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Can you tell which of these smileys represent the following emotions: sad, embarrassed, angry, happy?
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This may appear to be a simple activity, but if you have an acute form of Asperger’s Syndrome then it is almost impossible to match the faces with the feeling. Those diagnosed with AS have a normal or high intelligence quotient, but they find it difficult to empathise with other people: they have a low emotional quotient.


Daniel Goleman popularised the notion of understanding emotions through his book “Emotional Intelligence”. In it he explains that what he calls emotional intelligence is actually the union of two different aptitudes, called the intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligences, previously defined by Howard Gardner, 

-Intrapersonal ability is recognisable in people who understand themselves, know their own strengths and weaknesses, who establish objectives, prefer to work alone, are thoughtful, follow their own interests and work at their own pace in their own space. 

- Interpersonal talent is displayed by people who understand people, are leaders, can organise and communicate, solve conflicts and sell well, who prefer to be with and talk to people, have friends and who share, compare, relate and cooperate. (Famous example: Teresa of Calcutta).

In schools we normally devote most time and energy to developing two intelligences : the logical-mathematical and the linguistic, following the established model : reading, writing and arithmetic. However there is obviously more to education than this cognitive approach. 

Goleman puts it graphically in his book when telling the story of Jason H. He was a bright student in his final year of school, dreaming of going to Harvard. However in one exam quiz he got an 80, which the boy saw as destroying his opportunity of Harvard. So he took a butcher’s knife to school and stabbed his physics teacher. Jason graduated from a private school but never apologized to his teacher. Goleman asks : “How can someone so smart do something so dumb?”

Teachers have worked well in schools to make people literate in numbers and words. However this cognitive literacy is only part of education. Now we must go further and develop emotional literacy, defined as “the ability to identify, understand and express emotions in a healthy way.”(The Children's Emotional Literacy Project : www.kidseq.com)
Goleman gives us a practical lead as to how to go about achieving our goal :

“Whether or not there is a class explicitly devoted to emotional literacy may matter far less than how these lessons are taught.”
(Goleman, 1995, p. 279)
In short, it is preferable to integrate emotional education into normal teaching practice rather than invent a separate subject. 

So how do we go about incorporating this into our ESL classroom practice? Well, there are three basic steps in encouraging emotional literacy: 

1.
Identify your feelings in words. (cross, angry, hostile, furious, enraged)

2.
Express the problem in words (“My exam results were poor.”)
3.
Ask yourself : “What can I do to change my feelings, thinking, and behaviour.”

  
As ESL teachers we are quite familiar with the first step, labelling your emotions, because in fact it is an exercise in vocabulary. 

Julia West, a writer with a website dedicated to helping budding authors, offers a huge list of emotions at: (http://www.sff.net/people/julia.west/CALLIHOO/dtbb/emotions.htm). She uses them for characterisation, but we can sort them into manageable wordlists of emotions for our pupils. At the beginning of class you can have pupils consult their list and then ask randomly round the class, “How are you today?” The answers will help your learners memorise the vocabulary through use and, more importantly, it will give you, and them, an insight into the emotional state of your class at the start of the lesson.

There is another good source for the vocabulary of the emotions at : http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_emotions. You can brighten up the list by using emoticons, smiley faces like this (, to represent the different feelings. This imaging of sentiments, which pupils who use chats will already be aware of, can be a powerful tool for memorising. Once learners have worked on the words I encourage them to incorporate the vocabulary into essays. For example, in compositions describing people or places, the first paragraphs will be devoted to sensory description, looks, sights, voices, sounds and smells, but the end of the writing can express the author’s personal response to the people or things described. This is where pupils use the wordlists to identify their emotions in writing.

Step two, formulating an emotional problem, is something learners encounter in every reader.  Fiction is always packed with problems and solutions. Pick worthy stories and point our the conflicts and their resolution. This educates in how stories are told but also in how problems are expressed.


In a class of thirteen year-olds we are reading through a story of a farmhand who grew up to be a pianist. It traces his life from humble beginnings, to finding his first piano to becoming a concert pianist. The simple optimism of the child, coupled with a little luck, opens the way to his overcoming all obstacles and becoming a famous musician. It is the story of success through talent, hard work and a bit of luck. It is emotionally appealing because it tells an inspirational tale of self-improvement.


Older teenagers can progress to formulating emotional problems by practising on the conflicts presented in literature. When you are sure that they understand the problematic situations and characters you can lead them a step further by discussing the interpretations of these conflicts. For example, we are reading Daphne du Maurier’s ‘Rebecca’ in a 6th. year class at the moment. Discussion of the  narrator’s changing feelings about her new surroundings and the people she meets there form a sufficiently detached background in which to practise interpreting her emotions and putting them into words. Your main goal is to make students literate by teaching them to read between the lines of a novel. However, this critical practice will also show them how to be sympathetically articulate about problematic situations, how to be emotionally literate.

Using feature films as listening practice is an extended activity in ESL classes. Just as in written fiction, the cinema has many stories about overcoming difficulties. The cinematographic expression of conflict is much more direct because it takes the form of dialogue but emotion is usually just beneath the surface in many films. Talking about the action and its meaning will enable pupils to learn to distance themselves from the emotional undertones and take a critical view of the film and of the feelings it evokes.


In general education the learner’s emotional state is beginning to be recognised as a central element in learning. In a recent exhaustive investigation (‘Developing the Emotionally literate school’, Paul Chapman Publishing, 2004)  Katherine Weare concludes that : 

“… a positive emotional state is a crucial prerequisite for learning.”

Weare substantiates this claim by referring to the brain-based research of the 1980s and 90s. The oldest part of our psyche is the reptilian brain. It ensures our survival by responding swiftly to threat and reacts by choosing one of two options: fight or flight. When a person feels at risk the rest of the thinking brain more or less shuts down and the reptilian brain takes over. This means you only get either an aggressive or an escapist response. Neither is favourable to learning. A learner who feels under duress due to the content, teaching method or teacher, will probably react in this primitive way and so disable himself for learning. The lesson for teachers here is that we would be well advised to take on the belief that positive emotions enhance learning, and act in consequence. 

This brings us to the third step involved in promoting emotional literacy : changing feelings, thinking, and behaviour. Instead of applying these changes directly to students here I would like to suggest how teachers can model emotional literacy through effective affective class management. This is where you encourage those positive feelings in pupils that promote learning. Good management gives you the opportunity to lead pupils further into emotional literacy by walking your talk about the subject.


Caring for pupils’ self-esteem is a basic way of enhancing the classroom atmosphere in order to foster learning. Rather than giving one formal talk on self-esteem, I have found that it is more effective to sprinkle pupils frequently with one-liners. The outcome of this is to get them thinking in positive terms about their own capacity. Even right in the middle of explaining subject content you can spice up their education with these titbits of positive ‘in-formation’ from time to time:

- Tell your students that the most complex computer in the world is sitting between their ears – it’s the human brain. Unfortunately the brain didn’t come with an instruction manual, like Windows, so we have the pleasure of testing the limits of its capacity.

- Remind your students that we don’t know the full capacity of the human brain because nobody has used their brain to full capacity.

- Let pupils know that they are not 14, 15 or 16, but several million years old. They are the product of millions of years of evolutionary survival. They owe it to those past generations to push forward the limits of human knowledge, and survival. They are the future spearheads of hundreds of generations. (A little perspective and awe works wonders for the ego.)

- Encourage students to develop a wider sense of intelligence, and their own worth, by expanding their ideas on intelligence. You can achieve this by telling pupils that in formal school education we give almost exclusive importance to two main intelligences: language ("word smart") and numbers ("number / reasoning smart"), but that there are, at present, six more recognised intelligences. From time to time you can briefly mention one of the others: 

•
Spatial intelligence ("picture smart") (Famous example: Stephen Spielberg) 

•
Bodily-Kinaesthetic intelligence ("body smart") (Famous example: Lewis Jordan).

•
Musical intelligence ("music smart") (Famous example: Paul Simon).

•
Interpersonal intelligence ("people smart") (Famous example: Teresa of Calcutta).

•
Intrapersonal intelligence ("self smart") 

•
Naturalist intelligence ("nature smart") (Famous example: Jacques Cousteau).

Maintain visual contact with the whole class by sweeping round the room with your eyes while you talk. Looking at the class, not individual students, while you teach content enables pupils to feel included and caters for visual students who need frequent eye contact during communication. Sensations of inclusion, as opposed to exclusion, are keenly felt by most adolescents who have a highly developed sense of belonging to a group, as witnessed in teenage bands. I have heard direct complaints from pupils that a teacher taught only one half of the class and ignored the other half. In one of my classes a similar complaint was raised that I always started doing participatory exercises by inviting the person in the last row on the right to start. Those on the left felt snubbed and some perceived this habit as a sign that I thought the pupils seated to my left were less able than those sitting to the right. I put this right immediately by telling them that a right-handed person will naturally look to the right hand side and call on someone who happens to be seated there. As further proof I asked a left-handed pupil to step up, had her face the class and asked her to call out the name of any person in the group. She naturally looked to her left and called out the name of someone seated on that side – thank heavens! This little event is in no way trivial for the students concerned – it was their self-esteem that was in question. From then on, however, I was careful to start equally at the back left as well as the back right, even though it felt unnatural.

There’s one simple event that fills us with self-recognition – the sound of our name. Learn your pupils’ names and address them usually by their name. Simply using their name is enough to boost recognition and self-esteem, you don’t need to add any other adjectives, indeed with adolescents you may put your foot in it if you overdo praise. Naming is praise enough.


Another area that enables you to promote emotional literacy among your students is that of beliefs. You may have heard about the Rosenthal study done in the USA. It illustrates well the power of teacher beliefs in the classroom. A group of children were tested and found to be average learners. The group was then subdivided into two random subgroups. One subgroup had a teacher who was told that the pupils he was taking were “gifted”. The teacher of the other subgroup was told that his pupils were “slow learners”. The assessment of the two groups at the end of the year showed that the majority of the group which had been arbitrarily named as “gifted” obtained higher scores than they had previously, while the majority of the supposed “slow learners” scored lower than they had before. One conclusion we can draw from this experiment is that the majority of children in the two subgroups conformed to the beliefs their teachers had about them, not to their real capabilities. This is a startling example of the power of the educator’s beliefs to enable or disable their students through unfounded beliefs. Emotions work in the same way – they are contagious, so be positive.
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