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Abstract

This commentary discusses the important contribution of the special issue on abil-
ity beliefsin language learning at school. The nature of language learning is highly
complex and requires complex theories to explain its linguistic, cognitive and so-
cial phenomena. | am particularly interested in writing a commentary on this spe-
cial issue, given my long-term intrinsic interest in learning about psychological
constructs that influence language learners’ behaviors and performance. This ar-
ticle considers and responds to various ability belief constructs that the authors
have presented, such as self-efficacy, self-concepts, and mindsets, as well as fac-
tors that contribute to the operation of these constructs in language learning. This
article finally reflects on the issues | have learned from this commentary, pointing
out exciting avenues for researching ability beliefs in language learning.

Keywords: ability beliefs; sociocognitive theory; sociocultural theory; language
learning; language proficiency; calibration; confidence

1. Introduction

Language learning is organic in its dynamic development and constant adaptation
to its surroundings. Language learning is influenced by cognitive (e.g., cognitive
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capacity, roles of memory, information processing), affective (e.g., attitudes,
love, emotions) and social or environmental (e.g., social relations with others,
social values and cultural practices) factors (Ellis, 2015; Gass & Mackey, 2014;
Gass et al., 2020; Lightbown & Spada, 2021; Ortega, 2009). Therefore, the ques-
tion of ability beliefs in language learning is complex and notoriously difficult,
requiring considering cognitive, linguistic, educational and social features. How-
ever, the question is worth asking.

Ability beliefs are also part of the positive psychology movement (e.g.,
Fredrickson, 2001; Gabrys-Barker & Gatajda, 2016) that emphasizes the im-
portance of positive dimensions of learning, such as enjoyment, well-being and
engagement that broaden mindsets and creativity in language learning and use
(as compared to negative psychology, such as anxiety, worries, difficulties and
boredom which can narrow mindsets; see Peterson, 2006; Wang et al., 2021).
Ability beliefs comprise a complex network of self-views about one’s capacity to
learn new knowledge or skills. Such self-views, as illustrated in this special issue,
include self-efficacy, self-concepts, mindsets, and self-regulation, to name a few.
These psychological constructs have been studied because they are conceived
to shape how people learn languages, leading to research examining the rela-
tionship between these constructs and language learning and individual differ-
ences for explaining variations among language learners or users.

When the editors of this special issue invited me to write a commentary;, |
had no hesitation to accept the invitation. | have long been interested in investigat-
ing the cognitive aspects of language learning, such as the role of strategic compe-
tence and accuracy of confidence judgments in language skill-using performance
(e.g., Phakiti, 2007, 2008, 2016). | have also been interested in understanding other
associated factors, such as the nature of self-concept, self-efficacy, and values,
which constitute the constructs of ability beliefs in language learning (e.g., Phakiti
et al., 2013). What is interesting about this special issue is also that it focuses on
“learning a new language at school.” So, its coverage of language and the group of
learners is broad (e.g., any language learning for students in any school grade).

The guest editors posit in their proposal for this special issue that “theo-
ries of ability beliefs are myriad, function in different ways, and make unique,
reciprocal contributions to the learning process.” As a learner of a few languages,
| cannot agree more with this statement. My ability beliefs have played a critical
and crucial role in shaping my focus on learning various language aspects. The ed-
itors further state that while ability beliefs are theoretically related to the learning
process, empirical research has focused on their relation to the learning outcomes
or success (namely, the acquisition of the target language) rather than the learning
processes themselves. | also agree with their proposition because much empirical
research has focused on quantifying their constructs and performing inferential
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statistics to testify their effect sizes (see Fryer, this issue). For example, ability be-
liefs are used to predict language achievement and individual differences in lan-
guage learning. Therefore, such a nuanced difference between theory and em-
pirical practice should be addressed by emphasizing the theoretical application
of ability beliefs with language learning processes (e.g., cognitive and affective
aspects of learning). This is a valid argument for this special issue.

The articles in this special issue investigate and consider various aspects
of ability beliefs, such as self-efficacy (Fryer), mindsets (Lou), achievement goals
(Li etal.), academic self-concept (Modller et al.), self-regulated language learning
(Nakata et al.), and competence need satisfaction (Oga-Baldwin & Ryan). Two
articles discuss causal factors affecting ability beliefs (Rubie-Davies & Li; Al-Hoo-
rie & Hiver). Each article focuses on unique features of ability beliefs that shape
students’ language learning processes and achievement. | discuss each article in
this special issue and add further issues and considerations that may shape our
understanding of ability beliefs in language learning. In the following sections, |
organize my discussion into three themes: Ability belief constructs, factors pro-
moting ability beliefs, and causality.

2. Constructs of ability beliefs in language learning
2.1. Self-efficacy

According to Bandura (1977), self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perceived
confidence to perform a new task successfully or achieve a future learning goal.
Language learners with high self-efficacy tend to be self-regulated and moti-
vated during task engagement, whereas those with low self-efficacy tend to be
unsure about what to do, have self-doubt about succeeding in the task, and ex-
perience burnt-out more easily (e.g., Mills et al., 2007). Fryer (this volume) per-
formed a systematic review of studies on the role of self-efficacy in new lan-
guage learning in formal education (2006-2023). Fryer rationalized the need for
a systematic review, and | agree with the author’s reasons, mainly because new
research will ask new research questions and use new methods and analyses
that can be useful to identify new research frontiers in classroom settings. In my
commentary, | would like to focus on Fryer’s third aim (i.e., theoretical contribu-
tions of self-efficacy research to second/new language learning). Fryer found
that previous research did not significantly contribute to understanding the role
of self-efficacy in second/foreign language learning. Some barriers to learning
about its contribution include unclear definitions of situated self-efficacy, self-ef-
ficacy being only one of the many factors being researched in a study, adoption of
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a cross-sectional design, which did not allow learning to unfold over time, overre-
liance on a survey design, and a lack of confounding variable control (e.g., gender
and prior achievement). Fryer recommends future research on self-efficacy, fo-
cusing on research adopting a longitudinal design, asking developmental process
questions, and calling for appropriate instruments to measure self-efficacy.

Fryer’s recommendation is much needed for ability beliefs research as it
should address learning processes and development. However, there are major
challenges in applying a longitudinal design (e.g., access to students, maturation,
attrition and retention rates, instruments, ethical constraints (dealing with young
children), the cost involved and funding limitations, and researchers’ methodologi-
cal expertise and experience; see Ross & Masters, 2023). Pressure to publish also
affects researchers’ decision on whether to conduct a longitudinal study or not.

Self-efficacy in language learning is a complex construct because it con-
sists of state-like confidence (situation-specific and fluctuating over time) and
trait-like confidence (relatively stable over time). That is, self-efficacy is multi-
faceted in that it interacts with other confidence constructs, such as linguistic
self-confidence in communicative capacity (Cléement et al., 2003), self-esteem
(Mercer, 2012), self-enhancement (Sampson, 2012), self-concept and mindsets
(as discussed below). Another area for investigating self-efficacy concerns the
validity or trustworthiness of learners’ self-efficacy beliefs. Self-efficacy is af-
fected by invalid self-assessment (Andrade, 2019; Brown et al., 2015). For exam-
ple, students tend to be overconfident in what they can do successfully and have
a distorted perception of their abilities. When self-efficacy is invalid (i.e., illusion
of one’s capability), learning may not be aligned with real-world task conditions,
resulting in ineffective learning processes.

2.2. Mindsets

The construct of mindsets is an important one for ability beliefs. Mindsets are
also known as implicit theories of an individual in terms of their self- and others-
views (Dweck, 1999; Dweck et al., 1995; Kelly, 1995). Two well-known types of
mindsets are fixed and growth mindsets. A fixed mindset is the belief that ability
is governed by predispositions (e.g., intelligence levels, talents and memory ca-
pacity). For example, an individual may believe that language aptitude is a con-
dition for successful language learning. When they perceive they do not have
the necessary level of language aptitude, they will argue that there is no reason
to try to learn a new language. If they try, they will likely attribute their failure
to their lack of language aptitude. In this example, language aptitude is believed
to be a fixed human condition. On the contrary, a growth mindset refers to an
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individual’s belief that there is always room for growth or improvement in hu-
man conditions. That is, people can develop knowledge and skills when they try.
Individuals with growth mindsets can treat challenges, crises, difficulties and
failures as opportunities for improving their personal growth. Ryan and Mercer
(2012) pointed out that conceiving the two mindsets as a continuum is more
beneficial since people may be placed between the two extreme mindset ends.
Furthermore, Dweck et al. (1995) postulate that individuals may have different
types of mindsets in different domains (e.g., having a fixed mindset in music
learning but a growth mindset in language learning). Mindsets are theoretically
connected to other ability beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy, attributions or efforts, goal
orientation, and motivation; Ryan & Mercer, 2012). For example, a growth mind-
set increases self-efficacy beliefs.

Lou (this volume) argues that growth mindsets alone are insufficient for
successful language learning. They require an environment that offers individu-
als ample opportunities to implement their growth mindsets. Metaphorically,
growth mindsets are seen as seeds and the environment as soil. When soil is
fertile, seeds will have more opportunity to become vigorous plants. This meta-
phor captures the concept very well. Lou proposes a comprehensive and com-
plex framework in which growth mindsets can be embedded within the inter-
personal and cultural system (i.e., ecological system) that sustains their growth
mindsets for learning and resilience. This framework can guide future research
on mindsets in language learning. Lou also comprehensively discusses how in-
vestigating growth mindsets in this proposed framework can be connected to
other ability beliefs and psychological constructs, such as motivation, that influ-
ence learning processes and outcomes. | was excited when | reviewed this arti-
cle as various components in the model and framework are thoroughly ex-
plained and connected to previous research and relevant mindset associates.
Understanding the word count limit, | would like to know more about recom-
mended and innovative research methodology and perhaps new technology ap-
plications for researching mindsets within this framework. | look forward to
reading new studies that adopt this framework to investigate growth mindsets
in school contexts. | also wonder whether it is possible that fixed mindsets can
be operationalized within this framework (i.e., can bad seeds with fertile soil
become some vigorous plants?). With our growth mindset, the answer will be
“yes.” Finally, reading Lou’s article reminded me of another concept used in
sports or military training (i.e., mental toughness — another positive psycholog-
ical construct) (Gucciardi & Hanton, 2016). Mental toughness refers to one’s ca-
pacity to adapt to disturbances threatening desirable performance outcomes.
In sports, this characteristic is exhibited by top sportspersons (e.g., top tennis
players and long-distance marathon athletes) who stay involved in stressful and
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competitive situations. Language learners with strong mental toughness in stressful
language learning and use situations (e.g., high-stakes examinations) accept that stress
is normal and pivotal for growth.

2.3. Academic self-concept

Self-concept is probably the most challenging ability belief to define. In a simple
definition, self-concept (or a set of beliefs about what one knows about oneself
or perceives oneself to be like) is a multidimensional construct because it can
be domain-general (e.g., self-concept of one’s intelligence or knowledge) or do-
main-specific (e.g., self-concept of one’s reading skills; Mercer, 2012). Thus, with
age and learning, it can be stable or dynamic. Mercer (2012) also pointed out
that it can be closely connected to other constructs, such as self-efficacy, self-
esteem and identity. Self-concept can be a broad construct that subsumes those
related constructs. Marsh’s (1986) internal/external frame of reference model
has influenced how individuals form their self-concept.

Moller et al. (this issue) focus on issues of academic self-concept in second
language (L2) learning (a domain-specific self-concept) based on a research synthe-
sis by Moller et al. (2020). Academic self-concept is related to beliefs about an indi-
vidual’s academic skills and knowledge. Moller et al. (this issue) pointed out the
strong correlation between self-concepts and foreign language performance (r =
0.60). However, the authors also pointed out that “academic self-concepts do not
correlate perfectly with objective measures.” | found this statement odd as to why
they would be perfectly correlated with other measures. The authors review previ-
ous research investigating the nature of self-concepts in L2 contexts (e.g., immer-
sion and content and language integrated learning). The authors then conceptualize
self-concepts in Eccles and Wigfield’s (2020) situated expectancy-value theory that
considers the roles of socialization and other psychological factors, such as motiva-
tion, in self-concepts. Mdller et al. (this issue) also discuss research that compares
academic self-concepts via social (e.g., comparing with others) and dimensional
(e.g., comparing with one’s other domains) comparisons. Many self-concepts in this
section are mostly related to self-efficacy and self-assessment research.

While reading this article, | envisage avenues of research into ability beliefs
in language learning. Nonetheless, | observed that the authors take a deterministic
approach to understanding academic self-concepts (it is about their measured ef-
fects on another variable of interest). Academic self-concepts are mainly geared and
judged via quantitative and statistical analyses (e.g., correlations, comparisons and
effects). | wonder if self-concepts could be as meaningful in language learning if they
were not necessarily quantified or measured to evaluate their magnitude. In reality,
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self-concepts, like other ability beliefs, are qualitative in nature (i.e., soft construct),
so the aim to quantify the constructs could distract researchers from understanding
their authentic nature. Qualitative methods, case studies, or prolonged ethno-
graphic research, for example, can yield an understanding of students’ self-concepts
in the language classroom rather than quantitative research (e.g., reasons and nar-
ratives). That is, we need authentic voices from students to talk about their self-
concepts rather than merely responding to researchers’ words in questionnaires.

2.4. Competence need satisfaction

Of all the articles in this special issue, although | have some basic knowledge about
self-determination theory (SDT), | am least familiar with competence need satisfac-
tion (Ryan & Deci, 2017) as an ability belief discussed by Oga-Baldwin and Ryan (this
issue). So, I was curious to know more about this construct. Oga-Baldwin and Ryan
(this issue) explain competence need satisfaction as the mini-theory under SDT in
terms of competence (sense of capability to learn or complete a task), relatedness
(sense of meaningful connections with others) and autonomy (sense of personal
endorsement and willingness to engage in a given activity) that must be met. The
three conditions of this competence need satisfaction, based on Oga-Baldwin and
Ryan, support the development of motivation and sustain engagement. In their ar-
ticle, the authors consider criticism of the competence need satisfaction for explain-
ing psychological mechanisms of optimal functioning in education (e.g., how it ex-
plains the motivation, the usefulness of well-being focus) and clarify what SDT
means for this mini theory in learning (e.g., a way to promote volition and sustain
motivation). The authors also discuss some relevant empirical research that indi-
rectly links to the contribution of competence need satisfaction. Similar to other
constructs discussed so far, a common technique and method for researching the
construct is survey questionnaires. The authors mention a psycholinguistic method,
such as reaction times, that may capture students’ feelings of success and desire for
more success. | believe that qualitative methods, such as verbal reports in a given
learning situation, will help extend meaningful applications of this mini theory. To
prove that this construct is useful for improving and sustaining language learning
and performance, quantification is not the only method to open students’ minds.

2.5. Ability beliefs in self-regulated language learning
I comment on Nakata et al. (this issue) as the last part on ability beliefs because this

article connects ability beliefs to self-regulated language learning. The authors largely
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adopt Zimmerman'’s (2000) triadic self-regulation theory to connect several abil-
ity beliefs (e.g., self-efficacy and mindsets) with other psychological constructs
(e.g., language learning strategy use, motivation). The authors first discuss how
self-efficacy can be studied using language learning strategies that emphasize
metacognitive processes such as goal setting, planning, monitoring, and evalu-
ation. Self-efficacy and strategic learning can be reciprocal rather than unidirec-
tional. For example, when learners set their goals, self-efficacy can help them
formulate possible future outcomes. When learners evaluate their performance,
they shape their future self-efficacy.

Second, the authors propose how mindsets (fixed and growth) can be con-
nected to motivation as goal orientations in self-regulated language learning by
examining learning task values (e.g., task difficulty and intrinsic motivation). The
authors also suggest that mindsets can be linked to attribution, which explains
reasons for or sources of success or failure (e.g., effort) during self-regulated
language learning. Third, Nakata et al. articulate how ability beliefs can be inte-
grative to self-regulation and social regulation (sociocultural perspective such as
mediation processes). For example, language learners can become more self-
regulated when they interact with others through co-regulation and shared re-
sponsibilities. The authors provide several research avenues and questions that
can connect various ability beliefs with other relevant learning processes within
a complex network of self-regulated language learning. The authors help their
readers put their target ability belief puzzle in the right contextual gap.

3. Factors antecedent to ability beliefs
3.1. Goal theories

A goal describes what a given individual intends to do or be capable of doing
(e.g., I would like to have clear pronunciation when | speak; | would like to be-
come an English teacher). It then shapes what actions and plans they need to
take to meet their goals. Goal setting is, therefore, critical for language learning
because otherwise, students will not know clearly where they are going or
whether they have achieved their goals. There are short-term and long-term
goals. A goal needs to be explicit and well-articulated. Indeed, goal setting is part
of self-regulation theory (e.g., Zimmerman, 2000), metacognitive theory (e.g.,
Efklides, 2008), strategic competence (Phakiti, 2007), and language learning
strategies (Oxford, 2017), to name a few.

Li et al. (this volume) aim to present types of goals other than achieve-
ment goals that are exclusively researched in language teaching and learning
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contexts. Li et al. review the literature on goal theories that can be expanded
beyond achievement goals. It should be noted that achievement goals are often
associated with classroom teaching and learning because they are aligned with
curriculum learning objectives or outcomes. They are often connected to achieve-
ment tests. Li et al. mainly present three goal theories (achievement, content and
goal setting theories). First, the authors present achievement goal theory focus-
ing on students’ competence. Commonly known are mastery goals (desire to
improve one’s competence) and performance goals (desire to demonstrate
one’s competence), but a matrix of goals can be expanded to capture the com-
plexity of students’ goals. Li et al. pointed out that research suggests mastery
goals in language learning are more desirable than performance goals because
they result in better learning engagement, enjoyment and achievement.

Second, a goal content approach is presented in terms of work avoidance
goals (minimizing effort and engagement), social goals (social reasons to do
well), and personal best goals (self-goal to exceed previous performance). This
review shows that work avoidance goals are undesirable as they limit learning
success. The authors call for research into their influence on ability beliefs. Fi-
nally, goal-setting theory describes goals as actions in which individuals make
conscious efforts to specify and articulate a goal to be achieved. It is apparent
in this article that the authors prefer goal-setting theory for researching lan-
guage learning as it is complex and well-suited to classroom situations.

The authors are comprehensive and annotative in reviewing goal theories
and recommending directions for research. However, it remains essential to estab-
lish a connection between goals and other ability belief constructs. | found some
discussion of different types of goals to be challenging to digest at times. This may
be because the authors primarily focus on presenting types of goals for the readers.

3.2. Impact of teacher expectancy on ability beliefs

Several external or social factors vary widely in their impact on language learn-
ing and use (Ellis, 2015). For example, Ellis (2015, p. 206) points out that power
and prestige determine “the context in which learners learn and an interactional
view where social context is constructed dynamically in each situation.” Ellis
(2015) furthers that when social factors are conceived to affect students’ access
to input or motivation to learn, learners’ psychological processes are assumed
to be responsible for learning, meaning that learners need to direct their learn-
ing using the input available to them. However, when social factors are seen as
a primary social activity that involves cognitive processes, learning is embedded
in the social processes, meaning that it is no longer an individual’s “cognitive
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affair, but as a participatory and social affair” (Ellis, 2015, p. 206). In this light, un-
derstanding the constructs of ability beliefs requires careful consideration of social
factors as part of an ecological learning system.

Through a systematic review, Rubie-Davies and Li (this issue) offer signifi-
cant insights into a social factor related to teachers’ expectations of second lan-
guage learners. When [ first read this article, | was unclear about its relevance
to ability beliefs. Nonetheless, for a while, | was made aware of the impact of
teachers’ expectations on students’ ability beliefs (i.e., a social source that
shapes learners’ ability beliefs). It can also be said that teachers’ expectations of
students are a form of their implicit theories (i.e., teachers’ mindsets on their
students— fixed or growth). According to Rubie-Davies and Li, the importance of
realizing teachers’ expectations cannot be ignored because they are conveyed
through their interactions with students, types of learning activities, and quality
of feedback and support, affecting students’ ability beliefs. The authors system-
atically reviewed this area since much research has not investigated teachers’
expectations of second language learners (SLLs). Six influential teachers’ expec-
tation themes were reported in this article: (1) expectations of SLLs and oppor-
tunities to learn, (2) deficit views of SLLs, (3) differential teacher interactions
with students, (4) teacher beliefs and attitudes related to SLLs, (5) adjusting in-
struction and assessment for SLLs, and (6) peer relationships among and be-
tween SLLs. These themes appear to be interconnected in classroom settings
and practice. Reading this study made me more aware of the importance of
teachers’ expectations than ever before. For example, in a context where SLLs
are immigrants (i.e., part of the mainstream classroom), teachers’ expectations
tend to be low, and they hold a negative view of SLLs. A subsequent impact of
such expectations is that SLLs could have less chance to improve their language
acquisition, education, or career trajectories. A study in a bilingual school setting
(Sharkey & Layzer, 2000) found that when teachers place SLLs in lower tracks
(compared with first-language English-speaking students), they focus on SLLS’
behavior management and ignore their learning success. Teachers’ expectations
were similar in a non-mainstream classroom context. Another notable impact
of teachers’ expectations is their inaccurate assessment of SLLs. They tend to
either underestimate or overestimate SLLs’ performance or learning outcomes.
In brief, the study allows the readers to imply that teachers’ expectations and
treatments of SLLs will significantly impact students’ ability beliefs (e.g., self-ef-
ficacy and mindsets). The article ascertains Ellis’ (2015) insights into the roles of
social factors in language learning. A key implication of this article is the need to
develop high-quality intervention and support for language teachers so that
they not only develop effective pedagogies but also recognize their implicit the-
ories of expectations of students.
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3.3. Causality in ability beliefs

| discuss Al-Hoorie and Hiver (this issue) the last because it has broader quanti-
tative methodological implications for studying ability beliefs. Causality studies
can be well-placed under the positivist and postpositivist paradigms, in which
reality is assumed to be governed by a set of immutable rules or theories. Cau-
sality studies require a randomized experimental design and emphasize objec-
tivity in data collection and analysis. In their article, Al-Hoorie and Hiver encour-
age readers to research and claim causality in language learning research bravely.
The authors provide step-by-step guidance on how to develop an explicit and
transparent causal model. They also consider the need to control and evaluate
the influences of confounders (other independent variables that interfere with the
target-independent variable to cause a change) and colliders (other independent
variables that mediate or moderate the causality of the target-independent vari-
able) in statistical modeling of causal relationships. The authors use a directed
acyclic graph (DAG) to represent a network of direct and indirect paths between
independent and dependent variables for hypothesizing and testing causality. A
systematic review of the accuracy of students’ self-assessment by Ledn et al.
(2023) provides examples of significant colliders of self-assessment accuracy (e.g.,
self-assessment experience, feedback and educational level).

Given the special issue of ability beliefs, the authors provide two examples
of modeling ability beliefs (e.g., the effect [cause] of teacher support on student
achievement). This article is valuable for helping researchers examine their hy-
potheses about causal relationships in their ability beliefs research. Nonetheless,
research on causality is complex in classroom contexts (e.g., difficulty in ran-
domizing students in an intact class). Furthermore, a causal finding based on
controlling variables is not often generalizable in chaotic classroom learning sit-
uations where many independent variables interact simultaneously with learn-
ing and performance. Mercer et al. (2012) cautioned about the dangers of cau-
sality in ability belief research.

While inferential statistics yield causal insights into ability beliefs con-
structs in language learning, it is important to remember that language learning
is complex and often non-linear (e.g., non-proportional between input and in-
teraction received and learning change; Larsen-Freeman, 2017). Therefore, as-
suming linearity and causality as a primary focus in research may hinder new
and more critical insights into these factors. Does researching ability beliefs nec-
essarily yield their measurement scores or statistical findings? Can qualitative
analysis, such as stories, personal perceptions and reported experiences, be
equally valuable as evidence of their contributions to language learning?

455



Aek Phakiti

4. My observations and reflections
4.1. Addressing the editors’ guided questions in this special issue

In their proposal, the editors set to answer three questions, and | will articulate
my answers as follows:

How do students’ perceptions of their ability beliefs to learn a new language affect
how they learn and the amount they learn?

The articles in this volume have shown that students’ ability beliefs can influence
what they learn and how they learn. For example, through a lens of high self-efficacy,
students will likely take action to learn and complete new language tasks. Nonethe-
less, the question of the amount they learn due to ability beliefs goes against the
idea that ability beliefs should be studied as part of learning processes rather than
as a measured source of learning outcomes. The question of amount encourages
researchers to place value on quantification and statistical findings rather than on
the meaning of ability beliefs in language learning. Furthermore, since ability beliefs
are qualitative in nature, quantification is not always the best practice. A danger is
that failures to find quantitative values (namely amount) will devalue these im-
portant constructs because they are not quantitative. Findings may not be pub-
lished, and a systematic review cannot include them in the analysis (the file-drawer
problem). This can be similar to how researchers aim to find the statistical relation-
ship between learning styles and learning performance, which results in no or weak
relationships (see Dornyei & Ryan, 2015). However, we know that learning styles
are important for language learning.

Research on ability beliefs cannot ignore the affordance and role of new
technology generative Al in everyday activities, which tend to boost students’
self-efficacy and mindsets to learn a new task that cannot be explained in theo-
ries that did not organically consider Al specificity as a critical factor (e.g., stu-
dents can now commonly use “how to” prompts in generative pre-training
transformer (GPT), translate from one language into another with powerful and
near-accurate voice translators, use mobile applications to improve their speak-
ing and pronunciation, and use Grammarly to improve their writing quality).

What relationships or gaps exist between commonly used language acquisition models
and established theories of ability belief in describing achievement of linguistic skills?

When combined, the articles in this special issue have demonstrated various relation-
ships between ability belief constructs and models for explaining language learning
(e.g., self-regulation, goal orientation, and self-determination theories). A fundamental
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limitation of empirical research is that it cannot investigate all factors simultaneously
in a single study due to methodological limitations and the complexity of any given
constructs and learning contexts, causing inferential errors and infidelity. Addition-
ally, while ability beliefs are viewed as positive psychology, it is possible that inte-
grating them can result in a combination of positive and negative effects on lan-
guage learning. Achievement is a buzzword and is subject to value implications (e.g.,
what it means for students, teachers, parents and governments). Instead, long-term
attainment and development are more tenable in language learning.

The articles in this special issue have not mentioned what language to learn.
It is worthwhile for the authors to mention popular languages in their educational
contexts to enhance the meaning of ability beliefs. This is important because not all
languages have equal values for individual learners (e.g., intrinsic or instrumental).
While some students learn a new language at school because of their intrinsic mo-
tivation, they must study a particular language in most educational settings because
their governments mandate it. Therefore, depending on what language students
are learning, ability belief constructs will have varying contributions to their learning.
It is also important to note that the nature of instructed second language acquisi-
tion (SLA) (see Loewen & Sato, 2017) differs significantly from natural SLA.

Finally, in applied linguistics, the construct of language proficiency (e.g.,
communicative competence, skill-using) has evolved significantly from that orig-
inated from an Anglophone monolingual view of communicative competence to
multilingual and plurilingual perspectives in which various languages are fluid
(see Leung, 2022). The language ability defined by the traditional communica-
tive competence theory adopted in many educational contexts as they subscribe
to international commercial language book series will differ significantly from
that recently accepted and defined in a multilingual and multicultural context.

Leung (2022) argues that language proficiency exists only in an educational,
training and assessment scheme and is primarily an artefact created by authorized
agents who form evaluative criteria for specifying achievement, attainment and
performance. Such an artefact is materialized into language curriculum design en-
compassing learning outcomes or objectives. Therefore, when considering the abil-
ity to learn a new language and the ability beliefs, we need to be clear about their
alignments and the context that defines language proficiency or learning outcomes.
An investigation into ability belief constructs needs to spell out the constructs of
language ability being referred to. This will also benefit future systematic reviews
(noted in Fryer, this volume; Rubie-Davies & Li, this volume).
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What are the critical, unanswered theoretical and practical questions regarding
ability beliefs for students learning new languages at school?

The articles in this special issue have contributed to understanding what theo-
retical and practical questions about ability beliefs should be asked. Understand-
ing the roles of ability beliefs requires realizing that the data used are not perfect
representations of the target construct. For example, research on other ability
beliefs not included in this special issue, such as self-assessment, performance
confidence, and calibration, suggests that learners are not accurate in their self-
assessment (e.g., Brown et al., 2015; Ross, 2006) and performance evaluation
(e.g., Butler, 2011). Bandura (1977) pointed out that students’ confidence in
learning and performance is a motivational and beneficial factor in learning. For
example, believing that one is better than one actually is (being overconfident)
may be beneficial in increasing one’s ambition to accomplish a learning task,
thereby increasing a chance of success.

Research generally found that students tend to be overconfident in their per-
formance of challenging tasks (e.g., Kruger & Dunning, 1999) but underconfident in
easy tasks (i.e., the hard-easy effect; Stankov & Crawford, 1996). Self-regulation the-
ories promote the importance of accurate evaluation and awareness of an individ-
ual’s ability or performance because they can inform them to study more to gain
higher knowledge or ability (e.g., Butler & Winne, 1995; Zimmerman, 2000; Zim-
merman & Schunk, 2011). Overconfident students may feel they do not need to
study further or improve their current work. In contrast, underconfident students
may feel unmotivated to learn or take new actions (Stone, 2000).

Underconfidence and overconfidence are labeled confidence biases (or miscal-
ibration) in the calibration literature. A longitudinal study (over five years) on school
children in Canada by Bouffard et al. (2011) shows that underconfident students had
lower intrinsic motivation (e.g., low enjoyment rate) and decreased effort to learn.
Bonneville-Roussy et al. (2017) conducted a longitudinal study on Grades 4/5 and
9/10 Canadian students and found relatively stable clusters of students being
overconfident (28%), realistic (55%) and underconfident (17%).

Research into this ability and belief in language learning is needed because
the benefits of overconfidence in motivation to learn have been debated (see
Butler, 2011). For example, Gonida and Leondari (2011) found that students who
were overconfident in their language and maths abilities tended to endorse per-
formance goals (self-enhancement and self-protection; see also Jiang & Kleitman,
2015) and strive for approval from significant others. Empirical research on confi-
dence beliefs should seek to identify the level at which over- or under-confidence is
beneficial for language learning and the level at which it can be harmful to learning.
Brown et al. (2015, p. 445) also ask a simple question: “Does it matter if students are
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inaccurate in their self-assessments, so long as they are engaged in thinking about the
quality of their work?” Brown et al. (2015) also provide essential methodological con-
siderations when researching students’ self-assessment and calibration.

4.2. Influence of differential theoretical underpinnings of ability beliefs

Students’ beliefs about the nature of language learning can determine how they
approach language learning or complete learning tasks. Investigating their be-
liefs is, hence, essential for theory and practice. To address the topic of ability
beliefs in language learning, three notions should be clarified at the outset:
learning, language and ability.

First, ‘learning’ originated from a cognitivist theory that regards the hu-
man mind as where learning occurs with a core assumption that the human
mind is an independent agency and rule-governed system. A cognitivist con-
ceives learning as a mental process within a given individual. A sociocognitivist
may posit that while cognition is essential for learning, learning is an integrated
cognitive-social activity within a situated context (Atkinson, 2011). A sociocul-
turalist can further argue that learning is mediated by both psychological tools
and social and cultural artefacts (Lantolf, 2011). Therefore, learning can be
viewed differently, depending on a particular perspective, and ability beliefs will
have different values relative to language learning. For example, investigating
self-efficacy from a sociocognitive perspective can yield different meanings and
interpretations than those based on a sociocultural perspective.

Second, the notion of ‘language’ from a cognitive perspective is an abstract
linguistic process that occurs in an individual’s mind (e.g., competence-performance
distinction). However, from a sociocognitive perspective, language is a tool for so-
cial communication that cannot occur in an individual’s mind alone but within a
situated language context. That is, language takes place in social participation.
From a sociocultural perspective, language is a mediational process that materi-
alizes information or concepts into a communication act and ends as internali-
zation within a given individual. Therefore, knowing that language can mean dif-
ferent things from different perspectives is critical.

Third, ‘ability’, from a cognitive perspective, is generally viewed as the inter-
nal mental capacity of a given individual — similar to how knowledge is stored in
memory. Performance is evidence of what individuals can or cannot do inde-
pendently. From a sociocognitive perspective, ability is both cognitive and social
in that performance can be assisted by an individual’s environment. For example,
if students know they can use Generative Al to help them with their writing, ability
and performance cannot be seen as purely cognitive. Their self-efficacy and mindsets
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will be different when they cannot use Al. From a sociocultural theory viewpoint,
ability is clearly co-constructed between a given person and others with higher
mental abilities, such as parents and teachers. Therefore, when we use the term
ability beliefs, we need to know the perspective to which they are ascribed.

Accordingly, it is essential to recognize the theoretical position one takes
before addressing the constructs of ability beliefs, which are essentially multi-
faceted in that they involve various sub-constructs (e.g., self-concept, self-effi-
cacy). Many constructs of ability beliefs discussed so far are sociocognitive (e.g.,
self-efficacy, as pointed out below). However, some constructs (e.g., self-regula-
tion and goal orientation) can be in-betweeners (i.e., somewhat cognitive, soci-
ocognitive and sociocultural), which can result in some confusion in their inter-
pretation. Social cognitive theory is used interchangeably with sociocognitive
theory (which can be assumed to be the same thing). However, its use can be
mixed up with sociocultural theory because people consider culture part of so-
ciety. Empirical researchers and theorists, when publishing, may assume that
readers understand the differences between sociocognitive and sociocultural
theories. However, such an assumption can mislead readers new to research
(e.g., teachers and graduate students) to believe that the two theories are used
interchangeably. Therefore, it is important to spell out how they define their
theoretical assumptions whenever possible.

Ellis (2015), for instance, clearly differentiates the underpinnings of the so-
ciocultural and sociocognitive theories. Sociocultural theory in second language
acquisition views language development as a mediational interaction between an
individual (with biological inheritance) and culturally organized artefacts where
mediation is part of social activity involving other-regulation and self-regulation.
Unlike sociocultural theory, sociocognitive theory focuses on the participatory
role of cognitive and social dimensions in language learning that occurs in a spe-
cific situation. Atkinson (2011), for example, argues that language is neither cog-
nitive nor social. There is a participatory coexistence between linguistic and social
space. For instance, individuals simultaneously attend to linguistic signs as they
speak or use the language in a social context. More importantly, Atkinson (2011)
rejects the sociocultural theory view that learning begins in a sociocultural setting
and ends in the individual’s head. Instead, it focuses on an individual’s active role
in changing or manipulating the social setting or environment (i.e., an individual
is not just a recipient but an activist or agent of change). Language learning and
use, therefore, becomes dynamically adaptive to its environment as “a natural,
adaptive process of ecological alignment” (Atkinson, 2011, p. 144). In summary,
cognitive, sociocognitive, and sociocultural theories are related but distinctive
when investigating the same phenomenon (e.g., language, learning, and ability).
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5. Concluding remarks

The articles together show that the role and function of ability beliefs, when
approached in an integrative manner, are complex, subtle and unstable during
language learning. They are the cornerstone of theories of ability beliefs that
will contribute to language learning and inform classroom and research prac-
tices. The contributors in this volume have addressed these critical topics and
broadened our understanding of the ability beliefs in language learning. The
special issue can potentially advance our knowledge of the complexities of lan-
guage learning. | encourage language teachers and researchers to read this spe-
cial issue and expand the ability belief constructs in both teaching and research.
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