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New Beginnings:
how to regulate the
emotional fallout of
starting again
Michelle Hunter
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”Every new
beginning comes
from some other
beginning’s end.”
Seneca
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"That's what makes new
beginnings so exciting.
You don't know what will
happen until it's over."
Sam Gardner, Aytpical,
2021
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2018 was a year of multiple new beginnings. I turned 50; I was
required to step out of my BE comfort zone and start over with
teaching a communication in business course; went back to university
to study part-time on a doctoral research programme. I
enthusiastically and blindly jumped into these new beginnings, but
how well had I really prepared myself for these new beginnings? Was
I emotionally equipped to deal with the turmoil that so often follows
once the novelty of a new thing or experience has worn off? As it
turned out, no I hadn’t and no I wasn’t!
In hindsight, I can say the trials and tribulations of the last few years
have been a prime learning opportunity, not least of all from what
I’ve been learning about during my PhD studies. I now have some
tools and frameworks to help me look at what has happened,
understand how & why I responded in the ways I did, and what I can
do when future events disturb my equilibrium.
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Dramatic new beginnings
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Mundane new beginnings
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New beginnings in your job
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Teachers in formal education = new academic year,
semester or term
In-company teachers /
Trainers = new courses

Pandemic-elephant-in-the-room = new beginning back
in real world after 2 years safely tucked away in Zoom…

New beginnings in your job
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Starting life as a 50 year old post grad student marked a new beginning: a new career as an academic.
Excitment of being a student again. I felt like a slightly more worldy version of my 19 year old undergrad self
the first time I went on-campus to attend an education Research Group.
And that’s when the demon of self-doubt crept up on me. That voice that tells me “You don’t know anything.
You’ll stand out as the ignorant first year. No one cares that you’re a competent business English teacher with
20 year’s experience under your belt. You don’t belong on a PhD programme.
Then my angel of experience quietly and assertively spoke over that wicked demon of self-doubt and she
reminded me that I’m a grown-up with bags of life experience and hey! what about all that assertiveness
training I delivered for years? Over the following 4 years this cycle of participating, feeling out-of-my-depth,
and remembering that I do have something to contribute and that I do know stuff already has helped me hold
my nerve and keep going such that now I feel pretty confident in my PhD skin.
This trigger of self-doubt in a situation of facing something new is perhaps familiar to many.
How many recognise the follow-on phase: of calling upon prior experience and knowledge to help you actively
restore your dented ego, realign your unbalanced sense of equilibrium, and return to that stable state you
were in prior to the disturbing event. We’ll shortly be taking a closer look behind the scenes of what’s going on
in such situations and what strategies we can apply to help in the process of achieving and maintaining a
balanced, healthy mental state.
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Fresh ideas to
explore and
experiences to
exchange….

New people to
get to know!!!

A chance to
wear my new
outfit….
2/20/2022

Shiny new
content to
create
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How do you
tend to
typically feel
at the start
of a new …?
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Picture source: https://knowyourmeme.com/photos/1884230-dogs
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You probably fall into 3 general camps…
The excited puppies who love a new beginning
The ambivalent – ugh, here-we-go-again cats
Or the – Oh No! What I have let myself in for
squirrels.
And of course, you probably swap camps
depending on the context & circumstance, or
depending on your mood on that day, or your
general mindset at that phase in your life.
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Affect & Affective
Strategies

Theoretical
Frameworks
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Practical
Implications
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Affect is a ….
Cognitive neuroscientist and brain researcher Lisa Feldman Barrett (2017)
describes affect as a “...basic sense of feeling, ranging from unpleasant to
pleasant (valence), and from agitated to calm (arousal)” (Barrett, 2017: 36).
Williams, Mercer & Ryan (2016) define affect as “an umbrella term that covers
emotions, feelings and moods” and that “affective states can vary in terms of
their intensity, duration, identifiable cause, and whether they are more private
or public in their expression.” (Williams et al. 2016, p. 80-81).
Jane Arnold, who has written extensively about affect in language learning
expands the definition further by including attitude which conditions
behaviour (Arnold and Brown 1999, 1).
I could go on. Suffice it to say, during my preliminary reading I’d naively
thought affect would be just another straight forward concept to work with.

Picture source: https://medium.com/popneuro
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Researching
Affect and
Affective
Strategies

• Across the literature, there were multiple views and definitions of
what affect actually is, disagreements around which came first,
emotion or thought and how one impacts the other;
• it’s nearly impossible to measure affect (without neuroscientific hitech equipment);
• research participants typically don’t have the language (even in
their mother-tongue) to accurately and uniformly describe what
they’re feeling;
• and affective strategies are slippery things – is it a strategy directly
managing affect, or is it a learning strategy that happens to also
mediate emotional responses?
I’m at the point where I’ve concluded that affect and cognition are 2sides of the same coin, and I prefer to think of affective strategies as
affect-regulation strategies – they are the things we do / actions we
take that get us back on a emotional even-keel so that we can
continue to teach effectively and professionally – or in the case of
students, to keep learning effectively.
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Researching
Affect and
Affective
Strategies

Starting point to explore affective strategies: Carol Griffiths and Adem Sourç
article in the ELTJ in 2017. They recommended more focus needed to be
given to affective learner strategies. They reported plenty of the typical
language learning strategies being used by students, but that very little was
mentioned among the sample group about strategies for managing the
emotional impact – in this case - of using English as the study medium at a
Turkish university.
Recurring theme in much literature: wide acknowledgment of how
important affect is in language learning vs. little empirical research to learn
more about affect in LL education. Exceptions, eg: Fortunately, Marc Dewale
and Peter MacIntyre; Sarah Mercer and Christina Gkonou.
But so what? Why do we need such data...?
The interactive and interpersonal nature of what we do, demands a certain
level of emotional investment and expenditure. We respond differently to
people and circumstances depending on the mood we’re in.
We are expert at hiding any emotional turmoil when we’re “on stage”, but
neurocognitive expert, Lisa Feldman Barrett can prove that our brains do
physiologically react to other people’s affect – to their moods. Ask the
partner of someone living with chronic depression for any length of time – it
gets you down.
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YourYour
mood
mood
moodimpacts
impacts mymy
mood

Each of brings with us, depending on personal circumstances and experiences, our own sets of beliefs, values,
goals etc. all shaped by sociocultural, political and historical influences (Rosiek, 2003).
All this will feed into how we go about managing our responses to affective disturbances – positive or negative –
in any given situation.
Ultimately, we want to maintain healthy affective + cognitive levels so we can continue to behave professionally
and provide a quality learning experience. One way of achieving such a healthy, balanced state is to understand
what’s going on under the hood....
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Theoretical Frameworks

Hiver’s (2015) 4-phase
model of selforganization
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Oxford & Gkonou’s (2020) master
strategies for affect-regulation
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Hiver’s (2015) 4-phases of self-organisation

Phase 1
Triggering: something knocks
us off-course in that moment.,
disturbs our sense of
equilibrium and triggers the
necessity to re-organise our
thoughts or behaviour. Eg:
“disruptive behaviour by a
student, a critical comment by
a colleague or even the
introduction of a new
coursebook, .... concerns or
realities that teachers deal
with in their daily practice.”

Phase 3

Phase 2
COUPLING: coming
together of disturbance +
a subconscious strategic
coping mechanism. Hiver
equates this behind-thescenes process as a
recursive feedback loop, a
process which helps us to
learn and adapt each time
we encounter a similar
disturbance.
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REALIGNMENT: Over time,
having repeatedly dealt with
disturbances and applying
coping mechanisms, we have
figured out best course
action and can regain
previous levels of
effectiveness & productivity.
We’ve learned to adapt to a
situation such we can feel
stable again.

Phase 4
STABILITY: the phase in
which we teachers have
accepted and solidified this
experience and
incorporated what we’ve
learned into our identity.
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Hiver’s (2015) 4-phases of self-organisation

Phase 1

Triggering
2/20/2022

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Coupling

Realignment

Stability

(feedback loop)
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Haga & Reinder’s (2021) Application of 4-phases in Context
of ESL Learners’ Response to Native Speaker Feedback

TRIGGERING:
Negative feedback
triggered a bad
feeling within
Pedro. He felt really
bad / devasted.
This bad feeling
spread to him
feeling lonely and
hard done by.

COUPLING: He tried to
make sense of his negative
feelings due to the negative
feedback. He went from
blaming himself to selfreflecting (the coping
mechanism) and putting
things into perspective. He
re-focused on his long-term
goal.
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REALIGNMENT: Pedro had
identified 5 strategies for
dealing with his disturbing
response to the feedback.
Positive refocusing / having
long-term professional
goals / using EL Learning
strategies / accepting the
situation / seeking social
support.

STABILITY: Having applied
these strategies, Pedro had
reached the stability phase
of the self-organising
process. He knew he had
returned to his equilibrium
when he passed the
second test and he could
see his studying had paid
off.
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Theoretical Frameworks
Rebecca Oxford – a well-established
researcher of learning strategies, and
Christina Gkonou, best known for her
work on learner anxiety, teamed up to
focus on affective learner strategies.
The following is a bare-bones overview
of what they’ve been working on and
which I’ve borrowed for my own
analytical framework
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Oxford & Gkonou’s (2020) master
strategies for affect-regulation
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Oxford and Gkonou (2020) 4 Master Strategies for L2
learners’ practical emotion regulation
SELECTING & MODIFYING THE
SITUATION 1) selecting a
situation associated with
pleasant or unpleasant
emotions, and 2) strategies for
modifying the emotional impact
of a situation . EG: student might
steer clear of an annoying peer
who bugs them all the time; For
teachers, we might (where
possible) take the job we know
provides a decent coffee
machine rather than go where
you’re left in a windowless room
with no refreshments
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FOCUSING ATTENTION:
strategies require directing and
redirecting attention to control
emotions. Particularly
applicable for reducing L2
anxiety. EG: Ss focus on a
favourite TV show which they
know relaxes them. Teachers
remember that funny thing that
happened in class which
reminds them to lighten up and
focus on the good side of
teaching.

REFRAMING COGNITIVE
APPRAISALS: modifying or
reframing how we view
something that happened so that
we can change its emotional
significance. EG: a learner might
tell themselves that learning a
foreign language is much easier
than dealing with being made
redundant and having a nervous
breakdown; Or a teacher might
tell themselves that the upcoming
plenary will be a prime learning
experience.

ELT Ireland - Michelle Hunter

INFLUENCING THE
RESPONSE: strategies to
influence our emotional
responses to what we
experience, how we behave
or any physiological reactions
we may have. These
strategies can be used
equally by students and
teachers: telling ourselves to
take things easy; going out
with friends; relaxing with
music. Standing up and
moving away from our desks!
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Oxford and Gkonou (2020) 3 Master Strategies for L2 learners’
practical emotion regulation, following Viktor Frankl
These are the strategies Oxford and Gkonou identified, with
example strategies they suggest an EL learner might use:
• Strategies in this category involve helping others by action
of creativity so as to foster better feelings in both people,
e.g.: making a personal card for someone in English
• This group of strategies involves helping someone else out
of a desire to make that person happier, e.g.: inviting a
good friend to an OV film you know they’d enjoy; saying
thanks to your dear language teacher who has patiently
worked with you for years
• This category covers the idea of finding something special
and appreciating it, no matter the circumstances, e.g.:
looking up fascinating cultural information in the L2;
stopping to see something beautiful and letting it lighten
your heart.
Picture source: https://www.beaconbroadside.com/broadside/2014/10/viktor-frankla-life-illuminated.html
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Practical Implications:
examples from real life
My research looks at what affective strategies teachers and students use in
the EMI university classroom. A qualitative case study approach and collecting
data from the business faculty of a small public university in southern
Germany. My target populations consists of local German students and
teachers, and international students and teachers – all of whom are using
English as a second or foreign language to teach or learn through. In other
words, EMI teachers and students. EMI = English Medium Instruction = the
language a teacher uses to deliver their subject content. It’s not the teaching
of English as a foreign language, and it’s not CLIL..
Its main purpose is to teach academic subjects such as science & engineering through English in a country where English is not the first language, but which
can attract international students.
Ernesto Macaro (one of the foremost scholars in the field) describes EMI as ....
2/20/2022
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English Medium Instruction
.... an unstoppable train because it’s spreading at
an increasing rate within HE around the globe,
mostly implemented from the top-down and with
little consideration of the consequences.
Which is a good reason to focus on the affective
side of EMI education especially if we truly want
the HE study experience to be positive,
transformational and worthwhile.
Because how we are at an emotional level directly
impacts how we operate at a cognitive level, right?
Picture source:
https://oupeltglobalblog.com/2016/04/08/english-mediuminstruction-as-an-unstoppable-train-how-do-we-keep-it-on-therails/
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And that applies, I would say, in ELT and CLIL
settings too. In fact in any pedagogical situation.
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Student affective
strategies
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Selecting / modifying a situation –
international student
“When I get distracted or bored, I
check my phone to see ... because I
want to escape for one moment
or something.”
2/20/2022
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Focusing attention – local German
student
“I'm always looking forward to
that (EMI) lecture, even if it's not
the best topic, I'm just looking
forward to something different.”
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Reframing cognitive appraisals –
local German student
“I learned that usually I'm not the
only one who feels that way and it
helps hearing somebody else saying ‘I
don't get it’... then I feel better, then I
calm down and that helps me”
2/20/2022
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Influencing the response – local
German student
“I have like a notebook and that
every night I wrote down things
that I’m grateful for and that made
me happy.”
2/20/2022
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Influencing the response –
international student
“when I want to keep ... my
enthusiasm I drink a lot of
coffee....I know that a coffee helps
me. So I drink it with purpose.”
2/20/2022
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Students’ strategies for managing others’ affect –
local student (English L1)
„I actively kind of withdraw
myself from answering
questions so other people
practice more and
participate more.”
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Students’ strategies for managing others’ affect –
international student
“I had to be really
conscious to speak slowly
so that they understand
what I am saying.”
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Teacher affective
strategies
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Selecting / modifying a situation –
local teacher (German L3)
“I'm shy to ...teach in English but I can
fight this with preparation. .... If I'm
prepared, I have read enough, if I've
repeated enough times what I want
to say...”
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Focusing attention – local German
teacher
“I'm doing mistakes myself - don't
take yourself too serious, and
then just look at the funny side.”
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Reframing cognitive appraisals local teacher (German L3)
“I have to be focused and attentive. I
have to be present in the class, but
only in the class. Thinking about
nothing else; about no troubles
before or after, or things I have to do
before or after.”
2/20/2022
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Influencing the response – local
teacher (German L3)
“Sleep. Sleep. Coffee.
Sometimes I go swimming. I
do some sport.”
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Teachers’ strategies for managing others’ affect –
local German teacher

”English is a tool, and then
to make it accessible for
everybody, so I speak
slowly, clearly.”
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Teachers’ strategies for managing others’ affect –
local teacher (German L3)

“If you're authentic, they
will be authentic with you.
Breaking down this
hierarchy - Prof-Students is very useful.”
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Teachers’ strategies for managing others’ affect –
international teacher (English L1)
“I would give more time and
possibly even avoid giving very
complex, technical articles
written in English ... I think, part
of my role is to take that
complex stuff and simplify it,
localise it.”
2/20/2022
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Chapter 15:
Affect in EMI at a
German university:
Comparing insights from
teachers, home, and
international students
Michelle Hunter
and Ursula Lanvers
2/20/2022
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https://www.aup.nl/en/book/9789048553914/the-englishization-of-higher-education-in-europe
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What does this all tell us about
managing emotional responses
to new beginnings?
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What will you take from
this ending to leverage the
best you can from your
next new beginning?
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Thank you

Michelle Hunter
michelle@demandhighsilently.com
www.demandhighsilently.com
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