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CAPÍTULO 46 

ENGAGING ELE LEARNERS: EMOTION METAPHORS ON GIFS 

 

Beatriz Martín Gascón 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 The use of the information and communication technologies (hereinafter ICT) has 

led to new avenues of interaction between learners, teachers and the didactic material. In 

the last decades, ICT have acquired a significant role in the teaching-learning process, 

allowing progress in both the teachers and the students' side, enhancing stimulation, 

motivation and information richness and manipulation. Their ubiquity and ergonomics 

make them vital elements in the present situation derived from the COVID-19 pandemic, 

with schools and universities following a remote and hybrid teaching-learning model. 

With the infusion of educational ICTs and internet access into classrooms, foreign 

language (FL) teachers must become aware of the importance of conceptual iconicity and 

visuals for their course content, this being in line with the internet-forward culture that 

characterizes modern times. 

 With regard to this technological revolution and the pandemic’s social impact, 

social networks allow students more than ever to connect and interact with other peers, 

teachers, friends, family and the world, in general. Instagram, with more than 1 billion 

monthly active users, has ranked third after Facebook (with 2 billion) and YouTube (with 

1.9 billion) in terms of the most popular social media network. According to results from 

Sprout Social (2020), younger adults feel more attracted to Instagram than to Facebook, 

this resulting in a high number of users of 18-29 years old (64%). Students' interactions 

in social networking sites include not only written-text forms, but also still and moving 

image in the form of emojis, memes and GIFs (graphic interchange format). These latter, 

used to describe and comment on events in real life, not only enrich online interactions 

but are also susceptible to open interpretation, which renders their study and 

implementation in the FL instructional setting a rather challenging and engaging task. 

 This chapter, departing from a cognitivist perspective to language didactics, 

focuses on the role of metaphors present in GIFs (a multimodal text) as a pedagogical 
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tool in the teaching of two basic emotions (happiness and sadness) in the Spanish as a 

foreign language (ELE in the native language acronym) remote classroom. To do so, 

research concerning metaphors and emotions in the context of cognitive linguistics is first 

reviewed. A pedagogical proposal addressing complex linguistic expressions to convey 

happiness and sadness is then presented using Instagram as an online pedagogical tool 

and GIFs as a didactic resource to exploit metaphorical competence. To our knowledge, 

no study to date has yet considered Instagram as a medium to enhance ELE learners’ 

engagement and communicative competence when learning emotion metaphors. It is 

therefore expected that this cognitive-based proposal will be implemented in the ELE 

classroom as well as will serve as a basis for future material creation focusing on other 

linguistic aspects.   

 

2. COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS 

 

2.1. The role of metaphor in the FL classroom 

For Cognitive Linguistics (henceforth CL), a productive and interdisciplinary 

approach to the study of language, linguistic knowledge is part of our general cognitive 

system. Language is thus integrated along with other cognitive abilities that allow 

processes of reasoning, memory or learning. Speakers express meaning through different 

linguistic forms based on how they conceptualize their internal and external reality, so 

that language represents thought and their perception of the world. Consider, for instance, 

the expression I don’t think this relationship is going anywhere (Kövecses, 2010, p.6) and 

its Spanish equivalent No creo que esta relación vaya a ninguna parte or We’re at a 

crossroads (Estamos en una encrucijada) (Kövecses, 2010, p. 8). These are linguistic 

realizations of the LOVE IS A JOURNEY conceptual metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 

p.44), in which speakers conceptualize an abstract and elusive domain of experience 

(LOVE) in terms of another concept, more concrete and directly experienced, that of 

JOURNEYS. There is a fixed set of mappings that characterizes the LOVE IS A JOURNEY 

metaphor, where basic constituent elements of journeys systematically correspond to 

elements of love (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 
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LOVE IS A JOURNEY metaphor mapping 

Knowing a metaphor is knowing the set of systematic correspondences that provides 

the meaning of metaphorical linguistic expressions. Since metaphor is pervasive and 

ubiquitous, understanding its functioning is crucial in many spheres (i.e. political 

discourse, advertisements), and especially in the field of FL teaching and learning, where 

mastering metaphors can become a great didactic ally. A vast number of studies has 

shown how reflecting on metaphor enhances figurative language understanding as wells 

as vocabulary and grammar assimilation and retention, and how this results in boosting 

the learner’s communicative competence (to name but a few: Acquaroni Muñoz & 

Suárez, 2019; Boers, 2004; Hoang, 2014; Littlemore et al., 2013; MacArthur, 2017). 

These authors highlight the necessity to introduce metaphor explicitly in the FL classroom 

and to design material to promote its usage. 

 

2.1. Emotion metaphors 

Experiences that are harder to apprehend directly, such as emotions, are understood 

on the basis of more direct and easy-to-describe experiences, normally bodily ones. The 

linguistic expressions used for the evaluative orientational metaphors (metaphors 

providing a positive evaluation for the concept of  happiness, and a negative one for 

sadness): HAPPY IS UP (examples in 1), HAPPY IS FEELING LIGHT (not HEAVY) (2), BEING 

HAPPY IS BEING IN HEAVEN (3), BEING HAPPY IS BEING OFF THE GROUND
32

 (4), SAD IS DOWN 

(5), and SAD IS FEELING HEAVY  (6) are clear instantiations of space and movement 

projected onto emotions where words whose literal meaning belongs to the domain of 

space or motion undergo metaphorical extensions to convey these two primary emotions. 

(1) I’m feeling up today. / Your arrival raised my spirits. / ¡Arriba ese ánimo! (Cheer 

up!) / ¿Qué puedo hacer para levantarte el ánimo? (What can I do to lift your spirits?)  

 
32 Unlike the other metaphors presented here, this is not an evaluative orientational metaphor in the 

Lakoff-Johnson sense, for it is associated with the result or effect of being happy.  
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(2) I’m floating / I’m walking on air / Estoy en las nubes (I’m on cloud nine) 

(3) She was in seventh heaven / Estoy en la gloria (I’m in heaven) 

(4) Los niños saltaban de alegría (Kids jumped for joy) 

(5) Estoy baja de ánimos. (I’m in low spirits) 

(6) He left her with a heavy heart (La dejó con gran pesar) 

As it can be derived from these examples, emotions in the Lakoff-Johnson sense tend 

to be understood in terms of orientational metaphors (up-down), which are perceived as 

grounded in the physical effects of the emotions. Hence, a drooping posture typically goes 

along with a feeling of sadness and depression, whereas tilting into an upward and erect 

position is associated with the positive emotional state of happiness. These metaphors, 

being the result of systematic correlations between these two emotions and our sensory-

motor experiences, can become universal didactic tools that allow us to read deeper into 

the complexities of the mind. 

 

3. MATERIALS 

 

3.1. Instagram as an online pedagogical tool 

Unlike studies showing the positive effects of using social networks like Facebook 

or Twitter at instructional settings on learner’s motivation and engagement (to name but 

a few: Inpeng & Nomnian, 2020; Rosa & Vital, 2017; Voivonta & Avraamidou, 2018), 

research on the implementation of Instagram as a didactic instrument is still scarce (yet, 

we can highlight the following studies: Gauthier et al., 2016; Rodríguez Learte et al., 

2019). This might be due to its mainly visual nature and purposes (i.e. sharing images, 

videos and most recently, reels). Yet, it is exactly this image-based characteristic what 

renders Instagram such a valuable tool to learn emotion metaphors, since visual images 

are somehow constructed to cue conceptual metaphors (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

 GIFs for the queries ‘feliz’ (happy) and ‘sad’ (sad) and identified metaphors   



 

Desempeño docente y formación en competencia digital en la era SARS COV 2 

 

548  

                                     

 

3.2. GIFs as multimodal didactic resources to exploit emotion metaphors  

Although the format of animated GIFs (multiple images stored in one file resulting 

in a hypnotic commingling of instant and interval) was first introduced by the 

CompuServe Information Service in 1987, these visual multimodal repetitive images 

have recently experienced increasingly popularity on social networks like Tumblr and, 

since 2018, on Instagram. This latter allows users to search for GIFs using keywords 

(written text) and post them on their “stories” (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3 

GIF option on “stories” 

 

One of the most frequent uses of animated GIFs on the internet is to express 

emotions. Like other forms of nonverbal communication, GIFs intuitively convey 

emotion and are susceptible to interpretation. As potentially conceptually rich concepts, 

they invite users to participate actively in the construction and interpretation of the 

HAPPY IS UP 

(upward arms and 

gaze) 

 

HAPPY IS 

FEELING LIGHT 

(light movement) 

 

BEING HAPPY 

IS BEING OFF THE 

GROUND (jumping 

up) 

SAD IS 

DOWN (dropping 

position, 

downward arms 

and gaze) 

 

 

SAD IS 

FEELING HEAVY 

(on the floor, not 

moving) 
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message, thus engaging them in the communicative act. From a cognitivist point of view, 

its structure of compelling repetitiveness and endless motion allows for content selection 

and emphasizes salient features of the searched keyword (see Figure 4). Since CL 

conceives language based on the speaker’s perception and ability to build mental images 

to interpret more abstract concepts (i.e. emotions), GIFs, as moving images, can 

contribute to enhancing ELE learner’s metaphorical and communicative competences. 

Figure 4 

Salient features for happiness: feeling light, arms and head heading upwards, feet off the 

ground 

 

 

 

4.   PEDAGOGICAL PROPOSAL  

The proposal presented here targeted difficult to acquire yet recurrent linguistic 

expressions33 used to convey the emotions of happiness and sadness (see Table 1). The 

main aim was to break with the formal vision to grammar that prevails in FL textbooks 

and to incorporate to the ELE online classroom one of the most used social networks in 

this day and age. The proposal was also designed so as to boost learners’ metaphorical 

competence and offer them the tools to express their feelings in the ELE classroom in a 

more autonomous way 

Table 1 

Target linguistic expressions 

Happiness Sadness 

Estoy contento / encantado / muy feliz / 

animado / ilusionado / de muy buen humor 

Estoy (cuantificador) triste / deprimido / mal  

Me pongo contento / de buen humor / me 

pone contento / de buen humor  

 

Me encuentro (cuantificador) deprimido  

 
33 The target expressions were extracted from previous studies following a cognitive-based analysis 

that examined experiencer and stimulus roles (Martín Gascón, forthcoming) and the idiomatic constructions 

‘tocar el cielo con los dedos/con las manos’ and ‘tocar fondo’ (Martín Gascón, forthcoming). 
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Me alegro (de que) / me alegra (que) Siento / lamento (que) 

Me siento muy feliz /contento/ satisfecho 

(de /de que) 

Me pongo triste cuando  

Me hace ilusión que (subjuntivo pasado)  Me pone triste / me deprime (que) 

Tocar el cielo (con los dedos / con las 

manos) * 

Me duele / me hace daño / me disgusta que 

(subjuntivo pasado)  

 Me da pena / lástima (que) 

 Me siento triste / apenado / sin ánimos  

 Lo paso mal / fatal 

 Tocar fondo * 

 

4.1. Didactic structure: combining a cognitive-based approach + the ICT  

An Instagram account was created (see Figure 5) and students were asked to register 

for a new one for the Spanish classroom. The teacher and students’ accounts are expected 

to serve as virtual spaces for the teaching-learning of the target structures, interaction and 

co-evaluation.   

Figure 5 

Teacher’s account 

 

 

 

The didactic sequence was designed following Newby’s (2012) learning phases, 

which consider the learner’s perspective and focus on the four stages that need to be 

accomplished in the learner’s mind (awareness, conceptualization, proceduralization and 

performance) to internalize the new expressions more efficiently. Hence, based on these 

cognitive learning stages, in the first phase, with relation to raising the learner’s awareness 

(noticing and focusing), learners were introduced with emotion metaphors. A very visual 

and concise explanation as well as explicit examples of linguistic metaphors were 

uploaded to “stories” in order for attention to be put into what they are and their ubiquity 

in everyday language (see Figure 6). To do so, GIFs and colors were used as figurative 

and cognitive symbols so as to illustrate the exemplifications and emphasize the source 

(blue) and target domains (black). 
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Figure 6 

First phase: Linguistic awareness towards emotion metaphorical expressions 

 

The second stage targeted the conceptualization and formulation of hypotheses, this 

in line with the student’s understanding of the construct (metaphor) through conscious 

knowledge. In order to do so, ELE learners were shown linguistic realizations in their 

mother tongue (English) and in Spanish (retrieved from examples 1 to 6) to draw on 

interlinguistic similarities and on the universality of these emotion metaphors. They were 

then asked to identify the conceptual metaphors at play. 

The next phase aimed at proceduralizing the linguistic knowledge via significative 

practice. Learners were shown examples in Spanish and they had to reply to the “story” 

with the English counterparts. Likewise, they were shown English metaphorical emotion 

expressions and they were asked to guess the Spanish equivalents. Furthermore, they had 

to explain the set of correspondences that they had identified between the source and 

target domains. These tasks not only enhanced teacher-student interactions (the teacher 
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showed on “stories” the learners’ responses), but it also served as a means of peer co-

evaluation (learners had to give feedback to the other peers’ responses on “stories” about 

the translations and mapping identification).  

The fourth and last stage concerned students’ real-time performance. In this phase, 

they were prompted to incorporate their new knowledge, that is, show whether they had 

really developed their metaphorical competence or not, by conveying the target 

expressions (from Table 1) more autonomously. Each student focused on one linguistic 

expression for happiness and one for sadness, and they had to explain the underlying 

conceptual metaphor and mappings by using GIFs and colors that best described the 

expressions. The illustrative power of GIFs helped the learner mentally visualize the 

communicative intention and perception of someone conveying that expression, which 

according to Arnold (1999), facilitates the acquisition and retention of the linguistic form 

in the long term. 

 

5.  CONCLUSIONS 

Just as many daily activities and routines have been affected and, therefore, 

reinvented by the COVID19 current situation, it is equally as important to find new 

avenues to improve both students’ learning and engagement in the ELE classroom. The 

present didactic sequence was designed in line with this current necessity for educational 

innovation by using GIFs as a tool to be applied by teachers in their pedagogical 

interventions when explaining metaphors in relation to emotions. 

Similarly, learners were also encouraged to participate actively in building 

knowledge via these animated colorful and iconic images. The incorporation of visual 

and ludic elements contributed to making the virtual ELE classroom a more affective and 

motivating space, where the learner undergoes a positive grammatical experience. Since 

the sequence focused on the conceptualization and expression of two basic emotions, the 

use of GIFs and Instagram as a resource and tool, respectively, for the teaching and 

learning of emotions holds even greater significance. 
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