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Abstract
Self-efficacy is essenƟal for persistence in learning across formal educaƟon.
There are few subjects in formal educaƟon that demand more persistence
than learning a new language. Researchers have noted this intersecƟon, re-
sulƟng in a burgeoning body of research examining self-efficacy’s role within
foreign/second (L2) classroom language learning. The present systemaƟc re-
view of this literature (2006-2023) was undertaken to map the journey that
the field of L2 formal educaƟon-related self-efficacy research has taken. Three
research quesƟons were addressed, each seeking to assess the state of this
field and open up new avenues for research. To this end, PRISMA guidelines
were followed and SSCI was exclusively employed to set a firm lower end on
the quality of research reviewed. A search string was carefully designed and
the search period was set between 2006 and 2023, beginning with Mills et al.
(2006) which is the wellspring through which much of the research in this area
has flowed. The 166 arƟcles reviewed suggest a dependence on relaƟvely
weak research design (cross-secƟonal and exclusively self-report) and a pre-
dominance of terƟary educaƟon (convenience) sampling. We suggest that a
lack of integraƟon and/or comparison with longstanding second language ac-
quisiƟon (SLA) theories prevents substanƟve headway to be made. There is
some hope that the dramaƟc rise in the number of arƟcles has been paired
with beƩer research designs and broad array of theories employed. Research-
ers within and outside SLA will find the gaps presented by this review a useful
guide for developing the field going forward.

Keywords: self-efficacy; research design; review; second language acquisition; for-
eign language acquisition

1. IntroducƟon

Self-efficacy is the belief that an individual has the ability to be successful in a
specific task (Bandura, 1993). Bandura clarified that self-efficacy was also rele-
vant to longer engagements across a series of self-regulated tasks (Bandura,
2012). Bandura and his co-researchers also devoted considerable attention to
what he referred to as academic self-efficacy (e.g., Bandura 1993; Zimmerman
et al., 1992), that is, the belief that one could be successful in a single or series
of academic tasks working towards an established goal.

Academic self-efficacy has long been acknowledged to be a central factor
for learning across contexts and domains (Schunk & Pajares, 2002). Academic
self-efficacy is a well-established individual difference for learning among a
broad range of ages and different competence levels (Hoinicke & Broadbent,
2016). Meta-analysis (r = .31, 95% CI [.28, .34]; Richardson et al., 2012), meta-
meta-analysis (d = .92; Hattie, 2008) and reviews of meta-analysis (d = .58;
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Schneider & Preckel, 2017) have confirmed self-efficacy as being one of the
strongest correlates of academic achievement during formal education.

Research seeking to explain the role of self-efficacy within second/new
language learning has been slowly growing during the past two decades. Initial
empirical research worked to bridge the gap between the ubiquitous language
anxiety research and social cognitive theory’s perspective on engagement and
achievement. Mills’ (2004) thesis and subsequent articles (e.g., Mills et al., 2006)
connected language learning anxiety and classroom practice with learners’ self-
efficacy for native language skills (e.g., reading skill) and mathematics.

Much of the subsequent self-efficacy research in foreign/second language
(L2) learning settings following and steadily growing in Mills’ wake was an effort
to correlate self-efficacy to commonly used “second language acquisition” mod-
els/constructs (e.g., Matthews, 2010; Mills et al., 2007). A considerable propor-
tion of this correlative research focused narrowly on language learning strate-
gies (e.g., Nosratinia et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2013). The relationship between
self-efficacy and learning strategies was theoretically established by social cog-
nitive theory (Bandura, 1989; Zimmerman, 2000). However, many of the types
of learning strategies related to self-efficacy in language learning research were
not always discussed by past social cognitive theorists. In some cases, language
learning strategies were under-theorized (e.g., Dörnyei, 2014; Takeuchi, 2019),
often being disconnected from the broader discussion in educational psychology.

During the most recent 10 years, research regarding the role of self-effi-
cacy within L2 education has dramatically broadened, with the past few years in
particular seeing a large growth in the overall number of outputs. The growth
has seen theoretically robust connections beyond anxiety, to interest in learning
a new language (Fryer et al., 2016) and learner buoyancy during the language
learning process (Yang et al., 2022). Along with this growth in research quantity
have been anecdotal signs of improving research quality. Longitudinal (e.g.,
Fryer et al., 2022), person-centered (e.g., Liu & Oga-Baldwin, 2022) and experi-
mental (e.g., Dong et al., 2022) designs have begun to emerge from the field.

There are a few reasons why a critical systematic review of self-efficacy in
second/new language learning is now needed. The first reason concerns the essen-
tial influence of self-efficacy on learning outcomes both inside and outside formal
education. The second reason is that the field has seen a growing body of research
examining self-efficacy in second/new language education. This area has recently
seen an injection of new research, which has yielded new questions, methods and
analyses. The idiosyncratic approach applied by the current self-efficacy research is
the third reason, yielding, for example, a. many new instruments measuring self-
efficacy in language learning contexts and b. a large amount of language learning
strategies and anxiety-related research outputs. A systematic review of where we
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have been (and have learned), where we are (currently addressing) and where we
might go (boundaries that need to be pushed) is therefore in order.

2. Background

2.1. Social cogniƟve theory and self-efficacy

2.1.1. Social cogniƟve theory

Before beginning this review of self-efficacy in foreign language formal education,
it is worth taking a step back and tracing its theoretical origins. Like many of our
current major theories (e.g., self-determination theory; Deci & Ryan, 1985), social
cognitive theory grew partly from a reaction to behaviorism and research typified
by Skinner’s (1963) program research into the role of environmental triggers and
reinforcement as a predictor for behavior. Riding this wave of change, new direc-
tions regarding the role of competence seeking within persistent behavior (White,
1957) were also pivotal markers for theoretical development. In this turbulent era
of psychological research, Bandura was joined by other eminent psychologists (e.g.,
Flanders, 1968; Kazdin, 1974; Sherman, 1971) in seeing modeling as central to how
humans (as well as animals) learned, or, as was often the focus of the research of
the day, could change individuals’ behavior. Arising from this field, Bandura ad-
vanced his theory, slowly transitioning from modeling learning (1972), to social
modeling learning (1976), and from behavioristic ideas of external reinforcement,
to self-reinforcement and eventually self-regulation (1977). Integral to self-regula-
tion, self-efficacy was proposed as how individuals translated modeling experiences
into future behavior. Bandura (1977) proposed that self-efficacy was supported by
four types of social modeling experiences as contributing to an individual’s self-effi-
cacy: self (mastery experiences), other (vicarious experiences), and other (per-
suasory experiences), self (somatic experiences). Bandura proposed that self-effi-
cacy was central to an individual’s choice of behavior, as well as the strength and
length of said behaviour. Bandura(1978) suggested that self-efficacy’s power was
accentuated by a reciprocal model (self-efficacy–>behavior–>outcome–>self-effi-
cacy), which could lead to lasting persistence (reciprocal determinism).

2.1.2. Social cogniƟve theory in classrooms

While a considerable proportion of research related to social cognitive theory was
directed towards behavioral change (e.g., phobias; Bandura, 1977), its central focus
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on modeling as a means of learning and self-regulation of effort dynamics saw it
soon applied to educational settings. Many researchers have used, and a few have
contributed to social cognitive theory within education, but Zimmerman’s (1989,
2000) and Schunk’s (1985, 1989, 1991) contributions permanently stand out. Zim-
merman’s main contribution was his program of research which played a central role
in transitioning Bandura’s model of self-regulation (1977) to a model of self-regu-
lated learning (Zimmerman, 1989). Zimmerman’s (1989) model of self-regulated
learning is one of a few major models of self-regulated learning that are still popular
today. It draws on social cognitive theory, while paralleling broader models of goal
setting and reflection. Schunk, in addition to his rich and ongoing review research
(Schunk, 1985; Schunk et al., 2021), led the field in demonstrating the power of mod-
eling in a wide array of classrooms and domains of study (e.g., Schunk & Hanson,
1989). Other researchers have worked alongside Bandura, expanding and testing
models under the broader umbrella of social cognitive theory with important exam-
ples being goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2019), teacher self-efficacy (Bandura,
1993) and collective self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Goddard, et al., 2000).

In addition to the plethora of educational research seated within social cog-
nitive theory, self-efficacy (usually academic self-efficacy) has been included in too
many studies to easily count. As a predictor, outcome, mediator or simple covariate,
academic self-efficacy is deeply embedded in the educational literature. The more
recent growth in interest in self-efficacy can also, at least partly, be attributed to
meta-analyses pointing to academic self-efficacy as a major, even central predictor
of academic achievement (Hattie, 2008; Richardson et al., 2012).

2.1.3. Pushing the empirical boundaries of self-efficacy in classrooms

The empirical boundaries of self-efficacy in classrooms have remained relatively
stable since Bandura’s seminal educational review (1993). Most research on self-
efficacy has been largely conventional in design, generally using self-efficacy as a
part of larger surveys of motivation or self-regulated learning (e.g., MSLQ: Pintrich
et al., 1993; PALS: Midgley, et al., 2000). As newer analytical techniques become
more common, however, longitudinal research has begun to open new frontiers
in our understanding. Latent curve and growth mixture models (e.g., Fryer et al., 2023;
Peura et al., 2021) beg questions about how self-efficacy changes across time and
how these changes are related to learning outcomes. Mobile technology has also
begun to push the empirical boundaries, enabling more effective on-task meas-
urement on a larger scale. This kind of technology allows for micro-analytic de-
signs which address questions central to self-efficacy development such as, for
example, cumulative tasks, peer and assessment experiences.
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The theoretical boundaries of self-efficacy in classrooms have similarly re-
mained more or less fixed for decades. This is despite theoretical developments in
the broader and more directly applicable area of perceived control. Self-efficacy is
a part of a family of perceived control constructs (Skinner, 1996), specifically, a ca-
pacity belief (Schunk, 1991). Perceived control theory is native to educational psy-
chology, outlining in broad strokes how classroom experiences support (or fail to
support) students’ perceived control, which is central to students’ engagement with
learning materials, which in turn drives learning outcomes (i.e., self-system model
of motivational development; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Consistent with Bandura’s
(1978) model of reciprocal determinism, the self-system model of motivational de-
velopment (SSDM) contends that learning outcomes reciprocally support perceived
control beliefs, setting up a virtuous circle supporting student learning.

Recent contribuƟons to theory have worked to bring these two models
together and broaden (beyond social modeling) the theoreƟcal scope of self-
efficacy support in classrooms (Fryer & Leenknecht, 2023). Building on self-effi-
cacy as one of many perceived control constructs and the strong parallel be-
tween Bandura’s model of reciprocal determinism and Skinner’s SSDM, self-ef-
ficacy was embedded within the SSDM. This organisaƟon enabled connecƟons
between powerful classroom experiences such as feedback and teacher clarity–
both of which are strong meta-analyƟc correlates of achievement (Haƫe, 2008)
– and self-efficacy. More efforts like this, which seek to further explain the role
and funcƟon of self-efficacy within formal educaƟon are essenƟal if we are to
capitalize on its well-established contribuƟon to learning.

2.2. Self-efficacy in foreign language formal educaƟon classrooms

2.2.1. PotenƟal theoreƟcal contribuƟons

There are a few reasons why social cognitive theory is well suited to L2 learning class-
rooms. The first is that language learning (both implicit and explicit) is a definitively
social experience, wherein modeling is an essential method for teaching and learning
(Ellis, 1994). The second is one which any L2 learner can attest to: i.e., the substantial
persistence necessary to become competent in a new language. This persistence must
be fueled at least in part by an individual’s growing self-efficacy for learning and even-
tually using the language – task by learning task. Some instructional approaches to L2
learning have implicitly capitalized on this task focus (e.g., task-based learning; Ellis et
al., 2020), creating natural synergies that should be built upon. Merging task- oriented
instructional models and self-efficacy theory together, research could provide fertile
ground for studies that meaningfully support classroom language learning.
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2.2.2. Actual theoreƟcal contribuƟons

The iniƟal scan of the L2 research literature undertaken prior to engaging in the
systemaƟc review suggested that the current literature’s focus might be quite
narrow and limited: correlaƟng self-efficacy and anxiety; self-efficacy and learn-
ing strategies; developing self-efficacy scales for specific aspects of L2, such as
wriƟng, speaking, listening, etc. Despite the seemingly obvious potenƟal for so-
cial modeling in L2 classrooms, scant research seemed to acknowledge, let alone
ask quesƟons in this prominent area of social cogniƟve theory.

2.3. Researching self-efficacy in foreign language formal educaƟon classrooms

For self-efficacy, and, more broadly, social cogniƟve theory, research to have a
substanƟve impact on L2 classrooms a range of factors must be addressed.

2.3.1. Measurement

The first factor critical to advancing research impact in this area is the measure-
ment of self-efficacy and its covariates. First of all, this means using instruments
with clear equivalence to those used in educational psychology research. There is
little evidence to support the contention that each skill needs its own specific in-
strument. Furthermore, the proliferation of instruments with slightly different
wording, published in journals which cannot draw upon experts in the field of so-
cial cognitive theory, impedes the validity of the research and prevents cross-do-
main reviews and meta-analyses from providing much-needed direction to re-
searchers. In addition to issues with instruments, there are issues regarding the
scope of their measurement. Even a well-established self-efficacy scale is not in a
good position to assess students’ self-efficacy across months of school experi-
ences and multiple subjects/courses. This type of broad, reflective self-efficacy
measurement is a subtle form of injustice to self-efficacy’s theoretical foundations.

2.3.2. Research quesƟons, appropriate design and analyses

Research questions addressing the role of self-efficacy as a predictor/mediator of
learning outcomes, or as a learning outcome in its own right, need to draw on ap-
propriate theory for direction and justification. If questions are predictive, then appro-
priate longitudinal designs, which include essential controls, are critical to ensuring
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meaningful (i.e., replicable, externally valid) results. Consistent with these needs is
the appropriate use of analyses. Structural equation modeling with cross-sectional
survey data is an example of how these latter two issues can confound each other,
building bodies of research evidence with little connection to reality (i.e., no observed
variables) and scant reliability both in the same or in other educational contexts.

2.4. The current systemaƟc review

Decades of evidence have established self-efficacy as a central construct for achieve-
ment in formal education (Hattie, 2008; Richardson et al., 2012). The weight of
broad meta-analytic findings is buttressed by the theoretical potential of social cog-
nitive theory and self-efficacy to contribute to L2 classroom learning. For this po-
tential to be realized, research efforts in the area need to be organized and critically
reviewed both theoretically and empirically. The aim of such a review should be to
establish a clear platform for situating self-efficacy in L2 classrooms. The present
review will also aim to provide preliminary direction for both where L2 education
research needs to go to maximize its impact and how it might get there.

3. Aims

The research questions for this systematic review cover three relatively broad areas:

RQ1: The first question is methodological and seeks to explain how the field has pro-
gressed: How have the field’s research methods (research designs, sampling,
and analyses) for examining self-efficacy within language learning progressed
during the past two decades since Mills’ (2004) initial research? By addressing
this research question this review will clarify any gaps in research methods in
the field and nudge the field away from methods (research designs, sampling
and analyses) that might not be meaningfully pushing the field forward.

RQ2:How have (and/or whether) second/new language learning theories
been adapted to employ or integrate self-efficacy into their models?

RQ3:The third question builds on the second question: what (if any) theoretical
contribution has self-efficacy and, more broadly, social cognitive theory made
to second/new language learning directly or through existing models and/or
constructs? Also, what longstanding models of second/new language learning
does self-efficacy align or overlap with and how might these relationships be
addressed going forward? Balancing these findings, questions regarding
where and how self-efficacy and social cognitive theory might support a bet-
ter understanding of students’ language learning might be addressed.
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4. Method

4.1. Procedure

This review aimed to systematically synthesize and critically appraise the existing
empirical studies concerning self-efficacy within second/new language learning to
provide insights into current methodology and theories applied, as well as identify
future research avenues. This review consulted the best practice guidelines of sys-
tematic reviews (Cooper, 2016; Siddaway et al., 2019), as well as the Preferred
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement (Page et al.,
2021). To ensure lucid and impartial reporting, an a priori systematic review pro-
tocol was registered in Open Science Framework before initiating this review
(Fryer et al., 2023). After identifying research questions, a systematic search was
conducted in the Web of Science database to identify studies based on inclusion
criteria. The procedure of article selection is illustrated in Figure 1.

Articles identified through searching
the Web of Science database

(N = 488)

Articles remained after titles and
abstracts examined

(N = 194)

Full-text articles assessed for
relevance
 (N = 194)

165 articles (i.e., 166 studies)
included for review

Articles excluded after titles and
abstracts examined

(N = 294)

Records excluded after examining full
texts (N = 29)

· Not empirical (N = 2)
· Not focused on a new
             language self-efficacy (N = 9)
· Not formal education (N = 15)
· Not available (N = 3)

Id
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at
io

n
Sc

re
en

in
g

In
cl

ud
ed

Figure 1 Procedure of arƟcle selecƟon

4.2. Inclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria were developed to capture as comprehensive relevant studies
as possible and take Ɵme pracƟcaliƟes into consideraƟon simultaneously (Kenny
et al., 2013). Studies were embraced if they met the following criteria:
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1. Studies should be empirical.
2. Studies must be published in reputable peer-reviewed journals indexed

by the Web of Science (social science citaƟon index – SSCI).
3. Studies had to focus on learner self-efficacy instead of other populaƟons’

self-efficacy (e.g., teacher self-efficacy).
4. Studies needed to focus on self-efficacy for learning a new language (e.g.,

second language, foreign language). Other kinds of self-efficacy, such as
self-efficacy for learning a naƟve language, computer self-efficacy, or
creaƟve self-efficacy, were excluded.

5. ParƟcipants in included studies should be aƩending formal educaƟon
including primary, secondary, and higher educaƟon.

6. Studies should be published in English.

4.3. Study search

A systematic search was performed in May 2023 using the Web of Science. The
Web of Science database was selected because it is a premier bibliographic data-
base which is deemed among the world’s most reliable citation indices platforms
for evidence-based quality scientific studies (Clarivate Analytics, 2017; Martín-
Martín et al., 2018). In addition to providing reliable sources for this review, con-
straining the search to WoS (SSCI) should make it easier to replicate and build on
these studies’ results. This will hopefully support the meta-analyses and synthesis
necessary to push this field forward. Based on the above inclusion criteria, a
search string was carefully designed: (“new language” OR “second language” OR
“foreign language” OR “language classroom” OR “language course” OR “language
class”) AND (“self-efficacy”). The search scope in the Web of Science included rel-
evant titles, abstracts, keywords or Keywords Plus. The search period was set be-
tween 2006 and 2023 because relevant studies primarily started in 2006 (Mills et
al., 2006). Also, the search was restricted to SSCI journals.

The preliminary search with the search string yielded 488 articles. The articles
identified were imported into reference management software Zotero 6.0.26. Three
authors participated in the screening processes. Following the above inclusion criteria,
two authors examined the title and abstract of obtained articles separately and
excluded irrelevant articles. Afterwards, they skimmed through the full texts of the
remaining articles to further ascertain whether these articles satisfied the inclusion
criteria. During the screening process, the two authors discussed articles whose el-
igibility was doubted with the third author until a consensus was reached. After
careful selection, a total of 165 articles (i.e., 166 studies because one article con-
tained two studies) were included for further review.
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4.4. Data extracƟon and analysis

Considering the relaƟvely large number of included arƟcles, four authors parƟc-
ipated in the data coding processes. All coders were doctoral students with ed-
ucaƟon-related experƟse and had research experience conducƟng review arƟ-
cles. A coding form which aimed to include key informaƟon of included arƟcles
was carefully designed and all coders were clearly instructed about how to code
in adherence to the form (see Appendix). All arƟcles were coded individually by
the four coders and all discrepancies were resolved through discussion during
the coding process. Data extracƟon was performed in an Excel spreadsheet.

The coding form included: (1) authors, publication year, titles, and journals; (2)
research aims/questions; (3) self-efficacy theories; (4) second/new language learning
theories/models; (5) relevant rationales regarding the relationship between self-effi-
cacy and other variables in the second/new language setting; (6) country/region, par-
ticipants’ educational level, target language(s); (7) method (e.g., quantitative/qualita-
tive/mixed-methods, analysis methods); (8) research outcomes. The data obtained
were analyzed, summarized, and evaluated regarding frequency, percentages, and
themes utilizing content analysis and thematic analysis to address research questions.

Figure 2 The number of arƟcles included in this review published since 2006

5. Results and discussion

Before addressing the systematic review’s questions an overarching quantitative
sense of the field’s growth is  presented in Figure 2.  While the popularity of self-
efficacy as a research construct within L2 learning presents no clear trend for the
first 10 years of this review, the subsequent seven years, suggest a dramatic increase.
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5.1. RQ1: How have the field’s research methods (research designs, sampling, and
analyses) for examining self-efficacy within language learning progressed
during the past two decades since Mills’ (2004) iniƟal research?

Understanding how the L2 educaƟon field has researched self-efficacy’s contri-
buƟon to student learning is crucial to establishing validity and replicability of
research evidence to this point. Clarifying where the L2 educaƟon field has re-
searched self-efficacy will support ascertaining the external validity of current
evidence both internaƟonally and specifically for different levels of educaƟon,
languages, and naƟonal contexts.

Table 1 presents the broad research paradigms (quanƟtaƟve, qualitaƟve
and mixed-methods) and precise research methods employed by research in
this area during the past two decades.

Table 1 Research paradigms and research designs

Research paradigms & designs Number of studies
N %

QuanƟtaƟve 127 76.51
QualitaƟve 12 7.23
Mixed-methods 27 16.26
Experimental/observaƟonal N %
Experimental with a control group 35 21.08
Randomized intervenƟon without a control group 8 4.82
ObservaƟonal 123 74.10
Cross-secƟonal/longitudinal/sequenƟal N %
Cross-secƟonal 94 56.63
Longitudinal 50 30.12
SequenƟal 10 6.02
QualitaƟve 12 7.23
Variable-/person-centered N %
Variable-centered approach 143 86.14
Person-centered approach 5 3.01
Mixed 6 3.61
Not applicable (qualitaƟve studies) 12 7.24

The majority of studies in this area have been quanƟtaƟve in nature (76%).
Given the maturity of the field of social cogniƟve theory in broader educaƟon,
and the availability of quanƟtaƟve instruments for measuring self-efficacy, this
parƟally makes sense. From another perspecƟve, given the relaƟvely recent
emergence of self-efficacy within L2 learning (i.e., meaningfully during the past
two decades), more qualitaƟve studies seeking to contextualize self-efficacy and
social cogniƟve theory more generally might have been expected.
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Research designs were mostly observational (74%), cross-sectional (56%)
and variable-centered (86%), with very few applying person-centered (3%) and
experimental (21.08%) designs. As will be discussed in more detail, these domi-
nant aspects of research design were in large part the result of many studies using
a single survey as their sole research instrument. This type of very simple design
has significant limitations with regard to validity and replicability of results, and
casts doubt on the reliability and validity of much of the research reviewed.

The reliance of quanƟtaƟve research in this area on variable-centered ap-
proaches to observed data (in contrast to person-centered, mixed-methods or
qualitaƟve) is in line with the broader field. At the same Ɵme, this strong skew,
and parƟcularly the very small percentage of person-centered studies are such
areas in the field that call for future invesƟgaƟon.

Table 2 Types of analyses undertaken
Types ofanalyses undertaken N Types of analyses undertaken N
SEM 18 Common method variance and correlation and path analysis 1
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and SEM 12 Constant comparison method 1
Correlation and regression 10 Content analysis 1
Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 8 Correlation and cluster analysis 1
T-test 10 Correlation and regression and CFA 2
Regression 8 Correlation and regression and MANN-Whitney U tests 1
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) 10 Correlation and regression and MANOVA and ANOVA 1
CFA 6 Correlation and t-test 2
Correlation 5 Descriptive analysis and ANOVA and grounded theory method 1
Qualitative (no approach specified) 5 Descriptive and qualitative (no approach specified) 1
Thematic analysis 5 Descriptive and thematic analysis 1
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) 4 EFA and CFA 1
ANCOVA and MANOVA 2 EFA and CFA and SEM 2
CFA and regression 3 EFA and regression 1
Latent growth analysis 2 Frequency analysis and content analysis 1
ANCOVA and Mann-WhitneyU test 1 Latent profile analysis and ANOVA 1
ANCOVA and qualitative (no approach specified) 1 MANOVA and correlation and thematic analysis 1
ANCOVA and regression 2 MANOVA and path analysis 1
ANCOVA and regression and path analysis and content analysis 1 Principal components analysis and t-tests and correlation

and content analysis
1

ANOVA and correlation 2 Qualitative analysis of narratives 1
ANOVA and correlation and CFA and conditional process modeling 1 RASCH analysis and principal component analysis and correlation 1
ANOVA and correlation and regression and Fisher z-r test
and cluster analysis

1 RASCH and correlation and regression 1

ANOVA and generalized estimating equations 1 T-test and ANOVA and correlation and regression 1
ANOVA and latent profile analysis 1 T-test and correlation and CFA and SEM 1
ANOVA and regression and CFA 1 T-test and regression 1
CFA and correlation and MANOVA and SEM 1 T-tests andANCOVA and thematic analysis 1
CFA and EFA and Kruskal-Wallis test and Mann-Whitney tests 1 T-tests and factor analysis and correlation 1
CFA and latent profile analysis 1 The rating scale model 1
CFA and latent profile analysis and latent profile transition analysis 1 Thematic analysis and ANOVA and path analysis 1
CFA and MANOVAs and SEM 3 Thematic analysis and correlation 1
CFA and t-test 1 Thematic analysis andt-test 1
Cluster analysis and MANOVA 1 Wilcoxon signed-ranks test and MANN–Whitney U tests 1
Cluster analysis and regression 1 Wilcoxon signed-ranks test and content analysis 1

Narrowing the focus, Table 2 presents precisely what kinds of analysis were un-
dertaken in each article reviewed. Amplifying the high percentage of cross-sectional,
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single-instrument research designs presented above is the large number of structural
equation modeling (SEM) analyses undertaken (19%) and zooming out, general pre-
dictive approaches to modeling data (i.e., including regression 39%). For predictive
analyses, longitudinal data are preferred (i.e., cross-lagged data collection), but rare
in the observed studies reviewed. SEM in particular is often seen as a popular and
increasingly easy analytical tool for turning survey data into models and published
results. For such analysis to contribute to our understanding of self-efficacy within L2
learning classrooms, however, they must be a part of the sophisticated studies which
should include longitudinal data collection, for key outcome variables.

Table 3 Sample country/region, sample educaƟon level and target language

Country/Region Number of studies
N %

Mainland China 50 30.12
Taiwan 15 9.04
Hong Kong 11 6.63
Japan 10 6.02
South Korea 10 6.02
UK 9 5.42
USA 9 5.42
Iran 8 4.82
Spain 4 2.41
Turkey 4 2.41
Canada, Chile, Germany, Malaysia, Norway, Vietnam (each = 2) 12 7.23
Other 16 countries/regions (each = 1) 16 9.64
Include more than one country/region 2 1.20
NA 6 3.62
Educational level N %
Tertiary education 114 68.67
Secondary education 34 20.48
Primary education 16 9.64
Include more than one educational level 2 1.21
Target language N %
English 143 86.14
French 9 5.42
Chinese 5 3.01
Spanish 3 1.81
German 1 0.60
Turkish 1 0.60
Include more than one target language 4 2.42

Table 3 presents the context (country/region and level of educaƟon) and
target languages for the research reviewed. The overwhelming focus on English
as a target language for research (86.14%) is consistent with the Asian educa-
Ɵon/research contexts (Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan and Korea)
which dominate in the area of L2 self-efficacy research (57.83%). The dominance
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of terƟary educaƟon (68.67%) is of greater concern, given the fact that it is un-
likely that the vast majority of L2 educaƟon is taking place at this level. It seems
likely that this imbalance is much due to convenience of data collecƟon for re-
searchers. Clearly, a more balanced approach to research in this area is im-
portant for meaningful and sustainable contribuƟons to be made in the future.

5.2. RQ2: How have (and/or whether) second/new language learning theories been
adapted to employ or integrate self-efficacy into their models?

The first step towards addressing this question is to understand how self-efficacy
has been used, that is,  self-efficacy for what? Table 4 presents 24 types of self-
efficacy research in the articles reviewed. A large proportion of the research in
this area is broadly on self-efficacy for language learning. This generalized ap-
proach to measuring self-efficacy runs a few risks. First, it might not be entirely
clear to students answering the surveys what they are expected to rate them-
selves on. An additional issue is the distance of self-efficacy from its target. Ban-
dura (1977, 2012) has been clear that it is possible to measure self-efficacy at
many levels (from very specific to more general), but the further away self-efficacy
is from its target, the less powerful it is likely to be in explaining behavior. Despite
these concerns, it is heartening to also see self-efficacy being applied to a wide
variety of language skills and tasks. Several specific self-reported instruments have
been created to measure students’ self-efficacy for L2 skills, such as, for example,
writing, speaking and reading. The inclusion of other skills/tasks such as transla-
tion, oral presentation and online learning suggests that self-efficacy has, and can
further be applied to a broad spectrum of language learning experiences.

Table 4 Self-efficacy types

Self-efficacy types Number
of studies Self-efficacy types Number of

studies
Self-efficacy in English language learning 77 Self-efficacy in Spanish language learning 2
Self-efficacy in English wriƟng 34 Self-efficacy in Chinese language learning 1
Self-efficacy in English reading 7 Self-efficacy in Chinese speaking 3
Self-efficacy in English speaking 6 Self-efficacy in German language learning 1
Self-efficacy in English listening 5 Self-efficacy in Turkish wriƟng 1
Self-efficacy in English listening and speaking 2 Self-efficacy in English and Japanese language learning 1
Self-efficacy in English listening and reading 3 Self-efficacy in French and Spanish language learning 1
Self-efficacy in English translaƟon 2 Self-efficacy in Italian and Spanish language learning 1
Self-efficacy in English vocabulary 1 Self-efficacy in different languages learning 1
Self-efficacy in English vocabulary and reading 1 Self-efficacy in English course 1
Self-efficacy in English oral presentaƟon 1 Self-efficacy in Chinese course 1
Self-efficacy in French language learning 7 Self-efficacy in Spanish course 1
Self-efficacy in French reading 1 Self-efficacy in English tasks 2
Self-efficacy in French listening and reading 1 Self-efficacy for self-regulated in online English learning 1
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A further step towards answering our questions regarding self-efficacy’s
role within L2 models/modeling is addressed by reviewing how self-efficacy has
been applied in analyses. As presented in Table 5, the salient use of self-efficacy
as a correlational variable with other constructs (52%) corroborates with the pre-
vious findings that most studies are cross-sectional. The use of self-efficacy as a
research outcome that L2 researchers value for its own sake is in contrast to Ban-
dura’s (1977) positioning of self-efficacy as a critical self-regulating process driving
the choice of, length and strength of behavior. This is in part consistent with the
use of self-efficacy in L2 research: a predictor. Arguably, Bandura’s (1978) model
of reciprocal determinism would situate self-efficacy chiefly as a mediating varia-
ble, bridging social experiences and persistent behavior towards goals. The salient
use of cross-sectional research designs is a concern as correlational designs pro-
vide limited insights into the relations between self-efficacy and other constructs.
In fact, a large number of cross-sectional datasets were employed to construct
and test structural equation models. This type of analytical approach with cross-
sectional data is well known to often yield unreliable results. If the field is to pro-
gress, research designs need to improve and the selection of analytical approaches
needs to be more conservative: cross-sectional designs must be matched with
cross-sectional analyses, that is, understanding relationships (correlation), rather
than prediction (regression). The case for when to use cross-sectional designs and
how to use them effectively has been made previously, and is worth reading (e.g.,
Spector, 2019; Wang & Cheng, 2020).

Table 5 Self-efficacy use in analyses
Self-efficacy research use Number of

studies
%

CorrelaƟonal 89 52
Outcome 39 23
PredicƟng variable 16 9
QualitaƟve 15 9
DescripƟve 5 3
ValidaƟon of self-efficacy instrument 4 2
Person-centered 2 1
Mediator 1 <1
Moderator 1 <1

Given self-efficacy’s relatively recent emergence within the L2 learning liter-
ature, it is important to review how it is being theoretically framed in publications.
As shown in Table 6, of the 166 studies reviewed, a meaningful proportion (18%)
failed to provide any definition or citation for self-efficacy. Instead, articles just
added self-efficacy while commonly referring to it to as a source of motivation. A
significant proportion of the reviewed articles (64%) did, however, define and cite
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self-efficacy in direct alignment with Bandura’s research. By failing to theoretically
frame self-efficacy correctly, many researchers and their readers are less likely to
grasp precisely what self-efficacy is contributing to. This makes it more challenging
to  develop  the  field’s  understanding  of  self-efficacy  and potentially  find  ways  of
meaningfully incorporating self-efficacy into L2 teaching and learning practice.

Table 6 Self-efficacy theoreƟcal framing

Self-efficacy theoreƟcal framing Number
of studies

Cited Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy definiƟon 94
Cited social cogniƟve theory 11
Cited Pajares’ (1986) self-efficacy definiƟon 7
Cited other definiƟons of self-efficacy (e.g., Schunk, 1985; Zimmerman, 2000) 6
Cited expectancy value theory 4
Cited goal seƫng theory 2
Defined wriƟng self-efficacy 3
Defined listening self-efficacy 2
Defined reading self-efficacy 2
Cited master approach goal 1
Cited theory of planned behavior 1
No clear definiƟon for self-efficacy 33

One final perspective the current review provides regarding RQ2 is how L2 re-
search makes use of self-efficacy; specifically, how the reviewed studies’ research
questions position self-efficacy (as predicting, correlating and mediating with what?).
Table 7 presents an extensive list of self-efficacy roles within the reviewed research,
that is, generally what it is expected to predict or be predicted by. The most common
question is how achievement will predict or be predicted by self-efficacy (6%), fol-
lowed closely by some aspects of self-regulated learning (5%) and technology use
(5%). Connections to achievement were to be expected, given that self-efficacy has
been demonstrated to be a strong predictor of achievement. Similarly, there is a long
tradition of theorizing and research in the areas of self-regulation (e.g., Cumming,
1989; Labarca & Khanji, 1986) and self-regulated learning (e.g., Batya et al., 1993; Ox-
ford et al., 1990) to be adapted to L2 contexts. Anxiety has both a broad tradition of
research with self-efficacy, and as a specific question related to language learning to
draw upon. Online learning (i.e., technology use) is an active context for research
across all domains of education, with self-efficacy seen as an important predictor and
outcome. There were a few studies focusing on specific areas of L2 learning (writing
skills, reading performance) suggesting small inroads into class practice in this domain.
There are far fewer studies seeking linkages between self-efficacy and applied linguis-
tics models, such as L2 selves (Higgins, 2011) or willingness to communicate (Mac-
Intyre, 2007). More effort at comparing, and potentially theoretical integration, with
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applied linguistics models of learning is therefore still a significant gap in the field.
Without such studies, self-efficacy, and by extension social cogniƟve theory, is
likely to remain at the edges of L2 research and pracƟce.

Table 7 Research quesƟon focus related to self-efficacy
Research question focus related to self-efficacy N Research question focus related to self-efficacy N
Achievement 10 Goals and attitudes 1
Self-regulated learning (SRL) 9 Hierarchical complexity of self-efficacy 1
Technology use 9 Ideal L2 self 1
Instruction 7 Instruction and anxiety 1
Feedback 6 Instruction and strategy use 1
Anxiety 6 Instruction and vocabulary knowledge 1
Motivation 5 Intention 1
Measurement (self-efficacy) 3 Intention and achievement 1
Reading performance 3 Interest and course proficiency 1
SRL and writing performance 3 Interest and engagement 1
Gender 2 Intrinsic cognitive load 1
Interest 2 L2 class comprehension and engagement and achievement 1
Metacognition 2 Language learning experience 1
Sources of self-efficacy 2 Language learning experience and achievement 1
Speech performance 2 Learning adaptability and anxiety and achievement 1
SRL and achievement 2 Learning climate 1
Writing performance 2 Learning performance and cognitive load 1
Writing performance and anxiety 2 Learning strategy 1
Willingness to communicate 2 Metacognition and listening performance 1
Self-concept 2 Motivation and language learning experience and achievement 1
Achievement and motivation 2 Motivation and SRL 1
Achievement and cognitive load 1 Motivation and task value 1
Achievement and emotion 1 Motivation and task value and control of learning 1
Achievement and gender differences 1 Motivation and writing performance 1
Achievement and regional differences 1 Neuroticism 1
Achievement and task-based self-effort and motivation 1 Parent–child communication and engagement and learning adaptability 1
Anxiety and achievement 1 Perceived communication competence and anxiety and willingness to

communicate
1

Anxiety and cognitive load and learning behavior 1 Feedback and goal 1
Anxiety and L2 autonomy 1 Positive L2 model 1
Anxiety and learner interactions 1 Positive psychology 1
Anxiety and motivation 1 Previous teaching experience and prior academic oral presentation expe-

riences
1

Attribution and achievement 1 Project-based learning (PBL) 1
Attribution and master/performance goal 1 Psychological needs 1
Attribution and self-concept 1 Self-assessment accuracy 1
Badge mechanism and learning performance 1 Self-assessment and language awareness 1
Belief system 1 Social class 1
Blended learning mode and practice community
using intelligent cloud teaching

1 Social persuasion 1

Control strategy use and motivation 1 Strategy use 1
Data-driven learning 1 Strategy use and achievement 1
Decoding ability and motivation 1 Strategy use and reading performance 1
Emotion and strategy use and gender 1 Strategy use and vocabulary knowledge and motivation 1
Emotions 1 Task complexity and prior knowledge and strategy use 1
Emotions and motivation and achievement 1 Task complexity 1
Engagement 1 Task value and strategy use 1
Engagement and achievement 1 Task value and strategy use and achievement 1
English public speaking performance 1 Teacher-student relationship 1
Flipped class 1 Technology use and achievement 1
Sources of self-efficacy and achievement
and gender and regional differences

1 Tutoring 1

Future expectancy 1 Willingness to communicate and language learning experience 1
Gender and motivation and language literacy 1 Writing performance and anxiety and motivation 1
Goals and learning strategy and achievement 1 Writing performance and SRL and technology use 1
Goals 1 Writing performance and strategy use 1
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5.3. RQ3: What (if any) theoretical contribution has self-efficacy and, more broadly,
social cogniƟve theory made to second/new language learning directly or
through exisƟng models and/or constructs?

This final quesƟon is addressed by reflecƟng on the results presented to this
point. For several reasons, the present review’s findings suggest that, despite
being included in many studies examining L2 educaƟon (k = 166, 2006-2023,
SSCI), self-efficacy has made only a very limited contribuƟon to the field. The
first barrier to meaningfully contribuƟng to L2 learning (theory and eventual
pracƟce) is the failure to clearly define and theoreƟcally situate self-efficacy.
Self-efficacy is one of several ability belief constructs or types of perceived con-
trol (Skinner, 1996). It is a very specific pairing of capacity and expectancy beliefs.
Furthermore, its  funcƟon is  not just as a predictor of SRL,  anxiety or achieve-
ment. Bandura (1978) conceived of self-efficacy as part of a self-regulaƟng (dif-
ferent from SRL) process and criƟcal  to a reciprocal  model for explaining how
learning experiences can feed into persistent behavior. By failing to theoreƟcally
situate self-efficacy, researchers miss out on much of what it has to offer.

The two other prominent issues that prevent much of the research re-
viewed from substanƟvely contribuƟng to L2 theory are research design and
analysis. While cross-secƟonal research is not enƟrely without merit, it is gener-
ally an ineffecƟve means of explaining complex developmental processes like
language learning. This reality coupled with the reviewed research’s overreli-
ance on surveys as central or sole research instruments raises concerns about
the validity of the field at this stage. This situaƟon is only exacerbated by many
researchers’ insistence on using predicƟve analyƟcal tools (mulƟple regression,
path analysis or latent SEM) with either cross-secƟonal data or sequenƟal data
with a lack of controls for dependent variables. Cross-lagged designs are a criƟ-
cal foundaƟon for these types of analyses; observaƟonal designs that have pre-
dicƟve quesƟons should move in this direcƟon to increase the quality of their
contribuƟon to our understanding of self-efficacy’s role within L2 classrooms.

6. LimitaƟons and future direcƟons

This review drew exclusively on journals from the Social Science Citation Index. As a
result, some relevant articles might not have been reviewed. Future reviews in this
area might consider broadening the search. This review was also constrained by its
research questions which focused on the quality of the literature and its potential
contribution to the literature addressing L2 learning in formal education. Again, a broader
set of questions might be in a strong position to add to this review’s conclusions.
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This review has identified several weaknesses in the application of self-effi-
cacy to L2 learning research. This opens the field up to new research in several
ways.  First,  the time is  right for this area of L2 learning to improve its research
designs: (a) using longitudinal designs for longitudinal questions, (b) standard use
of important controls such as gender and prior achievement, and (c) employing
valid research instruments. Building directly on these points is the appropriate use
of structural equation modeling and more generally all aspects of regression.
These are predictive analyses which assume that the dependent variable can be
predicted (theoretically and empirically). Other subfields of education have al-
ready corrected this analytical gap and hence it is time for applied linguistics to
follow suit. As noted in the discussion, for self-efficacy to find a permanent place
in L2 research and classrooms, integrative (with applied linguistics theories) and
comparative (with applied linguistics constructs) research is essential.

A final suggestion for future research in the specific application of self-effi-
cacy – and applied linguistics more broadly – is  that if  researchers intend to use
variables from educational psychology, they will, at least partially, build on educa-
tional psychology research findings. Language learning classrooms have much in
common with other formal classrooms (see Fryer & Oga-Baldwin, 2019). Language
learning still has much it could learn from other areas of education. By simply trans-
planting constructs and leaving their theoretical and empirical research history be-
hind, language learning research often fails to reap the full benefits of research out-
side its field. It is essential therefore that self-efficacy research in L2 learning class-
rooms strive to build on research from the broader context of education. This
means replicating studies done in other subject areas and building research ques-
tions/hypotheses on this foundation. It also means using standard self-efficacy self-
report instruments, testing past interventions, and applying the latest analytical
tools, which are more common in areas such as educational psychology.

7. Conclusions

The present review examined nearly 17 years of research from the Social Science
Citation Index regarding self-efficacy in L2 learning during formal education. In to-
tal, 166 studies were selected, charted and incorporated into the results presented.
Pacific Asian researchers were well represented, Mainland China, Taiwan and Hong
Kong particularly so. The growing research interest in self-efficacy is a positive sign
for the region and field, given its strong relationship with achievement in education
more broadly. The quality of the burgeoning literature, which is highlighted by this
systematic review is, however, a source of concern. Conceptual issues such as un-
clear framing and lack of connections to foundational literature were too common.
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Research designs’ sophistication in measurement and controls raise serious con-
cerns about the validity and replicability for much of the present research reviewed.
This concern was significant enough to prevent this review from drawing even pre-
liminary theoretical implications from the research reviewed.

On a more positive note, the present systematic review exposes a number
of ways in which researchers might contribute to the rapidly growing field of self-
efficacy in L2 education. The first of these might be to build more directly on Ban-
dura’s (1972) modeling research. Current L2 learning research in this area is often
focused on self-regulated learning and anxiety. This preoccupation may be related
to researchers’ failure to recognize the fact that language classrooms are rich with
modeling experiences, precisely the experiences for which Bandura (1977) saw
self-efficacy as a self-regulating process.
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APPENDIX
Coding descripƟon

Code Description
Article information
Author(s) & Year The author(s) of the article and the year in which it was published. If there

is more than one study in one article, each study of the article is coded in
a separate line in the coding form.

Title The title of the included article.
Journal The journal in which the article was published.
Study aims
Research aims in general The research aims of the study.
Construct & theory/model
Constructs related to self-efficacy in the re-
search questions

Self-efficacy was primarily related to what constructs in the research ques-
tions investigated in the included article.

Self-efficacy types Self-efficacy in listening/ speaking/ reading/ writing/ overall language
learning, etc. of what specific language.

Self-efficacy’s role in the research What role self-efficacy plays and how self-efficacy is related to other con-
structs in the research: correlational, predicting variable, outcome, media-
tor, moderator, descriptive, person-centered, qualitative, validation of self-
efficacy instrument.

Self-efficacy definition/theory How self-efficacy was defined and what theory was used to define or ex-
plain self-efficacy (if any): social cognitive theory, expectancy-value theory,
goal-setting theory, cited Bandura’s self-efficacy definition, etc.

Second/new language learning the-
ory/model (or broader theory/model) rele-
vant to self-efficacy

The second/new language learning theory/model (or broader the-
ory/model) the author(s) mentioned which involved/integrated self-effi-
cacy as part of the theory/model.

Rationales explaining the relationship be-
tween self-efficacy and other constructs in
the second/new language learning setting (if
the author(s) did not mention any the-
ory/model clearly)

If the author(s) did not mention any theory/model explicitly, what ration-
ales were mentioned to explain the relationship between self-efficacy and
other constructs in the second/new language learning setting?

Whether the second/new language learning
theory/model (or broader theory/model)
has been adapted to employing or integrat-
ing self-efficacy into their theory/model. If
yes, how the adaptation has been con-
ducted? (original text)

Whether the included study had adapted the previous second/new lan-
guage learning theory/model (or broader theory/model) to incorporate or
integrate self-efficacy into their theory/model (Yes or No?).
l If yes, the original text which explained how the author(s) conducted

the adaptation to incorporate or integrate self-efficacy into their the-
ory/model was coded here.

Participants characteristics
Country/region The location where the study was implemented/where the participants

were from.
Educational level The educational level of the participants who attended formal education:

primary education, secondary education, or tertiary education.
Target language The second/new language which participants were learning.
Participants’ target language proficiency
level(s)

What the participants’ target language proficiency level(s) was: low, inter-
mediate, advanced, passed what specific tests (e.g., IELTS, TEM4), etc.

Study methodology
Sample size The number of participants in the included study.
Research paradigms relevant to self-efficacy Qualitative/quantitative/mixed-methods research design. This code did

not focus on the holistic research paradigm of the included study. Instead,
it focused on the research paradigm that addressed questions related to
self-efficacy.

Research design relevant to self-efficacy (ex-
perimental/observational)

Experimental with a control group, experimental without a control group,
or observational. This code did not focus on the holistic research design of
the included study. Instead, it focused on the research design that ad-
dressed questions related to self-efficacy.
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Research design relevant to self-efficacy
(cross-sectional/longitudinal/sequential/
qualitative)

For quantitative studies: cross-sectional, longitudinal, or sequential. Quali-
tative studies were only coded as qualitative. This code did not focus on
the holistic research design of the included study. Instead, it focused on the
research design that addressed questions related to self-efficacy.

Research design relevant to self-efficacy (per-
son-centered approach/variable-centered
approach/qualitative)

For quantitative studies: person-centered approach or variable-centered
approach. Qualitative studies were only coded as qualitative. This code did
not focus on the holistic research design of the included study. Instead, it
focused on the research design that addressed questions related to self-
efficacy.

Analysis methods relevant to self-efficacy  For quantitative studies: t-test, ANOVA, SEM, etc. For qualitative studies:
thematic analysis, content analysis, etc. This code did not focus on all anal-
ysis methods of the included study. Instead, it focused on the analysis
methods that addressed questions related to self-efficacy.

Study outcomes
Research outcomes relevant to self-efficacy Reported research results related to self-efficacy in the included study. This

code did not focus on all research outcomes of the included study. Instead,
it focused on the research outcomes that addressed questions related to
self-efficacy.


