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Abstract: Although AI is increasingly popular in English teaching, the emotional experiences of primary students in provincial areas remain under-explored. This study surveyed 50 students (aged 7–11) in Cao Lanh, Dong Thap, using a questionnaire and short interviews with app interface images; pupils were not using a device when they answered. Most children highly enjoyed the virtual characters and described the tools as fun and useful. However, negative choices increased when were asked about a screen that marks an answer wrong, and they were highest when they were asked about correcting an item alone. While the findings are localized due to a small sample and author-made tools, the study offers only a cautious note: learning apps should retain virtual characters and allow retries, and an adult nearby may help when the device reports an error.
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NHẬN THỨC VÀ PHẢN ỨNG CẢM XÚC CỦA HỌC SINH TIỂU HỌC ĐỐI VỚI CÁC CÔNG CỤ HỌC TIẾNG ANH TÍCH HỢP AI: NGHIÊN CỨU TRƯỜNG HỢP TẠI PHƯỜNG CAO LÃNH, TỈNH ĐỒNG THÁP
Tóm tắt: Mặc dù AI ngày càng phổ biến trong dạy tiếng Anh, trải nghiệm cảm xúc của học sinh tiểu học ở tỉnh lẻ vẫn chưa được quan tâm đúng mức. Nghiên cứu này khảo sát 50 học sinh (7–11 tuổi) tại Cao Lãnh, Đồng Tháp bằng phiếu hỏi và phỏng vấn có hình giao diện ứng dụng, thu trong một buổi; các em không dùng máy lúc trả lời. Hầu hết các em rất thích nhân vật ảo và mô tả công cụ là thú vị, hữu ích. Tuy nhiên, lựa chọn tiêu cực tăng khi các em được hỏi về màn hình báo chưa đúng, và cao nhất khi được hỏi về việc phải tự sửa một mình. Dù kết quả mang tính cục bộ do mẫu nhỏ và công cụ tự biên, nghiên cứu chỉ gợi ý thận trọng: ứng dụng nên giữ nhân vật ảo, cho phép làm lại khi sai, và có người lớn bên cạnh khi thiết bị báo lỗi.
Từ khóa: học sinh tiểu học; cảm xúc; công cụ AI; lo âu ngôn ngữ; nghiên cứu trường hợp

1. Introduction
In the current digital shift, artificial intelligence (AI) has been brought into English teaching and learning through apps with virtual characters, speaking tasks, and instant right-or-wrong feedback (Kasneci et al., 2023; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). In Vietnam, English is a compulsory subject from Grade 3 under the 2018 General Education Curriculum. The issue is not only whether a tool can support speaking practice. It is also how primary pupils take that tool in, in terms of perception and emotion, when they look at a character and when they are asked about the moment the machine says the answer is not yet right.
Horwitz et al. (1986) describe foreign language classroom anxiety as a mix of perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors tied to language learning. This study uses that account only as a lens. It did not administer the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale (FLCAS) and did not observe behavior. What was collected were self-reported perceptions and situation-based choices. Among Vietnamese children, worry in listening and speaking has been linked to fear of mistakes and of being judged (Ha et al., 2022; Luu & Do, 2024). When the source that finds the error is an app rather than a teacher, that experience still needs to be asked of the children themselves, especially where home use of digital tools is uneven (Le et al., 2026).
Existing studies have explored AI’s effects on participation (Chung, 2025; Wen et al., 2025) and language anxiety among Vietnamese learners (Ha et al., 2022; Luu & Do, 2024). However, these studies do not ask primary pupils in a provincial town how they feel about AI apps when they are shown interface pictures.
The aim of this study is to describe self-reported perceptions and situation-based emotion choices of primary pupils toward AI-supported English learning tools. The paper answers three questions:
(1) How do pupils perceive AI-supported English learning tools?
(2) How do their emotion choices change when they are asked, with pictures, about a virtual character and about the machine marking an answer wrong?
(3) How does reported home use sit beside their reaction when they think about that feedback?
The participants were 50 learners aged 7–11 at a language center in Cao Lanh Ward, Dong Thap Province. The scope is limited to what they marked at the center after a short introduction and after looking at interface pictures. The study did not measure pronunciation or emotion during device use, and it does not treat negative choices as an FLCAS score.
2. Literature review
2.1. Concepts
Three concepts run through the paper: language anxiety, affect in second language learning, and perception of a learning tool. Horwitz et al. (1986) separate communication apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative evaluation. Krashen (1982) argues that high anxiety or low confidence raises the affective filter. Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) add that enjoyment and anxiety can exist at the same time. That two-sided view fits the working assumption of this paper: a child may like a virtual character and still choose a worried level when asked about the machine marking an answer wrong.
In this paper, perception is how pupils judge the AI tool. Affective response is the state children mark when they are asked about using the app and about incorrect feedback. “Worry” and “language anxiety” in the findings refer to negative self-report choices in pictured situations, not to a diagnosed affective state.
2.2. AI in English teaching
Reviews of AI in education stress personalized feedback, though conditions for use vary (Kasneci et al., 2023; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). With younger learners, voice tools and characters have been linked to interest, vocabulary, and both enjoyment and anxiety (Underwood, 2017; Woo & Kim, 2023; Xin & Derakhshan, 2025). Those studies involved actual tool use. In Vietnam, teachers report that apps can raise interest, with limits of accuracy and facilities (Chung, 2025). Affect data in that work come from teachers or scores, not from primary pupils at a provincial center.
2.3. Language anxiety and English teaching for Vietnamese children
Among Vietnamese learners, worry in speaking has been linked to fear of mistakes, of evaluation, and of disappointing parents (Ha et al., 2022; Luu & Do, 2024; Thach & Khau, 2025). English majors want spoken errors corrected but care about timing (Ho et al., 2025). Near the site, Do et al. (2025) and Le et al. (2026) report that local content can support vocabulary and confidence in rural classes. 
2.4. Research gap
AI can support speaking practice, language anxiety has been reported in speaking among Vietnamese children, and speaking instruction in the Mekong Delta has its own features. What is still missing is first-hand self-report from 7- to 11-year-olds in a provincial town on perceptions and pictured emotion choices toward AI English apps. This study narrows the focus to one language center in Cao Lanh, Dong Thap. The gap is a need for field description, not a test of app effectiveness.
3. Method
3.1. Design
The study used a cross-sectional case design. The unit of analysis was a language center in Cao Lanh Ward, Dong Thap Province. The aim was to describe what pupils marked when they were asked at the center, not to generalize to all Vietnamese primary pupils and not to claim an effect after a period of app use.
Data came from two author-made self-report tools, collected in the same session: a five-item questionnaire and a short interview with an emotion tally sheet. Before the questionnaire was given out, the researcher gave a short introduction to AI in English learning and showed interface pictures, so the group was talking about the same kind of tool. The pictures were prompts only. Pupils did not speak into a device, and emotion during live app use was not measured. The questionnaire recorded perceptions, home use, and a written reason. The emotion sheet recorded a chosen state for each pictured situation (a character; a screen when an item was not accepted). Where the two sources agreed, that was read as a stable signal; where they differed, the difference was described and not averaged into one score.
The items were written from Horwitz et al. (1986), Krashen (1982), and Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014). The four situations kept enjoyment apart from worry about being marked wrong, instead of asking a single “Do you like AI?” question. Short questions were used because they are workable with children aged 7–11 (Pinter, 2011). Pictures were added so that pupils could point to a situation instead of answering a long spoken question (Pinter, 2022). The interface pictures are an adaptation in this study, not a procedure taken from Pinter (2011) or Pinter (2022). For the three pupils who had never used an app, the situations were hypothetical. The emotion results are therefore choices about pictured situations, not feelings recorded while an app was running.
3.2. Participants
The participants were 50 primary pupils aged 7–11 studying at the center, included because they were present on the collection day (convenience sample). The researcher works at Cao Lanh Continuing Education Center; the sample was drawn from a language center in the same ward, not from adult continuing-education classes. Three pupils reported that they had never used an English-learning app at home. They were kept in the sample and are marked in the tables, because their answers are reactions to the introduction and the pictures, not recalled use. No pupil was dropped after data collection.
3.3. Instruments
Both tools were written by the author from the constructs reviewed above. The full FLCAS (Horwitz et al., 1986) was not used because of its length and because a 33-item adult scale does not sit well with ages 7–11. Enjoyment items followed the two-sided affect frame in Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014). Worry about being marked wrong was asked through situations after the fear-of-evaluation strand in Horwitz et al. (1986) and the affective-filter account in Krashen (1982). The five emotion labels (very scared, a bit worried, neutral, like it, very excited) were chosen so that a child could point to one state. They are ordered categories for description. They were not written as equal intervals, were not summed, and were not treated as a validated scale. Cronbach’s alpha is not reported because the items do not measure one latent variable.
Before the main collection, the questionnaire and the four situations were tried with 5–8 pupils of the same age, not added to N = 50, to see whether children understood the wording and the pictures. Difficult phrases were rewritten. That was a language check, not an expert psychometric review, and not a pilot validation. Open answers (Item 5) were coded by one person against a theme list prepared from the first reading of the slips (useful, vocabulary, fun, fear of being wrong, communication, pronunciation, other). They were not independently coded by a second person. 
3.3.1. Questionnaire
Table 1.  Questionnaire items and the construct each item was written to tap
	Item
	Content
	Why the item was written

	1
	How often the child used an English-learning app at home
	Prior contact; background for Question 3, not a causal variable

	2
	Attitude to software with a voice or a character
	Enjoyment (Dewaele & MacIntyre, 2014)

	3
	Willingness to speak to a virtual character
	Communication apprehension, here with a machine (Horwitz et al., 1986)

	4
	Reaction when thinking of the machine marking an answer wrong
	Fear of evaluation, asked as a pictured case (Horwitz et al., 1986)

	5
	Why they like or dislike the tools (open)
	Meaning children attach to the experience (Pinter, 2022)


Items 1–4 used three levels, coded 1–3 only for description and a cross-tab. Item 5 could take two theme codes. The gloss on Item 3 (“not afraid of being wrong”) may have nudged some answers toward the positive pole.
3.3.2. Short interview and emotion sheet
Four situations were asked with pictures, in the same session, in groups of four to five. Each child marked a private slip. The character on the picture was used for an indirect prompt, so children could talk about a feeling more easily (Pinter, 2022). During the interview, the researcher pointed at the picture and said “the friend on this screen.” Row 2 asks what the child guesses the character feels. Row 3 asks what the child feels. The two rows are not the same question.
Table 2.  Interview situations and the construct each situation was written to tap
	Situation
	Purpose
	Construct

	Feeling when looking at the interface / virtual character
	Enjoyment
	Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014)

	Feeling guessed for the character when the machine marks an error
	Indirect question
	Indirect prompt added in this study (Pinter, 2022)


	The child’s own feeling when the machine marks an error
	Worry about being marked wrong
	Horwitz et al. (1986); Krashen (1982)

	Feeling if the child had to fix the item alone at home
	Worry when support is pictured as missing
	Krashen (1982); Ha et al. (2022)


Results are frequencies and grouped shares (negative = levels 1–2; neutral = 3; positive = 4–5). Means were not computed. The feelings are self-reports after looking at pictures and being asked about a situation, including home use already recorded on Item 1. They are not feelings measured while the child was speaking into a device.
3.4. Procedure
Step 1. Short introduction to AI in English learning; sample Duolingo interface pictures shown, including a character screen and a screen with an error mark. The introduction was given so that pupils who had never used an app still knew what the questions referred to.
Step 2. Pupils completed the questionnaire (about 5–7 minutes).
Step 3. Short group interview: four situations with pictures; each child marked a private slip; tallies were added by the researcher. The character question was asked before the child’s own feeling, so the two were not collapsed.
Step 4. The questionnaire and the emotion sheet were read against each research question. No inferential test was planned. With several expected cells below 5 in the home-use cross-tab, a chi-square test would not have been stable, and none is reported.
3.5. Analysis
Closed items: frequencies and percentages. Item 1 was crossed with Item 4 and reported as a description of this sample only. Open answers were coded by one person by theme; one child could receive two codes. There was no independent second coder, so theme percentages should be read as one reading of the slips. Emotion data are presented by situation. Results follow the three research questions.
3.6. Ethics
Given the educational context of this study at a local language center, formal institutional ethics-committee approval was not available. The center does not have a research ethics committee, and no approval number is reported. The language center approved the visit and the study procedure. A parent or guardian of each pupil gave consent before the session; only pupils with that consent were included. At the start of the session, the researcher explained, in simple Vietnamese, that the questions were not a test, that answers would not affect marks, and that a child could skip the open item or stop. Assent was taken as willingness to stay and complete the forms after that explanation. Emotion answers were not graded. Published data use codes. Real names and the center’s name are not given. Interface pictures were used only as prompts. No photos or recordings of pupils were stored. Slips with names or nicknames were separated from the analysis file.
4. Findings
4.1. Perceptions of AI tools
Table 3.  Home use of English-learning apps (N = 50)
	Level
	N
	%

	Often
	22
	44.0

	Sometimes
	25
	50.0

	Never
	3
	6.0

	Total
	50
	100


Half the group (50.0%) used an app only when a parent allowed it. 44.0% used one often. 6.0% had never used one. Familiarity with digital tools in the group was uneven. This point answers part of Question 3 and is the background for the emotion tables: not every child was recalling the same kind of app use.

Table 4.  Attitude to software with a character (N = 50)
	Level
	N
	%

	Like it a lot / excited
	37
	74.0

	Neutral
	12
	24.0

	Dislike / bored
	1
	2.0

	Total
	50
	100


Table 5.  Willingness to speak to a virtual character (N = 50)
	Level
	N
	%

	Like it a lot / confident
	25
	50.0

	Neutral
	20
	40.0

	Scared / shy
	5
	10.0

	Total
	50
	100


Most pupils judged the tool positively: 74.0% liked software with a voice or a character. When the prompt moved to speaking to a virtual character, the positive share fell to 50.0%; 10.0% said they felt shy. Liking the app did not mean being ready to talk to the machine. These are closed-item choices, not observed speaking.

Table 6.  Reaction when thinking of machine error feedback (N = 50)
	Level
	N
	%

	Useful / not afraid
	24
	48.0

	Neutral
	17
	34.0

	Worried / under pressure
	9
	18.0

	Total
	50
	100


Nearly half (48.0%) treated incorrect feedback, as they thought of it, as useful. 18.0% chose worried or under pressure. 34.0% chose the middle option. The negative share on this closed item is higher than on Item 2, but it is not the pattern for the whole group, and it is not a measure of anxiety during use.

Table 7.  Reasons for liking or disliking AI tools (N = 50)
	Theme
	N
	%

	Useful, helps with lessons
	16
	32.0

	Extra vocabulary
	11
	22.0

	Fun, close, interesting
	9
	18.0

	Fear of being wrong
	8
	16.0

	Want to talk / practice speaking
	8
	16.0

	Pronunciation, seeing the mistake
	2
	4.0

	Other
	3
	6.0


Percentages can add to more than 100 because one child could give two reasons. Themes were coded by one person.
Pupils mainly saw AI as a place to learn words and as something enjoyable. Only 4.0% mentioned pronunciation correction. Eight children (16.0%) wrote about fear of being wrong; some of them also wrote that the tool was useful or fun. The open item aligns with Tables 4–6: the general tone is positive, and worry appears when being marked wrong comes into the question.
4.2. Emotions by interview situation
Table 8.  Emotions by pictured interview situation (N = 50)
	Situation
	Very scared
	A bit worried
	Neutral
	Like it
	Very excited
	Negative
	Positive

	Character / interface
	3 (6.0)
	7 (14.0)
	15 (30.0)
	15 (30.0)
	10 (20.0)
	10 (20.0)
	25 (50.0)

	Character, error screen
	2 (4.0)
	12 (24.0)
	32 (64.0)
	4 (8.0)
	0 (0.0)
	14 (28.0)
	4 (8.0)

	Child, error screen
	4 (8.0)
	12 (24.0)
	27 (54.0)
	7 (14.0)
	0 (0.0)
	16 (32.0)
	7 (14.0)

	Fixing the item alone
	8 (16.0)
	20 (40.0)
	15 (30.0)
	6 (12.0)
	1 (2.0)
	28 (56.0)
	7 (14.0)


Values are n (%). Negative = levels 1–2; positive = levels 4–5. Row 2 was asked indirectly through the character. The sample includes three children who had never used an app at home. Their answers are reactions to pictures, not recalled use.
With the virtual character, 50.0% chose “like it” or “very excited,” in line with Table 5. When they were asked about the machine marking an answer wrong, nobody chose “very excited.” Positive shares fell to 8.0% (guessed for the character) and 14.0% (the child); negative shares rose to 28.0% and 32.0%. Most children still picked “neutral.” Compared with questionnaire Item 4 (18.0% worried), the interview gave a higher negative share because it asked for a feeling and did not offer “useful” as an option. A red mark on a still picture may also have looked heavier than a quick tap in a live app.
The situation with the highest negative share was the pictured case of fixing the item alone at home: 56.0%. The same group could enjoy the character and still choose a worried level when asked about being marked by the machine and about having no adult nearby. That pattern is descriptive. It does not show that adult absence caused anxiety during home use.
4.3. Home use and reaction to error feedback
Table 9.  Home use and reaction to pictured error feedback (N = 50)
	Home use
	Worried
	Neutral
	Useful
	Total

	Never
	1
	2
	0
	3

	Sometimes
	6
	6
	13
	25

	Often
	2
	9
	11
	22

	Total
	9
	17
	24
	50


Table 9 is a description of this sample. No chi-square or other association test is reported. Several cells are small, and the “never” row has only three children, which is too small for a firm claim. None of those three chose “useful.” Among pupils who used an app sometimes or often, the useful column is the largest, but worried choices still appear (6 and 2). The table does not support a claim that more home use reduces worry.
5. Discussion and conclusion
5.1. Discussion
Perceptions and pictured emotion choices sit on two sides. On the questionnaire, most pupils liked the software and the character; open answers stressed usefulness and vocabulary. That pattern fits the enjoyment side of Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) and earlier reports that characters keep younger learners interested (Underwood, 2017; Woo & Kim, 2023). The parallel is limited: those studies involved tool use, and this one asked children about pictures.
Negative choices rose when the question turned to the machine marking an answer wrong and were highest for the pictured case of fixing the item alone. This is compatible with fear of evaluation (Horwitz et al., 1986) and with unease about public correction (Ho et al., 2025). It is not evidence that an algorithm evaluated a speaking turn, because no turn was recorded. A still red mark may also have looked like a school warning (Xin & Derakhshan, 2025). The rise for the alone case is consistent with Krashen’s (1982) point on low support, but it is not a test of the affective filter. Pupils rarely mentioned pronunciation and treated the tools more as a game and a word source (Chung, 2025).
These notes are not effects tested in this study. An adult nearby and another try are cautious suggestions, not results about parental skill. The sample is a convenience case (N = 50) at one center. The tools were author-made and the open answers were coded by one person. The data are one-session self-reports about still pictures, not emotions during app use. Claims about language anxiety, AI feedback, and adult support stay inside that design.
5.2. Conclusion
Primary pupils at one center in Cao Lanh Ward mainly described AI tools as useful, enjoyable, and good for vocabulary. Enjoyment attached to the software and the virtual character. Negative choices rose when they were asked about the machine marking an answer wrong and were strongest when they were asked about fixing an item alone. The pattern is two-sided, in line with Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) and compatible with fear of evaluation in Horwitz et al. (1986), within the limits of picture-based self-report.
If AI is to help children in a provincial town, the character and the sense of play are worth keeping; the way the machine says “wrong” needs more care; and an adult nearby is a cautious suggestion when that message appears. Later studies should collect emotion after live app use, follow more than one session, and validate the instruments.
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