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Introduction

Research into the links between emotional and language skills in children is attracting
increasing interest, particularly because of its relevance in the study of factors of academic
functioning (Kwon, Kupzyk and Hanraham 2017) and success (Denham et al. 2012;
Trentacosta and Izard 2007). In recent decades, developmental psychologists have increasingly
endeavoured to demonstrate the role played by language in the development of emotional skills
such as the comprehension (Grazzani et al. 2018), and regulation of emotions (Cole, Armstrong
and Pemberton 2010). It should also be noted that studies on the links between language and
emotional skills in children generally focus more on literacy (reading and writing) abilities
rather than verbal production skills amongst school-age children. Indeed, the conversational
aspects inherent in language interaction are more often investigated amongst very young
children and preschool age children or in the family sphere (see Harris and Pons [2003] for a

review of studies on the emotional verbalisations of young children).

Identifying language as one of the factors influencing emotional skills has led several
researchers to test the effect of intervention programmes on children’s social skills (Bennette
and Hiscock 1994; Peng et al. 1992; Pons, Harris and Doudin 2002). However, the majority of
these were not implemented in a classroom context, with potential extension into different
educational situations, allowing the emotional register to be worked on for purposes other than
that linked mainly to the development of quality social relationships with peers and adults

(Bosacki and Astington 1999; Dunn and Herrera 1997; McDowell, O’Neil and Parke 2000).

However teachers often deplore pupils’ shortcomings in language expression, with the latter
being linked to social inequality (Ryan, Fauth and Brooks-Gunn 2006) and academic inequality
(Kastner, Raggio and May 2000). Indeed, research has demonstrated that the quantity and

quality of pre-school-age children’s conversations at home are good predictors of their



academic success at secondary level (Goswami and Bryant 2007; Hart and Risley 1995). While
dialogical practices in primary and secondary school classes are positively linked to pupils’
learning (see the systematic review by Howe and Abedin [2013]), it seems difficult for teachers,
in practice, to treat oral language as a completely separate area of learning. Even though official
educational programmes in many countries incorporate the development of oral skills, literacy
skills remain the priority. Moreover, oral progress and assessment indicators are barely

identifiable or operational in the school environment (Mercer, Warwick and Ahmed 2017).

In the context of a research project in a primary school classified as an REP (high
priority education network), we offered teaching sessions aimed at developing oral
comprehension and production. This moral and civic education programme! (French
Department of Education, 2018) focused on the identification and expression of emotion is
aimed at Year 5 pupils (CM1 In French) and Year 6 pupils (CM2 in French), between 9 and 11

years of age?.

Language and emotional skills

Language is a complex and multifaceted concept that consists of receptive (comprehension)
and productive (expression) aspects, in both the oral and written domains. Language skills
involve the gradual acquisition of ability in different sub-domains of the language system and
pragmatics. The development of linguistic skills is based on the phonological, morphological,
syntactic and semantic systems which are involved in the knowledge of linguistic forms and
their meaning. Pragmatic skills involve the ability to express and interpret meanings in different

social contexts (Astington and Filippova 2005). They allow one to communicate satisfactorily

! This education program is intended to provide personal education (moral) and education in citizenship (civic). It
has been amended several times since 2015. At the time of the study, the 2018 text was applicable.
2 The two years which precede entry into secondary education in France.



from a social point of view as they include in particular the ability to understand the intentions

of others and to follow conversational rules in different social contexts (Ninio and Snow 1996).

Emotional skills are a multidimensional concept that, from a historical point of view,
relate to the model of emotional intelligence first proposed by Salovey and Mayer in the 1990s.
According to this model, emotional intelligence is the ability to perceive, understand, use and
manage emotions (Mayer and Salovey 1997). This is a conception of emotional intelligence as
an ability and not as a personality trait (see Sander and Scherer [2019] for a more detailed
presentation). Emotional awareness (EA), which is the focus of our study, incorporates the
dimensions of perception (recognising the facial, vocal and gestural emotional expressions of
the people around us) and of comprehension (a conceptual knowledge of emotions based on
propositional thinking and language) of emotions. EA is defined as the ability to experience
differentiated subjective states, to interpret them and to imagine and identify them in others
(Lane and Schwartz 1987). It is thought to follow a gradual and hierarchical developmental
path, similar to the stages of cognitive development identified by Piaget. The emergence of
capacities for abstraction and language enrichment accompany the transformations which
constitute the capacities for differentiation and integration of emotional experience during
development. According to Saarni (1999), the ability to use the vocabulary of emotions is the
most important of the eight sub- skills related to the understanding of emotions. There is no
doubt that the conceptual knowledge of emotions is strongly associated with language skills
(Beck et al. 2012; Bosacki and Moore 2004; Cutting and Dunn 1999; Grazzani et al. 2018; Pons

et al. 2003; Ruffman et al. 2003).

Language is considered as being at the centre of children’s cognitive and socio-
emotional development. Generally speaking, its role in emotion is being increasingly studied
as it is through language that individuals can represent themselves, communicate and give

meaning to their subjective experiences, and from the youngest age.



In the psychological constructionist theories of emotions, the latter are conceived of as
“components” resulting from the combination of more fundamental psychological elements
(such as representations of the body, exteroceptive, visual and auditory sensations, for example,
and conceptual knowledge of emotional categories), not specific to emotions (see Gendron and
Barrett [2009] for a historic review of approaches to the psychological construction of emotion).
From this type of approach spring theories such as that of the conceptual act theory (CAT,
Barrett 2006) in which emotions are considered as being constructed mental states, like
cognitions and perceptions to which they are basically not dissimilar. Here language plays a
constitutive role which goes beyond the mere description of emotions in retrospect. It supports
the acquisition and development of the conceptual knowledge which is used to give meaning
to emotions (Barrett, Lindquist and Gendron 2007; Lindquist, Mac Cormack and Shablack

2015).

A growing number of studies have provided obvious proof of positive relationships
between language and emotional skills (Beck et al. 2012; Bosacki and Moore 2004; Cutting
and Dunn 1999; Grazzani et al. 2018; Pons et al. 2003; Ruffman et al. 2003). Language level is
mostly identified as a control variable or as an explanatory variable of individual differences in
the stages of development of emotional skills, so that the higher linguistic skills are, the better
is the understanding of emotions (Pons et al. 2003). But while the majority of studies tend to
identify this association between language and emotional skills via an effect of the first on the
second (Bohnert, Crnic and Lim 2003; lzard et al. 2001; Schultz et al. 2001; Trentacosta and
Izard 2007), the nature of these links does not however appear to be clear and unidirectional
(Beck et al. 2012). According to other researchers, emotion can have an impact on language
(i.e. Bloom 1998; Tomasello and Barton 1994; Tomasello et al. 1996). Indeed, early language
learning is thought to be based on two-year-old children’s intention to share their thoughts and

feelings (Bloom 1998). Likewise, sensitivity to emotional signals is thought to support the



development of vocabulary in children aged from 18 to 24 months (Tomasello and Barton 1994;
Tomasello, Strosberg and Akhtar 1996). Other studies have shown that explanatory
conversations about emotions from the very youngest age (Ornaghi, Brockmeier and Grazzani
2011) or even teaching aimed at developing autonomy (Knopik and Oszwa 2019) in everyday
interactional contexts improve children’s emotional and social skills. So conversation is
identified as a powerful mechanism of psychological development (Turnbull, Carpendale and
Racine 2009). However, to our knowledge, there have been no studies focused on the influence
of the development of emotional skill on the language levels of school-age children. And even

fewer devoted to the development of language other than receptive.

Oral language: “oracy”

Oral language helps the child to construct meaning for crucial skills such as reading and
writing (Dickinson, McCabe and Sprague 2003). Indeed, significant relationships have been
identified between the oral skills of speaking and listening (oracy) and reading and writing
(literacy) in school-age children (Storch and Whitehurst 2002; Boyd and Galda 2011; Wells
1999). Via interaction, children learn about social expectations with regard to the use of the
language in all contexts and develop understanding of the language necessary for reading and

writing (Resnick and Snow 2009).

A movement, begun in England in the 1970s, developed the concept of “oracy” to
describe children’s ability to use speaking and listening skills (Wilkinson 1970). The aim was
to give the latter a status similar to those of reading and writing (“literacy”). Although the term
“oracy” is now part of the United Kingdom’s national curriculum, it is not however widely used
by English-speaking researchers who more widely use the terms of “oral discourse” (Saracho

and Spodek 2008) or “communication skills” (Mercer et al. 2017). Studies (for example, Vass



and Littleton [2010] and Whitebread et al. [2013], as quoted in Mercer et al. 2017) show that
oral discourse stimulates children’s cognitive development and its use as a cognitive and social
learning tool. Communication skills form part of the language considered as an integral
component of human cognition and not as a separate and distinct ability (Mercer 2008, 2013;
Pinker 2007). Moreover, a consensus has been reached around the idea that learning how to
express oneself in a clear and structured way orally, certainly involves exchanges in natural
contexts and games, with the aim of providing concrete situations which hold meaning for the
child (Portier and Peterson 2017; Saracho and Spodek 2008). Indeed, as already explained by
Hewitt and Inghillieri (1993), it’s not a question of “speaking for speaking's sake” but of

encouraging oral work in class so that this practice becomes increasingly widespread.

In this regard, oracy situations in class focused on everyday emotional experiences can
therefore be an environment which promotes speaking and listening in a school context. We
have chosen to use “oracy” in this article, insofar as it offers the best way of referring to “the
ability of children to use speech to express their thoughts and communicate with others, in
education and in life” (Alexander [2012] quoted in Mercer et al. 2017), and which refers to the
importance of everyday social contexts through which these skills develop in children. The use
of interactive situations focused on emotions and the sensitive experiences related to them
provides, in our opinion, ideal conditions for pupils to work on their oral skills in a natural way

and with a clear objective: that of better understanding themselves and others.

This study: the French context
Since the 1970s, oral language has been an area of concern for those involved in
education in France in relation to combatting academic inequalities. Since 1995, educational

programmes have allocated a greater role to oral language and its development in class (French



Department for Education, 2015, 2018)3. A more oral based practice often seems to be

recommended when the educational system is faced with academic failure (Langlois 2012).

Despite these injunctions, it is noticeable that educational practices do not change. The
resistance seems to come from teachers who justify themselves by the excessive number of
pupils per class which makes oral questioning impossible (Waquet 2003). Oral work is
considered by teachers much more as a communication tool (status of means) than as a learning
objective (Le Cunff and Jourdain 1999). To achieve this, it would seem necessary to translate
it into educational objectives. Yet the majority of studies carried out in the field demonstrate
that oral work struggles to find a place in pupils’ learning situations in France and elsewhere

(Grandaty and Lafontaine 2016; Malec, Peterson, and Helshereif 2017).

In France, the Moral and Civic Education programme (EMC, French Department for
Education, 2018) which features as one of its objectives “identifying and expressing what you
feel, and understanding what others feel”, could be one of the means for developing emotional
and oral skills. That is why, in the context of a research project with a volunteer primary school,
we developed a Moral and Civic Education programme focused on the identification and
expression of emotions and aimed at pupils between 9 and 11 years of age, with the aim of

developing their oral comprehension and production®.

Methodology
Participants

67 children from a primary school in the south of France classified as a REP (reinforced

educational priority network) were involved in this study (see Table 1). These were pupils from

3 This concern is still present in the French educational programmes published on 30 July 2020.
4 Oral production refers here to the ability to produce oral statements in situations of inter-individual exchange.



Year 5 (CM1, N = 31) and Year 6 (CM2, N = 36) between 9 and 11 years of age (Mage = 10
years; median age = 10 years). They all came from a very underprivileged socio-economic
background and were for the most part the second-generation of an immigrant population

(North Africa, Poland, Turkey).

Table 1 - Distribution of participants in accordance with group, class and gender

Group School year Gender
Year 5 Year 6 Girls Boys
N Experimental 34 16 18 19 15
Control 33 15 18 16 17

N: Number of participants

Two groups were formed (see Table 1) randomly from three classes (one Year 5 class, one Year

6 class, and a dual level Year 5/Year 6 class):

- an experimental group consisting of Year 5 and Year 6 pupils with a ratio of 19 girls
(Ngirls Year 5 = 8 and Ngirls Year 6 = 11) and 15 boys (Nboys Year 5= 8 and Nboys
Year 6 = 7). The average age of participants was 10 years (median age = 10 years). This
group received oral-based moral and civic education focused on the identification and

expression of emotions.

- and acontrol group consisting of Year 5 and Year 6 pupils with a ratio of 16 girls (Ngirls
Year 5 = 8 and Ngirls Year 6 = 9) and 17 boys (Nboys Year 5= 8 and Nboys Year 6 =
9). The mean age of participants was 10 years 3 months (median age = 10 years). This
group received the “traditional” moral and civic education based on republican

institutions and values.



Measures

The participants were presented with several scales and tests.

Self-administered:

The Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale for Children, LEAS-C (Bajgar et al. 2005),
translated into French, is a tool designed to assess the emotional awareness of children
aged 8 and over. It consists of 12 scenarios, based on everyday social situations, each
one involving two people, oneself and another person. Each participant is invited to
reply indicating what they and the other person could feel in each situation. (How would
you feel? How would the other person feel?). The scenarios are based on four emotions
(from the basic emotions described by Izard [1977]): anger, fear, happiness and sadness.
Each one is presented in three different situations in mixed order. Some of them take
place in a school environment, others are focused on the domestic sphere. We decided
to use an adapted version of the scale with only six scenarios selected from the 12
initially provided. (Veirman, Fontaine and Van Ryckeghem 2016). This allows the
testing time to be reduced, on the one hand. On the other hand, the adapted version also
proves to be more reliable as only the most sensitive items are retained (Veirman,
Fontaine and Van Ryckeghem 2016). The scale’s rating is based on the complexity of
vocabulary words related to emotions and their differentiation from each other by
respondents. This questionnaire does not have a normative aim insofar as there are no
“correct” responses expected, both from the point of view of form (grammatical and/or
spelling errors) and substance. It is used to calculate three scores for each participant:
an overall emotional awareness score (LEAS-T) and two subscores for intra-subjective

emotional awareness (LEAS-S) and intersubjective emotional awareness (LEAS-O).



Externally administered:

Four Oral Language Assessment tests (Khomsi 2001) were administered to all
participants individually by speech therapists. These tests are used to assess the two
important parts of oral language which are comprehension (reception aspect) and oral
production. They are staggered from the nursery school section (3-4 years) to Year 6
(10-11) with the aim of detecting any potential speech disorders. Of the five tests
(phonology, vocabulary comprehension, vocabulary production, linguistic
comprehension and production) we chose to concentrate on the assessment: 1/of
vocabulary production (naming of images corresponding to objects or actions, 2/of
immediate comprehension (naming of an image amongst four suggested, corresponding
to a statement made orally), 3/of the overall comprehension of statements (group
together the correct responses when named for a first or second time, with a second
attempt being offered if there is an error with the first) and 4/of the production of
statements (complete the beginning of a sentence delivered orally, to describe a situation
presented in images). These choices are consistent with our study insofar as we were
seeking to mainly assess the oral language skills of the participants who did not present
specific language problems (phonological aspects and comprehension of words did not

therefore need assessment here).

Procedure

The two groups in the study were assessed at two different times: before (phase 1) and after
(phase 2) the implementation of each moral and civic education programme. The self-
administered questionnaire was delivered by two experimenters from the study to the
participants during class gatherings. The set of oral language assessment tests were taken during
individual interviews with a speech therapist. These assessments took place two weeks before

and two weeks after the delivery of the two teaching sequences. The latter were delivered by



two experienced teachers associated with the project, and unknown to the pupils. The two
lessons began in January 2019 and finished after seven sessions, delivered weekly to each
group, at the end of April 2019. The length of each session was 45 minutes. They were delivered

at the same time in two separate rooms, during school hours.

The education programmes tested

For the experimental group, the teaching sessions were based on the Moral and Civic Education
programme (EMC/French Department of Education, 2018). We opted to work on pupils’ skills
linked to the culture of sensitivity based on six points: Identifying and expressing one’s
emotions and feelings while regulating them ¢ Having self-esteem and being able to listen and
feel empathy ¢ Expressing one’s opinion and respecting the opinion of others ¢ Accepting
differences * Being able to cooperate * Feeling that one is a member of a group. The seven
sessions were devised around the following themes: (1) discovering different emotions in
projected artworks, (2) identifying the main emotions inspired by a children’s storybook and
everyday events, (3) expressing one’s emotions through different means (words, drawing,
dance, etc), (4) understanding bodily perceptions, sensations and expressions, (5) understanding
how emotions are expressed and regulated (different regulation processes, degree of
effectiveness experienced), (6) understanding the invasive, intense, positive and negative nature
of emotions, (7) acting on emotions: based on a poem, working on ways of adjusting one’s

reactions and sending clear messages in order to avoid misunderstandings.

With regard to the control group, the learning sequence was also based on the Moral and Civic
Education programme (EMC/French Department of Education, 2018) but this time aiming at
skills linked to the culture of rules and the law with four key aims: Respecting common rules ¢
Understanding the reasons for obeying rules and the law in a democratic society
Understanding the principles and values of the French Republic and democratic societies *

Understanding the relationship between rules and values. The seven sessions consisted of (1)



starting with pupils’ representations of the symbols and emblems of France and then studying
the Marseillaise, (2) studying the flag with a text from the official website of the Elysée Palace
as a supporting document, (3) studying the currency, (4) taking a look at the French institutions
with a focus on the President of the Republic, (5) studying the French parliament, (6)
completing a diagram of the institutions, (7) extending the lesson to include the European Union

with a comparative study of the flag, anthem, currency and Parliament.

Processing of the data

We performed the Shapiro-Wilk test which concluded that there was an absence of normal data
distribution for several variables in this study. As the latter was based on a “quasi-experimental”
study design, we performed descriptive and inferential analyses by comparison between our
two groups using the non-parametric tests of Mann-Whitney and Wilcoxon, with the Jamovi

software program (version macOS 1.2.22).

Results

The results are organised into two parts. First of all, the descriptive statistics of emotional and
language variables are presented for each group (experimental versus control) in phases 1 and
2. Then, to assess whether the oral Civic and Moral Education programme focused on the
identification and the expression of emotions leads to an improvement in emotional and
language skills, the differences in performance between phases 1 and 2 are analysed for both

groups of participants.



Descriptive statistics of emotional and language variables in phases 1 and 2

Tables 2 and 3 indicate means, standard deviations, medians, minimum and maximum scores
and the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test and its significance for emotional and language

variables in the two phases.

Table 2 shows that the means and the medians of the participants in the experimental and control
groups in phase 1 are similar with regards to emotional and language variables. The standard
deviations also indicate that both groups present the same distribution in terms of emotional
and language skills, and that more than 90% of the values of each variable are within one
standard deviation from the mean. Consequently, it seems that our two groups were at
comparable levels before the implementation of the programmes in our study. An examination
of the W and p values of the Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that we could only retain the hypothesis
of normality for a few of variables for the sample of participants in the experimental and the

control groups.



Table 2 - Descriptive statistics of emotional and language variables depending on group in phase 1

Group LEAS-S LEAS-O LEAS-T Lex IC ocC Prod
N Exp 34 34 34 34 34 34 34
Control 33 33 33 33 33 33 33
Mean Exp 13.9 125 15.2 31.3 219 29.1 20.5
Control 13.3 12.9 15.2 315 21.6 29.1 21
Std. error mean Exp 0.52 0.58 0.49 1.05 0.67 0.41 0.45
Control 0.59 0.57 0.52 1.17 0.58 0.32 0.47
Median Exp 14 13 155 31 22 29 21
Control 14 13 16 32 21 29 21
Minimum Exp 6 3 7 16 13 20 13
Control 4 4 8 17 16 23 15
Maximum Exp 19 18 20 39 30 32 25
Control 18 19 20 43 29 33 25
Shapiro-Wilk Exp 0.93: 0.92: 0.92¢ 0.93¢ 0.94 0.81¢ 0.96
W
Control 0.93 0.93¢ 0.94 0.97 0.96 0.92¢ 0.95

LEAS-S: Level of Emotional Awareness Scale-Self, LEAS-O: Level of Emotional Awareness Scale-Other, LEAS-T: Level
of Emotional Awareness Scale-Total, Lex: Vocabulary in production, IC: Immediate Comprehension, OC: Overall
Comprehension, Prod: Production of statements. N: Number of participants.

a Shapiro-Wilk's test is significant (p < .05), suggesting a violation of the assumption that the sample follows a normal

distribution



Table 3 shows that the mean and median levels of participants in the experimental groups
(LEAS-S = 16.7; LEAS-O = 15.6); LEAS-T = 17.8) and control groups (LEAS-S = 13.1;
LEAS-O = 11.8); LEAS-T = 15.4) in phase 2 differed remarkably with regard to emotional
variables. The standard variables also indicate that, compared to phase 1, the sample in the
experimental group presented values which were closer to the mean compared with the control
group. Consequently, it seems that our two groups displayed differences in level after the
implementation of the programmes in our study. An examination of the W and p values of the
Shapiro-Wilk test also revealed that the hypothesis of normality was retained for variables
different than those identified in phase 1 for the sample of participants in the experimental and

control groups.



Table 3 - Descriptive statistics of emotional and language variables depending on group in phase 2

Group LEAS- LEAS- LEAS- Lex-2 IC-2 0C-2 Prod-2
S-2 0-2 T-2

N Exp 34 34 34 34 34 34 34

Control 33 33 33 33 33 33 33
Mean Exp 16.7 15.6 17.8 325 245 30.3 214

Control 131 11.8 154 33.0 25.0 30.2 21.6
Std. error Exp 0.41 0.49 0.47 1.09 0.53 0.58 0.48
mean

Control 0.69 0.64 0.61 1.12 0.54 0.30 0.40
Median Exp 17.0 16.0 175 33.0 250 31 22

Control 14 12 16 33 25 30 22
Minimum Exp 11 6 11 13 16 12 12

Control 5 4 7 18 17 25 16
Maximum Exp 21 21 25 42 31 32 25

Control 21 19 22 44 32 32 25
Shapiro-Wilk Exp 0.97 0.91= 0.95 0.91¢ 0.96 0.42¢ 0.87¢
W

Control 0.98 0.98 0.93 0.98 0.96 0.86° 0.92

LEAS-S: Level of Emotional Awareness Scale-Self, LEAS-O: Level of Emotional Awareness Scale-Other, LEAS-T: Level
of Emotional Awareness Scale-Total, Lex: Vocabulary in production, IC: Immediate Comprehension, OC: Overall

Comprehension, Prod: Production of statements. N: Number of participants.

a Shapiro-Wilk's test is significant (p < .05), suggesting a violation of the assumption that the sample follows a normal

distribution

Effect of the Moral and Civic Education programmes on pupil’s emotional and language skills

Given the size of the sample and the quasi-systematic asymmetry of the data, we found it

preferable to test the difference between the phases with a Wilcoxon test for paired samples in

each group. We also tested the effects of age and gender and it appears that the latter had no



influence on the scores obtained in the experimental group in the two phases. Based on the
Mann-Whitney test, an effect of gender emerged however on the scores of intersubjective
emotional awareness (U = 63, p = .009) and total emotional awareness (U = 77, p = .032). It
seems that in phase 2 the girls in the control group displayed better awareness of emotions and
more specifically of those of others, compared to the boys. These data are in line with the
literature on gender differences usually found with regard to emotional awareness (Veirman et

al. 2011).

Table 4 shows that the scores in phase 2 in the experimental group are significantly higher for
all the variables studied. The emotional and language skills of pupils who had received Moral

and Civic Education on the identification and expression of emotions improved significantly.

Table 4 - Differences between phases 1 and 2 in the experimental group for emotional and language
variables

Statistic p Cohen'sd
LEAS-S-1 LEAS-S-2 Wilcoxon W 33 <.001 -0.930
LEAS-O-1 LEAS-O-2 Wilcoxon W 27.5 <.001 -0.860
LEAS-T-1 LEAS-T-2 Wilcoxon W 39.5 <.001 -0.850
Lex-1 Lex-2 Wilcoxon W 165 0.032 -0.356
IC-1 IC-2 Wilcoxon W 38.5 <.001 -0.873
0OC-1 0C-2 Wilcoxon W 375 0.001 -0.483
Prod-1 Prod-2 Wilcoxon W 83 0.003 -0.536

p = probability of absence of difference between the two variables; Cohen’s d indicating the size of
the effect



Table 5 indicates that the scores in phase 2 in the control group are significantly higher for a
few variables only. These are the dimensions of vocabulary, and the immediate and overall
comprehension of language in production. The language skills of pupils who had received
education via the traditional Moral and Civic Education programme focused on the values of
the French Republic improved partially as their oral production level does not seem to have

changed significantly between the two phases of the study.

Table 5 - Differences between phases 1 and 2 in the control group for emotional and language
variables

Statistic p Cohen'sd

LEAS-S-1 LEAS-S-2 Wilcoxon W 276 0.943 0.0477

LEAS-O-1 LEAS-O-2 Wilcoxon W 365.5 0.130 0.2920

LEAS-T-1 LEAS-T-2 Wilcoxon W 182 0.638 -0.0603
Lex-1 Lex-2 Wilcoxon W 91 0.006 -0.5420
IC-1 IC-2 Wilcoxon W 26 <.001 -0.9589
0C-1 0C-2 Wilcoxon W 37.5 <.001 -0.7012
Prod-1 Prod-2 Wilcoxon W 1115 0.170 -0.2792

p = probability of absence of difference between the two variables; Cohen’s d indicating the size of
the effect

These results as a whole show that the emotional awareness levels (intra-and intersubjective)
of the pupils in the experimental group who received Moral and Civic Education focused on
the identification and description of emotions improved significantly, unlike the pupils in the
control group. This result is not surprising insofar as only the participants in the experimental

group received education on emotional skills.



With regard to language skills, it is noticeable that levels of vocabulary, and immediate and
overall comprehension progressed in both groups. These results can be understood in two ways.
Either the pupils made progress during this period due to their schooling and expected
acquisition of knowledge in the general education programme. Or the pupils benefited from the
teaching offered in both conditions of the study. We should remember that the control group
also received teaching which was mostly delivered orally, even though the content of
discussions did not involve emotions. These two explanatory hypotheses are certainly not
mutually exclusive. On the other hand, only the experimental group’s oral production skills

improved significantly.

Discussion

The main aim of this study was to examine whether it is possible to improve the oral
production of children aged between 9 and 11 via emotion-focused teaching in class. In the
experimental group but not in the control group, children’s emotional awareness and oral
production progressed significantly between pretest and posttest. In accordance with our
expectations and the literature (Beck et al. 2012; Lindquist et al. 2015) the results tend to show
that language and emotion are linked. Indeed, we were able to notice that compared to the
participants (control group) who had received oral instruction based on academic content, those
who took part in sessions focused on the identification, description and regulation of emotion
made significant progress in their skills in the oral production of statements. In this respect, it
seems that innovative educational practices which encourage oracy in situations which call on
emotional experience contribute to the development of oral language and listening and empathy

skills.

The originality of our study lies in the language skill targeted. Indeed, the majority of
studies investigating links between language and the understanding of emotions place the

emphasis on receptive vocabulary (Beck et al. 2012; Bosacki and Moore 2004; Cutting and



Dunn,1999; Izard et al. 2001; Trentacosta and lzard 2007) or expressive vocabulary, unspecific
to emotions (Streubel et al. 2020), as an indication of language skill. Our programme shows
that work focused on the comprehension and expression of emotions can encourage the
development of general skills in the production of oral statements. For example, work based on
artworks which convey emotional signals enabled the pupils in the experimental group to

identify the emotions represented but also to express those they felt on contact with them.

In addition, although sensitivity to emotional signals and the intention to express one’s
thoughts and feelings encourage the acquisition of language amongst very young children
(Bloom 1998; Tomasello and Barton 1994; Tomasello et al. 1996), our study shows that the
development of emotional skills helps to develop oral language skills amongst children aged

between 9 and 11 years.

In studies conducted in a school environment, interventions often target the
understanding of emotions where language acts as a control variable (Grazzani et al. 2018; Pons
et al. 2002; De Stasio, Fiorilli and Chiacchio 2014). Here it was about placing the pupils in an
oral language learning situation and drawing on their experiences with different teaching aids.
In this respect, the links between language and emotion were tackled from our point of view by
the use of oral language (oracy) in social interaction (Mandler 2004; Tomasello 2005) in order

to develop language production skills.

These results must nevertheless be considered with caution due to the limitations
inherent in, on the one hand, the size and composition of the sample, and on the other, the
choice of tools used. As regards the first, our sample was relatively restricted. However, this
is an exploratory study which aims to be replicated with a larger sample. In addition, the sample
is composed of pupils from two different year groups (one Year 5 class, one Year 6 class and a
dual level Year 5/Year 6 class). In order to be able to compare the assessment of the participants

in the pretest and posttest, while complying with the host school’s organisation, we had to create



our groups with a mix of ages. Individual differences (Streubel et al. 2020) and inter-individual
differences (Pons and Harris 2005; Nook et al. 2019) exist in the development of children’s
emotional and language skills. Even though emotional understanding seems to naturally
develop with age, it appears that inter-individual differences in terms of emotional
understanding remain stable despite the influence of an education programme on emotions
(Pons and Harris 2005). Other more recent data also show that the period between 6 and 10
years of age is thought to be particularly conducive to the maturation of the understanding of
emotional words (Nook et al. 2019) and that this is thought to be linked to the depth of
vocabulary specific to emotions (Streubel et al. 2020). One might therefore think that the
participants in our study who received the emotion-focused programme were able to benefit
even more from this teaching. Another limitation lies in the use of an oral language assessment
tool while there is little research in this field (Malec et al. 2017), particularly in the French
language (Gaul Bouchard, Fitzpatrick and Olds 2009). Even though the ELO oral language
assessment test has well-known qualities it also has limitations which seem more linked to a
lack of information provided by its creator than to a poor assessment performance (see lists of
criteria met by oral language assessment, in accordance with the psychometric analysis carried
out by Gaul Bouchard et al. [2009]). Moreover, we were keen to carry out an assessment of the
target components of oral language and not of general verbal content as proposed by other
standardised tests deemed to be more reliable (for example, the WISC-IV). A final limitation
concerns the length of the study and more particularly of the programme tested with the
experimental group. Several teaching sequences during an academic year or even two would
doubtless have allowed us to obtain greater effects. However, the teachers very quickly reported
an evident change in the level of oral production and the atmosphere in each class and in the

yard amongst the pupils, where the role allocated to language and discussion was more marked.



Finally, our research work could have implications at several levels. First of all from a
scientific point of view by providing brand-new data on the impact of a programme of work for
oral language based on natural situations linked with pupils’ emotional experience. The
programme tested here, focused on the identification and expression of emotions, provided us
with a context for research into oral skills which proved its relevance. Indeed, an education
programme based in reality gives meaning to language production situations in class. On the
basis of the results of this study, one might think from a formative point of view of co-designing
education programmes along with practitioners in the field on the development of oral skills
and abilities in self-expression, in various fields. The aim being that this programme, designed
for pupils aged between 9 and 11 years, would be usable with other ages after a few educational

adjustments.
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