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This month’s sources  
Lisa Barrett on Emotion  (listen to one first): 
 

Lite  TED TALK:        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0gks6ceq4eQ 

 

Deep Brain Science Podcast:     http://brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/2017/135-emotions-barrett 

 
Last year, neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett rocked the world of psychology and 
neuroscience with her book: How Emotions are Made: The Secret Life of the Brain. She 
challenged a key long-standing assumption about emotions, that they are universal and 
hardwired. Listen to her two amazingly simple and interesting talks and find out why she 
has received so much attention lately. 
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Think Tank:  
Emotion 
 

Curtis Kelly  

 

Beyond logic and why you should be careful in 
the classroom 

You are with a good friend. You both want to meet again. The friend asks you 

whether getting together next Monday or Tuesday is better. Either is possible. You 

had some minor other things you were thinking about doing, like shopping, but 

nothing serious. Your wheels of reasoning start whirring and through logical 

deduction, you come up with the best solution in about two seconds. You tell your 

friend, “Let’s meet Tuesday.” 

Deciding was a simple task of logical deduction, right? Not according to 

neuroscientist Antonio Damasio. He says that you reached this decision more 

through emotion than logic.  

What? Aren’t most decisions, like the one above, made on the basis of logical 

conclusion? And certainly, there was no anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, 

or surprise (Ekman’s six) involved in the decision-making, so what in the world does 

he mean?  

Damasio would say that you might have used logic to organize 

the options, but weighing them was done through emotion. He 

knows. He has patients with damage to their emotional areas 

who have extreme difficulty making even the simplest decisions, 

such as whether to meet again on the following Monday or 

Tuesday. They make sound logical deductions, listing the merits 

and demerits of each choice, but still cannot decide. 

You see, when Damasio writes about “emotion,” he does not mean the kind described 

above –anger, disgust, etc. – the way we use that word in the real world. He means 

something much deeper, a cognitive processing that is the brain’s response to 

external stimuli. You see a spider. Since your brain’s representation of spiders 

includes danger (the emotion), your right hemisphere (your predator alert system) 

becomes active, contacts the left side and instructs your body to react to this threat 

by increasing your heartbeat, making you focus on the spider, and feeling fear. So, 

this feeling of fear is the body’s reaction to much deeper processing and the resultant 

Cover photo: by Daniel Duchon, freeimages.com 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_Damasio
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/hide-and-seek/201601/what-are-basic-emotions
https://science.howstuffworks.com/life/inside-the-mind/human-brain/5-ways-your-brain-influences-your-emotions4.htm


“body states.” Emotion, then, in my own words, is the emotional valence associated 

with our representations of the world, the value each thing has to us. 

Your experiences become your memories, and where these memories overlap 

becomes your representation of things in the world, the cartoon-like mental models 

we construct to identify and react to things like spiders, spaghetti, and Damasio. The 

affect from the original experiences – feeling good or bad, feeling aroused or calm – 

were also recorded in the memory’s interpretation of them and became part of the 

representations, too. Somehow, you found out spiders bite and so danger became a 

part of their representation. Again, that is the emotion attached to each 

representation, and that emotion, as Immordino-Yang says, steers us through life. 

Emotion and feeling of danger is what keeps us away from the cliff edge and steers us 

into a Haagen Daaz shop. Take that, Mr. Spock. 

 

Now let’s go back to Damasio’s patients with damage to their emotional system. They 

could reach logical conclusions but since they could not process the emotional 

valences behind each option, they could not choose one. They could not evaluate 

whether shopping on Monday instead of meeting was better than shopping on 

Tuesday.  

So, if emotional processing, completely subconscious, is included in every 

representation and steers us through life, what role does it play in language learning? 

I am sure your mind is already churning out a multitude of ideas, but I would like to 

focus on just two: emotion in the experience of language learning, and the necessity 

of emotion in learning virtually anything.  

http://philosophyofbrains.com/2015/12/14/surfing-uncertainty-prediction-action-and-the-embodied-mind.aspx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DEeo350WQrs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9vHopyEtzs


Emotion in the experience of language learning: I cannot tell you how many 

times I have met students who were really interested in English as children, usually 

because of some positive experience, such as making a foreign friend, lost that 

interest in the painful language learning situation of high school, and then gained it 

back in college, again because of good experiences, which might even include English 

class. Naturally, the positive-negative emotions associated with the language 

classroom are bound to influence their attitudes and motivations. Fear of failure 

might make them study for a test, or it might make them skip class. Past enjoyment 

might be why they engage now.  

So, we have to stop making moral judgments based on student attitudes – “He is a 

serious student; she is lazy” – and deconstruct those behaviors in other ways – “He 

sees English study positively; she has bad associations with it, probably from pain in 

the past.” 

I had a personal experience once that helped me understand this. I 

had a student in my class, Ayumi, who’d missed one third of the 

classes, the university limit for getting the credit. I told her I had to 

fail her. She pleaded with me not to, I mean literally begged, and 

told me she’d never miss another class. I said I’d give her another 

chance, and the next week she was there. Then the next too. But in 

the third class after her plea, she was absent. I thought, as we all do, 

“Another student who makes a promise and then fails to live up to 

it…I was duped again.” However, that very weekend, something odd 

happened to me that threw a different light on that situation. I had 

set aside four days to prepare a JALT featured speaker workshop on 

Adult Education, my doctoral field. I knew what I was going to do, so 

writing the presentation up should have been easy. It wasn’t. I sat 

down at least five times the first day and, to my bewilderment, 

nothing came out. Nor on the second day. Nor the third. Then I 

figured out why. The last time I was a featured speaker, a workshop 

many big names were at, I was challenged by a participant in the first couple 

minutes, and then, many times after. He was British and educational debate is 

common in his culture. But as an American, I was totally unprepared for that kind of 

interaction and it bothered me greatly. I lost track of my presentation and felt I had 

failed. That memory was what made it impossible for me to write up the next 

featured speaker presentation. But once I realized the problem, the words just flowed 

out, and it ended up being a fairly good one. 

Then suddenly, I understood Ayumi. She wasn’t taking her promise lightly. She 

probably had some serious hurts in English class in the past, and these negative 

associations were all part of her representations of English study. I then understood 

that she truly did want to come to class and was probably trying hard, but fighting a 

strong emotion of avoidance every time. Then on that third class day, the avoidance 



steering mechanism won. Maybe she got up a little late, or she had trouble getting 

her eyebrows right (caused by the avoidance), and she missed the train. So, she again 

sank into despair and self-loathing and gave up on her efforts to be there. 

The takeaway here is not to change your 

policies on attendance, but to understand 

that what students do is driven more by 

the hidden emotional residue of past 

experiences than just discipline and 

maturity. Helping them overcome those 

emotions is part of your job, too. There is 

no simple formula for doing so.  

Showing understanding, tolerance, and acceptance almost always works better than 

punishment. In fact, many studies show that while punishment is good at stopping a 

behavior it is counterproductive in promoting one. Failing students is the least 

effective way to get them to try harder. Use reward and incentive instead. And, of 

course, try to make your class the one that replaces any negative emotional residue 

connected to English study with a positive one. 

The necessity of emotion in learning. An even greater role emotion plays in the 

classroom is with learning itself. Once you realize that emotional valences steer us 

through life, then it makes sense that they also control what we pay attention to and 

decide (subconsciously) to learn. Emotion does not play a critical role, it plays the 

critical role. Unless something has an emotional value to you, you will not notice it 

and you cannot learn it. In other words, no emotion, no learning. Or as Immordino-

Yang puts it, it is “literally neurologically impossible to build memories, engage 

complex thoughts or make meaningful decisions without emotion.” 

Once you think about it, this makes sense. We are 

bombarded with thousands of bits of information 

every minute. We cannot pay attention to 

everything, so we have to sort out what is most 

important to us, the job of the reticular activating 

system. To do so, the RAS accesses our memories 

and related emotional valences as part of predictive 

processing. If something we encounter is 

meaningful to us, we pay attention to it, the first 

step of learning. And then the second step, 

remembering it, takes place if the new information 

has a high degree of personal relevance. That is how we learn. 

Unfortunately, a second language, unless you are living in a country where you must 

use the language, has little immediate value to you, and so your brain does not 

consider it worth learning. So, as teachers, we have to artificially attach emotion to 

     …what students do is 
driven more by the hidden 
emotional residue of past 
experiences than just 
discipline and maturity. 

https://bcotb.com/the-difference-between-positivenegative-reinforcement-and-positivenegative-punishment/
https://bcotb.com/the-difference-between-positivenegative-reinforcement-and-positivenegative-punishment/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/family-affair/200809/rewards-are-better-punishment-here-s-why
https://novakdjokovicfoundation.org/dr-immordino-yang-emotions-integral-learning/


language in other ways. “This will be on the test” is a favorite, but that loses value as 

soon as the test is over. Personalization, moving stories and content, games and 

 

taking advantage of socializing needs through pairwork, are much better ways to 

attach personal relevance. In short, the language should be the conduit, not the 

target. The target should be a meaningful experience. 

 

Curtis Kelly (EDD), the first coordinator of the JALT Mind, Brain, and Education SIG, is a Professor of English at Kansai 

University in Japan. He has written over 30 books and 100 articles, and given over 400 presentations. 
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Think Tank: 
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Glenn Magee  
 

 

Emotions across languages and textbooks 

When I listen to the Brain Science Podcasts, I like to imagine the connection to my 

own experiences and how I might change my teaching based on this new 

information. As I listened to Barrett’s talk on how emotions are constructed, I 

recalled my time working in a Japanese elementary school and the textbook we used 

for 5th graders, Hi, Friends! 1. Although the textbooks were due to change for 

students from April 2018, my memory of the content relates to what Barrett refers to 

as a “classic view of emotion,” and how that finds its way into textbook design. 

A concise definition of this view is that our emotions occur as a reaction to events, 

and result in physiological changes that can be observed, categorized, and exemplify 

particular emotions. Following this assumption, it could be argued that emotion, and 

observed facial and bodily changes, are in some ways universal. This makes sense to 

me, as I see talented actors and actresses are adept at utilizing expressions to convey 

emotion in a way that is universally understandable. The movie Inside Out (Rivera 

and Docter, 2015) is an example of how Hollywood conceptualizes emotions and the 

resulting physiological changes. Anger is a red bodied man with flames coming out of 

his head, disgust is green, joy is gold, sadness is blue, and fear is purple. These are all 

prototypical views of emotion in Western culture.  

Moving back to the Hi, Friends! 1 textbook and the unit on “Feelings” for now. In this 

unit, we are presented with how people act when they are hungry, happy, sleepy, 

fine, tired, and sad. Each feeling is given an illustration that depicts the physical 

actions associated with the word. For example, hungry is depicted as a thought 

bubble containing a rice ball, and a human-like figure clutching their stomach. It 

seems quite intuitive, just like the idea of universal emotions, 

yet there is one particular illustration that sticks out — “I’m 

fine.” In this illustration, the figure has its hands balled up, 

with one arm punching the air. Now, you might disagree with 

me here, but I think that usually, a simple thumbs-up sign is 

the common way of showing that you feel fine. I tried it out 

on a few Japanese people and they all gave me the thumbs up 

sign in return. It seems that my prototypical view of “I’m fine” 

is at odds with the textbook, but I have some evidence from 

real people to believe I am right. Does this mean that the 

http://brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/2017/135-emotions-barrett
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yRUAzGQ3nSY


textbook has gotten it wrong, a bit like if “Anger” had been pink instead or red in the 

movie Inside Out? 

Barrett explains that prototypes like my thumbs-up are the way that we 

conceptualize our emotions, dependent on context. This means, if you are a Japanese 

kid and have been told that “I’m fine” translates to “Genki desu!” you might be a tad 

confused by my thumbs-up. But this is okay, because, as Barrett explains in the 

podcast, there is going to be variation between our prototypical views of which 

physiological changes best represent an emotion. For example, a thumbs-up in 

America is generally interpreted as feeling fine, whereas in South America a thumbs-

up is anything but indicating you are feeling fine. One possible reason for not 

including a thumbs-up in the Hi, Friends! 1 textbook could be the confusion with 

another, albeit uncommon, interpretation of a thumbs-up as a sign for having a 

boyfriend. If so, an argument could be made that the textbook content was localized 

to suit the Japanese cultural context in which students will use English. In 

Hollywood, localization, or changing content to suit the intended audience, is an 

important aspect of ensuring global appeal and selling movies. 

The feeling I get is that the classical view of emotion might not sit very well with the 

realities we all experience in our lives. This is where Barrett’s research helped me 

reframe my view of emotion in a new way. Specifically, based on the variability of 

brain imaging results she proposes a different view of emotion that suggests that 

beyond the feelings that motivate us to move toward or away from something, 

emotions are socially constructed concepts that have a high degree of variability 

within them. Variability is perhaps more easily understood when we consider that 

not every person who is feeling fine is going to be walking around giving the thumbs-

up gesture. In short, emotions and how they result in changes in our body language 

are not universal, so as teachers we should pay closer attention to how we teach 

feelings and emotions to students using stereotypical gestures; more so when we are 

using materials that are written to target their home culture rather than a foreign 

culture. This makes me think that perhaps they should have redesigned “Anger” for 

the Japanese audience to have his tummy stick out (hara ga tatsu), but then again a 

quick image search on Japan Google has pictures of heads exuding steam, so I guess 

no change was needed. 

How emotion in the context of culture is 

introduced has even wider implications for 

textbook materials like those approved by 

the Japanese Ministry of Education, 

Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology 

(MEXT) that feature stilted video 

conversations and bland, almost lifeless 

voice acting CDs that drone like a Buddhist 

mantra, inevitably helping students fall 

        Materials often feature 
stilted video conversations 
and bland, almost lifeless 
voice acting CDs that drone 
like a Buddhist mantra… 
y 



into an apathetic torpor. These are materials developed to present language that is 

clear and understandable, but somehow also manage to achieve a kind of 

discombobulated split between clarity and the kind of nuanced speech you would 

expect to hear in natural conversation. Take a look at the talking pen that goes with 

current materials: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_3k_jIAuEs  

This is not a new problem for language teachers who work in elementary or junior 

high school, as many have to deal with materials adaptation as a basic part of their 

work. Ever since joining the BRAIN SIG I have become increasingly aware that we 

need ways to take students out of their cultural comfort zone and to present them 

with novel situations. Barrett puts it like this: our brains are built to predict what we 

consider true and therefore we do not pay much attention to what we already believe 

in (BSP, Podcast Episode 135). So, if you play a CD where all the words and phrases 

are spoken at the same pace, with the same clear tone, without any emotionally-

charged nuance then students will learn to perceive and predict language as an 

emotionless endeavor and possibly fall asleep. I fondly remember using a Pimsleur 

CD for learning French. At the time I thought that I might still subconsciously absorb 

the input. Now, I understand from my French speaking friends that my French is 

abysmal and quite clearly it didn’t work. 

 “Your brain only takes in information that it doesn’t predict. And we have a very 

fancy name for this in psychology, we call it learning.” (Brain Science Podcast, 

Episode #135) 

On the other hand, infusing language with emotion is not only going to help students’ 

phonological skills, it is going to get noticed. So, as teachers, we can potentially rouse 

student interest through doing something as basic as reading material out loud 

ourselves. 

If, like the textbooks I currently use, yours feature little to no emotional content, you 

might also consider including students in the process of determining the content of 

lessons using routines designed to promote reflective, metacognitive activities that 

form a basis for critical thinking (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2010, p.122). For example, 

one idea, from learning improvisation in acting, is Characters-Relationships-

Objectives-Where (CROW). Having students imagine and assign emotional roles to 

characters and situating language in terms of relationships between people is one 

activity through which we can explore the different ways we conceptualize the same 

material. Now, having students analyze the emotional content of a textbook situation 

can be both unpredictable and rewarding, as I have found. If I could go back, I would 

ask those elementary school students to show me their gestures for how they feel 

when they are fine, and then show them mine as a comparison.  

At university, I ask first-year students to read through scripts from the TV show, 

“The Big Bang Theory” (2008). The first time I did this, using first episode from the 

first season, I read the script once without any nuance, and then watched the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_3k_jIAuEs%20
https://www.pimsleur.com/?&utm_source=google&utm_term=pimsleur%20cd&utm_campaign=G_Pim_Brand_Plus_Exact&utm_medium=cpc&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9ayL4fnX2gIVAZa9Ch1_SQzKEAAYASAAEgJoN_D_BwE
https://www.pimsleur.com/?&utm_source=google&utm_term=pimsleur%20cd&utm_campaign=G_Pim_Brand_Plus_Exact&utm_medium=cpc&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9ayL4fnX2gIVAZa9Ch1_SQzKEAAYASAAEgJoN_D_BwE
http://brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/2017/135-emotions-barrett
http://brainsciencepodcast.com/bsp/2017/135-emotions-barrett
http://learnimprov.blogspot.jp/2008/05/c-r-o-w.html
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0898266/


students read through their 

scripts with little emotional 

expression. They laughed at 

what they thought was odd, such 

as three of the characters 

repeating, “Hi”, “Hi”, “Hi”, “Hi”, 

“Hi”, “Hi?”, but otherwise read 

through without much 

engagement. Next, we watched a video excerpt for three minutes and I could see and 

hear students getting into the content. What they couldn’t predict from reading or 

listening to me, they could now understand both visually and through the 

expressiveness of the actors. Following the video, students write their own short 

guided conversations utilizing some of the vocabulary in the show. The difference 

between the guided conversation writing they produced using the textbook and after 

watching the video was devastatingly stark. 

There is no doubt for me that emotion is socially constructed. I can see this 

happening in my classroom as students successfully learn about and apply different 

emotional expressions. The questions I think about for my future classes are; what 

kind of emotions do I want to make in the classroom, and what are effective ways to 

realize them?  

 

Campbell, G. (2017) Interview with Dr. Lisa Barret, author of How emotions are made: The 
new science of the mind and the brain. Brain Science Podcast. Episode #135. 

Rivera, J. (Producer), & Docter, P. (Director). (2015). Inside out [Motion Picture]. United 
States: Walt Disney Studios Motion Pictures. 

Tokuhama-Espinosa, T. (2010). The new science of teaching and learning: using the best of 
mind, brain, and education science in the classroom. New York, NY: Teachers College 
Press. 

 

Glenn Magee’s current research interests are metacognition and reading strategies as part of a broader interest in 

differentiated instruction through the use of thinking routines in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

classroom; in particular, whether these routines facilitate cultures of inquiry-based learning for both teachers 

and learners. 
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If emotions are made, we can reframe L2 anxiety 
and empower learners 
 

It is really counterintuitive to say that emotions are not reactions to the world but are 

creation of our brain, or predictions our brain constructs. More simply put, we make 

our own emotions. Both scientists and ordinary people have naïvely believed that 

emotions are hardwired and universal. People see a face and can tell what emotion it 

expresses: happiness, surprise, sadness, fear, anger, or disgust. This is because our 

brain has emotion circuits and they are culture-independent. Well, not really. Dr. 

Barrett says this idea is a total myth because neuroscientific evidence has 

demonstrated otherwise.  

We do experience simple pleasant/unpleasant and jittery/calm feelings. With these 

sensations, and with our past experiences as a guide, our brains are constantly 

making predictions about the world. Among the predictions, they keep the most 

probable one and constructs the world we experience. What we are experiencing at 

this moment is actually what our brain predicted a moment ago. 

Dr. Barrett also says that emotions are socially constructed. Take an example of what 

we call some tiny plants in our garden: either flowers or weeds. According to Dr. 

Barrett, it is, at least to some extent, the perceiver who makes meaning of the world, 

depending on whether she perceives them as comfort 

(pleasant and calm) or nuisance (unpleasant and jittery), 

and whether her culture says one or the other. A colleague 

and friend of mine, Marc Helgesen, gave me the example 

of tanpopo (a Japanese word for dandelion) vs. dandelion. 

In Japanese culture, tanpopo is a flower and people 

generally see a sign of spring in it and love it, while in 

American culture, the same plant is a weed and people 

generally hate it. We see the plant through the eyes (brain) 

of Japanese vs. American. Furthermore, we humans need 

emotion concepts to perceive, explain, and make meaning 

of the world and in this process, words play a significant 

part. We have words that represent those concepts. 



Now with this new approach to emotions, let us take a fresh look at the concept of 

language anxiety: a situation-specific emotion concept that second language 

acquisition researchers have paid special attention to for decades. More than a 

quarter of a century ago, Guiora (1984) maintained that L2 learning is “a profoundly 

unsettling psychological proposition” (p. 28) because, in communicating in L2, we 

cannot present ourselves as being as able as we wish and tend to consider L2 

communication as a face-threatening, emotional experience. With limited vocabulary 

and fluency, at least some L2 learners have difficulty in expressing themselves in L2 

and they experience more tension, more frequently than others. They think that 

performing in L2 leads to embarrassment, or even humiliation; thus, anxious L2 

learners tend to avoid using L2, keep silent in L2 classrooms, and miss chances to 

practice. Past studies have mostly focused on these detrimental effects of L2 anxiety. 

The general view is that L2 anxiety has negative effects on L2 learning processes and 

outcomes, not to mention a decrease in their psychological well-being. 

Some researchers, however, think that L2 anxiety does not always impede learning or 

performance. Ehrman (1996) called L2 anxiety, “tension or arousal” (p. 148), saying 

that learning with a little anxiety is helpful, but no more than needed for the tension 

to work for the better, to keep learners alert and attentive. MacIntyre (1999) also 

stated that learners with a minimal level of anxiety feel “energized or keyed up” (p. 

28); this is beneficial to learning. For these researchers, the amount of anxiety 

matters: a little is good, but too much is bad. 

Is it really the amount that matters? If emotions are not automatically triggered by 

some outside stimuli, but actively constructed in our brain’s predictions, then what 

matters is how the brain categorizes or explains its predictions, i.e., what meaning it 

assigns to the experience. L2 anxiety can be differently categorized and construed by 

different brains as either harmful nervousness and agitation, or energizing 

anticipation and excitement, depending on the brains’ past experiences, the current 

situations, and the culture; thus, some brains under some circumstances predict a 

situation as threatening, causing panic, while others process the same situation as a 

challenge and become focused. In this new approach to the brain, there is no single, 

correct reality to be explained or no single meaning to be attached to any particular 

circumstance.  

 

In fact, some psychologists take yet another perspective and make a distinction, in 

kind, not in amount, between facilitative and debilitative anxiety. Alpert and Haber 



(1960) differentiated the two and considered them as two different dimensions, not 

opposite ends of one continuum. Facilitative anxiety energizes and drives learners to 

perform well, while debilitative anxiety impedes performance and hinders learning. 

This anomaly can be explained through the above-mentioned, completely different 

categorization or explanation our brain comes up with. 

What Dr. Barrett shares with us in her book (2017) has profound implications for L2 

teachers. I will discuss three of them below. First, we teachers need to think seriously 

about the fact that what our students experience today changes how they see the 

world tomorrow. Suppose that today some of your students consider L2 learning 

activities not as fulfilling but as painful because they cannot present themselves in L2 

as they are in L1. Then, in the next class, they will make disadvantageous predictions 

and may experience greater tension than before when performing in L2; thus, some 

may feel more embarrassed to speak, some may become unnecessarily self-conscious 

and feel like avoiding actively taking part in the activities, and others may become 

panicked because they anticipate negative evaluation from their peers and teacher. 

Teachers need to plan classroom activities and learning materials carefully: The 

activities and materials shouldn’t be too challenging to deal with. Teachers also need 

to take efforts to provide less threatening environments. Let your students 

experience success in the learning environment where they support each other and 

build confidence for future encounters. Practical suggestions for teachers are found 

elsewhere (eg., Gkonou, Daubney, & Dewaele, 2016). 

Second, we tend to think we are passively experiencing specific emotions, but in fact, 

what our brains are really experiencing are physiological symptoms or sensations: 

our heart beating faster, palms sweating, and stomach shrinking, among others. 

With these pieces of information, the brain makes a simple summary of what is 

happening inside our body, makes predictions about the situation, and creates 

emotions, such as anxiety. When learners understand this function of the brain, i.e., 

that emotions are made by the brain on the basis of basic symptoms and that 

emotions can be explained in biological terms, they will understand that they can 

take control of their emotions, including L2 anxiety. It is possible to transform their 

emotional life and the meaning of their L2 learning experiences by unpacking what 

they have constructed as emotion into mere body signals and sensations. They will 

learn to make a new meaning and exert agency in pursuing L2 learning (Kashdan, 

Barrett, & McKnight, 2015). 

Third, in relation to the above-mentioned second 

implication, I suggest teachers discuss L2 learning 

experiences with their students and equip them 

with more fine-grained emotion words. Past 

research has demonstrated that emotions become 

real to us through words. The ability to put feelings 

into words has potential to regulate emotions and  

        The ability to put 
feelings into words has 
potential to regulate 
emotions. 
 



ease affective turmoil (Kircanski, Lieberman, & Craske, 2012). New-born infants do 

feel sensations such as pleasure or distress, but they develop emotion concepts later 

in life by categorizing sensations into different concepts. In this process, words play a 

crucial role and help infants develop both language and world knowledge. People 

with high emotional granularity, i.e., with breadth and depth of word knowledge and 

concepts, are found to be more skillful in regulating their emotions.  

This is good news for language teachers. We can fill two needs with one deed: Teach 

emotion words and get them engaged in classroom activities using these words, and 

your students will not only learn new vocabulary, they will also become emotionally 

intelligent. For example, the most widely used scale to measure L2 classroom anxiety 

(Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986) uses a variety of anxiety-related emotion words 

and expressions. Some are adjectives such as anxious, nervous, self-conscious, and 

afraid. Some are adjectivals such as 

confused, overwhelmed, and upset. Some 

are verbs such as worry, tremble, bother, 

panic, and embarrass. Others include 

phrasal expressions and positive emotion 

words and phrases because there are some 

reversed items. It will be a fruitful 

language learning activity for students to 

express their emotions in relation to 

language learning and share their language learning experiences. Give your students 

the skills to “recognize their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions as physical 

sensations, which is easier to let go of” (Barrett, 2017, p. 193). In a sense, this 

suggestion is nothing new. In language classes, students talk about a variety of 

topics, being equipped with new vocabulary items and structures. It is rather new 

that teachers do it for two purposes. They are teaching both linguistic skills and life 

skills. 

To recap, Dr. Barrett’s talks and book  taught me that we can empower our students 

with emotion words and emotional intelligence. Teach them “being nervous” and 

“being excited” are, in physiological terms, the same. Ask them why they feel 

nervous. Is it because speaking in the L2 is embarrassing? Is it frustrating when they 

cannot find an appropriate expression in the specific context? Questions like these 

will initiate a nice classroom discussion.  
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What positive psychology is NOT, and a bit about 
savoring 

Any discussion of emotion and brain science is likely to bring up the topic of “positive 

psychology.” I’d like to share a couple “positive psychology for the ELT classroom” 

tasks. But before we get there, I want to clarify a couple common misconceptions 

about positive psychology.  

Positive psychology is NOT “the power of positive thinking.” As Seligman (2003) 

points out, that is an “armchair activity.” Positive psychology is a science, complete 

with replicable studies, peer-reviewed research and all the things you would expect 

from any branch of science.  

Also, positive psychology is not about 

denying negative emotions and 

experiences. As Ben-Shahar (2009) 

famously said, “There are two kinds of 

people who don’t experience painful 

emotions: psychopaths and the dead.” 

Seligman (2003) points out that we need 

negative thinking, too. If you are getting 

on an airplane in winter and the pilot is 

“deciding whether to de-ice her wings, we should all be pessimists.” 

Positive psychology focuses on mental health rather than mental illness. It asks what 

is going on, cognitively and behaviorally, with happy, well-adjusted people. Positive 

psychology pioneer Christopher Peterson (2011) 

defines it as “the scientific study of what makes 

life worth living.”  

I’ve been working on creating a connection 

between positive psychology and ELT for over a 

dozen years. There are scores of classroom 

activities that couple positive psychology 

principles with clear grammar, language function 

or vocabulary sets (Helgesen, 2018). The longer I 

work with these ideas, the more I feel drawn to “savoring.” Savoring means “to 

attend to, appreciate, and enhance positive experiences” (Bryant & Veroff, 2007). I 

        As Ben-Shahar famously 
said, “There are two kinds of 
people who don’t experience 
painful emotions: psychopaths 
and the dead.” 
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simplify it for students: We want to really notice, appreciate and enjoy the good 

things in our lives. 

Savoring can include remembering good things that happened – an act often related 

to gratitude. Or it can be noticing good things as they happen – mindfulness. Or it 

can be the anticipation of positive things yet to come. (Past, present, and future – 

we’ve got a pretty good start on grammar here.) 

One simple classroom activity is “5 photos: A savoring task.” As homework, I ask 

students to take photos of five important things in their lives. But here’s the catch – 

they can only take five pictures. They can’t, for example, take 100 pictures and 

choose the best five. I want them to slow down and really think about what to take 

pictures of. I want them to think about how to pose the picture. Think about lighting, 

etc. In short, I want them to slow down and savor the experience. During the 

following class, students work in small groups, usually of about four. They show the 

pictures. Partners ask questions about those pictures. The questions have two 

purposes. Asking questions is a good discourse strategy – it is a way to keep the 

conversation going. But in positive psychology, asking questions about a topic like 

this is called an “Active Constructive” response (Seligman, 2011). A positive, 

interested question helps the speaker mentally recreate/ re-experience the positive 

emotion. What is important is not more and more positive experiences. What counts 

is more and more experiences of positive emotion. Taking the time to savor the good 

things allows them more experiences of the positive emotion they associate with the 

subjects of those pictures. 

Not long ago, I was walking home from school (physical exercise is connected to 

positive psychology and positive emotion, too). I passed through a park where 15-20 

kids were playing. Unsupervised. It occurred to me that I am really fortunate to live 

in a country where this can happen. Taking time to appreciate things we often 

overlook is another good source for savoring. I tell my students the “kids in the park” 

story and ask them to think about things they appreciate but often take for granted. 

They write or draw their answers. Then, in pairs, they share their ideas. Again, 

partners ask “active constructive” follow-up questions. This is actually quite similar 

to the “Five photos” activity but takes no preparation.  

In Thailand, nearly every male becomes a novice Buddhist monk, at least for a short 

time. Several years ago, I learned about a temple in northern Thailand that had a 

program for English speaking foreigners. They taught the dhamma (teachings of the 

Buddha) in English. Days were spent with chanting, studying the dhamma, and lots 

of meditation. There was also a lot of time alone for reading and other activities. I 

happened to be reading a book on savoring. It occurred to me that it wouldn’t be 

hard to write questions to guide the students in talking about, and savoring, positive 

experiences in the past and present, and anticipating ones in the future. These are 

the questions I wrote.  Click HERE for a photocopiable version of the activity.  

https://www.eltandhappiness.com/uploads/1/1/2/5/11251138/savoring_task_page_proof.pdf


 

Savoring is a useful way to help students experience and re-experience positive 

emotion. It can lead to more of what Fredrickson (2009) calls, “positivity.”  Barrett 

points out that we have a lot of control over our own emotions. Positivity is 

something we want to do with emotion.  
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A) Tell us about yourself and your background. 

I have been living in Japan since 1988. Before coming to Japan, I was an electrical 

engineer with Nippon Electric Company (NEC) in New York and received my BS-EE 

from Polytechnic Institute which is now under the New York University (NYU) 

system. I became interested in visual cognition while teaching Japanese students and 

noticed a difference in how I internalized visual information compared with the 

students. After returning to New York to get a Master of Arts degree in TESOL at 

NYU, I started teaching presentation skills to university students. I taught quite a few 

courses over a period of eight years. In those courses, the students did peer 

evaluations for the story, physical and visual message of a speech. My evaluation 

almost always coincided with the students for the story and physical message. 

However, I started to see a pattern of opposing evaluations for the visual message 

(this includes the design of the presentation slides). I started to explore journals as to 

why this was happening and could not find statistically significant, data-driven 

research to support my findings. I brought my ideas for a research topic to 

Hiroshima University and they accepted me into their PhD program. 

From 2009 – 2015, I conducted research on the visual aspects of a presentation on 

the retention of information and compared them cross-culturally. The visual aspects 

included background color, font style and number of words on a slide. The two 

cultures I compared were Japan and the U.S. I collected data from students in 

universities around the New York metropolitan area and Hiroshima. I found very 

interesting results, which lead me toward a path of cross-cultural cognition and 

learning research. You can read about my results here. 

B) How long have you been involved with the BRAIN SIG and why did 

you join? 

I have been a member since the 2016 JALT international conference after hearing a 

presentation by Marc Helgesen and BRAIN SIG members. The presentation made 

me realize that this Special Interest Group includes my research interests. 

C) What are your Mind, Brain, and Education-related research interests 

and how are you pursuing them? 

I am pursuing the expansion of my research to include other Asian cultures. 

Currently I am investigating funding opportunities. Classrooms are becoming more 

mailto:smmeiki@yahoo.com
https://okayama-u-jp.academia.edu/SusanMeiki
https://www.academia.edu/29950458/Visual_Language_Retention


diverse, and I hope my research will help teachers design their presentations to 

promote better retention of information without distracting from the content. 

D) Tell us about an Mind, Brain, and Education project you are working 

on now OR one you would love to do. 

I would love to start a database or a visual grammar of presentation characteristics 

that can promote retention of information. This visual grammar can be fundamental 

to all who give presentations on any subject. I would like this grammar to be based 

on statistically significant results of sound research. Currently, most presentation 

design manuals are written from a presenter’s point of view based on their 

experience, focused on one type of presentation topic (scientific presentations, for 

example) or a graphic designer basing their advice on design principles. The research 

I would like to do would be based on cross-cultural cognitive research and represent 

as many areas of the globe as possible. 

E) What have you read/seen recently that inspired you most?  

This area of research is new, and every day more and more researchers are 

addressing this topic because digital presentation slides are here to stay in all aspects 

of our lives. Michael Alley  is a pioneer in research along with Richard Mayer. Both 

use cognitive principles to research presentation design and multi-mode issues and 

are extensively published.  

 

 
 
 
 

 
(ZITS, borrowed from Japan News)  
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