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A B S T R A C T   

The role of emotions and intelligence in English as a foreign language (EFL) learners’ academic 
performance has been widely approved in the literature. However, the role of emotional intel-
ligence (EI) in facilitating the development of academic literacy of EFL students has been rarely (if 
any) examined. Inspired by this gap, the present conceptual study made an effort to review the 
theoretical and empirical underpinnings of EFL students’ EI and academic literacy development. 
In doing so, it explicated the definitions, conceptualizations, dimensions, theoretical approaches, 
and empirical studies related to both constructs. Drawing on prior research, it asserted that the 
enhancement of EFL students’ EI can foster the development of their academic literacy as it is the 
case with several other academic domains. The study ends with a set of suggestions for future 
research and practical implications for English teachers, students, and trainers, who can further 
realize the criticality of EI in academic contexts.   

1. Introduction 

It is now widely approved that successful education is more than a mere presentation and practice of pieces of information and it is 
affected by numerous factors [1]. Given the prominence of education and educational contexts in shaping students’ psychological 
well-being and social spheres, knowledge of emotions and social competencies has gained a surge of attention [2,3,4,5]. One’s ability 
to understand his/her own emotions and decipher those of others was introduced by emotional intelligence (EI), but popularized in 
positive psychology (PP) [6,7]. EI can be defined as a mental capability for perceiving, understanding, using, and regulating one’s own 
and other people’s emotions [8]. EI encompasses a person’s self-awareness, self-regulation, social skills, motivation, and empathy [9]. 
The concept of EI boomed in education and psychology after the influential work of Goleman [10], which made the construct the 
kernel of EFL learners’ well-being and emotion management [11,12]. An increasing bulk of scientific research has been carried out on 
the contribution of EI to various positive and negative learner emotions [13]. More precisely, research indicates that emotionally 
intelligent learners normally manifest greater happiness, self-esteem, optimism, and social support [14,15]. They have also been found 
to enjoy life satisfaction, flourishing, and well-being [16,17,18,19]. 

In academia, prior research findings demonstrated that developing EI of learners facilitates the ground for promoting interpersonal 
relations, flourishing, and psychological adjustment [20–23]. More importantly, high levels of EI have been substantiated to predict 
EFL learners’ academic performance in different language skills and sub-skills [24,25,26]. This claim is warranted in the sense that 
emotionally intelligent students represent more capacity in handling emotions in educational contexts [12]. This ability also improves 
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classroom rapport and interactions between the teacher and his/her pupils [26]. Drawing on these studies and the mechanisms of EI, it 
can be contended that by attending to learners’ emotions, emotional management, and self-directed learning [12,22,27], EI can be a 
momentous way to generate academic literacy among students, too. When it has the potential to influence various positive and 
negative emotions of the learners and their academic performance, why not claim that it has a notable trace in EFL students’ academic 
literacy development?. 

Academic literacy is a representation of higher-order thinking and learning that is essential for knowledge production, commu-
nication, and cognitive development [28,29]. Academic literacy research has gone through a paradigm shift from treating the concept 
as a discrete and transferrable set of skills to a sociocultural practice that mirrors the epistemology and identity of disciplines [30]. 
Academic literacy is a strong tool for generating and transforming knowledge and contextualizing learning [31]. With such a literacy, 
learners are now active agents of their own academic literacy development instead of passive knowledge-consumers [32,33]. In this 
view, academic literacy is a mediation provided for the socialization of the person into the academic community [31]. It is a 
multi-dimensional construct involving linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural practices [34]. According to Moje et al. [35], academic 
literacy is a sociocultural construct embedded in meaning, value, and emotions. Although having a better communication and caring 
for emotions are two critical tenets of academic literacy development, to date, little has been written about the contribution of EI in 
developing EFL students’ academic literacy or literacies. When an EFL student is emotionally intelligent, he/she can regulate self 
(his/her) and others’ emotions and communications. Hence, his/her chance of acquiring literacy skills specialized for content learning 
is greater. Despite a burst of research on EI, the way it fosters academic literacy development of EFL students has been left 
under-researched. To shed light on this connection, the present conceptual review intended to present the theoretical and empirical 
underpinnings of EI and EFL learners’ academic literacy development. 

2. Background 

2.1. The concept of emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence (EI) is described as an individual’s ability to understand, use, and manage emotions [36]. A person with high 
EI can realize his/her own emotions and those of others, utilize emotional information to direct thinking and behavior, differentiate 
between various feelings, and regulate emotions to adjust to environments [37]. Although the concept of EI was first proposed in 1964 
[38], it became popular in 1995 after the influential book Emotional Intelligence, written by Daniel Goleman. He referred to EI as a wide 
range of skills and features that guide leadership performance [36]. It is an internal ability to understand and manage the self-sensitive 
actions and reactions of a person [39]. Bar-On et al. [40] considered EI as a set of non-cognitive skills that minimize contextual de-
mands and pressures. It is asserted that emotionally intelligent individuals know themselves well and are able to sense others’ emotions 
[41]. The popularity of EI extended from general and organizational psychology to PP given its role in the well-being and performance 
of individuals [6]. In this respect, it can be contended that EI is a fundamental aspect of character strengths in PP [42]. The promising 
thing regarding EI is that it is not a fixed property, but a dynamic one that can be taught and improved [43]. However, this modifi-
ability largely depends on language teachers’ and educators’ technical and pedagogical knowledge in clarifying the main tenets of EI to 
students. 

Fig. 1. The ability model of EI.  
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2.2. Models of emotional intelligence 

Three main models have been widely used and cited in the literature regarding EI including the ability model, trait model, and 
mixed model [6,44]. Each of these models contributed to the development of different aspects of EI and its constituent constructs. The 
ability model regards emotions as valuable sources of information that assist the person to understand and navigate his/her social 
context [45]. The model posits that people differ in their capacity to process an emotional information and relate that emotional 
processing to a broader cognition [46]. This ability represents itself in certain adaptive behaviors. This model asserts that EI comprises 
four types of abilities, namely perceiving emotions, facilitating emotions, understanding emotions, and managing emotions as shown 
in Fig. 1 [47]. 

The trait model, on the other hand, considers EI as a combination of several personality traits related to emotions as illustrated in 
Fig. 2 [48]. According to Petrides and Furnham [49], EI is a personality trait related to one’s ability to self-perceive emotions and 
should be measured through self-reported scales (e.g., the trait EI questionnaire or TEIQ). In this model, EI concerns behavioral 
dispositions and self-perceived skills, while the ability model highlights actual abilities that are resistant to measurement [50]. 

Finally, the mixed model, proposed by Goleman [36], considers EI as set of abilities and skills that direct one’s leadership per-
formance. It includes five core EI constructs, namely self-awareness, self-regulation, social skill, empathy, and motivation (Fig. 3). 

In the mixed model, different emotional competencies have been underscored for each construct of EI that are neither innate nor 
fixed. Instead, they are obtainable and improvable abilities [51]. This model has been criticized by Mayer [52], who regarded it as a 
simple “pop psychology”. 

2.3. Emotional intelligence in academia: empirical evidence 

Given the close connection among education, emotion, and intelligence, a growing body of research has been done on various 
aspects of students’ performance and emotions in light of EI in the past decades. The results of such explorations pinpointed that EI has 
the potential to increase students’ psychological adjustment [21], interpersonal relationships [20], academic performance [26], 
well-being [18], happiness, optimism, social support [14,15], emotional management and self-directed learning [12,27], and psy-
chological comfort [53]. Additionally, EI has been found to predict relational engagement, cognitive outcomes, educational 
achievements, and work-related success [54]. Aside from these positive correlates, research indicates that high EI in students can 
reduce and curb the occurrence of negative emotions such as depression [15], stress [55], psychological pressure [56], and burnout 
[57]. EI can also lead to professional development [58] and high academic performance [12]. Therefore, it can be claimed that when 
students’ are emotionally intelligent, they have more confidence, happiness, and sociability [56]. Consequently, their academic lit-
eracy can also be a fertile ground for planting the seeds of EI, as an under-research domain. If EI is a pivotal concept in various aspects 
of education, as mentioned, academic literacy development is by no means an exception and the enhancement of students’ EI can 
promote their academic literacy, too. 

2.4. Academic literacy: definitions and theoretical approaches 

Academic literacy is defined as a range of literacy skills related to content learning, which is closely connected to one’s higher-order 
thinking and advanced language skill development [59]. It includes several literacy practices that a student needs in order to be 
successful, including critical and analytical skills, linguistic and sociocultural knowledge, active membership in the academic com-
munity, and language fluency [60,61]. In sum, academic literacy is not limited to one’s ability to read and write, instead, it covers a 
wide range of academic skills. Different theoretical approaches have been proposed in the literature regarding academic literacy. 
Academic literacy was previously seen as a discrete set of skills transferrable to other domains and contexts [31]. However, it is now 
perceived as a social practice that generates socialization and engagement in academic communities [62]. 

Another approach to academic literacy is “genre” approach, which considers it as one’s gradual attainment of the shared cultural 

Fig. 2. The trait model of EI.  
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values and communicative practices in a given discipline [63]. In this sense, it functions as a frame of action that boosts academic 
community functioning [64]. The next approach behind academic literacy and its development is “the academic literacies” com-
plementing the “genre” approach. This approach looks at EFL students’ learning and performance from an epistemology and identity 
perspective rather than skill or socialization [61]. Acknowledging the role of social discourse in one’s academic literacies, the aca-
demic literacies approach facilitates access, communication, and identification in the academic community, hence it reflects social 
justice and equality [30]. These approaches demonstrate that the construct of academic literacy is a multi-dimensional one involving 
cognitive, linguistic, and sociocultural practices [34]. These theoretical approaches are also known as the language, cognitive or 
disciplinary, and sociocultural approaches [65,66]. The first approach is chiefly text-driven and focuses on language structures and 
functions [65]. The second approach considers academic literacy as a higher-order thinking and learning, contextualized meaning, and 
academic socialization [67]. Finally, the sociocultural approach regards academic literacy as a social construct, which is full of values, 
meanings, and emotions and comprises power, structure, and ideology [68]. Drawing on these approaches, educators and scholars can 
make attempts to develop EFL students’ academic literacy and conduct research on academic literacy development, as explained 
below. 

2.5. Academic literacy development: conceptualizations and dimensions 

The concept of academic literacy development can be defined as the process of obtaining an understanding of disciplinary writing 
practices and one’s ability to interpret the links among texts, contexts, and social actions of different genres [69]. It is a 
multi-dimensional construct including three dimensions, namely linguistic, cognitive, and socio-cultural dimensions as depicted in Fig. 4 
[70]. The first dimension considers academic literacy as a linguistic process since it depends not only on one’s linguistic knowledge, 

Fig. 3. The mixed model of EI.  

Fig. 4. The dimensions of academic literacy development [70].  
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but also on his/her knowledge of the textual organization, genre, and language conventions. The second dimension views literacy and 
its development as a cognitive process as it encompasses the connection between knowledge and textual forms in the person. The third 
dimension considers academic literacy as a social practice that develops by apprenticeship and social interactions [70]. In other words, 
it resides in social contexts and is interaction-based [71]. 

Given its multi-layered nature, academic literacy development requires meticulous research and practice in different contexts [72]. 
The following section summarizes some practical ways that may be beneficial to developing EFL students’ academic literacy. 

2.6. Practical ways to develop EFL students’ academic literacy 

Different methods and strategies can be used by educators to develop the academic literacy of EFL students. For instance, in a meta- 
analysis of 31 articles, Klarare et al.[73] proposed four critical ways to promote academic literacy including (1) the integration of 
learning activities into the regular curriculum, (2) the modification and supplementation of the course design with new instructional 
methods, (3) the establishment of collaborations amongst staff in academia, and (4) the provision of professional development courses 
on academic literacies. Other than these strategies, educators can make efforts to enhance EFL students’ disciplinary knowledge, 
motivation, and engagement in academic tasks. Moreover, an integrated activity-based pedagogy may also contribute to academic 
literacy development [31]. The involvement of EFL students in real-life and authentic communication encounters can also increase 
their disciplinary knowledge and performance. Furthermore, formal instruction and pedagogical interventions are supportive of ac-
ademic literacy development [74]. Finally, focusing on EFL students’ emotions and emotion-regulation strategies as pinpointed in PP 
can play a prominent role in academic literacy development. By tapping into EFL students’ positive emotions and powers, rather than 
lingering on negative feelings, teachers can pave the way for literacy development. A possible practice in this regard can be high-
lighting interpersonal communication skills in the class, which is in line with the dialogic, social, and interaction-based nature of 
academic literacy. 

3. Final remarks 

In this study, it was asserted that enhancing EFL students’ EI can facilitate their academic literacy development. When they are 
emotionally intelligent, they can understand their own and others’ emotions and have a better interaction in the class. Moreover, as 
bulks of scientific findings revealed, many aspects of education, especially positive emotions and academic performance of learners can 
boost in light of EI [73]. Hence, the contribution of EI can extend to academic literacy domains, as well. This is supported by the 
theoretical underpinnings of both constructs. As stated in the background, both EI and academic literacy are dynamic and sensitive to 
one’s emotions [43]. They are both contextual as claimed by the trait/mixed model of EI and the sociocultural approach to academic 
literacy. In other words, academic literacy development does not happen in a vacuum, but in social contexts laden with values, cultural 
norms, emotions, and ideologies [75]. As a result, EI that aims to improve one’s self-awareness, empathy, and interaction can play a 
role in learners’ academic literacy development. It is illogical to contend that academic literacy development only depends on the 
pedagogical and technical knowledge of the teacher and ignore the role of students’ emotions and intelligences. Based on these 
propositions, this conceptual review may add to the current body of knowledge concerning the role of EI in academic literacy 
development models. It highlights the role of EI in academic literacy and calls for the integration of EI in academic literacy devel-
opment interventions/programs. Education and learning are social entities, so a high level of EI among students can facilitate their 
academic literacy development in the classroom community. Furthermore, English teachers can also benefit from this study in that 
they can understand the role of EI in their pedagogy, especially those intended to raise EFL students’ academic literacy. They can 
employ strategies that reflect the tenets of EI and promote their instructional efficacy. Moreover, EFL students can use this article to get 
fruitful ideas regarding the impact of EI on their education, in general, and academic literacy development, in particular. By under-
standing their own as well as others’ emotions, they can have better classroom interactions that pave the way for their academic 
success and literacy. Teacher educators may find this study useful by offering training courses to teachers with various experiences in 
which they cultivate teachers’ knowledge and practice of EI in their career alongside pedagogical issues. Finally, this study can be 
promising for educational researchers in that they can run further research considering the impact of EI on EFL students’ academic 
literacy. The present study was a theoretical investigation and can be complemented by future empirical studies. Many existing studies 
have overlooked the role of cultural factors in the interplay between EI and academic literacy development of EFL students. Hence, 
future researchers are suggested to run cross-cultural investigations in this domain. Moreover, mixed-methods research (MMR) can be 
carried out to better capture the interaction between EI and academic literacy since the literature on these two constructs has mostly 
employed either one-shot, correlational designs or meta-analyses to clarify their definitions and models further. Lastly, the contri-
bution of EI to the development of constructs proposed by PP (e.g., resilience, hope, enjoyment, immunity, interpersonal communi-
cation etc.) is also an interesting line of research [76]. 
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