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Abstract: Although the mother tongue policy in Eritrea aims to promote positive language learning
trajectories for students, the transition to English as a medium of instruction from the start of junior
education remains emotionally demanding for students until the end of tertiary education. Through
in-depth qualitative interviews, this study investigates the emotional experiences of sophomore
students in English language education (ELE) and seeks the sources of emotions that facilitate
or debilitate English language development. Drawing on an ecological perspective, the findings
highlight how students’ positive, ambivalent, and negative emotions were evoked by the conditions
that informed their identities and ideal selves. This study aims to understand what activates students’
emotions and informs their visualisation of their ideal selves within the ecosystem of English language
education. Overall, this study highlights the importance of creating a network of supportive emotional
affordances, despite the constraints of the ecosystem, to enhance students’ emotional mindfulness to
transform negative emotions into positive emotional experiences to attain their ideal selves.

Keywords: English language education; ecological perspective; emotions; identity; self;
individual–environment relationship

1. Introduction

The role of language in education is an important consideration in multilingual soci-
eties [1]. Eritrea, in the Horn of Africa, maintains a multilingual mother tongue (MT) policy
for elementary education with English taught as a subject from grade one. While the initial
MT policy aims to promote students’ language learning trajectory [2], the shift to English
as a medium of instruction (EMI) in junior education is complex, generating disconnected-
ness between language policies and practices, likely affecting students’ English language
development [3]. English is a foreign language (FL) for most Eritrean students and little
used outside classrooms. Despite being the medium of formal education even at tertiary
level, government reports note that students’ English proficiency remains minimal [4].

Recent research suggests that studying English or studying through English can be
emotionally demanding with daunting negative experiences [5], resulting in FL anxiety
and affecting students’ motivation to learn a language [6]. Moreover, negative emotional
experiences can disempower students’ generating a sense of inadequacy and fear of failure
rather than success and achievement [7]. Though emotional experiences can drain motiva-
tion for language learning and undermine language identity development [8], emotions
can, however, act as important motivators helping students envisage future success in
language learning [9,10]. Emotions, therefore, seem to be the ‘living glue’ between indi-
vidual experience and the environment. This interview-based study uses an ecological
perspective to explore the emotions informing sophomore students’ experiences of English
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language learning. The particular focus is on the interrelations between emotions and the
environment influencing the learning of English and students’ future sense of self.

1.1. Emotions and Language Learning

Though emotions are ‘the most influential force in language acquisition’ [11] (p. 10),
they are ‘the elephants in the room poorly studied, poorly understood, seen as inferior
to rational thought’ [12] (p. 205). In essence, the affective turn in SLA-research acknowl-
edges that emotions and L2 learning are reciprocally interrelated, affecting each other [13]
(Pavlenko, 2013). This study regards emotions as ‘socially constructed dimensions of
human experience’ [14] (p. 36) used to make sense of language learning experiences
within different environments and serving as a litmus test for long-term motivational
trajectories [15].

Learners’ experiences of language learning involve positive, negative, and ambivalent
emotions [16]. Positive emotions broaden individuals’ perspective on language input,
placate negative arousal, build necessary skills and resources, and encourage individuals
to go beyond usual limits and accept new challenges [17,18]. Studies on negative emotions
often focus on anxiety because of the complex ways negative emotions affect individual
selves [19]. Negative emotions can bring ‘fight or flight’ reactions [20] with debilitating
and facilitating learners. Debilitating emotions narrow the focus on the range of language
input, affecting language achievement [19], deeply disturbing students’ self-esteem and
confidence [21], reducing effort, and leading to avoidance-oriented behaviour [22].

It is well established that negative emotions inform negative experiences. Negative
experiences are worsened if students are blamed for being weak in the FL [23] and the condi-
tions and experiences affecting language learning remain unacknowledged [24]. Emotions
exacerbating negative experiences include fear of negative evaluation and misunderstand-
ing [25], comparison with peers [26], fear of mistakes and being embarrassed in class [27],
perfectionism [28], and boredom with the teaching style [5]. Negative emotions can, how-
ever, facilitate focus, resilience, and adaptation and might be the strongest predictors of FL
success [29].

Ambivalent emotion is experienced when the positive-broadening and negative-
narrowing power of emotions together coordinate the approach and avoidance tendencies
in FL learning [17]. For example, students can experience high enjoyment and high anxiety
simultaneously, leading to conflicting emotions [19]. Arguably, however, negative and
positive emotions are ‘the left and right feet’ of language learning [30] (p. 193). Hence,
they are distinct domains that coexist with each other in language learning. If students can
avoid focusing on negative emotions and relish positive experiences [31], motivation and
resilience increase and coping strategies can be optimised [32]. For language researchers,
exploring how individuals’ emotions inform language experiences draws attention to
the interrelationship between individuals and the environment with language being the
semiotic mediator [33].

1.2. An Ecological Perspective on the Emotional Experience of Language Education

An ecological approach acknowledges affordances and individual emotions as envi-
ronmental conditions [34]. Environmental conditions can create or limit opportunities for
language learners, and affordances depend on individuals’ perception and readiness to
make use of what the environment provides [35]. For example, bouldering might seem
climbable to a mountaineer but emotionally taxing to others depending on an individual’s
characteristics and the environmental conditions. An individual’s response to the affor-
dances of the environment informs the individual’s emotion–environment relationship.

An ecological perspective provides a lens to explore the synergy of emotion–environment
interactions arising from the proximal and distal conditions of the environment [36]. Each
ecosystem is a unique collation of varied elements that become the affordances of an ecology,
determine what exists within the environment, and ascribe social meaning [37]. When students
respond to environmental conditions, they draw on established ‘trait’ emotions that have
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evolved through previous language learning even beyond the classroom, as well as ‘state’
emotions within the moment [38]. Moreover, though an environment may target language
learning, a lack of opportunities to practice can evoke a range of emotions in students. In
other words, emotional affordances are context-dependent and unique to individuals [39].

1.3. Language Emotion and the Self

In FL learning ecosystems, emotions are discursively constructed, focusing on the
power relations of individuals within the environment informing identities [40]. Ecological
perspectives recognise the complexities of emotions in ecosystems potentially forming
multiple identities emerging in the interplay between local interactions and an envisioned
global identity of English language proficiency [41]. Drawing on past experiences, individ-
uals can form transportable identities of who they are and wish to become, anticipating
success in their language development [42].

An ecological approach acknowledges the existence of significant relationships be-
tween learners’ current selves’ emotional experiences of language learning and their en-
visioned ideal future FL selves. The tension of these relationships is described as having
‘a definite guiding function in setting to-be-reached standards and, in a negative way, the
feared self also regulates behaviour guiding the individual away from something’ [43]
(p. 13). Whereas the ideal self can be a strong motivator for striving learners to revitalise
L2 emotional experiences [44], deactivating emotional experiences can also bring uncertain
ideal selves in the pursuit of language learning development [45].

Another influence in understanding emotion in FL classrooms is the motivation and
activation behind ideal selves that emerge from anticipatory emotions created in the present
by actively working with ideal selves, and anticipated emotions, which is the imagination
of experiencing certain emotions in the future [17], consequently affecting the motivational
investment of effort [46]. The interplay occurs between the activation of students’ emotions
and beliefs of expending effort to learn English, as well as experiencing success and/or
failure, in turn informing their envisioned future self [47]. Existing research highlights how
an ecological perspective is useful in examining learners’ emotional experiences intertwined
with emerging identities and their imagined selves [48]. This study explores the emotional
experiences of sophomore students within the Eritrean ELE ecosystem.

1.4. Research Questions

The research task underpinning this study seeks to explore how emotions present in
individual language learning experiences inform the identity development of FL learners.
A crucial starting point is to recognise the different kinds of emotions and their sources
present in the participants’ accounts and then examine the interconnectedness between the
emotions and the environment to understand how this relationship affects motivation to
learn and future selves. The research questions are:

1. What kind of emotions are present in the sophomore English language students’
learning experiences?

2. Where do these emotions arise from as reported by the participants?
3. What is the relationship between students’ emotions and their future selves?

2. Methodology
2.1. The Context for this Study

The sixteen participants in this qualitative interview study were sophomore students,
aged 20–27, concluding their formal English language studies in Natural Sciences and Social
Sciences streams. They were selected and invited to participate based on their freshman
English results with eight high-performing (HP) students (four males and four females)
and eight low-performing (LP) students (four males and four females) from each stream.
Moreover, the participants’ geographic background (region, school location (rural and ur-
ban), school type (private and public), religion, ethnolinguistic identity, and sociolinguistic
categories [49] students’ enrolment bio-data 2018) were also taken into account to represent
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the sociolinguistic and ethnic reality of Eritrea. As sophomore students, the participants
provide different perspectives on ELE in Eritrea, having extensive experience at school and
college levels.

The participants were provided detailed information on this study’s nature and the
data’s utility for research purposes during pre-interview discussions. Each participant
provided signed consent and indicated their understanding of the confidentiality and
anonymity that refers to their participation, voluntarism, and information regarding this
study [50]. Each participant was assigned an identifier as indicated in Table 1.

Table 1. Linguistic information of participants.

Identifier Tigrigna English Arabic Tigre Amharic Bilin Geez Afar Other

HP1 X X X

HP2 X X X

HP3 X X X

HP4 X X X

HP5 X X X X

HP6 X X X X X X XX

HP7 X X X

HP8 X X X X

LP1 X X X

LP2 X X

LP3 X X X X X

LP4 X X X

LP5 X X X

LP6 X X X

LP7 X X

LP8 X X

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

Interview data were collected to provide a deeper understanding of the students’
emotional experiences in ELE. As little research has been conducted on the emotional
experiences of ELE in Eritrea previously, ‘efforts are made to get inside the person and to
understand from within’ [50] (p. 17) and allow freedom, which enhanced the richness of the
data [51]. Although it is not possible or desirable to ‘get inside’ another person, nevertheless,
interviews provide subjective insights into participants’ perspectives or experiences, which
is a powerful way of probing inner feelings and views in greater depth [52]. Capturing their
emotional experiences can enable them to freely reflect their own voice and thoughts despite
the individualised opinion that can be fleeting at times due to impending conditions [53].
The interviews were intended to provide space for participants to share the range of their
emotions and their sources to investigate the interrelationship between their emotions and
their ideal selves. Each interview lasted approximately one hour. The language of the
interviews was primarily English unless the participants preferred to use Tigrigna.

For this study, the interview was divided into several sections that invited participants
to share different aspects of their language learning experiences. The questions were
designed to elicit information on how the participants’ emotional experiences inform their
identity and influence their selves that potentially contribute to their language learning
trajectories within the ELE ecosystem [16]. While the selection of participants was based
on their final freshman grade, as a member of teaching staff, the interviewer (Author 1)
was already familiar with the participants prior to this study. Moreover, these interviews
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complemented the culture of the college at the time as initiatives had been taken to include
students in the development of materials hopefully creating a safer environment for the
participants to share their experiences. Interviews began with an invitation for participants
to share experiences from their early years of language learning and to continue reflecting
on experiences from later years. The interview also included questions that explicitly
focused on what kind of emotions the participants had experienced or associated with
English language learning, as well as reflections on different language skills, language
tests, and their overall educational achievement. An important question addressed how
the participants overcame challenges that they had faced.

The recorded data were transcribed and translated resulting in 352 pages, font size
of 12, and 1.5 line spacing. The data were analysed using a data-driven approach [54] to
guide the initial coding by focusing on the presence of different types of emotions in the
interviews mentioned often explicitly and sometimes implicitly. The type and degrees of
emotions experienced differed between students. The second analytical cycle drew on an
ecological perspective that highlights the importance of environmental conditions. This
cycle involved organising the overarching themes of emotions to recognise the sources
of emotions present in the participants’ interviews. The third analytical cycle focused on
the future self as expressed by different participants. Through these iterative steps, it was
possible to trace the presence of learner emotions and the interconnectedness of emotions
and the sense of self within the ELE environment [55], as illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Illustrating the presence of emotions in student experiences, implicit mentions are underlined
and explicit mentions are in bold.

Examples of Verbatim Text Codes of Emotions Emotional
Experience Source of Emotion Developing

Ideal Self

I get anxious and ask myself,
‘Where have I been?’ that I

didn’t learn anything at all (LP3).
Drilling of words and trying to
master grammar rules were so

stressful as a child (LP4).

Anxiety Negative Teacher and
classroom conditions

Narrowing future
potential

Emotionally I was going with
the herd. I felt bored when the
teachers go back to the basics

and talk the whole period and I
just listen. I was not showing my

capabilities (HP1).

Boredom

I get confused and stuck even if
I know the answer (LP5). Bewilderment

Ambivalent Student and teacher
Conditions

Mixture of
broadening and

narrowing
future potential

I am always curious why we
don’t have qualified English
teachers in remote areas. We

don’t learn much in class. (LP 1)

Curiosity

My experience of English at
home made me confident in

class. I always had
the impulse of learning. (HP6)

Positive
Confidence

Learner conditions
Broadening future

potential

I hope I will be able to
develop my English
in the future (LP4).

Hope

3. Findings

The findings are organised into three sections. The first and second sections present
positive, ambivalent, and negative emotions and their sources that affect individual learners,
respectively. The third part provides an overview of the interrelationship between students’
emotions and their future selves.
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3.1. Types of Emotions

The participants shared a wide range of emotions through their stories and descrip-
tions of key moments in their language learning journeys. The positive emotions include
confidence, joy, excitement, gratefulness, hope, interest, passion, and pride. The negative
emotions experienced include anger, anxiety, boredom, disappointment, embarrassment,
fear, frustration, hopelessness, shame, and intimidation. The ambivalent emotions contain
conflicted emotions of bewilderment, curiosity, silence, and indecision.

The positive emotions described by students allowed them to be excited and joyful
about their achievement, build confidence, and show passion in their language develop-
ment as described by HP students:

‘Because of my performance, my studies go smoothly’, (HP2)

‘It’s almost a mother tongue for me. I am passionate and just have it inside me’ (HP6)

‘Back when I was in high school I had an English book translated’. (HP1)

Confirming positive emotions of interest and pride enables them to boost their enthu-
siasm, which they described as having a lasting effect on their language development, as
explained in more detail in Section 3.2.

The negative emotions experienced by the students comprise fear of making mistakes
in large class sizes, being mocked and embarrassed by peers and teachers, and negative
evaluations. Another powerful negative emotion was shame as LP5 says, ‘Comparing
myself with high-performing students, I feel ashamed of my weak English, and the place I
came from’. Shame-filled past experiences might lead to anger, uneasiness, and disappoint-
ment while performing in English classes. Moreover, the numbing, negative emotion of
boredom was vividly described (see Table 2).

Many students referred to negative emotions as having debilitating effects on their
selves to learn English, ‘They are killers in language learning and put you again in more
negative emotions’ (LP1). Some HP students, however, recognised the facilitative role of
negative emotions in their language development, ‘it can drive you to work hard to achieve
your goals’ (HP2). Through determination, the power of turning negative experiences
into positive emotions can narrow down the debilitating negative emotions on students’
language development. In extreme scenarios, however, negative emotions were hard
to bear:

‘When I was in grade five, our English teacher used to punish us by putting a pen
between our fingers squeezing them forcefully for committing errors while reading. That
was very painful and stressful. But, it was a push factor to practice reading’ (HP3)

The existence of physical pain can turn into emotional turmoil followed by anxiety
and fear of learning the language. In such conditions, students had no choice but to endure
negative experiences as part of their language learning experiences in Eritrea.

The ambivalent emotions students experienced created conflicted emotions of self-
asserting confidence and inadequacy, ‘though I am proficient in the language, I feel inade-
quate when I don’t perform as expected. ’(HP4). They are also caught up with self-censoring
events, ‘even when I know the answer, I prefer to stay silent to avoid shame and embar-
rassment in class’ (LP7). Many LP students expressed their indignation when their past
experience is incongruent with their current self, ‘I thought I was good in English in sec-
ondary school and I don’t understand why English is tough as a language because I speak
four languages (LP3)’. These emotionally indicted experiences position them to be uncer-
tain and question their actual self and the pride that forms their identity, as explained in
more detail in Section 3.2. The extensive presence of emotions in these accounts highlights
the importance of acknowledging the affective nature of language learning and how deeply
it touches students’ sense of who they are and who they can be.
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3.1. Sources of Students’ Emotions

This section draws attention to the sources of students’ emotions present in the partici-
pants’ interviews. The sources of students’ emotional experiences arise from individual
students, teachers, linguistic, and systemic conditions.

3.1.1. The Individual Conditions of Different Learners

The findings indicate that several issues prompted students’ emotions that affected
their language development. Learners’ previous language experiences and significant
others’ support impacted their emotions tremendously. As HP1 recalled, ‘When I was
young, I was so close to my father. He used to tell me bedtime stories and I fell in
love with the stories and loved English and grew up to be like one of them’. Her early
childhood experience enabled her to draw on her past experiences and anticipate future
experiences that inform her future self. This might generate a sense of global English
identity contributing to her current English language development. The most powerful
sources of students’ emotions are exposure and opportunities to practice the language
in and outside the classrooms. Many HP students shared that family support at home
and attending private schools positively informed their language experience. Despite the
limited exposure to practice the language, HP1 and HP6 students explained that they had
opportunities, for example, to attend church programs in English, helping them socialise
in English.

For many LP students, however, the English language is beyond reach. LP2 expressed
her bewilderment saying, ‘I was in grade six when I first watched people speaking in
English on TV, it was a source of astonishment for me’. Unfortunately, LP1, LP3, LP4, and
LP7 noted that they had not been exposed to the English language outside the classroom in
the places they came from. There is considerable overlap between students’ emotional ex-
periences and their selves when they questioned their ELE trajectories. As LP5 stated, ‘You
don’t need to waste ten to twenty years simply not mastering the language’. By questioning
the educational language system, students portrayed their perception of language learning,
suggesting that emotional experiences of the past have affected their present experiences,
even in beginning to form ideal selves.

Students’ negative and ambivalent emotions also evolved from the fear of losing face
and making mistakes in front of peers. As LP 6 remarked, ‘During class presentations, I
save my face to avoid humiliation to preserve my pride’. These experiences can put them
in a conflicted emotion of silence by hiding their emotions to avoid embarrassment. When
comparing themselves to other students, many LPs experienced feelings of inadequacy,
‘When I encounter excellent students in English, I feel inadequate and weak’ (LP3). The
sense of inadequacy can result in uneasiness about their lack of English language compe-
tence and fears regarding others’ evaluations. Moreover, as HP7 said, ‘I am not satisfied
with my English, I won’t tolerate the mistakes I make. I want to be like the natives. . .’.
Counting one’s mistakes and striving for flawlessness reflect learners’ self-evaluations and
critical perfectionist attitudes towards attaining excellence in their language development.
Emotions such as these are also the outcome of classroom interactions in which teachers’
conditions affect students’ emotions. These findings highlight how differently and how
personally students can experience emotions as part of their language learning journeys.
Even if two students were in the same environment, the emotions of a high-performing
student could be significantly different from a low-performing student.

3.1.2. Environmental Conditions Derived from Teachers

The findings indicate that teachers’ low proficiency and teaching methods are the
main sources of students’ emotions. Students explained that they become bored with
drills and the rote memorisation of rules. LP2 bitterly expressed, ‘I curse the teachers who
made me a parrot who only repeat grammar rules not making meaning by myself’. Such
practices from early childhood can drive them to develop a strange attitude towards ELE,
‘I felt English wasn’t a language meant for communication but something strange only
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used to name objects’ (LS4). Students’ views on teachers’ teaching style, with disparaging
teaching attitudes like giving negative criticism and intimidating remarks in classes, can
have a demotivating lasting impact on their identity development: ‘The worst experience
I had was when a teacher laughed at me when I answer in class (LP1)’ and ‘belittle me
that I am not good (HP5)’. These experiences highlight the discursive emotional power
differentials between teachers and students. Some students vividly sense that their lifelong
language learning experiences were overshadowed by teachers’ classroom interactions
and actions during early childhood experiences, ‘When I was a child teachers humiliated
and terrorized me. . .I developed hatred towards English language learning and it follows
me everywhere’ (LP1). Due to the absence of good feedback and the lack of appropriate
academic relationships between teachers and students, students experience debilitating
negative emotions. These findings highlight how environmental conditions are formed
through teacher attitudes, words, and action as well as how deeply and emotionally
students respond to these conditions.

3.1.3. Linguistic and Systemic Conditions

The findings indicated that linguistic and systemic conditions that influence students’
emotions include educational language policy and practices (MTE and EMI), grammar-
based instruction and assessment systems, and the existence of emotional despotism.
Although there is an uncharted multilingual repertoire for language learners in Eritrea,
the findings indicate that MTs were experienced as interferences when students join junior
school instead of supporting their English language learning. As HP2 said, ‘English
language is taught through Tigrigna. . .. this brings confusion’. Within this environment,
the transition from MTE to EMI, as LP5 and LP7 explained, was a source of negative
emotions as they had not acquired basic language skills in their MTs that would affect
their future English language development. This signals that the potential of MTE as
an affordance to provide foundations and opportunities for further language learning
in EMI has been detrimental due to the language learning policy and the feebleness to
implement it.

The participants shared a wide sense of negative emotions with the grammar-focused
instruction and exam systems that affected their overall language development:

‘I feel inadequate.... never knew if one language has four language skills till I
reach secondary school.’ (LP1)

‘It was frustrating. . . lessons and exams focus on mastering of grammar
rules.’ (HP7)

‘It is like forcing you to eat food that is allergic to your body.’ (LP7)

LP7 ruefully feels that language learning is like a nutrient that is harmful to the body,
which arouses a pressured emotion with no alternative but to be caught between a rock
and a hard place to make sense of oneself.

Under these conditions, students become lost and even develop a desire to start over
from the basics to overcome their language learning difficulties. LP3 bluntly shared, ‘After
fourteen years of education, I have difficulties in English. . .After graduation, I will study
English in a private school’. Predictably, private English language schools offer basic
language learning skills. This points out that many of the LP students remain advanced
beginners in the English language when they even reach sophomore level.

Different students in Eritrea’s ELE ecosystem explained that they experienced known
and unknown emotions of fear even beyond the classroom settings, signalling emotional
despotism. As LP6 stated, ‘I feel nervous, insecure, and ashamed learning English in and
outside class’. Due to the absence of proper emotional affordances in the ELE environment,
students can develop fearful attitudes and reach an emotional edge, experiencing extreme
negative emotions. HP6 indignantly expressed, ‘We are deprived of freedom and get
oppressed in English language classrooms’. The continuous deprivation of emotional
freedom coupled with the emotion of fear might turn into dispositions that can develop into
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trait emotions over time, putting learners between the hammer and the anvil. Furthermore,
the participants spoke of their emotional experiences in great depth and related them to
their future selves, exposing the link between emotion and future selfhood. Although
not all of these conditions are as directly in the teacher’s control as teacher attitudes,
words, and actions, teachers are nevertheless the ones that mediate the linguistic and
systemic conditions. The student responses indicate how deeply enmeshed they are within
these conditions.

3.2. Connections between Students’ Emotional Experiences and Future L2 Selves

Most HP students are proud of their language achievement, utilise multilingual
affordances, and go beyond their limited environment to belong to an ideal English-
speaking global identity. They even set boundaries to signify themselves as ‘we-proficient
in the language’ and ‘them—the non-proficient ones’ (HP1, HP3, and HP5). Some of them
even boast that they have reached the desired outcome, ‘The teacher challenged me the
way I needed to be challenged’ (HP1). This self-assured pride enables them to own a
transportable identity that goes beyond their local distinctiveness, creating a high actual
self with significant symbolic capital.

Many LP students, however, experience shame and failed to benefit from multilingual
affordances; nevertheless, they desire to belong to a global English community, ‘I wish to
go to English-speaking countries and miraculously improve my English’ (LP1). This is
an ambivalent identity formation, reducing one’s local distinctiveness but still generating
future-oriented anticipated emotion. Moreover, the participants shared a deep sense of
hope that reflect anticipatory emotions behind their motivational ideal selves. As LP2
said, ‘I hope I will practice and read books to develop my English’. Many LPs seem ready
to invest hoping for something to significantly change in the future. Conversely, when
confronted with negative emotions, the HP students become resilient to continue hoping
for the best, though to date, everything has been difficult and painful, ‘when I feel a bit
inadequate, I never give up’ (HP8). By enthusiastically relishing their positive emotions,
learners’ motivation can be broadened to attain their ideal selves. Quite the opposite, LP6
highlighted, ‘I don’t take the initiative to do things. I just put aside the subject’. Such
students appear to experience utter hopelessness that brings a murky motivational self in
their quest for language learning. Despite experiencing negative emotions, the experience of
the anticipatory emotion of hope boosts students’ language learning efforts by empowering
them to develop clear ideal selves. These findings indicate the interconnectedness between
the emotions and future selves; in other words, student emotions indicate a response to
the environment and provide insight into what kind of relationship the student has with
this immediate environment. Moreover, the findings indicate that emotions have some
kind of anticipatory quality with implications for the future self. The relationship between
emotions and the future self is further addressed in the ensuing discussion.

4. Discussion

This study investigates the emotional experiences of students in the ELE ecosystem
and the sources of emotions that facilitate or debilitate English language development in
the formation of ideal selves. In response to the first research question, the findings suggest
that learners’ emotions are key parts of their language learning experiences. As [55] notes,
positive emotions can embolden students’ motivation to passionately develop their English
language in their quest for ideal selves; however, the range of emotions experienced by the
participants are mostly negative.

As in other studies, the emotion of fear, stated by most students, emanated from the
fear of making mistakes and being mocked and embarrassed by peers and teachers [28].
Unsurprisingly, when the LPs compare themselves with HPs and recall early childhood
experience, they become anxious with negative emotions, further disrupting their self-
confidence as learners [21]. In line with recent research [5], this study attests that the
disengaging emotion of boredom is repeatedly manifested when teachers’ practices un-
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dermine students’ interest and motivation to learn the language. Although, ideally, the
environment should provide opportunities to use the language, this study indicates that
students’ experiences of debilitating negative emotions narrow their language learning
input and achievements [19]. Moreover, this study highlights that students’ negative emo-
tional experiences were predictors of success with a facilitative role that helped them to see
themselves as striving language learners. The synergy between the students’ emotions and
the environment is highlighted when students find ways to combat negative emotions with
a resilience to sustain their balance and build positive broadening emotions, confirming
earlier findings [31].

The findings also illustrate how ambivalent emotions put students in conflicted states.
Students were caught between feeling inadequate and confident; remaining silent to avoid
shame and embarrassment; embracing their past pride in language proficiency and their
current selves. Consistent with previous studies [19], the findings indicate that an indi-
vidual can experience both positive and negative emotions simultaneously. Ambivalent
emotions generate uncertainty as students attempt to coordinate their approach and avoid-
ance, affecting their language learning trajectory [17].

The second research question focuses on the sources of emotions and the findings
highlight three sources: student, teacher, and linguistic and system conditions. The students’
conditions refer to individual and socio-emotional aspects of language learning. The HP
participants reiterated how previous linguistic experience, family support, exposure, and
opportunities to practice English language positively impacted their language development.
In contrast, the LP students’ lack of early language experience at home or opportunities for
practice impacted their emotions negatively. Moreover, the findings indicate that while HPs’
perfectionist attitude towards attaining excellence in English language informs a vision of
a native-like English-speaking identity, LPs’ competition with excellent students creates
a state of anxiety, disturbing their confidence while advancing through their language
learning trajectories [28].

The teacher conditions that influence students’ emotions include affective, pedagogical
skills, and personality features [56]. Although a language teacher is responsible for the
emotional tenor of the classroom [57], participants in this study recognise teachers as the
main source of negative emotions, unswervingly related to teachers’ low proficiency and
teaching methods, disparaging teaching attitude, lack of feedback, and individual attention.
Consistent with [40], this study highlights the discursive emotional power differentials
of the academic relationships between teachers and students affecting student attention
and motivation.

Regardless of the rich linguistic repertoire of language education in Eritrea, the find-
ings suggest MTE was an interference and source of immense negative emotions in the
transition to EMI. The nonexistence of proper emotional support during this shift coupled
with the focus on grammar-ridden lessons and exams, and the lack of skills to practice
the language can bring subsequent effects on their language learning development and
overall educational outcomes, which confirm earlier findings [3]. To cope with language
practices and the direct shift to EMI, the language teaching ideology should consider MTs
as an affordance rather than an obstruction to provide opportunities for the use of students’
linguistic repertoire and support English language learning. Still, the participants expe-
rienced known and unknown emotions of uncertainty, oppression, and fear of English
as an FL, revealing the existence of emotional despotism in the ELE ecosystem. Due to a
lack of emotional affordances, students experienced helplessness and struggled to attain
the desired outcomes, which could turn their situational state emotions into stable trait
emotions over time [38]. Figure 1 illustrates the sources of students’ emotions in ELE.

Figure 1 places individual emotional experience at the heart of two concentric circles to
represent the continual interplay within the ecosystem. The circles represent the proximal
and distal sources of emotion.
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The concentric circles illustrate the proximity between proximal and distal influences
on students’ emotional experiences informing language development in the ELE ecosys-
tem [36]. Within the proximal ecosystem, illustrated with a white background, the prime
sources of emotions arise from students’ early English language experiences. The synergy
between and among the proximal ecosystems such as teacher and classroom conditions can
directly influence students’ emotional experiences. Students’ exposure to English beyond
the classroom and their place of origin may not directly relate to their emotions, but can be
vital for their language development. As part of the distal ecosystem, illustrated with a
grey background, the MTE policy aims to enhance students’ language trajectory [2], yet
behind the classroom curtains, students experience negative emotions in the transition from
MTE to EMI. In the all-embracing distal ecosystem, the absence of emotional affordances
due to the existence of emotional despotism in ELE denies opportunities for students’
language development and agency, imposing artificial limits on their identity and selves.
The findings, however, suggest that proximal influences and individuals themselves have
an important role in mediating distal influences. The negative emotions provoked by the
distal language policy, for example, can be softened or reinforced through the actions of the
proximal teacher or family. The findings also indicate how students actively participate in
the formation of their future self.

The relationship between students’ emotional experiences and their future selves is
at the heart of the third research question. The findings highlight how a wide range of
students’ emotions inform their identity, influencing their selves in ELE. Exploiting the
multilingual affordances and going beyond their limited environment, the HP students’
positive emotions of pride enabled them to become de facto members of the global English
community [58]. According to [41], the interplay between students’ local interaction and
a vision of global identity in English language proficiency empowered them to possess
transportable identities [42]. Drawing on negative emotional experiences of belonging to
a global English community, most LP students developed ambivalent identities, neither
native nor non-native, declining locally distinct affordances [59].

The students’ emotions as illustrated in Figure 2 inform connections with the motiva-
tional ideal selves.

Figure 2 uses arrows to illustrate the activation of emotions and connections between
individual emotions on the left and the ideal self on the right.
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Alongside emotions, effort and the need to invest in language learning significantly af-
fect students’ future selves. As [17] stated, activating anticipated and anticipatory emotions
is an important part in the formation of future selves. In trying to achieve ideal selves, the
students spoke of the investment and efforts needed to attain success and prevent failure
in the future. Despite experiencing negative emotions, the anticipatory emotion of hope
boosts students’ language learning efforts, empowering them to develop a clear image of
their selves. For LP students, however, ambivalent anticipated emotions of hope delay the
exertion of effort and investment until academic studies are over, transforming resilience
into an avoidance strategy—avoiding the required investment in the present and the pain
of failure. Hope can be a powerful force to help learners know where they are, what they
can do, and where to reach. Conversely, the deactivating negative emotion of hopelessness
reduces students’ motivation to learn as the notion of an ideal self is uncertain [45], less
defined as indicated in Figure 2. Moreover, the clarity or uncertainty of the future self
seems to feedback into emotional experiences within the present time.

5. Conclusions

This study provides insights into the emotional experiences of sophomore students
in English language education in Eritrea. Despite the limited number of participants, as a
qualitative study ‘the point is to generate substantive insight into the phenomenon’ [60]
(p. 558). Drawing on the ecological approach, this study provides an in-depth understand-
ing of the range of positive, ambivalent, and negative emotions experienced by sophomore
students of English in Eritrea. The participants highlight that recounting their emotions
enabled them to question their actual selves to make sense of their ideal selves with a desire
for an English-speaking global identity [61], potentially contributing to their language
learning trajectories within the ELE ecosystem. This study further reiterates how some
students make good use of affordances despite the constraints of the ELE environment
through individual effort and investments, activating emotions and developing lucid ideal
selves over time.

As noted in the opening section of this article, the transition from a mother-tongue-
based educational policy to the use of English as the language of education is significant
with implications for learning other subjects [62]. The findings from this study indicate that
negative emotions informing language learning pathways could have negative implications
for students’ educational achievement.
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The far-reaching implication of the present study highlights the need to create a
network of supportive emotional affordances to motivate the whole person [48], to assist
learners to find personal freedom, to become more agentic in dealing with emotions, and
to inform teachers to re-evaluate their teaching practices to enhance successful language
learning [63]. Finally, more positively framed approaches could transform the narrowing
ripple effects of students’ negative emotions into positive broadening emotional experiences
to attain ideal selves.
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