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1. Introduction

For a large portion of the world's language learners, the primary vehicle for learning a new language comes through
schooling. This vehicle and its critical component parts are the focus of this special issue. For this special issue, we draw a
distinction between acquisition as the process of gaining proficiency in a language through natural environmental exposure
during the developmental process, and learning as the purposeful, focused development of language skills through the
structures afforded by formalized classroom schooling. In learning a foreign language through formal education, students
encounter the new language through isolated islands of contact in a vast monolingual sea. Likewise, immigrant children may
primarily find opportunities for deliberate practice in their second language in school settings. Taken along with the ever-
expanding importance of schooling in the modern economy (Tamborini, Kim, & Sakamoto, 2015) and the economic and
social value of foreign language skills (Baker, 2009; Egger & Lassmann, 2012), these realities necessitate a re-examination of
the critical non-cognitive individual difference factors involved in formal language education.

For this discussion, we use the commonly accepted operational definition of non-cognitive individual difference factors as
specific attitudes, behaviors, and strategies that help students achieve success in school, separate from aptitudes, knowledge,
and mental processing abilities (Kautz, Heckman, Diris, Weel, ter, & Borghans, 2014). We focus on language classrooms
because the formalized learning environment offers specific affordances and constraints which indeliblymark the experience
of achieving proficiency in a foreign language separate from learning in naturalistic environments or specialized learning
environments. Researchers have hypothesized key differences between language and other subjects learned in school
(Ushioda, 2011), but empirical evidence for these differences has not been forthcoming, and there is evidence that students
treat languages as simply one of many school subjects that they must learn, regardless of their interests, inclinations, and
cultural backgrounds (Chanal & Guay, 2015; Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019). Much of the literature on the non-cognitive indi-
vidual differences in language learning takes a perspective based on language acquisition, as one might do with a first lan-
guage or a language learned in a naturalistic setting, without the explicit, rote, and formulaic constraints that are commonly
found in formal learning environments. We believe treating non-cognitive individual differences in language learning and
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acquisition as the same is problematic. Though a large amount of this research has sampled from and been based off school
populations (Boo, Ryan, & D€ornyei, 2015), the two necessarily different contexts are often conflated.

Language learning researchers have long relied on a handful of longstanding individual difference models, each very
specific to the field of Second Language Acquisition, such as motivation and attitudes (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003). Research
on motivation in the SLA field has been dominated by single theory paradigms for most of its history (see Boo, Ryan, &
D€ornyei, 2015), in spite of earlier calls for greater integration with the learning sciences and psychology more broadly to
explain students’ success at learning (D€ornyei, 1994). The strengths of these wider theories can help to explain different
aspects of learning in formal settings. A plurality of theories offers new directions for empirical research, creates dialogue
between the fields of SLA and learning sciences, and improves the visibility of language learning research in related fields.
Much of the impetus for this special issue comes out of the cross-theoretical focus of the third Psychology of Language
Learning conference (PLL3) in Tokyo in 2018, which included keynotes from researchers working in language, psychology, and
education. Like this conference, our special issue emphasizes new research possibilities for individual difference factors in
foreign language education.

1.1. Justifications for this special issue

Earlyman used the sun as a primary guide for direction, allowing its passage from east towest to help define the directions
of the compass rose. As knowledge advanced, explorers in the age of sail trusted Polaris and other stars to guide them towards
north, but these stars were not always visible, trustworthy, accurate, or efficient. The North Star is useful in the northern
hemisphere, but once we leave these familiar seas, we are liable to be lost. The sun reliably moves from east to west, but it is
just as easy to become lost and go in circles following it.

Similarly, the field of individual differences in language education has a long history of being guided in a single direction by
strong visible signs. As those who navigated by the sun and stars, we have been operating using the light from a limited
number of the strongest sources. While these poles have shifted as three generations of researchers grew and developed
within these paradigms (see D€ornyei & Ryan, 2015, for a complete review of these phases), the pull has been towards
dominant language acquisition orientated theories and researchers. These theories have served to awaken the current
generation of researchers to the potential of individual differences for explaining language learning in schools. At the same
time, no theory perfectly describes the complexity of learning; all models are wrong, but some are useful (Box & Draper,
1987). In the following sections, we provide a critical review of several of the key longstanding and more recent research
paradigms.

The basic justification for this special issue then comes down to the recognition that we, as language education re-
searchers, need theories which 1) are contextually valid for the formal educational settings where the vast majority (Boo,
Ryan, & D€ornyei, 2015) of language learning research occurs; 2) are empirically sound with good working instruments;
and 3) allow for interplay and conversation with theories outside of the domain of language acquisition. The theories pre-
sented in the current special issue each meet all three criteria, and will help to expand the discussion of language education
beyond the current paradigm.

1.2. Tribalism and theory

In order to properly find our bearings to understand which ways new directions lie, we must first review where we have
been. In this section, we outline some of the strongest currents that have influenced the field to date, pulling us in their wakes.
We caution that this review is not comprehensive or complete, and we point readers to Al-Hoorie and Macintyre’s (2019)
forthcoming edited volume overviewing of the state of language learning motivation and individual differences for the
most complete understanding. Instead, we seek to illustrate why the current state of affairs, that of tribal paradigm domi-
nance by the largest figures, is undesirable if the field of language learning individual differences is to grow.

Most language acquisition researchers are familiar with the work of Robert C. Gardner. He and his colleagues were
certainly some of the earliest researchers in the general area of individual differences for language learning. In their landmark
study (Gardner & Lambert, 1959), the pair was the first to acknowledge that language achievement was related to attitudes
and motivation. Their work was statistically and methodologically advanced for the time, and flew in the face of the still
dominant (though soon to beginwaning) behaviorist paradigm. Gardner's work established safe passageways to openwaters,
but in no way provided the tools necessary to cross the larger seas.

Across a long trail of studies, chiefly conducted with learners of French in Canadian schools, Gardner's publications
outlined a socio-psychological theory of motivation, based on a large questionnaire about language learning in general.
Questions fromGardner's Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMTB) (1985) targeted school language learners, and askwhether
participants want to fit in with the target language culture or how much they enjoy learning a language in school. When
establishing the AMTB Gardner, (1989) defined motivation to learn a new language from a distinctly behavioral perspective:
as the effort individuals exert to learn a new language due to a “desire” to and in seeking “satisfaction” from the experience.
His definition presents nothing distinctively related to language acquisition, and did not acknowledge the plethora of robust
theories of human motivation and beliefs emerging in the 1970s and 80s (e.g., self-determination theory, Deci & Ryan, 1985;
expectancy-value theory, Eccles et al., 1983; attribution theory, Wiener, 1972, 1985; social cognitive theory, Bandura, 1977;
1986). Gardner argued that his definition included the effort individuals expended toward their goal, their desire to learn
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the new language, and also their satisfactionwith learning the language. Unlike some other theories of humanmotivation and
beliefs rising to prominence during the same era (examples just noted), none of Gardner's assertions relied on a well-
established foundation of empirical and theoretical research. Instead Gardner's theory and questionnaire arose almost
entirely from his research program and what the current reader can only assume was light grazing (but common failure to
reference) of the psychological literature of his time.

In the years since inception of Gardner's questionnaire the AMTB has, rightly or wrongly, been seen as separating moti-
vation into two camps, that of integrative and instrumental motivation (Gardner, 1985). Hundreds of works in SLA have since
used these divisions and even the same AMTB questions to ascertain something about the motivation of language learning
students. Gardner himself indicated this dichotomy to be problematic (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1993), especially in situations
where the only language contact was through business or other instrumental transactions. Many researchers that have
followed this metaphorical north star have noted the cracks in this theoretical edifice, and new researchers began investi-
gating other psychological variables in the 1990s, leading to expansion of the theoretical field (see MacIntyre, Noels,&Moore,
2010 for a review).

Gardner himself tested additional constructs from broader psychological theories such as social cognitive theory
(Tremblay & Gardner, 1995). This tentative work demonstrated his awareness of the broader field and signaled its role in
ensuring the field continued to grow. Unfortunately, however, SLA researchers were reluctant to continue to follow these
currents, and many mainstays of the SLA research community who followed Gardner's channels to openwater reached out in
only limited fashion to the vibrant and quickly growing fields of psychology and educational psychology for additional points
of reference.

In the decades since the height of Gardner's influence, few SLA individual difference researchers have been as dominant as
Zolt�an D€ornyei. His (2005;D€ornyei & Ryan, 2015) work with the L2 Motivational Self-System (L2MSS) is his current prevailing
paradigm for describing language learning individual differences. The L2MSS hypothesizes relationships between the intra-
individual factors (the ideal and ought-to L2 selves), the learning experience, and an outcome variable titled intended effort (a
proxy for motivation). Key aspects of this theory are the ideas of vision (D€ornyei & Chan, 2013) and that of a discrepancy
between the current and ideal/ought-to selves as motivating by pulling the individual towards a specific state (Higgins, 1989).

The L2MSS has increasingly monopolized language education research in recent years (Boo, D€ornyei, & Ryan, 2015), and
there are a few reasons to be concerned about this rapid dominance of the field. First, the sudden increase in the number of
published works has largely been powered not by empirical journal articles, which are peer reviewed and therefore open to
careful critique prior to publication and then replication to retest results. Instead, this expansion has arisen more often
through book chapters, which are often given to weaker empirical standards.

Second, much of this work contains major methodological issues, leaving its fundamental foundations shaky. Instru-
mentation for this work borrows from the model originally presented by Taguchi and colleagues (Taguchi, Magid, & Papi,
2009). As indicated in a recent meta-analysis (Al-Hoorie, 2018), a number of studies in this paradigm have also failed basic
methodological tests. For example, much of this work (e.g., Taguchi et al., 2009) contains factor misspecifications as can be
seen with overreliance on correlated errors to inflate fit indices to acceptable levels. Studies (You, D€ornyei, & Csiz�er, 2015)
based on these scales have shown poor discriminant validity (i.e., interfactor correlations greater than 0.8; Tabachnick &
Fidell, 2007; Kline, 2010) and weak fits to the hypothetical models, while others have shown small to negligible effect
sizes even with huge populations (You & D€ornyei, 2014). Yet others have been outright statistically and methodologically
incorrect, such as misinterpreting coefficients and using structural equation modeling diagrams when no structural model
was run, despite being published in top-ranking journals. While these problems are deep and quite fundamental, we do wish
to note that very recent work has also come about with the aim of rectifying these methodological issues (e.g., Hiver & Al-
Hoorie, 2019). These efforts are praiseworthy in both their focus on improving theory through measurement and their
appropriate use of statistical methods, and we hope to see other researchers following this line of inquiry.

While many psychological theories include a mechanism for competence beliefs (e.g. “If I work hard, I can succeed at
learning a language,“), the L2 motivational self-system is notable for its lack of such. All of the theoretical systems included in
this special issue (self-determination theory, expectancy-value theory, personal investment theory, model of domain
learning, four-phase model of interest) and some of the constructs (mindsets and goal pursuits) include a competence
component as part of their structure. The sudden and drastic reduction in effect sizes of many non-cognitive variables when
prior achievement is introduced to the model (Hiver& Al-Hoorie, 2019; Joe, Hiver,& Al-Hoorie, 2017) indicates the need for a
clear system of competence beliefs to round out the theory. Across subjects, competence beliefs maintain a predictive effect
on learning outcomes even when prior achievement is included in models (Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019).

Even despite the lack of a competence belief system, other reviews (Al-Hoorie, 2018) have noted the L2MSS also has not
consistently shown strong predictive relationships with learning outcomes. This fact, along with the methodological issues
raised, presents a substantial gap allowing the entry of new learning theories, which have shown explanatory power to be
considered in a broad array of educational settings. By integrating and expanding the theoretical boundaries that encompass
individual differences for learning a new language at school, we hope the field may develop and increase its explanatory
power.

As a final note, single theory dominance stands against the origins of the more modern paradigms. D€ornyei himself in his
1994 review called for more varied educational perspectives, and thanks to this, we have seen some increases in the diversity
of theories presented (Boo et al., 2015). However, the page real estate allowed these theories has been small in comparison to
the L2MSS literature; in our anecdotal discussions with the authors in this special issue, many of the top language education
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journals, editors, and reviewers have been less than welcoming to new perspectives, while higher ranked general education
and psychology venues have accepted their articles. Given this state of affairs, we repeat D€ornyei's (1994) call for an eclectic
set of theories for understanding language learning motivation.

1.3. Positive psychology

Another areawhich has been of recent interest is positive psychology (Macintyre, Gregerson,&Mercer, 2016). In education
(Kristj�ansson, 2012), psychology (Ryan & Deci, 2017), and language learning (Dewaele & Dewaele, 2017), many people are
currently flocking toward this trend, and from our perspective, this looks to be the upcoming dominant position across many
of the social sciences. We recognize the appeal of taking psychological research and pushing it towards doing good, using the
principles of research to improve the world. Positive psychology appeals to this nearly universal desire among researchers,
and indeed has been the impetus for positive efforts (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). As researchers, we
too have been moved to improve our research so that it is not just high quality, but also promotes positive outcomes as well
(Hostetler, 2005).

Momentarily setting to the side the ubiquity of language teachers and researchers' desire to do good, we should question
whether the philosophical-redressing that is positive psychology is necessary. Researchers have already been seeking to
improve pedagogy and learning, help students achieve well-being in schools, and create environments where languages can
be learnedwithout the overt social signposting of positive psychology, even before the invention of themovement (D€ornyei&
Csizer,1998). Likemuch of the tribalism that followsmany theories, positive psychologymaymerely be creating a greater “us-
them” dichotomy; Seligman and Cziksentmihalyi's (2000) introduction to the special issue that kicked off the positive
psychologymovement is famously dismissive of much of the psychological work up to that point, includingwork that focused
on promoting positive change. The Seligman and Cziksentmihalyi (2000) special issue further included theoretical contri-
butions from established researchers, most of whom were rebranding their previous theoretical positions to emphasize
connections to the new movement, much in the frame of “old wine, new bottles” (Kristj�ansson, 2012). In the intervening
years, cracks have begun to show in the power of positive psychology and its potential to have meaningful, real-world effects,
and have even illustrated its potential to do harm in some cases (Coyne & Tennen, 2010). Beyond this, the strong (perhaps
excessive) focus on positive thinking and positive reactions to potentially negative environmental stimuli can create a culture
of blaming the victim, wherein students who do not thrive are at fault for having thewrong frame of mind (Ehrenreich, 2009).

More specifically to the research on language education in schools, the questions asked by positive psychology (how to
create well-being, how to improve people's lives) are important, but remain secondary to more salient issues of supporting
student learning. One of the primary goals of formal education remains to improve students' skills and knowledge. We take
the perspective that, long term, building students' abilities will also help them to make and define their own well-being and
offer them options that will help them to lead better lives. We agree with, accept, and endorse the ideas of positive psy-
chology; we do not see the goals of improving abilities and improving well-being as mutually exclusive, and further endorse
the idea that experiences whichmight discomfit students in the short term can also yield long-term gains in student learning.
In short, though positive psychology has much to offer in terms of focus and energy, we remain neutral in positioning and
presenting the theories in this special issue.

We close our critique of the field with a note of recognition. Though we have leveled criticism at major figures and
theoretical positions in the field, we do so acknowledging their contributions at the same time. Without these theorists and
researchers, this special issue would not be possible, and many of our authors would be toiling away in other fields. We
recognize their work as landmark, important, and forward looking, while at the same time calling for future readers, writers,
and researchers not to seek the same paths and currents that these researchers followed, but rather to seek the distant lands
that they too sought to reach.

1.4. The current special issue

Having established where we have been, we offer a set of trajectories that can take us to new places and connect with a
vast and wider world. These special issue articles represent more than wholesale importation of educational theories. We
invited up-and-coming voices and established researchers in both language education and general learning psychology to
provide up-to-date reviews of relevant theoretical perspectives on the learning sciences. Each of these authors offered us new
directions based on clear theory, while also outlining the relevance of the theory to language education and how it can
communicate the uniqueness of learning a language back to thewider world. It is in the spirit of better communication, one of
the central goals in learning a new language, that we present the articles of this special issue.

Ed Deci and Rich Ryan's self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017) is a well-established theory in
psychology, education, and language. Though recognizable in language largely thanks to the work of Kim Noels (Noels,
Pelletier, Cl�ement, & Vallerand, 2000), its finer points beyond the traditional dichotomy between intrinsic and extrinsic
motivation remain less well applied and understood. The updated review in this issue, presented byMayaMcEown and Quint
Oga-Baldwin (2019), discusses the five ‘mini-theories' that work in harmony to describe different aspects of how high-quality
motivation can be measured and applied in the language learning classroom. While the goals of self-determination theory
lean towards the positive psychology ideas of well-being, the article details how these goals can be made contiguous with
those of formal educational settings.
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In a later article, Oga-Baldwin (2019) defines and describes engagement, stating that it is less of a coherent theory than a
promiscuously applicable construct for explaining learners' activity in learning environments. Based on the overlapping
concepts of behavior, emotion, cognition, and agency, engagement is treated here as the hinge joint in learning a foreign
language. Oga-Baldwin treats engagement as the central mediator in the learning process, standing between learners’ prior
beliefs, abilities, experiences, and interactions, and likewise predicting their outcome attitudes, learning, and the changes
they make to the learning environment.

Luke Fryer (2019) introduces the process of getting interested as a sustainable driver for re-engagement in learning a new
language. Interest's power arises from a combination of its recognized value to laypeople, paired with an increasingly refined
theory of development, embedded in the context, and occurring across the process of learning about specific topic of study
(here, a language). The essence of interest is an intention of the learner to return and reengage with the object of their in-
terest; this makes interest a critical construct for language learning, which must be a long-term, even lifelong goal. Fryer
(2019) reviews research demonstrating the fundamental connections between students' interest in particular tasks and
future increases/decreases in interest in a particular class/course or even the whole domain of language learning. Knowledge
about these connections has the potential to give teachers more control over their classrooms. The article concludes by
arguing that interest researchdinside and outside language learningdcan be used quite fruitfully for very applied types of
language learning research.

Elizabeth Loh (2019) describes Eccles' and Wigfield's (2002) expectancy-value theory of motivation, covering the theory
broadly, but focusing on its value components, which have well-established links to classroom learning. This theory has
enjoyed widespread acceptance and understanding in the educational and psychological literature in Europe, the US, and
other western countries, but has not yet seenwidespread acceptance outside of this sphere of influence, least of all in the field
of language education. The theory connects an individual's expectations for success, various possible types of values for tasks/
outcomes, and factors in the individuals' perceptions of the costs that can be associated with an undertaking. Of further note
is that Dr. Loh's program of research is focused on Chinese as a second/foreign language, a field which is still small within
language education, but bound to grow proportional to China's rapidly expanding global influence.

Mindsets have become a hot topic in psychological and educational research.Wewelcome Nigel Lou and KimNoels' (2019)
work in implementing this theory in language learning settings. The ideas of incremental and entity theories, pioneered by
Carol Dweck starting in the 1980s (Dweck& Leggett, 1988), have received widespread interest as a direct means of enhancing
student learning inmany school settings. These ideas state that the frame of mind with which learners approach their studies
may affect their outcomes. Learners may believe that their abilities are fixed and unchanging, or that they can grow and
improve over time; where the former are unlikely to improve, the latter often show higher achievement. Lou and Noels’ paper
poses the question of how teachers and researchers can alter their beliefs and lead learners toward more positive, adaptive
attitudes, with suggestions and future directions for action.

As a place of both triumph and disappointment, the language classroom inspires a wide variety of emotions, such as pride,
anxiety, shame, and sometimes boredom. Shao, Pekrun, and Nicholson's (2019) contribution addresses the rapidly emerging
issue of emotions' role within learning generally (Pekrun, 2006) and learning a language specifically (Dewaele, 2010). This
article reviews more than four decades of research in this area, noting that many researchers may underestimate the
contribution of various emotions for language achievement. Shao et al. bridge the burgeoning research already undertaken by
SLA researchers to the broader program of psychological emotions research. Theory as well as the essential role of strong
measurement are discussed, with examples being drawn from robust studies in a variety of learning contexts. Shao, Pekrun,
and Nicholson (2019) call for rapprochement between the small island of language learning emotions research and the
broader field to ensure teachers and students can reap the benefits of our state-of-the art knowledge and that future language
learning research stands on the strongest possible foundations.

Goal theories have been well-accepted in psychology for a long time (Urdan & Maehr, 1995), but like other theories
included in this special issue have not seen much treatment in language education. Minhye Lee and Mimi Bong (2019) offer a
complete overview of relevant goal theories, including achievement goals, goal-setting, and future time perspective. Their
work is notable for its scope, as it ties together the goals construct to many of the other articles in the special issue, including
mindsets and self-determination theory. This article should be of special interest to L2MSS researchers, as many of the goal
constructs can be seen to overlapwith the ideas of the ideal and ought-to L2 selves, and providemechanisms for how to set up
an envisioned outcome.

Ronnel King, Suzanna Yeung, and Yuyang Cai's (2019) article introduces the language education literature to a previously
unrepresented tradition: that of achievement motivation. While this lineage, stemming from Atkinson's U.S.-based work in
the mid-20th century, represents one of the major schools of thought regarding motivation in educational settings, it is
virtually unknown in language educationddespite its widespread acceptance and recognition outside of language education,
a number of language researchers who deal in individual differences research appear ignorant of it. This lineage and tradition
thus bring language education research closer to the mainstream of educational research, and away from theories straying
into stagnant waters. Introduced to and applied in numerous cross-cultural settings by Dennis McInerney and his colleagues
(King & McInerney, 2014; Yeung & McInerney, 2005), this work touches on widespread intercultural elements that apply to
learning a language in formal contexts.

Finally, Meghan Parkinson and Daniel Dinsmore (2019) introduce the work of one of the modern giants in educational
psychology. Patricia Alexander's model of domain learning (MDL) (Alexander, 2003) seeks to explain the individual differ-
ences in how learners develop expertise in a specific field of study. MDL integrates the development of an individual's domain
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knowledge (skill), growing interest for a domain, and the depth of processing they utilize across three critical stages. TheMDL
yields suggestions for language learning classrooms such as explicit learning strategies instruction and more specifically the
critical role of first language when selecting learning strategies. Much of what the MDL suggests will be familiar landscape to
language teachers, but this topographical view provides a new perspective and new routes to expertise for language students.

Each of these perspectives offers new directives and goals for language research and pedagogy. All contributions present
theories from rich traditions, with clear empirical questions, corollaries, and emphases which allow new avenues for
exploration. Some may be combined and mixed; others overlap with existing paradigms, and thus can be used to generate
hypotheses regarding the relative strength of effects through experimental comparisons. Long term, the latter of these op-
tions represents the freshest avenue for exploration. Comparing the empirical merits (and failures) of these contributions will
allow for better, stronger, andmore robust theories, and allow for more accurate predictions without reliance on tribal loyalty.

2. Conclusion

Modern global positioning systems (GPS) allow us to get to our exact destination, and create maps with near perfect fi-
delity. They bounce signals from multiple points, recognizing location by triangulating proximity to different electronic
sources. This truly complex dynamic system allows us to know the velocity and position of the myriad electronic devices that
allow us to navigate our world. Using this vast array of sources, we can better find our way.

Just as the stars and sun by themselves are inaccurate measures of position, none of the theories presented in this issue
tells the whole story of individual differences for language learning; they are single points we may use to guide us along the
way. Each tells the story of a recognizable type of non-cognitive individual difference, and helps us as researchers to better
triangulate the field. Just as we no longer rely on single bright lights for navigating our world, we can better map the field of
individual differences in language education by using multiple points and inputs to better guide us toward an understanding
of how non-cognitive factors influence the ultimate attainment of language proficiency. We do not seek to dissuade new
researchers and educators from the existing paradigms, but rather to open the field up to a greater variety of paradigms that
will allow for better and more accurate understanding.

Like the truly complex dynamic systems of modern GPS navigation which operate at the intersection of numerous
mathematical, geographical, and technological theories, we do not yet have a grand model for individual differences and
explaining language learning, nor do we see one as necessary or desirable. The current issue uncovers some disparate and
different ideas, all useful, all with sound methods and measurement attached, all with new options for understanding lan-
guage education in formal learning settings. We assert that these theories are best recognized in relation to the others,
combined at times, or perhaps even tested one against the other to settle empirical questions. Thus, this special issue is best
considered as a unified whole, offering both contrasting and complimentary perspectives on the different phenomenawhich
comprise non-cognitive individual differences. Using these multiple theories as our guide, we might better set sail into these
new seas of research on language education.
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