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ABSTRACT

Emotional sensitivity is a complex, unclear and multidimensional con-
cept, entangled in interpersonal relations, as well as linguistic and 
situational factors. In this article, the main points of attention are 
cognitive and linguistic aspects of emotional sensitivity defined as the 
ability for affective decentration, i.e. taking the perspective of an 
interlocutor, being able to imagine how he/she perceives and under-
stands a particular communicative context, and how he/she interprets 
the emotional content of the situation. The key to such emotional sen-
sitivity is not only the knowledge of linguistic expressive resources, but 
also—or perhaps mainly—metacognitive monitoring of interaction, 
and the ability to reflect on one’s own communicative effectiveness in 
terms of “getting tuned” to the interlocutor’s emotions. The main aim 
of this article is to present methodological consequences of such em-
pirical perspective. The theoretical part of the article contains psy-
chological and linguistic perspectives in defining emotional sensitive-
ness as an important area of children’s communicative competence. 
The empirical part presents the research on children’s ability to build 
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emotionally sensitive utterances in the context of cognitive conflict, i.e. 
the clash of different ways of coping with the same communicative situ-
ation/experience by two different interlocutors. In order to check chil-
dren’s reactions, the test designed by Brant R. Burleson was used, along 
with his scale of evaluating the level of emotional sensitivity of a sup-
porting utterance. Finally, the consequences of neglecting children’s 
emotional sensitivity by contemporary education were described.

Introduction

Emotional sensitivity is often associated with weakness: a sensi-
tive person can be easily hurt, touched or smothered. Such a person 
is shy, unable to fight for himself/herself, and his/her feelings are too 
long and too intense, which is inadequate to the strength of the stim-
ulus. However, it is emotional sensitivity that constitutes the basis 
for soft competences which are getting more and more important 
in the modern world dominated by computers and robots. In the 
most general sense, emotional sensitivity may be described as the 
area of a person’s competences which make it possible for him/her 
to recognize their own and others’ emotional states and to cope with 
them through self-regulation. In this sense, emotional sensitivity is 
a broad and multidimensional concept with unclear borders located 
within areas shared by the scientific fields of philosophy, anthropol-
ogy, psychology, pedagogy and linguistics. The main objective of the 
article is to make the readers familiar with the cognitive, emotional 
and linguistic constituents of this notion, and to show them the op-
portunity to use it in the methodology of the research on children’s 
communicative competence. Such a research may include the diag-
nosis of children’s ability to formulate utterances that are sensitive to 
the interlocutor and recognize his/her different emotional perspec-
tive. In other words, the diagnosis can refer to the circumstances in 
which the same communicative situation/experience is perceived in 
a different manner by two interlocutors. The test prepared by Brant 
R. Burleson was used in the research. The author assumed that the 
basis for emotional sensitivity is cognitive-affective decentration. The 
research presented in this article are a fragment of a broader scientific 
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project on the basis of which the bachelor’s thesis of Magda Śliwa 
was written.1

Cognitive and affective components of  emotional sensitivity 

From the psychological point of view, the essence of “emotional 
sensitivity” is the organism’s ability to feel and respond to stimuli, to 
receive impressions and to experience strong psychological feelings 
(WSJP 2019). Włodzimierz Strus distinguished two complementary 
areas of sensitivity understood in this way (2012: 52). On the one 
hand, sensitivity is the sign of the organism’s emotional responsive-
ness, which is expressed in the intensity of a response to a stimulus 
that generates emotions. This means that a sensitive person responds 
to the surrounding reality more often and more strongly than oth-
ers, and the intensity of his/her reactions depends on his/her level of 
emotional stability. The second aspect of emotional sensitivity refers 
to the scope of stimuli that evoke a person’s emotional response. This 
aspect includes sensitivity to the factors that may generate emotions. 
A sensitive person tends to respond to the factors that are subtle, hard 
to notice or unimportant for other people. In this approach, emo-
tional sensitivity is clearly related to temperament. If such sensitivity 
is to become the basis for emotional stability, it must be supported 
by certain skills such as emotional control (the tendency to regulate 
everyday emotions) and coping with difficult emotions (resistance to 
stress) (Strus 2012: 58–59). 

A lot of researchers identify the notion of emotional sensitiv-
ity with empathy. According to the Słownik psychologii [Lexicon of 
Psychology], empathy is an “alternative affective response to another 
person’s emotional experience, which consists in reflecting or imi-
tating that emotion. In this sense, an obvious implication is the fact 
that an empathic experience is sharing someone’s emotions,” sympa-
thizing with someone (Reber 2000: 192–193). However, according 

1 � Magda Śliwa (2019). Poziom wrażliwości emocjonalnej dzieci sześcio- i ośmiolet-
nich na przykładzie podopiecznych wybranych placówek edukacyjnych w Krakowie 
[Emotional Sensitivity of Six- and Eight-year-olds Based on the Example of Stu-
dents of Selected Educational Institutions in Krakow]. Bachelor’s thesis written 
at the Faculty of Education of the Jesuit University Ignatianum in Krakow, 
supervised by Dorota Zdybel, PhD.
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to the research, empathy has both cognitive and affective constit-
uents (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, Retowski 2007: 10–11). The essence of 
affective empathy includes “emotional processes that result from 
other people’s behaviour (conscious and subconscious emotional re-
sponses which reflect the emotions of the person we are watching)” 
(Ciechomski 2014: 8). Such empathy is based on the ability to re-
construct other people’s emotional states and following them. The 
essence of cognitive empathy, in turn, is decentration, i.e. the ability 
to reconstruct another person’s point of view, notice differences in 
the way of interpreting the situation, and understand that the same 
situation may be perceived, understood and experienced in different 
ways by different people. Based on such division, Kaźmierczak, Plopa 
and Retowski (2007: 12) prepared the Empathic Sensitivity Scale by 
distinguishing its three main constituents:

(a)	Adoption of a perspective, i.e. the ability and willingness to 
spontaneously adopt someone’s point of view in everyday sit-
uations; the ability to “go beyond one’s egocentric ‘I’” in the 
process of communicating with others.

(b)	Empathic concern, i.e. being “oriented at others”; the tenden-
cy to sympathize with people who experience suffering, fail-
ure, etc.

(c)	Personal distress, i.e. “self-oriented” feelings; the tendency to 
experience fear, anxiety, distress or psychological discomfort as 
a response to strong negative experiences (suffering) of other 
people.

Thus, although it seems that the concepts of emotional sensitiv-
ity and empathy are close and overlapping, we cannot use them as 
synonyms. 

Another perspective of analysis is suggested by scientists rooted in 
psychology and sociology of communication, who define emotional 
sensitivity in the categories of supportive communication oriented, 
on the one hand, at noticing and understanding the interlocutor’s 
feelings; on the other hand, at opening in front of others, revealing 
oneself and building mutual trust (Weber, Johnson, Corrigan 2004; 
Burleson 2010; Rittenour, Martin 2008). According to many scien-
tists, “emotional sensitivity to the interlocutor” is based on the matu-
ration of the mind’s cognitive structures that are responsible for such 
factors as the acquisition of the theory of intellect and the ability 
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for affective-emotional decentration (Burleson 2010). In psychology, 
the “theory of intellect” means a complex and internally consistent 
system of causative-explanatory beliefs that are used for interpret-
ing and predicting social behaviours of other people (Białecka-Pikul 
2012). It is based on the awareness that the reason for human actions 
is not the reality as such, but an individual’s beliefs and images of that 
reality, irrespective of the degree to which they comply with the ac-
tual status. Explaining other people’s behaviours, we refer to the area 
of psychological causativeness which, as such, is impossible to notice 
directly: to the interlocutor’s feelings, desires, beliefs and intentions 
which we guess indirectly, on the basis of our previous experiences. 
The ability to recognize other people’s emotions is an integral part of 
the process of shaping the theory of intellect, because it is based on 
the interpretation of people’s inner states, especially in an unspecified 
situation in which knowledge, feelings and convictions of the par-
ticipants are significantly different. In such a situation, adopting the 
partner’s perspective consists in imagining the way in which he/she 
perceives, understands and defines a given communicative situation, 
what he/she feels like and why, and to which degree his/her feelings 
are different than ours. This affective decentration (the ability to un-
derstand and respect other people’s feelings) determines the adequa-
cy of reception and interpretation of other people’s utterances, i.e. it 
helps us “get tuned” to the interlocutor and understand his/her point 
of view, which is the crucial condition for speaking about emotions 
in an effective manner (more: Burleson 1982; 1984; 2010). Rebec-
ca B. Rubin and Matthew M. Martin specify emotional sensitivity 
of communication as “being oriented at others” (1994: 36) and they 
define it as the ability to listen carefully, become interested in the 
partner’s needs, notice not only what has been spoken directly, but 
also what has not been said, as well as respond to the interlocutor’s 
feelings and adjust one’s reactions to them. Malcolm R. Parks (1997: 
36), in turn, defines sensitivity to the interlocutor as a style of com-
munication that confirms the image of other people (not judging), is 
empathic (not imposing distance), equal (not exalted) and focused on 
solving problems and not controlling the partner. 
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Language as a tool of  emotional sensitivity: linguistic 
perspective2

In linguistics, emotional sensitivity is discussed in the categories 
of the ability to express emotions in the form of an expressive ut-
terance. It is assumed that an expressive utterance is an utterance 
characterized by the intention to express and open oneself in front of 
another person. Also, in such an utterance, the need to express one’s 
feelings determines the form and shape of the utterance, dominat-
ing over other aspects and shaping the tone of the whole utterance. 
According to Renata Grzegorczykowa, expressive utterances “are not 
oriented at the interlocutor; they do not aim at informing or influ-
encing the partner. They are pure expressions of the will, emotions 
or judgments,” usually placed within the modal frame of ‘I feel…’” 
(Grzegorczykowa 1991: 24). However, at the same time, such ut-
terances may be complex and multilayer, mainly due to the fact that 
an expressive intention is not always verbalized directly. Stanisław 
Grabias notes that, from the linguistic point of view, there are three 
possible ways of revealing emotions in utterances (1997: 294). The 
speaker’s emotional states may be:

•• revealed in an unconscious manner, unintentional, expressed 
outside the meaning of the utterance. In fact, such revelation/
disclosure of a speaker’s feelings occurs in each human utter-
ance. Whenever we listen to someone and watch his/her be-
haviour, we can find some signs showing what the person feels 
and how he/she is, even if they do not reveal it directly; 

•• expressed in a conscious manner, i.e. they can be implicitly in-
cluded in the meaning of the utterance, although the speaker 
may not use the name of a given emotion openly. In this sense, 
we express our emotions through choosing linguistic resourc-
es that are marked by certain emotions, e.g. the expression: 
“What a lovely puppy!” expresses acceptance and admiration, 
while: “What a hideous dog!” reveals disgust and loathing;

2 � The below fragment of the article was based on the work by Dorota Zdybel 
(2011). “Językowa sprawność ekspresywna – społeczno-kulturowe mechaniz-
my rozwoju,” in Społeczne uwarunkowania dobrostanu w niepełnosprawności, ed. 
K. Markocka-Mączka, Lublin: Wydawnictwo NeuroCentrum, pp. 121–137.
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•• communicated to the interlocutor with the support of the 
names of feelings that exist in language.

The range of linguistic resources and forms, used to fulfil the ex-
pressive function of an utterance, is rich and diversified. Such forms 
and resources are different in terms of the meaning, the degree of 
grammatical complexity (lexemes—phrasemes—sentences) and the 
motivation for using them (real or metaphorical one). All of them, 
however, have the same communicative function. According to Iwo-
na Nowakowska-Kempna, speaking about emotions includes (1995: 
15–16):

1.	 naming feelings, including naming the emotions of the per-
son who experiences them: the so-called experiencer (I am sad, 
I miss someone, I am touched), as well as naming the feelings 
of the person who evokes them: the so-called agens (I made 
someone sad, angry or irritated);

2.	 naming the symptoms of feelings, which often takes the form 
of idioms, e.g. “he is as pale as death,” “he turned red with 
anger,” “he is green with envy,” “he pulled a face,” “he pouted 
his lips,” etc.;

3.	 naming action and behaviours related to feelings, e.g. he 
“wept” for joy, he “screamed” with anger, he was so happy that 
he was “dancing.” This group of resources makes it possible 
to carry out a more detailed characteristics of feelings, taking 
into account their intensity; 

4.	 naming feelings-experiences related to a given emotion, from 
the point of view of the person who experiences them (ex-
periencer), i.e. talking about what I  feel when I  experience 
a  particular emotion, e.g. “my hair stood on end” (because 
of fear), “it made my blood run cold” (I was frightened), “my 
heart beats like a drum” (with joy). Such idioms maintain their 
meaning even without the formula which names the emotion 
directly; they are associated with a given emotion on the basis 
of a cultural convention. 

Despite the richness and vividness of linguistic means of expres-
sion, it is believed that speaking about emotions is very difficult, 
complex or even impossible: “when we want to tell other people, es-
pecially those we love the most, what we feel; when we want to ‘share’ 
our feelings or ‘show what is in our hearts’, more frequently than ever 
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we experience the overwhelming feeling of the lack of words—the 
insufficiency of language. What we say is very distant from what we 
actually want to express” (Pajdzińska 1999: 83). According to Anna 
Wierzbicka, this basic difficulty with expressing emotions can be ex-
plained by transitory and subjective nature of emotional experiences: 
“a feeling is something we feel, and not something we experience in 
words. We can write down our thoughts, but not our emotions. The 
structure of a thought can be reconstructed with words. A feeling, as 
such, is void of a structure, so it is inexpressible” (quoted in: Pajdzińs-
ka 1999: 83). This is probably why, when trying to “put our feelings 
into words,” we often use metaphors. A metaphor makes it possible 
to, in a vivid and unconventional manner, to capture the “inexpress-
ible” through a reference to things and phenomena that are known 
and familiar.

To sum it up, although emotions are not experienced in language, 
it is language that provides the most important resources/tools to 
reveal and express emotions in the process of communication. Lin-
guistic expression of emotions is the basis for building close, intimate 
relationships with another person; for negotiating emotional mean-
ings which we ascribe to shared experiences. On the other hand, ac-
cording to the hypothesis by Sapir-Whorf, language influences our 
emotional sensitivity, i.e. it shapes our perception and interpretation 
of emotional experiences: it is a kind of an interpretative filter which 
the interlocutors place on the reality and through which, more or less 
consciously, they categorize phenomena and events from the world 
of emotions (Schaff 1982: 24). Olga Tokarczuk expressed it in this 
beautiful paragraph:

In this sense, the world is made of words. How we think about the world 
and—perhaps even more importantly—how we narrate it have a massive 
significance, therefore. A thing that happens and is not told ceases to ex-
ist and perishes. This is a fact well known to not only historians, but also 
(and perhaps above all) to every stripe of politician and tyrant. He who 
has and weaves the story is in charge (Tokarczuk 2019). 

The same truth can be applied in the world of emotions in the 
gentle and transitory layer of which we can best notice what we can 
name, capture in langue, or verbalize. Unnamed areas of emotions 
escape our perception; they are not subject to conscious reflection 
and valuation, i.e. they create the foundations for communication 
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barriers, both in the process of “talking to oneself ” (self-reflection on 
our own feelings) and in the dialogue with others. 

Emotional sensitivity of  children in the situation of  a cognitive 
conflict: empirical study 

The main objective of the research that was carried out was recog-
nizing children’s ability to formulate emotionally sensitive utterances 
in the situation of an emotional-cognitive conflict. In the article we 
will also present a small part of the research aiming at finding the 
answer to the following two questions: 

•• To which degree the analysed children can formulate an ut-
terance that supports the interlocutor emotionally in the situ-
ation of an emotional-cognitive conflict?

•• Is there a connection between the level of emotional sensitiv-
ity of the researched children and their age? 

Sixty children took part in the research, including thirty-six-year-
olds and thirty-eight-year-olds. The children attend several educa-
tional institutions in Krakow. Most children in the group, i.e. 55%, 
were girls. The majority of them were from full families (78.3%) the 
socio-cultural status of which was high (46.7%) or medium (28.3%). 
There were only 15% of families with a  low social status. Most of 
the children started preschool education between the age of 3 and 
4 (86.7%).

In order to verify the ability to understand different emotions 
of the interlocutor (conflict of emotions) and to comfort him/her 
(provide emotional support), three tasks based on the linguistic test 
prepared by Burleson (2010) were used (2010)3:

I.	� Imagine that your best friend was not invited to the birthday 
party of a friend from the preschool group you both attend. 
You were invited, all other children were also invited, but your 
best friend was not invited. Now he is sitting with his head 
bent down, and he does not want to play with you. What do 
you think he feels? What will you say to make him feel better? 

3 � Translation of the test, the text of the tasks and the criteria for evaluating 
their fulfillment – Dorota Zdybel.
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II.	� Imagine that your best friend had a  bad day at preschool/
school. The teacher wrote a bad remark about him in the class 
register! It was because one of the flower pots standing on the 
sill fell down. The pot crashed and the plant got broken. The 
teacher said it was your friend’s fault, because he was playing 
nearby. You were the class monitor that day and you knew 
your friend was not guilty, but the teacher did not want to 
listen to your explanations. After the classes, your friend did 
not wait for you in the cloakroom and he ran home. What do 
you think he feels? What will you say to make him feel better? 

III.	�Imagine that your class prepared a Christmas performance for 
your parents. You and your best friend were to say a poem. You 
practiced it many times, but, during the show, your friend got 
so stressed that he forgot the text! Now he is sitting on the 
bench with a strange face, and he is not even looking at you. 
What do you think he feels? What will you say to make him 
feel better?

The children’s responses were analysed taking into account as fol-
lows: (a) the general number of support strategies used; (b) the degree 
of their content diversity (the number of different types of applied 
strategies), and (c) the level of emotional sensitivity of the utterances. 
Burleson distinguishes three main types of support strategies accord-
ing to their sensitivity to another person’s perspective. His suggestion 
was adjusted to the needs of this research in quite a reduced form, be-
cause not all types of supportive arguments separated and described 
by Burleson were identified in children’s utterances (table 1).

According to Burleson’s intention, the above-mentioned system 
of coding assumes the existence of a  hierarchical relationship be-
tween particular categories, which is why it makes is possible not 
only to distinguish particular strategies based on some features of 
information or their absence, but also to evaluate a given strategy as 
more refined, subtle or sensitive, etc. based on its place in the hierar-
chy. However, it does not mean that the strategies defined as “those 
with a higher level of emotional sensitivity” in the coding system are 
also generally more effective than those which are “less sensitive.” 
Everything depends on a specific situation, the conditions for the oc-
currence of emotional tension, its reason, the person of the recipient, 
etc. From the communicative point of view, placing a specific strategy 
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in a particular place of the above-mentioned hierarchy makes it only 
possible to presume the scope of the ways of reacting or patterns of 
linguistic behaviours that are known to the individual. It is because, 
as Burleson says: 

Using a specific level of a strategy assumes the ability to use all strategies 
that are lower in the hierarchy. It means, for example, that a person able 
to apply the strategies of a high level of sensitivity (…) can, in a specific 
situation, use the strategy of diverting someone’s attention away from 
the source of stress (level 2c) if they decide that the recipient’s emotions 
are relatively temporary and pondering on them could only worsen the 
situation (Burleson 1984: 73–74). 

Table 1: The hierarchical system of coding the level of emotional sensitivity of 
supportive utterances

The level of emotional sensitivity of the 
supportive utterance Types of arguments

1st level of sensitivity (1 point) 
– rejecting another person’s perspective, i.e. an 
egocentric attitude focused on one’s own point of 
perceiving and feeling the situation 

Rejection may be clear/direct/explicit or hidden/
indirect/implicit:
A.	The speaker denies the existence of feelings other 

than his/her own (Then she will not be my friend 
anymore).

B.	The speaker questions the adequacy of someone’s 
feelings (Don’t worry, it is just a birthday party).

C.	The speaker ignores another person’s feelings 
(There will be other parties in future).

2nd level of sensitivity (2 points) 
– silent (indirect) recognition of someone else’s 
perspective. The child recognizes another person’s 
feelings and/or responds to them, but he/she 
cannot describe, explain or name them directly

Acceptance is provided in an indirect manner:
A.	The speaker is trying to divert the recipient’s 

attention from the unpleasant situation and related 
feelings (When it’s my birthday, I will surely invite 
you).

B.	The speaker recognizes the interlocutor’s feelings, 
but he/she does not try to help the interlocutor 
understand why they occurred and how to cope 
with them (I am sorry you were not invited).

C.	The speaker searches for an explanation outside 
the area of feelings, trying to overcome/reduce 
the sense of emotional tension (Perhaps your 
invitation got lost, or the place was too small to 
invite all the children from the group?).
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The level of emotional sensitivity of the 
supportive utterance Types of arguments

3rd level of sensitivity (3 points) 
– clear recognition and description of someone 
else’s perspective. The child clearly perceives 
different points of view, accepts them, describes 
and justifies the interlocutor’s feelings, i.e. he/she 
is trying to show and explain them, transforming 
them into a linguistic form

The speaker is trying to help the interlocutor 
understand the situation and find a more general 
explanation. He/she can also offer some strategies of 
coping with unpleasant feelings:
A.	The speaker clearly recognizes and names the 

interlocutor’s feelings, but he/she does not discuss 
their source or the nature of the situation (I know 
it is hard for you, but you are my friend and many 
children like you. When it is my birthday, I will invite 
you).

B.	The speaker is trying to clearly describe and 
explain the interlocutor’s feelings (I am really sorry 
about this party; I did not mean to hurt you by 
mentioning this, but I knew I did. It is not funny to be 
left aside like this. Perhaps this is just a mistake. I will 
talk to him, ok?).

C.	The speaker is trying to explain the interlocutor’s 
feelings and help him/her look at them from 
a distance/see them in a broader context, e.g. 
against the background of other people’s feelings 
(I understand what you feel. Once I was not invited 
to a party either, and I know how it hurts: you may 
feel hurt or rejected).

Source: Burleson 1984: 74–75; translation and editing by Dorota Zdybel.

Thus, a person with a larger, richer and more internally diversified 
collection of behaviour models is likely to be more flexible, effective 
and sensitive in situations that require support than a person with 
a  relatively low repertoire of behaviours. That is why, an addition-
al criterion was adopted in analysing children’s utterances: content 
diversification of the arguments used by the children. The following 
scale was adopted to score it: 

A.	� Low level of content diversification—when the child men-
tioned only one type of argument in one utterance (1 point);

B.	� Average level of content diversification—when the utterance 
contained two different types of arguments (2 points);

C.	� High level of content diversification—when the child was able 
to include three or more types of arguments in one utterance 
(3 points).
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For both of the described assessment criteria, each child could 
receive the maximum of 18 points. The results are included in the 
table below: 

Table 2: The general level of emotional sensitivity of the utterances in the analysed 
groups of children
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score % score %

6-year-
olds 30 540 200 6.7 37.0 90 3 85 31.5 115 42.6

8-year-
olds 30 540 299 10.0 55.4 121 4 133 49.3 166 61.5

Total 60 1080 499 8.3 46.2 211 3.5 218 40.4 281 52.0

Source: the authors’ own research.

The general level of emotional sensitivity of the children’s utter-
ances turned out to be surprisingly low. The children scored slight-
ly above 46% points (on average 8–9 points per 18). It was much 
easier for them to recognize different emotions of the interlocutor 
(emotional sensitivity—52% points) than to give this recognition 
a  linguistic form of a  supportive/comforting utterance directed to 
the friend who experienced a difficult situation (content diversifica-
tion of the utterance—40% points). The developmental tendency was 
very clear: the 8-year-olds dealt with the task much better (in total, 
more than 55% of the maximum possible score) than their younger 
friends (only 37%). The elder children turned out to be much more 
aware of different emotions of their interlocutors (more than 61% 
points, comparing to only 42% in the group of 6-year-olds). Also, the 
8-year-olds showed a higher linguistic ability to formulate emotion-
ally supportive utterances (they got 49% of the maximum score, as 
compared to only 31% among the younger children). The utterances 
of 8-year-olds were longer, more diversified in terms of language, 
and they contained more arguments that supported the interlocutor’s 
difficult emotions (table 2). 
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However, at the same time, as we can see in chart 1, the situation 
of an emotional conflict turned out to be particularly difficult to in-
terpret by all the analysed children: they intuitively sensed that, in the 
described situations, their interlocutor feels different (worse) than 
themselves. However, they could not find the words to name those 
feelings and respond in a sensitive manner, i.e. find a way to improve 
the friend’s mood. This is especially confirmed by the percentage of 
children who were not able to give any sensible reply to the questions 
they were asked (20% in task 1; further 30% in task 2, and 31.6% in 
task 3). The below chart presents the emotional sensitivity in chil-
dren’s utterances in the following situations: (1) being uninvited to 
the birthday party, (2) the teacher’s unfair remark, and (3) the poem 
forgotten because of stage fright.

Chart 1: Level of sensitivity of supportive utterances in different communicative 
situations
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It is easy to notice that the vast majority of children’s responses to 
all the presented situations were classified as silent recognition of the 
interlocutor’s perspective: children felt the friend’s sadness and sense 
of rejection intuitively, they sympathized with the interlocutor’s neg-
ative emotions and they tried to help, but the utterances they offered 
were rather attempts to divert the friend’s attention from the un-
pleasant situation, to rationalize the reasons, find an objective expla-
nation, and reduce emotional tension, but without going into details 
and analysing the causes. In task I, 48% of the children referred to 
such a strategy of response (50% 6-year-olds and 46.7% 8-year-olds); 
in task II—36.7% children (including 43% of the analysed 6-year-
olds and 30% 8-year-olds); and in task III—25% children (including 
23.3% six-year-olds and 26.7% 8-year-olds). 

In both of the age groups there were much less utterances that 
reflected high emotional sensitivity, i.e. utterances in which the chil-
dren were able to name and describe difficult emotions, explain their 
reasons, and offer some ways to cope with them. Such a strategy was 
applied by: (a) in task I: in total, 23% of the researched children (in-
cluding 1/3 of the 8-year-olds and only 13.3% of the 6-year-olds), 
(b) in task II: in total 20% of the children (including 1/3 of the 
8-year-olds and only two 6-year-olds), (c) in task III: only 26.7% of 
the researched children (36.7% 8-year olds and 16.7% 6-year-olds). 

In order to illustrate the differences in the discussed emotional 
support strategies, it is worth giving some examples of children’s ut-
terances. Since the examples that illustrate situation I: “Invitation to 
the birthday party” have already been given in the characteristics of 
the levels of coding the emotional sensitivity of the utterances (table 
1), the following examples focus on tasks II and III. It is easy to no-
tice that the level of sensitivity of the children’s utterances was strict-
ly related to the situation of speaking: the more the situation was 
known to the child (based on his/her own experience), the easier it 
was to understand the friend’s feelings. The utterances with the high-
est level of sensitivity usually constituted the mixture of various ways 
of argumentation—as if the children were intuitively looking for the 
most efficient way to comfort the friend, e.g. Don’t worry, when the 
next performance is shown, you will say the poem correctly (argument 
from level III G), (…) I am sure tomorrow you’ll be fine; today I will play 
with you after the classes (argument II D) (Paweł, 8 years old). 
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Table 3: Comparison of the levels of sensitivity of the children’s utterances

Task/situation of the 
emotional conflict of the 

speaker and recipient

Level II
Silent recognition of the 

interlocutor’s affective perspective

Level III
Recognition and clear description 
of the interlocutor’s perspective

Task 2 
The teacher’s unfair remark 

I would tell her/him...
•	 that I will tell the teacher how it 

really happened; next day in the 
kindergarten I will play with her 
(Karolina, 6)

•	 that I will prove the teacher that he 
did not do this/I will comfort him 
and I will make the teacher listen 
to me (Adam, 6)

•	 that I will fix everything for you 
(Patryk, 6)

•	 that we should play together 
(Hela, 6)

•	 that I can tell the truth to the 
teacher if the teacher wants to 
listen to me (Nadia, 8)

•	 that he broke the plant by accident 
(Filip, 8)

•	 Don’t worry. Tomorrow I will tell 
the teacher that it was not your 
fault because someone pushed 
you. It is going to be a good day 
tomorrow: the teacher will surely 
forgive you, and she will say she is 
sorry because she blamed you for 
something you didn’t do (Paweł, 8)

•	 Don’t worry because this is not 
your fault (Szymon, 8)

Task 3
The forgotten poem

I would tell her/him...
•	 that, no matter what she says, her 

parents will be happy to see her on 
the stage (Karolina, 6)

•	 that I will just remind her this poem 
so that she can laugh (Weronika, 
6)

•	 to come with me; maybe he will 
feel better (Patryk, 6)

•	 Don’t worry. I sometimes forget 
texts, too (Tymon, 6)

•	 I would tell him to believe in 
himself (Ludwik, 6)

•	 I would say that it was not her 
who spoiled the show; she just 
had stage fright and she got so 
nervous that she forgot the poem 
(Ola, 8)

•	 I could tell her that this text 
was really difficult and she had 
the right to forget some words 
(Hania, 8)

•	 I would explain that this was stage 
fright, and it is normal that people 
forget texts during the show 
(Zuzia, 8)

Source: the authors’ own research.

Conclusion 

The development of children’s emotional sensitivity is a complex 
and multi-aspect process connected with various cognitive, social and 
linguistic processes. In this process, it is also important to achieve the 
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ability for cognitive-affective decentration, as well as learn linguistic/
cultural codes through which emotions are expressed and communi-
cated. Education plays a special role in this process: not only does it 
provide the patterns of correct speaking (Bower, Casas 2016), but it 
also creates communication situations and opportunities for learning 
the languages of emotions, directing the child’s attention to those 
communication aspects that require empathic understanding, reflect-
ing and including into the utterance (Paulus, Wörle, Christner 2020).

Scientific research shows that the development of linguistic abili-
ties to provide emotional support is subject to the conditions that are 
similar to the acquisition of other pro-social skills (Conte, Grazzani, 
Pepe 2018; Bower, Casas 2016). Educational support, both for par-
ents (Giner Torréns, Kärtner 2019) and for teachers (Gardner, Ste-
phens-Pisecco 2019), is considered to be particularly important in 
this respect. Such support includes modelling children’s behaviours, 
warmth and responsiveness of adults’ behaviours, paying attention 
to what the interlocutor says, as well as naming his/her feelings and 
their subtle shades (Yudina, Kotova 2017). The children who are giv-
en the opportunity to watch such adult behaviours as: selfless sup-
port given to others, sharing their resources with others, respecting 
the interlocutor’s feelings, or comforting others in emotionally diffi-
cult situations, learn both pro-social attitudes and related linguistic 
strategies faster. On the other hand, experiencing emotional support 
from others helps children reinforce the inner strength (Sikorska, 
Adamczyk-Banach, Polak 2019; Gardner, Stephens-Pisecco 2019) 
which they need to cope with failure and frustration related to peer 
contacts, to overcome difficult emotions, and to achieve psycholog-
ical balance. Many researchers emphasize that building the child’s 
psychological resistance and strength is one of the key tasks of mod-
ern education that is much unappreciated by teachers. 

It seems that metalinguistic awareness is what links the child’s 
ability to understand the interlocutor’s different emotional per-
spective and the ability to speak about it in a sensitive manner that 
follows the listener and provides him/her with emotional support. 
Metalinguistic awareness is understood as the ability to reflect on 
the efficiency, precision and persuasiveness of one’s own utterances. 
What does my interlocutor feel/experience? How does he/she per-
ceive and interpret the situation? How does, what I said, influence 
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his/her emotions? How can I express this in a different way? What 
would I like to hear in this situation? Such a reflection is the begin-
ning of the development of meta-linguistic awareness which, in turn, 
influences the way a child perceives the emotional, relational, hidden 
dimension of human communication, and the degree to which he/
she tries to understand the needs and intentions of the interlocutor, 
understanding that he may feel and understand an event in a total-
ly different manner. The very fact that we start thinking about this 
makes us more careful in choosing the words we speak. Emotional 
sensitivity, i.e. noticing other people’s emotions even where they are 
trying to hide them, is a gift which is somehow encoded in the mech-
anisms of the development of our cognitive-affective decentration. 
However, the art of speaking about such emotions in a sensitive way 
(to exert a good influence on the interlocutor, to comfort and support 
him/her, to reach for more and more sublime expressive resources 
and strategies) is only given to few: to those who underwent proper 
educational training (Paulus, Wörle, Christner 2020). 
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