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Abstract
Emotions have been theoretically and empirically linked to engagement and learning out-
comes in many domains and settings. A recent quasi-experimental study measured medi-
cal students’ emotions after completing four diagnostic tasks in a computer based learning 
environment (Jarrell et al., Educ Technol Res Dev 65:1263–1284, 2017). Cluster Analysis 
showed three distinct groups and students in the positive emotion cluster performed well 
on their diagnostic tasks and negative emotions were linked to poor performance. Three 
perspectives about the results are presented in this Special Issue: K-12 teacher and admin-
istrator, student, and practical and policy. All perspectives focus on the need for additional 
research in the area of emotions and digital learning. Recommendations for future research 
are presented with a need for causal studies that meet the What Works Clearinghouse 
Guidelines.
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Strong empirical research on how emotions influence engagement in computer-based 
learning environments (CBLE) has the potential to inform and guide the development 
and delivery of instruction in all modalities, including digital platforms. An exploratory 
correlational study by Jarrell et al. (2017) presented in this Special Issue adopts a strong 
theoretical framework, control value theory of achievement emotions, a consequential area 
of medical learning using CBLEs and performance feedback, and reports on three differ-
ent emotional clusters impacting diagnostic skills: (a) positive emotion, (b) negative emo-
tion, and (c) low-intensity motivation. This Special Issue presents perspectives from k-12 
teacher and administrator, student, and theory and policy foci to explore the use of Jarrell 
and colleagues’ research study to inform the shift to digital learning.

Many domains and settings have theoretically and empirically linked emotions to 
engagement and learning outcomes (Linnenbrink-Garcia and Pekrun 2011; Pekrun et  al. 
2011). The unusual circumstances surrounding the recent shift to digital learning have 
brought more attention to the need to explore and address the impact of emotions in these 
settings. Jarrell et al. (2017) conducted a study to correlate emotions to medical students’ 
performance on medical diagnoses within CBLEs. Using retrospective data collected about 
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