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1. Aims of the Investigation
The overarching aim of this research is to understand the internal processes by which foreign language emotions shape EFL learners’ engagement with Artificial Intelligence (AI). Departing from traditional models that treat emotions as direct predictors of behavior, this study seeks to elucidate how emotional pathways are mediated through learners’ identity-related processes and their sense of self. Furthermore, the project aims to explore how these processes are conditioned by gender as a socially constructed structure (Butler, 2006; Pavlenko, 2001), rather than simply comparing binary gender differences.
Specifically, the investigation pursues the following objectives:
1.1 Understanding Emotions as Mediated Processes
Instead of merely measuring the effects of anxiety or enjoyment on AI acceptance, this study aims to explore the process of meaning-making that occurs when learners interact with AI. Following the “emotional turn” in Second Language Acquisition (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014), it seeks to understand how emotions influence learning engagement indirectly by intersecting with the learner’s identity and their investment in the language learning process. 
1.2 Elucidating the Role of Identity and Self
A core aim is to investigate how learner identity functions as a pivotal link between emotional experience and action (Norton, 2013). By focusing on identity negotiation, the project aims to uncover how learners position themselves within AI-mediated contexts and how this self-positioning determines the nature of their engagement.
1.3 Exploring Gendered Pathways of Experience
The research seeks to explore how gender conditions the emotional experience and the subsequent identity negotiation in AI-assisted learning. Rather than reducing gender to a demographic variable, the aim is to understand how gendered social structures shape the strength and nature of the pathways between emotion, identity, and AI engagement.
1.4 Theoretically Driven Refinement of AI Research
Finally, the study aims to provide a theoretically grounded applied linguistics perspective on AI-assisted learning. By moving beyond cognitive and technological factors, the project seeks to reconceptualize AI use as a socially and emotionally situated process, thereby advancing affective and identity research in the field.
2. Rationale and Main Conceptual Themes
The rationale for this study stems from a critical need to move beyond the techno-centric and cognitive biases prevalent in current AI-assisted language learning research. By grounding this investigation in applied linguistics, the following themes form the conceptual backbone of the project:
2.1 Emotion as a Meaningful Entry Point
While AI tools provide personalized and flexible learning environments, existing literature often treats emotions like anxiety and enjoyment as mere predictors of technology acceptance. However, following the “emotional turn” in SLA, emotions are viewed not just as internal states but as socially situated and performative experiences (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014; Zembylas, 2003). This study argues that emotional experience is a crucial entry point because it reveals how learners navigate the “non-judgmental” yet algorithmic nature of AI to make meaning of their learning journey. 
2.2 Identity: The Missing Link Between Emotion and Action
A significant gap in current research is that emotions do not automatically translate into learning behavior. This project justifies identity as the pivotal mediating mechanism that explains the link between emotion and action. Drawing on Norton’s (2013) theory of investment, this study suggests that emotions are filtered through the learner’s sense of self and their desire to engage with the target language. Identity negotiation provides the necessary theoretical bridge to understand how a learner’s self-positioning within AI-mediated contexts determines the nature of their engagement.
2.3 Beyond the Variable: Gender as a Social Structure
Critically, this study challenges the tendency to reduce gender to a mere demographic variable. Treating gender as a static binary category fails to capture how gendered socialization conditions one’s emotional landscape. By conceptualizing gender as a socially constructed structure (Butler, 2006; Pavlenko, 2001), this research seeks to understand how it shapes the pathways of emotional experience and identity negotiation in digital spaces. The goal is to move from comparing gender differences to understanding how gendered identities influence the way learners perceive AI authority and manage digital face-threats.
2.4 The Interplay of Emotion and Investment
Expanding on the rationale, it is essential to consider the concept of “investment” (Norton, 2013) as a sociological alternative to the psychological construct of “motivation.” While traditional AI research focuses on whether a learner is “motivated” to use an app, this study argues that learners “invest” in AI-assisted learning as a way to acquire a wider range of symbolic and material resources. Emotions such as foreign language enjoyment or anxiety are not just internal feelings; they are social signals that reflect the learner’s perceived return on their investment. By examining how emotions influence this investment, the research can better explain why some learners persist with AI tools despite technical difficulties, while others disengage. This perspective allows us to see the learner as a person with a complex history and future desires, rather than just a user of technology.
2.5 A Post-structuralist Approach to Gendered Pathways
Building on the conceptualization of gender as a social structure introduced above, this section further draws on post-structuralist perspectives to examine how gendered meanings are discursively produced and negotiated within language learning contexts. In many educational technology studies, gender is treated as a fixed “difference” between men and women. However, this study views gender as a performative and fluid structure that conditions the “emotional rules” of the learning environment. For example, gender socialization may influence the “display rules” of emotions—how learners express or suppress frustration when an AI tutor fails to understand their input. By exploring “gendered pathways,” this study is not looking for a single male or female experience, but rather how gender as a social force shapes the subjective interpretation of AI feedback. This approach aligns with the module’s emphasis on social context, moving the discussion from biological sex to the lived reality of being a gendered subject in a digital age.
3. Description of the Evidence
The evidence for this investigation is designed to move beyond observable learning outcomes (such as test scores) to capture the “lived experience” of EFL learners. As a small-scale exploratory project, the study utilizes a mixed-methods design to triangulate emotional patterns with identity-related meanings.
3.1 Quantitative Evidence: Mapping Emotional Patterns
[bookmark: OLE_LINK50]Quantitative data from a targeted survey of Chinese university EFL learners (N≈150) will serve as evidence of general emotional patterns and accepted trajectories. By employing validated scales for Foreign Language Enjoyment (FLE) and Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety (FLCA), the study will generate statistical evidence of how these emotions correlate with AI acceptance. Crucially, the use of moderated mediation analysis will provide evidence of the “pathways”—specifically, how identity-related factors mediate the relationship between emotion and engagement, and how gender conditions these paths.
3.2 Qualitative Evidence: Capturing Identity and Meaning-Making 
To capture evidence that questionnaires cannot reach, semi-structured interviews with 10–12 participants will be conducted. This narrative evidence is essential for understanding how learners articulate identity-related meanings in AI-mediated contexts. The interview data will focus on “critical incidents” in AI interaction, providing evidence of how learners negotiate their “ideal L2 self” and their “investment” in the language. These qualitative accounts allow learners to describe the process of emotional transformation, rather than just the final state of acceptance.
3.3 Evidencing Gendered Experiences
The study seeks specific evidence that allows learners to articulate gendered experiences with AI. This includes reflective narratives on how learners perceive AI authority and manage “face-threatening” moments during digital dialogue. Rather than looking for performance gaps, the evidence will focus on how gender socialization shapes the emotional landscape—such as potential differences in seeking emotional safety or the way gendered subjects position themselves against an algorithmic interlocutor.
3.4 Scale and Feasibility
Given the exploratory nature of this project within the doctoral module, the evidence collection is intentionally contained to ensure depth over breadth. The small-scale nature of the data allows for a theoretically driven analysis that prioritizes the complexity of the “human-AI-emotion” triad over large-scale generalizability.
4. Methods to Collect the Evidence
The methodology for this assignment is designed to provide a balanced understanding of both patterns and experiences. Rather than testing fixed hypotheses, these methods aim to explore the “why” and “how” behind learners’ interactions with AI.
4.1 Quantitative Survey
A questionnaire will be distributed to approximately 150 university EFL learners. This tool is not used for simple data collection, but to identify general emotional patterns. It helps to see the broad relationship between FLE, FLA, and learner identity. This provides the “big picture” of how emotional pathways vary across a gendered spectrum.
4.2 Semi-structured Interviews
To go beyond numbers, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 10–12 participants. The interview is the primary method to access learners’ subjective experiences. It allows students to explain in their own words how they feel when AI corrects them and how their gendered background influences their confidence. This method captures the personal meanings that questionnaires often miss.
4.3 Methodological Justification
The combination of these two methods is grounded in the need to understand processes. The survey identifies “what” is happening (the trends), while the interviews explain “how” it happens (the lived experience). This ensures the study remains exploratory and focused on the complex human-AI relationship.
5. Research Settings
This study is situated within the specific context of Chinese higher education, where Artificial Intelligence has transitioned from an experimental novelty to a ubiquitous component of the EFL landscape.
5.1 AI as an Embedded Learning Space
The research focuses on university-level EFL learners who interact with generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT, Claude, or localized AI tutors) as part of their everyday autonomous learning practices. In this setting, AI is not merely a classroom aid, but a constant “digital interlocutor” used for drafting essays, practicing oral communication, and receiving instant feedback. This digital space serves as the primary site where emotional experiences occur, as learners navigate the tension between the efficiency of algorithmic support and the vulnerability of language production.
5.2 Contextual Specificity
The setting is characterized by a blended learning environment where formal academic requirements meet informal AI mediation. This specific context is meaningful because it places learners in a private, one-on-one interaction with technology, away from the immediate social pressure of a physical classroom. The study avoids overgeneralizing to all AI applications, focusing instead on this individualized digital ecology where personal identity and gendered socialization subtly influence how learners perceive and respond to machine-generated input. 
6. Ethical Issues
Given that this study delves into personal emotional experiences and gendered identities, it adheres to the ethical guidelines set by the British Educational Research Association (BERA). The research recognizes the inherent sensitivity involved when asking participants to reflect on their sense of self and affective vulnerabilities.
6.1 Informed Consent and Voluntary Participation
All participants will be provided with a plain-language information sheet outlining the study’s aims. Informed consent will be obtained prior to data collection, emphasizing that participation is entirely voluntary. Participants will be explicitly informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without providing a reason and without any negative consequences to their academic standing.
6.2 Anonymity, Confidentiality, and Gender Sensitivity
To protect participants' privacy, all data will be anonymized through the use of pseudonyms. Particular care will be taken with gender-related narratives, as these can be deeply personal. Confidentiality will be maintained by storing data on secure, password-protected platforms, ensuring that individuals cannot be identified within the research report. The researcher will remain sensitive to the way gendered experiences are discussed, ensuring a non-judgmental environment during interviews.
6.3 Respecting the Participant’s Voice
Beyond procedural ethics, this project prioritizes the respect for learners’ voices. This means treating participants not as data providers, but as co-constructors of meaning. In qualitative analysis, the researcher will strive to represent learners' emotional struggles and identity negotiations authentically, avoiding over-interpretation or the imposition of preconceived gender stereotypes onto their narratives.
7. Methods of Analysis
The analysis is designed to identify patterns of meaning and structural relationships within the data. It moves away from mere hypothesis testing, using statistical and thematic tools to explore the “how” and “why” of learners’ emotional journeys.
7.1 Quantitative Analysis: Path Exploration
To analyze the structural relationships proposed in the conceptual framework, Mediation and Moderated Mediation analyses (using SPSS PROCESS Macro) will be employed.
· Mediation Analysis: This will explore whether learner identity explains the link between emotion and AI engagement, providing evidence for identity as a mediating mechanism.
· Moderated Mediation: This will examine how gender conditions these pathways. The analysis is not looking for simple “differences,” but rather how gendered identities strengthen or weaken the influence of emotions on the learning process.
7.2 Qualitative Analysis: Thematic Interpretation
For the interview data, Thematic Analysis will be used to identify core threads of meaning. The analysis will focus on “critical incidents” where learners negotiate their sense of self during AI interaction. These themes will provide the “lived detail” to explain the statistical patterns found in the quantitative phase, particularly regarding how gender socialization colors their perceptions of AI authority and face-threats.
7.3 Integrative Interpretation
The final stage will involve integrating both data sets to offer a holistic understanding of the “human-AI-emotion” triad. The analysis remains exploratory, aiming to produce a theoretically driven narrative that illustrates the diverse ways learners navigate the emotional and identity-mediated landscape of AI-assisted learning.
8. Significance and Expected Contributions
This research is significant as it shifts the focus of AI-assisted language learning from purely technical efficiency to the complex human experiences of emotion and identity. The expected contributions are organized into three key dimensions:
8.1 Theoretical Contributions: Reconceptualizing AI Use
The study contributes to applied linguistics by reconceptualizing AI-assisted EFL learning as an emotional and identity-mediated process. Rather than viewing AI acceptance as a cognitive outcome, this project illustrates how emotions and identity negotiation are central to digital engagement. Furthermore, it theorizes gender beyond demographic categorization (Pavlenko, 2001), showing how it acts as a socially constructed structure that shapes emotional pathways in digital spaces.
8.2 Methodological Contributions: Integrative Depth
Methodologically, the project demonstrates the value of combining statistical mediation models with qualitative explanation. By using a mixed-methods design, the research provides a template for how “big data” trends in educational technology can be enriched by “thick descriptions” of learner narratives. This synergy allows for a more nuanced understanding of the “human-AI-emotion” triad that single-method studies often overlook.
8.3 Pedagogical Contributions: Human-Centric AI
Practically, the findings will inform gender-sensitive and emotionally responsive AI integration in EFL curricula. By understanding how different learners navigate “face-threats” and emotional vulnerabilities with AI, educators can better support students in developing digital self-confidence. The study advocates for a human-centric approach to AI, ensuring that technological tools are implemented in ways that respect the diverse emotional and identity-related needs of all learners.
9. Timetable
This timetable presents a condensed two-year schedule for the Prof.Doc project. It prioritizes the sequential mixed-methods design, ensuring that the qualitative depth builds upon the quantitative findings.
	Phase
	Period
	Key Activities

	Phase 1: Preparation
	Feb 2026 – May 2026
	Conducting a systematic literature review; Finalizing research instruments and obtaining BERA ethical approval.

	Phase 2: Quantitative Data
	Jun 2026 – Oct 2026
	Questionnaire distribution (N≈150) and data cleaning; Performing moderated mediation analysis in SPSS.

	Phase 3: Qualitative Data
	Nov 2026 – Mar 2027
	Purposeful sampling for interviews (N=10-12); Data transcription and initial thematic coding.

	Phase 4: Integration
	Apr 2027 – Aug 2027
	Triangulating Quan and Qual data; Deepening the discussion on “gendered emotional pathways” and identity.

	Phase 5: Writing & Submission
	Sep 2027 – Jan 2028
	Completing the final thesis draft; Peer review, proofreading, and formal submission for examination.
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