 6 nervous 10 

annoyance, annoyed 5 motivation, motivated 9 

hatred, hate 5 confidence, confident 7 

joy 5 demotivation, demotivated, 

unmotivated 

7 

  insecurity, insecure, unsure 7 

Note: words printed in bold indicate positive emotions 

 

 

5. Discussion 

Students were found to experience stronger positive and negative emotions in their English 

LX classes than in their German L1 classes. More specifically, they reported significantly 

more enjoyment in their LX classes than in their L1 classes. The finding that students seem to 

perceive L1 classes as less enjoyable than LX classes might be linked to different “interacting 

components of challenge and perceived ability” (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2016, p. 216) or to 

different didactic approaches, as shown in students’ feedback. The feeling of doing 

“something that stretches them beyond what they were” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, 

p. 12) and the sense of accomplishment that comes with it, seems to be perceived as greater 

when learning a foreign language, i.e. something new, than when improving one’s knowledge 

of the familiar first language, with too much focus on theory and lack of creativity. The lower 

enjoyment scores for the L1 classes suggest that something needs to be done to boost 

learners’ enjoyment of L1 classes.  Having an advanced level in an LX was linked to 

increased enjoyment (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014).  There is therefore no reason why 

progress in the mastery of the L1 could be not linked to increased levels of enjoyment.  In 
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their discussion of the link between increased proficiency in the LX and increased enjoyment, 

Botes, Dewaele and Greiff (2019b) compared linguistic achievement with musical 

achievement. Beginning violin players might wince at the scratching sounds emerging from 

their instrument.  However, with increased technique comes increased confidence and 

enjoyment at the ability to produce sound that is music to everybody’s ears.  Similarly, the 

ability to express oneself better and more convincingly in an L1 should give the learner an 

emotional boost. Teachers of the L1 might thus seek to boost enjoyment by offering students 

engaging and challenging tasks, and convincing them of the value of mastering one’s L1 

really well in advanced speaking, listening, writing and reading. The former might also lead 

to a decrease in the boredom students reported experiencing three times as often in L1 classes 

than in LX classes. Pawlak, Kruk, Zawodniak and Pasikowski (2020) identified a lack of 

perceived challenge and satisfaction as well as the perception of classes as monotonous, 

disengaging and repetitive as the main factors underlying boredom in English majors’ LX 

classes. Learners’ explanations in the present study suggest that this might be even more 

important in L1 classes, possibly because of a lower perception of challenge but also because 

of learners’ dissatisfaction with teaching techniques. The findings also demonstrate the links 

between boredom and enjoyment. Trying to counter the boredom experienced by learners in 

language classes is one way for teachers to increase students’ enjoyment in these classes and 

is crucial as experiencing boredom “can have a detrimental effect on the process of learning” 

(Pawlak, Kruk, & Zawodniak, 2020, p. 1). 

A paired t-test showed that students’ language anxiety was significantly lower in L1 

classrooms (M = 1.9, SD = .73). This is no surprise and might possibly be linked to their 

higher proficiency, frequency of use of the L1 and, consequently, greater confidence in using 

the language. The fact that students overall reported experiencing increased levels of both 

positive and negative emotions in LX classes supports MacIntyre and Gregersen’s claim that 

“positive and negative are not opposite ends of the same spectrum” (2012, p. 197) and that 

enjoyment and anxiety need to be seen as two different dimensions (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 

2016).  

The findings also add to the debate on the role of positive and negative emotions in 

language learning. Dewaele et al. (2016) argued that mild-to-moderate anxiety can co-occur 

with enjoyment when the learner does something important or when the self-concept is at 

stake. This anxiety can have a facilitating effect and is related to excitement and risk-taking. 

While teachers should not seek to increase students’ anxiety, they should not see it as 

something inherently negative either. Teachers who seek to boost learners’ enjoyment in 

situations where something is at stake (e.g., grades, public performance) “likely have to 

accept that some anxiety might come along for the ride […] positive and negative emotions 

indeed are mixing in language classrooms; learners with greater emotional intensity are likely 

to experience both more anxiety and more enjoyment in FL classrooms” (p. 57).  Further 

research has indeed shown that teachers have a much stronger capacity to boost their students’ 

enjoyment than to limit their anxiety (Dewaele & Dewaele, 2020; Dewaele et al., 2018; 

Dewaele, Franco Magdalena, & Saito, 2019).  Teachers should therefore focus on making 

their classes challenging and enjoyable, acknowledge anxiety as something nobody should 

feel ashamed about and help learners deal with their anxiety. 

Overall, learners’ enjoyment ratings were higher in both contexts than their anxiety 

ratings, which corroborates previous findings for LX classes (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014) 

and demonstrates their applicability to L1 classroom settings. The presence of higher 

enjoyment ratings than anxiety ratings in both contexts points to predominantly positive 

learning environments and is clearly something language teachers should build on (Resnik & 

Schallmoser, 2019). Classroom emotions matter because they are linked to performance. In 

LX classroom contexts, at least, FLE has been found to be a good predictor of perceived and 

actual LX achievement (Jin & Zhang, 2018; Li, 2019). More detailed analyses of possible 
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links between different learner-internal variables and their enjoyment ratings in L1 classes are 

much needed as well and should be considered in future studies. 

With regard to overall links between enjoyment and anxiety ratings in each context, 

similarities to their previously identified negative correlation in LX classroom contexts (e.g., 

Boudreau, MacIntyre, & Dewaele, 2018; Dewaele & Alfawzan, 2018; Dewaele & MacIntyre, 

2014; Jiang & Dewaele, 2019) were shown for L1 contexts too. While for LX classes, the 

negative correlation was close to moderate, in L1 contexts, it was weak and enjoyment and 

anxiety only shared 4.6% of the variance. This again points to them not being opposite poles 

on the same continuum (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014, 2016; MacIntyre & Gregersen, 2012), 

but it is also important not to neglect the significant negative link between both entirely, 

despite them not showing a seesaw pattern, as this negative link has consistently been shown. 

Jin and Zhang (2019) argue, based on Dewaele and MacIntyre’s (2014) findings where FLE 

and FLCA shared 13% of the variance, that “the significance that occurred between FL 

anxiety and enjoyment indeed suggests that the two emotions neutralise each other to a certain 

degree” (p. 3). This is also in line with MacIntyre and Gregersen’s (2012) claim that 

experiencing positive emotions “helps to undo the lingering effects of negative emotional 

arousal” (p. 197; see also Rahimi & Askari Bigdeli, 2014). The findings of the present study 

also point to such links being more generally part of language learning experiences and not 

necessarily unique to LX contexts. This is also supported by the established positive links 

between enjoyment and anxiety ratings across both contexts: Students who scored higher on 

FLE also reported more enjoyment in L1 classes and those who felt more anxious, usually did 

so in both contexts. We argue that rather than neutralising each other, moderate anxiety may 

actually feed into enjoyment in language classes.  It may make learners’ heart beat faster, it 

sharpens their senses, it makes them focus on the task at hand, comparable to walking on a 

rope (with a safety harness) at great height in full public view. While moderate anxiety does 

not necessarily always have a negative impact on achievements, other negative feelings and 

emotions, such as boredom, need to be counteracted as their detrimental impact on learning 

and achievements has been demonstrated (Pawlak, Kruk, & Zawodniak, 2020). 

 In the present study, participants with high levels of TEI were shown to experience 

more enjoyment and less anxiety in L1 and LX classes, corroborating findings from previous 

studies on LX learners (e.g., Dewaele et al., 2008; Li, 2019). This finding suggests that TEI, 

i.e. the ability to regulate emotions, is an important aspect of learners’ profiles – not only in 

LX classes, but even more so in L1 classes. Further research could investigate whether high 

TEI is also an advantage in non-language classes. Interestingly, the analyses also revealed that 

links between TEI and anxiety were generally stronger than the relationship between TEI and 

enjoyment, which points to anxiety being relatively stable (Dewaele et al., 2008) and 

enjoyment being more fleeting and teacher-specific than anxiety (Dewaele & Dewaele, 2020). 

 The effect of TEI and learners’ classroom emotions on language mastery (e.g., Jin & 

Zhang, 2018; Li, 2019) needs to be communicated to teachers around the world. Mercer at al. 

(2019) included emotional self-regulation and wellbeing as one of five global skills they 

describe as “both desirable outcomes of learning and an enriching part of the learning 

process” (p. 10). Just as the experience of positive emotions contributes to our wellbeing 

(Fredrickson, 2004), channelling the experience of negative classroom emotions, such as 

being anxious, does so too. Thus, it is imperative for teachers to promote their learners’ 

wellbeing and healthy, positive classroom environments (Cefai & Cavioni, 2014; Dewaele et 

al., 2018; Seligman, 2011) to maximise students’ benefits from their language classes and PP-

inspired EI interventions would be one possibility to do so (Li & Xu, 2019). 

This study is not without some limitations. The use of web surveys with Likert scales 

privileges the researchers’ perspective as respondents are “presented with forced choices that 

are simplifications of their rich and complex experience” (Dewaele & Pavelescu, 2019, p. 12). 

The qualitative data elicited through the open questions did shed some light on potential 
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causes for the statistical patterns but only interviews can capture the complexity and dynamics 

underlying language learning and use.  

6. Conclusion 

This study investigated 768 secondary- and tertiary-level learners’ enjoyment and anxiety in 

their German L1 and English LX classes. Students reported significantly more enjoyment and 

anxiety in their LX classes than in their L1 classes, which could be linked to increased 

emotional investment in the LX learning, possibly linked to the different didactic approach in 

the L1 and LX classes. In both contexts, enjoyment ratings were higher than anxiety ratings, 

pointing to overall predominantly positive learning environments. Additionally, L1 and LX 

enjoyment ratings were positively linked and so were L1 and LX anxiety ratings, which 

suggests that learner-internal variables have similar effects in L1 and LX classes. One such 

learner-internal variable was Trait Emotional Intelligence, which was positively linked to 

students’ enjoyment ratings and negatively linked to their anxiety, confirming previous 

research in the LX context and suggesting it applies to L1 contexts too. Participants’ 

observations provided a nuanced understanding of the feelings and emotions experienced in 

both contexts and pointed towards students generally reporting more positive feelings and 

emotions in LX classes and negative ones other than anxiety more frequently in L1 classes, 

mainly due to differences in perceived challenges, achievement and teaching techniques. 

 To conclude, considering that positive and negative classroom emotions are significant 

predictors of learners’ performance, it is crucial that L1 and LX language teachers get the 

emotional temperature right in their classrooms as happy learners are more likely to be 

successful learners too.  
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