Surprised by What? Appraisal Objects in EFL Learners' Accounts of ChatGPT Feedback
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Abstract
Emotions reported after AI feedback may concern different aspects of the same writing experience. Guided by control-value theory, this qualitative secondary analysis examined six retrospective interviews in Vietnamese with EFL undergraduates who had used ChatGPT feedback to revise an essay. We analysed passages in which learners named, qualified or denied emotions, alongside evaluations and interview prompts. One learner distinguished surprise at errors from surprise at the feedback's usefulness. In one account, worry concerned writing difficulty, distrust of ChatGPT output, and whether AI-suggested language might exceed the writer's proficiency and be recognisable to teachers. Some emotions or proposed causes originated in interview questions and were qualified or rejected. These accounts suggest that an emotion label alone may not adequately characterise a learner's response to ChatGPT feedback. Researchers should examine what an emotion concerns and how it was elicited.
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Bất ngờ vì điều gì? Đối tượng đánh giá trong lời kể của người học tiếng Anh về phản hồi của ChatGPT
Tóm tắt
Trong lời kể của người học, cảm xúc về phản hồi ChatGPT có thể hướng đến những khía cạnh khác nhau của việc viết. Dựa trên lý thuyết kiểm soát–giá trị, nghiên cứu phân tích sáu phỏng vấn hồi cứu bằng tiếng Việt với sinh viên đã dùng ChatGPT sửa bài. Chúng tôi phân biệt cảm xúc được gọi tên, xác nhận hay phủ nhận với từ ngữ đánh giá và cách đặt câu hỏi của người phỏng vấn. Một sinh viên không bất ngờ trước lỗi đã dự đoán nhưng bất ngờ vì phản hồi hữu ích. Sinh viên khác lo vì khó viết bài, thiếu tin tưởng ChatGPT và sợ giáo viên nhận ra ngôn ngữ gợi ý vượt trình độ. Kết quả gợi ý cần xác định cảm xúc hướng đến điều gì và được khơi gợi thế nào trước khi diễn giải phản ứng.
Từ khóa: phản hồi ChatGPT; viết tiếng Anh; đánh giá cảm xúc; lý thuyết kiểm soát–giá trị; phỏng vấn hồi cứu
1. Introduction
Emotions associated with written feedback depend on how learners interpret its meaning. Research on teacher written corrective feedback has documented emotions within particular feedback encounters and shown that these reactions are shaped by feedback content and context (Han & Hyland, 2019; Storch, 2021). ChatGPT feedback raises a related question for L2 writing: a learner may appraise what the tool reveals about a draft differently from the usefulness or suitability of the language it suggests.
Research on emotions in AI-assisted language learning has largely examined anxiety and enjoyment (Zhang & Liu, 2025), changes in emotional responses over time (Hoang, 2026), or profiles of engagement with ChatGPT feedback (Yao & Liu, 2026). Qualitative interviews have also connected emotions to particular events in AI-supported writing, including inaccurate output and plagiarism concerns (Le & Phan, 2025). Less clear in retrospective accounts is how a particular emotion expression relates to the aspect of a feedback encounter being evaluated. Interview questions may also propose an emotion or its cause that the learner does not fully endorse (Talmy, 2010). Ignoring these distinctions risks reducing an account to an overall response to ChatGPT.
This study examines six Vietnamese EFL learners' retrospective accounts of ChatGPT feedback, asking: How do learners relate their reported emotions to the aspects of the feedback encounter they were appraising? Informed by control-value theory (Pekrun, 2006, 2024), the analysis identifies each expression's referent and stated appraisal, while checking whether the emotion was volunteered, elicited, qualified, or denied. The study argues that several objects of appraisal can be present in one account, including the writer's draft, AI-supplied information, the suitability of suggested language, and its possible recognition by others. 
2. Literature Review
2.1. Emotions in AI-assisted L2 writing
Studies of emotions in AI-assisted L2 writing vary in their units of analysis. Quantitative research has measured anxiety and enjoyment in relation to AI-supported learning and reported associations or change over time (Hoang, 2026; Zhang & Liu, 2025). Using Q-methodology, Yao and Liu (2026) identified viewpoints on ChatGPT feedback that combined emotions with appraisals of control and value. Le and Phan (2025), by contrast, traced emotional experiences to particular events across an eight-week course. Building on this work, the present analysis focuses narrowly on what a learner's emotion expression refers to within an account of AI feedback and whether that referent is supplied or clarified through the interview.
2.2. Control-value theory and the object of an emotion
Control-value theory explains achievement emotions as arising from appraisals of control over, and value of, achievement activities and outcomes(Pekrun, 2006). Emotions differ in their object focus, an activity or an outcome, and in time frame. The generalized theory extends this account to epistemic emotions, whose object is knowledge, and to social emotions, whose object is other people (Pekrun, 2024). Because errors are both outcomes and information, the distinction matters for feedback: in trivia tasks, pride and shame tracked correctness, whereas surprise, curiosity, and confusion followed high-confidence errors (Vogl et al., 2020).
For an interview study, the theory supplies not a test but an analytic expectation: to interpret an emotion word, one needs to know what the speaker was appraising. Three kinds of evidence must therefore be kept apart: an emotion the learner names, an evaluative word that is not an emotion (such as ổn, 'okay', or kỹ, 'thorough'), and an appraisal the learner states. Because emotions in interviews can be proposed by the question, whether an emotion was volunteered, endorsed, qualified, or denied is part of the evidence (Talmy, 2010). 
3. Methods
3.1. Context, participants, and data
This theory-informed qualitative secondary analysis (Heaton, 2004) examines interviews with six first-year EFL undergraduates (H01–H06) enrolled in an English writing course at a Vietnamese university, taught by the first author. On 11 November 2025, participants completed an ungraded individual writing activity in a classroom outside scheduled lessons. Using a plain-text editor, they responded to “There is an opinion that students should learn traditional music. Do you agree or disagree?” Each draft was allotted approximately 40 minutes, with a 250-word minimum. First drafts contained 97–308 words and second drafts 100–302 words; four of six in each set fell below the minimum. Reference tools were prohibited during Draft 1, although H01 later reported using a phone dictionary. The instructor provided a standard ChatGPT feedback prompt, whose exact text is unavailable; Appendix A includes a request preserved in one participant’s ChatGPT record. After considering feedback, learners wrote Draft 2 without consulting Draft 1 or the AI output to discourage copying. The activity thus elicited feedback-informed re-drafting, not direct on-screen revision or a measure of learning gains. Compliance with every task instruction could not be independently confirmed.
Six semi-structured interviews were conducted in Vietnamese, face to face in a private room on campus, on 13 November 2025, two days after the writing task; they lasted 13–32 minutes. Participation in the research, including interviewing, was voluntary and had no effect on course grades. Undergraduate interviewer–note-taker pairs conducted the sessions: the second author interviewed H01, H03, H04 and H05, while another interviewer interviewed H02 and H06. Audio was uploaded to TurboScribe for initial transcription and then to ChatGPT for further transcription processing. The second author checked and finalised the Vietnamese transcripts against the recordings. The interview protocol explored feelings about errors, feedback, writing pressure and social evaluation, sometimes naming an emotion or supplying a premise (e.g., ‘nếu mà nó chỉ quá nhiều lỗi’, ‘if it points out too many errors’). Some responses addressed habitual, earlier or hypothetical experiences.
3.2. Analysis
Analysis used control-value theory as a sensitising framework and interpreted each potentially affective passage in the context of its preceding question. The coding dimensions were elicitation context, response status (endorsed, qualified, denied, declined or unclear), expression type, scope (focal, habitual, prior, other or hypothetical), appraisal object, and explicitly expressed control/value appraisal. Eligibility for the focal/habitual analytic material required an endorsed or qualified named emotion/affective state and an interpretable emotion–object link. Words such as ổn (‘okay’) and kỹ (‘thorough’) were treated as evaluations, not named emotions. Multiple appraisal objects were considered within a passage only where each was explicitly supported. The illustrative cases in Table 1 are selected examples, not an exhaustive eligible-case inventory. A separate manuscript examines feedback manageability and revision decisions; this secondary analysis addresses the referents and interview elicitation of emotions.
Claude (Anthropic) suggested candidate affective-talk passages and provisional classifications. The first author reviewed them against the Vietnamese interviews, revised interpretations lacking textual support and checked the featured quotations and English renderings. No independent second coding or intercoder agreement calculation was undertaken. As a complete final segment-level coding record is unavailable, we report appraisal-object categories with transcript-locatable illustrations, without frequency or prevalence estimates. Operational definitions and decision rules appear in Supplementary Appendix A.
3.3. Ethics and reflexivity
Institutional and departmental permission was obtained. Formal IRB review was not required under the institution’s procedures; no IRB approval or exemption is claimed. Participants provided informed consent for audio recording, processing with external AI services for transcription and research analysis, and subsequent scholarly secondary analysis. Audio recordings were processed using TurboScribe and ChatGPT and were not anonymous because they contained participants’ voices. Names and other potentially identifying information were removed from transcripts before subsequent qualitative analysis with Claude and ChatGPT. The first author taught the participants; student researchers conducted the interviews, and research participation was voluntary and had no effect on grades. The interview protocol mentioned possible lecturer access to recordings, while H01 and H04 later received assurances that lecturers would not learn their answers. This difference in assurances may have influenced what participants felt able to disclose.
4. Findings
The findings are organised around three contrasts: surprise and its referent (§4.1), multiple appraisal objects within an account (§4.2), and endorsement or rejection of interviewer-proposed emotions (§4.3). The excerpts were selected because they expose interpretive distinctions and elicitation effects; they do not represent the relative frequency of the categories.
Table 1
Appraisal-object categories and illustrative cases
	Appraisal object
	Transcript-grounded examples

	Draft errors or writer capability
	H01 (08:22); H06 (01:55)

	AI-supplied information or usefulness
	H04 (04:26)

	Understanding or using feedback
	H05 (05:32; 11:36–11:54)

	Tool operation or output reliability
	H03 (02:42)

	Suggested-language fit or recognisability
	H03 (02:42–03:30)

	Writing standards or social evaluation
	H03 (02:42–03:30)


Note. The categories may overlap within a passage. The cited cases are illustrative transcript examples, not an exhaustive case distribution or estimates of frequency. Conditional and denied responses help define coding boundaries but are not treated as endorsed focal emotions. Operational definitions and further excerpts appear in Supplementary Appendix A.
The examples involving H05 illustrate confusion about the volume and usability of feedback, whereas H03 illustrates distrust of the AI output. H04’s contrasting answers distinguish surprise at usefulness from denied surprise at expected errors. H03’s concern about whether AI-suggested language might be recognised by teachers is a single-case illustration, not a cross-case finding.
4.1. Reported surprise varied with what learners expected and what they were evaluating
All six learners described ChatGPT identifying errors, but not all reported surprise, and reported surprise was not always about errors. H06 described full effort before reporting surprise at the extent of the corrections.
Excerpt 1 (H06, 01:55; open process question)
…lúc đầu em khá chú tâm vào bài viết của mình vẫn dùng hầu hết các kiến thức của mình có để hoàn thiện bài Opinion Essay đó một cách hoàn chỉnh nhất và sau đó đưa nó vào ChatGPT và em cảm thấy khá là bất ngờ cùng với lại sự ngạc nhiên vì phần lớn những thứ em viết ra đều được ChatGPT chỉnh sửa… ('…at first I focused on my essay and used most of my knowledge to make it as complete as possible, then I put it into ChatGPT and I felt quite surprised, amazed, because most of what I wrote was revised by ChatGPT…')

H06 stated effort, not an expectation of few errors; the surprise is attached to "most of what I wrote" being revised. H02 had felt the essay was "rất là khá ổn rồi" ('already quite fine', 02:21) and later named surprise (14:12), but only after the interviewer asked whether ChatGPT pointed out many errors. H01 said "Em phải ngạc nhiên rồi" ('I must have been surprised'), because "em không nghĩ là em sai cái lỗi đó" ('I didn't think I had made that error', 08:22), presenting surprise as a conclusion rather than a recalled feeling.
H04's two accounts separate the objects within one person.
Excerpt 2a (H04, 04:26; emotion-change question)
…em nghĩ cảm xúc của em vẫn như vậy từ đầu đến cuối, nó chỉ có bất ngờ ở khúc giữa sau khi em nhận được feedback, với lại biết được nó rất là hữu ích thì em có một sự bất ngờ ở giữa. ('…I think my feelings stayed the same from start to finish; there was only surprise in the middle, after I received the feedback and found out it was very useful.')

Excerpt 2b (H04, 13:47; asked how they felt when many errors were pointed out)
Em cảm thấy là mình viết chưa có tốt. Cảm xúc của em lúc đó em thấy là không phải là bất ngờ, vì em biết em sẽ viết tệ, kiểu sao thì cũng là lần đầu mình tiếp cận với chủ đề đó. ('I felt my writing wasn't good yet. My feeling then wasn't surprise, because I knew I would write badly; after all, it was my first time with that topic.')

H04 had expected errors of themselves but had expected little of the tool ("ban đầu em không mong đợi gì cả", 'at first I didn't expect anything', 03:48). The two answers were given ten minutes apart in response to different questions; they show distinct objects, not necessarily distinct moments of feeling. H03 called error identification "bình thường" ('normal'), because finding errors was why they used the tool (06:14). H05 is a negative case of a different kind: asked about feelings, H05 reported a changed self-assessment, from "em viết cũng ổn lắm" ('I wrote quite fine') to finding that "cái câu nào em cũng sai" ('every sentence was wrong', 02:10), without naming an emotion. We do not attribute surprise or shock to H05.
Table 2 
Stated expectations and reported emotion when errors were identified
	Case
	Stated expectation (scope)
	Wording when errors were identified
	Elicitation and status
	What was surprising

	H01
	Specific errors not anticipated (focal)
	ngạc nhiên (08:22)
	Emotion question; endorsed, inferential
	Errors not anticipated

	H02
	Essay "khá ổn" (focal)
	bất ngờ (14:12)
	Premise supplied; endorsed
	Errors

	H03
	Difficulty completing essay; no error expectation
	bình thường (06:14)
	Emotion question; non-surprise
	Nothing

	H04
	Expected to write badly (focal)
	không phải là bất ngờ (13:47)
	Premise supplied; surprise denied
	Usefulness in a separate account (04:26)

	H05
	Essay "ổn lắm" (focal)
	No emotion word (02:10)
	Emotion question; no emotion named
	—

	H06
	Full effort, not confidence (focal)
	bất ngờ, ngạc nhiên (01:55)
	Open question; volunteered
	Extent of corrections



4.2. Reported affective experiences concerned different aspects of feedback and its use
H03's account shows how one emotion expression can carry several linked objects.
Excerpt 3 (H03, 02:42–03:30; asked whether feelings changed before and after using ChatGPT)
H03 (02:42): Thì tất nhiên là mình phải lo lắng tại vì mình không làm được bài nên mình phải dùng tới ChatGPT rồi. Nên là trước đó thì khá là lo lắng. Còn sau khi làm xong em còn lo lắng hơn nữa. Tại vì em bảo là em không tin tưởng ChatGPT… Giống như kiểu viết một cái opinion essay nhưng mà cái mức band là 5.0 - 5.5, thì thông thường thì em thấy là nó cũng không đúng lắm, nó sẽ ở mức 6.0 hoặc 6.5 mà thường giáo viên thì chắc chắn là sẽ nhìn ra những cái lỗi như vậy. ('Of course I was worried because I couldn't complete the essay and had to turn to ChatGPT. I was quite worried beforehand, and even more worried afterwards, because I don't trust ChatGPT… For example, an opinion essay might be written at band 5.0–5.5, but I often find [ChatGPT's language] does not quite fit and comes out at band 6.0 or 6.5; teachers would certainly notice a mismatch like that.')
Int (03:28): Ủa nhưng mà mình có thể chọn lọc mà ta? ('But you can be selective, can't you?')
H03 (03:30): Dạ có thể chọn lọc nhưng mà như em nói vậy đó, vấn đề từ vựng với lại cái cách mà mình làm á, nó giáo viên nhìn cái là biết rồi. Như em nhìn em còn biết mà. ('Yes, you can be selective, but as I said, the vocabulary and the way it is written make it obvious to teachers at a glance. Even I can tell.')

H03 initially linked worry to difficulty completing the essay and distrust of ChatGPT's output. The example then broadened to a concern that AI-suggested language could exceed the writer's proficiency and be recognisable to teachers. The bracketed ‘[ChatGPT's language]’ in Excerpt 3 marks an inferred referent, not verbatim wording. Later H03 reported feeling ‘an tâm… an toàn’ (‘reassured… safe’) about having language support while still saying ‘em không tin nó’ (‘I don't trust it’, 11:43). The account does not show that any teacher detected AI-generated wording.
H06 offers a contrasting case. H06 described corrections as at first hard to understand, because they were forms H06 had "chưa từng được thấy qua" ('never seen', 04:48), and reported that rereading resolved the difficulty:
Excerpt 4 (H06, 03:47; process question)
…lúc đầu thì em cảm thấy khá là khó hiểu nhưng mà khi em đọc lại 1-2 lần… em cảm thấy đó là một sự điều chỉnh khá là chuẩn xác và thật sự là khá là bất ngờ khi những sự điều chỉnh đấy đều là những thứ nằm ngoài hiểu biết của em… ('…at first I found it quite hard to understand, but after reading it once or twice… I felt the adjustments were quite accurate, and it was really surprising that they were all things beyond my knowledge…'

Khó hiểu here reports difficulty in understanding unfamiliar knowledge, followed by reported resolution and surprise; we do not treat it as the same emotion label as rối ('confused, muddled'). Other learners used rối for a different difficulty, the quantity of feedback and the work of locating corrections (H01, 14:52; H05, 05:32). H05 kept the two aspects apart within one turn, describing the feedback as "kỹ" ('thorough') and as confusing because "thông tin nó nhiều quá, nó không có tóm lại được cho em" ('there is too much information, it doesn't summarise for me', 11:54); kỹ evaluates the feedback, rối names a state. Evaluative words such as ổn ('okay'), tích cực ('positive'), and ấn tượng ('impressed') are not counted as emotions, and H02's "cảm xúc mới lạ" ('a feeling of newness', 21:40) is better read as an appraisal of novelty than as a distinct emotion.
4.3. Elicited and endorsed concerns: a contrasting analysis
Interview questions sometimes proposed emotions that learners did not fully endorse. H01, H04 and H06 denied embarrassment about using ChatGPT when asked directly (‘tại sao em lại ngại?’, ‘why would I be embarrassed?’, H04, 17:20). H02 replied ‘một phần có và một phần không’ (‘partly yes and partly no’, 18:44) before considering a hypothetical negative reaction. H03 distinguished peers’ views of AI use from teachers’ evaluation of writing (08:49), and briefly accepted a teacher-evaluation premise offered by the interviewer (06:01). H05 was not asked the same direct question but described possible embarrassment when imagining comparisons with peers (09:33). These elicitation differences limit claims about privately experienced embarrassment.
Interviewer formulations shaped other evidence. H06 described only a small effect when Interviewer B proposed that too much information had caused self-doubt (07:44); H02 twice declined an emotion-change question (11:10–12:01). H03 partly revised an initial denial of anxiety reduction (07:30). H05 reported confusion at 05:32 after a premise-setting question and again at 11:36 following a question about ‘too many’ corrections (11:31). At 11:54, after the separate prompt ‘Ổn về mặt?’ (‘Okay in what respect?’), H05 distinguished detailed feedback (kỹ) from confusion (rối). Thus, the 11:54 expression was not directly elicited by the 11:31 question, although it followed within the same exchange.
5. Discussion
5.1. Reading emotional accounts by their objects
These retrospective accounts suggest that a single feedback encounter can involve several emotional referents. H04 expected errors but was surprised by feedback usefulness; H03 related worry to writing difficulty, distrust of ChatGPT output and possible teacher recognition of AI-suggested wording, while also reporting reassurance at having language support. H05 reassessed the draft negatively without naming an emotion in that particular response. The interpretations would be weakened by assigning one overall positive or negative label to each encounter.
These cases illustrate, rather than test, control-value theory. Compared with teacher-feedback case studies (Chen et al., 2026; Han & Hyland, 2019), the accounts specify how learners evaluated AI-suggested language alongside their writing and anticipated assessment, without establishing differences between feedback sources. Whereas Yao and Liu (2026) analysed tool-related engagement profiles and Le and Phan (2025) examined emotional triggers across a course, this study follows object distinctions within interview turns. Its contribution rests on how these distinctions alter warranted interpretation.
5.2. Implications for feedback practice and emotion-sensitive interviewing
Two suggestions follow. First, researchers should ask open questions about experience before naming emotions, avoid probes that supply premises such as "too many errors", ask what an emotion was about, and record whether each emotion was volunteered, endorsed, or denied. Emotions should not be inferred from the type of feedback a learner received or from the wording of the question. Second, teachers might test whether separating diagnosis from revision decisions helps, for example by asking learners to choose one revision target before requesting further examples. 
5.3. Limitations and directions for future research
The interviews reconstruct reactions retrospectively, so the reported sequence and causes cannot establish what occurred as learners worked. The interviewer probes differed, while the teacher–student relationship and varying assurances about recording access may have shaped disclosure. The no-lookback instruction changed revision into feedback-informed re-drafting and increased memory demands; retained chat logs were incomplete, several drafts fell short of the length requirement, and at least one learner reported using an unauthorised dictionary. These departures limit assumptions about uniform task exposure. Although a model prompt was supplied, actual prompting and feedback may have differed: H04’s recorded request ruled out rewriting, while H06 described extensive AI revisions; the retained records do not establish H06’s exact prompt. Some accounts described habitual, prior or hypothetical situations. AI-assisted initial coding without a retained final segment-level ledger limits independent auditability. Future research could use immediate stimulated recall, standardised open prompts and independent bilingual coding.
6. Conclusion
Across six retrospective interviews, learners related emotions to different aspects of ChatGPT feedback. H04 distinguished expected errors from unexpectedly useful guidance; H03 linked worry to writing difficulty, distrust of the output and possible recognition of AI-suggested language. These accounts suggest the value of identifying an emotion's referent and whether interviewers proposed the emotion or its cause. They establish neither prevalence nor causal effects.
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